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Chapter 1

 

Elizabeth

 

— 1 —

 


THE ULTIMATE ADVENTURE™
   FOR THE STRONG OF HEART AND SPIRIT


 

Are you bored with your current existence?

Hunger for change, adventure, challenges?

Are you fit and healthy?

Take risks to reap incredible rewards? 

 

Change your life and destiny!

Claim your place NOW!

 


Type TUA-THEULTIMATEADVENTURE 


into youR BROWSER and follow the link 

to the fulfillment of your wildest dreams

 

Melinda, who claims to be my friend, though I have reason to doubt it, waved about the notice, printed on a gaudily colored glossy B5 flyer. She sat herself at the table, which Adele and I had miraculously been able to score at Romanito’s for dinner, and read it out aloud.

“I wonder what that’s all about,” Adele said.

I took the flyer off Mel and studied it. Clearly designed to attract attention and solicit followup.

“I suspect it’s some religious crap.”

Actually, I was sure it was. Dad’s doing. How I wish that he could still be talking to me now! But he’s gone. Forever. He was the love of my life and the love of mom’s life. When he was killed—while he was doing his job and probably doing it well—it was the biggest, blackest hole that opened up in our lives. He was always trying to do his damn best to make sure that I had all the equipment he thought I needed to face life. Including having a good BS detector.

“Where’d you get it?” I returned the flyer to Mel. “Someone hand it to you at a street corner?”

“No! It was in my mailbox. At my apartment. I never check my mailbox, but this one was like sticking out. Like I had to take it.”

“Mumpitz,” I muttered.

“You always say that!” Mel protested.

“Sounds better than ‘bullshit’ or ‘nonsense’,” Adele said. 

“Whatever!” 

Mel was unimpressed by the use of my favorite derogatory German epithet.

“It doesn’t say anything about religion,” she insisted.

“You’re right. But whoever had this printed was trying to sell something.”

I was going to leave it at that. Sometimes silence is best. Especially with Mel right now. Our relationship was at a touchy point, mainly because I didn’t like Jack, her new boyfriend, and Mel knew it. 

Nothing had been said, but I guess I wasn’t being enthusiastic enough when she talked about him and I—with the occasional support of colleague and co-sufferer Adele—had to listen to Jack-this and Jack-that and Jack-the-sun-shines-out-of-his-ass. Jack was so kind, considerate, funny, sexy, whatever. He had a flashy red Mustang convertible and just ‘loved’ to take Mel out for drives to romantic spots beside the water. 

Seriously? Where in NYC can you find a ‘romantic’ spot by the water, unless you completely re-define the word? As for driving around NYC in a convertible… Dust and pollution stink drowning you as you crawled through traffic-choked streets? 

Jack also gave Mel presents, like the bracelet that must have cost him all of twenty bucks. Max! Did she just not want to know that it was a knock-off, which he probably got from a pawn shop in Brooklyn, where it had been fenced by a burglar who’d waylaid a black girl, beaten her up and taken it off her, so that her dad, who had probably bought it for her for maybe several times that much, now had to get her another one to make the hurt go away?

Yes, I’m a cynic.

The main reason I didn’t like Jack was because he was a creep.  Possibly basically harmless, though evidence for harmless vs. dangerous was sparse on the ground. The creep factor might just be simple sleaze. Maybe the fact that I couldn’t help but notice that he was eyeing me like he would have liked me as number three in the sack, watching them as he was humping Mel before turning his attention to me in some woman-degrading wet-dream of his.

Of course Jack did the ogling furtively enough for Mel not to notice. But I did, even though I wasn’t sure whether he wanted me to notice, or if he was actually dumb enough to think I wouldn’t. 

Either way, a brain box Jack was not. That red convertible Mustang he cruised around in surely must have been paid for by his dad in London, who apparently worked for an investment fund and whose no-doubt unethically acquired wealth allowed his evidence-that-Darwin-was-wrong-son to live what qualified as a ‘playboy’ lifestyle. Nothing getting close to the dizzying levels of high society, but there was enough money to throw around to make it possible for Jack to do nothing worthy of mention, except for making the likes of Mel think he actually cared about them enough to give them presents and think that their real friends, like me and Adele, were stupid enough not to see right through his clumsy posing and strutting.

Adele and I were not stupid enough. We were ICU nurses, and that requires a certain degree of intelligence. In my case—forgive me for bragging— that meant an IQ in the low 130s and top of my classes at college and nursing school. 

I could also kick Jack’s ass—a lot of guy’s asses, actually—from here to kingdom come, without working up a sweat in the process. Dad had insisted on me learning whatever I needed to learn, so that I’d never have to rely on a chivalrous male of the species to get me out of an unpleasant encounter with a less chivalrous male or males; because, so dad had claimed, the probability of an instance of the former being present when the latter were, was vanishingly small; mainly since the former were a threatened species and Murphy’s Law ruled the universe.

I think men know that I can kick their asses; or, at least sense it at some subliminal level. That was probably why I hadn’t had a single decent relationship. The few I had tried were duds, as the parties involved invariably were into sex games first and maybe-something-more later. Not my thing; which meant that—though I would never had admitted it to any of my peers, either at college or even now at the hospital—I was a twenty-seven year old virgin. I’d consistently lied about that when I came to NYC, because it would have meant no end of hassle if I had told the truth.

My un-Zeitgeist like disinclination to follow the trend set and grown-into-a-monstrosity by social media and dating apps and the expectations that came with all that, was in no small part mom’s fault. Not that she was religious; nor prudish for that matter. Her and dad’s sex-life had been alive and kicking, much to my occasional embarrassment and mortification. 

But what mum had once said to me had stuck: “You let a man come inside you, you’d better make sure it’s friendly, that he’s clean, that he respects you, and that it’s going to be fun for both of you.” 

She didn’t mention ‘love’, because she knew that was a lot of demand to put on a young—even a late-twenties-young—woman in today’s screwed-up world. But the rest of the criteria seemed sensible enough. Unfortunately I hadn’t come across anyone I would have trusted enough to live up to the high bar set by mom’s advice.

“Jack!” Mel squealed, interrupting my ruminations, jumped up and threw her  arms around him, smack in the middle of the tables, all occupied, most of whom were doing their best to pretend they either didn’t see, or give a damn about, the two deep-kissing like they hadn’t seen each other for a month, when it had been only this morning, after a night, the hot gory details of which I’d rather not have known about, but had because Mel had group-called Adele and me earlier and let it hang out there without a decent filter.

Mel was definitely doing the kissing. From the signals I got as an outside but savvy observer, it looked like Jack had just about had his fill of Mel and was ready to explore new pastures. The fidelity and attention span of a roach. The fact that he looked over Mel’s shoulder at me when he was supposed to have his full attention on kissing her—with abandon, if last night had been anything like what Mel had raved about—made me more than just a tad uneasy.

Poor Mel! She was on her way out and didn’t know it. The silly woman was so wrapped up in this shallow prick that she couldn’t see what was obvious even to me.

Jack’s hands grabbed her butt and squeezed, but I got the impression that was for my benefit, too.

“I could grab yours like that. How about it?”

Thanks, but no thanks!

Finally their faces separated, though Mel clung to Jack like a remora to a shark. I kept my face as impassive as I could.

They came over to the table, arms around each other.

“Hey,” Jack said

Mel said nothing; just glowed.

“Seen this?”

With his free hand Jack reached into a back pocket of his jeans and pulled out another one of those flyers. Somebody was doing some serious old style hard-copy promotion, on top of what probably also was done online.

“I got one of those, too!” Mel exclaimed, her eyes still on Jack with an expression of abject admiration.

Give me a bucket!

“Looks interesting,” Jack said. 

His eyes flickered to my face, but almost immediately raked down what he could see of my body. It was a hot day in NYC, even when I got up at six-thirty this morning. I wore a tank top that was quite tight and which, as was the fashion of the day, ventilated my belly-button. Since I am one of those women who can wear this kind of top without having wads of surplus lard hanging over the rim of my jeans, I felt reasonably comfortable about exposing my midriff for the sake of keeping cool. However, I have always refused to wear anything showing my nipples. Unlike Mel. Hers were for the world to see and marvel at, as if she wore anything at all, especially now that she was seriously excited. I would have been terminally embarrassed to be seen like that.

One might have thought that Mel’s outfit should have kept Jack’s attention focused on her, even if only because of the clear dominance of his small head over the big one. 

But, no! The guy was a pig. I felt soiled as he raked his eyes over me.

“What do you think?” he asked Mel. “Gonna try it out?”

“Are you?”

“I’m thinking of it.” 

Again he glanced at me.

Yeah, he would. 

What was it again these people had asked for?

Take risks to reap incredible rewards?

He would. As long as the risks were minimal and the rewards disproportionately large.

“What about you?” he asked me.

“No thanks.” 

“Scared, eh?” he sneered.

“Of what?” 

Jack shrugged; grinned at Mel, then looked back at me. 

“Adventure.”

Like I don’t know what you mean.

Mel of course didn’t have a clue what the jerkoff was talking about.

I shrugged, preferring to say nothing, because anything I’d say would have given him an opening for more innuendo. A quick side glance at Adele told me that she had similar thoughts.

“Ah, c’mon,” Jack needled me, completely ignoring Adele. “You not even curious?” He squeezed Mel’s shoulder. “What’s the harm in filling out a questionnaire, right? How about we do it later?”

Mel snuggled closer to him, as if that were possible without merging bodies. She was so pathetic. I was asking myself for the umpteenth time if I should tell her exactly what I thought of Jack. But I also knew that if I did, and in her current state, she wouldn’t talk to me for weeks, if ever again. Even if Jack ditched her in a couple of days, which was on the cards, she’d probably manage to blame me for it. Logic didn’t come into this. Mel was terminally smitten with that jerk, and anything or anybody standing in the way of that was muck.

“Sure,” she breathed. “Come on, Beth. Adi? As Jack says, what’s to lose by filling out a questionnaire?”

“Not interested,” I said. 

Adele nodded.

“Like Beth says. Thanks, but no thanks. You know me. Not a risk taker. Enough excitement in the ICU.”

Jack shrugged. 

“Yeah,” he said. “You’re scared. I can see that.”

Mel eyed him adoringly.

Poor girl!

~~~

 

The evening turned into a flop, which had everybody leave soon after having had something to eat and Jack had downed three beers and two bourbons.

Back at home in my modest but clean and reasonably safe one-person one-bedroom apartment, I yielded to temptation and typed in TUA_THEULTIMATEADVENTURE, then followed the Google-provided link and immediately landed on a page which mirrored what was on the flyer. 

Clicking on the one and only active button on the page took me directly to the first page of the questionnaire.

I had a hard time believing what they were asking!

Did these people truly expect that anyone would surrender this much personal info? 

This was the age of identity theft, mega-corporate exploitation of people’s data, and don’t even get me started on the government! 

‘THE ULTIMATE ADVENTURE™ is committed to complete privacy of information. Nothing you enter on this form will be shared with any party outside of THE ULTIMATE ADVENTURE™’… 

Seriously? 

There were people who believed that?

Unfortunately I knew there were.

I didn’t. 

Still, I started to complete the first page, if only to be able to be able to proceed to the next one. 

Still, definitely no intention of ever submitting then form when I was done, but I was curious and had nothing better to do right now.

But surely you’ve heard know what curiosity did to the cat…

 

~~~
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THE ULTIMATE ADVENTURE™

Prospective Participant’s Application

 

Please fill out all fields to the best of your ability. 

 

All questions must be answered! 

 

 

Date of Application: 6.20.2024

Place of Application: New York

Name: Elizabeth + NOYDB (means ‘none of your damn business’)

Address: NOYDB 

Phone: NOYDB

Date of birth: 1997

Citizenship: US.

Place of birth: Japan

Father: yes

Living? no

If not, list cause of death: KIA

Mother: yes

Mother’s maiden name: NOYDB 

Living? yes

If not, list cause of death: n/a

Siblings (names, sex, age): NOYDB
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Marital status: NOYDB

Spouse’s name: n/a

Spouse’s maiden name: n/a

Children (sex, ages): n/a

Education: B.Sc.  MSN

Profession: registered nurse

Your goals: I’ll figure them out some day

Hobbies/pastime: hiking, reading, jujitsu

How did you learn about us? junk flyers

Why are you filling out this application? no idea

What are you expecting out of this competition? nothing

How familiar are you with ‘reality shows’? on a scale 0-9: 1

Which reality show is your favorite? lemme think… NONE

Are you prepared to move away a large distance from your current residence for the duration of this competition? maybe, as long as I don’t have to pay for it.
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What do you consider your greatest strength(s)? determination, intelligence, personal integrity

What do you consider your greatest weakness(es)? don’t know what I want

If you were granted three wishes by a fairy, what would you wish for?

1) my dad back

2) meet someone I can connect with and trust

3) for mom to be happy again

What would you never get yourself to do, no matter what happens? kill somebody or betray someone who trusts me

Would you have any problems living your life while being recorded all the time? probably

List anything else you’d like to say in support of your application: nothing

 

That last page made me think about a few things I hadn’t thought about all that much.

I went back to the first page again and read over my answers again. They all would disqualify me, so what the heck?

I hit the SUBMIT button on page 3…

By accident. Well, too damn late!

 

~~~

 

Mel and Jack also had gone online to fill out the forms. At least that’s what they told me. They also mocked me because they thought I hadn’t. 

About three days later Jack dumped Mel in a manner befitting his character by screwing Fran Heilstein, who promptly published the event on every social social medium she was wasting her time on. Which meant the world knew. As did Mel, who was devastated. She instantly unfriended Fran and Jack wherever she could and posted a few hysterical tirades about him on her own social media pages.

I refrained from telling her that maybe she should have listened to me and paid attention to the unmistakable signs. Instead I tried to be a friend. She seemed to appreciate it, though I heard that she posted on Facebook that if some of her friends—meaning, though not actually naming, me!—hadn’t been so stand-offish to Jack he might not have left her. 

Talk about screwed-up reasoning. Coming from an at least partially scientifically trained woman it kind of made me wonder if Mel should really be continuing in her profession. Could people like that really be trusted with patient care?

Shortly after the breakup Jack accosted me and hinted, with all the subtlety of a Cro-Magnon stumbling into the decorous ambience of a Jane Austen novel parlor, that he was available for servicing my needs. I told him to keep his hands to himself; pointing out that Mel was my friend and he had just ditched her in a most ungentlemanly fashion. I did not mention that he also was the last person in the known human universe I’d consider as candidate for rendering services to fulfill any of my needs.

A couple of weeks went by. With the healthcare systems still in crisis and barely starting to recover after the pandemic, work was full-on and becoming more so by the day. It was still stinking hot; the muggiest autumn NYC had seen for years, without, however, a drop of rain in sight. 

Howdy, climate change! 

I wish you’d stayed away for another few hundred years. But you didn’t. Well, we helped…

Then, one day, on a brief  lunch break with Mel and Adele, I received a call on my cellphone.

UNKNOWN CALLER.

The male voice at the other end identified himself as John Redman, who congratulated me on making the preliminary shortlist for their new series.

Series of what?

‘THE ULTIMATE ADVENTURE’ of course!

Before I got a word in to tell John Redman to please forget he ever saw my whimsical online form completion,  he told me that the show was to be recorded over a period of at least half a year, modeled loosely on ‘Survivor’ reality shows, but with a few twists and exciting innovations. The long time allocated to its production was meant to allow for in-depth character development and other things that current shows hadn’t even conceived of.

I guess, instead of telling the man to hang up, I could have done exactly the same.

But I didn’t. Because…

They wanted me?

What for?

I think I must have said it aloud.

“THE ULTIMATE ADVENTURE,” John Redman said, “has decided that you possess the qualities we’re looking for in a participant. If you have not already done so, we would like you to consider very seriously the possibility of taking part in our show.”

“Excuse me,” I said to Mel and Adele before bringing a safe listening distance between them and myself. So far I hadn’t said anything that would have given away just exactly what I was talking about or who I was talking to. But now…

“Surely you realize,” I told the caller, “that my answers show I really don’t have the slightest interest in participating in a stupid reality show.”

“You left your cellphone number.”

“No, I didn’t!”

“Sorry to correct you, but I called you on the number you provided.”

Liar!

I definitely didn’t want to play ball with these people.

“I don’t believe you,” I said. “And now don’t waste my time any longer. And don’t call me again. Like ever!”

I was about to tap the disconnect icon, when…

“Ms. White! Please, hear me out.”

My finger froze in mid air.

They knew my name? 

Of course they did. They traced me back from my use of their website to my cellphone and then my name.

How could I have been so fucking all-out stupid?

“Please!” John Redman said again. 

“You got one minute!”

 “Thank you. Please give us an opportunity to show to you just exactly what it is you would be in for. After that you can always still say ‘no’.”

“You're wasting your time.”

“No. Your possible rejection of our offer—even if you have further evaluated it—has been factored into production and budgeting processes. You’d be doing us a favor by attending a one-week retreat, where you will have the opportunity to meet all the other participants in an informal setting. At the end of the week you can decide what you want to do.”

Interesting… 

“When?”

“The dates are the 20th to the 30th of July.”

“That would be difficult. Work-wise if nothing else. So, how about just leave it.”

“We would provide any assistance you might need to adjust your work schedules,” he said before my treacherously hesitant finger could disconnect the call. “We would also ensure that any inconveniences are minimized as much as possible.”

“This ‘retreat’,” I asked, “it is in the U.S.?”

“No. You would be picked up by one of our agents and put on a plane to your destination.”

“Which is where?”

“That I am not at liberty to divulge.”

“I don’t have a passport.”

“We can assist you with getting one at short notice. That includes payment for the document and express processing.”

“You are paying for this?”

“Of course. THE ULTIMATE ADVENTURE will defray all costs, which includes any sundry items having to do with your personal or working life and whatever else may be adversely affected as a consequence of you working with us.”

I had to admit to myself that temptation was worming its way through my rationalizing defenses.

“What do I have to do?” I asked. “That is, in the extremely hypothetical and even more extremely unlikely case that I am interested.”

“First of all, you need to agree. Then we’ll discuss the details.”

I thought of all the reasons why I should not agree; like that I ought to be focusing on my work and get some more extra shifts to help me pay off my student loan ASAP. Also, mom was going to be worried sick if I went off on a jaunt like that; not only because she was a mother and therefore—despite her daughter being a twenty-seven year old adult—was worried about me as a matter of principle.

She knew I despised the very concept of trashy ‘reality shows’. They attracted such preposterous ratings because they brought out the worst aspects of participants who had been dredged up from some of the worst offerings of society and its influences.

Plus…

Stop!

There were lots of reasons to hang up right now and never pick up a call from John Redman again.

But…

There was this one really big reason that kind-of wiped them all off the board. It was called ‘curiosity’; which, so it is said, killed the cat. However, dad was fond of noting that curiosity is also the main reason why our species ever got anywhere. 

I glanced back at my friends, chatting to each other. They had lost interest in the conversation a few seconds after I’d moved out of hearing range; certain that they would be filled in as soon as I got off the phone.

“I need to think about this,” I told John Redman. “Can I call you back?”

“How about I call you back? We need to know by tonight.”

“No pressure, huh?”

“Sorry.”

“Fine. I’ll probably say ‘no’, so don’t get your hopes up. Not that I have the foggiest clue why you’d want me anyway.”

“Call you back at eight?”

“Ten.”

“Ten.”

“Ciao.”

“There’s just one thing—”

Here it came! The catch. There is always a catch.

“Yes?” 

“Confidentiality. I would ask you not to discuss this matter with anyone. For production and promotional purposes we would like to keep the identities of our participants secret until the actual airing of the show.”

That wasn’t entirely unreasonable; so I agreed to keep my mouth shut and hung up.

Interesting…

My cellphone told me that lunch break was almost done. My shift finished at seven. I was not going to agree if they asked me to double-shift. Done too much of that anyway. 

So, after work—which was when I could focus on anything but caring for my ICU patients, who deserved all the attention I could give—I had maybe three hours to figure out if I was going to disrupt, for a time at least, my current path through life.

Returning to the table I found Mel and Adele looking at me expectantly. Who was that on the phone? Tell us more! Like they thought I didn’t have a social life outside work.

They weren’t entirely wrong…

“Someone with a business proposition,” I said, trying to be casual about it; like it didn’t matter at all.

Didn’t work…

What business? 

We didn’t know you were in any business! 

You looking for a different job? 

Why didn’t you tell us?

And so on.

I let them talk for a while, hoping to make use of whatever their imaginations came up with. Some people confabulate incredibly elaborate speculative schemes if one just lets them talk and drops in a hint or two. I let Mel and Adele speculate and, with me contributing only a few vague misdirections, had them come up with a potential job at the U.N. for me, and that I was going to be stationed in Japan—probably because I speak fluent Japanese; having been brought up in a multilingual household with a Japanese-born, US-naturalized father, who wanted to make sure that I understood his native culture through its language from the very outset. 

Mixing it up with my Irish-Danish mother made for an interesting life, especially since dad had been in the US Air Force and we moved around a lot, with the first eight years of my life spent in Japan. I followed that up with Japanese language studies as soon as I was old enough. I had planned to return to there one day, even though it would never be home. I was a gaijin and would always be. A girl of the modern world.

I nudged Mel and Adele into imagining that I was being transferred to Japan and being flown there for an interview in a few weeks.

“They’ll call me back later to let me know.”

“Wow!” Mel was impressed.

Mel eyed me with a more thoughtful mien.

“How long will you be gone for?”

“I think I might use the time to have a look around. Visit some places I haven’t seen for years. Couple of weeks maybe.”

I hadn’t said that I was going to Japan. Lying is a complex business and it’s usually better to keep it as simple as possible. It occurred to me that THE ULTIMATE ADVENTURE might extend their insistence on secrecy even to family members, that meaning mom. Now that would be a problem. I really didn’t want to lie to her. I would have lied to the rest of the world; but our family, with dad being a military man and stationed in all sorts of places, had always been very ‘nuclear’; just the three of us, since mom had been unable to have another child after me.

With dad KIA during an ‘event’—the military, for ‘security’ reasons, had remained vague about details—it became just two…

Mom and I had a good relationship; as good as it gets between mother and daughter, given a mother’s natural inclination not to let go. That irked me, but I loved her too much to let it make any difference.

And now I might have to lie to her?

She deserved better.

On the other hand I might not take part in this stupid game at all. So why worry mom? The going-to-Japan narrative, created by Mel and Adele, was an interesting little white lie I might just be able to live with. At least that’s what I told myself.

Truth be told, by now I would have done anything to go on this junket. I didn’t want to admit it to myself then, but I was bored, terminally curious and aching for a challenge to get me out of my personal existential angst rut. 

For a rut it was: a habit or pattern of behavior that has become dull and unproductive but is hard to change. That was my life to the ‘t’. Something important was missing. Maybe my three fairy wishes revealed more of me than I realized.

Rationalization has amazing powers, which led to the final, and possibly decisive, reason for even thinking of doing this. 

Money.

If I actually won whatever there was on offer in this dimwitted contest… Might just end up with a bucket-load of cash, which would pay off my student loan and help mom, too. She still was with the Air Force, as she’d been since before dad’s death. Mom wasn’t the type to just be a soldier’s wife! She was a lieutenant and she worked in ‘communications’; in a hush-hush enough function so she couldn’t tell me exactly what she was doing. She’d gotten into that when we were stationed in England. Dad of course knew what she was doing. I don’t think those two had any secrets from each other; not even the ones they were supposed to keep from each other. 

Married personnel are the exception and frowned upon by the system, but mom was good at what she did, and, like dad, she qualified as a ‘patriotic American’ and would make no bones about it. But I knew that by now mom had enough of her current job. 

Enough extra cash would see her kiss the military good-bye and start looking closer at her true personal passions; one of which was her intention to complete a novel she had been working on for years. 

Of course, she would love to be a grandmother. Unfortunately I hadn’t exactly helped her making that come true. 

Still mom didn’t complain. 

She was the best!

 

~~~

 

When John Redman called that night I told him I was ‘in’; provisionally and subject to some more thought.

“Excellent choice,” he said approvingly. “Now, there are a few more details to take care of. Could we meet somewhere and discuss them?”

John Redman apparently had been assigned to me as my case worker. Sounded like something from Social Services. ‘TUA’, as he referred to his company, had assigned case workers to all participants who had agreed to attend the preliminary gathering. This was to help guide the prospective players through the preparatory steps and help out with any organizational and financial details that needed to be taken care of; like compiling, and if necessary buying, the contents of my ‘survival pack’.

John Redman was a few inches shorter than my five-ten. He looked more like he should have a Mexican name like maybe ‘Paco Escobar’; but ‘John Redman’ it was. 

Or not. Who knows? Just about everything about TUA™ was a lie, as the participants, including myself, were about to find out in due course.

During our first meeting in a bistro in Manhattan he handed me a 50 liter backpack; one of those jobs that fit snugly to your back and have a broad strap to tie around your hips. The pack was olive green and made from some strong woven material, which, I found out later, was something like Kevlar. On the back it had the letters TUA™ and underneath my name.

“Your survival pack,” John Redman said. “We want you to fill it up with things you think you might need for the duration of The Game.”

The Game…

It was the first time the word had been used. I never heard anyone do that before, but Redman managed to pronounce it with capital letters.

“What exactly did you have in mind?” I asked.

“Whatever you have in mind is what matters. It is a ‘survival pack’.”

“You mean like something I might need on a desert island when I have to figure out how to survive?”

“That’s a possible scenario. However it is not the only one. THE ULTIMATE ADVENTURE, which is not only the name of my company but also of The Game—” again pronounced capitalized “—is much more sophisticated than what you are likely to imagine right now. I advise you to take a broad approach when choosing the contents for your pack. Imagine any survival scenario that comes to mind, excepting maybe going into space or having to live underwater. However, you might be placed into a situation where you have to ‘survive’—possibly in the sense of fulfilling a task you are given—in a large foreign city. Or a rainforest. Be imaginative.”

“I could end up spending a lot of money up front,” I pointed out.

“I will accompany you and pay for everything.”

Interesting…

I. Was. Hooked.

But there was no need to let John Redman know that.

“Interesting, ” I said.

“We like to think so. TUA aims to fulfill the participants’ needs for adventure, challenge and reward—” emphatic pause “—just as much as the audience’s.”

“So everything will be recorded?”

He nodded.

“Can we go to the bathroom without having CCTV ogling us?”

“Privacy will be respected as much as possible and compatible with the requirements of the Game.”

I noted the equivocation, but let it slide.

“Will it be live?”

Was I going to be with others in some version of the Truman Show?

“With the number of participants and the complexity of the Game, live transmission is impractical. Also, different story-lines and their interactions, with the corresponding elements of unpredictability, make it difficult to anticipate just exactly what will happen. Post-production editing will be extensive and take some time to complete.”

“I see.”

“This implies that every participant has to adhere to complete confidentiality and nondisclosure. Until the day the last part of the footage has been made available to the intended audience.”

I thought it was an odd way to phrase this, but John Redman had perfected the art of telling the truth in such a way that his listener was completely taken in and substituted his or her own meanings for his. When he said ‘presentation’ I substituted ‘broadcasting’ or some kind of online streaming. When he referred to the last part of the ‘footage’ being ‘made public’ I also placed an unconscious time-frame around it all; something of the order of half a year at the most. 

It’s really quite amazing, the way we fall victims to the same tactics we ourselves use on others, when others use them against us. I should have been on my guard. And I was. But my attention was skillfully being misdirected, and so I missed the fine nuances of John Redman’s statements. Redman did to me exactly the same thing I had done to Mel and Adele not to long ago.

He brought out a folder of papers and handed it to me. 

“When you’re done reading, initial all the pages, then sign at the end. Make sure you read all the fine print.” He shrugged. “There are no hidden traps. Still it would not be productive to have grievances created during the course of the Game because the candidate—” so now terminology had gone from ‘applicant’ to ‘prospective participant’ and to ‘candidate’! “—has not fully understood the terms of the engagement.”

“Sounds reasonable,” I said.

“Thank you. Needless to say—forgive me for reiterating it, but I am obliged to—this document is itself confidential and must not be seen by anybody but yourself.”

I pointed at the backpack. 

“What about this?”

“I will hold onto it,” he said. “I brought it to give you an idea of the dimensions and capacity. All your survival equipment has to fit inside, with nothing protruding or attached on the outside. This is not so much a necessity for the Game, but a standard imposed to allow all candidates to start from a point of equal advantage; at least insofar as this can be imposed by confinement to something as fundamental as a physical volume.

“Candidates choose what to put inside the pack. It is here that there will be similarities and differences. The compilation of the contents for the pack is a  kind of beginning to the Game; only that at this point you have time to deliberate on your course of action and your resources are virtually unlimited.”

“What if I want to take, say, a gun?”

“We will assist with the procurement of any such items. You need only specify what you want.”

“Seriously? A gun?”

“It will have to be a handgun. However, you are free to choose the type, manufacturer, caliber as well as any special accessories. ”

“Silencer?”

“If you want to. Just remember that such items take up extra space and add weight. You may have to carry the backpack for distances and under conditions that will make excessive weight work to your disadvantage.” 

“Point taken. Still, I could ask for top-of-the-line pistol. They don’t come cheap.” 

“Our resources are extensive.”

“Hmmff. If this project turns out to be a flop, I guess that means your company is gonna lose a shitload of money.”

Redman shrugged.

“Above, as they say, my pay grade.”

He handed me a business card.

THE ULTIMATE ADVENTURE™ 

John Redman

Level 3 Coordinator

Underneath was a cellphone number.

“Call me here anytime. You have just over a week to prepare. TUA will do whatever is necessary to facilitate the process.”

“What if I wake up at 3 a.m. and have a question?”

“Call me.”

He reached for the backpack.

“Can I ask you something?” I said.

He leaned back in his chair. 

“Between now and July 19 you may ask me anything at anytime. If I can answer is a different matter. However, I will do so to the best of my ability.”

“How many people are expected to show up at this first meeting?”

“Over a hundred.”

“Wow, that’s a big Game.”

“It is. The biggest ever.”

“These people, they come from all over the world?”

He nodded.

“Can you tell me where this meeting is going to be?”

He shook his head.

“Can you tell me the criteria used to select the candidates?”

“I can give you an outline.”

“Please do.”

“The Game has a structure and dynamic. It requires certain characters—think of them as actors without a script— in order to make it succeed. Just like correct casting is essential for the success of a movie. Those who, like you, were selected based on their answers on the questionnaire, appear to fit the specifications. Background, education, sex, age, size, hobby, skills, and so on.

“Then there is another aspect, which has to do with what is usually termed ‘competence’. If the Game is to proceed as planned, the participants need to be able to play their roles and have a fair chance of winning. Of course, we cannot predict their ability with complete accuracy.”

He shook his head. 

“I think I know what you’re going to ask next, and the answer is that I’m not able to answer. You see, I don’t actually know. I’m just a recruiter. I know what the organizers have decided I need to know to do my job effectively. However, I have been told to tell any candidate who asks for more information that the rewards for the winner or winners will be generous beyond their wildest expectations.”

“So, eventually I’m going to know more about the Game than you?”

“Indeed.”

“When?”

“During the initial meeting.”

“That’s a powerful motivation for attending.”

“The other motivation is that without attending you cannot participate in the Game itself.”

I thought about that for a moment.

“I’ll call you.”

 

~~~

 

I phoned John Redman at midnight, just to be an ass and see if he really was available at all times.

“I have a few questions.”

“I may have answers.”

“I want money included with my survival pack. Dollars preferably. Like one-hundred dollar notes.”

“No problem.”

“That’s ten-thousand dollars.”

“Correct. May I ask why you want money?”

“To buy stuff if I need it.”

“Like?”

“Clothes, for one thing. I don’t want to waste my pack space by stuffing it with clothes. Besides I wouldn’t know what to wear wherever it is we’re going to be.”

At that moment a thought struck me.

Aren’t you clever?

“Neither, for that matter, do I know what kind of currency would be the best. Maybe I should ask you to provide me with currency that is acceptable where we are going!”

“Nice try! It’ll have to be a currency you specify.”

“All right. US dollars. Ten thousand.”

“No problem. By the way, you might be interested to know that out of all the applicants only one other person has attempted the same ploy.”

“Asking for money?”

“You know what I mean.”

“I see.” 

Only one other out of more than a hundred, who was devious enough to try and con the organizers into revealing things they didn’t want to reveal? 

That either made her…him…

“Man or woman?” I asked Redman.

“Sorry.”

I didn’t think so.

Anyway, at least one more smart cookie among that lot. Someone who would do what s/he could to wrench every advantage possible out of the system. I would have to keep an eye out for whoever.

“Thought of anything else?”

“Yes. I want a Glock 26. Gen 5. Nine millimeter. A hundred rounds of ammo. Round-nose copper jacket.”

“Done.”

“Just like that?”

“It is a sensible request.”

‘Sensible’…

“We can go shopping together for everything else,” I said into the phone.

“When?”

“Saturday?”

“Saturday it is.”

“I have another question.”

“Only one?”

“When does the actual Game start?”

“Beginning of August.”

“That doesn’t give me much time to prepare!”

“The date is listed on the agreement I gave you.”

“I haven’t started on that yet.”

“We will need it back by Saturday at the latest.”

I disconnected the call and stared at my cellphone, trying to control my shaking. My request for a gun had been a test. I had never expected them to agree. But they had.

 I lay back on my bed and contemplated the implications. They would let me have a gun; didn’t bat an eyelid when I asked for a hundred rounds of ammo. Above all, what I had requested was for killing, whether in self-defense or not.

Kill what?

Or whom?

Was this getting just a tad sinister?

Time to pull out?

I looked at my cellphone, wondering if I should call John Redman and tell him that I had changed my mind.

I didn’t. Instead I called mom in Norfolk, where she was currently stationed, and lied to her. It was easier than I had thought it would be.

 

— 2 —

 

That was Thursday.

On Friday two things happened…

For one I found out what happened to those who had not been selected to be a THE ULTIMATE ADVENTURE candidate. They got a form-letter stating, in essence, that THE ULTIMATE ADVENTURE™ thanked them for the application, but that they had filled their quota of successful applicants. 

‘We thank you for your interest in THE ULTIMATE ADVENTURE™, but…’ Yadda yadda yadda.

My buddies, both of whom had applied, were not pleased. I suspect they had ambitions to be famous one day and thought that maybe appearing on a reality show would give them a hand up. It had happened to others; so why not to them? Nursing was a tough gig. It wore you out mentally and physically.

When Mel told me about her rejection, I refrained from comment and confined myself to a few sympathetic noises; but even that was a mistake.

“You think you would have made it?” she challenged me.

“Probably not.”

That gave her nothing to sink her fangs into, so she backed off. 

Relief! 

Already this secrecy business was getting on my nerves.

I’d read the agreement, which for the most part appeared sensible enough. The legalese had been kept to a minimum, presumably to avoid the necessity for the ‘candidate’ to consult a lawyer about what it all meant. That should have made me suspicious, but it didn’t.

The bottom line was that THE ULTIMATE ADVENTURE would have exclusive rights to all footage acquired during the Game. The player needed to be available for the six-monthly duration of the Game. He or she would be paid a flat sum for that time, in addition to any expenses incurred directly or indirectly as a consequence of the participation. The sum in my case amounted to $50,000, which I thought was damn good, no matter which way you looked at it.

A quick calculation: 50,000x100 participants added up to five million dollars, give or take adjustments for exchange rates and stuff. Add sundry expenses, and THE ULTIMATE ADVENTURE was out something like maybe eight to ten million dollars before they even started spending on whatever else was needed for this production.

The sums involved were staggering. The money to the players was paid up-front upon their agreement to the deal and then shipping them off to wherever. In addition, THE ULTIMATE ADVENTURE would take out life-insurance policies for every player, to the amount of $500k, to be paid to the benefit of whomever we cared to nominate.

I asked John Redman about this.

“Just in case,” he said. “Remember that it’s better to have it and not need it than vice versa. THE ULTIMATE ADVENTURE feels that it owes it to the candidates to put their minds at ease about those they feel responsible for.”

Fair enough. In my case I made mom the beneficiary, though of course I didn’t tell her that. Payout would be in the case of the usual horrible injuries—a list to turn anybody off doing anything whatsoever and crawl into a bed to be safe and warm—or, and this was just a tad creepy, ‘inability to return’ or ‘disappearance’.

“What exactly does that mean?”

“It’s a possible eventuality,” Redman explained. “We included this clause in order to make it easier for the beneficiaries to collect in certain circumstances. Suppose you go on a plane trip overseas. There is a non-zero chance that the plane crashes into the ocean and submerges completely, passengers and all. In that case it’s safe to say you won’t return. This possibility is covered in the ‘inability to return’ clause. Such things have happened. Therefore they are possible. And we will fly you somewhere.”

It sounded sensible. I still had an uneasy feeling about it, but it wasn’t enough to turn me off. Besides, by then I had gone shopping with John Redman and spent upward of four-thousand dollars on survival-pack contents; everything from top-class sports-bras—which I use whenever exercising, despite just barely qualifying for C-cups—to high-SPF sun-protection lotion, and a  serious first aid kit; plus, of course the gun and a very sharp and dangerous hunting knife, compact Nikon binoculars, hi-tech, super light-weight cold- and foul-weather gear; a sleeping bag that cost almost five-hundred dollars but would protect me in a blizzard and yet compacted into a volume smaller than my jeans. Antibiotics, anti-inflammatories, oxycodone pain-killers; just in case.

Having spent that much money I felt bad about even thinking about wanting to pull out.

Another reason why getting out of NYC was desirable was Jack. Having cheated on Mel, he proceeded to inflict his sleazy charm on a new girl, whose name was Alicia. She only lasted for a few giddy days. Apparently she went into hysterics in public when he told her that he was breaking up with her.

Jack was even creepier than I suspected, as I found out about on the Friday before the shopping-with-John-Redman-Saturday.

Jack waylaid me in a Manhattan cafe, where I was taking a rest from going around a gazillion shops, trying to figure out ahead of time just what exactly I wanted to take with me. If I dragged John Redman around with me I wasn’t going to look like some undecided, unprepared ninny, or typical female with after-thoughts where there should have been forethoughts. My dad once said that one of the things he really loved about mom—indeed one of the things that had struck him in the very early stages of their initial acquaintance—was that she was a faster shopper than he. I came nowhere close to that ideal, but sometimes I tried; certainly I intended to project that image when I went out with John Redman.

But on Friday I was agonizing away; the list in my hand, a stack of papers, carefully ordered by shop, was getting long. I could have filled up three of those packs—at least! My approach here was to think of everything, then cull it down in several passes, eliminating the least important/useful/necessary until I had everything pared down to what could be taken. The whole thing had assumed a new dimension during another call to John Redman.

“At this preliminary meeting, what are we supposed to wear?”

“I was wondering when you’d ask that.”

“Good. That means you have an answer.”

“All candidates are allowed to wear only that which is a part of their survival package.”

“Really?”

“This is done in the interest of fairness.”

“What’s fair about it? I need to know what to wear!”

“Indeed you do; and I have told you what it is.”

“That’s cheating.”

“If you turn to page 4, Section 5.3 of the contract, which I hope you will have ready for me tomorrow, you will notice the following clause.” His tone turned didactic. ”‘The Candidate shall at all times during any phase of the Game, wear only those garments which he has brought with him as part of his survival pack or has acquired during the course of the game.’“

“That is clear, is it not?”

“But I thought this meeting wasn’t part of the Game!”

“Technically it is. If you turn to page 2, Section 1.4, you will find the following: ‘Candidates are deemed to be ‘in the Game’ at any time the scope of their activities is on territory controlled by THE ULTIMATE ADVENTURE.’

“During the preliminary meeting you will technically be on THE ULTIMATE ADVENTURE property. Therefore you are technically in the Game. That means you can only wear what’s in your pack. This is, you must admit, fair to everyone attending; especially since a number of candidates have already agreed not to return to their lives during the period between the end of the meeting and the beginning of the trials.”

“Trials?” I echoed.

“An alternative term for what you might think of as the Game proper.”

“Are you expecting me to wear the same thing for a whole week?”

“A prompt and effective valet de chambre service is available at no charge to all guests until the Game commences.”

I was sitting in the cafe, sipping on a short black, thinking about these and other things—like whether there were going to be opportunities to drink short blacks during the Game—when I sensed a presence behind me. It was just as well that my notes weren’t lying there openly, because there would have been questions. But I had them face down, with a pen lying on top. When Jack came upon me, it wasn’t too difficult to pick them up and just put them into my pocket.

“Hey.”

I contemplated being rude and telling him to get lost, but didn’t. My parents taught me to be polite; even to assholes, until they made nuisances of themselves, or were about to. Jack standing there didn’t qualify. Not yet.

“Hey.”

“What’s up?” 

He didn’t ask if I was going to mind him planting his ass on the chair. I guess some people just have not learned manners. As Jack plonked himself down on a chair, he took the opportunity to eye my boobs from high up. Not that there was a lot of them and this time they were well-covered, as I was wearing a round-neck T-shirt.

“Nothing much.”

“What’re you shopping for?”

What was this? Jack trying to make conversation?

It went on like this for a while until I’d really hade enough of this mumpitz, excused myself and rose.

“Gotta be somewhere.”

He wasn’t to be shaken off. 

“I’ll take you. My car’s a few blocks down.”

I see.

What was he doing here anyway?

“Thanks, but—”

“It’s no problem.”

“Look, I—”

“What’s the matter? Got a problem with me or something?”

Actually, yes. So why don’t you just go take a hike or jerk off somewhere?

However, there was no indication that Jack was going to be anything but just the usual pain in the neck, and as my parents always taught me…

I just shrugged, which I should have known he’d take to mean ‘no’.

So I went to his car with him. I even got in. Still my antennae picked up nothing odd. Just Jack, the asshole; with a permanent hard-on but so what; that goes for most of the guys his age. All dick and no brains; or maybe just brain-in-dick.

I still didn’t think anything was amiss when he parked the car near the condo with my apartment and walked with me. I mean, what kind of a lunatic would he have to be to try anything in what was still broad daylight with a thousand people around?

Obviously he was a lunatic, because as we stopped at the first floor lobby door, he suddenly grabbed my arm.

“What are you doing?” I hissed, suddenly realizing that, by some quirk of fate, at this moment not another person was in sight—like it just happens, on the road as well, when there’s a stream of traffic and you think you’ll never make it, but then suddenly there’s no a car in sight for a few moments.

Right then there was not a person in sight, and I wish there had been, because Jack—noticing as well that we were indeed alone for a perverse freak instant in time—jerked me closer to him, while his left hand took a hold of my right breast and his mouth made a beeline for my mine.

Whatever other plans he might have had became null and void when, just as I had been taught—again by my father, who strongly disbelieved in the innate goodness of most men; though he also insisted that it lived in some, and those who made the human race worth fighting for—I grabbed a wrist and pushed my thumb into the appropriate pressure point. He  gasped with the sudden pain, and let go of my other arm; whereupon I used that now-free hand to help twist his left hand clockwise and down. He followed like a good boy, went down in his knees with another wince of pain. My right foot on his ass sent him sprawling ignominiously on his face.

I stepped back a couple of paces, assuming ‘the stance’, meaning that I was ready if he should feel inclined to come at me again.

“Asian bitch!” he hissed,

He massaged the sore wrist of his left hand.

I said nothing. 

Dad always said that remaining still and completely focused was the key to supremacy here; physical and psychological.

‘Asian bitch’, eh? 

I was wondering when racism was going to rear its ugly head.  

A young couple of fortuitous passersby appeared; probably students from a nearby college. They didn’t even bother to suppress their grins when they Jack on the ground, trying to get up.

One of them, a short redhead looked concerned

“You okay?”

“I’m fine.”

They took another look at Jack, hooted with laughter and went off.

He finally collected himself off the ground. He didn’t even look at me, but made sure he was gone before the next lot of witnesses showed up to see his humiliation.

When he had disappeared I finally relaxed—and then started shaking. It was so bad that I had to lean against the wall, because my legs were so weak.

I made it into the lobby and to the elevator. It pinged and out came a couple of guys, who gave me an incurious glance. I stepped into the elevator before the doors could close and pressed the button to my floor. Once in my room I threw myself onto the bed and lay there until my legs had stopped feeling like butter. All the while I berated myself for my stupidity; told myself that I should have been more careful. 

It was luck that Jack wasn’t a martial arts guy himself. If he had been, things might not have turned out like this.

It was just as well for my peace of mind that I couldn’t see into the future.

 

~~~

 

Saturday.

Another shopping day. It also was the day I signed that contract and returned it to John Redman. He asked me if I’d read all the clauses and I said I had; because I had, and it all looked quite reasonable to me. Besides, so I told myself, if it turned out that there was something about this I didn’t like I’d spoil their game.

John took the contract. 

“You will be provided with a copy of this, which you should keep with you at all times if you possibly can. I suggest you put it into your survival pack and keep it there.”

“What for?”

“To remind you of what you agreed to and what you wrote in your application.”

“And I need to remind myself of that why?”

“It’s a part of the Game and may become important.”

“You’re not going to tell me, are you?”

“Sorry.”

“But you obviously feel at liberty to be mysterious.”

“I am instructed to be mysterious. It’s all—”

“Let me guess… Part of the Game.”

“Exactly.”

I nodded. The refrain was becoming familiar.

“By the way,” John Redman asked, “how are you feeling today?”

“Fine. What makes do you ask?”

He shrugged. “Just wondering, After yesterday—”

“What? How do you know about that?”

“I’m your case worker, remember? That makes it my business to know such things.”

“You spying on me? Don’t you have some other cases to attend to?”

“No.”

“You mean I’m—”

“—the only one.”

“You mean every candidate has a case-worker assigned just to them? That’s a hundred-plus case-workers?”

“THE ULTIMATE ADVENTURE aims to ensure every candidate gets the best possible attention prior to the commencement of the Game.”

“So you are spying on me!”

“I’m making sure you’re all right and that you get to the first meeting intact and on time.”

“That’s an interesting way of putting it! And why, if I may ask, were you not there when Jack tried to…whatever?”

“There was no need to intervene,” John Redman said.

That was true, but how did he…

Stupid question. Of course he knew. I dawned on me that these people knew a lot about me.

Did that bother me?

A bit. 

Maybe more than a bit.

It was symptomatic of my state of mind that at this point I actually didn’t care whether they did or not. For the truth was that, despite everything that had happened and was still happening—or maybe because of it?—I was actually getting intrigued and excited by the whole thing, and, though at the time I didn’t realize it, I was beginning to enjoy myself.

I also enjoyed the shopping spree—a lot. John Redman didn’t bat an eyelid at my purchases, though he did clear his throat when I stopped at the window of a camera store and longingly inspected the displayed goods. But I knew that I couldn’t go in there. It was because of that damn clause in my contract: ‘The Candidate may not bring with him any photographic or electronic recording or communication equipment.’

So, no cellphones. If I wanted to ‘record’ anything I’d have to do it by drawing it; and I couldn’t draw if my life depended on it.

Another minor matter required attention. Following an impulse, after a year’s break and just two days before I filled out the application form, I had resumed taking a low-dose contraceptive pill. Don’t ask me why; I couldn’t say. Not that I expected to get laid anytime soon; not with the scarcity of acceptable and interested males around me.

So, call it a hunch. Whatever it was, it occurred to me that it might be a good idea to continue taking them. Which meant I needed a half-year supply.

My ‘case-worker’ didn’t bat an eyelid.

“Write down the brand. They’ll be in your pack.”

Which is when I started wondering if maybe I should take condoms, too. Safe sex and all that. Who knew? Out there—wherever ‘there’ was…

I decided against it. Embarrassment, partially. Also, I told myself that on this adventure I was even less likely to meet someone I fancied than in NYC. Reality shows were not an environment where one was going to find the kinds of people one could trust with one’s heart and to have one’s six o’clock.

No sex is the safest sex. Either that or autoeroticism.

You’re turning into a prude!

John Redman had a station wagon, in the rear of which I found my survival pack. After the shopping spree was done, we drove out of NYC, north to Connecticut. When we found a park by the water we stopped and I tried to cram everything into my survival pack, while John Redman watched with an expression of benign interest.

Remarkably, it all fit, including the jeans and black T-shirt. Redman of course made me cram bra and panties—and shoes!—into that pack. I took out overgarments immediately after, so they didn’t get too crinkled. I’d be damned if I faced a hundred-odd people whom I didn’t know, looking like my clothes had just come out of a spin-dryer.

John Redman duly confiscated my pack, minus the dress-items I wanted to wear, saying that he would return it when I got on-board the plane that would take me to wherever. Would I please ensure that I wore only the now-approved garments, and if I needed to wear anything else it would have to be something in that pack, and I could get whatever it was once I was the airport.

“And one more thing.”

“What?”

“TUA suggests to candidates that, between end of the preliminary meeting and the start of the Game proper, they remain at the place of the meeting and relax for a week as our guests.”

“You mean you’d prefer to keep an eye on us.”

He grinned crookedly. 

“It would be easier than testing the abilities of the case-workers to ensure candidates do nothing to compromise the integrity of the Game.”

“Let me think about it.”

“I’d appreciate it if you did.”

 

~~~

 

The time before departure passed quickly. John Redman saw me several times and impressed on me the rules applying to the ‘Meeting’ (with a capital ‘M’). He gave me a sheet of paper which had them all written down; but he also insisted on talking to me about them.

“I would be remiss if I didn’t; if for no other reason but that we need to ensure that each candidate is cognizant and ever-aware of them; and that breaking them would instantly change his or her status—without the possibility of an appeal.”

“You mean they would be ‘out’.”

“They would cease to be players.”

I asked him if the rules of the Game proper were just as strict.

“No. Once the Game proper begins the only rules are those imposed by the context. The environment and player’s judgment are the rule-setters. The Meeting has different requirements. The candidates meet as Candidates, not as Game characters.”

He proceeded to outline the purpose and events at the meeting.

“You will have your own room for the duration of the initial meeting. You may invite others into it and generally are free to interact with people as you please. Your room number is 253, which means it’s on the second floor, and you’ll have a view of the ocean.

“After a brief introductory speech, at which attendance is optional but highly recommended, the candidates are essentially free to move around the island—”

“An island, is it?”

He nodded. 

“Somewhere in the Pacific. This much I can say without giving away anything you’re not going to figure out yourself.

“As I was saying, you have eight days, during which you can do anything you please. The purpose of this time is to get to know the other candidates. At the end of the fifth day each candidate will be asked to fill out a ballot paper, on which he or she can list up to three names of other candidates. There will be a meeting at which the results of the ballot will be announced.”

“What are we voting for?”

“You are selecting those who will be ‘Players’. A candidate is elevated to the status of Player by being included on a ballot at least once. Those who are never mentioned will not advance to Player status. The process aims to extract from the pool of candidates a total of no more than eighty players.”

“What if there are?”

“Then there will be another ballot on the following day. Each of the remaining candidates can choose up to two others. And if that still doesn’t reduce the number sufficiently there will be another ballot with only one choice.”

I thought about this for a moment.

“Are the ballots anonymous?”

“They are.”

“Can people vote for themselves?”

“They can.”

“Then even those later ballots won’t guarantee that you have a small-enough pool. In fact, your system almost asks people to include themselves on the ballot, giving those who do an advantage.”

“Indeed. Except that not everybody will act in this way, for three reasons.

“One is that some will not even consider the possibility. Two…Some will consider it beneath them to do so. Three… Some actually have decided they don’t want to be there and hope to be eliminated, so they can go home. 

“In addition, in the last ballot those candidates who vote for themselves thereby eliminate themselves.”

He smiled. 

“People will have to form alliances, both on tit-for-tat grounds, as well as based on such considerations as with whom they would rather be associated or play against. People will also be assigned to their eventual roles based on their votes, and what, in the opinion of our psychologists, it says about their characters and predilections.”

“What about those who are eliminated?”

“They will still be involved in the Game, but in a slightly different function.”

“Which is?”

“That will be clarified in due course.”

“But not now.”

“No.”

 

~~~

 

With the help of TUA, I managed to take extended unpaid leave from my job. Whatever they did to facilitate this I do not know, but I got a letter from the hospital advising me that they had approved my leave application and that I was welcome to return afterwards, with my position being guaranteed for a period of one year.

Nice going. I guess if you have lots of money to throw around you can do just about anything.

The time now flew. Between lying to mom—and Mel and anybody else who was wondering what was up—I had my hands full. Jack avoided me. At least I thought so, because I didn’t see him again during my last days in NYC. I heard rumors that he was leaving, and wondered if the humiliation I’d inflicted on him had anything to do with it. So he was going to inflict himself on another place and girls who had no idea what kind of a creep he was. 

I wondered if he qualified as dangerous. That encounter with him might have turned truly nasty. Unless of course, he had just wanted to cop a feel and a kiss. In hindsight, as I’d been warned would happen, everything became less certain. But the feel of Jack’s hand on my breast lingered unpleasantly. It was the first time anybody had invaded my privacy in this manner, and I didn’t like it one bit. In the end, I told myself, it didn’t matter if, without my brisk response, Jack would have taken this to its logical conclusion. He had no right to do what he had done and that was that.

What left me uneasy was that, in a sense, I hadn’t finished the job.

What job?

Well, Jack only had to go somewhere else and pick up where he left off. Somewhere he’d find another young Eurasian female who reminded him of me and punish her for what I had done. I felt so guilty it made me sick. Somewhere out there was a perfectly nice person who might have to suffer because of me. She would never have heard of me, and probably never would know the reason why Jack inflicted himself upon her. 

Or would he tell her? Afterwards…

I felt nauseous every time I thought about it. I have a rather lively imagination and right now it was working overtime.

Maybe I should have broken Jack’s neck or something. I know I could have. But that would have taken escalation of force to an extreme. It would also have landed me in court and probably jail. Scarred for life, too, because I would have had taken a human life without ever knowing that it had been the only way to save another human being from suffering under his assault. Also, even if I had known for sure, it still would have scarred me for life.

Bottom line: What could I possibly have done or still do? I had no control over Jack’s future actions. There was zilch, zippo, diddly-squat, nada, nichts, zero, nothing I could do about anything.

Every action has consequences; no matter what the intention.

When the subject of Jack came up during one of my last conversations with Mel, she mentioned something else that bothered me. It seemed that Jack’s character was flawed in other aspects as well. Apparently his step-father was wealthy enough to provide Jack with some kind of allowance, but the convertible and Jack’s flashy apartment must have been funded through other sources.

There also was some hint at a dysfunctional family history; like that Jack had never gotten along with his half-brother or his older—now ‘late’, apparently the victim of violence—sister.

This is what I got from what Mel told me. But she was reading between the lines. Meaning that I using very little evidence, much of it conjectured, to come to rather sweeping conclusions.

Still, the question remained: How did Jack get to have the fairly-new convertible? Where did he get the cash? If step-daddy-o wasn’t forking it out, then who was? Was Jack dealing in drugs or something even more unsavory? Was he not just a budding rapist but an actual criminal?

Maybe, I told myself, it was lucky that I was getting out of NYC for a while. Out of the U.S. for that matter. Not sharing a country with someone like Jack, who was even nastier than I had thought seemed like a good idea.

 

— 3 —

 

I left without having heard from Jack again. John Redman accompanied me on the flight to Papeete, Fiji, where he put me on a sleek two-engine Cessna, which, except for the pilot, I had all to myself. We flew for four hours through the night, to land on a short landing strip in a place I knew not where. Assuming an average ground speed of maybe 150 miles per hour—I was making that up as I went along—the the plane had flown in a reasonably straight line—big assumption ignoring head- and cross-winds—I should have been about 800-900 miles from Papeete, but I had no idea in which direction. I tried to orient myself by the stars, but the plane flew most of the way below a spotty cloud cover, with only the last quarter of an hour uninterrupted view of the southern sky.

During the flight it also occurred to me, once again, that THE ULTIMATE ADVENTURE had to be loaded. A whole plane just for me? If they did that for everybody involved…

Think of the cost! And think of the traffic on that airstrip on that day! If everyone came in a plane, this would beat O’Hare, only that the planes were smaller.

The Cessna set down and taxied to a small building. As it did, I saw the lights of another plane taking off. 

Busy night!

If Papeete had been hot, it was worse here. Despite the late hour—just after one in the morning, according to my unadjusted entirely mechanical watch, acquired for me by John Redman—it was in-your-face tropical, with so much humidity that, no matter how much my body tried to sweat to cool down, it didn’t succeed. 

Already I was wearing next to nothing; meaning the minimum required six pieces of clothing: panties, bra, T-shirt, risqué-but practically short cheeky denim shorts and sneakers. Even that was too much, especially since I was carrying my pack as well. My T-shirt was plastered to my body, and if the guys with the reception committee couldn’t see my nipples, they certainly could see the bra, and guys’ imagination when it comes to bras is, I believe, beyond conception. I felt exposed, vulnerable, pissed-off and tired; possibly also because I hadn’t slept a wink for almost a day.

A woman in her mid-twenties, who introduced herself as ‘Desirée’, and who, like her male colleagues, wore shorts almost as risqué as mine and a navy T-shirt with THE ULTIMATE ADVENTURE™ stenciled in an ornate font over her left breast, regarded me with what seemed like more than just professional sympathy.

“In a little while you’ll be able to have a nice shower. So let’s get you to the hotel, okay?”

“Thanks!”

She guided me to a small van. 

“Room 253,” she reminded me as I boarded.

“Thanks.”

No driver, and only one other passenger. Since the cabin light wasn’t turned on I could barely make out his face.

“Hey,” he said.

“Hey.”

He leaned forward and held out a hand. 

“Dylan.”

I took it; felt mine enveloped in a firm, but not crushing, grip. Now that he leaned closer, I caught a whiff of male sweat; pronounced, but not unpleasant. Unsurprising, really. I wasn’t smelling like roses either.

The one remaining light at the tiny terminal cast his face into dim relief. A hint of ‘gaunt’, with thin facial folds going from the sides of his nose to the edges of his mouth. The eyes were set under dark eyebrows, too deep to be visible. The face was framed by a short-cropped full-face beard that emphasized a strong jaw. The hair was pitch black, cropped short, with hints of curls. The feel of the hand, the voice, the bits I glimpsed of his face… It all pointed at a man somewhat, but not much, older than me. 

“Elizabeth,” I said, responding to the grip with a firm one of my own. 

I hate women who give limp handshakes, though I’ve been told many men love it.

Dylan clearly liked my grip. I could tell. One tick in his favor.

“Actually it’s ‘Beth’,” I said. “I tend to associate ‘Elizabeth’ with parental disapproval.”

“Good to meet you, Beth,” he said, let go of my hand and leaned back into the shadows. “And so it begins.”

“So it does.” 

I chose a seat not too far away from his, and plonked myself down, the pack beside me, just as the driver stuck his head into the open sliding door.

“Would you like me to leave it open?” 

Dylan shrugged, glanced at me. 

“That all right with you?”

“By all means!” 

Driving with an open door seemed like a heavenly prospect.

The ride was short and passed without conversation.

With Dylan being the first ever candidate I’d met, I was curious, and eyed him furtively throughout the trip, seating myself slightly sideways so I could look at him from the corner of my eyes without him being aware of it. He sat, looking out the window, and I had the feeling he wasn’t just staring aimlessly, like a commuter, but taking everything in and filing it away for future reference. Don’t ask me how I knew. I just did. The way he sat; deceptively relaxed, yet alert. Like a cat. A big one. More panther than tiger or lion.

The minibus stopped in front of a tall building, square and squat, modern and graceless. I counted seven floors with evenly arranged rows of, mostly-lit, windows. The entrance lobby was typical of your average modern hotel, so I guessed that’s what the place was.

We were received by two men in their twenties, wearing TUA uniforms: T-shirt, navy shorts, sandals. As one attended to Dylan, the other took me aside.

“My name is John.” 

The voice was professionally polite, but distant. 

“Let me take you to your room. You will be fatigued, I’m sure.”

“I need a shower.”

He nodded politely. 

“That comment has been made by most of our guests upon arrival.”

I looked around the lobby. The décor was neutral, without any perceptible statement but one of clichéd elegance. There was aircon, with the temperature set just on the upper limit of tolerable. Saving power no doubt. Either that or it was intended to help with acclimatization.

A lift took John and me to the second floor. He opened my room door for me and gave me the combination for the keypad lock.

“Breakfast will be served between seven and nine. At noon, the candidates are to assemble in the main meeting room, where they will be greeted by the operational project manager, who will introduce them to the basic concepts of what the next few days are all about.”

“I thought we’ve been told most of this by our case workers.”

“This is true. However, people are inclined to forget, and so they will be reminded again.”

“How many people are still to come?”
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