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1. JESSICA 


1. THEN 


Jess hitch-hiked to London from her home in St. Thomas. Once in
London, she wandered around the
one-step-removed-from-being-a-slum downtown and discovered a park
that occupied an entire block bordered with trees.



 There, she found a picnic table of young men and women who looked
like they lived hard lives. They obviously had no jobs to occupy
their days. She avoided them.



 She moved from bench to bench until sunset. Then she wandered
along Dundas Street away from the downtown. The sun was behind
her, so she knew that she walked east.



 Her empty stomach rumbled, but she wasn’t starving.



 After darkness had claimed the city, she became aware that a car
followed her at a distance. The night was quiet. The traffic was
sparse. She felt vulnerable. She heard the humming of a
car’s engine behind her.



 She spun around and walked quickly toward the vehicle. The driver
braked. Jess pounded a fist on his window.



 “Roll down the window, Jerk!”



 The window lowered to reveal a bearded man’s smiling face.



 “I wondered when you’d catch on,” he said.
“You’re new around here. I saw you with the homeless
people in the park. You were there a long time. Do you need a
place to stay? I run a place for people who need a place as long
as they’re not druggies or criminals or crazy. Are you one
of those?”



 In a moment, she decided to accept the stranger’s offer.
She wasn’t intimidated by this man. He looked like a kid
until you got up close to his face and saw the lines and the
rough texture of his skin. She was confident that she could get
away from him if she had to.



 She got into the passenger seat of the blue car.



 “My name’s James. What’s yours?”



 “Jess.”



 “How old are you, Jess?”



 “Old enough.”



 “For what?”



 “Old enough to know better than to get in a car with a
stranger. If try anything with me, I’ll kick you in the
balls.”



 He laughed.



 “That’s a fine thing to say to your savior.”



2. NOW 


Jess went to her room and locked the door. She packed her few
clothes and toiletries into two green shopping bags and lay down
on her bed. She would leave The Retreat when it was dark.



3. THEN 


She wondered at her stupidity and audacity in getting into the
stranger’s car. Clearly, this man was not to be trusted. He
had an agenda. Men did not drive around at night following
homeless girls to help them.



 “Buy me something to eat, and I’ll sleep with you.
That’s what you want. Isn’t it?”



 “I don’t think so,” said an indignant voice
from the backseat.



 Jess spun around to see a woman about the same age as the man and
just as small in stature. She sat directly behind Jessica.



 James shook his head.



 “I don’t want to sleep with you. I want to save
you.”



 “We’re not looking for whores,” said the woman
with disdain.



 Jessica was embarrassed.



 “Diana’s one of the residents,” said James.



 “Where are we going?”



 “To The Retreat. It’s a little bit of a drive.
We’re just outside of St. Marys. If you’re hungry, we
have some leftover roast beef in the refrigerator. You can have a
sandwich. In the morning, we’ll introduce you to the
residents. If you want to stay with us, and the residents accept
you, we can discuss The Retreat and our goals.”



 “I don’t think she’ll be a good fit for
us,” said Diana from the backseat.



 “That remains to be seen.”



 “I’m not religious,” said Jess, “if
that’s what kind of retreat this is.”



 “We’re not religious either. We’re a community
joined by a shared philosophy.”



 “What kind of philosophy?”



 “We don’t share it with strangers,” said Diana.



 “You’re a cult.”



 James chuckled.



 Diana sighed loudly.



 “People call what they don’t understand a
cult,” she said.



 “People can call us whatever they want, and they will.
There’s nothing we can do about it. What matters is
happiness. The pursuit of happiness is what we’re all about
at The Retreat.”



4. NOW 


The light outside Jess’s window had grown autumnal soft and
golden. The bare branches of the trees thrust up into a dimming
sky.



 Jess wanted to leave at that moment, but she knew that she would
be observed from the windows. She had to wait for dark.



5. THEN 


When they reached their destination, the car’s headlights
illuminated a two-floor, yellow brick Victorian farm house.
Lights were on in rooms on both floors. The little blue
car’s headlights revealed an unpaved driveway that led over
a long yard to a shed that stood some distance from the house.



 “Home sweet home,” said James.



 The house lacked a porch, but Jess noticed the cut-off ends of
timbers embedded in the front wall that indicated that a veranda
had once spread across the width of the house.



 James swung open the ancient front door. It held a large glass
window with nineteenth century imperfections.



 To their left, two men lounged on two sofas in the sitting room.
Both wore black jeans and a red t-shirt. Both had close-cropped
hair. One man had a dark head and beard. The other had a sandy
head and mustache. They both read comic books.



 “Jess, this is Kyle and this is Dave.”



 Kyle was the one with the beard.



 Both men took a moment before they looked up from their comic
books. Each raised his eyebrows and looked at the other.



 “Hello gorgeous,” said Kyle.



 Dave nodded his head and returned his attention to his comic
book.



 Kyle stared.



 “I’ll show you to your room,” said James.
“It’s back here by the kitchen.”



 James took her to a tiny bedroom with a narrow single bed and a
night table.



 “This is the probationary resident’s room.
You’re the probationary resident.”



 Less than an hour ago, she had been a runaway. Now she was the
probationary resident in a cult or commune or whatever it was. It
was better than being homeless.



 “The kitchen’s right here,” he said gesturing
unnecessarily to the room that they had just exited. “You
can make yourself that roast beef sandwich that I promised. All
the fixings are in the fridge.”



 Jess thought that she should say something.



 “Thanks.”



 “You’re welcome. Welcome to The Retreat. The
facilities are off the hallway.”



 James and Diana walked away, but Diana looked back as if she did
not trust Jess to behave when out of sight. Moments later, Jess
heard them ascend a staircase to the second floor. Were they were
married? Were they both in control of this place or just James?
He was clearly superior to Diana in the pecking order.



 No air conditioning cooled the house, but it was cooler inside
than it was outside.



 Jess closed the door of her room and discovered that the door had
an old, tarnished brass key in an old, tarnished brass lock. She
turned the key and felt better. She sighed. She could sleep there
without worry.



 She took off her shoes and got in the narrow bed with her clothes
on. She lay still and listened to the noises in the house.
Floorboards creaked on the second floor. Why all the walking?
What were they doing?



6. NOW 


When night fell, Jess’s enthusiasm for leaving diminished,
but it was necessary to leave The Retreat. She rolled to her
feet, picked up the shopping bags with her clothes, and crept
through the kitchen to the side door. She unlocked the lock and
slowly turned the doorknob.



 She stepped onto the porch and closed the door. She walked across
the lawn and headed for the edge of the property where she was
less likely to be spotted from the windows.



 Jess made it to the road. She immediately removed herself from
the sightlines of the house. A sense of satisfaction and relief
settled upon her.



 She walked toward the town. The night was moonless.



7. THEN 


Jess woke in her tiny bed. She had to urinate. She unlocked her
door in the dark and ventured into the hallway.



 The other residents must sleep upstairs. Jess wondered if the
second floor was off-limits to the probationary resident.



 The bathroom was right beside the kitchen. That made sense. In
these old houses the plumbing was concentrated in one place.



 When she had locked the door of her room, returned to bed, and
drawn up the bedclothes to her neck, she felt safe again.



8. NOW 


Jess wondered if someone would drive by and offer her a ride into
town. She would take a ride if offered.


——


She made it to St. Marys without incident. It was only when she
got near the town that she encountered traffic on the road.



9. THEN 


In the morning, Jess woke to a room filled with white light from
the single-sashed window. The house was shabbier on the inside
than she had realized, but it wasn’t a wreck. The house was
in need of a reno.



 She smelled bacon. Voices spoke the kitchen. On a radio tuned to
the CBC, other voices spoke behind the residents’
conversation.



 Jess got out of bed and unlocked her door. She stepped into the
kitchen.



 “Good morning, probationary resident,” said Kyle, the
dark bearded one.



 All eyes turned to her.



 “Good morning.”



 “Breakfast is almost ready,” said James.



 He and Diana cooked side-by-side at the gas stove. She turned
bacon while he fried potatoes.



 Dave, the man with the sandy mustache, made eye contact and
smiled. Jess smiled back and averted her eyes.



 “You’re not a vegetarian. Are you?” asked Diana
with exasperation.



 “No.”



 “Good. I hate vegetarians.”



 “Hate is a strong word,” said James. “I
don’t like to use it.”



 “Diana hates everything,” said Dave.



 “Vegetarians are demanding,” said Diana. “We
can’t afford to cater to them here. Everyone eats the same
meal every meal. It makes our lives easier.”



 Dave caught Jess’s eye and motioned to a chair.



 She sat down.



 “I’ll eat anything you put before me.”



 “That’s what I like to hear,” said James.



 “She doesn’t have any choice in the matter,”
said Diana.



 “Be nice, Diana,” said Dave. “Jess hasn’t
given you any reason to be rude.”



 “Where are you from, Jess?” asked Kyle.



 Jess hesitated.



 “London.”



 Kyle nodded in response but said nothing.



 “I told you she was from London,” said James.



 “Just making conversation.”



10. NOW 


Jess walked east on Queen Street until she came to an overpass
that crossed train tracks. The Edwardian station sat on her left.
A water tower that resembled a medieval tower stood near the
road. Was this a relic from the days of steam locomotives?



 The sight of the station lifted her spirits. She had made it
there without detection or interference.



11. THEN 


Dave and Kyle became engrossed in a conversation about knights
and wizards. Jess understood that they probably discussed a
role-playing game, but perhaps it was a movie or a book. Her
heart sank listening to them.



 Diana placed a plate of breakfast before Jess.



 “Thank you.”



 James and Diana sat at the ends of the table. The group consumed
its meal in silence.



 Dave and Kyle finished first. They took their plates and
silverware to the sink, and they commenced to clean the pans.
They took each resident’s plate and silverware as that
person finished and washed those by hand as well. Jess wondered
if she was expected to help in some way.



 “OK. Now we get down to business,” said James with
satisfaction.



12. NOW 


Jess strolled up the drive to the train station. In her pocket,
she had her little stash of money. In a matter of minutes she
would be on a train, and she would feel secure.



 She entered the building. It was cosy inside. The interior had
been renovated, and the space doubled as an art gallery. She was
surprised. Jess purchased her ticket to London and sat on a
bench.



13. THEN 


“Some people say that life is not a game,” James said
formally, “but I say it is. It’s just a boring game
with very few winners. Almost everyone loses the game, and then
they die. Even the winners die, but they die happy.”



 Concern about where this speech was going filled Jess. She
didn’t want to play a game, and she didn’t want to
die.



 “We here at The Retreat are determined to be winners. How
about you, Jess? Are you a winner?”



 She shook her head.



 “I wouldn’t be here if I were a winner.”



 Diana’s face registered anger. The residents were losers.
This talk of winners was compensatory.



 Diana spoke. “You need to watch your tongue. We can put you
right back on the street if you don’t show some gratitude
for what we’ve done for you.”



 “I don’t think she meant anything negative, Diana.
Did you, Jess?”



 Jess shook her head.



 “I don’t know about that,” said Diana.
“She’s a filthy whore, after all.”



 “Diana,” James admonished. “Give her a
chance.”



 “I’m not a prostitute.”



 “Which is why you offered to sleep with my husband,”
Diana said scathingly.



 “All right. That’s enough.”



 James made eye contact with Jess.



 “If you spend your life doing what you love, if you earn
your living doing what you love, then you’ve won the game
of life. Do you want to be a winner at the game of life?”



 Jessica nodded.



 “Yes.”



 “Of course you do.”



 Diana sighed. She sat back in her chair and crossed her arms.



 Dave and Kyle brought mugs to James and Diana. Jess wondered if
they demanded to be served at the same time or if Dave and Kyle
competed to impress their leaders.



 “We have a game that we play to figure out how to win the
game of life. If you want to understand The Retreat, you have to
play the game with us. Understand?”



 Jess nodded. It couldn’t hurt to play a stupid game. She
had nothing better to do at the moment.



14. NOW 


St. Marys was a quiet place. Jess sat in the train station, lost
in thought.



 A rising rumble brought her back from reverie. She looked up.



 The engine passed the station and slowed.



 She stood and walked out onto the platform.



 The train stopped with a screech of brake pads on steel wheels.



 A porter pulled down the steps on a car and stretched out a hand
to Jess. She took it and boarded the car.



15. THEN 


Dave and Kyle spread a cloth on the middle of the table.
Schematic drawings and hand-printed lettering covered the cloth.
The decorations looked as if they had been drawn with colored
felt pens. Sometimes it was obvious if handwriting was a
man’s or a woman’s, but Jessica couldn’t tell
the gender of the game-maker.



 Dave put a mug in front of Jess. She smelled hot cocoa.



 “Caffeine free,” he said. “We’re all
straight edges here.”



 Kyle and Dave resumed their places at the table. They both
gripped a mug.



 “You have to choose a character,” said James.
“Who are you now, Jessica, and who do you want to
be?”



 “Whom,” said Dave smiling.



 “To be is a linking verb,”
admonished Diana. “It gets a subject complement.”



 Dave smiled more intensely, obviously pleased to have provoked a
reaction from Diana.



 When she realized this, Diana shook her head in irritation.



 “Who are you?” she repeated to Jess.



16. NOW 


Jess breathed a sigh of satisfaction. She was aboard the train to
London. None of her fears of abduction or interference had come
to pass. She had not had to confront James or Diana or the
police. She had not been wrestled into the little blue car by
Dave and Kyle.



 The train began to move. The station slid by her window.



 The train soon left the small town behind. Jess’s spirits
rose in response to the green and lovely countryside.



17. THEN 


“I’m me,” Jess said.



 “And what is that?” asked Diana. “You said it
yourself.”



 “I didn’t say anything.”



 “You said you’re a loser.”



 “I didn’t say that.”



 Diana’s tone, speed, and volume rose in her response.
“You said you weren’t a winner, or you wouldn’t
be here, so you must be a loser.”



 Jess could tell that Diana’s exasperation was feigned. She
played a role that she relished.



 James’s face wore a half-pleased expression as if he
attempted to hide his pleasure but failed. He and Diana played a
game of good cop, bad cop.



 “You’re going to kill me when this is all over.
That’s why you pick up homeless people. No one will miss
them. This is some kind of game where you kill people in the end.
You’re a bunch of psychos.”



 “If we wanted to kill you,” intoned Diana, “we
would have killed you in your sleep.”



 “You’re like a cat. You need to play with your prey
first before you eat it.”



 James chuckled silently.



 Dave and Kyle smiled with pleasure. Dave caught Jess’s
attention.



 “Boo,” he said and widened his eyes.



 “There’s not enough meat on you for us to
bother,” said Kyle. “Although I suppose we could make
a decent soup from your bones.”



 “I don’t think we’ll eat you today,” said
James, “but tell me something, loser. What do you want to
be?”



 Jess remained silent.



 “A winner,” said James.



 “That’s the correct answer,” added Diana.



 “Nobody eats a winner,” said Dave.



 “Well, they eat prize-winning livestock,” said Kyle.



 Diana rolled her eyes.



 “Maybe you won’t literally eat me, but you still want
to eat me psychologically. You want to eat my brain.”



 “You can play the game and learn to be a winner, or I can
take you back to where we found you. You can take the opportunity
that we have provided for you to turn your life around, or you
can continue your dead-end life on the street.”



 “You may as well start the car,” said Diana.
“She’s too afraid to do the right thing. She wants to
do the easy thing. We can trade her for another one with more
maturity. She needs to suffer more before she’ll be ready
to play the game.”



 Jess pondered James’s offer. She liked her room with the
lock on the door. She liked the roof over her head. She liked her
hot breakfast. Jess wasn’t going to stay at The Retreat,
but she wasn’t yet ready to leave it.



 “OK. I’ll play.”



18. NOW 


By the time that the train reached the outskirts of London, night
had fallen. The train entered the city at the east end, passing
industrial buildings old and new. Jess saw residential
neighborhoods in the distance, their streets lined with the many
trees that the city was famous for.



19. THEN 


“It’s time to induct the probationary resident into
The Game,” proclaimed James.



 From under the table, Diana brought forth a cloth bag with a
drawstring. She dumped the bag’s contents onto the cloth.
Multi-colored plastic buttons tumbled to rest inside a black
circle. The buttons reminded Jess of second hand charity shops
with their racks of sad old clothing. She wondered who the people
were who wore these buttons. Were they alive or dead? Did they
have happy lives? Probably not.



 “Choose,” said Diana.



 Jess picked up a turquoise button.



 “Where did you get these? Are they from all the people
you’ve eaten?”



 The others claimed their buttons without answering.



20. NOW 


Jess’s heart beat faster as the train slowed. Couplings
clanked. Brake lines hissed. Her car slowed to a stop.



 She stood in the aisle. She waited for a porter to open the door.



 She already missed her bed and pillow at The Retreat.



 A porter locked the door open.



 Jess walked down onto the tarmac. She proceeded to the train
station. She entered the modern, fluorescent-lit waiting hall,
continued walking, and exited the station on the other side. She
stepped into the night on York Street.



 Cars with lit headlights passed in both directions.



 Jess walked to the nearest intersection, which was the
intersection of York Street with Clarence Street. When the light
turned green, she crossed York and walked up the west side of
Clarence heading north.



21. THEN 


James pointed to a square on the game cloth. Jess put her button
there.



 “You are a poor lost street girl,” intoned James,
“who encounters a strange man. He wants to help you, but
you think he wants sex. He’s big and strong, and he looks
scary. What do you do, green button?”



 “It’s turquoise. I kick him in the balls.”



 It annoyed Jess that this scenario resembled the one in which
James found her only here he was big and strong. She replied with
her true feelings.



 “Wrong answer,” said Dave.



 “The man drops to the sidewalk. A police officer driving by
witnesses your assault. He stops and gets out of his car.”



 “Wrong answer,” said Kyle.



 “Uh oh,” said Jess.



 “The cop approaches you,” said James. “He says,
‘What’s going on here?’”



 “I say, ‘I thought he was a rapist!’”



 “The man on the ground says, ‘I was trying to help
her, and she assaulted me.’”



 “Maybe I just like kicking guys in the jewels.”



 “Ma’am, if you assaulted this man without cause, I
have to arrest you.”



 “OK,” said Kyle. “She’s fantasizing about
having power over what scares her.”



 “You’re in the game.”



 James pointed to the square that held Jessica’s button.
Kyle dropped his blue button beside her turquoise button.



 James and Diana smiled with satisfaction. At what?



 Jess suspected that she didn’t stand a chance of coming
through this game with her dignity intact let alone of winning
the game.



22. NOW 


The downtown of London Ontario was as depressing as she
remembered it to be. On her right, a canyon opened. The tan brick
walls of a mall extended two-floors high on both sides of King
Street. A walkway stretched over the canyon.



 She crossed King Street and continued north to Dundas Street.



 A passing yellow cab slowed down.



 Jess shook her head.



 The driver rolled down the passenger window.



 “No,” she said.



 “I haven’t asked you a question.”



 She crossed Clarence and walked east down Dundas.



 The driver followed, matching Jess’s speed.



 “I don’t need a ride.”



 “Are you sure? This is the Time Taxi. Don’t you want
to see where your bad choices take you in the future?”



 “Do I know you?”



 “No. I know you.”



 “How do you know me?”



 “The police are looking for you, Jessica. They gave all the
drivers a copy of your picture.”



 Jess fumed at the cabbie’s intrusion into her life. She had
just gotten off the train, and already she had been discovered by
a stranger.



 She resumed walking east. She increased her pace.



23. THEN 


“The cop arrests you,” said James.



 “I kick him in the balls.”



 “Ooh. Bad move,” said Dave.



 “Really bad move,” said Kyle. “Stupid
move.”



 “I don’t kick him in the balls.”



 “That’s not how life works,” said James.
“You made your decision. You acted on impulse. Now you have
to face the consequences of your actions.



 “The fellow on the ground gets up and helps the cop
restrain you. The cop handcuffs you and walks you to his
car.”



 “I don’t give a shit. It’s just a game.”



 “Is it?” asked Dave.



 Kyle widened his eyes as he a mime-repeated the question.



 “It’s not real life,” Jess stated flatly.
“You guys need to get out more often.”



 “She’s using the game to act out a power fantasy.
That’s the result of her past traumatic experience,”
said Kyle.



 “Very good,” said James.



 He moved Kyle’s blue button to another figure on the game
cloth.



 “She’s afraid of us, so she’s resisting the
game” said Dave. “She thinks we’re the
enemy.”



 “You’re in the game,” said James.



 Dave put his red button beside Jessica’s turquoise button
so that the buttons touched.



 Jess moved her button so that it did not touch Dave’s.



24. NOW 


The taxi driver continued to keep pace with Jess on the sidewalk.



 Jessica stopped.



 The cab stopped. “How about a free ride?”



 Jess considered the offer. She couldn’t think of a place to
go to. She didn’t know the city.



 “No thank you,” she said.



 In the distance, a police car waited at a red light.



 Jess resumed walking with her head down. Would the cabbie turn
her in? Or had he already turned her in? Was the police car
coming for her?



25. THEN 


“Dave is the man. Kyle is the cop,” said James.
“Play on.”



 “I don’t want to play anymore,” said Jess.



 “Stop whining,” said Diana. “Either you are the
probationary resident, and you play the game, or you are back on
the street.”



 “What are you afraid of?” said Dave.
“It’s just a
game. It’s not real
life.”



 He smiled smugly at Jess.



 She sighed. Her face set into a scowl. She shook her head.



 “I seat her in the back seat of my cruiser,” said
Kyle. “I call for a paramedic to check out the injured guy.
I sit him in the front seat.”



 “You don’t need the paramedics. You should drive me
to an emergency room,” said Dave. “You need to record
my injuries if any charges you lay are to stick to her.”



 “I know that. That’s why I called for the
paramedics.”



 “That’s an overreaction. I’m not incapacitated.
Take me to the emergency room.”



 “All right. I drive them to the emergency room. I have them
examine him and test her for drugs.”



 “Very good,” said James. “He’s uninjured.
She’s not on drugs.”



 “I let her go with a warning.”



 “You give instructions on where she can find a shelter in
which to spend the night. You ask her how she became
homeless.”



 “It’s none of your business,” said Jess,
“and I wasn’t allowed to change my mind, but he just
was, so you’re a bunch of hypocrites.”



 “Either you play the game, or you go back on the
street,” threatened bad cop Diana.



 “My father beat me,” Jess lied.



 “So you ran away?” said Kyle.



 Jess nodded.



 “Show us your bruises,” demanded Diana.



 “No,” said Jess. “I don’t have
any.”



 “Prove it.”



 “I don’t have to prove anything to you.”



 “The probationary resident cannot refuse a reasonable
request.”



 “What do you want me to do? Take my clothes off?
That’s not happening.”



 “That won’t be necessary,” said James.
“Will it, Diana?”



 The tone in which James said this irked Diana. Anger had frozen
Diana’s face into a scowl. The good cop restrained the bad
cop. Jess found their behavior entertaining and threatening by
turns. It was an act, and it wasn’t an act.



 This was a house of losers.



 James put his hands flat on the table.



 “That’s it for the morning,” he said.
“We’ll have another session after lunch.



 “You guys show the probationary resident her
responsibilities. Di and I have business in town.”



 James and Diana stood up from the table.



26. NOW 


“Did you turn me in, you asshole?”



 The cabbie raised his eyebrows. He had dark hair and a slightly
reddened face. He looked from Jess to the police car.



 He shook his head.



 “I just saw you a minute ago,” he said.



 “You better not have.”



 Jess’s admonition sounded foolish in her ears.



 The cabbie chuckled.



 “Let’s see if they recognize you. I doubt they will.
They don’t roam the city closely observing it like I do.
They will miss you.”



 The light changed. The police cruiser started forward.



 Jess dropped her head.



 The cabbie drove off.



 The police car passed the taxi. The taxi continued across the
intersection of Wellington Street and Dundas. The police car
continued to approach Jess’s location on Dundas.



 Jess turned around and walked backwards.



 The police car slowed.



 Jess peeked at the car. The driver made eye contact. She smiled
at him.



 He drove on.



 She turned around and walked east down Dundas. After three
blocks, she found a little park. She sat on a bench.



27. THEN 


Jess’s duties were housework. She was the dishwasher, floor
sweeper and mopper, toilet scrubber, and the washer of clothes.
Curiously, Kyle and Dave scrubbed the pots and pans and cleaned
dishes. Did they not trust her to do those jobs? Why didn’t
James buy a dishwasher?



 The Retreat had a large washer and dryer pair. Dave instructed
her unnecessarily on how to start each machine. She loaded the
washer from a pile of soiled garments in a blue plastic basket.



 Dave took her upstairs to the closet that held the vacuum
cleaner. She vacuumed the three bedrooms. He hovered around
pretending not to watch her. Clearly, he was worried that she
would snoop through the residents’ personal possessions.
That was reasonable. She was an unknown in the house.



28. NOW 


The taxi from earlier pulled into a parking spot before the park.
The cabbie rolled down his window.



 “Do you like the Dave Clark Five? The Hollies? The Zombies?
I got them all. Let’s go for a ride. You can come with me
on my calls. Then I’ll drop you off wherever you
want.”



 “Why?”



 “Why not? I want to know more of your story.”



 “I don’t just trust anyone.”



 “Is that so?”



 Jess frowned.



 “Especially people who say that you can trust them. You
have to be incredibly stupid to think that saying things makes
them true.”



 “Incredibly stupid I’m not.”



 “Neither am I. You’re acting the part of a weirdo.
Psychopaths drive around at night looking for women to rape and
murder. You’re right out of a true crime show. That’s
why you didn’t turn me in.”



 “OK. See you around.”



 Catch Us If You Can
by the Dave Clark Five began to play on the car’s audio
system.



 The cabbie bobbed his head in time to the beat.



 “Catch me if you can.”



 He drove off.



29. THEN 


After Jess had finished her cleaning and had transferred the
laundry from the washing machine to the dryer, she sat down at
the kitchen table.



 Dave was upstairs. Kyle had disappeared. She did not want to sit
in the living room. That would make it look as if she were making
herself at home in The Retreat. She did not believe that James
and Diana wanted her to feel secure in her position of the
probationary resident dogsbody.



 Instead of sitting and waiting for the dryer to finish, she
decided to go for a walk to explore her new setting. She would
fold the laundry when she returned.



 The yellow brick house sat in a large clearing.



 Kyle stood in the shed. Its retractable door was retracted. He
poured gasoline from a red can into a green lawnmower.



 Jess walked into the back yard.



 She wondered how far she could wander before she would be
stopped.



 The lawnmower’s engine started in the near distance.



 “I’m the lawnmower, and your ass is grass,” she
said aloud. It was something that her father had liked to say.



30. NOW 


“What now?” Jess said aloud.



 She left the little park and walked west down Dundas.



 After seven blocks, she came to the intersection of Ridout Street
and Dundas. Before her, Dundas descended steeply to a bridge over
the river Thames. On her left stood a castellated building of two
floors. On her right stood a low modern blue and silver building
with a series of barrel roofs.



 Jess stood with her hands on her hips. Did she want to go down to
the river?



 She would go down to the bridge.



 Tall lamps illuminated the bridge. A superstructure of girders
separated the walkways from the roadway.



 Jess stood on the south walkway in the middle of the bridge.



 Immediately to the north, another bridge crossed the river.
Beyond, a row of lights stood on a high path above a stone wall
on the left bank. The right bank was low floodplain and held a
park with tall trees at the water’s edge.



 To the south, the river flowed together with another river coming
from the southeast. The conjoined streams continued west.



 Light traffic passed in both directions.



31. THEN 


Kyle mowed the front lawn.



 After she had enough sun and fresh air, Jess went back inside.



 When Kyle mowed his way to the back yard, Jess watched him
through her window. He mowed the grass in diagonal lines that
formed a criss-cross pattern. Diamonds of grass were light or
dark depending on which way the grass had been turned by the
mower.



32. NOW 


Jessica crossed the river. On the other side, she found a long
strip of park along the river. Nearby, a circular concrete patio
held benches arranged around a central flowerbed. Two triangular
awnings overlapped overhead, one blue, one yellow. Beyond this
circular pod, a fountain of many steel tubes periodically sent
arcs of water high into the air to splash into the
westward-flowing river. Bright ground lamps illuminated the
fountain.



 Jess sat on a bench in the shadows. She became lost in thought.



33. THEN 


In her room, Jess lay on her bed and wondered what the future
held for her. She had a choice of abiding by the rules of this
place and trading work for her room and board or taking action
and choosing her own path through life. The first was easy. The
second was hard. What life did she want?



34. NOW 


Jess walked back across the bridge and up the hill to the
intersection of Dundas and Ridout.



 She walked back to the little park.



 The cabbie returned. Jess wasn’t happy to see him.



 Look Through Any Window began
to play inside the taxi.



 “The Hollies make me happy,” said the cabbie.
“Sometimes all I need is a catchy pop song from the era of
catchy pop songs.”



 The cabbie raised a slice of pizza to his mouth.



 “Got some dinner here. You want a slice? I’ve got
two.”



 Jess didn’t answer him. She wanted the pizza, but she
didn’t want to put herself in the cabbie’s debt. She
especially didn’t want to put herself in a situation in
which he could make a move on her.



 “Do you know about dipping sauces?”



 She nodded. Of course she knew about dipping sauces. She found it
repulsive when people spoke while eating.



 “Do you know what they’re for?”



 “For dipping.”



 “Ah, but what?”



 “Pizza.”



 The cabbie shook his head.



 “You don’t know about dipping sauces. Almost nobody
does. It’s a great failing of marketing.”



 Jess changed the subject.



 “That sounds old.”



 The cabbie ate in silence for a couple of minutes.



 “I bought the other slice for you. You may as way take it.
I’m not going to bite you.”



 He held out a slice on a cardboard tray.



 She hesitated. She got up from her bench and took the slice from
the cabbie. As long as he was in the car, he was harmless. She
sat down, sighed, and took a bite. The pizza was better than she
had expected.



 “Let me tell you the secret of dipping sauces,” he
said. “First, consider why you would want to dip pizza into
cheddar, ranch, or blue cheese dip.”



 Jess shrugged her shoulders.



 “You don’t,” he continued. “Those flavors
clash with pizza. It doesn’t make any sense.”



 “They want you trick into spending money on stuff you
don’t want,” Jess said.



 “That’s what I thought for decades, but it’s
not so. You eat the pizza back to the crust. You dip the crust.
The crust is a bread stick. Do you want cheddar, ranch, or blue
cheese with a bread stick? Of course you do. All day long.”



 “I never thought of that.”



 “It’s amazing. All they had to do was show people
dipping their crusts in their advertising, and we’d all
know. All they had to do was put, “for your crusts,”
on the hundreds of pizza fliers that they put in my mailbox.
Sales of dipping sauces would have increased dramatically.
It’s a great marketing failure.”



 Jess smiled.



 The Hollies began to play I’m Alive. The
cabbie sang along.



 “Did you ever see a man with no heart? Baby, that was
me.”



35. THEN 


James and Diana returned from their excursion. Diana dropped two
bags of groceries on the kitchen table and instructed Jess on
where to store everything. Diana had specific places in the
refrigerator for specific foods.



 “Don’t put those there,” she said when Jess put
a carton of eggs on the bottom shelf in the fridge door.
“Eggs go on top.”



 Jess did as she was told. She let Diana enjoy her dominance game.
Jess had learned from dealing with her father that if you
weren’t the bully’s audience, you were the
competition, and you were bullied, and if you walked away from
the bully, you were a villain. The bully pretended that you were
the bully. She despised her father, but she felt sorry for Diana.
She was pathetic.



 James brought up from the basement a big white plastic tub with a
lid. He put the tub on the counter and walked away. Jess wanted
to ask what it was, but she avoided angering Diana with
questions.



 Diana noticed Jess looking and said, “It’s Montreal
smoked meat.”



 “Oh.”



 “James cures and smokes it himself. Now it needs to be
steamed.”



 That explained the loaves of rye bread Jess had stacked on the
counter. They were having smoked meat sandwiches for lunch.



 James returned with a big, unlabeled jar of pickles. He set it
beside the bread.



 “Can’t have smoked meat without a decent
pickle.”



 When the groceries were put away, no one seemed to want her to do
anything more, so Jess went to her room and locked her door.



 Through her door, she heard James manipulating pots and pans
followed by the sound of water from the tap filling a vessel.



 Out of curiosity, she opened the drawer on her night table.
Inside, she found an old yellowed paperback with a garish cover
paintings of a buxom woman.


——


Lunch was sandwiches of warm, soft, fatty cured and smoked beef
brisket on soft, light rye bread with dill pickles and potato
salad on the side. The food at The Retreat was good. Jess ate
better there than she had at home.



 After Kyle and Dave had cleared the plates, James unfolded the
game cloth. Each player took up its token and placed it on the
cloth where the token had been in the morning session.



 “You walk down the street, looking for clients,” said
James.



 “I’m not a prostitute,” Jess said.



 “In the game, you are,” Diana responded firmly.



 These people existed to humiliate other people. They were
bullies. Only dangerous, warped people picked up strangers and
took them home to play games with them. Was there really only
four of them? If they had recruited new people in the past, what
had happened to them? What was their plan for her?



 “No I’m not. I refuse to play this game. It’s
evil. You’re evil.”



 Dave smiled.



 “She’s afraid of revealing herself to us. She
doesn’t want us to know her past,” he said.



 “She’s resisting taking her medicine,” said
Kyle. “She doesn’t recognize what’s good for
her. She doesn’t understand that the game is
therapy.”



 “She doesn’t want to change,” said Dave.
“She’s afraid of change.”



 Diana smiled with satisfaction. What was she so happy for?



 Jess got up from the table.



 “I’m going to my room.”



 “The probationary resident must play the game or leave The
Retreat,” said Diana.



 “Let her go,” said James.



 Once inside her room, Jess locked her door.



36. NOW 


“Oh. I got a call,” said the cabbie.



 Without putting down his pizza, he started his engine, put the
car in gear, and pulled out of his parking spot. He drove west
toward downtown.



 “Thanks for the pizza,” Jess said too late for him to
hear.



 Jess ate the rest of her slice slowly. She wasn’t
particularly hungry, but she knew she should eat whenever she
could. She didn’t know how long she could make her money
last.



 After she had finished her pizza, she moved farther back into the
park where she could sit in shadows.



 She lay down flat on another bench.


——


Movement in her peripheral vision caught Jess’s attention.
James’s blue car had pulled up to the curb. Diana was with
him.



 “Can they see me?” Jess asked herself aloud.



 Neither occupant got out of the car. They peered into the dark
park.



 “They’re looking for me. Go away arseholes.
You’ll never walk on me again.”



 James pulled away from the curb.



37. THEN 


A knock sounded on her door.



 Jess sighed.



 “What?”



 “Can I come in?”



 It was Dave’s voice.



 “What for?”



 “To talk.”



 “You can’t brainwash me.”



 “I’m not trying to.”



 “Of course you are. That’s what this place is all
about.”



 “No. It’s not. We’re here to help you. Let me
in.”



 “No. Go away.”



 Jess heard a key slide into the lock. Her key fell out of the
lock and onto the floor. She looked up in fear.



 “Stop it.”



 Dave opened the door enough enable him to see into the room.



 “Let’s talk.”



 “Get out of my room. Why do you have a key?” Jess
said with indignation.



 “All the doors in the house have the same lock.”



 “Get out.”



 “We need to talk.”



 “I’m not talking to you. You don’t get to
invade my privacy.”



 “If you don’t understand the game, it won’t
help you, and you’ll have to go back to living on the
street. Is that what you want?”



 “Yes. It’s better than this brainwashing shit. Take
me back to London.”



 “You need some time to think about that. We had some other
girls, and it didn’t end well for them. Life on the street
is harsh.”



 “Get out.”



 Jess got up and pushed Dave out the door. She picked up her key
and locked the door.



38. NOW 


Jess dropped her trousers and squatted in a rear corner of the
park, near the stucco wall at the back.



 When she had finished peeing, she sat on a different bench, one
that was a little more illuminated by the streetlights across the
street.



 “What do I do now?” she asked herself.



 “Figure it out tomorrow,” she answered.
“That’s all you can do.”



 She wanted to go for a walk, but she did not want to be spotted
by James and Diana roaming in the blue car.



 “You should go to a donut shop, get a hot chocolate, and
sit there for a while.”



 “Where?”



 “There are shops on the other side of big park.”



 She got up and walked out of the park.



39. THEN 


In the morning, when the others had left the kitchen, Jess
decided that she needed a shower.



 She grabbed a towel from the linen closet and entered the
bathroom. The door had a sliding bolt lock. She engaged it.



 She used a bar of hand soap from the sink to wash her body and
her hair. The residents obviously kept their personal toiletries
in the bedrooms.



 She put on her old, slightly dirty clothes, which made her feel
the need to shower again. She should have asked about clothes
before she made Diana angry.


——


Later in the day, when the bustle in the kitchen resumed for the
preparation of dinner, Jess came out of her room.



 “What do I do for clothes?”



 No one acknowledged her presence. After a pause, Diana spoke.



 “You haven’t earned any perquisites yet,” she
said.



 Jess returned to her room. She read her lurid paperback.



 When she could no longer read, she stood and looked out her
window. It was a lovely day. She wanted to go for a walk, but she
was afraid that Dave would follow her and push himself on her.


——


A knock sounded on her door.



 “Dinner’s ready,” said Kyle.



 Whatever James and Diana had prepared, it smelled delicious.



 Jess braced herself and opened the door.



 Everyone sat, waiting for her. No one made eye-contact. Full
plates lay before each place including her own. The plates held
something that resembled a stir-fry, or perhaps it was a stew.
Whatever it was, it was drenched in a yellow sauce and
accompanied by rice.



 Jess took her seat.



 James cleared his throat.



 The others began to eat.



 Jess put a forkful of food in her mouth. She tasted juicy chicken
and root vegetables in a mildly spicy, bright yellow sauce. She
had never had this dish before. She enjoyed it.



 “After dinner, we’re playing a special session of the
game,” said James in a casual manner.



 “It’s your last chance,” said Diana.



 Jess could read his James’s annoyance in his face. Clearly,
Diana had been instructed to keep quiet.



 “What is this called?” Jess asked in an attempt to
change the subject.



 “It’s curry,” said Dave.



 “It’s good.”



 “As I was saying,” James said. “We’re
going to play a proper full session of the game after dinner.
Your performance will determine if you remain the probationary
resident or you return to London.”



 Jess remained silent.



40. NOW 


She carried her two shopping bags through the big park to the
intersection of Richmond Street and Central Avenue. Many eating
establishments lined the west side of Richmond. Should she go
north or south? She wanted a coffee shop not a restaurant. She
wanted a place where she could sit and linger without having to
order food.



 When the light turned green, she crossed the street and decided
to go north. The land sloped gently downhill in that direction.



 After a couple of blocks, she came to a coffee shop that was
open. She got a hot chocolate with marshmallows and sat by the
window. With the first taste, she relaxed.



 Her mind wandered.


——


James’s blue car stopped outside of the coffee shop. The
car was headed south up Richmond. Traffic was backed-up from the
next set of traffic lights. Jess saw Dave and Kyle in shadow in
the backseat. Could they see her behind the shop window? From the
outside it appeared to be smoked. Jess sat still. She moved only
her eyes while the car was visible.



 The whole Retreat had come for her. Were they just driving around
searching for her? How long would they do this? Would they come
back again in the daytime? Why couldn’t they just forget
about her?



 The traffic resumed moving. The blue car accelerated out of view.



 And why did Diana have a stick up her arse?



 “She’s afraid of me,” Jess said aloud.
“What is she afraid of?”



 If James had picked up other girls and taken them to The Retreat,
then the failure of those girls to fit in could have made Diana
dead set against picking up another. What did James really want?
He said he wanted to help people succeed in life? Was that true,
or did he have a hidden motive? Did he just like playing the part
of a leader, a guru? How had he and Diana met? Was she trapped at
The Retreat like Jess? Was Diana a former probationary resident?



41. THEN 


After Dave and Kyle cleared the table, Diana unfolded the game
cloth and put the markers on it. Jess tried to help with the
clearing, but Kyle pointed to her chair, and she sat down.



 “Jessica sits on a bench in the park where she sleeps. She
smells sour because she hasn’t changed clothes in a few
days, nor has she washed. Kyle pulls up in his car.”



 Jess sighed but said nothing.



 “She gets into his car because she needs cash.”



 Jess shook her head.



 Kyle spoke. “What’s your story anyway? Why are you on
the street turning tricks?”



 “Why are you buying sex from teenagers?” said Jess
with disgust. “What’s your story?”



 “I’ll tell you mine if you tell me yours.”



 “I ran away from my father. He’s a dick.”



 “Did he abuse you?”



 Jess shook her head.



 “He was a tyrant.”



 “How was he a tyrant?”



 “It’s none of your business.”



 “It must have been bad if you left home.”



 “I’m not going to have sex with you.”



 “I’ll pay you anyway if you tell me your
story.”



 “Why do you care?”



 “I can help you.”



 “You just want to find a way to use me for sex without
paying for it. You want to turn me into your girlfriend. Are you
married?”



 James answered for Kyle, “Yes. I definitely don’t
want a girlfriend.”



 Dave smiled.



42. NOW 


Jess drank down the dregs of her hot chocolate. She used the
shop’s toilet and walked back to her little park.



 In the dark, in the big park, she accidentally stepped on human
excrement. The odor was unmistakable and not that of dog dirt.
She resolved to stick to the paved and well-lit paths. She
scraped her shoes on the paviors. Then she wiped her soles on the
grass.



 Her spirits sank when she returned to her hideaway. It had been
nice to sit with a hot drink in the ordinary, comfortable world
and forget about her predicament. She sat on a bench in deep
shade. She could smell the traces of fecal matter on her shoes.



 She stood and dragged her feet along the pathway. It was strewn
with fine gravel. It helped.



43. THEN 


“Does your wife know that you do this?”



 “I think so. I don’t tell her.”



 “Don’t you think it’s sad?”



 “I’m not sad. Are you?”



 “Definitely.”



 “What are you sad about?”



 “Everything.”



 “Such as?”



 “I’m sad that the world is full of arseholes.
I’m sad that the world is full jerks like you who want to
exploit helpless people like me.”



 “Ouch. Are you sure you’re helpless? I think
you’re helpless by choice.”



 “You’re on your way,” said James.



 He reached toward the game cloth and moved Kyle’s blue
button to a different square.



 Swallow your pride and play along, Jess told herself. See where
this goes. Free room and board are nice.



 Jess wondered what to say.



 “Why don’t we go for a ride and talk some
more?” said Kyle.



 “Why don’t you stay away from me? I’m not a
prostitute.”



 “Yes you are,” Diana said haughtily. “And he is
your client. You need his money. You get in the car, or you leave
The Retreat.”



 Jess was amused and alarmed by Diana’s mixing of actions in
the imaginary and the real worlds. Jess imagined herself getting
into creepy Kyle’s car in the imaginary world and felt
slightly nauseated in the real world. The curry rested heavily in
her stomach.



 James spoke. “You get in the car, and Kyle drives
away.”



44. NOW 


The blue car pulled up to the curb. If James and Diana
hadn’t seen Jess the last time that they had been there,
then they wouldn’t see her now. Had they settled in to wait
for her? If so, they would eventually give up and leave. Jess
considered rolling off the bench and onto the grass behind to be
better concealed from view, but she decided to do this only if
James got out of the car. Her soiled footwear argued against a
acting on a gut reaction.



 She saw shadows move that could only be those of arms moving
hands to and from mouths. James and Diana ate something. Fries?
Chicken nuggs? Onion rings? Chips? Chocolate-covered almonds?
Licorice all-sorts? Cashews? Peanuts? Pretzels? Cheesies? Cheddar
popcorn?



 Jess’s stomach rumbled. The sugar in the hot chocolate had
stimulated her appetite. She could afford to buy a muffin. Why
had she denied herself? No, she told herself. Better to be
frugal. The hot chocolate had been an extravagance.



 James pulled away from the curb. Cones of light from another
car’s headlights illuminated the cabin of the blue car. The
back seat was empty. Where were Dave and Kyle?



 Jess lay flat on the bench closed her eyes.


——


A horn woke her.



 “I’m calling it a night. Why don’t you come
along and sleep on my couch?”



 It took Jess a moment to emerge from the fog of sleep and realize
that the cabbie had returned. The bench under her body felt
harder than it had theretofore felt.



 She got up, picked up her two shopping bags of clothes, and
walked to the taxi.



 “Wise move. Let’s hit a twenty-four hour supermarket
and get some real food. My name is Allen by the way.”



 After Jess got into the passenger seat, the cabbie pressed a
touchscreen on his console, and To Sir
With Love by Lulu began to play.



 “If you want, you can be my day driver to make some cash.
You can come out with me tomorrow night and learn the ropes.
I’m a night owl.”



 Jess didn’t answer.



 James’s blue car passed the taxi. James drove in the
opposite direction.



 Allen directed his gaze to the center rearview mirror.



 “What’s this guy doing?”



 Jess looked over her shoulder. James performed a u-turn.



 “Do you know this guy?”



 Jess nodded. She faced forward.



45. THEN 


“Where are you taking me?”



 “We’re just going for a drive so we can talk.”



 “Bullshit. You’re a rapist.”



 “No. I’m not.”



 Jess expected James or Diana to speak at this point, but neither
did.



 “I’m not talking to you. My life is none of your
business.”



 “Let’s go to the Merla Mae for ice cream.”



 James pushed Kyle’s blue button to another section of the
game cloth.



 “Hi. Can I take your order?” said Dave.



 “We’ll have two large chocolate cones with chocolate
dip,” said Kyle.



 This is so weird, thought Jess. These people are so weird.
They’re trying to put me at ease with imaginary ice cream.



 “Ice cream is nice, but achievement is nicer. What do you
hope to achieve in life, Jessica?”



 “I haven’t decided.”



 “Why not? Because the world says you can’t do what
you want to do because you don’t have the talent?”



 “I don’t know what my talents are.”



 “That’s because you haven’t bothered to find
out,” said Dave.



 “The science is in,” said Kyle. “There’s
no such thing as talent. You just have to put in your
ten-thousand hours of practice.”



 Dave interjected. “The science tells us that nobody’s
born with abilities. It does not tell us that it’s just a
matter of industry. Talent is real, but it’s a
meta-ability, an aptitude, an affinity. You have to convert your
affinity into ability by climbing the ten-thousand hour long
learning curve. If you don’t have an affinity, you
can’t achieve flow, and you drift away.”



 James cleared his throat.



 Diana sighed imperiously.



 “I can take you to a place where you can find out what your
talents are,” Kyle said to Jess.



 “Aren’t we there already?”



 “Not in the game you’re not!” exclaimed Diana.



 “Do you like the ice cream?” asked Kyle.



 “Yeah. Imaginary ice cream’s great.”



 “Don’t be sarcastic,” Diana intoned.



 “OK. Take me to your magic place.”



 Diana sighed.



 That stick up her arse must really hurt.



46. NOW 


Allen the cabbie looked in the rearview mirror.



 “Is this guy your boyfriend? The one you ran away from home
for?”



 Jess shook her head emphatically.



 “Is he bad news?”



 Jess nodded emphatically.



 “Suddenly you’re silent. What did he do to
you?”



 “Nothing. I mean he took me in, but he tried to
indoctrinate me into his cult.”



 “Cult? Hmm. He’s following us, so he thinks
you’re my fare. He’s going to follow us to your
destination.”



 “I don’t think he’ll try to kidnap me.
He’ll just try to convince me to come back. He thinks
he’s good at sweet-talking people. He knows I have nowhere
to go. He thinks I’ll cave like I did the first
time.”



 “Does this guy know that you’re a missing person?
We’re coming up to the Police Station. I’ll pull in
there, and he’ll skedaddle for sure.”



 “Please don’t turn me in. I can’t go
home.”



 “You’re an adult. They can’t make you go home.
You’re only wanted because you’re a missing person.
If you want to stay missing, they’ll let you do
that.”



 “Are you going to turn me in?”



 “Only if I have to to protect you from this guy.”



 “Don’t. I can take care of myself.”



 “Clearly. That’s why you’re in this situation,
because you can take care of yourself. Believe me, no one can
take care of themselves when it comes to creeps. You need help.
Oftentimes, a creep simply requires a little physical
discouragement to change his ways.”



 “James is a wimp. You don’t need to get physical with
him.”



 “We’ll see about that.”



 To Sir With Love ended.
Jennifer Eccles by The Hollies began to play.



 “Where are we going?”



 “Supermarket after we pull into the police parking
lot.”



 Allen turned into the parking lot. James followed. Allen pulled
into a parking spot and jumped out of the cab. He jogged up to
James’s open window.



 “Hey! Are you James?”



 “Yes indeed. That’s my name.”



 Allen grabbed James’s collar.



 “Leave her alone. Now and forever. Got it?”



 James looked disconcerted.



 “I don’t see how my affairs with Jessica are any of
your business, cab driver.”



 “She told me she ran away from you because you’re bad
news. That’s all I need to know. Now bugger off, or
I’ll drag you inside the station.”



 “Do what he says,” said Diana from the passenger
seat. “She’s not worth the trouble.”



 Allen let go of James’s collar. James backed out of the
parking lot. Allen stood with his arms akimbo until the little
blue car was out of sight. He got back in the cab.



 “I don’t think you’ll have to worry about him
any more,” he told Jess. “He knows there are
consequences for his actions now.”



 “Thank you.”



 “Don’t mention it.”



 “Where is this cult?”



 “St. Marys.”



47. THEN 


James welcomed Jess into the imaginary retreat.



 “Welcome to The Retreat,” he said. “I’m
James.”



 A sense of unease came over Jess. She forced herself to reply.



 “Hello. I’m Jess.”



 Diana scowled.



 “I’m Dave,” said Dave.



 What’s wrong with these people?



 “Will you promise to live here for a year to find your
purpose in life?” asked Kyle.



 She remained silent.



 Three faces stared back at her, waiting.



 “OK,” she replied.



 They weren’t going to accept, “No.” She would
be back in London that night if she said, “No.” She
wasn’t yet ready to surrender free room and board.



 “I’ll do it.”



 “Lovely,” said James.



 Diana sighed and smiled a slight smile of contempt.



 James moved Jess’s turquoise button to another section of
the game cloth.



 Dave, Kyle, and James smiled broadly.



 “I don’t believe her,” Diana said.



 “Give her the clothes and toiletries,” James told
Diana firmly. “We’re done for now. I’m going
into town on business.”



 Jess wondered what that business could be.



 Laundry waited for Jess to launder it. Floors and carpets waited
for Jess to vacuum them. She went to work.


——


While vacuuming the upstairs bedrooms, Jess had noticed that Dave
and Kyle’s possessions were in the same room. Were they a
couple? They must be because there was only one bed in the room,
and the third bedroom was empty. It didn’t matter to Jess.
She was just curious about the empty room. Would that be her room
when she was no longer the probationary resident? Would she get
furniture? Or was that tied to her performance in the game?



48. NOW 


Before they walked inside the supermarket, Jess did a three-sixty
to take in her surroundings. She looked for James’s blue
car. She did not see it. They appeared to have successfully
shaken The Retreat off her tail.



 Allen led Jess around the store. He gathered the ingredients for
salad. He put eggs, sausage, and potatoes into his cart. He
selected three partial loaves of heavy German-style rye bread
from the bread racks.



 “Lo mein.”



 “What?”



 “I’ve just decided that we’re having lo mein
tomorrow. We need broccoli, mushrooms, a white onion, green
onions, garlic, and a ratty old simmering steak.”



 “Sounds good.”



 “And noodles of course.”



 “Of course.”



 “Diet and exercise are the top factors in health and
longevity, but creeps and losers can kill you just as quickly or
slowly as cancer can.”



 “Thanks, Dad. I’ll keep that in mind.”


——


They strolled a dry goods aisle.



 “I remember when canned soup had flavor. Now it has none.
In the name of efficiency, the manufacturers have diluted their
products to the point where they are not worth buying at any
price. The same is true for process cheese. I like proper cheese.
I like it with crackers, charcuterie, olives, or crudités, but I
used to like process cheese as well. I liked it on a burger, a
grilled cheese, or a fried egger. Now, process cheese has no
flavor. What I want to know is who still buys this stuff? Why
haven’t these brands failed? Why hasn’t a competitor
come along and disrupted these markets? They’re ripe for
the taking.”



 “I have no idea,” answered Jess.



 “When you’ve figured it out, let me know.”



 Jess smiled.



 “OK.”



 “I need toilet paper. Men have walked on the moon, but we
still wipe ourselves with dead trees. It’s unacceptable. We
need a modern, digital appliance to clean our posteriors.”


——


Allen drove them home.



 “Tell me more about this James who is not your
boyfriend.”



 “There’s nothing to tell.”



 “Why is he chasing you?”



 “I don’t know what his problem is.”



 “All right. Keep your secrets, but if you’re going to
stay at my place, you have to promise not to contact him.
I’m not getting involved in your problems.”



 “I don’t even know how to contact him,” Jess
said impatiently. “I don’t want anything to do with
him or The Retreat.”



 “What did he do to you?”



 “Nothing nasty if that’s what you mean.”



 “He must have done something to you for you to run
away.”



 “Just head games.”



 “What is this place? A commune? Are they a bunch of
hippies? Are you a hippy-dippy girl?”



 “No.”



 “I meant it when I said you can’t contact James. My
house is not a halfway house for yo-yo women in co-dependencies
with jerks.”



 “I’m not like that.”



 “That remains to be seen, hippy-dippy girl.”



49. THEN 


At the next session of the game, Diana confronted Jess.



 “Do you understand the nature of the gift we’re
offering you?” said Diana. “Clearly, you don’t.
We’re giving you the opportunity to pull yourself up by
your bootstraps and become a successful human being. If you
don’t want that, don’t waste our time. We can put you
back on the street today if you like.”



 “Choose something,” said Dave. “Anything.
It’s just a place to start.”



 “No. Don’t just choose anything,” said Kyle.
“It has to be the right thing. You need to choose what you
want to do no matter how silly or unlikely it is. No one will
mock you for it.”



 “Diana might,” said Dave.



 “No,” Diana said forcefully drawing out the single
syllable. “I won’t.”



 Of course you will, thought Jess.



 “Choose anything,” said Dave. “If that
doesn’t work, you can choose something else. You can keep
trying until you find your thing. You don’t have to get it
right the first time.”



 “I want to go back to London. I think you guys are creepy
AF. Thanks for the food and all, but I don’t belong
here.”



 “Now you want to run away? How will that help you?”
said Kyle.



 “Yeah. That’s a cop-out,” said Dave. “You
cave under the slightest pressure.”



 “Go to your room,” commanded Diana, “and think
some more.”



 Anger rose within Jess. She opened her mouth to lash out at Diana
but thought better of it.



 Jess stood and retreated to her room. She locked the door.



 “I don’t want to do anything.”



 Just make up something to satisfy them.



50. NOW 


Allen lived in a small, square, nineteenth century, yellow-brick
cottage. It stood on a short and narrow side street that lacked
sidewalks. The house had only three rooms. The largest did double
duty as a kitchen at the rear of the house and a living room at
the front of the house. A small bedroom and a tiny bathroom with
a shower stall, a toilet, and a sink occupied the remainder of
the floor plan.



 “It’s not much, but it’s all I want. It’s
a lovely thing to own a place of your own.”



 Allen put his groceries in the refrigerator in their bags. He did
not unpack anything.



 “I’m going right to bed. I’ll get you some
linen and a pillow for the couch. If you watch TV, keep the sound
down low.”



 He entered his room and returned with a pillow, two sheets, and a
grey wool blanket for Jess.


——


In the morning, she showered and changed into clean clothes.



 while she showered, Allen made a breakfast of scrambled eggs,
sausages, home fries, and rye toast.



 After they had eaten, and without being asked, Jess loaded his
dishwasher with their plates and the skillet he had used.



 He read the news on a tablet computer.



 “It took me several years to figure out that the silverware
went into its basket blades up.”



 “Oh?” said Jess.



 “I put everything in blades down, and occasionally, the
points of knives would hit the rotating sprayer and get knocked
out of the basket or break the basket. After a number of years, I
ended up with a basket in which only the two outside compartments
were usable. I swore at the designer of the basket every day. One
day, I watched a stand-up comedian on YouTube talk about his wife
scolding him for putting the silverware in the dishwasher
blade-down, and instantly, I was enlightened. So I didn’t
figure it out at all, really. I had to be informed.”



 “That’s funny.”



 “It never occurred to me. Just like dipping sauces.”



51. THEN 


James addressed Jess.



 “There’s one final matter to be determined. To stay
at The Retreat, you must pair up with someone. You must find a
mate. This is a couples retreat.”



 Jess snorted with contempt.



 “Where would I find a mate even if I wanted one
when I’m stuck here in prison?”



 Diana sighed. Jess waited for the lecture, but it didn’t
come.



 “You’re not going to choose a boyfriend for me if
that’s what you’re thinking.”



 “If you won’t, we will,” Diana said.



 “No,” said James. “You’re going to choose
your mate and replacement. You’re going to choose the next
probationary resident.”



 Jess decided to leave The Retreat that night as soon as it was
dark.



52. NOW 


Allen sat before his computer in his room all morning.



 For lunch, he made lo mein with wide rice noodles, broccoli,
mushrooms, onions, garlic, and sliced beef. Jess was happy to
have others continue to cook for her. She only knew how to make
sandwiches and salads.



 After lunch, Allen took Jess with him on his shift. He stopped at
a service station, filled the gas tank, and began to take fares.
He showed her how to operate the computer meter and dispatch
system, how to operate the wireless payment system, and how to
operate the GPS map display.



 After an hour, he switched seats with Jess. She drove and took
fares.



 After half and hour, he said, “Everything you make tonight
is yours. Work for as long or as little as you want. Drop me off
home.”



 Jess felt empowered and happy. She had a source of income and a
place to stay. She had been incredibly lucky. She hadn’t
had to spend a single night outdoors. She hadn’t had to go
hungry.



 Allen opened the glove compartment.



 “This is a flip phone I keep in the car. Call me if you
have any problems. My number is in the phone’s phonebook.
Do you think you know how to get home?”



 “The GPS will tell me.”



 “Only if you know the address. There’s a box coins
and bills in the glove compartment if any fare wants to pay cash
and you have to make change. Dinner will be waiting for you in
the fridge when you decide to quit. I’ll probably be in
bed. Don’t disturb me.”



 “OK. Why are you doing all this for me?”



 “Because it’s the right thing to do. Don’t make
me regret it.”



 “I won’t.”



 “Aren’t you afraid I’ll steal your car?”



 “What would you do with it? Run away somewhere else? A cab
is highly visible. My cab number’s on the front fenders. If
I reported my cab missing, how long would it take before the
police spotted and arrested you? A day? What would you do in that
time? Live in the cab?”



 “I was just being hypothetical.”



 “Don’t. I don’t give out second chances.”


——


Jess took fares to and fro across the city. She felt confident
and competent.


——


When the gap between fares grew long, she decided to quit. She
had to use the GPS to find the little side street where he lived.



 No one had paid cash, so she hadn’t had to make change.



 When she got to the cottage, the door was unlocked. She found her
dinner in a covered bowl in the fridge. Allen had made a pilaf of
curried basmati rice, pork tenderloin, onions, peas, mushrooms,
and bean sprouts. She put the bowl into the microwave.



53. THEN 


Jess’s father stomped into the living room. He was drunk
and wore a serious face.



 “What are you going to do with your life, girl?
You’re an adult now, and it’s time to move out of my
house. You’ve been freeloading long enough. Can’t you
take a hint? We don’t want you around here anymore eating
our food and watching our TV. The very least you could do is
clean your room. It’s a fucking mess.”



 Jess got up from the couch and went to her room. It was a mess.
That was true. She heard her father sit down in his chair and
change the channel to one of the cable sport channels. He turned
up the volume until the sound was unpleasantly loud.



 After sitting for a minute, she rose and tip-toed to the kitchen.
She put on her shoes and carefully stepped out the kitchen door
for the last time.



2. ALLEN AND JESSICA 


1. ALLEN 


Allen sat opposite Jess at the kitchen table. He ate corn flakes
with milk and maple syrup. She ate scrambled eggs with rye toast.
Jess scanned the wanted ads on Allen’s iPad. She looked for
a renter or renters who needed a roommate.



 “So where should I look for an apartment?”



 “Someplace near a grocery store and a gas station.”



 “OK. That’s not that helpful.”



 “It’s all I got. Don’t be in a hurry. Find the
right place. Above all, find the right people.”


——


In the afternoon, Allen drove Jess around the city to look at
apartments. He accompanied her because he didn’t believe
that she was capable of detecting bad landlords and bad roommates
herself. He didn’t tell her that.



 After they had examined four places, they headed back home.



 “I want to look at some more places tomorrow.”



 “Didn’t see anything you liked?”



 “You said don’t be in a hurry. I want to see more
places before I decide.”



 “You are correct. I did say that.”



 Allen pressed a finger against his console. Lonely
Teardrops by Jackie Wilson began to play.


——


You Really Got A
Hold On Me by The Miracles played.


——


Leader of the Pack by The
Shangri-Las played.


——


Be My Baby by The Ronettes played.


——


Please Mister Postman by The
Marvelettes played.


——


Bye Bye Baby by The Four Seasons
played.


——


Take Good Care of My
Baby by Bobby Vee played.


——


Don’t Worry Baby by The Beach
Boys played.


——


They passed through the downtown.



2. JESSICA 


When she got home, Jess needed a nap.



 Allen went to work while she slept.


——


A knock sounded on the door.



 Jess awoke, alarmed.



 Muffled chatter sounded on the front porch. She recognized
Dave’s and Kyle’s voices.



 The doorbell chimed. Jess had never heard it before. No one had
come to the house while she had lived in it.



 She hadn’t drawn the curtains. If she got up and did so,
she would alert The Retreat to her presence. If she left the
curtains open, The Retreat would no doubt put its eyes close to
the window and spot her.



 She stood and quickly drew the curtains.



 The doorbell chimed again.



 She walked into the kitchen. The kitchen window was bare. What if
they came around to the back? What would they do if they saw her?
What would she do?



 She entered the bathroom and closed the door. The bathroom window
was frosted. She put the toilet lid down and sat on it.



 “We know you’re in there, Jess!” Dave shouted.
“Come out and talk to us! You don’t need to be
afraid! We want you to consider the life we have to offer
compared to the one that you’re living here!”



 Were only Dave and Kyle outside? Had they been left in London to
search for her? Was that why they weren’t in the car when
James had followed Allen’s cab?



 After a few minutes of silence, Jess heard Dave and Kyle talking
at the kitchen door. She couldn’t call the police because
Allen didn’t have a land line. Did they know that?



 Can you email the police?



 “Can you pick the lock?” Dave’s muffled voice
queried.



 “I think so,” answered Kyle. “It’s
old.”



 Jess crept out of the bathroom and into the kitchen. She ducked
past the sink and the window above it to reach the stove. She
grabbed Allen’s fourteen-inch skillet from the big burner.
If she waited until the men were inside, she could hit them on
the backs of their heads. If the movies were correct, the pair
would drop unconscious to the linoleum.



 Then what?



 She would email the police. She would have no choice.



 If I had a phone, I could capture their breaking and entering on
video.



 The rear door stood in the far left corner of the kitchen. Jess
sat on the floor behind the door. She put down the skillet and
placed her feet on the wall. She braced her back against the
lower kitchen cabinets. She would use her body to block the door
from opening.



 Metallic scraping and scratching sounded in the lock.



 Jess rolled away. She grabbed the heavy stainless steel skillet
from the yellow linoleum. She rolled onto her knees and jumped to
her feet.



 The door opened. Dave and Kyle stood outside.



 Dave smiled.



 “Relax,” he said. “We’re not going to
hurt you.”



 “This is for your own good,” said Kyle.



 Jess raised the skillet and backed away.



3. ALLEN 


Allen took fares until the calls grew sparse.



 He returned to his house in the middle of the night. He did not
turn on a light until he was in his bedroom with the door closed.


——


In the morning, Jess was not there. Her bedclothes were neatly
folded on the floor beside the sofa. He assumed that she had
started work early.



 When he entered the kitchen, he noticed a piece of paper on
counter.



 On consideration, I have decided to go back to The Retreat. I
think I was just afraid of growth. Change is hard and scary.



 Thanks for everything.



 Jessica.



 Allen did not want Jess back. He had been serious when he had
said that he did not give out second chances. He had taken a risk
and done something good at the prompting of his conscience. She
had made the decision to go back to her old life. He was fine
with that. He was relieved that she hadn’t stolen anything
from him.



 Where was this place anyway? She said St. Marys. Did it have a
website?



 A search for The Retreat revealed the answer to
be, no.



 That was stupid.



 Allen searched for The Retreat St.
Marys. The first result was for St.
Marys Writers’ Retreat.



 “Is that it?”



4. JESSICA 


Jess could move her head.



 The sound of her breathing indicated that she was in a confined
space. She smelled earth. Was this a basement or a hole in the
ground? Was this to be her grave? Was she underneath The Retreat?
Did any light creep in here? Would her eyes adjust over time and
let her see something other than pitch black darkness? Or was she
being deliberately blinded so that when she was brought into
daylight she would be easier to handle?



 She could move her limbs. She felt the surface on which she lay.
It was a bed.



 She felt for an edge. She wanted to sit up. She found an edge on
her left and inched herself in that direction.



 She swung her legs down, pushed herself up to the sitting
position, and grew light-headed. She breathed in a deep breath
and slowly let it out.



 Her father’s voice spoke in her mind.



 “You’re soft. The world will chew you up and spit you
out.”



 Her head began to throb with a headache.



 She reached up with both hands and found boards ten centimeters
over her head.



 Jess’s headache prevented her from getting too angry. She
lay down on the bed. She would feel her way around this place
once her head cleared. She would assess her physical
circumstances. Until then, she would bide her time. She was
dehydrated, and she needed to pee. Where was she supposed to
relieve herself? Did they think to leave her a bucket?



 Bastards. They want to break me. This is my punishment for
running away.



 She rolled off the bed onto her knees. She reached around. The
floor was smooth but uneven. The wall was rough brick. Enough
space bordered the bed for her to crawl around it. She determined
that the floor was overlapped sheets of corrugated cardboard.



 She reached under the bed. Her fingers touched plastic. She
pulled out a plastic bottle. By its shape, she knew that it was a
water bottle and not a pop bottle. By its weight, she knew that
it was full.



 “Do I drink it and pee in the bottle? Will there be enough
space when I have to pee again?”



 She unscrewed the top and swallowed a couple of mouthfuls. Then
she dumped the rest of the water on the cardboard.



 Jess lowered her trousers, applied the bottle to her crotch, and
relieved herself. The steady hum of the stream impacting the
plastic sounded louder than she had expected.



 She breathed a sigh of relief.



 “Got it first try,” she whispered. “You watch.
They’ll open the trap door now that I’m exposed.
Bastards. Cannibals. Losers.”



 She hitched up her trousers and lay down on the bed.



 She drifted into sleep.



5. ALLEN 


After taking fares all night, Allen visited the twenty-four hour
supermarket in the early morning.



 He talked to himself.



 “Twenty years ago, five-hundred grams of a turkey cold cut
cost eleven bucks. Today, you’re looking at twenty-three.
For thirteen bucks I can buy a whole, fresh, six-hundred gram
turkey breast. Goodbye turkey cold cut. You join canned soup and
process cheese on my shit list.”



6. JESSICA 


“Are you a star-gazer?” said a muffled voice.



 The roof over Jess’s head slid back. Fresh air entered the
chamber. She was exposed to the starry sky. No human was visible
that she could connect to the voice that had asked the question.



 “What’s the point of aiming lower?” the voice
asked.



 It was James’s.



 “Star-gazers can’t finish what they start because
they set the bar too high. The star-gazer is afraid of being
judged and found wanting. The star-gazer is desperate to make the
world love it and can’t afford to lower the bar to a point
where it could be judged.



 “Because they don’t finish what they start, the
don’t develop. Because the don’t finish what they
start, they derive insufficient pleasure from the process to
continue. Star-gazers bore and frustrate themselves into giving
up. Without ever deciding to quit, they drift away.”



 A pause followed. Judging by the sound of his voice, James was a
few paces behind the hole.



 “Star-gazers defeat themselves without realizing it. Do you
know what the only way forward is?”



 Another pause.



 “To lower the bar until you can jump it. To swallow your
pride, lower your standards, and scale back your ambition until
you can finish what you start. Every time you struggle with a
problem and you walk away, whether you solve the problem or not,
you trigger a consolidation of ability, but if you only make
beginnings, you only get good at making beginnings. When you
learn to do something, quantity is more important than quality.
The learning curve is parabolic. Quality happens at the end of
the curve, ten-thousand hours down the line. Relentless
repetition takes you there.”



 Pause.



 “The stars are forever out of reach.”



 A submarine sandwich in plastic wrap landed on Jess’s legs.
She jumped in surprise. Despite her confinement, the sight of
food made her happy.



 “There’s water and a bucket under the bed.”



 “You’re just a bully.”



 “No. I’m a drill sergeant. I’m making you
stronger. You’ll thank me in the end.”



 The roof slid back over the hole. Darkness replaced the deep blue
sky and its bright white stars.



 And to think that all this started when I summoned up the courage
to leave the house, walk to the highway, and stick out my thumb.



 Jess tried to move the roof over her head but could not.



 She rolled off the bed and found the bucket and four more water
bottles. The bucket had a snap-on lid. What had it once held? She
put her nose inside and smelled only plastic. She resolved not to
use the bucket. Would they empty it for her? Yuck.



 “How do I wipe, cannibals? Or does it matter? You’ll
hose me down before you cook me anyway.”



 She reached around under the bed. She found a cardboard box and
pulled on it. It moved easily. She felt inside the box. She found
a toilet roll and what she was suspected was a woolly sock. In
the dark, she couldn’t be sure.



 “Jess, you have to stop making jokes. This is really
happening. You have to get out of here. You don’t know
where you are. Nobody else knows where you are. There’s
nobody coming to rescue you. You have to escape. You can’t
wait and see what happens. You have to find a way out of
here.”



7. ALLEN 


The St. Marys Writers’ Retreat did not have a website, nor
could Allen find an email address, but he did find a street
address, but it was nothing more than a postal code and a
numbered rural road. He decided to find this place.



8. JESSICA 


The sandwich was delicious. Fatty cold cuts mingled with crisp
lettuce and condiments in Jess’s mouth. James made a good
sandwich. The bread was better than the buns you got at sub
shops. The crust was crispy. The crumb was slightly chewy. Had
James baked the roll?



 I wouldn’t put it past him.



 If I didn’t have a job, I might give in, do a little
housework, play their stupid game, and play the waiting game.
Figure out my future. That might just turn permanent, but it
doesn’t matter now. I have a job and a place to live. I
have a future.



 They aren’t going to let me go. You can’t kidnap
someone and let them go if they know who you are. They will go to
the police and turn you in. That means they’re going to
kill me. You can’t think that that’s unlikely. If
they crossed the line to kidnap you, they will cross the line to
kill you. You’re a street person. No one’s looking
for you. No one will miss you. So be ready to make your escape.



 Would Allen look for her? Would he call the police? Yes, he
would. He wanted to before.


——


The roof slid open again. The starry sky reappeared.



 Jess sat up.



 What time was it?



 “We are Beau Belliveau,” said Dave’s voice from
behind. “Have you heard of him?”



 “No.”



 “That’s disappointing. You’re not a fantasy
reader?”



 “No.”



 “Are you a reader at all?”



 “I don’t like made up stories if that’s what
you mean.”



 “Why not?”



 “Because they’re not real.”



 “Together we write the novels of Beau Belliveau, and
they’re real.”



 “All of you?”



 “All of us. We can’t do it alone. None of us have the
talent for novels. They’re too long, so we collaborate. We
each write about twenty-five thousand words of every book.
Personally, I want to read and write short stories, but you
can’t make a living writing anything except novels, and
even that’s not guaranteed, so we collaborate. Turns out,
together we form a great writer or at least a popular writer.
Alone, we do not. Kyle does the book tours. He pretends to be
Beau Belliveau because he’s the best looking of us.
We’re like a prefab pop star.”



 “Why did you make me the probationary resident? I’m
not a writer.”



 “For an experiment we’re doing. It’s not going
well. The subject is uncooperative. She ran away.”



 “Experiment? Your stupid game you mean. I know you’re
going to kill me. If you let me go, you know I’d go to the
police.”



 “You’re paranoid.”



 “You kidnapped me. That means that you’re a
psycho. You’re all psychos except maybe
Diana. She has human emotions.”



 Dave chuckled.



 “She’s the biggest psycho of all.”



 “No. She’s just weak and lost, I can tell. She needs
to get away from you people. She’s in a
codependency.”



 “That’s a big word. Are you sure you’re not a
writer?”



 “Did you kidnap her? Maybe she has Stockholm Syndrome. Lots
of women do, like my mother. I don’t.”



 Jess stood up on the bed.



 Her head and shoulders rose above a square hole inside a
fenced-in churchyard. The wooden platform that had been her roof
lay on the grass behind the hole. A small, old, yellow-brick
country church sat behind the hole. Ancient worn tombstones stood
up straight all around. The scene was painted in tones of moonlit
grey.



 This is my grave. Where is he?



 “Where are you?”



 “Here.”



 The voice came from the church but from somewhere in shadow.



 “Now I see why Diana is so scared. Did you do this to
her?”



 “I didn’t do anything to her. Diana was in The
Retreat before I was.”



 “Were you the probationary resident at one time?”



 “No. That’s a new position.”



 “What’s the purpose of all this? Why am I
here?”



 “To encourage you to choose life instead of death.”



 “I don’t need any encouragement on that
matter.”



 “It’s not up to me. This is James’s
experiment.”



 “Where is he? Where are we?”



 “He’s at The Retreat. We’re in
Thistledown.”



 “Where’s that?”



 “Here. Used to be a hamlet. The people left decades ago.
All the buildings were knocked down except the church. This place
isn’t even on the map anymore.”



 “What am I supposed to do here?”



 “Nothing. Think. Ponder your future.”



 “This is stupid.”



 Jess sat down on the bed.



 “There’s nothing to think about.”



 “Change buckets.”



 “What?”



 “There’s a fresh bucket by the platform. Switch your
bucket with it.”



 Jess stood up again.



 Indeed, there was a bucket in the shadows close to the platform.
She extended her arms across the grass and inched the bucket
toward her with her fingers until she could grab it with both
hands. She put her urine-filled water bottle into the old bucket
and slid it as far as she could toward the platform. At the end
of this exchange, her shirt was covered with dirt from the edge
of the hole.



 She brushed herself off and sat down.



 The platform slid overhead. The stars disappeared. Pitch black
returned.



9. ALLEN 


Allen drove to St. Marys.



 In forty minutes, he had found the yellow brick farmhouse that
was the home of The St. Marys Writers’ Retreat. The mailbox
at the road had stick-on lettering spelling STWR.



 “What now?” he asked himself. “Nothing, I
guess. Curiosity satisfied.”



 He drove off.



 Allen rolled down all four windows of his cab to let the wind
blow inside the car. He put on his sunglasses.



 “Must enjoy summer while it’s here. Must sit outside
and barbecue. Steak is called for. Potato salad is called
for.”



 Allen started his Beatles playlist. The harmonica of
Love Me Do, began to play.



10. JESSICA 


The roof slid back.



 It was still night but the sky had lightened.



 “What do you want to do with your life?” asked Diana.



 “I want to watch Coronation Street and play video games.
Everything else is boring.”



 Jess played with Diana. Jess didn’t watch Coronation
Street. Her mother did. Jess didn’t play video games. All
the guys that she knew back home did.



 “You’re a lost cause.”



 “You sound like my father.”



 “Is that why he kicked you out of the house?”



 “He didn’t kick me out. I left.”



 “Is that so? What do you want to do with your life?”



 “Why do I have to want to do anything? It’s hard
enough just to stay alive.”



 “Fill her in.”



 A wave of dirt washed over the edge of the hole onto the bed and
Jess. She turned her head and brought up an arm to protect her
face.



 Another wave crashed down.



 “What do you want to do with your life?”



 “Play video games and eat pizza all day!”



 Dirt came down in a steady stream. Dust entered her mouth and
nostrils. She coughed.



 How are they doing this? Have they got some kind of machine up
there?



 Jess crawled off the bed and under it.



 “Self-actualize or die!”



 That was Kyle. Were they all up there? Was this for real?
I’m not giving in.



 The dirt stopped raining down.



 “What do you want to do with your life?”



 That was James.



 “Last chance!”



 That was Diana.



 “She means it!”



 That was Dave.



 “We all mean it!”



 That was Kyle.



 “I want you to go fuck yourselves!”



 That was me.



 “If your ambition is to drive a cab all your life and then
die, you will drive a cab all your life and die!”



 That was James.



 A deluge of dirt raced down. The sides of the hole filled with
earth that spilled into the space into which Jess had crawled.
The dirt blocked out sound. She heard herself breathe.



 “Why make me a sandwich if you’re just going to kill
me?”



 Her insides churned. She needed to use the bucket.



 “Oh please. The bastard wants to humiliate me as I die.
Wow. That’s passive-aggressive. Well, they’re killing
me, so that’s aggressive passive-aggressive. How long does
it take to suffocate? Oh, stop talking to yourself, and
don’t shit your pants.”



 Jess passed out.



11. ALLEN 


When he entered the city, Allen stopped at the first supermarket
he came to. He purchased a couple of rib steaks, celery,
mayonnaise, and a bag of potatoes.



 When he got home, he started the charcoal burning and the
potatoes boiling.



 Twenty-five minutes later, when the potatoes were fork-tender, he
cut them into chunks and tossed them with celery slices, olive
oil, mayo, mustard, honey, cider vinegar, salt, and pepper. He
sprinkled the top of the salad with paprika and put the bowl into
the fridge.



 An hour later, when the charcoal had burned down to white coals,
he put a steak on the grill.



 He flipped it twice. When the steak had good grill marks and the
fat was crisp, he dropped the steak on a plate. He let the steak
rest while he went inside and fetched the potato salad and a
couple of green bottles of pilsner.



12. JESSICA 


Jess awoke. She lifted her head and glanced around. She was on
the grass near a bush in Victoria Park in London. She recognized
the bandshell.



 They didn’t have the nerve.



 She lowered her head and sighed.



 She had shit her pants.



13. ALLEN 


The doorbell rang. Allen could hear it outside the house.



 Angry that anyone had chosen to interrupt his solitude, he walked
quickly through the house and yanked opened the front door.



 Jess stood before him looking the worse for wear. She also
smelled strongly of shit.



 she smiled.



 “Hi.”



 “What happened to you?”



 “I was kidnapped.”



 “By The Retreat?”



 She nodded.



 Allen stepped aside and let her in.


——


While Jess showered, he put her clothes that were salvageable in
the washing machine and started it. The rest he put in the
garbage. He returned to the patio and grilled the second steak.


——


While they ate, Jess told her story.



 “I wonder why they let me go?”



 “So do I. After our altercation, they know that I’ll
go to the police. Maybe they think that I don’t know where
they are.”



 “I know where they are. They know that.”



 “You can’t prove what happened to you. That’s
why.”



 “Do they know that I’m a missing person? They
don’t have a TV.”



 “Maybe we should take this into our own hands.”



 “How?”



 “I don’t know.”



 “Maybe I should change my name. I would feel safer with a
new name. This is my secret new life.”



 “Do we call the police or not? It’s up to you.”



 Jess shook her head.



 “I don’t want my parents to know where I am.”



 “The police won’t tell them if you tell them not
to.”



 “Still. I’d rather just disappear.”



 “OK. You’ve disappeared. What do you want to do about
these people? Do you think they’ll leave you alone now?
Should we give them a reason to leave you alone?”



 “How would we do that?”



 “Frighten them.”



 “How?”



 Allen shrugged his shoulders.



 “I have no idea.”



 “I don’t think that’s a good idea. It could
backfire on us.”



 “Well, if I can’t call the police, then I can’t
leave you alone here anymore.”



 “No. I guess not.”



 “I’m going to get you some bear spray.”



 “I want to drive tomorrow.”



 “OK. I’m not driving tonight.”



14. JESSICA 


Jess lay on the couch in the living room and stared at the
shadows on the ceiling. A wave of anxiety flowed through her then
dissipated. A few tears of relief escaped her eyes, and then she
felt better.



 They buried me in a churchyard. I have to stop them from doing
this to another person. I have to call the police.



 No. I can’t. I can’t. I can’t. I have to stay
hid.



 Self-actualize or die. Were
they hired by my father?



 Jess sighed at the absurdity of the thought that her adventure
had been contrived to teach her a lesson. Her father wasn’t
that clever and didn’t care enough to be bothered about
her. He didn’t care at all.



 An idea popped into her head.



 I think I want to be an actor.



15. ALLEN 


In the morning, Allen stumbled into the kitchen. He squinted in
the bright light. Jess sat at the table and consumed peanut
butter on toast with tea.



 Allen stood at the sink and drank a tall glass of water.



 “I’ve decided to become an actor,” she
revealed.



 He put down his glass.



 “An actor?”



 “I think I might be good at it.”



 “Fair enough.”



 “Do you think I can do it?”



 “It doesn’t matter what anyone thinks. The proof of
the pudding is in the eating. If you can do it, then you can do
it. Are you going to go to school for it?”



 “I don’t know. Do I have to?”



 “I don’t know. I don’t know how you get started
in acting. In other fields, you go to school for a qualification,
and then someone hires you. I don’t know how it works in
acting. I think you just go to auditions, but I could be wrong. I
don’t know if training helps. Probably doesn’t hurt.
You won’t find any work locally though.”



 “I know that. I’d move to Toronto or
Vancouver.”



 “From the outside, it seems like a good gig to be a movie
star. You say words that other people write and get paid more
money than the people who write the words. You get to go to
several awards ceremonies each year where you stand on stage and
tell your colleagues how wonderful they are and how important
saying words that other people write is.”



 “Well, I already know how wonderful I am. And I’m OK
with getting money for nothing.”



 “Great. You just need an agent. I’m going back to
bed.”



 Allen walked out of the kitchen.



 “How do you know they get paid more money than the people
who write the words?” Jess shouted after him.



 “The Internet told me.”



 “Then it must be true.”



 Allen closed his door and crawled back into bed.



 He considered going to the police. It was the responsible thing
to do.



 He decided to respect Jessica’s wishes on the matter. He
wasn’t sure that she had told him the truth. Something
traumatic had happened to her.



16. JESSICA 


Jessica felt secure once she was carrying fares across the city.
She forgot about The Retreat. It was easy to forget that she had
no life prior to her life as a taxi driver.


——


At dinner, Allen asked Jess to stay with him for a longer time.



 “I’ve been thinking. You shouldn’t be in a
hurry to move out. Wait until you know you’re safe from
these creeps. Save your money in the meantime. Spend the winter
here.”



 “OK.”



 Allen sighed.



 “I’ll keep you company,” said Jess.



 “I don’t need company, Jessica. I am a rock. I am an
island. You need me.”



 Jessica wanted to respond with, “You’re my
hero,” but she kept it to herself. He had rescued
her.


——


Allen and Jess settled into a routine.



 They met up most days for dinner. Some days they only heard each
other without seeing each other.



 Jess saved most of her income. She bought herself a wardrobe, a
cell phone, and an oversized pillow. Allen purchased the phone
with his credit card and the monthly fee was also charged to his
card. Jessica reimbursed him.


——


To sleep more comfortably, Jessica purchased a folding portable
bed that she set up each evening behind Allen’s sofa.



 One night, it occurred to her that should put the bed inside a
tent for privacy. The bed was low to the ground. There was enough
room behind the sofa for a small tent.



 She purchased a tent and was satisfied with her increased
privacy.



17. ALLEN 


When autumn arrived and temperatures cooled, Jess moved her tent
and bed out to the back yard. She erected a rain tarp over the
tent.



 On the weekends, Allen grilled steak, chops, chicken, or
sausages, and he and Jess ate outdoors while the light faded
around them and the neighborhood birds sang the sun to bed.



 “I want to go to Thistledown,” said Jess. “I
want to see this place. I want to see my grave.”



 “All right. I know where it is. Let’s go. We have the
cover of darkness to protect us from observation. We’ll
just drive through quickly, have a quick look at the church, and
come home.”



 Allen stood up.



 Jess sat back.



 “I didn’t mean right now,” she said.



 “Let’s go before I change my mind. I’m not
letting you go there alone.”



 “My protector.”



 “Yeah,” said Allen seriously, “That’s
right. Lock the front door. I’ll meet you in the cab. Use
the facilities because we’re not stopping anywhere.”



 “You say that, but we’ll stop at a Timmies. You like
to put things in your mouth.”



 “I don’t have any choice if I want to stay
alive.”



 “You won’t die without donuts.”



 “You don’t know that.”



 Jessica pulled open the door and entered the house.


——


“Have you ever heard of Beau Belliveau?” asked Jess.



 “The hockey player?”



 “No. The writer. He’s who they pretend to be at The
Retreat.”



 “I only read non-fiction.”



 “I want to read one of their books.”



 “Buy an ebook on your phone.”



 “You’re OK with that?”



 “As long you pay for it, I’m OK with anything you
want to buy.”



 Jess found the books app on her phone and searched for
Beau Belliveau.



 “Dragons in our Destiny
is the latest.”



 “I hate books about dragons. I’ve never read one, but
I know that I despise them.”



 “I’m getting it. I’ll read it to you while you
drive.”



 To prevent Jess from reading aloud, Allen touched his music
player. Dusty Springfield began to sing The
Look of Love.


——


Dusty sang Wishin’ and
Hopin’.


——


Dusty sang I Only Want To
Be With You.


——


Dusty sang You Don’t Have
To Say You Love Me.


——


Dusty sang The Son of a
Preacher Man.


——


Allen stopped the music.



 Night had fallen.



 Jess read Dragons in our
Destiny on her phone.


——


Jess had stopped reading and stared out the window into the
darkness.



 “How’s the book?”



 “I don’t know. It’s not bad. I guess.”



 “Have a Timbit to fortify you for what lies ahead.
I’m having three because I’m three times bigger than
you are.”



 “Textbook stress-eating.”



 “You know you live in a glass house. I could pick on you
very easily.”



 “At least you’re free of your weakness.”



 “You nasty girl. I’m going to put you back into that
grave and leave you here. Assuming that it actually
happened.”



 “It did.”



 “So you say. It’s a good story, that’s for
sure, but not a very believable one.”



 Jess was silent for a moment.



 “You don’t believe me? Then why are we here?”



 “To get to the bottom of this business. You made up an
entirely unbelievable story. If I believed it, I would have got
the police involved immediately. I would have put extra locks on
my doors. Buried alive! Really. So where did you go? I
tracked down The St. Marys Writers’ Retreat. It was just an
old farmhouse. That part of your story checks out, but I
don’t know if you were ever there.”



 “It’s all true. You saw them for yourself. Remember?
In the car?”



 “Says the mysterious runaway. You ran away from them, and
you ran away from home. Why did you run away from home?”



 “I told you I couldn’t stand it there anymore. I
don’t want to talk about it. It’s over and done
with.”



 “I think maybe you did something. Maybe your family did
something to you, but then you did something that forced you to
leave.



 “And these Retreat clowns kidnapped you to get you back?
What’s so special about you? Maybe you ran away from me,
but you couldn’t find anywhere else to go, so you came back
with a cock-and-bull story.”



 “No. They were doing an experiment on me, but they gave up
on me and brought me back to where they found me. I came back to
your place because I didn’t have anywhere else to go.



 “I thought you were a nice guy until now.”



 “I’m starting to think that I might just be a
chump.”



 “No. You’re not.”



 “Hmm. Well, here’s the church.”



 Allen pulled into the little gravel lot and turned off his engine
and lights.



 He got out of the cab and walked around the building.



 Jess followed him into the churchyard. She heard the car doors
lock behind her.



 “What is going on?” Allen whispered with amazement.



 Jess caught up to him.



 He held her back and put a finger to his lips.



 She peered over his shoulder.



 Four people sat on lawn chairs arranged around a grave-size black
box that lay on the ground. Classical music played from a boom
box that sat on a fifth chair.



 Jess put her mouth to Allen’s ear.



 “That’s James, Diana, Dave, and Kyle.”



 Allen and Jess locked eyes.



 “Let’s get out of here,” said Jess.



 They returned to the cab and got inside.


——


Allen drove away with his lights off.



 “Now do you believe me?”



 “Yes. We need to get the police involved now.”



 “No. I don’t want to.”



 “I think I have to overrule you now.”



 “No. Not yet. Stop and buy some onion rings, and the
feeling will pass. You’re panicking.”



 “We have to bring these idiots down.”



 “How? We don’t have any evidence of wrong-doing. You
said it yourself. Let’s just live our lives and forget
about these guys.”



 “That’s not possible. They could kidnap you
again.”



 Jess paused before responding.



 “I don’t know. Maybe you’re right.”



 Allen got the impression that Jess was patronizing him.



 “I know I’m right, and so do you. Read your ebook to
me.”



 Jess took out her phone.



 “Onion rings and wedgie fries,” said Allen.


——


The taxi’s headlights illuminated an empty blue car parked
across the width of the rural road.



 “Uh-oh,” said Jess. “They’re on to us.
Where are they?”



 Allen stopped and reversed into a turn. He drove forward in the
direction from which they had come.



 In the near distance, an empty grey car blocked the way.



 “What do we do now?” Jess asked.



 “For one thing, we stay in the car.”



 “They’re afraid of us!” shouted Kyle’s
voice from behind the taxi.



 “Fight or flight behavior comes next!” shouted
Dave’s voice.



 “You’re in the game!” shouted James’s
voice.



 Allen drove around the rear of the grey car.



 “They didn’t think this through,” he said.



 Allen and Jess heard laughter behind them, but they saw no one.



 At the next intersection, Allen drove west until he came to
another north-south road and turned south.


——


Allen drove down to London without further incident.



 “See what I mean? I couldn’t have let you go by
yourself.”



 “What do you think they were doing? Someone might have been
in my grave.”



 “I think they were partying.”



 “They’re all straight edges. I think that means they
don’t drink. They also don’t drink caffeine.”



 “It means they don’t smoke, drink, or do drugs. They
were partying to classical music. Real wild people, The
Retreat.”



 “Yeah. They’re boring except for the fact that they
kidnap people. What if somebody’s in the grave?
Aren’t we responsible if something happens to that
person?”



 “I suppose so, but they didn’t kill you. Did
they?”



 “They must have a new probationary resident.”



 Jess felt slightly hurt at being given up on by The Retreat.


——


Allen and Jess were tired and silent by the time they got home.
They went to bed without talking further about what had happened.



18. JESSICA 


“I need to move to Toronto,” Jess said at breakfast.



 “What will you do while you’re trying to make it as
an actor? How will you pay the bills?”



 “I don’t know.”



 “Whatever you do, the cost of living in Toronto is higher
than here, even in the suburbs, but minimum wage is the same.
You’re not going to be rescued by a stranger a third
time.”



 “I thought you supported me wanting to be an actor.”



 Allen shrugged.



 “It’s your life, but there are practical
considerations. You can live here for now and drive up there for
auditions. If you are hired for something long-term, then you can
move there.”



 “Oh. I hadn’t thought of that.”



 “That way you can try it out. If you decide you don’t
like it, life goes on here uninterrupted.”


——


Jess had her hair cut short, highlighted, and styled. Allen took
photos of her, and she uploaded them to an online site for
prospective models.



 “I don’t want to be a model, but I read that
it’s a good place to start,” she told Allen.



 “I don’t know about that. I hope that site is legit.
Be careful. Don’t do anything that you’ll regret when
you’re famous.”



 Jess scrunched up her face in distaste.



 “Why do you have to steal my sunshine?”



 Allen shrugged his shoulders.



 “What can I say? I’m all about negativity and
bullying. It’s what gives my life meaning. You don’t
want to take away my happiness from me? Do you? What a terrible
bully you are. You should be ashamed of yourself.”


——


Jess and Allen ate sliced grilled chicken breasts on big bowls of
salad.



 “I found an open audition I’m going to go to.”



 “Great. When do you have to be there?”



 “In a few days.”



 “Good luck. You know what? I’ll drive you up. I need
a road trip.”



 “OK. If you want to.”



 “Unless you’d rather go alone.”



 “No. That’s fine.”



 “OK. If you change your mind, let me know.”



 Jess smiled a smile that was clearly a disguised scowl.



 Allen got the message.



 “What is this an audition for?”



 “Doesn’t say.”



 “Remember what I said about being careful.”



 “Yes, Dad. I’ll be careful. If you want to come, you
can come, but I’m driving. We stop when I want to stop,
where I want to stop. You’re just the passenger. This is my
day. I’m in charge. I choose the music.”



 “Those are harsh terms. Maybe I should stay.”



 “Maybe you should.”



 “All right, but you have to come back with enough gas for
me to work that night.”



 “Agreed.”



 “OK. I’m going to drink a liter of chocolate milk and
have a lie down.”



 “Good for you.”


——


Jess read Dragons in our
Destiny in her tent.


——


Jessica drove up to Toronto early on a Wednesday morning for the
open audition.



 She stopped at a fast food restaurant to use the facilities. Then
she drove into the city and found a parking garage. She walked to
the address of the audition. She found the numbers in big black
digits over the doorway of a four-floor white building. No
signage described the businesses that occupied the site.



 Jess checked out the neighborhood. It was a slightly dingy
business district with office buildings of less than ten stories
in a variety of styles and colors and textures. At street level,
people walked briskly to and from their workplaces and the coffee
shops. The grime of the neighborhood spoke of its age and
busy-ness.



 Jess came to a dirty bench at a bus stop. She examined the
surface for gum, sat down, and waited.



 Buses stopped every ten minutes, let off passengers, and drove
off again. The brakes squeaked and the transmissions hummed.



 As the time to register approached, she felt a little anxiety.
She took deep breaths and rubbed her palms on the thighs of her
jeans. The impulse to walk back to the parking garage and return
to London emerged in her mind.



 After a minute, Jess stood and walked back to the parking garage.


——


She paid the fee and headed back to London.


——


She stopped at a rest station on the 401 and filled up the
cab’s gas tank.


——


“I don’t want to be a pretty face,” she told
Allen. “I want to be good at something.”



 “That’s a good attitude.”



 “I’m going to work for the rest of the day.”



 “Good girl.”



 “Don’t patronize me. I’m not a girl. I’m
a woman.”



 “All right, woman. Go make some money.”



 “Don’t address me as ‘woman.’
That’s offensive.”



 “All right, space alien inhabiting Jessica’s body. Go
make some money.”


——


Jess drove angry. She was angry with herself and angry with
Allen. He wasn’t as wise or entertaining as he thought he
was. She needed to be on her own. She liked living outside in her
tent, but winter approached. She was determined not to spend the
winter sleeping behind Allen’s couch.



19. ALLEN 


Allen hired a locksmith to put extra locks on his doors and
locking brackets on his windows. Now that he believed
Jess’s story of abduction and inhumation, he found it
frustrating that she could go back to her old life without fear
of further interference. That was foolhardy.



20. JESSICA 


Jess had stopped watching television in the house in the
evenings. Now she read books in her tent on her phone instead.
She had worked her way through Dragons in
our Destiny and had started another Beau
Belliveau novel, Dragons of our
Forefathers. She didn’t love or hate The
Retreat’s books, but she needed to satisfy her curiosity
and complete the trilogy. Dragons of
our Forefathers was the first book.
Dragons in our Time was the
second. Jess believed that she could tell which chapters were
written by which resident.


——


Jess took her phone inside the house. She continued to read while
she peed.



21. ALLEN 


Allen sat at his computer.



 A ticking sounded on the bedroom window.



 He stood and drew back the curtain.



 A figure in a black bodysuit printed with a glow-in-the-dark
skeleton writhed outside the window.



 Allen closed the curtain and hurried to the front door.



 He opened it to find another skeleton dancing on his porch. At
first, Allen was confused. Halloween was close, but it
wasn’t yet Halloween.



 The Retreat.



 Allen closed the door and locked the old lock and the two new
locks.



 He hurried to the back door. He left it open until bedtime so
that Jess could use the facilities without hassle. She had keys
if she needed to come inside during the night.



 Through the window, Allen saw another dancing skeleton.
Jess’s tent was gone.



 “They’ve got her.”



 He opened the door and rushed the skeleton.



 It stepped back.



 Allen stumbled to his knees.



 The other two skeletons joined their colleague. In unison they
removed their masks.



 Allen recognized the faces of Mick Jagger, Keith Richards, and
Charlie Watts.



 “What?” said Allen. “Oh. The Rolling
Bones.”


——


He woke from his dream. His cheek ached slightly with desk-face.
Snot dribbled out of his nose.



 He went to the kitchen door and opened it.



 “How can you sleep outside when those creeps could easily
kidnap you again?”



 “I’m behind you.”



 Allen jumped.



 “Do me a favor and bring your tent inside. It’s
irresponsible for you to sleep outside.”



 “No. I’m good.”



 Jess walked out the door.



 Allen shook his head.



 “If they take you again, I won’t come looking for
you.”



 “Yeah. You will.”



 Jess entered her tent and zippered it shut.



 “Where was Ronnie Wood?”



 “I don’t know who that is,” Jess said from
inside her tent.



 “He spirited you away while the others distracted
me.”



 “All you all right? I’m trying to read.”



 Allen closed and locked the door.



 He called the police.
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