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Antelope, CA

▬

4/22/2010

To: daren.lemay@cameronconsulting.ca

Subject: Miss You Long Time....

Hey bud, long time no talk.  Stuck at work, trying to avoid working, I am sure you’re screwing around with your fantasy football anyway.  We need to get together for beers.  I mean we work close now, actually.  I am down at the head office and you guys are on Adelaide, right?  Shoot me an email back.

Donald Borland | Claims Examiner | Spherion Insurance Company 

200 University Avenue, Toronto, Ontario, M5H 4H1 

P: 416-555-3912 F: 416-555-3910

▬

4/27/2010

To: dborland@spherion.ca 

Subject: RE: Miss You Long Time....

Man, sorry.  Things have been nuts here.  We had someone flake out on a huge project so I have been living here.  Again sorry dude.  Beers for sure but not this week.  What’s new?

Darren Lemay P. Eng 

Cameron Consulting 

P: 416-555-4019 x 35 www.cameronconsulting.com 

Vancouver, Toronto, Ottawa, Markham, London, Dubai 

––––––––
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▬

4/29/2010

TO: daren.lemay@cameronconsulting.ca

Subject: RE: RE: Miss You Long Time....

Not much, man.  Landed a gig in the head office so the commute is a breeze now on the Go-Train.  Contracting diseases on the Go-Train. I hate Go-Train....

I can’t complain ‘cause it’s the job I wanted.  Stressful expectations of people around you and stuff, you know.  I am high up on the pyramid of self-importance. Sick! I love hierarchal organizations.  Your office seems a little flatter to me so they probably expect each person to work hard! Looser.  No seriously, it is pretty high stress but I am adjusting.  I sauce it a lot.  I was hoping to get you involved so it’s not so sad!

We need to catch up Sly Lake Style!

Donald Borland | Claims Examiner | Spherion Insurance Company 

200 University Avenue, Toronto, Ontario, M5H 4H1 

P: 416-555-3912 F: 416-555-3910

▬

05/12/2010

To: dborland@spherion.ca

Subject: RE: RE: RE: Miss You Long Time....

Christ, sorry again.  I said work was nuts, right? I’m glad your new gig is good.  How ‘bout next Thursday?

Darren Lemay P. Eng 

Cameron Consulting 

P: 416-555-4019 x 35 www.cameronconsulting.com 

Vancouver, Toronto, Ottawa, Markham, London, Dubai 

▬

05/25/2010

To: daren.lemay@cameronconsulting.ca

Subject: RE:  RE: RE: RE: Miss You Long Time....

I got the text, no worries. I understand.  Haven’t been myself lately to be honest.  Thinking about old times and the lake.  Good and bad for me, you know?  Your mom would call it catharsis I bet. 

Donald Borland | Claims Examiner | Spherion Insurance Company 

200 University Avenue, Toronto, Ontario, M5H 4H1 

P: 416-555-3912 F: 416-555-3910

▬

06/14/2010

To: dborland@spherion.ca

Subject: RE: RE: RE: RE: RE: Miss You Long Time....

Got your msg. Sorry it went right to voice mail, honest to God I haven’t had my phone near me at night lately.  That is my fault. Sorry, boss. You sounded upset – everything ok? What were you saying about the lake? I called you on the office phone and reception said you had been in some kind of accident – but that you were doing really well?  What the hell happened man?

Darren Lemay P. Eng 

Cameron Consulting 

P: 416-555-4019 x 35 www.cameronconsulting.com 

Vancouver, Toronto, Ottawa, Markham, London, Dubai 

▬

6/16/2010

To: daren.lemay@cameronconsulting.ca

Subject: 

I see the line again. The line leads back to the lake.

Donald Borland | Claims Examiner | Spherion Insurance Company 

200 University Avenue, Toronto, Ontario, M5H 4H1 

P: 416-555-3912 F: 416-555-3910
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A big black shark. That’s how he would describe it later on.  A huge, dark beast with a snout coming to a blunt point crashing towards him.

It isn’t the heaviest car, per say. It weighs 3568 pounds.  It has a low profile and looks mean. Makes the driver and passersby think it is heavier than it actually is. It has a decent-sized engine too. The Cadillac CTS boasts 556 HP. Still not as large as the CTS-V, which is faster and weighs in at 4250 lbs.

At 83km per hour, to the naked eye, the impact would have looked the same. If they had a crack at it, the engineers, they would have reassured that the impact of the CTS was less devastating.  For Donald Borland it wasn’t something measurable.  

Donald drove a 2004 Toyota Matrix, which was a mere 2769 pounds when compared to the overly- aggressive made-heavy-with-no-thought-of-fuel- economy-or-sharing-the-road Cadillac CTS.  Donald was rolling at 4km an hour, from a dead stop, through a green light.  Ellen Boudreau hit his vehicle with her Cadillac, passing through a red light at 33km over the speed limit.

He didn’t acknowledge it fully first –it just didn’t seem right to see a vehicle moving like that, filling up his passenger window.  Surely the driver saw him.  Surely he was overreacting. ‘Don’t worry, that guy’s gotta see us...’ or something like that - James Dean’s last words. Donald couldn’t remember. 

A great black flash turned into a horrible thumping, then a grinding crescendo.  The side airbag curtains fell from nowhere and obscured his view of the black shark, which had just smashed its wide head into him.  The first sensation was movement alone. No pain, only a fast and bizarre sense of floating. His hips seemed to scoot over in the seat independently while his thorax seemed to blanket the driver side door, which had become part of the Cadillac’s hood. His head rested into the white pillow of the side airbag curtain. Glass floated in the air and passed by in much the same way water splashed into your face as you jumped into a pool.  His head, specifically left cheek, slammed through the pillow onto the shark’s head.   Terrible, sharp, electric pain shot out from every part of his body. His head remained on the white pillow until an unseen dark blanket covered him and took him into the arms of sleep.

He remembered someone screaming, but he could not determine if the voices were male or female. And for that matter, the screams could have just been metal on metal, the shark screaming for its driver to stop, or maybe it was screaming at the joy of a successful strike. He wouldn’t know.  The next 48 hours, in terms of his memory, would really be whatever he wanted to remember, whatever pieces his mind wanted him pull out of the broken metal and surgical table.

Nurses frantically cut his clothes. He remembered that.  He also remembered someone covering his left eye. He remembered a dark-skinned male doctor and two, maybe three, middle-aged white nurses.  He was certain several had entered and exited the room while he was there. The pain came in and out, waves crashing on the rocks. 

When it -the pain- hit, his whole body stiffened and tears drained out of his uncovered eye.  He was drooling. There were tremendous amounts of blood. The ceiling was white and the overhead lamps appeared to flicker in and out as busy and bloody latex hands swirled over him.

He was in and out for some unknown length of time. His dreams lasted for days. He remembered the many hands of the nurses and doctors, but the actual nurses and doctors would fade in an out. His left eye felt thick, tacked together and impossible to open, though he tried desperately. Sometimes the people working over him didn’t look like nurses at all. They had long arms and slender fingers. Their faces were obscured by masks but no....upon studying them further these new caretakers weren’t wearing face masks at all. 

It’s just that they didn’t seem to have any faces. 

It unsettled him and he twisted in his hospital bed.  In his mind he visualized vessels swirling around in his body, crashing through arteries, against walls of tissue. He could see cells slowly moving, descending onto gaps and tears and gently forming barriers and scar tissue. 

Lying on the bed he felt the Line. He remembered the Line from back at the lake, a thin shimmering cord that connected all living things in his dreams. 

The Line slowly ran down from his wrist, onto the tile floor, and then between the seams surrounding the tiles. More lines ran from his neck and spine and all over his sides, and they spread out onto the floor. He was sure they were spreading throughout the hospital, reaching out for something he couldn’t see. The hairs on his arms stood erect and he felt as though the tubes which ran into him, the IVs, catheters and drains, all began to levitate. A tingling sensation ran from his head to the soles of his feet and he started to twitch.  It ended with the sounds of incredibly huge waves hitting some immovable object in a great upsurge.  He then found himself standing on the shore at Sly Lake, out of the hospital, dressed, watching all the glowing cords of the Line creeping across the black sand beach, converging into the center of the churning body.
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“He is one tough dude,” Dr. Sen said with a genuinely impressed tone.

“I haven’t seen anybody as...as mobile after an accident like that.” 

Dr. Sen rubbed his shoulder and stared at his patient intently before turning to his visitor.

“He was conscious?” the tall visitor asked.

Dr. Sen was medium height with a strong build. It was clear that when he was not locked down in the E.R he was fairly athletic, probably lifted weights.  The visitor was roughly 6’ 3” with a medium build, his hair short and brown. His eyes were hazel and almost yellow in complexion, which was amplified by his chalky skin.

“He couldn’t speak – and I cannot speak to his cognitive abilities at this time. However, it is clear he was trying to communicate,” the doctor replied in a faint Indian accent.

“I feel he must be a fighter.”

“He is miserable,” the tall visitor said, smiling.

Between the two of them rested a mass of blankets, gauze, tubes, and Donald Borland.  Machines beeped reassuringly as he rested. Tubes fed into his nostrils, drains from his chest cavity and bladder.  He remained still.

“Do you think he will have brain damage?” the visitor asked directly.

“His CT scans look good but we can’t say anything until he awakens, and even then it’s quite some time before we can put a finger on whether or not his cognitive abilities have been effected. At last check, his GCS was at a 13 – which is something, considering a lot of people in his position would have been comatose. The Glasgow Coma Scale is...”

“I know about it. Thank you. So he is...well, I mean, he looks like he might be doing better than most?” 

“Yes. It is a very long road from here. He has suffered multiple rib fractures, pelvic and hip fracture, orbital bone fracture, head trauma and a lacerated liver. Judging by the way he tried to limp off the table I’d say his knee needs an MRI, too.”

The good doctor cleared his throat. “We had to prioritize the liver. We...”

“No. I understand. It’ll be a while.”

“May I ask, does he not have any family? How do you know him?”

“No family.  He lived with me as a kid for about ten years.  I guess my family is about it. I don’t know if he has a girlfriend.”

The visitor thought out loud, “I don’t know if a girlfriend is helpful right now or not.”

“He needs a support network. A case manager will be assigned and I am sure his insurer will start to co-ordinate something.” 

“How long until he wakes up?”

“No way of knowing, but generally I would expect him up within the next few hours.”

Few hours. Vague. Safe bet. The mysterious stranger thanked the good doctor again and took a seat next to the bedside of his old friend in the newly-renovated ICU.  Dr. Sen left the room.  The stranger tented his fingers and stared at the pile of blankets that was his friend. 

It came as a loud cough, then a gurgle.  The stranger grimaced, thinking he was about to witness an event only reserved for medical textbooks.  He immediately eyeballed the button, which would hopefully bring the good doctor running back in to clean up any unpleasant medical situation, and of course save his friend.

The one stoic blue eye of Donald Borland snapped opened in a haze of tears, crust, sleep and confusion.  He shuddered, twitched, coughed loudly, shivered, made more gurgling sounds, and cracked a smile with his split fat slug-like lips.

“Morning, Donny Boy.”

Donald snorted and wheezed.

“Mor...mah...Darren.”

“Yup,” said the stranger, Darren Lemay. 

“Not...ah....fuck...” Donald coughed again.

“You had a bad car accident.”

“I know. Tell me she’s in here too,” the pile of blankets said with his usual crisp tone.

“You knew it was a woman who hit you? You remember?”

“Brunette in a Cadillac.”

“Wow.”

“Yeah. She’s hurt too?”

“Oh yeah.”

“How are you feeling?”

“Bad.”

“How are...things?”

“Oh go ahead and ask.”

“What?”

Donald smirked and began to slither his way upright out of the nest of blankets.  Something cracked audibly and he gave out a little giggle and then hissed “Shiiiitttt...” as an invisible blade jabbed into his side. “Well, not where I’d like it to be.” His swollen eye opened. It felt as if it had been glued together. The skin felt tender to the sterile hospital air. “I ah, I don’t know if it is still there,” the pile of gauze said, patting his covered eye.

“Well obviously it is.”

“Not obvious, I could...”  

Daren held his hand up to block the words.

“Ok, yeah. I can remember everything.” Donald admitted.  “Your mom’s middle name is Lee. It’s Tuesday. You lost your virginity at 17 and I lost mine at 16.”

“Thank God you are still a prick.”

“Don’t thank me, thank the Good Lord.”

“I’ll thank the surgeon,” Daren said with a smirk.

“So...how long until we get you out of here?”

“Soon. But I’ll need clothes to sneak out.”
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Darren Lemay had always been tall. Even at 12 he was 5’ 8”.  At the age of 17 he could go to the liquor store without a fake ID.  Later he would be blessed or perhaps cursed with facial hair at an early age. Not just facial hair, but a beard that grew uniformly. No patches. Grizzly Adams if he pushed it.

Donald Borland (later to be known as Donny Brook) was much shorter. He had strawberry-blonde hair and big lips. The lips were the subject of many a joke, which only got cruder as he aged.

The two strode alongside their bikes on the dirt path which led to Sly Lake. The path was marked by a white picket fence and white cottages, which had been built in the 1950s.  To their left was a gravel road.  The road was winding and lined with hedges, hence its name Hedge Road.  Hedge Road was home to the aforementioned cottages. 

They were headed to the lake access. (His great aunt’s cottage was not on the lake but it had lake access). The lake access was essentially a gravel hill that led to a small beach lined with smooth water-beaten rocks.

The town of Clarkson was alive this time of year.  Late July and hot as hell.  The lake temperature was generally cool.  Clarkson was abuzz with crickets and cottagers heading up to the lake for some much-needed time off from big city living. Daren and Donald always wondered why people wouldn’t just keep on living in Clarkson after visiting. Wouldn’t that be much nicer? 

The reality was that Clarkson, although lovely, was essentially for cottagers and retirees.  There was no hub of industry, no new housing development, no new anything. It fell into the ‘nice place to visit’ category to be sure.  

Donald and Daren met Monica King, in her bright powdered-blue Toronto Blue Jays jersey, standing at the shore of the lake access.  She was tall, pretty, with green eyes and a mess of blonde curly hair which was being restrained in a pony tail punctuated by a white scrunchie.  

“Where the hell were you guys?”

“Donny over here let the friggin’ tub overflow.”

“You take baths?” Monica interrogated.

“So?” Donny said, allowing his bike to fall in the sand.

“You’re going into grade 7. You should shower!”

“I don’t care. You take baths!” Donny spat back.

“I’m a girl!”

“Not really,” Donny volleyed back.

Monica was the preeminent tomboy of the Sly Lake Gang.  Being the only girl hanging out with three other boys meant you inherently got tough or got going. Not to say that Monica wasn’t already a battle-hardened veteran of St. Thomas Aquinas Elementary and had, on more then a few occasions, including their first meeting, beat the snot out of Donald Borland.  A truce existed from that day forward but the verbal jabs were unending.  

Decayed crayfish were strewn about the rocks like some sort of mock crustacean-storming-of-Normandy. Pincers, crusher claws, abdomens, nothing was spared.  Darren was convinced that at night, when no one was around, the males engaged in a battle royale for the females. Chelipeds were used like switch blades and bats. Gangs were formed, alliances drawn up, the insect-looking creatures would war until only the strong survived.  The endless stream of seagulls might have better explained the carnage, but Darren preferred his version of events.

“Stinks like fish!” Donny said, laughing. His father and their friends had made some joke about women and fish. Donny could not remember why or how it was funny but he was sure it would irritate Monica.

“Did your mom put you in the tub?” she said without turning around from the crayfish graveyard. 

The two left it at that.

“Where the hell is Patrick?” Darren asked. 

“Asleep, eating. Asleep and eating?” Donny smirked.

“Repeatasleepeating?” Darren laughed. 

“Leave him alone.”

“He isn’t here. He is leaving us alone,” Donny quipped. 

“I said four. He is supposed to be here at four,” Monica said confidently.

Darren stared at his Timex digital watch. He had difficulty with analog time but would never admit it.

4:06 pm.

“He’s grounded,” Donny droned. 

Darren slid in, “Or repeatingsleepeating!”

They all laughed at that point.

Patrick Williams arrived atop the gravel hill.  He had his glasses on.  He had blonde hair, which had been combed down into thick disorganized chunks just above his eye brows.  He looked as if he was panting from the long bike ride. His husky chest moved up down in his striped golf shirt.  He was wearing his favorite L.A Gear pumps, which to this day he insisted had a positive effect on his basketball game.  The basketball games in reality were really just HORSE. 

“What the hell is so important?” he called down.

“Look at this big bastard!” Darren said, playing with the torn crusher claw of one of the fallen soldiers. He manipulated the tendon to pinch the claw open and closed.

“Awesome!” Patrick screeched. 

He slowly rode down the hill to meet the others. The boys encircled Monica, who had called them all that day.

“I found something you are not going to believe.”
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“How are the ribs?” Darren asked Donald as he brought him over a slice of pizza upon a section of paper towel. 

“They’re all right. Breathing hurts.”

“How is the eye?”

“Feels okay.”

“Your abdomen?”

“Complex and shitty.”

“Ahh.”

“Your balls?”

“Huge.”

They sat in the living room of Darren’s condo near the Toronto waterfront.  It had high ceilings and made an attempt to look like a loft with a sort of unfinished sheen to it.  It was not a ‘real loft’ in the sense that it was a brand new building constructed to look ‘loftish.’  The walls were a kind of eggshell white.  The furniture was generally cubical and brown leather. Campy and classic movie posters lined the walls.

“You do not have a girlfriend and you’re not married,” Donny said as he stared at a vintage poster for Attack of the 50 foot Woman.

“The posters, you don’t love them?”

“When you say love them, it makes me think maybe you are getting laid despite the fact there are no females in this place.”

“I bring your busted ass home...” Donny began to smirk because he knew Darren would tear a strip off of him, which since childhood, he had always enjoyed.

“...because you’re not successful enough to own a bigger car – so you drive a Matrix, like my ex, which gets smashed to bits, and I, like a parent, rush down to find you pasty as ever with a catheter and asking for a place to stay, because you got no girlfriend, as indicated by the Matrix, and no friends because you drive a Matrix, and I agree and put you up and buy this pizza from the good pizza place, and not the shitty one that you deserve, and you chirp me and call me gay?”

“Super Gay. With a capital lisp.”

“I don’t have a girlfriend right now, Donny, but as soon as you meet a girl out of your league I will immediately swoop in and fuck her brains out.”

“You really think I deserve the shitty pizza?”

“No man. I love you and you’re one fucked-up eye.”

Donald’s eye, although functional, still sported a wicked mouse.

The two laughed.  Darren made his way to the stainless steel obelisk that was his fridge to grab another Keith’s tallboy. He pushed past old Thai food, cranberry juice and a chicken breast he was hoping to cook that night had his best friend not nearly lost his life.

“Are you drunk yet?” he yelled from the kitchen.

“Nope.”

“Should you drink with the medication?”

“Are you asking that because you don’t know?”

Darren chuckled, grabbed the beer and closed the fridge.  He strolled over to his bruised friend and plopped two cans in front of him.

“So, I don’t have to get up again.”

“Christ, we should have stolen the catheter,” Donny said, cracking the can.

The two continued to gnaw on the pizza.

“You still got it,” Darren said the ‘it’ softly.

“Yup. Do you?”

“It’s not come up. I figured it would dissipate with age.”

“You assume it is a natural biological function like your cardiovascular system?

“Well, yeah.”

“What if it’s growing like a virus or a fungus? Only getting bigger and better?”

“Could be. Could not.”

“Are you telling me you have never been curious to test it?”

“Man...” Darren sighed, sipping another beer.

“We can’t even explain it to people, let alone show it off. Our little stunt at the hospital...I mean, you got up and discharged yourself against ‘medical advice.’” Darren made quotation marks in the air with his fingers

“Yes, so? Lots of people do,” Donny replied frankly.

“Yeah, homeless people!” Darren quipped back.

“Don, you are going to be an urban legend around that hospital. You should still be drooling and trying to recognize photos of relatives.”

“Slapping my hands together like a happy seal.”

“It’s not funny, Don. People are going to take notice of some mystery man who went from flatline to ‘had better days’ inside of 48 hours.” 

“Did you know you could do that?  Go that far to the brink and come back?”

“Yeah.”

“So this is not the first time. Fuck, Don. You have to call me. What the hell is wrong with you?”

Donald hadn’t called Darren in over seven months, and for what Darren could surmise was a no-good reason.  The past two years Donald had become increasingly aloof. Pleasant and friendly, but not all there. Darren and Donald had lived together for 10 years. Effectively, they were brothers. 

“I got busy with work. I didn’t handle it well so I cut a lot of stuff out. It’s shitty and I am working on it.”

“Well, fucking call next time you wanna flake out,” Darren said harshly. 

“All right. I said I was fucking working on it.”

They sat quietly for a minute or two, occasionally breaking the silence by sipping beer.

“So...you are seeing a shrink?” Darren asked tentatively.

“Therapist.”

Darren nodded politely. 

“So...were you as molested as I was in the Scouts or what?”

“Fucker!” Donny was laughing hard, which was agonizingly painful. He clutched his sides.

“I fucking....I fucking think that shrink wants to molest me!”

“What?”

“Everything, and I mean EVERYTHING comes back to sex. ‘I feel insecure at work,’ and ‘Are you able to obtain an erection on command?’”

“Like a guy can make his penis obey. ‘Get up cock! Wake up soldier!’” Darren was almost shouting.

“Like... I can say, I dunno, my girlfriend died in a car accident. And he will come back with ‘Does that affect you when you have sex with other women?’”

“Why do I pay this guy?” Donny said, chugging the last of the can.

“Fuck, man. Why are you going?”

“Something to fill my Thursday slot after Grey’s season finale.”

The old friends laughed. 

Darren was a civil engineer for a medium-sized consulting firm that operated in the adjacent city of Markham.  He formally worked out of their downtown office but there had been restructuring and the Markham satellite office was his unofficial home.  Darren, in general, told people how long the balcony of a condo would stay up, or explain why the gorgeous marble fascia was falling off a bank tower. He enjoyed the work.  Oddly enough, much of it came down to managing the expectations of the sales reps that drummed up business in the form of mega projects with impossible timelines.  He hated the first year of his job but eventually got to like the madness of it.  He became a bit of a stress junkie and thrived in the role. And there was a lot of golf in the summer.

Ever since Donald called him he went through the same gut check reaction he always had, communicating with old friends: he itemized his life, their lives, and tried to determine if they had made the right choices. Donald always ended up bringing out the most conflicting conclusions about his life.

“Do you think we should have told people?” Darren asked severely. 

“About everything? Everything we do? No, man.”

“Because we’d come under fire?”

Donald thought about the question long and hard, cracking open the other beer, and drew a long sip with his conclusion. “You remember Chester?” 

“Obviously,” Darren said, making himself more comfortable in his seat.

“Remember how many times we had to get him to the vet before they finally saw it?”

Their beloved Doberman Pincher was a stoic.  It took three trips to the vet before he exhibited his wobbly gait and recoiling paws and terrible pain. Upon the third trip the diagnosis was immediate and accurate, the prognosis: hopeless. 

“Remember how he wouldn’t make a peep and we would get so frustrated?”

“Yes. Then they found he had advanced Wobbler Disease,” Darren replied, staring into the top of his beer can.

“Well, say we go the vets...” Donald said, placing his beer can on the table. “...say we go, and, it’s not there. We look crazy.”

“Then we find out that it’s only brain cancer or something, and we’ve been hallucinating,” Daren said as he watched the splash of beer move back and forth in front of the mouth of the can.

“Right.”  

Donald picked his beverage back up. “I mean, I’ve had a good life. Not a charmed life, but my ass is lucky.” 

Darren nodded.

“I mean, that bitch who hit me is still laid up, with cracked vertebrae and God knows what else – and I am here, getting loaded with my best bud.”

“True that,” Darren said, chuckling.

“So, I don’t ever want to talk about it with anybody.”

“’Cept me?”

“Except you. And maybe some barfly.”
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Four months earlier, before the car wreck, Donald was doing just fine.  He was still drinking like a fish but not like a fish ‘out of water’ as he referred to it. He could go two weeks without a day sober and then go two weeks without a drop.  But he wouldn’t stop drinking.

The job didn’t help.  It never ended. He wasn’t one to put himself on par with some army doctor, pulling shrapnel out of countless piles of young men, but it did seem like a never-ending wave of shit. Wave warfare. Maybe he was more like a vice cop, arresting the same prostitute for five years in a row only to see her return to the same old haunts, more haggard, even more addicted, with more contusions.

Fresh out of university, he thumbed the classifieds like a blind vole crawling out from under a hedge, soon to be prey to cats, birds, or the elements. He had a degree in political science and had no idea what to do with it, he had lingering debt and even more lingering self-doubt. Darren’s parents had been great mentors but as they weren’t his real parents, he always found their advice helpful but not imperative.  He spent the first two years after school in a slew of bad relationships, with bad friends, and even worse jobs.  He found himself trapped between multi-level marketing and go-nowhere call centre gigs. One time he decided to quit one of his entry-level marketing jobs.  It consisted of visiting low-income neighborhoods door to door, for ‘charity,’ duping people who didn’t have the sophistication to see through the scam or the means to recoup their long-gone, to-somewhere-in-the-Caymans, disability money.

At that time, Service Canada allowed you to go on employment insurance if the job was a misrepresentation. Namely, the job description had to be a complete and utter lie, not just a vague description. But you still needed a record of employment. Confident he would visit an HR department that he’d never seen at Rising Atlantis Consulting, he knocked on the door to the office, which was the home base of the sales unit, to obtain his record of employment. The office was empty.  The company had vanished.  When he checked with the property manager of the building, the man said he’d never heard of Rising Atlantis Consulting.  It was a bad movie based on Donald’s life that Donald was the unfortunate star of. 

He eventually found himself working for a major insurance company as a claims assistant. It was the closest thing to white slavery that you could find, he used to proclaim. He filed, organized, delivered the mail, put out fires and would act as a mediator for the over-stretched staff.  For his efforts, they fired him.  He did, however, catch the buzz.  He saw his higher-ups as having legitimately interesting jobs although no one had the time to teach him. Eventually he found his way to an even larger insurer where he actually started to learn something.  He quietly took courses to earn his Chartered Insurance Professional designation to complement his already-obscure-enough degree.  He got a taste for accident benefit adjusting and found a niche.  The fraud was constant but occasionally he dealt with some actually injured people.  The job he did on genuine files got him all the way up into head office claims examining.  It took a toll on his sleep and liver, but he made it. He finally felt as much of a big shot as Darren.

He and Darren had always gotten along. From day one Donald Borland was originally a mysterious stranger to Darren.  He arrived in Clarkson, eight years old, dehydrated, confused, and in pajamas.  He was poor white trash from Peterson, which is an even smaller town adjacent to Clarkson.   His family owned a small ranch-style bungalow; his father was a mechanic, his mother a homemaker.  He had two sisters. The house had three children too many.

His father converted their front lawn into a workshop. Cars on blocks, mufflers, transmissions, hubcaps, screws, bolts and beer cans took center stage of windmills and lawn gnomes. Both his mother and father drank terribly, in part to get away from each others’ drinking.  His father rarely spoke to him and never touched him. His mother did the same, unless she’d been drinking, then she would smother him.  His younger sisters barely spoke and stuck together like glue. They had found each other as a source of strength but were already stretched too thin for young Donald.

To cope, Donald often left their home, which was surrounded by farm fields and forest, to find his own fun.  He created his own little fantasies and stories in the woods nearby. Most of the fantasy involved strong families with magical powers (those powers of course utilized to fight a common enemy, usually an ogre, dragon or some other in-humanoid threat.)

One day, battling an imaginary dragon with a large stick he withdrew from the forest floor, Donald heard a roaring sound from the field.  He ran from the battle to the tree line bordering the hazy yellow cornfield which separated his home from the magic forest. It was a blistering white-hot day in August. He squinted to see thick black smoke billowing overhead. He ran through the field, scimitar in hand, to see what was happening.

His home, from the cracked patio stones down to the rusty siding and dilapidated roof, was ablaze with orange flame which swirled into the black smoke which drew him there.  The dragon, it would appear, had the last laugh. 

The fire crews arrived to put out the fire and search the property, quarantined it, and left.  Donald had retreated to a small jut in the cornfield which always held up its reputation as an excellent hiding place. He slept there. 

The next morning, he surveyed the ashes of his home. There was little left. The living room had collapsed into the basement. There where no bodies, so perhaps his parents escaped after all. He thought that even they would come looking for him after the fire if they survived it.  He was able to locate a photo album and one of his sister’s baby books. The book covers were caked in soot, like he was.  He opened them up to find symmetrical gray squares.  The heat had vaporized the images contained in the photographs.

The smell of the home made him feel sick, so eventually he left and began to walk down the county road into Clarkson.  His grandparents on his mother side had died when he was two-years old. His father never mentioned his side of the family.  There was no one to call and no quarter for a payphone. Maybe he would meet a policeman. Hopefully his parents would be driving up and down the road searching for him. 

Meanwhile, in his backyard, Darren Lemay was setting up plastic army men for an event of apocalyptic proportions. The stage was set – Superman had been unable to stop Darkseid’s gravity machine from pulling Earth closer to the sun. The heat from the solar flares (magnifying glass) was melting the green army men en masse.  What Darksied hadn’t counted on was the fact that Superman was now closer to the yellow sun from which he drew his power. This allowed a more powerful Superman to defeat Darkseid with only a few dozen green gooey casualties.  He turned his head away from the plastic fumes to see Donald Borland, covered in soot, wearing Superman pajamas. They were almost the exact same pair that Darren owned. He stood, dumbfounded, for a moment.

“Woah,” Darren stammered out.

“Hi,” Donald said politely. 

“Woah.”

The police had attempted to contact the next of kin, which there were none that would make any effort to be known.  The boy was checked over by social services and the hospital pediatrician. Medically, he was fine. Distant, but otherwise fine. He and Darren seemed to bond.

Enter Donald’s would-be parents. Charlotte Lemay, Darren’s mother, flirted with the impossible.  Michael Lemay, her husband, and Darren’s dad, quietly humored her fantastic idea of adopting the boy. The two high school sweethearts had become mildly successful property managers and were more than in love with their only child Darren. The prospect of adopting this boy was lofty, but he was bonding so well with Darren during the week that child services allowed him to stay with the Lemays. Little Donald seemed to only open up to Darren. Charlotte and Michael had been unsuccessful in their second attempt at parenthood. The boy was most certainly bound for foster care with no next of kin and a family in ashes as a result of a murder-suicide. Finding Donald alive seemed like some sort of blessing, a baby in the reeds, or in this case rural road.  

Even some of her friends attempted to discourage them from adopting the boy and whatever baggage that followed.  He was 8, although he behaved as if he was younger, despondent, and clearly in denial (so said the social worker).  But Charlotte knew the boy was grieving. He would cry into his pillow at night...a possible side effect of an upbringing where crying publicly meant a smack in the back of the head or something much worse that she shuddered to think about. 

The deal was sealed on the Monday of his second week in their cottage on Sly Lake. The cottage became unbearably dull, so Charlotte figured she’d take the boys to the Little Bee Mart in town to buy candy, comic books or possibly hockey cards...whatever the new little boy liked. Charlotte and Michael chatted with the store owner.  Darren loved the Little Bee Mart for the comic books and the opportunity to learn words in Vietnamese from the long-time owner.

“Khỏe không?” Darren said proudly in front of Donald who was in a daze.

“Just fine!” The owner said back with a huge grin.

Darren saw that Donald neither looked interested in the comic books nor the hockey cards. Maybe he liked baseball cards? Darren couldn’t tell. The boy mostly just gazed around the store at the overpriced camping supplies and inexplicably stained ceiling tiles.  Confused, Darren grabbed a Superman comic and a Three Musketeers bar and shoved them into Donald’s hand. Donald looked at his new compatriot with horror and shoved away the items he’d probably never been allowed to touch in the store.

Michael Lemay had been watching the entire scene and interrupted his wife to show her. Once Donald saw that he had been found out by his new adopted parents, he dropped the items and distanced himself from them as fast as if they’d been radioactive. Darren kept staring at the boy, thunderstruck by the idea that anyone wouldn’t want candy.

“It’s all right, bud,” Michael Lemay said with a big smile while moving slowly towards him.

Donald covered his head and crouched into a ball, like a little spider in the presence of danger.

“What’s up, buddy?” Michael said gently.

Donald curled up even tighter. 

That was it. Charlotte vowed the boy would be theirs even if it meant kidnapping him and moving to the United States. Michael felt the Bonnie and Clyde option a little excessive, but he too couldn’t stand the thought of a little boy ashamed to be a little boy.  The two were successful in their bid to adopt Donald. For a long while after that, Donald Borland was called Donald Lemay, and Darren was set for summer for the next ten years of his life.
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Monica King pulled back another long draw of burnt-tasting Starbucks coffee.  Her office was ‘chaosed chaos’ as she called it.  The reality was that it wasn’t that messy. Piles of magazines, mail, spreadsheets, the odd coffee cup and pink post-it notes with messages (complete with gratuitous swearing) lined the desk.  

She took quiet enjoyment when a young intern would glance at one of the post-its, hoping to find some key to success, but only to find Meet with web developer about European site – tell him to go fuck himself written boldly on the note.

She didn’t pride herself in being a hard-ass or any more difficult than the next executive. She believed only in realism. She wasn’t crass, didn’t curse out loud at work and didn’t engage in any deceptive word play. She would just call a liar a liar directly to his or her face.  This, she felt, contributed to her being a very talented editor, and the woman who enforced the first and wildly unpopular no perfume or cologne rule in the office.

After she finished her masters in English, her job outlook was not the best. She made her way to Peller & White Publishing as an unpaid intern and quickly rose from coffee girl to copy girl, to editor’s assistant, to editor, and now Creative Director.  According to her mentor Dave Springfield, the greatest thing about the job was seeing a terrified intern with the balls to think he might be you some day. Dave was right.

Her phone rang. She pushed some mail off its cord, picked up the receiver and strolled over to her privileged view of the Vancouver skyline.  The sun was hanging low in the air and the mountains had a purple sheen to them. The cold-blue buildings seemed dwarfed in their presence. 

“Monica King speaking, how can I help you?”

“Kinger,” the familiar voice came through loud and clear. “Kinger, it’s Darren.”

“I know. How are you doing?” They hadn’t spoken in two years, separated by geography and apathy.

“I’m good. I need to talk. Donald’s been in an accident.”

Monica set her coffee down on the radiator and stared at the mountains. “What happened?”

“Car accident. T-boned. He came to the hospital unconscious and went right into surgery.”

“Is he – what do you know right now?”

“Nothing.”

“Ok.”

There was a pause. Monica felt a sickly pit in her coffee-scorched stomach.

“Do you need me to do anything?”

“Fly out.”

“What?”

“Fly out. I wanna get the gang back together because if he is going to die...”

“Okay. Slow down, I can’t just...”

“Say my friend is half-dead, Kinger. Say that and fly out.”

She clenched her fist and her knuckles cracked.

“I need you, Kinger. We need someone actually smart and level-headed. I don’t even want to call Patrick, and if you don’t come out I’ll let you call that fucking pile of Jell-O.”

Monica smiled and relaxed her fingers. 

“I will leave as soon as possible.”

“Thank you, Kinger.”

“No need to say thanks.”

“Hey, Kinger...”

“Yes?”

“You still the Queen Bitch of the Universe?”

“Oh yes.”
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Jason Brower rubbed his addled temples.  He sat lurched over his desk.  A coffee mug, which read World’s Greatest Human Being Ever sat on his desk next to a half-eaten submarine sandwich and a folded-up newspaper.  The mug was a gift from the force upon his fifteenth anniversary with the Clarkson Police Department.  It was sort of a running joke about a speech he gave about being a police officer. Brower did not remember the speech, it didn’t matter, but at some point in the speech he made some full-of-himself, full-of-shit statement, which earned the moniker.

Domestic disputes were the bread and butter of the Clarkson P.D.  If people with dad issues didn’t drink, we’d be out of job his chief was always fond of telling him.  It was true. He’d go to a house, sometimes three times in one night, to find the same chocked-up, drunk and terrified woman, changing her mind again about pressing charges.  He even had one woman assure him the police could leave because her husband was passed out drunk. That was her comfort.  That was when she got to feel safe. When he was passed out drunk.

It wasn’t all bad. The pension was great. The crew he worked with were good people who genuinely liked him.  He did arrest bad guys, and sometimes women did choose to pack it up and leave. Today was not the best, however. He used his service pistol today.

He’d shot deer, rabid dogs, and even something he was reasonably certain was a wolf in his law enforcement career. He’d never shot a man until today. Three bullets, two of them landed. He shot Paul McDonald, a man he’d gone to high school with.

He talked the situation out with his wife Ashley twice already. She agreed he should call his old friend to talk about it. He picked up the phone, past the mountain of paperwork he had to file, and called Patrick Williams. 

“Pat?”

“Yes...?” Patrick sounded hesitant on the other end.

“It’s Jason.”

“Hey!” Patrick was excited to have a call from someone who wasn’t a co-worker or a telemarketer.

“I was wondering if you are free at all this weekend?”

The phone stayed quiet.

“Lemme check.” On the other end, Patrick pretended to rummage through a calendar or smart phone or something that people kept dates in. 

“Yes, this weekend is good.”

“Great. I um, well there is something we need to talk about and I wanted a local, ya know?”

“Clarkson born and inbred...you know me.”

“Great, Pat.”

“Is there something wrong?”

“No. Well yeah, but not – I don’t want to talk about it over the phone.”

“All right. I’ll visit my aunt when I get there. Wanna get together for a beer?”

“Sure.”

“Friday?”  Jason didn’t even consider that Pat would have a schedule.

“Friday is fine.”

“Okay. Well you take.”

“Take ‘er easy, Jay.”

Pat woke the next day somewhat excited. In the bathroom he stared at himself half-naked in the mirror and felt a little ashamed to be this excited to see another man.

“Not a hot date...” he said, laughing to himself.

When was the last time he’d had the chance to see old friends? Not to mention the fact that he hadn’t seen anyone outside of work in several weeks.

He liked talking shop. He liked his co-workers. He liked the residency. He enjoyed being a doctor. He didn’t like that he couldn’t remember the last time he sparked a conversation not pertaining to work or something that would lead to a conversation about work. Psychiatry and the mental health field in general allowed that segue for nearly any and all conversation.

He had always dreamed about being a psychiatrist. He always found the work fascinating. He had wanted to be like his father. His father was a psychiatrist. 

He splashed hot water over his face, filled his palm with shaving cream, lathered his face and neck, began to shave, and thought about his home town. The blade made an awful grinding sound down his soft neck.

He always joked that he was part of the six people who ended up going to school and being successful post Clarkson.  “I am recovering from Clarkson-syndrome,” he used to quip.  Clarkson, in essence, was a two-trick town when he was growing up.  It had two kinds of people: the retired, and the poor white trash. Patrick’s family was the exception in that his family moved to Clarkson once they found out his mother Carol was pregnant.  Carol had grown up in Clarkson in its hay day, and saw no reason not to live on the lake.  She was a professor.  She taught at York University, which was a drive but was doable considering she only worked 4 days a week from September to May. Carol was a political science professor with a focus on post-colonial literature. This meant that by the time he was 13, Patrick was already strongly opposed to the conclusions drawn by Samuel Huntington.

When he was 21, he told his mother over a cup of tea that he would not enter the study of politics or culture in any form because, he concluded through living with Mom, that politics, art, culture and society in general was a complete construct. She told him softly and proudly that he should be a doctor and help people.

As he tried to avoid razor burn, he spent time in thought about how his life would have been if he’d tried to emulate his mother instead of his father.  

“Wouldn’t have been through the hell of med school,” he mumbled to himself as he dragged the blade up under his chin. “But would have had hell trying to stay published.” He rinsed the blade. “Also would have been gay, ‘cause, mom was a girl,” he laughed as he knocked the blade
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