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  Volume 1: Stalking the Average Man




  Foreword




  Three hours off the plane from working my first war, I was telling tales in the Cellar Blues Bar in an effort to come to terms with what I had seen; my mouth ran freely from fresh scents of death and obscene scenery for hours.




  As colleagues fell silent, and subdued barmaids quietly served us, I began borrowing from ‘bang-bang’ folklore to create the sense of pending danger and revulsion that I had yet to realize had isolated me from their world. And when an otherwise indifferent beauty finally embraced the idea that I was a fascinating man, the template for my posttraumatic behavior was set.




  Ironically, maybe inevitably, by my sixth sojourn into man’s dark side I was enduring real incidents I had previously borrowed from now familiar international crews, and had talked about at the Cellar as if they were my experiences. Then I had a déjà vu event: I was so familiar with what was happening that I had no doubt about the outcome. As a free spirit working in the staid business of television news it did not cross my mind that I had become far too familiar with irrational circumstances. To the contrary, I thought I was becoming uncommonly wise.




  My twelfth foray into the madness became my last, when the winds of change blew a tornado across my path in the form of British Immigration authorities denying my work visa renewal. This unexpected event caused me to fly to Vancouver, Canada, to see my best friend, Ed, and to check out the freelance market for soundmen.




  During this short stay, my polished tales of crappy ways to live and die enthralled his friend, Tom, an executive at a post-production company, who subsequently offered me contact numbers in the film and television industry. He also suggested that my experiences would make an excellent screenplay, an observation I received as schmoozing from a shameless visionary seeding new business.




  Ultimately, I stuffed my worldly possessions into three nylon sail bags, and carrying an electronic typewriter boarded a flight to my hometown, Toronto, because I knew more people in the industry there. This reasoning turned out to be problematic, because events had changed me, and sixteen months later I was again considering moving to Vancouver: a regular call from Ed reminding me that he’d put me up gratis was a strong draw.




  By this time I had stopped writing a book about covering wars, to script an innocuous screenplay about helicopter pilots working in bush country: on the suggestion of a good friend and mentor, I had applied for and been awarded a New Screenwriters Development Grant, which tipped the scales for me. I landed in Vancouver with a fifty percent advance toward expenses, six months to complete my project, and nothing standing in my way except my penchant to follow ‘insightful’ flashes that invariably led me away from developing established elements of my plot. As a result, I lost valuable time trying to make these flashes relevant to my climatic surprise, which, as it turned out was on me. With only three weeks to go, elements of the insights I had individually coaxed into my story merged to allude to a better climax than I had been crafting.




  I was not as concerned about getting the balance of the money, as I felt gutted by the fizzle of an ending that screwed up the potential references offered by the review committee. This meant I had to consign my first professional credit to silence, and start over. Ed saw that I was troubled, by what he didn’t ask, and on his dime he invited me to join him, Tom, and two others at the Avalon Gentleman’s Club to find a broader view of life than my own colon was then providing.




  Fortuitously, nearing the end of this evening Tom made a double entendre comment intended to have me speak about my version of the bang-bang, and I told him about an incident in a place I called Goodbye. Because it ultimately involved helicopters, this tale led me to explaining the problem I had with my screenplay. Tom dedicated brief seconds of thought to this before saying I should upgrade one of my helicopters. In two sentences, he explained how I could fuse my unintended implication to a slightly reworked climax, then offering me a business card on which he had scribbled a phone number, he said, "A friend needs help converting her book into a screenplay format. She’s a looker," he said seriously.




  "Maybe later," I said to not seem unappreciative; I had a lot to do.




  "That’s perfect," he replied, sliding the card between my fingers. "Bonnie is expecting to hear from you tonight… shit!" he exclaimed, looking at his watch as if it had bit him.




  Dropping cash on the table, he left to meet his girlfriend.




  Later at home, fueled by unnecessary nightcaps and thoughts of lacy undergarments, I made the call that would lead to the doom of everything I believed about free spirits, the winds of change, and how much baggage I really had brought with me.




  




  




  Chapter 1: The Fourth Estate




  Early the next morning, I inserted a floppy disk into my Atari 64 computer and called up files from my book in progress: Bonnie had suggested that we might exchange samples of our work, to see if we were creatively compatible, and as a courtesy act of trust by revealing ideas we had not copyrighted. Confidently pleased over the clever ease and causal humor we had shared in our first conversation, I read the best of my potential offerings without feeling I had to commit to showing it to her.




  




  Axelson— You Taught Me Well




  Chapter 03 –The Good Guys: Part 1




  "Axe!" LeBlanc barked, wobbling into my eye line through the after work crowd at Julie’s Mansion; Illona reached sideways from her overstuffed chair and casually grabbed his belt to steady him.




  "Couple loose cartons and lots of pins," he said, expelling a lung and a half of steely grey smoke into an unsuspecting room. "No ball caps," he added, waving a fickle path with his index finger. "The fuckers’ll steal’em on the way in." He turned to leave.




  Illona released him into a lurch that Rob twisted into the pivot of an afterthought by swinging his arm to tap the side of his substantial nose. Rolling her eyes, Illona leaned forward to steady him, as he sagely said, "Rio," meaning bring toilet paper, as if I would forget projectile shitting in one of the most beautiful places on earth.




  "No sweat. I’ve still got some Canadian flag collar pins, as well," I said, re-establishing eye contact with the leggy woman who had been checking me out: early thirties, subtly painted, no ring on the killjoy finger. Even if...




  "You’re gonna know sweat," Rob muttered toward the carpet, apparently willing his feet to move through the tangle of boots and purses that had ensnared him: pausing for an intellectually tedious drag on his cigarette, a solution made its way through the internal haze and he wiggled his toes. Locating his own shoes, he leaned toward the exit; Illona released him into God’s hands a day sooner than was scheduled on The Nationals’ assignment board.




  "The flight to Rochester leaves at ten," I said to his back. "Meet you at customs at eight."




  "Anything else he should know?" Percy, a pretentious technician who occasionally worked with him, said dryly: Rob had worked the bang-bang in Vietnam and half-a-dozen other countries that could have killed him just as dead, but with less prestige. I had only been married, and once so far.




  Stopping short, LeBlanc swayed under the influence of combined poisons while the four women on the love seats next to ours snatched quick sips in preparation of another rutted pilgrimage into the remnants of his mind.




  "When we hit the ground," Rob replied, turning to locate Percy, "Axe will say nothing he doesn’t want every fuckin’ one to know, and if the state plumber says shit runs uphill, he’ll stand on his head to fart. He won’t bitch about humping heavy shit through mined fields, because his second wife is getting nastier by the pound, and dying quick is better than word by nagging fuckin’ word. S’not simple learnin how to act like a dumb-fuck who can’t find a shithouse without a producer booking the hole," he opined with a questioning glance at our table: an independent thought inserted itself, and he reached into his pocket to pull out a wad of crisp travel money. A twenty fluttered toward the floor.




  "I got everything except how snot is simple," Percy said, glancing toward the petite brunette sitting next to Legs.




  Resolving that retrieving the bill was too risky, Rob jabbed a nicotine-stained finger toward Percy’s smug face, forgot what he was going to say, and instead peeled a hundred dollar bill from the stack in his hand.




  "R.J., buddy?" I said, tapping my wrist where a watch would have been if I gave a shit about time.




  Rob set the bill beside the hundred he had forgotten he had already put there, and left to pack for a three-week road trip: Percy dismissed him with a pitiful shake of his head, twice glancing toward the brunette for confirmation; she hadn’t caught on that it was his second wife who was gaining weight.




  The busty brunette sitting closest to Doug leaned over unnecessarily far to ask what catastrophe had befallen Rochester, New York.




  "They’re working a story on cable TV programming," he said, blandly.




  "Then they’re going to El Salvador," Illona said, picking the twenty off the floor. With a wink my way, she took the extra hundred from the table and handing me the money said just loudly enough, ‘If Legs doesn’t do you come and see me for your last one."




  "Whom and what was the mad fornicator about?" Legs interjected, pronouncing for-neh-kay-tor conscientiously.




  "That depends; do you work for a credit card company?" I said




  Percy mouthed "whom?" toward the brunette, who nodded as she pointed toward her temple.




  Without hesitation, in crisp sentences Katerina placed her life in time and space before closing her monologue with what I interpreted as sultry syllables insinuating a satin sheet ride if I was forthcoming. Setting my crystal glass aside, I cleared my throat in preparation of explaining the paradox that was Robbie (R.J.) LeBlanc.




  I first told Katie that R.J. was a senior network news cameraman who worked and drank like an obsessive-compulsive never quite getting it right, and that correspondents from Washington to Hong Kong joked about his rare moments of lucidity with a confused respect for nature having compensated him with uncanny instincts, and a brilliant professional eye. I admitted that I hadn’t paid attention to his gifts during a year of constant embarrassment, as world events tortuously constructed our personal history, because it took all of my physical energy to keep up with a man fifteen years my senior, and all of my intellect to decipher his transmissions to Earth.




  No-one-calls-me-Katie asked me if "Axe" was my temperament.




  I told Kathy that I was one of the few among humanity, Nordic countries aside, who could correctly pronounce Axelson when they first read it aloud. Spelling it was another wondrous event, even when people transposed it from one document to another. As Robbie had discovered after only one attempt, there are three syllables in my name so I became Axe, it stuck, and I didn’t mind.




  "How did you come to recognize his genius?" Kathy-is-a-chatty-doll replied. “Kate will do.”




  "I didn’t realize his ramblings were veins of professional gold until an encounter in the London Press Club." I sipped my drink, and sat forward to explain that as a part of the introduction ritual a producer from France’s O.R.T.F. asked me whom I worked with. Without thinking, I said "Leblanc" as if his name was De Gaulle. Overhearing me, an Australian television cameraman passing by with fists full of beer stutter-stepped, expertly tilted the mugs so that only foam breached the rims, and said, "Fuckin’-ell–didn’t ‘ee go missin’ in Biafra? Bin sixteen years since the-bugger-an-me knocked some back."




  "He’s missing wherever he is," the CBC bureau chief would have said with affection had Rob’s expense reports never required his signature.




  "Shoots crackin’ stuff, though. You with ‘im?" the cameraman said, motioning a pint my way.




  "Ya–John," I said, mindlessly stretching my arm across the table.




  "Tim," he said, placing a pint in my hand instead of setting it down. "Tell ‘im the Aussie is at the Imperial."




  "Will do, but Robbie has a hard time remembering Saturday."




  "No worries, mate. Nam," he said turning away.




  I told Kate–will-do that no one forgets a combat assignment, and that abbreviating locations is not so much slang as it is an earned turn of phrase, and respected as such. To use it otherwise is at a minimum considered pretentious.




  "No matter how hard they live afterwards?" shaking her head.




  "There may be some gaps," I said, failing to appreciate her insight.




  I next told Kay that in the silence acknowledging the slaughter of illusions that followed the utterance of ‘Nam’, we overheard Tim say, "You’ll never guess ‘oose in town," to which a cohort immediately replied, "Must be LeBlanc if he took me fuckin’ beer already."




  "Recognition like that," I said, to the woman who was eyeballing me like a diabetic at a dessert buffet, "is the highest non-posthumous accolade you can get in this business. I paid attention to everything he said after that lunch."




  "How did you learn to understand him?" Katerina-or-nothing said, chuckling.




  I explained that R.J. established contexts through historical events and geographical references, like normal people would use Waterloo to reference a defeat. However, there were rarely more than three people on the continent who understood his waypoints—all of them colleagues who were familiar with a particular assignment. Even then, Robbie conjufuckgated so many disparate elements of his travels that even close friends were often obliged to intuit his meaning.




  "Now that we’ve shared enough experiences to have evolved our own Waterfuckin’loos," I said, taking a sip of scotch, "there’s a beautiful irony about translating his reality for local reporters who consider working with him a trial by fire, while internationally vetted journalists fight over his time."




  Staring as though I’d vanish if she took her eyes off me, Katerina asked me why I called him different names—or was it a quirk of all television crews, she quipped dryly.




  "Usually, it’s about circumstance," I explained. "Robbie and Rob are off duty names. Leblanc kind of addresses the legend, but face to face, and R.J. is code: he can’t see anything to his right when we’re shooting, so if I see something he needs to know about, I call him R.J., and he does whatever I say without asking me why."




  "There’s a lot more to you than you’ve shown in this place," Kat purred provocatively.




  Sadly, this is all I remember about my last truly naïve night on the planet. The morning shoot in New York was also lost to a thumping, dehydration blur that mercifully gave way to an antihistamine-induced coma during the late afternoon flight to the place I would earn the right to call Salvador in press clubs around the world. And in the wee hours, hope the flashbacks would be in black and white...




  




  I thought the profanity worked in the context of a scene that implied terrible things past, and to soon come again, but I questioned the wisdom of offering a sexploit in the first material Bonnie might read; I didn’t print it. Show and tell could wait. We had gotten along too well for it to matter.




  




  




  Chapter 2: Contexts




  Finished writing for the day, I went for a two kilometer shuffle I would euphemistically call jogging until it was true, then I took a shower as a rare cloudless blue outside of my window bowed to a tawny dusk. Still half an hour early for our appointment, I walked four blocks down Pendrell Street, and across Denman, to the English Bay Café where I expected a double dram of Scottish bog would add sparkle to my personality. I was still dull from the night before.




  "Waiting for someone," I said to the hostess, nodding toward the back bar.




  "Aren’t we all," she replied laconically, as I passed her by.




  With a quick glance back, I saw her sardonic grin abruptly change to fright, and I barely managed to sidestep a striking woman in a sea-green summer dress. Quickly regaining my balance, I assembled my boyishly crooked smile to apologize, when she exclaimed, "You must be John!" thereby announcing our circumstance to the entire dining area.




  Figuratively off balance, the spontaneous cleverness that having no tact had forced me to develop over the years abandoned me like sincerity in a confessional, and I tardily squawked, "You must be Bonnie!" sounding like an elderly parrot on Valium.




  Laughing as if I had intended to be funny, Bonnie tugged on my sleeve leading us to a table as if we were a couple playing a familiar game.




  Soon seated with drinks on the way, our exchange of approval pleasantries flowed like the patter of old friends meeting after years apart, including finishing each other’s sentences and chuckling at the same unspoken ideas. Ironically, I was thinking this was too good to be true, just as our phone call had been, when she made me think I might be right: Bonnie interrupted my lead line about travelling to England, as a prelude to a battle tale, to say she had made a decision that had irrevocably altered her life, as well.




  I hadn’t said anything like that, but I couldn’t deny that it was true; I dutifully asked her what it was.




  "Oh—I’m sorry; it’s too soon for that," she said sheepishly. Suddenly pitching forward, with misplaced ardor she said, "Why did you go to England? Why did you leave, for that matter?"




  I thought our rapid-fire exchange might have caused a slip of tongue, which made little sense because we had been bottom-dealing nuance since my stunned Polly impression; then I noticed her emerald eyes were illuminating mischief lines in her expression.




  "I went to England to freelance, and I left by invitation," I said as if no time had passed.




  "Were you standing around the palace when a guard told you to move along, and you didn’t think to ask how far?"




  "A work visa problem moved me along. Didn’t Tom mention that?"




  "He said something about a deportation to enhance my interest in you," she said, with a discerning grin. "Why did you end up leaving Toronto to come here—the freelance world not as good as you thought it would be?"




  "It was time to go."




  "What happened?" she said too eagerly.




  "Nothing big," I said, unsure if she was mocking me for some reason.




  "It was big enough to bring you here?" she said, innocently.




  "I guess stuff just added up until it made sense to leave," I said, cutting short a peppery sip of Caesar.




  "Can I assume you’re ashamed of that stuff, so I’ll stop asking you about it?"




  "Not at all." I shrugged to hide my surprise at her assumption. "I hit the wall writing a book, and a friend suggested I enter a short story contest to clear my head. I was fiddling with…"




  "What was it about?"




  "A guy gets a letter from a friend who’s killed while working in conflicts. Still wondering what could have gone wrong, because the old pro had taught the young guy how to work in that world, he makes a call to the network to fill the vacancy."




  Bonnie stared as if I had farted.




  "It’s called, ‘You Taught Me Well,’ as in he won’t make the same mistake," I explained.




  "Ahhhh," she said, stretching a breath, "which is exactly what he’s about to do. Clever. Can I read it?"




  "Huh? Ya, sure. Anyway, I was working on that when I heard about development grants; I mentioned that last night."




  She nodded for me to carry on.




  "I had just finished working a job in Northern Ontario, a story filled my head, and I thought what the hell? Maybe four months later…"




  "A story just filled your head?" She snapped her fingers.




  "Writing the proposal was more like copying than making it up. Anyway," I shrugged again, "about four months later, the short story came in the money at the same time a core client and I weren’t getting along. After that..."




  "You saw the inevitable heading your way," she interjected, bobbing her head in recognition of a familiar experience.




  "After that, my grant was approved on the same day that I got an offer to teach at my old college."




  "When it rains…" Bonnie said, "but I haven’t heard anything that would cause you to move three thousand miles into unemployment."




  "I haven’t gotten to that part… for some reason." I said wryly.




  "Please continue," she said demurely.




  "Thank you, madam. Freelancing in Toronto wasn’t looking good in the long term, and the teaching offer evolved into something I wasn’t interested in." I picked up my glass. "I talked to Ed, and he offered to underwrite my career change if I moved here. Like I said, little stuff added up."




  "Giving up the sure thing was gutsy. Do you know how you actually made up your mind to come here?"




  Having no idea what she meant, I grinned and said, "How many ways are there?"




  "Four," she replied easily. Glancing at the ceiling, she amended her statement. "No—there are five common ways of making up one’s mind," she said confidently.




  "Don’t let me interrupt you."




  With a curious nod to imply challenging her claim was uncalled for, Bonnie said, "We all have an internal dialogue that follows different processes depending on our perceived circumstance." Counting on her fingers, into my less amused expression, she said, "If the timing isn’t important, we can boil down some situations into simple arithmetic and play the odds, or," she touched a third finger, "we can grind answers out of our experiences if it’s a close call. If timing matters, we might react from necessity, or our egos might take over the ship. Anything familiar yet?" she grinned.




  "They all fit to some degree," I said evasively.




  "Was your move here a life altering decision?" she persisted.




  "Any move could be thought of in that way," I deflected.




  "Yet you didn’t assess the very moment of making that important decision?"




  "I told you, twice actually, that a bunch of little stuff added up."




  "You didn’t say what influenced that moment of significance." She raised her brow.




  "How would I know that after seven months?" I chuckled awkwardly. "And what does it matter now?" I shrugged.




  "Do you mean it?"




  "Mean what?"




  "Do you want to know what influenced you, and why it matters?"




  "Go ahead," I said, thoroughly puzzled.




  "Let’s look at what just passed between us, as a framework for investigating your decision making process."




  "Okay, let’s do that," I said, looking for our server.




  With a crisp grin she might have thought I didn’t see, she said, "You thought I was kidding about the ways there are to make decisions, then you felt put on the spot by me asking specifically about one experience. Your ego took over to ‘twice actually’ put me in my place," she mimed quotation marks, "instead of your brain grinding out an answer you didn’t realize was available to you, because it’s rare that anyone properly assesses any moment." She pitched forward to touch my hand. "I only speak about these kinds of personal evaluations to special people, because everyone else takes offence so easily." Bonnie painted the word ‘easily’ with exasperation.




  "I can see how that might be," I said studiously.




  She settled back in her chair.




  "Good," she said, reaching for her drink, "so let’s go through the processes: what did you feel in the moment you decided to come to Vancouver?"




  Pausing to try to recall that moment, I honestly said, "I felt a mixed sense of loss and relief, like when you realize the end of something is certain, but there’s nothing you can do about it. Or maybe there’s nothing you want to do about it."




  "That’s the moment we recognize the demise of a circumstance, which frees us to create a better one. What thought drove the idea of moving here?"




  "It’s a beautiful place, and Ed lives here."




  "How do you know him?"




  "We met in basic training for the Navy, in 1970."




  "Go back to Toronto in your mind."




  "I’ve been interrogated before," I grinned.




  "Meaning?" she said innocently.




  "I’m familiar with techniques of loosening people’s thoughts to catch them in lies."




  "Are you lying to me?"




  "No, but...."




  "Then why not go back to Toronto in your mind for me?" she said simply.




  I wanted to argue the unreasonableness of expecting me to pinpoint a single moment, but my mind shifted focus as if it had been whisked there on her silent command; I suddenly understood what she was after. "None of my options looked good," I said confidently.




  "The arithmetic method seems to be how you made up your mind, so why did you call Ed?"




  Interestingly, hearing this took me past that phone call to the moment of my actually making a decision; Ed’s presence in Vancouver, and his generous offer were certainly influences, but they were not the deciding factor. Enjoying this odd moment of reflective clarity, I said, "This may sound too simple, but I think it’s what you’re after."




  "Don’t worry about what I might think… ever," she said softly.




  "Ultimately, by which I mean I know this was my deciding factor, I didn’t feel there was anything wrong with coming here."




  "Excellent. That’s the fifth option; you did it as an act of faith."




  "Pardon me?"




  "You trusted that things would work out even though you focused on the negative to discover how you really felt," she said with a tiny shrug.




  "Faith had nothing to do with it," I said coolly. "I’ve seen people pray for a battle to pass by their homes, instead of leaving with us, because they didn’t believe a softening up bombardment is an oxymoron. Faith is a sucker punch," I explained into her baffled expression.




  Scholastically, Bonnie said, "Your intensity mourns its loss concerning the rest of humanity, but your actions say that something inside you knew what to do. When you stopped fretting over peripheral circumstances your choice became clear." She waved her statement aside as if it had been embarrassingly obvious. Offhandedly, she said, "You can tell me what happened when you’re ready. The same applies to your screenplay, by the way."




  "The same what?"




  "If you were happy with your screenplay, you would have brought a scene to impress me." Wearing an elfish expression to diffuse my affront, in spite of her being correct, she shrugged another miniscule affair. "You also wouldn’t have fired a salvo at me if your faith in anything other than yourself hadn’t been damaged. As I said, whenever you’re ready is fine. Or not."




  Puzzled by the warmth of her indelicate approach to sizing me up, I felt trapped into explaining at least one of the issues she had mentioned: I told her about my diluted screenplay plot, to explain why I had arrived empty handed.




  "Quality barbershop quartets can create the illusion of a fifth voice called a ringing chord," she said when I was finished. "It’s very difficult to do."




  "Hmm." I nodded as if I had a clue what she meant.




  Chuckling, she said, "Your off-topic insights created the illusion of outside influences being active in your plot, without directly referring to them. You should run with it—it sounds like a gift waiting to be opened." She looked at me expectantly.




  "My deadline is too close for that. Besides, Tom came up with a practical solution. Still..." I said, indicating that I wasn’t out of trouble.




  "You’re experienced enough to know that expedience is everything it’s cracked up to be, and you’re letting a deadline ruin your story after all of that hard work?" Who’s to say that listening to the fifth-voice isn’t the way to go?" She sipped her drink.




  "Following peripheral issues is what put me in shit—not that it hasn’t worked before," I quickly added, lest she think I was unimaginative. "You are a curious one," I said ambiguously.




  Pushing her drink to one side, Bonnie left me a full sentence behind by dealing with my idle comment as a personally important topic.




  "It takes time to get to know people in the best of circumstances, but in superficial surroundings like these it can be more work than it’s worth." A bolt of cynicism creased her academic expression, the influence departed with the memory of whoever he was, and she continued casually. "I don’t mean some people aren’t worth knowing. I’m saying there’s no point in trying to penetrate their social mask unless they’re ready to look at themselves, like you did a minute ago." She rested a hand on mine. "I also cut to the chase with special people, but it can still unnerve them."




  "Is that why you hold their hands down?"




  An electric interlude passed between us; she slid her hand away, leaving them both flat on the table. Whether she did this in anticipation of comforting me or protecting herself was unclear.




  "It sounds more like you study people than interact honestly with them," I said, my casual tone belying an accusation of deception.




  "We all do that in our own way." Bonnie reached across the table; tapping twice on the top of my hand, she said, "Learning what makes a person tick is as critical to my work as understanding the details of combat situations had to be for you. At their core, they’re the same thing."




  "Where’s the threat in here?" I said, relieved that she had revealed the reason for her game playing, not that I understood the need for it.




  "Almost everybody in here is in conflict with themselves in some way, and I’m not going to become a casualty of their internal disputes." She leaned forward. "The world is dangerous enough without my help. Speaking of which, Tom tells me you’ve lived quite an adventure so far: scuba diving, flying planes, parachuting, covering combat?"




  The candle casting curious shadows around the pucker of her bust line made me a heartbeat slow at dismissing my splendor, before I said, "All past tense."




  "You drive a donor cycle at an age when you should know better," Bonnie replied, dragging a finger across the tablecloth.




  "I’m thirty-five and the motorcycle is an economic necessity," I said, answering both queries.




  "Some people might think your activities are evidence of a death wish," she said, her grin belying the accusation.




  "Some people think backgammon is exciting," I said, nodding toward a game underway at the corner of the bar, "when anything..."




  "You did it for the excitement?" she interrupted me.




  "… when anything you do can create the wrong impression for people who haven’t rolled those particular dice."




  "In what way?"




  "The further away an event is from everyday activities, the more you have to explain its context. Even then, as you know, it’s a waste of time."




  "Why do you think I know that?"




  "Because you thought better of explaining your life-changing decision until you were reasonably sure I won’t judge it or you."




  "Which means you know things you won’t tell to just anyone, as well."




  "Only to special people," I deadpanned.




  "Such as?" she said without hesitation.




  "Few people understand what living for the day is really about," I replied just as quickly.




  "A lot of them would claim they do." Bonnie nodded toward a gaggle of animated singles at the chrome and smoked-glass bar.




  I flashed a peace sign toward our server at the same moment Bonnie circled her finger for another round. We shared a smile over our like-mindedness, and the elevation in her status to ‘special’ as I said, "Intellectually, they know they could drop dead before the next round arrives, but it’s not real to them unless their sense of immortality has been blown out of the proverbial nest. I was thirty before that defining moment happened to me, and you know I’m not shy about doing things other people just talk about." I looked away and eruditely said, "An end-of-the-world cataclysm aside, they have a decade to go... if the umbrellas in their drinks mean anything."




  "What happened?" Bonnie gushed, grasping my forearm tightly.




  Still unsure whether she was playing with me, or why, I reached for a cloth napkin forcing her to let go of my arm. Taking off my glasses, I breathed a spicy fog onto one lens. Rubbing slowly, I said, "It was late April of eighty-one; four-thirty in the morning, our producer called my room …"




  "You weren’t kidding about defining a moment," she tittered.




  "I have a garbage dump for a mind," I said truthfully, somehow failing to mention that I had reviewed that section of my book hours earlier.




  "Anyway Carlos, our driver, told Tony there was a slaughter going on in Mexicanos—that’s the suburb where the revolution began." I fogged the other lens and began rubbing. "The shoot-to-kill curfew didn’t end until five so I took my time getting ready… just not enough of it." I sniffle-chuckled as I put my glasses on. "We turned onto the street a Death Squad was just turning off, a block away, on the stroke of five so we waited to see if they would circle back."




  "Why would you do that? Why would they, for that matter?"




  "Death Squads usually drove around the scene of their crimes to discourage witnesses from coming forward. No one ever did." I sipped my drink, swallowed, and said, "Including us."




  "You mean they would shoot them, as well?" Bonnie said incredulously.




  "Maybe. Eventually. Hard to tell."




  "Why would wouldn’t they shoot you?"




  "It was getting light, and it was too public a place to kill us as long as we stayed put." I cleared my throat to explain the way things were in that place.




  "If they came back and we were out in the open, they would take our IDs as a threat that never went away, but our driver and his family would have to vanish as soon as the morning traffic picked up." Into Bonnie’s puzzled expression, I said, "The Death Squad could have been waiting to take us out on the empty highway, if we had been spooked into running from the scene of their murders. They would have claimed the killers were reported to have been in a car with Prensa logos all over it—all press cars did—which would also explain why we dared to travel before the curfew was lifted, and were mistakenly killed as the murders leaving the scene of their crime."




  "Hold on a minute," she said, taking a breath as if she had been trotting to keep up with me. Resting her palms on the table, she said, "Knowing what might happen around the next corner, you stayed in the car where the worst that could happen would be learning that your driver had to go on the run, because nothing would happen to you beyond the threat of authorities having your names?"




  "Correct, except the threat was real."




  "And this situation existed because it was five-oh-one?"




  "Right, again."




  "Okaaaay," she said. "In other words, the time you personally took to get ready at the hotel wasn’t a bit short; it was precisely enough to allow you to see what you saw, and live to talk about it." She leaned in with keen anticipation, of what escaped me.




  "Sure, I guess."




  She pinched in closer to the table. "Seriously, you’re not going to tell me that you haven’t thought about what might have happened if you had left the hotel sooner?"




  "Correct, I’m not going to tell you that," I said straight-faced.




  Poised like Mona Lisa, Bonnie awaited an explanation for my dire lack of curiosity over a potentially life-ending event.




  "Looking back," I said, trying not to sound condescending "was a dangerous distraction from assessing the potentials in front of us."




  "Such as?" she asked, quietly.




  "Soldiers played with us by detaining crews outside of town around curfew time, so that we might run into other soldiers, or the guerrillas, on the way back. This meant we always had to be aware of where we were in terms of travel time to a safer place. San Salvador is in the middle of nowhere, so we did our best to time our work to be no more than half an hour away before curfew. If we were delayed, we needed to know how far we were from Santa Ana and the Guatemala border to the north, or San Miguel and Honduras to the east. We also had to be sure we had enough water to spend the night in the jungle, if it came to that, which was a bigger deal than you might think. A single person could easily go through two gallons a day, but the biggest thing to get right was making sure someone knew where we were going, and when we said we’d be back. If we were even a minute late, and I mean that literally, someone called the press liaison office to say the next call was going to the American Ambassador. That call would kick start an immediate radio search for the missing crew, because America was spending a billion dollars to support the government, and even the common soldier knew it would be easy to track our movements. The bottom line was that their own Death Squads might pay their own soldiers a visit for risking their finances. That said," I grinned ruefully, "we couldn’t count on that irony, so a group of reporters designed photo ID cards with Salvadorian emblems, had them signed by the Press Liaison office, and then laminated them like an officially issued card. Taking the idea as his own, the Liaison Officer made registering with the Salvadorian Press Corp Association mandatory, which created a legitimate safeguard because many soldiers were illiterate."




  Bonnie raised her brow.




  "Any official looking document was deemed to be permission to be where ever we were, and flashing the S.P.C.A. card left a trail. The downside of it," I said, snickering," was the general population sometimes thought we were working for the government, and they literally ran from us."




  Bonnie’s expression briefly betrayed appreciation for the acronym, before she anxiously said, "Wouldn’t that apply to the guerrillas, as well?"




  "It wasn’t a perfect solution," I admitted.




  "No kidding." Studiously, she said, "Is your sense of humor based on soldiers being more at risk than you guys, because they just wanted to intimidate you, but you could get them killed?"




  "Not at all, three or four Dutch journalists—I can look it up—wrote about government death squads after being warned not to. General Garcia’s men kidnapped and killed them."




  "Where can you look up that information?"




  "I have a pay diary and newspaper clippings to keep things realistic."




  "Realistic? Why are you writing fiction?"




  "Official history changes with every coup. I’m not trying to correct the past."




  "What are you trying to do?"




  "I’m trying to explain a context for adopting the philosophy of living for the day," I said evenly.




  Shaking her head self-consciously, Bonnie said, "I gather the death squad didn’t come back to check out the area?"




  "Correct." I paused to conspicuously allow Bonnie time to interrupt, a gesture she grinned about for only a brief moment; I told her that we crossed an ominously quiet street before walking through the front door of a tiny bungalow that had been left open as a mark of contempt, and a reminder to witnesses that soldiers weren’t accountable to anyone. The first four bodies were stacked in the middle of the small living room. Flies buzzed in clustered clouds around their gaping wounds, and the still-pooling blood on the plank flooring. Three children, ranging from about four to ten years of age, were on the bottom. After watching them die, the soldiers shot their mother in the head, and draped her across the top of the pile. Grandma lay sprawled on the kitchen floor, a few feet away; pieces of her brain dripped off the wall above the ancient wood stove. We found the husband in one of the two closet-sized bedrooms--his throat had been slit, tongue pulled through the opening, and his severed penis stuffed into his mouth.




  "The Salvadorian Necktie," I explained to the wan beauty sitting across from me, "was about the insult and indignity of imagining their death pose as they bled out, while they suffocated. Curb-side mastectomies," I said, picking up my drink, "were common for the women who pissed off soldiers, so I don’t know why they shot the mother. Maybe they were tired."




  "Jeee-zus," Bonnie whooshed in disgust.




  "Nowhere to be found," I said around the rim of my glass.




  A suspended moment of incomprehension passed through her eyes; quietly, she said, "Living like that would have pushed me off the edge."




  "Then you’ve almost got it."




  She cocked her head.




  "My context of living for the day was born in a place that was all edge, all of the time, which is why I don’t tell just anyone about it. Or at least expect to be understood when I do."




  "It must have taken courage to just leave the hotel in the morning."




  "Everyone was scared most of the time."




  "You overcame it," she said.




  "Nope." I said, glancing toward a naïve-as-a-turd young thing at the bar, twirling a miniature teal and cobalt colored umbrella over her red drink.




  Tracking my gaze, a fledgling grin twitched Bonnie’s lips as she made a connection between my gaze and her comment.




  "Combat changes how you think about a lot of things," I said, dissolving the correlation into a harmless glance.




  "Is combat the source of all your secrets; you know, the ones you only share with special people?"




  "They’re not secrets. People who understand those situations don’t talk about them for the same reason you stopped short earlier."




  "Which you think is what?"




  "Tell me the funniest joke you’ve ever heard."




  "Pardon me?" she said confused, which was satisfying before she understood my point—you had to have been there.




  Chuckling appreciation of my illustration, she said, "Maybe you can only defend your philosophy within the context of conflict, so you don’t speak about it when that context does not apply?"




  "I’ve got nothing to defend. Before Salvador, I thought you had to be brave to cover combat, then I learned there was a fine difference between courage and stupidity."




  "That difference being?"




  "It’s about knowing what you can and can’t do before you have to do anything, which means bravery usually isn’t what you think, and heroes usually aren’t in the way most people think of them. The bottom line is that before that morning, my life was an adventure that should end according to how I lived, and hopefully it would still come as a surprise. After that day, I knew that we all live within easy range of someone’s whim, and that if there is a God, He’s ambivalent about us." I shrugged. "There’s really nothing to be concerned about, other than trying not to damage things too badly while we’re on the way to our long pine stare."




  "Oh," Bonnie whispered, which was the shape of her mouth for a poignant moment; excess moisture came into her eyes.




  Clearing her throat, she gently said, "Circumstances dictated that you think this to survive emotionally. In fact," she switched topics before I could comment, "it’s the politics of the place and time that dictate how we all think."




  "By which you mean all circumstances are political?" I replied, relieved that she hadn’t tried to justify the dubious existence of a deity to a man who had seen the underside of creation.




  Leaving the bodies behind seemed to suit Bonnie as she categorically stated, "We are all political in the sense that we negotiate our way through everything in life, until we learn how to create positive circumstances responsibly. After that, there’s almost nothing to negotiate other than the appearance of negotiation to smooth our way. Thanks Allisha," she said as our server set down a fresh round of drinks. "For example," Bonnie leaned forward, taking command of the less disturbing topic, "throughout history the typical artist couldn’t pursue their goals without a benefactor. Essentially, they had nothing to lose or nothing they weren’t willing to lose." She leaned back. "This circumstance demands that they become a work in progress, as well."




  "As in developing character, sure."




  "It’s more than that." She looked at the singles chatting at the bar, then back to me. "An actor dedicated to learning a character’s heart discovers things about himself that his daily personality wouldn’t otherwise allow him to see. Writers do the same thing with their character development, by drawing from inner resources they didn’t know were available until they made the initial effort." She leaned into a pose of emphasis. "It’s little different from you assessing a key decision for its underlying process a few minutes ago. You discovered something about yourself that you can now more consciously trust in other circumstances— which is why it mattered, by the way." She smiled at the fulfillment of her promise.




  "Thanks," I said, "I didn’t see that." And still didn’t: she had talked me through the entire process.




  Bonnie continued. "A dedicated creative process always changes the creator of the process faster than people who don’t look inside themselves as the creator of their own processes." She tittered. "Which is why it can look like we’re not all there." She tapped her temple.




  "You seem okay to me," I quipped. Kind of.




  "You’re not doing badly yourself," she said. "Speaking of which, what specifically did you have to do to get the grant?" She fluttered her eyelids.




  Thinking I must have given her only an overview the night before, because it was less important than my scotch-driven tales, I gave Bonnie a detailed accounting of the application process. I added, as an afterthought, that the idea of writing a screenplay had been seeded by our mutual acquaintance, and was I correct in assuming Tom had been a catalyst for hers.




  "It was certainly fortuitous," she said, vaguely. "By the way, he told me about you before you left for Toronto, but the time wasn’t right for us to meet." She waved away the thought. "Is there any reason why we couldn’t get a grant to do my project?"




  "Not that I know of—what was wrong with the timing?"




  "You didn’t know you had nothing to lose until you lost it all, and we needed that in common in order to work together," she said with surprising candor.




  "Assuming that’s true," I said evenly, "why would we need that in common?"




  Bonnie addressed my caveat first. "It’s only logical that you finally came here when there was nothing worth saving in Toronto, which is essentially what you told me last night—between the lines." She smiled broadly. "Common experiences create common assumptions, which simplify what others might otherwise view as complex understandings. If we start out on the same page, working together can be as easy as our conversation was last night."




  "Makes sense."




  "Tell me then," she said, pitching forward again, "what process did you use to determine why you should stop working wars? That must have been a... a hefty moment," she said, looking dissatisfied with the word, but there it was.




  Unable to recall all of the ways she had listed, I decided to tell her about a particularly difficult day from which she could draw her own conclusions.




  "In Lebanon, we were working a volunteer job in a town we called Goodbye..." was all I managed to say before Tom slapped me on the back.




  "This is a good one!" he exclaimed.




  Leaning over us in a hover, as I wiped Caesar dribble from my beard, he said, "I had a few minutes, so I thought I’d drop in and see how things are going between you two." He glanced from me to Bonnie and back again.




  "Sit, sit!" she gushed. "Glad you could make it."




  My telling delay in also inviting him to sit prompted Tom to appear torn between a personal desire, and sacrificing himself to an unnamed responsibility. Having established the pose, he invoked a short squall of social fluff, pivoted smartly, and disappeared like a ghost in fog.




  Bonnie and I exchanged amused glances, as if to confirm we had both actually seen him, then dismissing the interruption as an apparition anyway, she said, "You said volunteer job, as in delivering food or medical supplies?"




  "No. It’s a job that’s too dangerous to legitimately assign," I said uncomfortably.




  "How did you decide what constituted a volunteer job, and whether to go?"




  "Outright bang-bang was always volunteer work. If it sounded too risky, I didn’t do it."




  "How often did that happen?"




  "Technically never."




  Bonnie chuckled, as I explained what I meant by technically.




  "A cameraman I worked with, literally for a few minutes in Lebanon, later asked me to work a documentary on the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia. I couldn’t go because I was already booked." I shrugged off the sin of omission—I could have easily gotten a replacement. "That said, they were the bloodiest army of modern times, I would have been travelling through the most mined country in all of history, with a cameraman who had been wounded seven times, while dealing with a language and culture I couldn’t fathom." I left it to Bonnie to draw her own conclusion.




  "It took that much to cause you to feel a job was too dangerous?" she said, shaking her head.




  "Obviously, in the beginning I didn’t know better, but it became easier to scope out the potential of crappy things happening."




  "And dismissing the ones you were used to, sure… by scope out, do you mean intuit?" she said with a twinkle in her eye.




  "Sometimes things felt wrong, or an empty street shouted at us, sure."




  "Why did you say a town you called Goodbye?"




  "Why do you care so much about that little stuff?"




  "You know why; the big stuff rests on it." She cocked her head.




  "Uh huh. Western ears tend to have trouble with Arabic, so we simplified place names to avoid confusion about where we were talking about. Anyway, we were holed up in a crawl space below the basement of our hotel during an all night shelling…"




  Back on track, I captivated Bonnie with a brief version of the events that might have led me to quitting working wars, after which she asked me to describe the very moment I had avoided talking about. Because I had never categorically thought it was time to quit, I was at a loss for an explanation when a forgotten event overrode all else in my mind. Chuckling at how acute my memory could be on this evening, yet how hollow this explanation was going to sound, I said, "We were in an armored personnel carrier that was kind of under fire, and I was about to ask a soldier to close the hatch when I just knew that I would be okay. I think that moment planted the idea of quitting, but I went to two more wars to cover other issues."




  "Kinda under fire? Is that like technically?" she chuckled.




  "Ya—same thing."




  Suddenly looking at me intently, she said, "Why did you think you would be okay?"




  "I guess because earlier events hadn’t killed me." I shrugged.




  "Did you think you would be safe in terms of a prophetic certainty?"




  Pondering the question only long enough to placate her intensity, I said, "I probably thought my bucket of luck had sprung a leak, and it started me thinking."




  "You counted on luck to keep you safe?"




  "I worked with some of the best people in the business. We were good and lucky and lucky because we were good," I said crisply.




  "I know they go hand in hand," Bonnie said, raising her hands in mock surrender.




  "Why the interrogation?" I smiled solicitously.




  "You had faith in yourself."




  Alerted to the subtle sanctimony of a closet bible thumper, I said, "Maybe you’re confusing faith with the penetrating kind of confidence that comes from getting everyday stuff right, in places where the unusual was so usual that you couldn’t count on much of anything—usually. If that makes sense," I grinned.




  "That depends on what your days were like in the Middle East," she replied slyly. "Were there long stretches of boredom broken by seconds of terror?"




  "Veteran crews rarely got bored or became terrified. They lived in between caution and surprise… without much surprise," I amended my statement.




  Bonnie lifted her chin.




  Searching for the proper words, because she had been right—I had never assessed anything about my past precisely because it was behind me—I said, "In a way, working in the Middle East was the opposite of Central America. There was so much history and politics in play that we lived as if there was always something about to happen, which didn’t necessarily mean it was ass-pucker tense like Salvador. We took in everything our experiences had taught us to be aware of, so there wasn’t much that could catch us off guard. I don’t mean we didn’t twitch when the shooting started, just that we knew what to do because, for the most part, fighters on all sides had rules." I snickered. "It wasn’t unusual for them to stop shooting to have a morning coffee, and any crews that had been caught out in the open would surrender to one side or the other, have coffee with them, and get on with their day. The fighters in Salvador were all sadistic fuckers. Pardon me."




  "Maybe explaining a typical day in Lebanon would clear things up for me."




  "Typical?" I said, choking on a pepper-cooling sip of ice water.




  Bonnie waited patiently for my recovery.




  Amused by this in-depth audition just to do Tom a favor, I told her about a youthful martyr’s final expression, and literal spreading of beliefs, by blowing himself up in the midst of those who did not share them. I next assaulted her fly-catching expression with a series of anecdotes that took her imagination on a slick tour of malice and idiocy, the totality of which went far beyond a typical day’s events, although their impact on Bonnie seemed to be about right for a crappy day.




  Three drinks and dim lighting notwithstanding, by nine o’clock I thought she was perceiving a better looking man than the Barbie and Ken couple across from us could see, when they glanced our way and evidently wondered, why him?




  




  




  Chapter 3: The Nature of Events




  Pausing to sip our Caesars amid my bloody images, it crossed my mind that fascinating as I clearly was to Bonnie I had been dominating our conversation. Dismissing the option of suddenly developing an interest in her job selling advertising space for the Yellow Pages, or more transparently asking about the trials of raising two teenagers alone, I said, "Tom tells me that with a little advice you’re heading to the academy awards."




  "Actually," Bonnie said, with lines of reluctance creasing her brow, "I’ve realized l need a full time partner to do it properly."




  "Screenplays aren’t that difficult to format. Tell me about a scene, and we’ll convert it now."




  Brushing my request aside, like a maître d clearing offensive crumbs from freshly laundered table linen, she said, "My key characters operated at a level of assumptions you would need to experience, or recognize you have already experienced, before you could script my scenes properly."




  "Script? I thought you needed help with technical stuff and basic formatting."




  "That will certainly be helpful, but some aspects of a special character’s development are... tricky," she said hesitantly. "I need a second point of view about it, but not just anyone’s."




  "Someone special," I joked.




  "Exactly," she replied seriously.




  "Tom couldn’t help you with that?"




  "He has other things on his mind," she said vaguely, but I knew what they were; they were certainly on mine.




  "Okay, I’ve got all night to unravel whatever seems tricky to you."




  Her minimalist grin acknowledged my innuendo, before vanishing like Hoffa as she said, "I’m not talking about understanding foreign cultures—I’m sure you can do that better than most people. I’m talking about assumptions that are foreign to every culture’s way of thinking." She paused. "It’s not unlike how we looked beneath your physical circumstances to assess the nature of your decision making process… which was interesting, don’t you think?"




  "Uh huh."




  She cleared her throat. "My difficulty is that key characters thought this way all of the time—looking for essences—so keeping my audience in step with a plot that develops based on their advanced way of thinking demands that I explain the steps they have taken to be able to view things the way they do."




  "Why is that a problem? You walked me through it in five minutes." And if I had been paying attention, I would probably be able to do it again.




  "I walked you through your own experiences to discover something you knew; you just didn’t know that you knew it." She leaned toward me. "This is different: I have to lead a character away from how he is currently viewing events, including his own experiences, by placing them in the context of their true nature. When he catches on..."




  "Like I might when you’ve finished this thought?" I joked.




  "Exactly. When he catches on, this context will irrevocably alter how he views the key experiences that shaped his worldview. The audience will then better understand why he embraced his old view, and why he’s leaving it behind." She leaned back a few microns. "I’ve never observed that process, I just know the steps."




  "You must have been through it, so what’s the problem?"




  Sheepishly, she said, "I learned about essential natures in a different way, but I thought that projecting my understanding on my character’s struggles would work." She shrugged. "It’s one hundred percent accurate, but it doesn’t ring true because it wasn’t my direct experience. Credibility is everything in my work, because it’s difficult to believe as it is." She flicked her wrist, indicating that she was not going to tell me about how she had learned this new way of thinking.




  "It seems to me," I softened my certainty, "that your characters’ interactions and dialogue will explain their different way of thinking. I mean, your audience doesn’t need to have the actual experience, do they?"




  "No, but if I get it right some of them will." She shrugged. "But maybe you’re right," she said without enthusiasm.




  "It’s happened before," I quipped.




  Bonnie managed only a polite grin.




  "Maybe you’re standing too close to it," I said. "Maybe voicing how you set up the two trains of thought in your work would make things clearer in your own mind. I do that with intricate dialogue all of the time, and changes I had struggled with became embarrassingly obvious."




  A brief look of intrigue passed through her expression; with anticipation, she said, "Like you and I playing the roles of a teacher and student to see how it sounds?"




  Not really. "Sure. What’s the background of the scene?"




  "I begin separating the two ways of thinking," she said, tentatively, "by having an elder explain to a newcomer why their commune’s justice system isn’t based on the presumption of innocence, like it is in their city-state."




  "What’s wrong with presuming innocence?"




  "Enshrining any supposition as a fact inevitably generates contradictions that undermine the purpose of the assumption," she said, subtly raising her brow.




  "Are you talking about cops violating a suspect’s right in some way that’s unrelated to their crime," I said, unraveling her point, "but the bad guy gets away with it anyway?"




  "Yes."




  "As I understand it," I said, avoiding a declaration, "presuming innocence protects people from things like malicious prosecution."




  "That’s how I understand it, as well," she said agreeably.




  Looking over the rim of my glasses, I politely spelled it out. "How does your elder rationalize his society not having those safeguards?"




  "Her society," Bonnie corrected me, "would say it’s the other way around; the newcomer’s society rationalizes the precaution to protect the majority at the inevitable expense of allowing some criminals to continue to harm the few."




  "Technically, they’re not criminals, and the point is to protect the majority."




  "Do you think it’s logical for a technicality to overrule reality, regardless of the numbers involved?"




  "What I think isn’t the point. Superior thinkers and centuries of experience have made it clear that it’s not a perfect system, but it’s better than subverting everyone’s right to a fair trial."




  "Actually, what you think is the point," she said evenly.




  "Right—sorry, I forgot we’re playing. Go ahead."




  With a half-nod needlessly punctuating that we had an arrangement, she said, "The concept of fairness happened to be the stranger’s concern as well, so we’re already on the same page." She smiled. "The elder started him off with a basic example of their different ways of thinking," Bonnie stated, clearly enjoying herself. "In their time, some societies reasoned capital punishment to be a fair penalty for specific deeds, and a deterrent for those who might rethink doing similar crimes. My elder’s culture said hanging a man was murder." She held out her arms, like the scales of justice. Raising one, she said, "Fair, as reasoned by one society." She lowered it and raised the other."Murder, as determined by the nature of the act." Bonnie placed her hands on opposite sides of the table. "That’s how far apart the two ways of thinking can be in an identical circumstance. It’s scary, if you think about it—really scary."




  "Some political systems take their moral cues from …"




  "I’ll stop you there to avoid confusion."




  "That ship might have sailed."




  "I doubt it," she chortled. "You want to see if I know my stuff."




  I shrugged to imply that I was that shrew.




  Bonnie continued speaking academically.




  "Those who embraced the elder’s way of thinking dealt with the essence of any act as a core assumption of evaluation; their view had no mitigating circumstances, so it was knowledge untainted by beliefs." She searched the ceiling for an example. "You can spin a brick to blur its edges, but it’s still a brick," she said, seemingly unsatisfied with the example.




  "Statistically, that law works..."




  "Again," she said, holding open a palm, "lawmakers create their own continuity of justification. The fact that cop killing statistics go down in some of these places, if it is a fact, doesn’t change the nature of the event, regardless of how you arrange your so called facts to suit a particular social circumstance. So far?"




  "We’ll see."




  She leaned toward me, as if clarity was relative to the distance between us. "Our culture’s assessment of events is based on an ever-evolving set of consensus beliefs that include appearances, and our codes of morality that affect our emotions and adjust our prejudices. This means we translate our experiences so that they align with mass assumptions, but these are essentially an entanglement of current and historical opinions about the way things should be. Still with me—you don’t have to agree." She grinned and snickered, "That rhymes."




  Badly. "I get the drift."




  "Specifically," she said seriously, "we define fairness as honestly fulfilling reasonable expectations, and contractual obligations, entered into with informed consent. The concept is also wrapped within commonly understood moral and ethical considerations, which have evolved over time based on their impact on the greatest number of people. I will add to this, again, that our assumptions are based on how we are conformed to the way we are told things should be. It follows that if any one of these requirements is not present, then we deem the circumstance to somehow be unfair, or with caveats. Do you agree?"




  "I wouldn’t change anything," I said, feeling like a dyslexic adrift on a sea of Greek calculus.




  "Is there anything you would add?"




  "No, you’ve got it smo—covered."




  Speaking succinctly, as if she was trying to hide an accent, Bonnie said, "Plato and Nietzsche wrote versions of, ‘the mindset that creates a problem cannot solve it.’ This means our assumptions lead our reason astray until one of two things happens; we change our mindset, or the convolutions our assumptions create become our resolution." She waited for me to acknowledge that I was still in the library, if not exactly on the same page.




  "Maybe an example of that would help," I said.




  Bonnie cocked her head slightly, as if asking, "Are you sure?"




  Before I could respond, she said, "To justify your successful risk-taking, you claimed your intellect kept you safe, then you qualified that statement by adding sensing things, preparation, experience, and other people’s expertise contributing to you having confidence in a place where the unusual was usual. You also used luck as a buffer between these conditions, to fill any holes in your reasoned explanation. The underlying nature of your reasoning was that you had no clue how you made it through some days, so you arranged what you considered facts to suit various scenarios. As you also interpreted these to suit your reason, you dismissed anything that didn’t fit, or you couldn’t explain. The result was a convolution you embraced as a resolution."




  An intrusive comprehension displaced—maybe erased, is a better description—my annoyance at her presumptive explanation, and I grasped her point. To avoid sounding surprised by having a relevant thought, I casually said, "You’re saying I created a continuity of justification to explain how I survived—right?"




  "You’re this close," she said, holding her thumb and forefinger together, "to experiencing that other level of understanding we’re after."




  "Your fingers are touching."




  "Touching upon a view isn’t grasping it: you created a convoluted continuity of clarification because you were unable to explain how you survived."




  "Okay so how would your elder explain it—my survival, that is?"




  Stifling a chuckle, Bonnie said, "To have seen the things you saw close up, and generally survive unscathed in high risk situations, would have shouted that you were on a special journey. You might say that regardless of your interpretation of events, that feeling of deep security you experienced at the core of your being was the Universe whispering it had plans for you."




  "Uh huh. As convoluted as my explanation sounded," I chuckled, "it actually was an explanation. In fact," I said, leaning forward to scrub the sting out my statement, "I think what you called convoluted is an appropriate description of how we synthesize events into reasonable explanations. Like The Band sang, take what you need and leave the rest."




  "Your words perfectly demonstrate my point about our inherent confusion: we are so mired in the myths of our enlightenment that we knowingly build fatal flaws in our social order, and then self-righteously hang our heads for those we sacrifice in the name of the greater good."




  Amused by imagining a pulpit in front of her, I said, "What are the myths of our enlightenment?"




  "Things like our version of historical evolution, honor, duty, and especially the greater good." She shrugged a delicate affair.




  "Are you saying your elder didn’t believe in any of them?"




  "I’m saying my peo—her people didn’t believe in anything they hadn’t historically experienced, and properly assessed for its true nature. In this case, it wasn’t information or opinion, it was knowledge." She cleared her throat. "My elder explains to the newcomer how her people developed core assumptions about how to live properly based on experiencing logical, interwoven rules about handling energy. Bear with me," she said into my frozen expression.




  Briefly lining up her ducks, she said, "Students of this way of life had to learn to see past the curtain of their cultural conformation to acceptable behaviors, and good intentions, to evaluate the true nature of events. They also had to learn that all events have an energy equivalent based on that nature." She insinuated leaning toward me. "Positive acts generated positive energy regardless of any appearances to the contrary, by which I mean not everyone may recognize an event as positive. Distil this idea, and you can see that the concept of behavior was itself an aberration to their way of thinking, because all behaviors are based on interpretations of circumstances—the blur of the spinning brick—not the actual brick." She mimed the scales of justice scene again.




  "You know," I said seriously, "if I’m a test case you’re pretty much screwed."




  "You’re missing the critical difference?"




  "Not for the first time."




  "Let me bring you up to speed." For some reason she found this funny, got herself under control, and waved her hand by way of apology as she said, "Our social conformation is based entirely on institutionalized continuities of justification. Through the relentless pressure of daily example, these surreptitiously taught us the same process of reasoning. In fact," she edged back, "culture to culture, they taught us to reason the same conclusions, but that’s for another time. My point is that cultures act on their beliefs about circumstances—the cultural spin. My teachers acted on the true nature of an event—the brick." She took a quick drink, and continued as if her point was now clear to me.




  "To learn how to see what’s in front of their eyes, without imposing any interpretations on their view, my teachers purposefully guided children through practical situations that proved the principles of energy-efficient living. Simplistically, from a young age they understood that if you hang around bullies at a bus stop, you will eventually get a bloody nose because that’s the nature of the energy they would be sharing in that space. They weren’t fooled if the bully," she said, leaning back to raise my eye line, "was genuinely funny in his contrived confrontations with weaker people, because they would recognize his humor is derived from intimidation and domination."




  "Where does fairness enter into this?"




  "If a bus hit a mother of three children, we’d say it wasn’t fair."




  "You’re not saying it would be fair if the bullies were hurt?" I interrupted her.




  "Correct, I’m trying to say that it wouldn’t be fair or unfair for anybody to be hit—let me finish," she said, raising a finger toward my lips. Choosing her words carefully, she said, "My people understood the nature of the energy of where they were standing, so staying there was a conscious choice no different than you purposefully looking for a battle to film." She brushed the top of my hand as if this would erase my puzzlement. "I’m saying that what you may view as an innocent bystander being unfairly hit by a bus, my teachers saw as a matter of having the personal energy to recognize their situation, because gathering energy is also a choice. If they had enough, they could choose to distance themselves from the gang, and miss the next bus for no apparent reason other than they felt like it; you’ve done that kind of thing."




  We had another brief stare-off, then I said, "Apparently, I’m missing something simple."




  She opened her palms and plaintively said, "It’s all about awareness, and awareness is about gathering energy, which is a choice."




  "If you know about it, sure," I said, feeling silly voicing the glaring flaw in her advanced people’s thinking.




  "And now you do. It’s a great day!" she said excitedly, as if pi had suddenly run its numerical course.




  "I appreciate the advantage, but what about everyone else in here?"




  "What about them?" Bonnie said innocently.




  "Wouldn’t your elder think they deserve to know, as well?"




  "Nowhere in our definition of fairness did we mention the idea of deserving anything, and I asked you if there was anything you wanted to add."




  She looked at me casually. I stared back in disbelief.




  She stared harder; a grin seeped through her gaze.




  "Are you telling me that fairness doesn’t exist for your people—they didn’t believe in it?"




  "I’m saying that determining fairness is based on inherently biased evaluations, and that the concept has no energy equivalent. To ‘deserve’ is a perspective that has no relevancy to the nature of a circumstance. It’s spin—not substance." She pitched forward. "There was nothing fair or unfair about you sensing which road was safer, nor would it have been fair or unfair for the mother to be at the bus stop at a dangerous time. Those choices are based on the awareness that energy provides, where energy is tied directly to evolutionary development." She tittered. "Use our assessment of your decision making process as an example, then imagine what my people’s full examination of a legal circumstance would be like, and tell me which judicial system you’d rather be under."




  "Depends on whether I’m guilty," I jested.




  "Exactly!" she exclaimed. Calming, she said, "A master of the art of assessment could grill you about your actions back to the very moment of you deciding on them, so lies couldn’t hide. They would scream, ‘Here I am!’ as would the truth, so there was no need to presume anything."




  "Not true; they are presuming people will remember events long past."




  "You did."




  Too silly a point to argue, I said, "Did your people have rights?"




  "Such as?"




  "The right to privacy, for instance," I said, offhandedly.




  "They didn’t legislate courtesy, if that’s what you’re thinking."




  "I’m thinking that a system with no starting assumption would need virtually unlimited investigative authority, and that most people would have a problem with cops breaking down doors to find evidence, just because they felt like it."




  "Their system’s starting point was teaching children how to assume responsibility for all of their actions; it followed that refusing to cooperate was socially irresponsible and tantamount to declaring you had something to hide." Bonnie pitched forward into my favorite view.




  "My people’s knowledge about the underlying nature of events translated directly into social responsibility, which precluded interfering with the authorities whose job it was to safeguard society. It wouldn’t have crossed their minds to feel inconvenienced, let alone invaded." She leaned back, grinned sardonically, and said, "Unless they were guilty." She twitched a shrug. "Privacy is an issue to us only because we’d rather maintain an image of a free society than fulfill the responsibilities that would actually safeguard our freedoms." She reached for her drink. "The same reasoning applies to your wars."




  "In what way?"




  "A peaceful society would fulfill the responsibilities of maintaining peace, not endlessly fund the means for war."




  "Responsibilities of peace being what?"




  "Now you’re playing with me."




  "I know what they’d be if I had my own country."




  "In this moment, assume that you do."




  "Okay, health, education, a level playing field in opportunity, free beer, and a small army to protect the brewery."




  "We’re almost on the same page," she said, apparently enjoying something other than my comment.




  "What would your people do about aggressors?" I said, evenly.




  "I didn’t say my people wouldn’t fight if they had to, but they’d first have the aggressors look at peaceful options."




  This final gaping hole silenced me.




  




  




  Chapter 4: Spending Energy




  Bonnie took a short sip. Gently clearing her throat, she said, "Tell me about the circumstances you needed to know for your safety, and I’ll tell you what my people would say to these same circumstances. The point," she continued, heading off my question, "is to extend your understanding of how my people look at things energetically. Good job, by the way. Not many people get this far without feeling that I’m intentionally trying to annoy them." She chuckled.




  "Circumstances, as in what I needed to know about a specific conflict or what I’d do in a given situation?" I managed to say as if I weren’t frustrated or annoyed.




  "A conflict… use Lebanon."




  "There’s a lot of it."




  "As you said, we have all night." Bonnie settled back in her chair.




  Cautioning her that I was offering information in the context of my daily activities, not historical accuracy, I told her what I had learned in my first few days in Lebanon...




  The Christian Lebanese government had invited the Syrians to send in their army to help stabilize Lebanese society when a civil war erupted in 1976. The Syrian’s relatively inert, when not covert, presence during endless civil violence effectively declared them an occupying force, and when the dust finally settled Syria would have a strong influence with the new government. This meant the official referee was heavily invested in the outcome, an interest that showed through whom they assassinated, and with whom they shared intelligence.




  In 1982, Israel invaded Lebanon, not the Lebanese, to oust the Palestine Liberation Army who had been shelling Kibbutz’s with relative impunity from across the border for over a year. I once had the dubious pleasure of being on the incoming side, before I crossed the border and met the guys who were shelling me. Nothing personal, they said.




  Bonnie didn’t care about this.




  For political and practical purposes, the Israelis invited the Americans to help keep at bay the Moslem factions, who were generally too busy fighting the Lebanese Christians to officially hassle the Israeli Defense Forces, but you never knew. Upon their arrival, the Americans discovered that it wasn’t prudent to shoot just anyone, because they had no idea to whom they were related, and their official rules of engagement changed at the direct expense of their safety. In terms of the Middle Eastern psyche, the barracks bombing that killed 283 of their sons and daughters was an unfathomable embarrassment to the American army, because it caused political America to circle their military wagons around the airport perimeter. This literally became the outer ring of a kilometer wide target, with soldiers as the bull’s eye, thereby leaving the Israeli’s more on their own than they’d like to be, spy satellites, and other sources of intelligence notwithstanding.




  This change in tactics, or lack thereof, caused the Israeli Defense Forces to embrace their American brethren with more cordiality than respect, because their wealthy cousins from across the sea had been neutered by one big bang in a place where a weak relative is a niece.




  Generally unaware of local politics, and specifically ignorant about the Palestinian / Israeli history of tick-tock terrorism by which their leaders came and went, the average American soldier arrived naïve, and went home disillusioned, or died confused.




  My point in telling Bonnie this was that travelling near Israelis or Americans was as dangerous as travelling known "terrorist" turf, because both armies were target practice for kids with time on their hands. We also regularly worked the wire at the airport perimeter on the coast road to Damour, and an extremely delicate section of town crews called the Perch. Sufficient to say that it was a mistake to think there were any friendlies in my working day, with the possible exception of the Mafia. But that was another story.




  Unofficially, but not a secret, Syria funded the P.L.O. and their hardliners who had shot UN, Israeli, and American forces, because in their world an enemy’s friend is an enemy. It followed that Syrian and American troops avoided each other for the safety of both, as we avoided positioning ourselves between them lest we be mistaken for one or the other on a quarter-moon night, after either side had been at the bottle or pipe.




  Speaking of positioning, I told Bonnie that Syrian forces and the Israeli Defense Forces literally avoided eye contact, generally because Syria had their ass handed to them in previous conflicts with Israel, and specifically because Israel still occupied their Golan Heights. As a result, Israelis motored through Syrian checkpoints as if they weren’t there. Reciprocally, seeing the large blue and white flags waving from the back of approaching Israeli vehicles, Syrian soldiers turned their backs as they drove by. The mood on both sides, whose twitchy fingers rested inside the trigger guards, was something the press corps always needed to consider.




  Where the Syrians treated the P.L.O. like their little nephew Abdul, and the I.D.F. treated Americans like Cousin Nancy, the P.L.O. were overtly indifferent to the Lebanese Army and their breakaway faction of the Christian Phalange. They could afford to be because, if push came to shove, their Hezbollah brothers could rally enough temporary support from all Palestinian factions to smack the Christians back into the Bronze Age.




  Practically speaking, this was unlikely because it would give America reason to come out of their trenches when Israel rushed to the aid of their de facto allies, the Lebanese regular army, whose alignment with Israeli forces was an unavoidable affront to the P.L.O., who also distinguished a friend from an enemy by the company they kept.




  That said, taking on the Lebanese army would be to, in effect, invade the country that wasn’t officially giving the P.L.O. sanctuary, which would have been unconscionably poor form in a culture where manners are practiced as an art. This is also what made the P.L.O.’s indifference so insulting to the Lebanese regulars, an attitude that applied to the Christian Phalange for a while, but how that changed into acidic hate was a story for another time. It was enough for Bonnie to know that a click of the tongue from a commander could put into play a scrupulously designed misunderstanding between factions, which would be accepted as a reasonable mistake within the convoluted nature of relationships in the area.




  "That’s the overview," I said when I felt I was finished. "Do you want to know specifics, like how to deal with roadblocks or firefights?"




  "That’s not necessary. My people wouldn’t change what they needed to know to stay safe, regardless of having that knowledge."




  "Which is what?" I said, settling back for the long haul.




  "They wouldn’t have been drawn into that cauldron of destruction."




  "Pardon me?"




  "My people would have seen how a number of countries had passed the point of change where logic could prevail, so they would let them battle it out until they came to understand what they were doing."




  "That’s it?"




  "That’s all there needs to be. It’s all about energy."




  "You’re harsh."




  "Not at all," she replied seriously. "You can’t make anyone believe anything they don’t want to believe until they’re ready to see it," she explained, "and my people knew that doing anything else could only delay the combatants moment of understanding, and eventual reconciliation. My teachers employed the same principle of using their student’s own standard of behavior as the most effective way to teach them anything."




  "You’re really saying they would do nothing if they were neighbors, trading partners or even the Red Cross?" I said incredulously.




  "I’m saying they would do nothing as a proactive choice. Every circumstance you described would not have camouflaged the nature of those events."




  "Which is?"




  "We just talked about it—murder. Mass murder, actually."




  I took a lengthy sip to help me swallow the idea that she had summarily dismissed the circumstances I had toiled to list so well. Cautiously, lest I had somehow hallucinated her surreal reply, I said, "This would include no press coverage?"




  "To what purpose?"




  "You know as well as I do that accurate information allows people to make better choices."




  "It certainly does, but you don’t appreciate how the nature of information guides people in making those choices. The media are instrumental in ways they might not realize."




  "Such as?"




  "Such as the blanket assumption that accurate information allows people to make better choices masks the underlying nature of their actions."




  "Which you think is what?"




  "Something large you will discover as we go along."




  "What about something small, like my energy part in that?"




  "Fair enough," she joked. "My people would say you risked yourself for years to be able to speak intelligently for five minutes about a complete waste of energy that killed thousands of people. But your audience already knew that people are killed in wars, so what you had to learn to survive—which was impressive—was meaningless. I spoke for five seconds on the same subject, nobody died, and my conclusion was something you did not know. Our conversation is a metaphor for spending energy efficiently."




  "If you believe in the energetic thing," I said chuckling.




  "I thought you understood; my people didn’t believe anything—they knew."




  "They knew what?"




  "Where they really were—we’re not there yet."




  No shit




  "Uh huh."




  




  




  Chapter 5: The Magic of Mankind




  It seems that you have an agenda beyond making a living?" I said, more casually than I was feeling.




  "I do," she replied agreeably. Counting on her fingers, she said, "Over time, my characters peel back the layers of our common assumptions to reveal aspects of the human condition that are crippling our development now. When they subdue these behaviors with the disciplines they developed to mirror the rules of handling energy," she pulled down a second finger, "my audience will see that by changing our view of ourselves we can change the world."




  "Your agenda is to change the world?" I knew better, but I snickered anyway.




  Bonnie waited tranquilly for me to quiet, before she said, "I said changing our view of ourselves."




  




  "Into what?"




  "Energy," she said, apparently confused that I had missed this aspect of her point.




  "Okay, so how much time are you talking about?" I said, as seriously as I could manage.




  "Immediately after the opening scenes," she replied, looking pleased at a my casual acceptance of her premise, "I introduce an ancient Egyptian culture as the base setting from which other time frames will reveal the destructive progression of our common beliefs, and the effectiveness of my people’s assumptions at turning things around."




  "Time frames as in flashbacks?" I said warily; she was smarter than this.




  "I place my teachers throughout time, and have them reappear to keep their lessons on track." On no cue I could see, Bonnie lunged into myriad descriptions of ancient architectural designs.




  I had no idea what she was getting at, but the respite from mental jousting was more than welcome: I nodded like a dashboard doll crossing railway tracks, alternately meeting her gaze at points she indicated I should acknowledge, between peeks at her cleavage under the guise of introspection. Five minutes of this passed before she paused to sip her drink, and I wryly interjected, "You’re not short on detail; that’s great for the Art Director."




  "My settings are as integral to my story as warfare is to yours, along with learning what makes people tick."




  My studious "Hummf", representing the sum of my socio-architectural knowledge, prompted Bonnie to explain why her settings were crucial.




  "From sporting arenas through burial customs, every culture creates monuments to their self-interests. The pyramids, for example, are of such precise dimensions and celestial orientation that how and why they were built remains a mystery to this day, but there’s no doubt that their builders were miles ahead of us socially, as well as technologically."




  "You don’t believe the slaves and tombs version?"




  "It doesn’t make sense that a society capable of building those magnificent structures would enslave generations of people for the purpose of aggrandizing a cruel ruler."




  "What makes sense to you?"




  "Those structures are a metaphor for a society dealing with ponderous issues with the precision of moving millions of tons of stone."




  "I’ve been to places with high technology and remarkable architecture surrounded by filth you can’t imagine. How would you explain that?"




  "There’s no incongruity; the businessmen and politicians’ belief in their comfort and accoutrements of power supersede the needs of the people."




  "How do you explain the bodies?"




  "The pyramids became tombs after their original purpose was lost to social upheaval."




  "Their original purpose being what?"




  "A topic for another time. Really," she said apologetically, slowing the pace of our exchange, "it would interfere with you experiencing another level of perception now."




  "But I just…"




  She raised her and said, "You just grasped my people’s concept of fairness at an intellectual level, but there’s more to it, and you’ll know what that is without having to ask if we approach the issue at my pace."




  "Okay so what’s the third time frame?"




  "The time of Jesus."




  Somehow, I was not surprised to hear this.




  "If I understand you," I said, hiding my concern about her flawed logic, "you reincarnate teachers so they can continue their own lessons, but how do they know what their original teachings were?"




  "It’s a process." Bonnie chuckled at a private thought, composed herself, and said, "In an early scene, I have two archaeologists independently experience visions while working at an Egyptian dig site. When they talk about these events, they realize they have collectively received directions to a chamber buried deep within the base of a pyramid. This isn’t enough to make them act until they have identical visions about artifacts inside the chamber."




  "They find those things, then what?" I hazard a reasonable guess.




  With a quick nod, she said, "It’s more than that, because visions can carry a virtual encyclopedia of knowledge—and awaken knowledge, but we’ll get to that."




  "Now’s good for me: are you saying they can be awakened to knowledge of past lives?"




  "They can, but it’s more than that. Patients," she admonished me, setting her glass aside. Bonnie gathered her breath and explained into my stoic expression, which was far better than disdain, "They also discover hieroglyphs written by a man-God named Osiris, sections of which claim that mankind’s cycles of birth and death are carefully chosen by the individual so that their experiences address specific challenges of personal evolution. Eventually, individuals have enough energy to knowingly tackle these and other challenges head on. Osiris also wrote that his message is meant specifically for two individuals living in the archaeologist’s time who have evolved to this level. They just didn’t know it. He also characterizes all other times in terms of his own, by writing things like, ‘People live in the sky,’ to describe high rise buildings. This allows me to shift the point of view to Osiris dictating his message," she said as I shifted uncomfortably, "and show his culture to my audience. I can also switch between characters in different times to portray the development of the beliefs described in the glyphs. More than this," she said excitedly, "I personalize characters with subtle gestures, or a quirk of phrasing that’s designed to awaken deep memories–energy memories, if you will." Her upper lip quivered with anticipation."




  "And?"




  "And Osiris wrote detailed descriptions of the two archaeologist’s lives; there’s no doubt about who the messages are meant for when he outlines a quest that defies logic."




  "What is it?" I said, thinking that her run up to it was certainly compatible...




  "They have to learn that in measured steps; it’s too ridiculous to contemplate without preparation."




  "In that case, you’ll need to tell your audience what it is so they can grasp the elders’ thinking, and have something to hang onto."




  "Hang onto?"




  "As you lay out incomplete pieces toward what should become a more attainable goal?"




  Looking at me with gratitude, as if I had invented the wheel to solve her personal transportation problem, she said, "Of course, of course! That’s beautiful. I’ll add that after my opening scene prepares them for the scale of the plot," she grasped my arm, "but it doesn’t give away the farm; the steps the archaeologists have to take to understand their goal will become the audience’s journey."




  Bonnie lurched forward. Discarding our topic, as if it had been inconsequential, she said, "I’m having trouble portraying Maria and Kristoffer’s mental and emotional struggles, because the very nature of their existence is being assaulted by events they can’t dismiss as coincidence." She edged back in her seat. "I need to create an ineffable sense of enchantment, because they’re stuck with a miracle to explain their identical visions. What’s funny about that?"




  Sniffing back a snicker in the face of her Border Collie stare, I said, "You’re stuck with a miracle to explain the inexplicable?"




  "I said I’m having trouble portraying an ineffable sense of enchantment."




  "Maybe that’s why it’s called ineffable. How many gimmicks does your audience have to deal with?"




  Clasping her hands, be this in her defense or mine was unclear, Bonnie said, "Osiris designed the process of preparation to pass through common aspects of mankind’s magic, which people don’t realize they’ve already encountered. Like you, they had no reasonable explanation for those kinds of events, so they are not gimmicks; they are over looked or misinterpreted events, like the moment of knowing you had in Lebanon. That kind of experience, but more in depth, will reduce what seems to be an outrageous quest into a series of manageable challenges," she said, adding a layer of justification.




  "Does everything take place in their minds?" I guessed.




  "That suspicion will certainly plague them."




  "Because they’re being brainwashed by the lessons?"




  "Were you brainwashed into making up your experience at Goodbye?"




  "No, but..." I had nowhere to go with this idea.




  "Strictly speaking," Bonnie said, letting me off the hook, "they’re flushing their minds to see things clearly. It’s the first step to encountering their own magic objectively. Eventually," she interjected into her own thoughts, "Osiris will inform them that to continue their lessons will break them free from the world they know, and strand them with others of like mind—there’s no going back."




  "Teasing them with power—got it," I nodded.




  Bonnie sat up straight. Her pinched expression conveying that she was taking special note of my comment, she said, "Osiris wrote that ideas exist independently of the mind, within their own parameters of reality. In effect, our brain translates energy-ideas into physically related data that we comprehend according to how our circumstances and experiences color them. Tarot cards, for example, work as a focusing agent, but we need relevant background knowledge to support the ideas a card reader can access. I dabble with them," she said offhandedly.




  "What kind of background information are you talking about?" I said, attentively hiding my newest concern over exceptions to complexities that were already shredding her plot.




  Working with her wasn’t looking good, but she certainly did.




  "If two people psychically accessed the idea of a chair," Bonnie said professorially, "the one with the bad back would say it was a firm construction, while the couch potato would see a cushioned lounger. If you went to their respective homes, you would find these ideas faithfully represented in three dimensional forms, which is how we can determine a society’s beliefs from their physical surroundings."




  "What background knowledge would a Tarot card reader need about a chair?"




  "If I were a small invertebrate visiting Earth from Cassiopeia, I wouldn’t understand the structure because I came from a place without chairs. To me, it would be a hieroglyph."




  "What about when there is no point of focus?"




  "What about it?"




  "I mean, how does a mother suddenly sense her child is in danger, and run two blocks to save him from thin ice?"




  "Did that happen?" she said, excited by my first metaphysical morsel.




  "It was part of a story I worked."




  A flash of disappointment, and she said, "My Tarot scenario deals with physical translations of beliefs. Yours is about the mother’s concern for her children attracting specific information about them. She tapped into a probability that had actualized."




  "What would that mean in English?"




  "There’s some background?" She grinned.




  "Shoot."




  "The glyphs state that our spiritual essence is energy, as an idea-identity, and that all ideas transcend time in the same way dreams carry on without regard for physical rules. It then makes sense that we can travel outside of time to choose our next experience, after we die, or before we travel into another time as a three dimensional representation of our idea-self. From this level of perception, we can see that the ramifications of our acts had many potential outcomes, all of which manifest to the degree of the energy we put behind them." She sipped her water. "The mother’s natural concern for the safety of her child drew her focus to a probable event that had crossed a point of change beyond which it became inevitable. You do know that this kind of event is common?"




  "I do, but it sounds… actually, it sounds like the makings of good stuff, if you’re careful with it. Really careful," I said this hesitantly, because pieces of her presentation were clearer to me in that moment; something inside me was stirred by the terms she used to differentiate between events. The moment passed.




  "You’ll have to be careful about leaving even a little gap in any of your premises," I said, as Allisha came back to our table. "Audiences will turn those into canyons of discredit in a heartbeat. Trust me—it’s a long way back if you leave them behind. Doubles please, Allie," I said, looking up.




  Allisha looked at Bonnie for confirmation; they exchanged the type of glance that wise men ignore, because nothing would change in the unlikely event that we cared about the explanation.




  "Of the same," Bonnie said, tapping the rim of her glass. Looking at me pleasantly, she said, "Do I have reason not to trust you?"




  "Or to trust me," I said, sipping the last of my drink.




  Bonnie nodded her thanks to Allisha, as I said, "I mentioned the potential problem, because any abstraction will cost you a piece of the audience, you seem to have a lot of them, and they all require more explanations than your movie will have time for." I sat up straight. "Your novel format seems to be the way to go, so I’m not sure why you’re doing this? I mean, you’re obviously smart enough to know about budgets. Tom is convincing, but…." I shrugged.




  "I will demonstrate rudimentary versions of our magical abilities all along the way, so I won‘t be leaving people behind."




  "Such as?"




  "At some point in your life, you were unable to recall information that was familiar, like someone’s name, then later in the day it popped into your mind, correct?"




  "Sure."




  "The effort to find this information is akin to sending a messenger to retrieve it; according to my people, with practice..."




  ‘Your advanced people?"




  "Sorry, yes. They can access a lot more than the name of an old acquaintance." Relaxing her pose into one of acceptance, she said, "Most people in the audience will have already experienced this, while others will feel compelled to try it, and it will work—maybe not in the moment, but eventually. Can you imagine accessing your entire evolutionary history?"




  "Tell me that’s not how you expect your audience to understand all of your premises."




  "That’s not how I expect my audience to understand all of my premises," she deadpanned.




  "Then what—Ouija boards?"




  Instantly enthusiastic, Bonnie told me about an Ouija board experience she had shared with a high school friend. Far too excited about the pubescent information she was revealing, Bonnie dragged this tale through why average dead people didn’t respond from the other side of life, but more highly developed spirit guides did.




  Allisha brought us fresh concoctions, as Bonnie concluded her admittedly well organized rant, saying that highly evolved teaching identities were the executors of the knowledge her characters had received in their visions; in part, this was how past knowledge was brought forward. I assumed her anticipatory gaze related to her statement and me, but the connection eluded me like the popularity of Abba’s harmonically incarcerating whining, when Black Sabbath’s dissonant tritonics could set the inner beast free.




  "If you’re worried about credibility," I managed to say casually, "how can you have spirits talking to people?"




  "As I said, understanding these things is a process." Squaring her shoulders, she said, "If you think about it, we’re all a process—works in progress."




  "How’s that?" I said, obligingly taking the detour.




  "Being happy, for example, is an art that takes years of practice to achieve."




  I could not imagine how one would practice happiness, but this idea brought me to another insight: with our uncommon comfort level acting as a safety net, my blunt manner had left Bonnie no room to imbue my practical expertise with her creative spin. This would explain the "crisper" moments, even implied threats in her tone. In fact, she probably agreed with me about the pitfalls of gimmicks, but I had cornered her; she could not help but think I was taking shots at her labor of love.




  "It must be," I said amicably, "because there aren’t many people who are good at it."




  "You liked your television work, correct?"




  "Sure."




  "You weren’t really out to save the world from ignorance?" she grinned solicitously.




  "There was a time when I liked the idea that our work might influence people toward making better decisions, but I had a couple of beers and the idea went away."




  "You can do better than that."




  "It wasn’t my job, but it would take all night to explain why," I said crisply.




  "I’m looking forward to that night." There was no crinkle at the bridge of her nose or creased lip-line to undermine her sincerity. "After reaching that realization," she said, "did you still like your work?"




  "Why do you ask?"




  "Taking risks made you happy, you practiced it, and you became good at it."




  "That’s something else I haven’t given much thought to, but you’re probably right. Is that an energy crime to your people?" I jested.




  "It can be—depends." She sipped her drink.




  I didn’t ask.




  We had a light exchange about our school days, friendships, parents, and pet peeves—mine being food shopping because it seemed that I was the only one not treating it as friggin social occasion. I would have been happy spending the rest of the evening in this casual way, especially not taking a detour after every innocent comment I made, but Bonnie had other plans.




  Regularly injecting the word magic into our conversation, always without qualification, became so annoying that when she eventually used the word to blithely describe all of human existence I almost lost it. My intention was to satirize a New Ager on recreational pharmaceuticals when I asked Bonnie to define the term, but my exasperation bloomed into the embarrassing sarcasm of an adolescent.




  Nonplussed, Bonnie asked me what I found so troubling about the idea.




  Relieved for the reprieve, and cued by the flickering candle, I said, "A cave man staring at fire could only explain the heat and light as magic. Time-shift him into your book, and he’d bow to the God Bic by virtue of a billion miracles a day."




  "Can’t there be magic in fire even after its science is understood?" Her eyes glowed with a beguiling mixture of mischief and delight.




  "Maybe... if I knew what it was."




  "You are magic," she said, covering both of my hands with hers.




  Ingeniously, I maintained an endearingly stupid expression, thereby leaving it up to Bonnie to explain her comment. Instead, she pushed back from the table and said, "It’s strange to meet two truly interesting men in one week, when years went by without meeting anyone. I’ll be right back."




  "Boggling," I muttered, retrieving my credit card and cash tip, in case Allie didn’t have to pool it.




  Placing them on the table, I signaled for the bill that Allie put beside my payment moments later, already calculated and closed out.




  My fuzzy scrutiny of our tab revealed that Bonnie had been drinking Virgin Caesars for most of the night. Nevertheless, when she returned Bonnie insisted on going Dutch treat by putting cash in the leather presenter, and effectively doubling my tip for the entire bill.




  I knew I was "in," then, and said nothing about her gesture aimed at demonstrating that she was more generous of spirit than some points in our conversation had otherwise indicated.




  But it got better: upon returning with my credit card, Allisha gratefully said, "Thank you very much Mister Alex-son," and a subtle dip-turn of Bonnie’s head dissipated the awkwardness of her solo acknowledgment. Finally, when we parted company outside of the restaurant, she kissed me gently and said, "Be sure to call me tomorrow."




  "Steel trap," I said, tapping my temple, which she found hilarious like only the smitten can. Overall, it was a perfect ending to a funny and challenging night.




  




  




  Chapter 6: The Bridge of Reason




  The next evening, I worked a job in North Vancouver recording the recovery efforts of firemen responding to a child’s fall from the Capilano River bluffs.




  "In the summer," the petite paramedic said to our reporter, off the record, "high school kids full of booze or smoke jump into the swirls, because they look deep." Gillian pointed to an outcropping surrounded by dead drops across the gorge. "Maybe a child losing her footing will play on their minds a few months from now," she lamented, searching for something redeeming in her day.




  "Appreciate the background," Natalie said.




  "No sweat," the paramedic replied with a dismissive gesture.




  Natalie signaled a thigh-high micro slash for Matt to stop his surreptitious recording, and in a thickening silence they watched Gillian rejoin her own kind.




  "I won’t use her," Natalie explained when she was out of earshot. "I like to get the details and the mood on tape when the air date is…"




  "Shhhit," Matt hissed, as he saw the crown of a helmet bob over the crest of the road, from the riverbed gully.




  "New tape. Risk setting up wide and nothing else. This is a budget and bunny huggers’ piece," Natalie ordered succinctly.




  The risk she had acknowledged was of Matt missing the moment when the rim of the wire Stokes basket appeared, because it offered endless "final journey" scripting possibilities. "Nothing else," directed him to avoid visual statements that raised an audience’s sorrow to fear, the Catch Twenty-two being that the framing of a picture is inherently editorial: the men’s lack of haste, exaggerated in a static wide shot, would be enough to cause parents to forbid Sara, Sam, Ben, and Paige access to the free world for a while. Still, Steve would climb cliffs because they were there, and Damon worshipped him.




  Matt pushed the eject button, and as the tape unspooled we trotted to a vantage point that would remain outside of the firemen’s space. Switching tapes the moment the tripod legs touched ground, I counted to three while it threaded before pushing the record button. "Rolling," I said as Matt centered the level bubble.




  Seconds later, we recorded four brawny men taking baby steps to raise a tiny girl’s body in a plastic covered basket. To most of our audience, they would appear cautious lest they slip and fracture a bone, but their brothers and sisters in the business of man’s folly would know the foursome were engaged in the first ceremony of calamity—gentility—lest something else break.




  Natalie moved beside me as I finished scribbling, "EMT’s standing around + firemen #2 on the label, then I handed her the box. Deciphering my surgeon’s scrawl, she nodded her approval of my concept of a shot list.




  "Touchy feely?" Matt said in a neutral tone.




  "No, just like we see it," Natalie confirmed her original directive.




  Understanding her purpose, Matt stayed medium-wide on the yellow-clad pallbearers cresting the rise, their slow walk, and careful shifting of the body from her cradle onto a padded gurney, and the subtle tender touching of the blanket from those with children. He did not push-in on the line of hairy knuckles grasping the cold aluminum rim, nor did he tilt to catch the aging Pulitzer face trickling a tear into a regulation moustache. Matt’s only camera movement was one the audience wouldn’t likely notice—a dirge paced pan to a line of red and gold vehicles, one of which slowly moved away, roof lights off, just like we saw it.




  "Follow up for Nightside?" Matt said when the rear lights of the ambulance merged into a single dot in his viewfinder.




  "They don’t care about parks and recreation," Natalie said, intentionally missing the point; she checked her Swatch. "Get them packing up, then it’s a wrap… pack your stuff carefully," she said with a sniffle.




  Matt grunted his approval of the new domestic affairs correspondent. Her instructions meant we were not going to haunt the parents with questions that required a ladder to approach ludicrous, take shaky footage of grieving relatives entering the morgue, or do an asinine location stand-up to imply the network’s omnipresent guardianship of community awareness. Local reporters would have no competition for the moronic ambush clip of the year award from Natalie. This was a grown up piece. I liked her.




  Ten minutes was all we could legitimately waste without a case of beer or act of God intervening, neither of which appeared before we loaded the van as if we were shipping Ming vases across the Rockies by Palsy Express. Our pace effectively consumed all of the time that a local producer might have used to screen our raw footage for a hot roll to air—footage we wouldn’t mention if no one asked. Nor would it easily be found on the generically labeled cassettes, at least until the family had time to barricade themselves against the parasitic faction of journalists who would be better off as plumbers if "How do you feel?" was viewed like laughing at a funeral: same product, different form.




  Overall, it was a good shoot. Matt’s clipped queries had informed Natalie that he knew what he was doing, without questioning whether she knew what she was doing, when she had called for a wallpaper shot. She would probably recommend hiring him again. Matt and I, strangers until this day, had understood what needed to be done to feed the machine without either of us having to delineate craft from responsibilities. He would hire me again.




  It was after nine o’clock when I phoned Bonnie.




  Instantly excited at hearing my voice, I apologized for the late hour, and riding the coattails of her "don’t be silly," I said I had worked a job at the gorge and I needed…




  "That was long a day," she said, before I could pitch a nightcap with her. "You should get some rest, and we can meet at Nolan’s, on Davie Street, in the morning. Is nine too early?"




  Embraced and dismissed in two short bursts, I knew there was no point in telling her that I hadn’t begun work until five p.m., our scheduled call time: the job included capturing a setting sun shot of the city around seven p.m. It was clear to me that the other ‘interesting’ fellow was at her house, a few seconds away from asking Bonnie what had made her gush.




  "Nine is good..." I said, thinking that the little girl was probably alive when we left the station for North Vancouver.




  Up early the next morning, as always, I first worked on my screenplay then on my book, before showering and heading to the cafe.




  Rounding the corner of the West End’s hooker high rise haven, from Pendrell onto Denman, I saw Bonnie getting out of a metallic brown, Honda Civic across from Nolan’s, four doors away. She saw me at the same instant, waved with exuberant guilt over having stonewalled me the night before, then she trotted across the street to greet me. With a quick hello, and peck on the cheek, she led us inside toward a window booth—the window booth—from which I looked around the cozy cafe to find a server—the server...




  Six red leatherette booths hugged three eggshell-white walls with additional seating for two couples in the center of the former Irish pub. A chalkboard on the back wall hung between posters of a mist-enshrouded Boris Karloff in medieval drag, and James Dean dragging on a smoke, listed the soup and sandwich special. To my right was a commercial display cooler of fresh cakes and pastries, behind which stood a stout man of jowled mileage affably doing a brisk takeout business of caffeine and cholesterol, the aromas of which had been Pavlovian from a block away.




  To my practiced ear, the newest immigrant owner was from a Baltic state—his accent endearing because it reminded me of Paul, Ed’s father, who had met his wife, Elizabeth, while they were escaping Poland and Lithuania respectively: when I left the Navy a few months after Ed did, I flipped a coin at the Halifax Airport to determine where I was going. Heads was back to my hometown of Toronto, tails was to Winnipeg, and the result. Ed had the foresight to tell his parents that I was coming to live with them. Good people, the Koenig’s.




  Above him, a dour Bogie stared truculently at Bacal whom, with preoccupied indifference, surveyed the inscribed musings of teenagers in heat preserved for posterity by layers of shellac on the solid wood tables from the nineteen fifties.




  I identified with the feel of the place. I was a scribe, scarred, from the fifties, and in heat.




  Taking off her sweater, Bonnie’s disposition shifted to an adolescent-like caution as she retrieved a thin manila envelope from her Aztec imprint cloth sack. "Tell me what you think," she said, sliding it across the table.




  To avoid appearing eager, I made small talk until Bréta, the owner’s granddaughter, came for and returned with our orders. Bonnie sipped her latté, trying to look casually out of the window while I read ten double-spaced pages of an untitled chapter that began on page twenty-six...




  The narrative’s point of view was of an elderly man recounting a journey of rescue, from what circumstance was not stated, but it must have been a spectacular disaster:the scale of the operation was so immense that comprehending its intricacies required specialized training, without which his true tale would sound like a fantasy. In fact, the full scope of the mission was kept from potential rescuers for this very reason, until they were ready to hear it.




  The narrator, Khalib, also advised the reader that he would defer to other characters’ recollections, after which he would return to take the reader to the next stage in the operation...




  "The story of preparation begins with the gathering of Aleena," Khalib said.




  Aleena’s scene unfolded from her point of view, also as an elder, but of what social construct Bonnie didn’t say. She was reminiscing on a cloudless fall morning, while contentedly looking across a timber bridge that spanned a sliver of river that would remain so until the spring rains came. In the distance, Falconers were exercising their birds from the grassy slopes at the edge of the flood plain.




  Aleena identified with potential prey straying into the falcon’s territory when, years earlier, she had first crossed the bridge to enter a horseshoe shaped, open-air market that operated in the mornings every other day. Fresh products and scrupulously honest weights and measures ensured its success equally with the merchant’s antics entertaining customers.




  The market’s short hours aside, the one drawback to shopping here was the merchant’s ‘no haggling’ policy in a land where bartering had been the essence of contracts since men began differentiating grunts. As a result, new customers could not help but feel they were paying too much in spite of likely having priced similar items, as they passed through the town center market. On the rare occasion that a townie insisted on haggling, the merchant explained that she (typically) was paying for the commune’s meticulous efforts and expertise, as were reflected in the quality of the products. These were non-negotiable standards.




  If this customer did not understand what their work ethic had to do with the price of pears, they could easily find themselves bartering for their own self-worth, as this was the only basis upon which one would argue against the evidence all could freely examine. That said, the merchants were realists so to compensate for some of their customer’s conditioning they occasionally added product to purchases after payment had been made, or made small errors in the customer’s favor when giving them change.




  By page six, I was familiar enough with Bonnie’s style to appreciate the irony of the merchant’s rule, which explained the secret pleasure they took in simple conversation and utter delight in a debate: anyone who could convince a customer that the purchase of fruit entailed a virtuous principle, the breaking of which would irrevocably diminish the value of both their lives, could have sent a happy customer home with a peach pit in their palm, and not a penny in their pocket. In other words, their bartering rule protected the buyer, the majority of whom corrected the calculating errors and went home feeling righteous. I read on:




  Regular shoppers, who had become sensibly confident in the value of their transactions, ascribed these merchant’s errors and odd behaviors to a communal affliction. Slow poisoning from the well water in their isolated commune was the chief suspect, primarily although illogically based on the fishmonger being the most odd among a generally peculiar people. That the gentle octogenarian, or so people guessed, did not fish in the community well did not undermine accepted lore. Water and fish went together like birds in the air, and Leith, pronounced "life" in his native Scandinavian dialect, often told his customer’s children that the sea whispered stories to him. It was definitely in the water...




  




  Sipping my cooling coffee, I said, "This is dense stuff, and nothing has happened."




  "Glad you like it," Bonnie replied.




  I continued reading, hoping for some action.




  The young, ill-dressed Aleena was drawn to a baker’s effusive disposition; she joined a loose line in a position that allowed her to witness two street urchins at work. One of the ragged boys distracted the merchant by bumping into his display, and when they both bent over to pick up dislodged loaves his partner cut through the queue to pilfer from the cart in passing.




  Aleena was not certain, but she thought the baker noticed the loss while he was thanking the expansively apologetic boy for assuming responsibility for his clumsiness. Nevertheless, he gave him a sweet pastry of which there was one less than a moment ago; it was a tense moment.




  Avoiding the baker’s stare, the boy thanked him as he turned into Aleena’s shadow and glare; a conundrum locked his knees just as the merchant reached across the cart to tug on the shoulder of his tunic. Believing the baker had figured things out, the boy steeled himself for blows he considered a cost of doing business. It helped that the baker was scrawny, and the boy had seen him coddle his hands on cool mornings.




  "There are so few like you. What is your name?" the merchant said, cocking his head deferentially, as if recognizing a prince slumming as a pauper.




  "Mihaleh of...Mihaleh," he said, cutting short his place of birth and lineage.




  "I am Tartuu, and I will remember you, Mihaleh of Mihaleh". Gushing, the baker said, "That rhymes!" and he handed the anxious boy another tart.




  In Aleena’s mind, the little beggar’s vigilance should have declared his guilt, but Tartuu seemed oblivious to the boy’s apprehension, as were the women in front of Aleena too occupied sharing their affront over an ill-mannered brat having bumped them to notice that the sky was on fire, should this have been the case.




  In due course, the women went their way without mentioning the incident to the baker, if they had seen it, and Aleena stepped forward to poke potential choices absently, as she pondered the circumstance.




  "As fresh as a new beginning!" Tartuu announced to the crowded market, gathering the three loaves Aleena had touched. "Will that be all?" he said.




  "Oh—yes, I guess," she said, opening her cloth sack to receive two more than she needed.




  "Then it may not be everything?" Tartuu said, placing the bread inside.




  "No, no. It’s more than enough." Embarrassed, Aleena pivoted to leave, but she managed only a single step before curiosity turned her around. "Why did you let them get away with it?" she said without preamble.




  "Why do you ask?" the baker replied, apparently puzzled.




  "It costs you," she explained the obvious without judgment, having heard about the communal affliction.




  In fact, she had chosen this market because she had one of her own: all of her life, people had said she pronounced some ordinary words peculiarly—the same ones even after they had corrected her. And though she was aware of many of these words, to her ear she always pronounced them correctly, even when the slim grins of acquaintances conveyed that she must have done it again. It is what made her shy away from lengthy conversations, and others suspect she was uneducated...




  "Though what you say is certainly true, this isn’t what I asked of you." The baker’s eyes crinkled roguishly as he said, "Does it really interest you?"




  Intrigued by the potential of any intellectual conversation, after months of self-imposed isolation in a new land, Aleena hung her satchel on the edge of the cart to risk engaging the merchant in a friendly verbal waltz: there was flare without fire, grace without pretence, and passion without possession as they grammatically swirled in a refreshingly rhythmic discussion.




  Aleena could not help but feel curiously close to the little gnome, who acknowledged her mental dexterity, and apparently flawless pronunciation, with pained expressions whenever one of her views apparently pierced the heart of one of his. Not coincidentally, she was absorbed in a fresh flush of one such acknowledgement when the misfortune struck Tartuu; for no apparent reason, he forcefully said that curiosity is a good thing when applied properly, but a crime to pretend and pillage another’s time to comfort one’s self-interest.




  Perplexed over the sudden change in his demeanor, the compassionate young women indulged the wandering introspection of the man of indeterminate age, certainly no less than sixty years, agreeing with everything he seemed to be massaging from a misspent youth.




  Having thusly lulled Aleena, the merchant boldly stated that adolescent male behavior in her personal life had caused her to comment on a stranger’s theft.




  Startled and confused both by his candor and accuracy, Aleena lifted her nose and stalked away. Tartuu allowed her three paces.




  "Your bread," he then said.




  A dignified retreat out of the question, she returned to retrieve her satchel, but instead of cutting her losses, Aleena sternly said, "Only a gossip would say anything about me, and by your own measure that crime is a theft of time."




  She could have left it at that, but unspoken events demanded that she take her revenge for being made to feel foolish; cradling her purchases over her breasts, Aleena awaited Tartu’s defense.




  Looking around his cart furtively, the baker lowered his voice and said, "I hear many things. If I wasted time separating the truth from the chatter, I would lose sight of the matter. That rhymes!" he declared to the market place.




  Aleena was not sidetracked by the showman; he had passed on an earlier opportunity to demonstrate his mental imbalance. "What matters to you?" she said icily.




  "What matters is what I learn by asking the dreaded question," he bowed toward her, and whispered, "why?" in a comically threatening tone.




  "What does that have to do with you commenting on the life a stranger?" she said, shifting her weight to her back foot.




  "What has it got to do with anyone? Absolutely everything, dear girl!" he declared loudly.




  "Everything!" the vegetable seller at the next cart shouted, startling Aleena.




  "Absolutely!" the potter on the other side of him declared a millisecond later.




  "Dear girl!" little Evie shouted with glee, because she was one.




  Confusion froze Aleena’s expression, as if she had missed a step on a ladder, while an elderly voice from across the semicircle queried into the sudden and peculiar silence, "Whom may I serve?"




  "Serve us!" ten out of eleven children shouted in unison, because Evie was still tittering over her own cleverness.




  Tartuu tapped Aleena on the shoulder, startling her out of her trance.




  On his toes, he leaned across the cart so that his face was uncomfortably close. With a sly grin, he said, "You saw the boys steal, but you didn’t tell me until it was too late to deal. I have practiced asking the why of so many acts that I can see the answers before words cloud the facts. So with all of the respect that is your due, I saw that you resent how a man treated you."




  Leaning back, with patriarchal compassion he added, "However, a wiser part of you knows you are also responsible for that mistreatment. I’m right, aren’t I? No—don’t tell me. I know when I’m right, and I am right. Aren’t I?" he settled on his heels, blathering incompetently.




  "Wh wh..." Aleena stuttered, torn between dealing with the idiot, the logician, or stomping away, if she could only engage her legs.




  "To resolve the conundrum of punishing your man without having him think ill of you," Tartuu settled the matter, "you hurt him in absentia by telling on boys you don’t know. However, by not speaking at the appropriate time, you punished me. It’s a clever ruse," the baker said, shaking his head appreciatively, "but it is one you played on yourself."




  "It was you who let him get away with it," she said, planting her feet.




  "You didn’t know what I knew, and you chose to pass on the opportunity to assume responsibility, like you’re doing now," the baker admonished her gently.




  "What I knew has noth..." Aleena stopped speaking as the scythe of truth disemboweled her protest. "What about you?" she tried to demand, but the urge to return his broadening grin dissolved her accusation into a wet warble.




  "Fortunately," Tartuu said, "the theft has presented us both with wonderful opportunities that I," he shouted, "will not squander!" He burst into a fit of laughter.




  "Well woven!" the weaver shouted, and his customers laughed at the pun they didn’t understand, but he was a good man and an excellent tailor.




  "A tight weave does not assure a catch," Leith cautioned his sizable audience of children. "Whichhhh," he stretched the word dramatically, "brings us to a verrrry fresh wind blowing east from Graedon." Focusing his mercurial attention on his audience, he said, "How fresh was the wind?"




  "Verrrrrrrrry!" they recited to the ancient man.




  "It was a day like none I’d ever seen," the elder of endless stories said somberly, "and like none I will ever see again."




  "Why Master Leith?" little Shan-ah shouted, because she knew he would forget his way if they let him pause too long.




  "I cannot leave my responsibilities; there are none who are prepared to replace me."




  "No, Master Leith—how bad was it?" the boy called K.T., aka Khol the Tireless, or the Terrible depending on the day, said on behalf of them all.




  "There is no bad. There are waters that are unsuitable for passage, and there are people who are not suited to the water." He lowered his voice. "The surf boiled beneath a pitch-thick sky that came tum-tum-tumbling across the horizon."




  The children mimicked the tum-tum tumble as best their soprano voices could, while giggling at their own efforts. Leith enjoyed this interlude before becoming absorbed by a space about an arm’s length in front of his nose.




  "Poor man nearly dies when he even thinks of the sea," one mother said from behind her brood.




  "It won’t be long now," her neighbor replied prophetically.




  "He’ll be better off," the first woman commiserated, looking despondently at the man who had entertained her when her mother came to this market, and her mother before her.




  "Your opportunity is this," Tartuu said to Aleena, who stared at the bizarre goings on around her. "You didn’t know that vitriol mires you in the swamp of self-serving redemption, but now that you know how you use people you can guard against it. It’s a great day!" he shouted, backing her up a step and a half of surprise.




  "A great day!" the tanner said.




  "A great day!" two children regurgitated: their mother’s exchanged glances confirmed that the day wasn’t as difficult as it could have been without the old fisherman.




  Aleena could not voice what was happening to her, but this oddly jubilant scene stripped her of concern, and a blameless conviction settled in her mind: she had contributed more to her circumstance than she had cared to admit.




  The baker somehow knew this moment had arrived and that her path would be full of bumps— he would make sure of that—but she had conquered a pitfall that swallowed people of lesser conviction.




  "A great day," Tartuu said quietly, facing the direction of the fishmonger who could not possibly have heard him above the din of rambunctious commerce. Nevertheless, Leith paused to smile back at him, before he said to his captive audience with dread, "The flying desert of fine, red sand blowing from the west caused the sky to boil like a cauldron of blood pudding…"




  "East!" the children objected as a choir, lest the master monger begin a different tale. "They were from the east of Graedon!" Azmara-the-bold said alone.




  Leith raised a bony finger. "The midsummer winds twist before they rise to join the northern currents," the old man said, covering his contrived mistake smoothly. Slanting his head as though to share a secret, he said, "Remember this if nothing else from today; if the wind is westerly and the morning star golden, two titans will scour the shallows and you must not feel emboldened. Go north of the pillars, so they pass beneath you, and stay till the light fades to a yellowish hue."




  He waved a thin arm; the children could not help but view the sky in expectation even though the old man’s caution was equally old news: generations of children had consumed relevant oceanographic, geographic, and celestial information, because the sea of life was the canvas upon which the masterful teller of tales had constructed a playground for their imaginations.




  Feeling an unusual calm, Aleena said, "Did you not squander your opportunity? Will they not return and steal from the others?"




  "There are none here who do not know hunger," Tartuu replied.




  "You let them get away with it—all of you?" she said, waving her hand to encompass the entire market area.




  "There are times when ..." he began to explain, when a single cloud cast a cool shadow on his forehead. "But this is not one of them." Standing to his full height, which came short of Aleena’s nose, the baker said officiously "Dress appropriately for our next appointment." He turned away abruptly, to greet a woman who was unaware that she was his next customer.




  Puzzled by the curt dismissal, Aleena didn’t return for days, not that she had to, and when she did come back dressed in similar attire she found the baker’s apprentice.




  "Will it be the same today?" Eirik said.




  "I suppose," Aleena said absently, looking around the market. "I came to see Tartuu. We started talking and I forgot to pay him."




  "The same today!" the apprentice shouted, scaring her onto another footing.




  "The same?" the butcher queried the sky sadly, and his customers looked away while he recovered. So young, so unfair, they thought.




  "The same it is," the apprentice said, handing Aleena two more loaves than she needed. "Don’t worry about payment. No one can buy what he offers."




  




  "Well?" Bonnie said, taking the pages from my hand.




  "It’s good as far as it goes," I said diplomatically.




  "What would you have done if you were the baker?"




  "Pardon me?"




  "What...would...you...have...done?" she said as if I had a hearing problem.




  "Nothing," I shrugged, "a third kid was probably waiting for the baker to chase either of the first two."




  Baffled by my suggestion of a triple whammy, Bonnie processed the idea and, I presumed, mentally tried it out before saying, "Did you think he was clever?"




  "With Mihaleh or Aleena?"




  "Both."




  "He wasn’t too bright letting the boy go." I shrugged, "I don’t have a clue what he’s up to with Aleena. What’s with the language thing; are you going to have her say something important that’s misinterpreted?"




  "Actually, I hadn’t thought of that, but I’ll keep it in mind." Waving the question aside, she said, "He’s offering to teach them both the source of life’s trials. I’ll begin to show you how tomorrow." Bonnie slid her work into the envelope with a crisp precision that had the effect of closing our conversation.




  "Why not just tell me?"




  "That wouldn’t help me research your development of a new way of thinking." She shifted in her seat and leaned toward me. "My merchants were all teachers who led people to discover their own conclusions, because this process inherently dealt with the laziness of people who demand to know what would be functionally useless information if it was handed to them." She looked me in the eyes, mischievously.




  "You think I’m lazy?" I said in disbelief.




  "No, because you are this close," she touched her finger and thumb, "to embracing a new assumption."




  "I’ll have to trust you on that."




  "Have I given you reason not to trust me?"




  "It’s an expression," I said peevishly. "Were everyone’s comments aimed at distracting Aleena?" I asked to move things along.




  "Actually, it was the other way around. The merchants were shutting down her internal dialogue by overloading it, so that she could process the only event that was important in the moment—Tartuu’s words." She grinned. "It’ll make more sense later."




  "Fair enough. Why did the baker pretend not to notice what happened?"




  "He effectively told the kids that he knew what had gone on, by giving the boy a second tart for his silent partner. The next time they come around, he’ll set aside some easily stolen items so that neither his cart nor customers will be upset. These contrivances will create an opportunity for the baker to explain how they’re playing a dangerous game they can stop; he’ll offer to take them in."




  "To work off their debt?"




  Bonnie looked at me distastefully. "He’s going to offer them the chance to change their lives, when they trust him enough to consider it an option."




  "It’s a good idea, but for clarification offering food to the starving isn’t an incentive. It’s extortion."




  "Offering the irresistible is a principle of an art called How to Teach in my society; it’s also immensely energy efficient, which is crucial for boys who are at the end of their options. Left alone," she explained, "they would become permanent prisoners of their society or of their own beliefs, so Tartuu used the strongest lure he had. If things go according to plan, the boys will abandon their old ways as he teaches them how to live properly. How to Live," she parenthesized the term.




  "Maybe you should have Tartuu explain his scheme to Eirik, then readers will know what he’s up to?"




  "Hmm," Bonnie cocked her head in consideration. "I like it… now that I know my audience won’t wait to hear it." She chuckled.




  "Glad I could help. Will knowing life’s trials clear up the contradiction in your haggling rule?"




  "What contradiction is that?" she said, placing the envelope safely into her carryall.




  "You say it’s like a law, but they kick-back money, or pretend to have shorted customers and add to their purchase, right?"




  "Correct."




  "Both of these things add value to their customer’s experience. In effect, they’re teasing them into coming back, which is bartering with their expectations." I shrugged. "It’s not that big a deal, but if they’re not overtly haggling they’re being haggled, and once you’ve got your audience thinking in terms of abstractions you could lose credibility to the ones who might not make the distinction you do."




  "You make a good point, but this is one of those situations where doing the right thing for the right reason looks like something it’s not." Bonnie settled into the corner of the booth. "My merchants believed that beneath the surface of almost everything the average person does is a predilection to make ourselves feel better. Because of this, they helped their customers express a natural impulse that left everyone feeling better."




  "So you admit that your guys were bartering?"




  "I admit that my customers got more than they bargained for." She sipped her coffee; still holding the cup near her lips, she said, "Teachers know that the nature of everything we do comes back to us. In part, this is why they didn’t allow customers to leverage either their personal position or purchasing power against them. Haggling would have allowed customers to act to their own detriment essentially deceiving themselves into thinking deception was an acceptable behavior in places other than the market." Bonnie waved an arm around the café. "We deceive ourselves to our detriment every day, so what’s the problem if it takes a little coercion to deliver a gift of knowledge?"




  "No problem, except no one will get it."




  "Opening these kinds of gifts takes time, and the willingness to unwrap ourselves."Abruptly raising her brow, she said, "Are you objecting to generosity, or the specific influence of a full stomach?"




  "Neither and you know that. I’m saying your audience will not understand what’s going on."




  "Then it’s the idea of the boys being tricked that must offend you," she mused.




  "I’m talking about..."




  "You’re concerned with my audience not unwrapping the gift," she cut me off, "but I know what’s coming. We are talking about you in the moment."




  Not understanding her sternness, I hesitated before saying, "I’ve never been tricked into something good, but I’m not offended by the circumstance you presented."




  "There’s a first time for everything."




  I chuckled on phlegm; it was better than words.




  "Time for the park?" Bonnie said, signaling for the bill.




  We split the tab in silence, left the café, and headed toward the English Bay entrance to Stanley Park amid streaks of sunlight that intermittently raised our hope for a dry day.




  Setting a casual pace, Bonnie said, "Someone fell into the river last night? I cut you off—sorry."




  "You were busy."




  Four steps of penalty time later, I explained that the assigned story was about public access and safety versus the prosperity of the flora and fauna in parks. Coincidentally, the incident would lead to a coroner’s inquest determining death by misadventure, followed by residents demanding miles of fence that five year-olds could climb. This position would be countered by artists arguing against a fence for aesthetic reasons, and the renowned environmental activist, Dr. David Suzuki, explaining how a fence could create an artificial island habitat for species that had to be mobile to survive.




  "What do you think about the issue—you know, after the incident?" Bonnie said softly.




  I sniffled and said, "I think George inadvertently killed her."




  "Pardon me?" she said, surprised at discovering there may be a crime involved.




  "I talked to our reporter this morning—another job coming up: she said that some people credit an entomologist, George Vernon Hudson, with the modern creation of daylight savings time."




  Bonnie waited patiently for me to fill out the non sequitur.




  "Apparently Mariel—that’s the little girl who fell—had waited forty-five minutes for her sister to pick her up, before she took a short-cut home; the coroner noticed that she hadn’t moved her watch forward."




  Wordlessly, a fine drizzle simultaneously turned us around.




  Setting a time to meet the next day at the same café, we parted company.




  That night I had a vivid dream I clearly recalled in the morning. This wasn’t particularly strange for me, because I had a pocketful of dreams I still remembered from different times in my life, the most recent of which was of a convict escaping from an island detention facility near Horseshoe Bay. I had no knowledge of such a place, when I first had the dream on my sailboat in the Mediterranean, but the vivid sequence had regularly drawn my attention to British Columbia. Other dreams I still recalled in detail were from when I was a kid, and between nightmares after working in Salvador.




  ***




  Zzzzz: Innocuous soft tones over Thunder Bay, ozone crackle, a voice devoid of concern prepared us for harsh minutes as we belatedly skirted a chaotic mass of farmer’s delight. Earphones plugged into my empty pocket forced the fellow sitting in 12B to tap the pages in my hand, before pointing to the seat belt sign. I nodded my thanks as the plane bucked tomato juice onto the woman’s lap in 14C; her shrill scream lit the fuse for unescorted ten-year-old girls sitting across the aisle. A male flight attendant flashed by to rescue the woman’s cashmere ensemble. A second attendant made her way to the sister twins, whose faith had been forfeited to a bottle of seltzer and a shaker of salt. They were inconsolable.




  Three rows back, a handsomely scruffy twenty-something fellow retrieved a mandolin from the overhead storage bin and, ignoring the attendants’ objections, nodded for the businessman sitting next to the children to switch seats. He was happy to do this.




  Two men and a woman similar in common physical appeal, youthful age, and rural clothing, changed seats with passengers in front and behind the children, while a tattooed Neanderthal carrying drumsticks stooped to whisper in the tomato juice woman’s ear. Abruptly silent, spittle dribbled from the corner of her mouth as the giant turned to sit on her armrest.




  Leaning across the aisle, he sang, "Ahhh aa ahhh ah," sticks tap-tap-tapping lightly on the nearest girl’s arm. Confusion from the incongruity of a gentle voice emanating from such a physical powerhouse chased her fear away, and envy quieted her sister until the drummer’s brothers crooned, "Ohh ha ohh."




  Their cousin blended a feathering, "Ahhh–ohh-ayyoh," while his pixie-like sister overdubbed, "Ayya-yaa, aay-yaa," a cappella, surrounding the children with a haunting prelude to an abruptly jaunty tale about fishing off the Grand Banks.




  As a hundred tons of technology twisted through the unfriendly skies, I found myself chuckling at the irony of the Newfoundlanders restoring peace to the passengers who didn’t know how many men had died there.




  That’s what woke me up just after four a.m. – chuckling at the irony.




  




  




  Chapter 7: Positioning




  Short of breath, Bonnie came into Nolan’s two minutes late, according to the Coca Cola wall clock. Before the door had finished closing, she said, "A newspaper page caught on my wiper."




  "Shit, were you hurt?" I said from our window booth.




  "Let me finish," she said, sliding into the seat across from me. "When I pulled over to take it off, I saw a picture of crumpled cars beside a story about insurance rates. Naturally," she said with a huff, putting her carryall and jacket next to the wall, "I had to find a place to park and walk here."




  "Naturally." I nodded at the manila envelope sticking out of her cloth bag. "What puzzle have you got for me today?"




  Finding nothing in my tone or expression that I could be convicted of, Bonnie opened the envelope; handing me the pages she mouthed, "Latté, please," toward Bréta, when she turned to face our table. Then back to me, "There are two scenes. The first is the opening to my screenplay so far, and the second is a continuation of the last scene you read. They don’t appear back to back."




  "Got it."




  




  TIME, AND TIME AGAIN




  SCENE ONE




  SILENT: FADE IN SPATIAL INFINITY




  View of the galaxy with thousands of points of light, as seen from a distance that only hints from its size that our planetary system is minutely present in quadrant D–lower right. Swirling energies of all colors and consistency cross the screen. Some are cloud-like, others like gentle mists of rain. In their apparently random movements there exists a complex order of motion. The largest cloud swirls to the center occupying one-half of the screen.




  FADE IN: MUSIC




  Far away and lilting, the esoteric quality of a large choir is joyfully eerie, but calming.




  FX: ENERGY CLOUD FORM




  (All happens in C-2, the circular middle third of the screen)




  The center cloud forms into a pink rose then, petal by petal, they slowly open like a lens aperture to reach out and transparently fill the full screen. C3 (circular center third screen) is the highest density of color. From C3, a bubble of translucent bluish light forms.




  MUSIC:




  This is sweetened with the addition of an instrument representative of an Egyptian culture, then another from an Asian culture, and another from an African culture, all following a slightly different pattern but in sync and harmony with the base layer. The choir and music now resonate with a multicultural tone and subtle backbeats.




  FX: ZOOM IN:




  As the central petals of the rose grow to fill C2 and C3, the bluish light streaks from our solar system, creating a ripple as it approaches the aperture that snaps shut immediately behind the light’s passage. The bluish light slows and takes on form to shape an astral body of a floating male entity. KHA-LI’s white robe shimmers with a blue aura. His hair is white, curly, and shoulder length. His features are strong and angular. He is barefoot, a scar on the right foot shimmers as he walks toward screen left, creating underfoot a translucent stone path that adds length with every step, reaching toward a distant energy construction of a pyramid.




  




  "It’s good so far," I said, tapping the pages, "and I have no doubt that your book is meticulously researched, but the cost of period sets and special effects for ethereal scenes can be a problem. I gather there’s more of this to come?"




  "Words are free," she said miming typing.




  "They’re also without value if they don’t translate into a reasonable budget," I said, pitching forward like she so often did for emphasis, but to lighten the moment. "An agent told me that beginners confuse artistic values with practical considerations that can screw up the sale of a property, like overpricing production values written by someone with no track record." Having reminded her that I had actually written a screenplay—kind of, I leaned back. "It’s better to hone the hell out of the dialogue in visually sketchy scenes, and allow the producers to make it their own work."




  "To change it?" Bonnie said coolly.




  "Just how to film it: I’m saying that you shouldn’t script expensive scenes, because you could be spending the opportunity to sell the words." I shuffled the pages below the next scene and shrugged. "It’s my first impression, but worth every penny."




  "No, I appreciate it, really. Go ahead," she said, nodding at the scene written in a standard prose format.




  "Be right back," I joked.




  "Me too," Bonnie said, standing to go the washroom…




  




  The setting was a bustling forenoon marketplace in which a soft breeze swirled mixed scents, and children’s sounds, around the women who were circling potential purchases. Aleena was wearing a single piece mauve tunic, with a matching neck scarf, and new sandals with a subtle pattern of the infinity symbol burned into the ankle backs. As I read this, I vaguely thought of the tattoo on my dream drummer’s forearm: no matter, Aleena’s footwear was secured by knee-high straps of a thickness that accented her shapely legs.




  She greeted Tartuu enthusiastically, with small talk about the beautiful day. Instantly engrossed, as if she were talking about his mother, the baker effusively tabled everything he knew about the weather’s effects on fishing and farming, before switching to the human landscape.




  Interpreting his excessive play as relief, because she had come to see him dressed as he had requested, Aleena augmented his observations with some of her own. Delighted by her agile frolicking, Tartuu offered her lead lines until Aleena’s mouth ran unchecked: he covered his goods with a thin cloth to give her his undivided attention.




  The encounter felt so good to Aleena that it took a while for her to realize the baker’s rapt attention had slid into the mental meandering peculiar to many of the commune’s residents, particularly the older merchants. To coerce him back into her world, she admonished him, as a parent would tell a child that it was not the time to play because he had work to do.




  Nodding in agreement, Tartuu casually accused her of indulging her intellect to make herself feel smarter than most people, which she was and therefore safer than the witless, which she wasn’t because her ego would inevitably lead her into traps tailored to intelligent pampering as long as she felt out of place.




  Aleena had not gathered enough spit to object when Tartuu explained, "I asked you to wear good clothing to a common market as a way to bring your insecurity to your attention, which you did by over compensating to the point of costing me business. You’re getting expensive to know, young lady," he chided her.




  "I was playing like you were," she said defensively.




  "Do you do everything other people do to fit in?"




  "I did what you asked of me." Planting her feet in a wrestler’s stance, she added, "I do not deserve a scolding."




  Chuckling dryly, Tartuu said, "The first physical step we take is a stand for our independence. After that the world relentlessly tells us where to go and how to get there, but we are not meant to become a product of other’s beliefs, so we rebel, only to be beaten back by the keepers of custom until we agree to impersonate our culture. With no safe place to go, a revolutionary heart must protect itself to the degree that our inner actor forgets it is playing a role, and as our full potential suffocates we begin to steal the breath from everyone we meet."




  "I have stolen nothing," Aleena said obstinately, failing to see his metaphor. "I have brought payment for everything."




  Looking patiently over the top of his nose, Tartuu continued his thought. "Inevitably, the actor creates a secret he keeps from himself, about himself, which feeds a self-image that reason demands he maintain in ever-changing circumstances. To endure this endless compromise, he must embrace flexible beliefs from a contradictory world that has trapped all who came before him, within cycles of justification that ultimately crush their essence. Having nothing to hide, my dear," he said, standing as tall as he could, "means you are not encumbered, there is nothing blocking your view, and everyone’s obligations are clear."




  "Obligations—in a market?"




  "There are only two choices in life: you can live and die stupidly, or you can learn the hard way because there is no easy way. Logic dictates that you are obliged to learn where ever you are." He winked. "Today’s lesson is that you are smart enough to keep your self-interests a secret from most people, but you do not take into account that you are not going to live forever; you waste time nurturing your sense of belonging. Make that single change in your thinking, and your child will grow up free."




  "How—how did you know?"




  Ignoring her question, the merchant said, "It will take time to free your revolutionary heart from the shackles of custom, but you have achieved a noteworthy feat by coming back to face yourself today."




  Written in an abruptly poetic manner, i.e.: sparrow soared, terror-turn, frantic flight… Bonnie wrote that a bird wandered into the falconer’s training area, sensed its error, and beat a hasty escape directly between the baker and the girl. The flash of grey and the fuph-fuph-fuph staccato beat of wings sent Aleena back a step. Tartuu, lips pursed in brief ponder, withdrew the cloth...




  That was it.




  "It suits your other piece," I said, sliding the pages across the table to Bonnie."




  "But?"




  "Same observation as before; you’ve got to be careful about beating the audience over the head with what will be perceived as abstractions ahead of extending your story line; the need a context for them," I said, hoping she would offer me something more.




  "Great, thanks." She scribbled notes on the front page of her work, saying to herself, "Less subtle opening—comprehend intricacies of rescue, not sound like fantasy."




  "I don’t think I said that," I said, failing to see her focus.




  "It’s the nature of your comment that matters," she said finishing her note. "If a smart fellow like you is already impatient..." She shrugged as she slid the pages inside the envelope, then the envelope inside her carryall from which she snatched a five-dollar bill. Sliding out of the booth and standing, she said, "Let’s go for a walk."




  Hurriedly, I left my share of the bill on the table, and caught the closing door behind her. I said nothing, waiting for her to get over her disappointment as we walked along.




  Steering us toward thousands of daffodils that lined the park entrance, Bonnie indirectly justified her manner of presentation. "I’m leading the audience to an ancient principle of learning," she said, "that watching the world for guidance is a metaphysical practicality when you know how to interpret the answer, like you interpreted Tartuu’s cue as a shadow of doubt. Thank you for that. It’s more important than you know."




  "You’re welcome. I assume you expect the same from your audience?"




  "Tartuu will tell his apprentice—thanks for that suggestion—that the bird wasn’t paying attention to its direction in life, and it carelessly discovered that the long way around was the prudent way to avoid a deadly encounter."




  "The shadow was a sign that Aleena wasn’t paying attention?"




  "More than that; it wasn’t time for her to hear the whole truth, because new students need to circle that from a safe distance before they can face their death head on."




  "It takes that to make them ready to learn about the mission? No wonder you don’t tell them about it." I snickered.




  "The death is symbolic, about illusions, and it’s nothing to laugh at," she said sternly. "It’s the most difficult thing they will ever do. After that, accomplishing the mission is almost a fait accompli."




  "Good to know," I said, casually looking across the bay at a fog bank lazily rolling toward the inner harbor. "Couple of things; why did you use a falcon to represent the truth?"




  Bonnie praised my insight with a shallow grin, which collapsed as fast as it had materialized when she explained, "A falcon is what it is—a hunter that strikes from out of the blue. It has no extraneous concerns, and the wayward path of its prey reminded Tartuu of his first encounter with Aleena, when she realized self-pity was stalking her happiness. He knew that without changing her core beliefs she would remain committed to playing the role of a victim until it killed her."




  "Symbolically?"




  "Literally, if she didn’t change her ways; a person of great energy acting without direction, is a monumental idiot waiting to be hit by the proverbial bus. If she did change her ways, the death of who she thinks she is arrives when she recognizes the essence of her actions for what they really are." She turned toward me. "And what they are is what she is really like. Didn’t it strike you as odd that no one but Aleena saw what happened the first time around, and not even one customer in a busy market came by while they were talking afterwards?"




  "Actually," I said, stretching my arms, "parts of your dialogue made me feel like a kid eavesdropping on an adult conversation, so I didn’t notice. But you can make the point by scripting wide shots to imply people are walking around an invisible fence." I grinned and shrugged, "Then you’ll have to explain what that’s about."




  "To keep us on the same page," Bonnie said, apparently preparing her explanation through a vacant stare, "my people understood that the energy of an impeccable will inherently aligned with the momentum of their life-force’s intentions. At my teacher’s level of evolution, these energies were a rolling force of unstoppable potential, so they had to be extremely careful literally about what they thought. Another repercussion of the coalition of these energies was that the events the teacher needed to further their student’s development had an uncanny way of happening as a matter of course. You could say that my teacher’s energy was an ocean liner and its wake affects events when it passes." She tittered to herself. "From the student’s perspective, strange happenings often rocked their boat, especially when they were with their teacher; being left alone to deliver a lesson is a small part of their energy’s influence."




  "Why was it more pronounced when they were with a teacher?"




  "You’ll have to take this at face value for now: teachers lend students energy so they can experience specific events while they’re in a safe place, and the teacher is available to explain things. Some of these events are subtle and external, like no one bothering them; others can fall like anvils of enlightenment. You said you were having trouble with my dialogue?"




  "It’s more with your style. Sometimes it’s more formal than real people would speak, and the scenes you’ve shown me are all leading to other things. I mean, it looks like you’re building a good story, but I can’t tell if you’ve left something out, or if it’s just me." I smirked as a wave of fatigue ran through me. "You might not have considered that most of your audience will have parked blocks away from an expensive seat, be half way through a bag of five dollar popcorn and a three dollar cup of brown ice by the time the lights dim. They’ll want some payback for your teasing pretty fast. All of this thinking is wearing me out," I said.




  Looking pleased for no reason she cared to explain, Bonnie took my elbow in her hand and aimed us at a nearby park bench.




  "You don’t think my archaeologist’s scene, or the lack of definition of their quest, will intrigue them?"




  "For a short time."




  "Why is that?"




  "Honestly?"




  "Have you been lying?"




  "We both know I meant you might not like what I say."




  "Apparently only one of us knows that can’t matter, if we’re going to be on the same page." We sat down.




  I had no energy to argue silly crap; I paused to gather my thoughts, which for a man feeling he was about to enter a coma was surprisingly easy.




  Indelicately without concern, I said, "So far, you’ve ignored action fans, threatened or alienated everyone who knows anything about mental or emotional distress, your kids are thieves, and your adults play verbal chess with people who think in terms of checkers. On the upside, the Baker’s Union will love it. I really need to know the big picture if I’m going to help you," I said.




  "Are you trying to back out because it’s more difficult than you bargained for?" she teased.




  "I didn’t bargain for anything," I said flatly, which is what I felt my electrocardiogram would have looked like in that moment.
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