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			Prologue

			West Timor, Indonesia. 2016

			Lesmana saw the tall Canadian man, Tom Brodie, walking up to him, looking remarkably fresh in a sharp white shirt and linen pants despite the steaming heat of the jungle. He greeted Lesmana with a big smile.

			“Mr. Lesmana, thank you for coming.”

			Behind him stood a stocky Indonesian in his early thirties in wrap-around sunglasses, whom Brodie had introduced to Lesmana in a previous meeting as his interpreter. Lesmana was again baffled as to why Brodie needed an interpreter. Lesmana himself spoke good English, and this interpreter, Djoko, had done hardly any interpretation in their previous meetings. When Lesmana tried to speak to him in English, Djoko’s English turned out to be at best mediocre.

			Now Lesmana felt acutely uncomfortable, and a tingling chill ran down his spine. He reflexively touched the large blue topaz ring on his right middle finger, blessed by a bomoh, a Javanese traditional healer, for luck and protection. Brodie shook Lesmana’s hand but held it tight, not letting go. Lesmana was momentarily confused, not sure what Brodie was doing. He tried to pull his hand back, but it was too late. Djoko had come close and plunged an EpiPen syringe into Lesmana’s chest.1 The one in Djoko’s hand was full of heroin laced with a lethal dose of fentanyl. Lesmana died before hitting the ground.

			Lesmana (like many Indonesians, he used a single name) was a veteran investigative reporter at the respected financial weekly Investasi. In his mid-forties, Lesmana was slim and cut an elegant figure with well-tailored clothes. A month earlier, he was intrigued by a press release announcing that a team of geologists engaged by a Canadian mining company had located a rich seam of rare-earth minerals in West Timor, which are used in a wide array of digital devices. In recent years, Western countries have found themselves uncomfortably dependent on China as a major supplier of rare-earth minerals. If Indonesia could become a significant producer of rare-earth minerals, the geopolitical implications, let alone the economic impact, could be explosive. Lesmana’s sharp journalist antennae were instantly on full alert. This could be a very big story.

			He quickly tracked down the chief executive of the Canadian company, CanMine Global, in Jakarta and asked for an interview. Tom Brodie, who identified himself on the phone as the Indonesia country representative of CanMine Global, readily agreed. They met in the lobby lounge of the newly refurbished Intercontinental Hotel in Merdeka Square in central Jakarta. Guests sat on sofas in the spacious lounge, cool and quiet. However, floor-to-ceiling windows offered a view of Merdeka Square, shrouded in toxic smog and choking traffic. It was a contrast that always reminded Lesmana of the saying “living in a bubble.”

			Brodie was waiting for him. He looked in his early forties, with wavy brown hair and chiselled good looks. He was accompanied by a Canadian woman who he introduced as Jennifer MacManus, legal counsel for CanMine Global. Lesmana guessed that MacManus was in her mid or late thirties. She was blonde, with a curvy figure in an expensive blouse, designer jeans, and high heels. Djoko was there too, and Brodie introduced him as his interpreter.

			Lesmana wanted to know more about CanMine Global and their claim to have found rare-earth minerals in West Timor. For Lesmana, like many liberal-minded Indonesians, West Timor conjured up unpleasant memories and reflections. The island of Timor is divided into two halves. West Timor is part of Indonesia, whereas East Timor is an independent country with a dark history. The Portuguese colonized it in the eighteenth century. In 1975, when Portugal finally gave up the ghost of its colonial empire and left, Indonesia promptly invaded and occupied East Timor. West Timor was the staging ground for the invasion.

			The East Timorese waged a guerilla war to fight for independence, and Indonesia sent in its feared elite commando unit, the Kopassus. It was commanded by Brigadier General Probowo Subianto, son-in-law of the dictator Suharto, who had been ruling Indonesia with an iron fist since 1965. In their distinctive red berets and striped jungle camouflage uniforms, the Kopassus were a fearsome formation, and Probowo was its ambitious and ruthless commander. He led the Kopassus in a relentless campaign against the East Timorese resistance fighters, and dark rumours of brutal and indiscriminate atrocities started to surface. The campaign bogged down after the resistance fighters retreated into the dense jungle of the highland to carry on with hit-and-run tactics, avoiding any head-to-head fight with the Kopassus.

			Then, the 1997 Asia financial crisis struck. The Indonesian economy was in free fall, and the government had to seek a bailout from the IMF. The Suharto regime fell in the crisis’ aftermath, and by fits and starts, democracy returned to Indonesia. In 1999, a democratically elected Indonesian government withdrew its military from East Timor. The UN stepped in and guided East Timor to its first election to form the government of the new country of Timor-Leste. Since then, West Timor, next door to independent Timor-Leste, has always had the feel of a frontier region, where Jakarta is far away, and the rule of law does not always apply.

			Brodie explained to Lesmana that CanMine Global was a small Canadian mining company headquartered in Vancouver, British Columbia. The project in West Timor was its first foray overseas. Small though it was, the company had considerable mining expertise, and its geologists and engineers had been working in West Timor for almost a year and were now confident that they had identified a rich source of rare-earth minerals. Brodie was obviously a very good salesman, but he didn’t strike Lesmana as knowledgeable about mining. He flashed Lesmana his friendly grin regularly and sounded very enthusiastic about the project. He assured Lesmana that it would be very good for the people of West Timor and Indonesia. CanMine Global was now in discussions with potential investors to raise investment capital for the project, which he hoped would start mining operations soon. It was clear that Brodie had done this spiel many times. Neither MacManus nor Djoko said a word.

			Lesmana asked if he could see the geology and engineering report prepared by CanMine Global.

			It was MacManus who answered. “Absolutely. Should I send it to your office?”

			“Yes, please,” Lesmana replied.

			MacManus took a look at Lesmana’s business card and nodded. “Done.”

			Lesmana then asked if they could meet again should he have more questions after reading the report.

			Brodie smiled. “I certainly hope we can meet again. There’s a lot more about this exciting project that I’d like to share with you and your readers. You know, Mr. Lesmana, in a small way CanMine Global is here to contribute to Indonesia’s rise as a resource powerhouse in the world.”

			When they got up to say goodbye, a smiling Brodie shook hands with Lesmana, whereas MacManus merely nodded politely, and Djoko said nothing.

			Lesmana had been an investigative financial journalist for over twenty years. He cut his teeth when the Asian financial crisis exploded, which exposed all sorts of fraudulent business wheeling and dealing that had plagued Indonesia under Suharto’s rule. He learned fast and was successful in uncovering many instances of financial malfeasance by corrupt government officials in collusion with some of the country’s biggest businesses. Now, all his journalistic instincts told him that there was something very fishy about this project. Brodie’s presentation was slick but without the kind of concrete details that a real operation would have. It smelled like a scam to him.

			He got in touch with his old friend Archie Brook, an Australian mining engineer working for Rio Tinto, one of the largest mining companies in the world. Brook had spent most of his working life in Indonesia and had a deep understanding of the country’s mining industry. Lesmana and Brook went back a long way to when Lesmana, the cub reporter, first befriended Brook, the newly arrived Aussie engineer, during the Asian financial crisis.

			They met in a café in Bogor Botanical Garden in the hills on the southern outskirts of Jakarta. The air was cooler up there, and the café was soothingly quiet after battling the smog and noise of Jakarta traffic. Lesmana found Brook waiting for him, looking his usual dishevelled self, with thinning grey hair, slightly overweight in a crumpled linen shirt and slacks, and smoking a kretek.2 Lesmana disapproved of smoking, especially kretek. He shook his head with a half smile and told Brook that he looked more and more like a petani.3 Brook guffawed and replied that maybe he was, at heart, a peasant. The two old friends sat down, ordered their coffees, and started talking.

			Lesmana had already sent Brook the report from CanMine Global and told him on the phone everything he had learned so far. Brook immediately cut to the chase. “Listen, mate, it’s highly unlikely that there are any rare-earth minerals in meaningful quantity in West Timor. I’m not saying it’s impossible that they may have found a vein of some kind. The real question is whether it’s big enough to invest in production. This depends on what kind of technology will be deployed to mine it. More advanced technology can work with limited quantities and make it financially worthwhile. But, overall, I think it’s highly doubtful. And there’s also a problem with CanMine Global’s report. It reads like a boilerplate mining prospectus; it doesn’t answer many important questions.”

			Brook took a puff of his kretek and a sip of coffee and continued. “I also looked into the background of CanMine Global. There isn’t much information on the company in the public domain. It’s registered in British Columbia, Canada, and has a Vancouver address. But would you believe it—it’s a brand-new company that was incorporated less than a year ago. I don’t think it has any operations on the ground at all. Now, being new doesn’t necessarily make CanMine Global illegitimate. But, as you know, in the mining business, having a solid track record of successful operations is a good indicator of a company’s capability. Again, I’m not claiming that CanMine Global lacks the requisite expertise to mine rare-earth minerals. Fair dinkum, the company could have been set up by acquiring other companies with a lot of experience. It is possible. In the case of CanMine Global, however, I don’t know where the required expertise will come from.”

			Lesmana stared pensively at his coffee for a moment, then looked around him to see if anyone was listening. He spoke quietly. “What if I tell you that the brokerage house CanMine Global plans to use to raise the investment capital is Tonggak Utama?”

			Brook’s eyes narrowed. “The one rumoured to have links to the Arief brothers? Well, you’re the expert on the Arief brothers! You’ve been investigating them for donkey’s age. According to you, they run one of the largest organized crime syndicates in the country. This could be very scary.”

			“That’s what I thought too.”

			“What are you going to do?”

			“Well, the CanMine Global people have invited me to check out their field lab in the jungle of West Timor. I think I’ll go. Maybe they’ll show me something substantial to prove their claims are real, or I’ll find evidence that this whole thing is a scam.”

			Brook stubbed out his half-smoked kretek and looked intently at Lesmana. “My friend, be careful.”

			“Don’t worry. I will,” replied Lesmana, sounding more confident than he felt.

			Lesmana did take precautions. The senior editor of Investasi was keen to publish the story if CanMine Global turned out to be a scam, especially if the Arief brothers were implicated. But he also sensed the risks. He pulled strings and spoke to one of the board directors of Investasi, a very prominent figure in the corporate world of Indonesia, whose nephew was the deputy police chief in Kupang, the capital city of West Timor. After several telephone calls, the police in Kupang agreed to assign one of their officers disguised as a taxi driver to take Lesmana to the meeting with Brodie.

			Brodie had asked Lesmana to meet him in a sawmill in Camplong, a small village some thirty miles from Kupang on the way to the hills. The sawmill was located on the edge of the village. The plan was for them to meet up there and then travel together in Brodie’s specially equipped Land Rover to reach the lab through jungle tracks.

			When Lesmana arrived at the sawmill, he was disconcerted to see that it was abandoned and eerily quiet. The police driver asked him if he still wanted to go ahead with the meeting. Lesmana thought for a minute. He was so close to finding out whatever it was that he’d come to find. He turned to the police officer. “Yes, I am going to meet him. Just pretend to drop me off and then leave. Park the taxi in the village out of sight of the sawmill and wait for me. If things look suspicious and I decide not to go with them, I’ll walk back to the village to meet you. If I decide to go, then follow me discreetly. I’ll be in their Land Rover.”

			The police driver parked the taxi as Lesmana instructed. Five minutes later, he saw a Land Rover bouncing out of the sawmill to race down the road back to Kupang; it wasn’t going up to the hills. He immediately followed. A few miles later, the Land Rover abruptly turned off the road, crashed through some underbrush, and stopped by a fast-moving river. The policeman stopped his car, drew his gun, and went quietly and carefully toward the Land Rover. He caught Djoko carrying Lesmana’s limp body to the river. He fired once in the air and ordered Djoko to freeze. Djoko dropped Lesmana’s body and raised his hands. The policeman cuffed him, but there was no sign of Brodie.

			The police in Kupang sent out a search party to look for Brodie for several hours without success, quitting only after sunset. Brodie seemed to have vanished. Post-mortem found that the injection of a fatal dose of fentanyl had killed Lesmana. But Djoko was caught red-handed; the police even found the EpiPen in his pocket. Djoko didn’t anticipate that he would be arrested, and he quickly decided to turn prosecution witness to avoid the death penalty. Under police detention in Jakarta, he cracked and told the police everything he knew, including that Brodie had a Jeep parked at the sawmill. After Lesmana had been killed in the sawmill and Djoko had driven off with the body, Brodie had gone directly to the Kupang airport to take the next flight to Jakarta. He also told them that CanMine Global was a scam set up by the Arief brothers, and Tom Brodie and Jennifer MacManus were the hired guns to front the scam. He was assigned to keep an eye on them, not as their interpreter. As soon as the investment capital for the project was raised (they were targeting several hundred million US dollars), Brodie and MacManus would disappear with their shares, and the Arief brothers would pocket the rest. But Lesmana hadn’t known that the Arief brothers already had him under surveillance because of his hard-hitting investigative journalism. Now he had found out too much too fast, and the Arief brothers decided that he must be silenced. The Kupang police were furious, but there was nothing to be done. They handed Djoko over to the authorities in Jakarta.

			The Arief brothers also moved fast. While the police were putting the evidence together with Djoko as the star witness to press charges against the Arief brothers, Djoko was found dead one morning in his jail cell from poisoning. A very embarrassed chief of police in Jakarta stated that Djoko had committed suicide to escape punishment. The question of how Djoko managed to obtain the poison used to kill himself was never answered.

			Meanwhile, the police were searching for Brodie and MacManus without success. They appeared to have left the country. The Indonesian police asked Interpol for help. Based on the information provided, Interpol agreed that there was sufficient evidence to take action. Accordingly, a “red notice” for Tom Brodie and Jennifer MacManus, similar to an international arrest warrant, was issued to all Interpol’s member countries, including Canada. The Border Agency in Canada was alerted to look out for Tom Brodie and Jennifer MacManus should they attempt to enter the country. But there were no signs of them anywhere. The trail seemed to have turned stone cold.

			

			
				
					1 The Epipen is a medical emergency injection tube designed for patients suffering allergy shocks.

				

				
					2 A kretek is an Indonesian cigarette spiced with cloves.

				

				
					3 A petani is a peasant farmer in Indonesian Bahasa.

				

			

		

	
		
			1

			Kim Ramsden was happy. His mushroom retail business was working. He bought dried shitake mushrooms in bulk from a wholesaler in Quebec and then retailed them through several organic food stores on Salt Spring Island, one of the Gulf Islands on the west coast of British Columbia. It had only been a week, and all the stores reported brisk sales of his shiitake mushrooms. It was time to order a second shipment.

			Kim needed to save money, a lot of it, to go to university to study medicine. Ever since high school, he’d wanted to be a doctor. His parents were proud of him when he graduated from high school as a top student and were in awe of his ambition to be a doctor. That would be a big step up from where they were. Kim’s father had done a variety of odd jobs. Now, close to retirement, he drove a delivery truck, getting paid by the hour. Kim’s mother worked part-time in a local bakery, grew vegetables, and raised chickens to help with the grocery bill. Kim knew that his parents felt bad that they couldn’t afford to pay for him to go to university, but there was not much they could do. Kim, however, was undeterred and resourceful. As soon as he graduated from high school, he found a job as an apprentice carpenter to start working and saving. At least he could live at home and save every penny he made.

			However, Kim soon realized that being an apprentice carpenter was a lousy way to save the money he needed. He wasn’t earning very much and didn’t always have full-time work. It would take him a very long time to save what he needed to go to university.

			One day, he was in an organic food store in Ganges, the village that was the center of Salt Spring Island, looking to buy some Manuka honey from New Zealand for his mom. It was her favourite, but she didn’t buy it often because it was expensive. Kim had just been paid and thought he’d get some for her as a treat. As he browsed in the store, he was amazed to see how expensive dried shiitake mushrooms were. A few days later, he came upon by chance a website of a company in Quebec that sold and shipped dried shiitake mushrooms in bulk. Checking the prices and factoring in the costs of shipping, Kim realized he could retail it locally at very competitive prices and still make a good profit. All he had to do was repackage the mushrooms in smaller but well-designed bags and sell them in local food stores on consignment. This was what he did. His profit margin proved to be very healthy. Kim quit carpentry and focused on running his mushroom business.

			With a good income flow and time on his hands, Kim decided to get back to the gym. He had always been active in high school sports. Now was the time to get fit again. That was when he first met Shaunna Duncan. Shaunna was a relative newcomer on Salt Spring. She’d grown up in Campbell River, a small town on the east coast of Vancouver Island, and had come to Salt Spring Island only a few years ago. Through dedicated hard work, supporting herself by waitressing in the evenings at the Quayside Pub in Ganges, she’d completed a year-long training course to qualify as a personal fitness instructor.

			Marcus, the gym owner and a seasoned fitness coach, was her study supervisor and spoke highly of her. “She may be young and not so experienced, but she’s a natural. Mind you, she is quite shy. But don’t let that fool you. She’s got an amazingly intuitive grasp on how to help her clients achieve great results.”

			After observing Shaunna training her clients in the gym a few times, Kim was impressed. He couldn’t help but notice, too, how attractive she was. At five foot eight, she was well-proportioned with taut muscles. Her light auburn hair was cut short, framing a soft, oval face with limpid blue eyes. Kim signed up with her.

			Shaunna designed an intensive training program for Kim, given that he was young and fit. She set ambitious goals for him, benchmarking him against high-performance standards in his age bracket to motivate him to work hard. She also found Kim, who had a sunny outlook with a mop of reddish-blond hair and an easy, toothy smile, interesting. In between training sets, Kim regaled Shaunna with stories of growing up on Salt Spring, embellishing the mischief that he and his school pals had gotten into.

			He recalled for Shaunna with an impish smile, “What a bunch of little shits we were! Like when we wanted some cash to buy beer for a party. We broke open the cash box of a farmstand late one night and found it empty apart from a handwritten IOU! The farmer’s dog started barking, and we hightailed out of there so fast that I’m sure we broke some sprinting records.”

			Then he told Shaunna about his ambition to go to university to study medicine. Shaunna was impressed. “It isn’t cheap going to university, is it? Especially medical school,” she asked.

			“I’m saving money for it. I run a small business, and it’s going very well,” Kim replied, smiling.

			A few weeks after Shaunna started training Kim, he asked her if she’d been to Burgoyne Bay to swim at night. The bay is on the western side of Salt Spring Island, separated from Vancouver Island by a channel about a mile wide known as the Sansum Narrows. Many believed this was where cougars from Vancouver Island, hungry in winter, swam across the placid channel to come to Salt Spring to raid farmers’ livestock. Local sightings of cougars always created a buzz on Salt Spring, rousing some farmers out of bed to track the cougars with dogs and rifles.

			Late at night in the summer, the calm water of Burgoyne Bay is an extraordinary place to swim because of a phenomenon known as bioluminescence. In the water lives a kind of algae that turns luminous when disturbed. As a swimmer moves through them, streaks of light appear in his wake. Often, if the swimmers are fast-moving and making lots of waves, they get covered in flowing fluorescent light, creating an utterly otherworldly sight. To see the effects of bioluminescence, it’s best to wait until after sunset, which is after ten at night in mid-summer. Kim told Shaunna that Burgoyne Bay was his “happy place.” He said he was happiest swimming there late at night in the summer. Shaunna was intrigued and went with him to try it.

			When they waded into the water, Shaunna could see eddies forming in their wake being lit up. Kim turned to her with a big grin and dove into the water, exploding a splash of light. When he resurfaced, his head was surrounded by shimmering light rings. Then he dove again and again. Shaunna followed him in, and soon they were splashing across the bay like two fluorescent aquatic creatures. Afterward, when they were out of the water and drying themselves, Shaunna saw a rising moon casting an ethereal silver sheen on the tranquil water of the bay, with the star-lit night sky outlining the dark shapes of the surrounding mountains. She felt a wave of happiness swelling up within her. She thought she could tangibly feel a sensation of beauty and wonder. She loved the experience, and soon she was night swimming regularly with Kim in Burgoyne Bay.

			Earlier that spring, Shaunna’s career as a personal fitness instructor took off. She was fortunate in her timing. The COVID-19 pandemic lockdowns had been lifted, and people were returning to the gyms and restaurants. Waitressing at the Quayside Pub, the popular watering hole in Ganges, turned out to be a great way for her to meet people. It was a very busy place during the evenings. Shortly after five, it was packed with people meeting for a quick drink after work before going home. Then it gradually filled up with the dinner crowd. People didn’t just come to eat; most of them stayed after dinner to watch sports on the two large TV screens hung from the ceiling at both ends of the pub. Many of the customers were regulars. After the dinner rush, Shaunna had more time to talk to the customers, especially the regulars who stayed behind to drink. Shaunna gradually got to know almost everyone. When they learned that Shaunna had started a new job as a personal fitness instructor, a surprising number of them contacted her to sign up.

			Shaunna also had a lot of luck signing up elderly clients. Most of them found her by word of mouth. Many were in their sixties and seventies, and a few in their eighties. Her oldest client, Betsy, was ninety-three and trained with Shaunna twice weekly. She claimed she didn’t do anything, but Shaunna soon found out she was a very accomplished designer of stained-glass windows and panels. Many of her works adorned churches, cathedrals, temples, and museums in different parts of the world. She told Shaunna with a chuckle, “I used to roll up my sleeves and make the stained glass myself. Can’t do that anymore. These days, I doodle on a drawing pad and let other people do the real work.”

			Shaunna was pleasantly surprised to find her elderly clients interesting and lively characters. Ralph, in his late seventies, was a corporate executive who’d reinvented himself as a sculptor, selling his finely finished wood sculptures of wildlife online. Doug, a very youthful octogenarian, had taught literature at the University of Victoria and was an acclaimed poet. He still wrote and published poetry. Martyn, relatively young in his late sixties, had been a crime reporter at the Vancouver Sun, and he now spent his time researching and writing a book on the history of crime and policing in British Columbia.

			These elderly people were attracted to Shaunna’s personality as much as her training skills. She was by nature quiet (her parents would say she was painfully shy, and Daphne, her big sister, teased her endlessly, calling her “Mouse” when they grew up together), but she was patient and a good listener. Her elderly clients felt comfortable with her. Shaunna was good at gently encouraging and motivating them, and they responded.

			But going to the gym could be quite a chore for the elderly and even intimidating. For Betsy, who could no longer drive, it meant getting a ride to and from the gym. Shaunna quickly decided to buy a car, her first car, a ten-year-old Honda CRV. She had enough savings for it. Up to then, she rode a mountain bike to get around. Salt Spring is very mountainous, and biking on the island could be strenuous, which Shaunna treated as part of her daily workout. But it was impractical to make home visits. However, with the Honda CRV, which had lots of room for her training gear, she had a mobile gym. It was the right move, and more elderly clients signed up with her.

			Enjoying a promising start in her new career, Shaunna was in the mood to celebrate. She wanted to invite a few close friends to a party. It was May, and the days were getting longer and warmer, so she decided to have a barbecue. The first person she called was Rio, her first and now closest friend in Salt Spring. Shaunna had met Rio Sharma at Marcus’s gym shortly after she arrived in Salt Spring, and his luxurious black hair, smooth olive skin, and handsome features immediately caught her attention. Shy, Shaunna at first kept her distance. But something about Rio made Shaunna feel at ease, even talkative. Rio, on the other hand, was naturally garrulous. The more they talked, the more they learned how their backgrounds were poles apart.

			Campbell River was a small town of some thirty thousand people. Shaunna’s family went back generations on Vancouver Island, among the first settlers who’d arrived in the early nineteenth century. Family lore told stories of how her great-great-great-grandfather came from Scotland and cleared land near where Nanaimo is today. Many of his male descendants worked as farmers, loggers, miners, and fishermen up and down the west coast of British Columbia. Their lives were hard, and very often they were only a few steps ahead of poverty and even hunger. The winter was particularly difficult, when there was only a wood stove to keep warm. But they were resilient and persevered.

			Shaunna’s father told her many stories about her granduncle Gordon, who logged and fished in northern Vancouver Island, living from hand to mouth most of the time. There were plenty of birds, and he was a good shot, but shells were expensive, and money was short. He would camouflage himself near a wetland and wait for the ducks or geese that came in with the tide. As the birds ran around in the mudflat, Gordon would line up his shot and get three or four birds in a single blast. For the price of a single shell, he got three or four meals out of it! Things got easier as time went on. But Shaunna’s extended family were still mostly working people; her father was a carpenter, and her mother raised chickens and sheep on their little farm.

			Shaunna felt a deep affinity with these early settlers. When she thought of Vancouver Island and, cradled in its rain shadow, the Gulf Islands, in her mind’s eye, she saw more than just a chain of beautiful emerald isles scattered in a sparkling sea. She also saw generations of hard-working people stubbornly eking out a living with what little they had, and she thought of herself as one of them.

			Rio listened to Shaunna’s stories of her family’s history with wide-eyed fascination. His background could not have been more different. Rio’s father had come to Canada as a boy from India and became a successful engineer, and his mother was a biochemist from Mexico. His parents had met at university in Ontario, fell in love, married (defying their respective parents), and moved to Vancouver. They named their son Rio, meaning “river” in Spanish, to commemorate a river rafting trip during which, they figured, Rio was conceived.

			Vancouver was Rio’s hometown, where he imbibed the laidback West Coast vibe growing up. He loved hanging out on Fourth Avenue in Kitsilano on the west side of the city, where vestiges of the hippie era of the 1960s and ‘70s abounded. There was the Banyan Books, where titles on spirituality and alternative lifestyles continued to sell well. Rio spent many happy hours browsing among its shelves. Then there was the Naan, a vegetarian restaurant where sometimes the waiters and waitresses could be more stoned than the customers. But they served very good coffee and vegetarian burgers and, Rio’s favourite, enormous helpings of apple pies and ice cream.

			Shortly after puberty, Rio knew he was gay. So did his parents. Without any histrionics, they very carefully and gently explained to Rio that being gay is a matter of sexual orientation, not a moral issue or a psychological problem. Subsequently, Rio had as normal an upbringing as any teenage boy could wish for under the circumstances. He had a brief phase when he longed to be the same as the other “normal” kids, but he got over it quickly and came to terms with what he was. After high school, Rio went to the University of British Columbia, known locally as UBC, to study sciences. He graduated with a degree in science and then trained as a physiotherapist. After practising for a few years in Vancouver, he visited Salt Spring Island during a long weekend holiday and promptly fell under its spell. Rio wanted a quieter life and to be closer to nature, and he found it on Salt Spring.

			When Rio and Shaunna sat down at Café Talia for the first time soon after they met, they sipped their coffees quietly without saying much for several minutes. Then they spoke at the same time. Rio blurted out, “You should know that I’m gay,” just as Shaunna whispered, “I somehow get the feeling that you might be gay.” They looked at each other and then burst out laughing together. Later, Shaunna teasingly warned Rio that hanging out with her may send the wrong signal to his prospective dates. And Rio teased Shaunna back that hanging out with him may inadvertently discourage some of her potential suitors. And they burst out laughing again. “Well, we’ll just have to take our chances, won’t we?’ Shaunna said smilingly. They soon became fast friends, and Café Talia was their favourite hangout.

			Rio immediately offered to help Shaunna organize a party for the coming Saturday. He would make Indian curries. Shaunna loved Indian food, but she had already planned to make beer can chicken on the barbecue and wasn’t sure if the curries and the chickens would go together.

			Rio laughed. “Ah, it would be a bit of a strange mix, wouldn’t it? But, hey, as long as they taste good and we’re well stocked with beer, everyone will love it.”

			Shaunna was happy to go along. “Okay, great, see you here at six on Saturday.”

			Shaunna had already invited Marcus, who had been such a good mentor to her. Her big sister, Daphne, and her boyfriend, Rick, were coming. They were getting ready to leave for a round-the-world sailing trip on Rick’s sailboat, their adventure of a lifetime, so the dinner would double as their farewell party. Sophie, who worked with Shaunna at the Quayside Pub and had become a good friend, managed to get the Saturday evening off to come. Shaunna’s two best friends from high school in Campbell River, Alfe Gennaro and Freddie Nakamura, were already on their way; Alfe came from Vancouver and Freddie from Victoria. Alfe, tall and skinny with a pointed nose, was a high school science nerd, and he was finishing his last year in physics and computer science at UBC. Freddie, on the other hand, was barrel-chested and always with an easy smile. He was studying law in Victoria. Together with Shaunna, they’d been an odd trio of best friends in high school. Alfe and Freddie would stay in Salt Spring after the party to spend a few more days with Shaunna.

			Shaunna would have liked to invite some of her elderly clients to the party as well, but they tended to eat dinner and go to bed early. Among her younger clients, she invited Kim, who was delighted to come. Shaunna and Kim had been swimming in Burgoyne Bay together at night regularly, and they were getting to know each other.

			It was a great party, and it went on until the wee hours of the morning. Shaunna was, at best, a mediocre cook, and the beer can chicken was a bit burned, but Rio’s Indian curries were sensational. He made Goan fish curry with steelhead trout, lamb curry with succulent lamb from a local farm, spinach chicken masala, and eggplant in a sauce made with chilli and coconut milk. As Rio expected, the curries went very well with cold beer. Daphne and Rick brought pies for desserts. The beer flowed, and the friends partied on.

			Finally, after everyone had left, Shaunna settled Alfe and Freddie in the loft of the cabin that doubled as a second bedroom, where they fell asleep quickly, sated with curries and beer. Then she stepped outside and inhaled deeply the cool, clean air. The stars shone brightly in the sky because there was little light pollution in Salt Spring. She felt immersed in a gentle wave of wellbeing. She knew she was on the cusp of a new life in a beautiful place that was now her home.
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			A week later, Kim asked Shaunna out for dinner. She had both expected and dreaded it. She liked Kim and enjoyed swimming with him in Burgoyne Bay, but something was holding her back. Shaunna wasn’t sure what it was. Did she intuitively know Kim wasn’t the right one for her, or was it because she was too shy and introverted to enter quickly into a relationship? Shaunna knew about boys and boyfriends very early because of her big sister, Daphne, who was precociously attractive and popular among the boys. In school, Shaunna was also surrounded by girls engrossed in “boy-watching.” They traded stories about boys they were interested in and gossiped endlessly about dating, partying, drinking, and, inevitably, smoking marijuana and the use of other drugs.

			Shaunna also boy-watched, but her boy-watching was more detached, more like that of a primatologist watching the comings and goings of a troop of chimpanzees. She was intensely curious to know how and why the boys behaved the way they did. Sometimes, she could almost vicariously feel the teenage boys’ surge of adrenalin in their daring dos, their fragile adolescent egos masked by puffed-up bravado, as well as their endearing spontaneity and guileless sense of fun. But there was no hormone-filled attraction that drew Shaunna quickly to any of the boys. There was no question that many of the boys found Shaunna attractive, but almost all of them kept their distance, finding her detached curiosity oddly intimidating. And it was boys like Alfe and Freddie, who treated Shaunna as Shaunna instead of a potential girlfriend, who became her friends.

			It could also have something to do with how they met. Shaunna and Alfe were fourteen, but Alfe was one grade ahead of Shaunna because he’d skipped grade eight. They first met when Shaunna slammed herself into the school bully tormenting Alfe. Alfe was always at the top of his class in every subject. But he was gangly, short-sighted, with poor coordination, and was hopeless in sports. Naturally, he was a magnet to the school bullies. Some of them deeply resented Alfe’s smarts and despised him for being physically inept. They regularly pinched his lunch and poured sand in his water bottle. In basketball practice during gym, they delighted in knocking him around, even when Alfe was on their team. Alfe would usually walk away to avoid any confrontation. That was until one day when Alfe was engrossed in reading a biography of the physicist Stephen Hawking on a bench in the schoolyard during recess. One of the bullies, Marty, known to his pals as Smarty, walked up to Alfe and snatched his book away. Smarty flipped through pages of the book, saw a photo of Hawking in his wheelchair, and turned to Alfe. “What garbage are you reading? A book about a cripple in a wheelchair!” Something snapped inside Alfe. Now he was angry; how dare Smarty show such disrespect to Stephen Hawking! He stood up and tried to grab the book from Smarty. Smarty was surprised. But he stepped away and pushed Alfe hard, knocking him to the ground. Then he jumped on top of Alfe.

			Alfe closed his eyes, waiting for Smarty’s fist to hit his face. But the punch didn’t come. Instead, he heard a loud thudding sound of a body smashing into another, and suddenly, Smarty was no longer sitting on him. He opened his eyes and saw Smarty being dragged away by a girl who had her right arm tightly wrapped around Smarty’s neck. Smarty was gasping for air and struggling to free himself. But Shaunna was strong enough to keep her chokehold firmly locked and put pressure on Smarty’s throat while shouting into his ear, “You leave him alone!”

			After a few seconds, a choking Smarty whimpered, “Okay, okay, let go of me.” He crumpled on the ground when Shaunna let go of him. The rest of Smarty’s gang just stood there watching, bug-eyed, too shocked to do anything. Shaunna then pulled Alfe up, picked up his book, and returned it to him. To this day, Shaunna still can’t clearly explain why she did what she did. All she could recall was that Smarty was bullying Alfe, and a sense of outrage overcame her. A single thought reverberated in her mind: this was wrong, and Smarty must be stopped. In a flash, she slammed into Smarty and put him in a chokehold to pull him away from Alfe.

			After that, Alfe and Shaunna hung out together. For Shaunna, talking to Alfe was like seeing the world from an unusual but fascinating perspective: the Big Bang, the history of planet Earth, how the ancient Greeks worked out solutions to scientific questions without modern equipment and apparatus, and the quirky and mind-blowing universe of quantum physics. Alfe, on his part, found Shaunna highly intelligent, though not very well-informed on many subjects. Well, there was nothing unusual in that—Alfe found most kids of his age generally poorly informed. But there was a lightness in Shaunna that brightened everything whenever he was with her, and he was totally in awe of her athletic prowess in track and field, skiing, rock climbing, and windsurfing. And a few months later, they met Freddie.

			Alfe and Shaunna were walking home after school as they often did. The school was located several blocks from the town centre, and there was a very quiet stretch of road bordered on both sides by wide-open fields. Suddenly, three boys emerged from behind a tree to block Alfe and Shaunna. It was Smarty and two of his gang. Shaunna instinctively stepped forward to put herself between the three bullies and Alfe.

			“What do you want?” she demanded.

			“What we want is to teach you a lesson,” sneered Smarty. Then, he and his two accomplices fanned out to surround Shaunna and Alfe.

			Shaunna looked around her. The road was quiet. There were a few students ahead of them, but they were almost a block away now and walking away from them. She was confident that she could outrun Smarty and his helpers, but that would mean leaving Alfe behind. Just as Shaunna was trying to work out what would be the best way to deal with the situation, a mountain bike squeaked to a stop next to her.

			“So it’s three against two. It’s kind of unfair, isn’t it?” It was Freddie Nakamura. Freddie was in the same class as Alfe, but they didn’t know each other well. Alfe was the new kid in the class because he went straight from grade seven to grade nine, skipping one grade. Freddie didn’t know Shaunna either, but after she had beaten off Smarty in the schoolyard, the story spread like wildfire, and someone had pointed Shaunna out to Freddie.

			Freddie got off his bike and leaned it carefully against a tree. He then slipped the knapsack off his back and hung it on the bike’s handlebar. He was relaxed, and his movement was measured and controlled. He was muscular for a fifteen-year-old as a result of three-times-weekly judo practices since he was ten. His father was the instructor of the Campbell River Judo Club in the community centre. Under his watchful eye, Freddie earned his first black belt after he turned fourteen and then went on to win the Campbell River juniors’ judo championship. It made Freddie a minor celebrity in school. The local newspaper even
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