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LOVE BY THE
GUIDELINES

 Chapter One




Leona Camp
heaved an elaborate, tasteful sigh, pushed back an unruly lock of
luxurious blonde hair from her tanned, attractive face, ran a
fetching finger over her ample upper lip and cast her undeniably
magnificent gaze at the rippling shoreline along a stretch of
flawless beach. A small number of uncommonly successful and
beautiful people dotted the sand around her, all of them exposing
their bodies to the off-peak rays of a waning afternoon. There were
no small children on the beach, as there often aren't in stories
like this.

Warm tropical
breezes caressed Leona's well-proportioned but not overly
exceptional body, which was highlighted by the revealing lines of a
simple yet expensive designer bikini. She sighed again, clutching
lightly at her diaphragm and reconsidering the wisdom of ordering
lasagna for lunch.

She belched. A
seagull seemed to answer her in the distance and, God knows why, it
made her think of her father, a man who always had warm smiles,
sparkling eyes, and armpit stains on every shirt he owned. "Love
will never be a stranger to you, Princess," he had told her one
summer at the lake. "Then again, it may not be your best friend
either. Maybe it will be something else, like a regular business
acquaintance or something."

Her father
would often pull on his lips after saying things like that, like he
was trying to coax out a few words he'd inadvertently left in his
mouth. "There's one thing you should always remember, Princess," he
had continued. "A lot of things in life are esoteric, and
everything else is Esso Extra. Ha-ha-ha."

Leona had
learned early to spend as little time as possible trying to
understand her “Daddy-cups,” but in her heart, she knew that he had
been a man who had cared deeply for her and her mother, leaving
behind a trunkful of blue chip investments after a plane crash.

Yes, he was
gone now, and so was her mother, who had met a rather untimely and
gruesome death at the hands of a runaway food processor. All Leona
had now was her sorrow and a healthy monthly stipend. She traveled
the world, trying hard to forget about her losses between meetings
with her easy-going trustee.

While the
luncheon special and local water teased at her digestive system,
she heaved another great sigh and thought about how boring the
world really was. She didn't really have to work, but she was
beginning to feel like something less than vital in the grand
scheme of things. Perhaps an actual job of some sort might help to
alleviate some of the increasingly yawnable aspects of all this
international jet-setting.

Oh, but where
to begin? The only job she had ever had was a much-coveted
waitressing position at an exclusive summer lodge. Luckily, there
had been a kindly woman working in the kitchen, a drug and alcohol
burnout with one eye who had once been a private secretary for some
of the most powerful men in the world. "You've probably heard this
before, dearie. I'm a pretty popular minor character. I fell in
love with one of my bosses - or was it two? Right now, I can't even
remember how I lost my eye. My memory wanders so much these days -
but big business is cruel to wide-eyed romantics like me. I was
just a plaything, a toy, an interesting and unique piece of Blue
Mountain pottery, something to be looked at and handled and then
left on a high shelf to be forgotten."

The woman had
spent many an evening nursing glasses of lesser brandies and
telling Leona all the juicy details, over and over, and once in a
while, Leona would talk her into showing her how to touch-type and
take shorthand, or how to transcribe and run word processing and
spreadsheet programs. By the end of the summer, she was proficient
enough to be accepted for the High-Powered Executive Secretary
Degree program at the prestigious Smythe College for the
Secretarial Arts.

A teacher at
the college had been very impressed with her assignments, promising
to pass her resume on to anyone who might be able to help. She'd
received a number of offers, but they seemed to be based more on
the slightly alluring tenor of the eight-by-ten glossy she'd
included than by her nationally rated word-per-minute count.

It wasn't that
men didn't interest her, God forbid. If that had been the case, she
never would have made the guidelines. No, it was more than that. It
was the men themselves. They were reasonably powerful and
successful, but none of them were especially eccentric, and
follow-up interviews revealed that not one man had an interesting
facial scar.

Leona assumed
that her life would continue in its predictable, globe-trotting
sameness of one tropical resort after another, the same old
equatorial funlands with jacuzzis, the same old men without scars.
She sighed even more exquisitely than before.

"You lookee for
adventure, Missy Camp?" Leona rolled over on her tanning mat and
came face to face with a silver tray holding a cattle-sized
margarita in a gold-etched glass and a letter simply addressed to
'Miss Camp.' A short, peculiar-looking man was holding the tray,
his smile revealing a single gold tooth. "Opportunity come
knockee-knockee, Missy Camp, yes indeed!"

Who was this
man? What did he want? Why wasn't there a bowl of nuts? ''I'm
afraid we haven't been introduced."

"You read
letter, Missy Camp, chop-chop!" The man bounced from foot to foot
while expertly balancing the tray. "Mista Trombone, he say me find
you, give you letter, tell you come right away,
bang-shang-a-lang!"

Leona
gracefully took the letter from the tray. Inside, she found a plane
ticket to Calgary and a note. "You come very highly recommended
from Smythe College. I'd like to talk to you about taking a
position as my Extremely Executive Secretary. Please inform Raoul
of your decision. "

She looked up.
"Raoul?" She looked down.

"Oh yes indeed,
Missy Camp! Mista Trombone, he say you tell me pronto what you do,
oh-blah-dee, oh-blah-dah!"

Leona bit back
her pouting lower lip, causing a few of the surrounding sunbathers
to gasp openly. Was this the man she'd been waiting for, or was it
just another false alarm, another modest heartbreak? On the other
hand, she hated the thought of one more lazy, listless, and lonely
evening. She wanted adventure, and intrigue, and the occasional
meal of leftover Chinese food for breakfast. She wanted more than
breath-taking sunsets and starry nights, more than beautiful people
and good food: even a night a questionable but well-kept motel,
something.

"Yessee, Missy
Camp, Mista Trombone say me tell you what you want, shaaboom!"

"This Mister
Trombone ..." She paused, fighting back the urge to belch again.
"Is he, well, you know, does he meet the guidelines?"

"Oh yessee,
Missy Camp. He be eight to ten years older than yourself and very,
very virile indeed. He be a nice man with a dark side, very much
the kind of man that any woman could be imagining falling in love
with, scoo-bee-doo!"

"Yes, but...
But does he have a scar?"

“Oh yessee,
very good scar. He had one installed last year, the best scar money
can buy, good gracious!"

She briefly
assumed a posed of deep contemplation, just long enough for effect.
"Tell him I'll be there."

"Oh yessee,
Missy Camp!" Raoul pirouetted and moonwalked in a tight circle on
the sand. "You drink margarita now?"

"I think not,
Raoul. I have to get ready."

"Very good,
Missy Camp." Raoul took the glass from the tray and chugged it. "Ho
boy," he said, "pretty heavy duty stuff, you bet." He danced
another silly dance before he did a cartwheel and ran away, leaving
Leona lying on the beach with the note and the plane ticket and an
unyielding desire for fruit salts, wondering.


Chapter
Two




"Welcome to
Calgary International Airport," said a soothing female voice over
the plane's PA system. "Captain 'Ace' Rickenbacker and the crew all
hope you enjoyed the flight and we like to remind passengers that
utilized air sickness bags should not be returned to the seat
pockets. Thank you for flying Canadian Prolific Airlines."

Leona breathed
another sigh, one of relief. She found it strange that Teddy
Trumbone had only sprung for a Business Class ticket, though it
occurred to her that maybe this was his way of testing her
gumption. Actually, paying for the drinks wasn't so bad, she
supposed.

Still, she had
ended up sitting beside a rather tall, dark, and friendly stranger
with no outstanding facial characteristics. He had spent the entire
flight trying to engage her in conversation, even politely offering
to buy her a drink at one point. Leona pondered whether this was
the man she was actually supposed to get involved with, but when he
didn't criticize her make-up or try to force her to kiss him, she
immediately ruled him out. He wasn't pushy or self-centred. Leona
couldn't imagine him grabbing her by the hair, pushing his face
into hers and making her knees turn to water. He was probably the
perfect gentleman, another minor character, and it just wouldn't
work out.

Not wanting to
get caught up in the crowd, she waited for the other passengers to
disembark, and unfortunately, so did the friendly stranger. "I
don't suppose you'd be free for dinner, would you?" He reached up
and pulled her flight bag down from the overhead compartment. "I
know this sounds a little forward, but what the hey."

Leona scowled
pleasantly. “I’m afraid not.”

"Oh. May I ask
why?"

"I think you
already know. For starters, not one person on this flight leaned
over and whispered, 'Do you know who that man is?' That would be
reason enough."

He nodded
sheepishly. “I understand.”

She
straightened her posture, banging her head on the overhead light.
"Besides, we've been sitting together for six hours and you haven't
once accused me of being a hussy or anything. How could I possibly
be interested in someone who can't be petty and insulting?"

The friendly
stranger perked up. "I'm taking a seminar in Lead Character
Dynamics next week. Maybe after that ..."

Leona held out
a hand. The man obediently gave her back her flight bag. "Nice
try," she whispered.


Chapter
Three




"Missy Camp!
Oh, chop-chop!" yelled Raoul from the other side of the baggage
conveyor belt. He bobbed up and down, his one hand aloft and the
other at his side holding the neck of a ukulele. "Mista Trombone,
he be so glad you come!"

Leona beamed at
the sight of a familiar face. "How did you get here, Raoul? I
didn't see you on the plane."

"Yes indeedee,
Missy Camp. You fly Business Class. I fly Pets and Persishable
Goods!" Raoul continued to bounce around in a state of perpetual
effervescence. "You lookee outside for powder blue limo, man who
talk with lisp, walk with limp and wearing mismatched socks. Mista
Trumbone be so glad you bring your fetching but not gaudy bod to
Cowtown!" With that, he did a few quick riffs on his instrument and
disappeared into the crowd.

Leona had no
trouble finding the limo, but she found that she was doubtful of
the man driving it. Surely Mister Trombone hired only the most
impeccable servants, but frankly, this man seemed to be of a lesser
station. She realized that she was being scrutinized by way of the
rearview mirror and threw her gaze out the window.

The driver
rolled down the dividing window. "I am of a lether thtation," he
said as he took a corner with no appreciable loss of speed.

"How do you
like working for Mister Trumbone, driver?" Leona asked pointedly as
she white-knuckled a velour-covered armrest.

"Call me
Thebathtian," the driver replied. "Mithter Trumbone, if you mutht
know, ith an animal. He threatth people like Boy Thcout thandbagth.
He only keepth them around if they happen to tickle his fanthy at
the moment. I've theen him ruin many good men, and hith women come
and go, uthed and dithcarded and broken-hearted."

Leona seemed
pleased to hear this. "Could you extrapolate a bit on that,
Sebastian?"

"I think you
thhould go back where you came from, Mith Camp. Tho he hath a
thcar. When you got the buckth, you can get a new one every year.
Thethe are the kind of people who alwayth play hardball and cheat
at Crathy Eightth. I'd really hate to thee anybody elthe get
hurt."

"You don't have
to worry about me, Sebastian. There's not much that could surprise
a real woman like myself"

"Gee, I'm
really glad to hear that, Mith Camp." Sebastian smiled slyly and
hung an abrupt right. "You know, if thingth don't work out with
Mithter Trumbone, maybe you'd like to take in an exthiting evening
of profethional wrethling. Front row theatth ... "

Leona looked
hard and deep at Sebastian's profile. Was there something about him
she had missed - a steely gaze, an easy smile, a real scar? My god,
she thought, it couldn't possibly be him. He's driving someone
else's car and this isn't even Chapter Five yet.

 



Chapter
Four




Leona quickly
found herself caught up in the push-and-shove corporate confusion
of the Pan- Trumbone Building, but once she managed to negotiate
the revolving front door and get into the lobby, she regained her
composure. The building was crammed with uncommonly well dressed
and beautiful people. Even the girl at the snack kiosk could be on
the cover the Chatelaine, and the security guards by the elevators
could easily moonlight as a game show hosts.

"Leona!
Darling!"

Leona wasn't
especially happy to see Dawn Trodden. They'd struck up a friendship
in Lisbon and travelled together for a time. Leona had hoped she'd
seen the last of her a year ago on the banks of the Thames when
they both showed up for an Andy Wharhol retrospective wearing the
same dress. She fought back the urge to scratch her eyes out and
nodded hello.

Dawn assumed a
provocative pose. "What brings you to the Foothills?"

"Gainful
employment, dear," Leona replied. "I've been summoned for a job
interview by a most virile and arrogant man."

"Oh, do
tell."

''I'm sure it
would just bore you, Dawn. Are you looking for a good handbag
store?" "Actually, I'm here for gainful employment as well."

"What?" There
was no way for Leona to hide her dismay. "Not Teddy Trombone?"

"Why yes, as a
matter of fact. A tiny, charming man brought me a note, a plane
ticket, and a very well-made gimlet while I was strolling along the
Champs Elysee. I thought it was brilliant."

''I'm sure you
did." Leona swallowed back a little bile.

Dawn's smile
seemed overdone and etched in stone. "It looks like we'll be
stepping on each other's toes, so to speak."

The elevator
doors beside them slid open. "Tell me, Dawn," said Leona, "you're
not by any chance wearing a low-cut blue satin blouse with a flower
print under that jacket, are you?"

"Why Leona,"
replied Dawn, her smile still holding, "you must be positively
psychic!"
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