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	Don’t let pain define you, let it refine you.

	—Tim Fargo

	 

	 

	I know without a doubt that our country and world will survive this pandemic. And just like our broken family, this broken world will be way more beautiful.

	—Vicki Bunke

	 

	Hope is being able to see that there is light despite all of the darkness. 

	— Desmond Tutu
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Fear Sells

	“Fear sells,” Andrew Robinson said. “Fear over nothing. It’s all a bunch of fake shit politicians invented to rile the population.”

	The words hit Jamie McIntyre like a punch in the face. He had to bite his tongue to avoid smashing his friend in the face. They sat in Jamie’s garage on the man-cave couch in suburban Calgary, Alberta, on a wintery Sunday afternoon swilling a few beers and trying—and evidently failing miserably—to solve all the world’s problems.

	Shit had splattered the fan when the subject of the global pandemic surfaced. And Jamie knew only too well the deadly seriousness of it.

	COVID-19 is a highly infectious disease caused by a newly discovered coronavirus that originated in China. It produces mild flu-like symptoms in some, no symptoms in others, and dire symptoms and quick and horrible death in others. It had hit the world by storm early in 2020. It took everybody by surprise. About ten months later, over 80 million people worldwide infected. Over two million dead. Worldwide lockdowns. Hospitals overwhelmed. A new normal where social distancing, self-isolation, mask-wearing, and regular hand-sanitizing were practiced.

	Most countries, including Canada, were ill-prepared to deal with the pandemic. Many politicians implemented Band-Aid measures, short lockdowns or no lockdowns, in an effort to balance political and economic interests with public health. In large part, these measures failed. In January, 2020, Theresa Tam, Canada’s chief public health officer, said, “The risk of an outbreak in Canada remains low.” Ten months later, Canada saw over 500,000 COVID-19 infections and over 18,000 deaths. A few months later, Canada was breaking records, averaging over 2,000 new cases per day. There was no comprehensive national pandemic management strategy to speak of. Prime Minister Justin Trudeau, for the most part, had left it up to the individual leaders of individual provinces to manage their fates. Some succeeded marginally; others failed dismally.

	At that time, the United States had fared the worst in the world. Over 25 million infections. Over 400,000 deaths. Some states averaging a coronavirus death every six minutes and the US averaging over 1000 coronavirus deaths per day.

	Unprecedented economic devastation crippled economies worldwide. Massive government bail-outs, huge deficits, and thousands of businesses went bankrupt.

	How dare he? Jamie thought, understanding the full devastation caused by the pandemic.

	This fool with his smug know-it-all attitude has the gall to call the pandemic ‘a bunch of fake shit politicians invented to rile the population.’

	Jamie drank the remainder of his beer in three gulps, tossed the can into a plastic garbage can, and reached into the cooler for another. He had a feeling he was gonna need as much liquid courage as he could pour down his throat for what was about to transpire.

	“Why would governments want to rile the population?” Jamie asked.

	Andrew burped loudly, tossed his empty in the garbage can, and reached for another. Popping it open, he ran a hand through his greasy blonde hair. “Fear sells, like I said. People get riled and scared, buy into it, and the government uses their fear to manipulate them. Control the population.”

	“Are you saying the pandemic is a hoax?”

	“That’s exactly what I’m saying. It’s fake. If I knew someone who had tested positive, just to prove my point, I’d hug them, kiss them, and even lick their face. Just to prove it’s all fake.”

	Jamie had known Andrew for over ten years and had never known his friend to be a conspiracy theorist. A digital marketing graduate, Andrew earned his living working on computers. But, Jamie supposed, it took something like a global pandemic to bring the fucking morons out of the woodwork. Not only that, since Andrew was on the computer for at least ten hours a day, he was certainly susceptible to all the misinformation and disinformation floating around about the pandemic. Conspiracy theories were rampant. The sad and dangerous fact was people had access to them with the click of a button. And they were believing them. And that was deadly-dangerous, especially when it led to disregarding and even flaunting public health measures designed to curtail the spread of the virus.

	Jamie was close to exploding, but for the hell of it, he decided to give his friend—not for long—a little more rope to hang himself. He wanted to know exactly what hare-brained conspiracy theory Andrew was buying into.

	“If it’s a hoax, and the government created it, then why?” Jamie asked.

	“Here’s the deal,” Andrew said. “Governments around the world have banded together—conspired—to create an elite population. The pandemic is a way for them to cull the masses. They get people believing that the pandemic is real, then they develop a vaccine—as you know Canada has purchased millions of doses already—and inject the population with it, killing off all the idiots.”

	“I’ll give you a little more rope. What else do you think?”

	“If a person dies of a heart attack, drowning, even a car accident, doctors around the world call it a COVID death. If you have any lung issues at all, you would be considered to have the virus. If you end up in the hospital and get put on a ventilator, the ventilator will kill you. This whole mask-wearing measure is nothing more than fearmongering. A mask won’t protect you from a virus. It will only protect you from a bacterial infection.”

	In spite of his best efforts to control his temper, Jamie detonated, picking up on one of Andrew’s brain-dead points: “If the government is trying to cull the population—kill the idiots—they should start with you. That is the fucking stupidest shit I’ve heard all day.”

	Andrew slid clear to the other end of the couch, far away from Jamie. His eyes narrowed and his face whitened. “You’ll fucking find out. Wait until we start vaccinating on a massive scale and you’ll see tons of people dying.”

	“I can’t believe someone as seemingly intelligent as you are is buying into this shit. And I suppose, even though we are in lockdown right now because of skyrocketing COVID cases, you’re flaunting health measures. Probably not wearing a mask, not washing your hands, and sure as hell not social distancing.”

	“Why should I bother?” Andrew said. “It’s all government-manufactured bullshit. Let me ask you this: Do you actually know anyone who has COVID?”

	Jamie balled his fists and wracked his brain. He didn’t have a large social circle. His mother, father, brother, and sister lived in Ontario and he had a handful of friends whom he saw occasionally. None of them had it as far as he knew. Wait. His job-site, a high-rise construction project in downtown Calgary, had recently been shut down because of a COVID outbreak. Two contractors had contracted the disease, although they worked five floors above Jamie and he didn’t actually know them.

	That wouldn’t do.

	Or maybe it would. He had to try to penetrate this fuck’s thick skull. “My construction job was shut down recently due to an outbreak. I can’t say I know the guys who tested positive but I know who they are. It’s only a matter of time before someone we know either dies of the virus or gets really sick from it. And, before you try and sidetrack me, I have to warn you. Don’t fucking flaunt the health measures. They were put in place to protect us and keep us safe.”

	“Like fuck they were.”

	“Your complete disregard for public health measures is scary. You could easily get infected, maybe have no symptoms, and walk around spreading it to everyone you come in contact with. Let’s say you infect an elderly person or someone with underlying health conditions. You could kill them. Never mind that, even young and healthy people are dying from this disease. To my mind, that would make you a murderer. It’s reckless negligence. Criminal negligence. There should be a criminal charge for that. People like you should spend your fucking life in jail to pay for your stupidity.”

	Andrew rose quickly, the color draining from his face. “I see you’re not gonna listen to reason, so it’s time for me to fuck off.”

	Jamie also rose, clenching his fists, his face reddening with rage. He stepped toward Andrew, raising a fist.

	Andrew backed away.

	Jamie lowered his fist, retreated, and sighed. Beating the shit out of Andrew wouldn’t accomplish anything. Violence never solves anything. A few blows to Andrew’s head would probably only serve to make him stupider than he already was, and that was hard to beat.

	“I agree,” Jamie said. “It’s time for you to fuck off from my garage, and fuck off from my life. Forever!”

	***

	After Andrew stormed out of the man-cave, Jamie listened for the sound of his car starting, just on the off chance that he might grab a baseball bat from his trunk and return to level the playing field. Jamie was a much bigger man than Andrew. Jamie heard the sound of Andrew’s car start, the revving of a cold engine, and then Andrew sped out of Jamie’s cul-de-sac.

	Good. The fucker is gone. But Jamie’s temper flared again. He slammed his meat hook of a fist into the wall of his man-cave. It went right through the drywall and was stopped by a wooden stud.

	“Oww,” Jamie said, retracting his fist from the hole in the wall and examining his hand. Not even a scratch, just a few drywall chips and drywall dust. He rubbed the throbbing pain away and plunked himself down on the couch, instinctively reaching for another beer. Ten months into the pandemic and he realized, not for the first time, it was taking a toll on his mental and physical health. The loneliness. The sadness. Yes, even the depression. It all led to a very short fuse and a hair-trigger bullshit meter.

	During this most recent lockdown, the measures mandated only leaving home for essential services, limiting and not expanding your social bubble, and essentially self-isolating for a month. The beers with Andrew. Well, that could be explained away. Andrew had said he had to get some antihistamines at the pharmacy for his allergies and on the way home he would stop in for a few beers. Whether that was true or not, Jamie now had his doubts. But it didn’t matter much now, did it? Andrew was here and gone, and gone for good.

	And that meant Jamie’s social bubble had now effectively been reduced to zero. Even though Jamie was 53, his other friends were of the elderly and underlying-health-condition variety. Out of an abundance of caution and an unwillingness to risk inadvertently infecting them, Jamie hadn’t seen Thelma, Aldo, Patrick, or Theo for over ten months.

	He sighed, sipping his beer. Maybe at one point in his life he would’ve had more patience for lame-brained conspiracy theories, but not now. Times were much different now and, even with the vaccines now being administered, life as we know it would probably never be the same again. How could he say nothing when Andrew was running around like a chicken with his head cut off probably infecting everyone he came into contact with?

	Wait a second! That means he could’ve infected me. Never mind, don’t go down that rabbit hole. You didn’t know he was behaving so recklessly until today. And I acted on it and kicked him the hell out of my house and the hell out of my life.

	Even with the vaccine, Jamie believed things would get much worse before they got better. Anti-maskers, anti-vaxxers, conspiracy theorists, and freedom-fighting idiots were publicly demonstrating en masse around the world, many in defiant violation of lockdown measures. The results were always the same. Violence. Murder. Arrests. A few weeks later, massive COVID-19 outbreaks—many resulting in death—among the demonstrators and their victims.

	“Don’t think about it,” Jamie said, tossing his half-full beer in the garbage can. “It will only make you depressed like it always does, and you won’t be able to sleep.”

	He turned off the man-cave furnace, flicked off the light, and went through his attached atrium and into his house. He had to do something, anything to take his mind off COVID-19. What did the shrinks recommend? Take your COVID news in small doses. Find distractions. Projects. Exercise. Get a routine. Keep yourself busy. Connect with your friends digitally if you can… blah, blah, blah.

	He plunked into his living room sofa, ran a hand through his shortly cropped gray hair, and picked up the TV remote. After a moment’s thought, he put it down and picked up his cellphone. He hadn’t spoken to 87-year-old Aldo in months. Jamie was a muscle car nut and Aldo had helped him rebuild a 1969 Dodge Charger five years ago and their friendship had flourished organically from there. He’d since sold the Charger and had purchased a 1964 Ford Mustang nine months ago that now sat in his garage, collecting dust, collecting rust.

	It was early still. He wasn’t that drunk. What, four beers? Something like that. He dialed Aldo’s number and got him on the first ring.

	“Hey, buddy, how are you?” Jamie said.

	“I’m okay.” Aldo’s voice sounded weak, his tone, sad.

	“Are you sure?”

	“No, actually, I’m not sure.”

	“Why? What’s wrong?”

	“I just tested positive for COVID.”

	“Fuck!”

	***

	Andrew didn’t think a stop at his elderly mother’s house was unwarranted. Glenda had always leant a sympathetic ear when he needed her emotional support. Besides, she was an anti-vaxxer and a conspiracy theorist just like himself. She certainly wouldn’t be worried about that fucking fake COVID shit. Not like Jamie, that fuck-up. Andrew hadn’t seen his mother in a few days, he’d been so busy reading, digesting, and believing coronavirus conspiracy theories.

	He turned down a tree-lined street in the upscale neighborhood of Lake Bonavista, found her house, and pulled into the driveway. He killed the engine of his black Toyota Camry, exited, and walked up her snow-covered walkway to the house. Usually, she had a snow-shoveling service shovel the sidewalks. Perhaps they too had been affected by the lockdown.

	He knocked on the door and waited in the cold for his mother to answer. Although she was 79, she kept herself pretty active and was still quite mobile. Then why wasn’t she answering? He rubbed his hands together and tried the door handle. Locked. He knocked again, calling out her name.

	“Be right there,” a raspy voice said from the other side of the door.

	Glenda opened the door and smiled weakly at her son. “Andrew?”

	“Mom.” He stepped inside and gave her a big hug. He released her and, noticing the dark circles under her eyes and disheveled hair, asked, “How are you?”

	She coughed, covered her mouth, and then sneezed into her elbow. “I’m fine, son. Just a little cold. It’ll be gone in a day or so. Come in and have some tea.”

	Sitting in the kitchen sipping tea with his mother, Andrew detailed the explosive argument with Jamie, sugar-coating the profanity, yet telling her in no uncertain terms how it had ended. He was in search of that sympathetic ear, maybe even a fragile shoulder to cry on.

	She studied him with matriarchal concern. “He’s just another nut-job like so many others. He calls them conspiracy theories. They’re not conspiracy theories. They’re documented facts.”

	“I know, Mom. But try telling Jamie that. He freaked out on me and almost punched me in the face.”

	“Well, he’s one stupid son of a bitch. You don’t need people like that in your life. Let me tell you the deal with the two vaccines that have been approved by Canada if you don’t already know. The Pfizer vaccine, that’s the one designed to cull the population. Kill people. The Moderna vaccine, that’s a different story. It contains a microchip that will not only allow the government to read your thoughts, but also control you. Essentially turn you into pawns of the government. It will make you do their bidding obediently and without question. Did you know that?”

	“Yes, Mom. I’m a card-carrying member of the resistance.”

	“Of course you are. Sorry.”

	“And, speaking of that, I can’t stay long. I have a public demonstration to attend this afternoon downtown. It should be interesting.”

	“I hope it’s productive. I hope you’re able to recruit lots of people. Show them what a hoax this pandemic really is. Show the world that Alberta has no right to make masks mandatory. Trying to strip us of our civil liberties and freedoms.”

	“They have no right to lock down the economy either, Mom. They’re deliberately catapulting Canada into unprecedented economic woes. Creating a disastrous situation that’ll be much worse than the Great Depression. Come to think of it, that might be part of the strategy to cull the population. Kill people by starving them.”

	Glenda scratched her wrinkled chin, pondering it. “You might have something there. I never thought of that.”

	After a few minutes of conversation, discussions about the weather, Andrew’s career, and Glenda’s decision to sell her estate home and down-size to a condo, Andrew rose to leave.

	“I’ll help you get your house ready to sell when the time comes, Mom.” He leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. “In the meantime, I better run.”

	“Be careful of those pandemic believer protesters,” Glenda said. “They’re a crazy and dangerous lot.”

	“I will, Mom. By the way, did you fire that guy who shovels your snow?”

	“No. He gave me some cockamamie story that he has COVID.”

	“Do you want me to shovel your walk before I go?”

	“Please. That would be great. I might get a fine from the city if I leave it like that. They do that now, you know. Drive around and ticket people if they don’t shovel their walks fast enough. Disgusting. Already trying to control our every move. And wait until this goddamned vaccine gets widely administered.”

	“See you soon, Mom.”

	“You promise?”

	“Cross my heart and hope to die.”

	“Good. Keep fighting the good fight, and stay safe.”

	***

	Jamie didn’t fully understand why he was torturing himself by watching a live demonstration on the news. The footage showed a large gathering of about 10,000 people surrounded by riot control police on three sides. The demonstrators marched down the middle of a downtown street. With the exception of a few who tried to conceal their identities by wearing black balaclavas, the remainder were not wearing the mandatory protective face masks. Neither were they complying with the mandatory social-distancing—six feet apart—public health measure. Many held placards: THE PANDEMIC IS A HOAX; GIVE US LIBERTY OR GIVE US DEATH; OPEN THE ECONOMY; COVID IS FAKE NEWS; MASK EQUALS GOV’T CONTROL; THE VACCINE KILLS.

	“What a bunch of dumb fucks,” Jamie said to the TV. “Openly defying public health orders and endangering people’s lives. I hope they arrest the fuckers, lock them up, and throw away the key.”

	So far, violence had not erupted. There were a few fringe demonstrators, pandemic believers, watching the protesters from the sidewalk. All were social distancing. All wore protective masks.

	“Go home, you fucking murderers,” a man shouted.

	“Yeah, go home and we’ll go home,” a woman said.

	A scraggly, blonde-haired man leading the protesters stopped, turned to the pandemic believers, and thrust his middle finger defiantly toward them. “Go fuck yourselves, you brain-washed motherfuckers.”

	Jamie knew it was only a matter of time before violence erupted. The last protest led by these batshit crazy conspiracy theorists had resulted in ten arrests and seven people injured. One pandemic believer had been beaten so badly he was still clinging to life in the intensive care unit. His prognosis was not good. In similar protests in the United States, some pandemic believers had been murdered.

	Jamie’s thoughts drifted back to his long-time friend, Aldo. The phone call had been cut short because an ambulance had arrived at Aldo’s house to rush him to the hospital. Irene, his elderly wife, suffering from several comorbidities, was also going in for testing. Good chance she would test positive. Good chance she would die. Good chance Aldo would die.

	And the worst part of all, due to pandemic restrictions, Jamie would not be allowed to visit his friend in the hospital. None of Aldo’s friends or family for that matter would be allowed by his bedside. Maybe Aldo would die alone, lonely, and sad. Perhaps the only exception, Jamie reasoned hopefully, might be if Irene tests positive. Maybe health care workers would take pity on them and put them in a room together—to die together.

	What a morbid thought. Don’t think like that. Think positive. They’ll both recover. Maybe Irene doesn’t even have COVID.

	However, as much as Jamie tried to derail the negative freight train, he wasn’t having a lot of success. He was about to turn the TV off and go read a novel when something caught his eye. A camera man had zoomed in on the leader of the protest, who had grabbed a microphone, stepped onto a makeshift podium, and was about to give a speech.

	Jamie had no trouble identifying the man.

	It was his one-time friend, Andrew Robinson.

	Jamie watched as Andrew tapped the mic, cleared his throat, and began his speech: “We know what’s really going on here, don’t we, folks?”

	Cheers and applause.

	“The government manufactured the pandemic to control us; to strip us of our human rights and civil liberties. Governments around the world conspired against us. They created this fake pandemic to scare us. And many people—in fact, the majority of the world population—bought into it. It’s not really complicated. Fear sells!”

	Cheers and applause.

	Riot police, leading with their shields, began closing the gap.

	“That’s right, fear sells. But we’re not stupid enough to buy it. We’re here to safeguard our rights, to show the world that we have the freedom to live our lives how we damn well please. No, we’re not going to buy into the bullshit pandemic. Nor will we buy into the vaccines. We know what the vaccines really are. Some are designed to kill us; others, to read our thoughts and control us.”

	Cheers and applause.

	Riot police marching closer and closer.

	“But we’re not gonna let that happen, are we?”

	Voices chanting in unity: “No we’re not, we’ll stop the plot!”

	As riot police tightened the noose, Andrew pointed a finger at them. “Leave us alone. You can’t stop freedom of speech, and the freedom to demonstrate peacefully. It’s enshrined in the Canadian Charter of Rights.”

	One of the helmeted cops stood in front of his troops. He raised a bullhorn to his mouth, and lifted his face shield. He turned the bullhorn on. It screeched static for a second before he addressed the crowd: “Please disperse now. This is an illegal demonstration. If you don’t disperse immediately, you will leave us no choice but to start making arrests.”

	A demonstrator tossed a beer can at the cop. It arced through the air and struck him on the side of his helmet. Another demonstrator threw a rock that hit the cop square in the forehead. He dropped the bull horn and dropped to the pavement.

	Raucous applause erupted from the demonstrators.

	Two cops rushed to the injured cop’s side and helped him to his feet. He retrieved the bullhorn. Blood dripped down his forehead.

	“I said disperse immediately,” he said.

	“You disperse immediately,” Andrew taunted. “Get the hell out of here and let us exercise our civil rights in peace.”

	A tear gas canister soared through the air and landed next to Andrew. It began hissing white gas clouds. He coughed, covered his face with a hand, stepped off the podium, and retreated. A balaclava-clad demonstrator standing behind him raced over to the spewing tear gas canister, picked it up, and lobbed it at the riot police.

	Pandemonium erupted. More tear gas. Riot police moved in, some tackling demonstrators to the pavement. Screaming and shouting. People dispersing en masse. Demonstrators being cuffed and hauled off to waiting police vans.

	Through the mayhem, Jamie saw Andrew weaving his way through the crowd in full retreat mode, running like the scared little puppy dog he was.

	“I hope they fucking catch you, lock you up, and throw away the fucking key, you chicken-shit piece of shit,” Jamie said, waving an angry fist at the TV.

	But the scene became too overwhelming and he turned the TV off. Here he was trying to cheer himself up and he was working himself into a hatred-and-rage-filled frenzy. And he realized. Harboring hatred only destroys the haters. Like an aggressive cancer, it eats you up from the inside out and eventually swallows you whole—devastating you both physically and mentally. Turning you into an angry, cynical, and unhappy son of a bitch.

	It was bad enough the trauma spawned by the coronavirus pandemic was kicking the crap out of him as it was. He didn’t need to add insult to injury. He wandered into the kitchen. Even though he’d lost his appetite, he decided some comfort food was in order. He’d force it down if he had to in an effort to cheer himself up. He opened the fridge and took stock of his supplies. A dozen or so beers. An open can of beans. Some week-old leftover pizza, probably petrified rock by now. A few condiments. A jar of pickles. Not much else. He opened kitchen cupboards to a similar story and decided it was high-time to do some grocery shopping.

	About a half hour later, packing a grocery list, hand sanitizer, and protective face mask, he weaved his way through late-afternoon traffic on his way to the grocery store.

	After finding a parking spot in the parking lot, he sighed when he saw the lineup. Late afternoon in late November and it seemed everyone wanted to go grocery shopping at the same time. Never mind. Take your place in line and shut the fuck up.

	***

	Andrew managed to scramble to his vehicle just as he heard shouts and screams behind him. Pulling his keys from his pocket in a panic, he wiped his tear-stained eyes and coughed. He looked back and saw Marnie Thompson being tackled to the sidewalk by two cops. One of the key members of the resistance who Andrew had indoctrinated and promised to protect, he couldn’t care less about her now. Self-preservation was the overriding concern. It was every man for himself.

	“Andrew, help,” she said as a cop drove a knee into her spine and began cuffing her.

	Ignoring her plea, he quickly unlocked his car door, climbed in, started it up, and drove off, taking the first right turn he saw and hoping the cops hadn’t recorded his license plate number. He knew sometimes these investigations could last for months, and just when you least expected it, you could get a knock on your door, only to answer it and have some asshole cop arrest you, cuff you, and start reading you your Miranda rights.

	He was about to head toward his downtown apartment but changed his mind. As a result of the demonstration, there would be too much heat in the downtown core right now. A better bet would be to hit suburbia and wait it out for a few hours before attempting the trip home.

	To kill some time, he decided to head to the grocery store. The Calgary Coop where he sometimes shopped also had a liquor store next to it and he could kill two birds with one stone.

	***

	It had taken almost an hour, but Jamie was now close to the front of the line. Third from the front actually. A white-smocked woman wearing a mask stood just outside the sliding-glass doors. She held a clip board, jotting down numbers, and keeping track of how many people entered and how many people left. Due to the pandemic, the grocery store was operating at a third of its customer capacity.

	The people standing in line were spaced six feet apart and all wore masks. The bone-chilling temperatures had scared off a few would-be shoppers and the line had dwindled from about thirty people to only about ten now.

	“Put your mask on,” an angry voice behind Jamie said loudly.

	He turned around and saw a large grizzled man pointing a finger at a skinny man about half his size. They stood at the end of the line.

	“I don’t have a mask,” the smaller man said.

	“Then fuck off,” the big man said. “Masks are mandatory. Where the fuck have you been?”

	“I’m outside. I don’t need a mask outside.”

	The big man advanced toward the smaller man.

	Jamie squinted. Fuck, no. Even in the crimson light of dusk, he recognized the man at the end of the line.

	Andrew Robinson.

	His mind raced. Should he intervene? At 187 pounds and almost six feet tall, sure he was bigger and more muscular than Andrew. But this Grizzly Adams confronting Andrew easily stood six-foot-five and must have topped the scales at a gargantuan 280 pounds. Jamie doubted he’d stand a chance, not to mention he didn’t much like his former friend Andrew
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