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For Dad
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It doesn't matter who my father was; it matters who I remember he was.

―Anne sexton
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Author’s Note
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This novella was inspired by a phenomenon that kept happening shortly after my father died unexpectedly on an operating room table. 

I kept spotting him everywhere: In the car driving beside me on the highway, in the stands of a hockey stadium and even across the tracks at a train station. I knew it was my imagination—but, I speculated—what if it wasn't in my head? 

What if it actually was him?

What if he was still alive, unbeknownst to all his loved ones?

The concept wouldn't leave - and it kept becoming more than a short story but not quite a full length novel, so I kept putting it aside until November 2013 when, committing to write 50,000 words for NaNoWriMo (National Novel Writing Month), I let the ideas that had been swirling inside my mind come out.

And the result is a Die-Hard styled quick paced thriller that I have had a lot of fun with and that readers have told me they would like to see more of.

If you like this, please consider leaving a review wherever you read it or on your favorite online review website. Feel free to email me at mark@markleslie.ca to let me know what you thought.

Mark Leslie

June 2014
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Prologue
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Three Years Ago

Scott Desmond was looking at a dead man.

He shook his head, swiped at the sweat running down his forehead and into his eyes, tried to focus more clearly on the sight before him.

There was no mistake about it.

The man he was looking at across two sets of train tracks was none other than his father—a man who had died almost eighteen months earlier.

Scott shook his head for the second time, rubbed his eyes, tried to focus through the humidity of the August day. But there was simply no disputing the fact.

The man he was staring at across the GO train platform had to be his father.

The man had first caught his attention because of the unique way he walked. The man, in his early-sixties, moved with a distinct lurching gait. He shuffled forward, half-dragging, half-lifting his partially crippled left leg; a movement Scott was intimately familiar with.

From his earliest memories, Scott both visually and audibly recognized his father’s unique way of getting about. The man, who, Scott had learned, had almost lost his life at the age of twenty-one in a spectacular motorcycle accident on the highway, ended up walking away from the crash with a single side-effect.

Perhaps calling the response “walking away” was a bit of an exaggeration. It was only after a series of three intense surgeries and almost two full years of intense therapy that Lionel Desmond was able to walk, and at that, in the lurching gait that Scotty came to associate specifically with his father.

For example, his father, an early riser, would get up and proceed down the hallway to the kitchen to put on the coffee, and Scotty, lying in bed, could hear the unique step and slide movement his father made.  Years later, he could instantly spot his father in the hallways of the school where he worked as a custodian, and could tell, even from a few dozen yards away, that the man moving in a half-step, half dragging walk, one in which the man’s left leg dragged along, in a lurching drag-step motion that was immediately distinct and unique was his father.

That step, that unique lurching gait, was what first caught Scott’s attention when he was standing on the GO train platform and waiting for the train that would take him back home from Exhibition Station to Hamilton.

His father had died, suddenly, one bitter cold morning in February nearly two years earlier.

He had been diagnosed with a cyst on his liver; a lump that the doctors weren’t exactly sure was benign or malevolent. But the best option, the doctors had agreed (both Lionel’s family doctor and the specialist who had been assigned to his case), was to have the preventative surgery to remove the kidney, in hope of nipping the cancer in the bud.

After a brief family discussion, which was easy enough to do, considering Scott was the only son of Lionel and Jeannette Desmond, it was decided that Lionel would undergo the surgery, have the cyst and entire kidney removed, and be able to move on to enjoying the imminent retirement that lay less than six months before him.

Only, the day of the surgery led to a strange combination of delays and angst. Scotty had driven back to his home town in Parry Sound, Ontario from his home in Hamilton to be a part of it all, be the self-appointed chauffeur for his parents during this ordeal.  And, needing to be at the Sudbury hospital for 9:00 AM in order to be ready for the 10:00 AM scheduled surgery, they had had to leave Parry sound a few minutes after 6:00 AM.  So they had already been up for an extended period of time and anxiously awaiting the impending surgery, when hospital staff kept returning to the pre-op room they had all been waiting in to inform them that the surgery was, again, delayed for another hour.

And so, with a surgery scheduled for 10:00 AM which continued to be pushed back until just a few minutes shy of noon, everybody had been exhausted and frustrated.

That hadn’t prevented Scott’s father from turning on his trademark charm, however.  Despite the waiting and the angst and frustration, Lionel Desmond continued to make small talk and crack silly jokes with the hospital staff who continued to flit in and out of the waiting room.

“Know what we’re having for dinner?” Lionel would quip. “Steak and kidney pie!”

The hospital staff would cast a confused look at him—most of them didn’t realize that Lionel was awaiting surgery to have his kidney removed.  But Scott and his mother rolled their eyes and groaned audibly every time he tossed that chestnut out to a new staff member who arrived to deliver the bad news that the surgeon was running behind and Lionel’s surgery would again be delayed.

Despite the older gentleman’s good humor, Scott had been frustrated.

His original thought was that he would be at the hospital for the morning and then could move on to an appointment he had scheduled for lunch time; but the delays in surgery put his entire schedule in jeopardy. Though he loved his father, there was a stream of frustration and anger flowing through him as he thought about the client who would be waiting for him.

All that frustration and angst, of course, fled him less than two hours later when his mother called him on his mobile phone.

Scott had been at a diner in downtown Sudbury, just about to close a deal with the client he had been forced to delay for more than two hours when his cell phone had rung. He looked down to see who it was, and noticed it was his mother. She had stayed behind at the hospital to wait until the surgery was over. Scott had planned on returning after his meeting to take them both back home.

“Scott. It’s Mom.” Her words were short, each one punching a hole in the air.

“What is it?”

“It’s Dad,” she said, and then tried to say something more, but she couldn’t force the words through. She began to cry.  

His father had died in the recovery room. He had just been coming to, according to hospital staff, and even beginning to mumble the jokes they had already come to expect from him; then he dropped off, dying from internal bleeding when the clips on his renal artery came off.

That had been eighteen months ago.  And despite the anger, the rallying against the institution and never getting any answers, a long and painful, tiring haul, it still seemed like yesterday.

So when Scott noticed the man across the tracks, lumbering down the platform, he called out in a loud voice: “Dad!”

That’s when the man turned and looked right at him.

There was simply no mistaking it. It was his father.

His father looked him directly in the eyes.

The man’s eyes were filled with recognition and something Scott had never seen in them before.

Terror.

Utter, outright terror.

“Dad!” he called again, this time in a louder voice.

Oh my God! It’s Dad. He’s alive. And he’s right over there! The voice ran through Scott’s head and he looked toward the entrance that led to the underground path that would take him under the tracks and over to his father’s side.  Then he looked back at his father.

That’s when the train pulled in to the station, blocking his father off from his view.

Shocked at the thought of being cut off from being able to see his Dad, Scott stood there a moment, the impossibility of it all rushing through his mind.

Dad, he thought. It’s Dad. He can’t possibly be standing there. But there he is. He’s alive.

He stood there a minute longer, trying to tell himself that he had been seeing things.

“But I’m not,” Scott said. “I’m not seeing things.” That walk, that lurching gait. And he stared the man in the eyes. As sure as Scott was standing on the train platform, that had been his father standing right across from him.

As the train came to a complete stop, Scott realized his father had been planning on getting on the train. The horrified look on his face told him he wouldn’t be waiting around.

Scott knew he had to get over there. Now.

He sprinted down the platform towards the shelter that led to the stairs, moving so quickly that he ran right into the door as a man in a business suit was opening it.

“Watch it!” the man yelled as the door pushed back against him.

Scott shuffled around the door, danced around the man without saying a word and ran inside towards the stairs.  He raced up the stairs two at a time, barely missing an older woman who was slowly making her way with one hand on the rail and the other clutching a walker.

“Oh my goodness!” the woman yelled, beginning to lose her balance.  Scott spotted it happening and was able to pause, take a step back and place a hand on the small of her back to steady her back to her feet.

“Sorry ma’am,” Scott said,

“You young people are always in such a rush,” the woman scolded. “Look what you almost did.”

“So sorry ma’am,” Scott kept his hand on her back and helped her move up the stairs.

“If you gave yourself time and planned ahead, you wouldn’t be late and rushing around to catch your train.”

“Yes ma’am. Sorry ma’am. Goodbye, ma’am.”

Scott then turned, leaped down the stairs, turned right and raced through the tunnel. His footsteps echoed off the tiled walls along with the repeated calls of “Dad!” which he yelled as he ran.

At the base of the stairs going up Scott stepped in a slick puddle of spilled soft drink and slid into the bottom step. His left toe caught on the bottom riser and he tumbled forward, his left shin and left forearm taking most of the brunt of his fall as he came down on the stairs.

“Dammit!” he yelled as intense bursts of pain flashed through his leg and arm. The shin took the worst of the pain and throbbed painfully as he tried to pull himself into a crawling position. He could hear that the train hadn’t yet left; there was a muffled announcement being broadcast about it, but he couldn’t hear it because there was somebody standing over him and talking to him.

“Are you okay, man?” a young man in a rainbow-colored poncho asked, placing a hand on Scott’s shoulder.

“Fine,” Scott said. “I’m fine!” And he groaned as he got to his feet, the shin sending out protesting throbs of pain.

He hobbled up the stairs and slowly managed to push past the pain, to keep walking.

At the top of the stairs, he found it slightly quicker going on flat ground and limped out the entrance, turning right to head back toward the platform, his leg continuing to scream in protest as he moved.

He was less than forty feet from the train when he saw the doors closing.

“No!” he screamed.

He raced to the spot on the platform where he had seen his father standing.

His father was not there. Obviously, he was on the train.  As Scott got to the spot where his father had been standing just minutes earlier, the train started to pass and he caught his father’s eyes, yet again, through the window of the train, looking right at him.

That same look of recognition mingled with an aura of terror was on the man’s face.

“Dad!” Scott screamed, over and over as the train pulled his father out of his life yet again. “Dad! Dad! Daaaaaaad!”
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Today

The last thing Scotty Desmond expected, when standing in the doorway to Herb Canter’s office, was the pistol his boss held pointed at his face.

Scott had been called into Herb’s office just a few minutes earlier; Herb Canter, Digi-Life’s Director of Infrastructure Technology, was, essentially, Scott’s boss—or at least as close to a boss as Scott had had in the past half dozen years. Scott Desmond was an independent contractor, an IT consultant who specialized in helping companies find and fix potential security holes in their systems.

Digi-Life was an online insurance company, a start-up self-service provider of various insurance options available, from life insurance to car and home insurance, linking up both small and multinational insurance firms with clients world-wide.

Scotty’s past as a freelance hacker lent him the knowledge, skill, and expertise to be able to find even the most innocuous gaps, holes, and gateways that hackers could use to gain access to a company’s system and critical data. He charged a significant fee for his services and time, and found that, despite his initial reservations about the change in lifestyle—moving from a life of well-paying crime to a life of helping others and being employed through legal means—the consultant work did bring him a significant income.

He had been working with Digi-Life for the past six months and quite enjoyed the consistency of returning to a regular office. It was satisfying to return to a workplace on such a regular basis that he knew at least a couple of dozen people by name; enough to even enjoy going out for beers with a few of his co-workers.

And, until the morning that he pointed a pistol at Scotty’s head, Herb Canter had been a decent enough boss, someone Scott actually respected and felt comfortable working with.

Scott had been taking a break from the hack routine he was using to QA test a new security gateway that Digi-Life was hoping to implement, and, taking a short morning coffee-break, was fiddling on the mini laptop he kept in a small backpack near him at all times.  Though he had abandoned his previous life of corrupt hacking for nefarious purposes, there was one side-project he kept pecking away at.  He was exploring the files and reports associated with his father’s death almost five years earlier.

Requesting official documents from the hospital, the provincial Coroner’s office and even via CSIS had resulted in road-blocks, denied access and subterfuge. The only way Scott had been able to gain any insights was through hacking into the private and locked records that had been kept from his eyes.

It was a painstaking process, but something he was committed to not give up on. He had, after all, seen his father, who had supposedly died on an operating room table, walking around, alive and well at a train station just down the street from where Scott was now working. There seemed to be deeper layers of conflicting information associated with his father’s supposed death.  And the further he dug, the more confused and intrigued he’d become.

Virtually every free moment he was not working was dedicated to this side project, this special investigation that continued to slowly reveal intriguing details. He always conducted that work from his personal mini laptop, the one he had a direct masked Wi-Fi hotspot through, rather than the laptop his employer had assigned him. He kept the mini laptop, the backpack he hauled it and a series of special hacker tools and equipment around in, near at all times.

Lately, despite having followed many dead-end paths, Scott seemed to be getting somewhere. Just a couple of weeks earlier he had uncovered a previously unearthed revelation about one of the doctors who had been in his father’s hospital room, and was potentially on his way to figuring out how it might be possible for his father, supposedly dead, to be walking around. Scott felt very close to being able to locate this particular doctor, and knew that it was just a matter of time before he’d get to him and get an answer.

So when Herb sent Scott a text message on his mobile phone requesting that Scott pop in to see him, Scott immediately snapped shut the laptop and slid it into the backpack before walking down the hall to the man’s office, just as naturally and effortlessly as he would have picked a coffee mug from a kitchen cupboard and poured himself a drink.

Herb was a decent boss and the perfect one in Scott’s opinion. He was smart enough to understand the intricacies of what he was asking Scott to do, and also knowledgeable enough about what he didn’t understand, and could leave in Scott’s capable hands.

Scott respected that, and the man. Though he worked freelance, Herb Canter was the type of boss Scott could see himself working for full time. He kept just enough distance to allow people to get their jobs done, and seemed to have the special knack for stepping in to assist and support at just the right time.

So when Scott pushed Herb’s office door open to find the man sitting at his desk, a small black pistol pointed at Scott’s head, he was more than a little surprised.

“Herb, what’s going on?” Scott said, staring down the muzzle of the weapon.

“Step inside and close the door,” Herb said.

“I don’t—”

“Close the door!” Herb repeated.

Scott noticed that the man’s eyes had a unique glazed quality. His eyes were focused and intelligent, just like they had always been, but there was an additional layer of something almost indistinguishable masking his face; something Scott could only think of as a slightly glazed look—almost as if Herb were looking at Scott through an additional thick gauze or filter.

“Okay,” Scott said, turning to close the door. “Just give me a second here...”

A small hole punching into the drywall beside Scott’s head startled him; a split second later a sound like a metal ruler slapped down hard onto his desktop filled the room. Scott ducked down to the floor, realizing Herb had taken a shot at his head and missed by a mere inch or two.

“Herb? What the fuck?” Scott yelled, scrambling on the floor and out the doorway.  Out of the corner of his eye he spotted the black handgun with the incredibly long pistol barrel—a silencer?—in Herb’s hand.

“You won’t get away!” Herb yelled after him in a deep monotone voice. “You cannot evade us!”

Scott crab-crawled around the corner of the office entrance before getting to his feet and sprinting toward the exit, his backpack still atop his left shoulder. Ahead, he spotted one of the company’s security guards walking quickly from the fourth floor stairwell entrance, his eyes fixed on Scott.

“Hurry!” Scott yelled, pointing over his shoulder. “I don’t know what’s going on, but Herb has a gun and he’s shooting!”

The guard didn’t say anything, but his eyes remained locked on Scott.

Even from thirty feet away, there was something eerily familiar about the glassy-eyed glaze in the man’s eyes as he reached to his belt to draw a weapon.

“Oh shit,” Scott said, stopping in his tracks.

Scott knew that Digi-Life security guards didn’t carry firearms, but they did carry mag lites, and at least one of them had Tasers. He wasn’t sure what this one was carrying, but, even if he couldn’t clearly read the intent in the man’s glazed eyes, it came through quite distinctly in his words.

“You won’t get away!” The guard said, in the same monotone voice Herb had previously used. “You cannot evade us!”
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Chapter Two
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Four-and-a-half Years Ago

Scotty spent most of the morning that his father died with his nose buried in a book.

The rest of the time, he had mostly been anxious about an appointment that had been scheduled.

He had, of course, driven to Parry Sound to spend the previous day with his parents and be there in the wee morning hours to drive them in to the city for Lionel Desmond’s early morning surgery, but, at the time, he had felt as if he were a mere assistant to the whole procedure.

Sure, the surgery had been a serious one—the removal of a kidney with a potentially malignant cyst on it—but explained by the doctors as routine enough that Lionel Desmond might perhaps be going in for a tonsillectomy rather than a nephrectomy.

It wasn’t quite day surgery, but it was one in which the man would, after being observed overnight in hospital, be allowed to return home the next day.

So, the dutiful son—although he had, at first, been reluctant to play that role—Scotty took the trek north from Toronto to his parents’ home. At least, he told himself he was a dutiful son; and his parents fully believed he was being a dutiful son.

What he didn’t tell them was that, conveniently, he had hooked up with a potential client online; and, though Scotty was there to play the role of helpful and dutiful son, it had been the lucrative nature of meeting with the client and taking on a new job that had appealed to him most.

Sure, he loved his father; but this was a potential huge cash windfall that he simply couldn’t ignore.

Scotty was a seasoned and sought-after hacker.

He had been adept with computers since the very first day that his father brought the computer home from the high school where he worked. It had been a Commodore Pet Computer, among the first “home computers” to be widely distributed and used in various mid-northern high schools across the province.

Scotty had relished seeing that a simple series of words written in a particular order in a certain format—in this case, the programming language being BASIC with each line of code, a logical statement telling the computer an action to perform denoted in numeral order –could get this machine to do things.

The first program that had sparked Scotty’s imagination was when the teacher had instructed them how to have the computer flash the word “HELLO” to them over and over.

10 PRINT “HELLO!”

20 PAUSE 1

30 CLS

40 PAUSE 1

50 GOTO 10

When you ran the program, it would display the characters “HELLO!” on an otherwise blank screen—a series of green letters on a black screen—then a timer would count out exactly one second, then clear the screen, count out another second, then return to the first line of the program and repeat the process.  The result, a flashing “HELLO!” of green letters in the top left-hand corner of the otherwise blank black computer screen

The original instructions had been to just type in “HELLO!” but Scotty had figured out he could insert virtually any characters in there, so immediately changed that to “HELLO SCOTTY!”

As his classmates were fooling around with just getting that simple five lines of code to work, Scotty found himself immediately bored and tried to use the basic understanding to create something a little bit more complex.

So he modified it to the following:

10 PRINT “HELLO SCOTTY!”

20 PAUSE 3

30 CLS

40 PRINT “HAVE A GREAT DAY . . .”

50 PAUSE 1

60 CLS

70 PRINT “. . . BUTTHEAD!”

80 PAUSE 5

90 CLS

100 PAUSE 2

110 GOTO 10

This particular program printed “HELLO SCOTTY!” then cleared the screen, then the words “HAVE A GREAT DAY . . .” appeared, then the screen cleared again, then “. . . BUTTHEAD!” appeared, before the routine would repeat.

It had, essentially, been Scotty’s first “hack”—taking an existing program, understanding how it worked and then manipulating it to do something that he wanted, rather than the original intention of the teacher!

And, of course, being satisfied with the result, but wanting to experiment with what else he could do, he tweaked the code to remove the final “clear screen” prompt—he changed the program to the following:

10 PRINT “HELLO SCOTTY!”

20 PAUSE 2

30 CLS

40 PRINT “HAVE A GREAT DAY . . .”

50 PAUSE 2

60 CLS

70 PRINT “. . . BUTTHEAD!”

100 PAUSE 5

110 GOTO 70

By removing lines eighty and ninety he had learned that the code was numerical in nature and didn’t need to follow a particular pattern—he could skip or insert numbers—so long as they were in numerical order they worked fine. This meant he could insert nine statements between any of the existing lines.

He also determined that by clearing the final “clear screen message” and not returning back to the original first line, he could alter the manner by which the program worked.  By returning the statement that allowed him to print “. . . BUTTHEAD!” on the screen repeatedly, the program ran through the original statement, the second one, and then the punch line, which repeated.

It was a rudimentary hack of the original program being taught, but it kept Scotty enthusiastic about what else could be done.

“Cool!” the student beside Scotty had said when he saw Scotty running the program beside him.

A few other students at the desk beside him looked and started laughing, asking him to break the program and repeat it again.

Then the teacher, Mr. Prescott, came over—and this had likely been the determining factor that meant embracing computer programming or forgetting about it as one of the simple experiments children do when learning something new in school.

Mr. Prescott had originally frowned, in that manner that teachers had to frown upon witnessing students behaving out of the expected order of things—but then a wry grin crossed his face and he stood there nodding, his red hair and red beard bobbing and swaying slightly behind the movements of his head.

“I see you have grasped the rudimentary elements of BASIC, Mister Desmond,” Mr. Prescott said.
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