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First Dance


Oldest Inn in ‘New ­Caledonia’


(Boston Two-step)






SHE THREADED HER fingers through the worn metal handle, put her thumb on the old-fashioned latch and a little bell rang above her head as the door rattled open. ‘Come on lad,’ she said to her dog. After the dazzling sunshine she’d left outside, her eyes took a moment to adjust. It was certainly quaint inside, like something out of a movie, maybe some old spaghetti western. Gil had said it was built in the ­Mexican style. The arch that welcomed them into the foyer had a low adobe curve, and the whole place seemed made of terracotta.


‘Are you the innkeeper?’ she asked of the only person visible, a figure crouched at the desk across the hall who sat up as if he’d been dozing. The question hung in the hazy violet light that framed the speaker, the tall brunette woman in a deep purple dress who had entered with a dog at her heel. It was one of the Lassie breed.


‘Can’t say I’ve ever been called that before,’ he answered in a voice from the east. In a second, it seemed she crossed the foyer in long strides and stood above him. He looked up, was caught by her intense brown-eyed gaze, still half-asleep.


‘But this is the inn, isn’t it?’ Her tone was impatient, dismissive, her accent foreign somehow.


‘Sure. The oldest inn in the province, though I guess it’s more of a motel these days. Back then, they had no mo, y’know.’ He smiled, as if the line was well-rehearsed, awaiting a response.


She stared down at where he sat, gently oozing sweat despite his being dressed in thin grey t-shirt and khaki shorts, and the fan spinning with a periodic squeak above his head. ‘I don’t understand?’


‘No motors. No autos. Back when they named it the inn.’ If it was intended as a joke, she wasn’t amused. The dog circled her heels and sat down, facing up at him, its expression as blankly insistent as the woman’s.


‘You have a Scotsman staying with you?’ she asked.


He stood up from his stool behind the desk, a small slight fella, hardly as tall as her shoulder. He hesitated as if weighing her enquiry, then nodded. ‘Sure. Mr. Johnson.’


Her tone remained urgent. ‘Can I see him?’


The innkeeper shook head. ‘He’s out right now.’


‘Is he okay?’


‘I think so, yes. Why?’


At that, she gave out a deep sigh. ‘Thank God,’ she said softly, and bent to pet the eager dog. ‘We’ve been so worried about him, haven’t we, lad?’


‘Why?’ the voice asked again.


She stood up and gave him the once-over, before adding. ‘I think he may be planning to kill himself.’ She spoke quite matter-of-factly and the innkeeper didn’t appear too shocked at first, but as the meaning of her words struck him, he gave a little gasp.


‘And what makes you say that?’ he asked slowly, as if trying to gauge her sanity.


The tall dark woman gazed around her, seeking for some inspiration as to how to turn her feelings into words. ‘Well, it’s hard to explain. He sent me a postcard the day he got here, a picture of the river. It said ‘Sometimes I take a great notion.’ And he was reading a book about a Scotsman who travelled into the north of Canada to die.’


The innkeeper scratched his head behind his ear. ‘I don’t really get what you’re saying.’


She stared down at him. ‘In Vancouver. Or rather, when I met him on the plane. About ten days ago.’


The innkeeper smiled again, shook his head. ‘Nah, you’re gonna have to explain. Sometimes I take a great notion to what?’


‘We were walking down at Jericho Beach, you know in Vancouver. We passed a bench, and you know how they have these little plaques? Well this one said ‘I’ll see you in my dreams’ and Gil, your Mr Johnson, sang ‘Goodnight Irene.’ I asked what it was and he said it was a song his mother loved. And he sang that line to me. Sometimes I take a great notion, to jump in the river and die.’


‘Goodnight Irene,’ the innkeeper said. ‘Sure. I know it. But it’s just a song. Doesn’t really mean he wants to jump in the river, does it?’


Not dissuaded, she carried on. ‘But the book he was reading, Sick Heart River – he told me, that’s exactly what the Scotsman in that book wants – to die. It’s why he comes to Canada.’


‘Sick Heart River?’


‘That’s what the book’s called.’ For a second the two stared at each other, as the dog looked from one to the other, unsure what was passing between them.


‘Okay,’ the innkeeper said. ‘Maybe could you go back to the beginning, please? I’m kinda confused.’


‘The beginning? Well, I met him on a plane from Calgary… last week. I mean, I got on at Calgary, but he was travelling from Scotland. We got talking and when he was in Vancouver – before he came up here – we hung out a bit.’


He stood a while, gauging her, as if unsure what to say next. ‘So you’ve come all the way up here from Vancouver because of this.’


‘I couldn’t get in touch with him, I sent messages, texts, but...’


He laughed at that, and came out from behind the desk, his arms splayed and his palms upraised. ‘We’re off-radar, is all. None of that works here in the canyon. So he won’t have got your messages, is all.’


‘But I tried to phone here and it just rang and rang and nobody answered.’


‘Ah,’ the innkeeper said. ‘Well, you know, I’m on my own here right now. Since my wife left. And sometimes I have to go out.’


She stared at him for a few seconds, as his words took meaningful shape in her mind. When she spoke, it was only to say with some incredulity, ‘We drove up. Six hours.’


‘We?’


She indicated the dog.


‘Must be good to have a dog to split the driving with,’ he said, but again she wouldn’t laugh. ‘Listen, you look like you could use a strong drink, and maybe your dog would like some cold water? It’s pretty hot up here right now. Come out onto the terrace and into the shade, and tell me why you’ve driven six hours to get here, why you think our Mr Johnson may be planning on killing himself. Cause the reasons you’ve given me so far don’t seem like good ones.’


She studied his face for a moment. ‘Well maybe a cup of mint tea would be welcome.’


‘How about ordinary tea?’


‘Okay.’


He led her through the empty dining room, out onto a terrace overlooking the river. She sat in the shade at an ironwork table, with the lassie dog at her feet, while he boiled a kettle behind the little bar. ‘And that is quite a river, like Gil said,’ she breathed, patting the dog while gazing over the bank that led down to the vast urgent flow of flinty grey water racing down through the canyon. The high rocky face opposite was mostly in shadow, but the very top of the crags caught the last of the setting sun.


‘Sick Heart River,’ he said, when he returned. ‘You know, I think my wife may have read that. Title seems familiar.’


‘I don’t know much about it,’ she answered. ‘Just what Gil... Mr Johnson told me. It’s by some Scotsman who was an early Governor General.’


He put a tray with a small blue teapot and cup on the table, then sat down opposite her. ‘So tell me, why do you think he would he want to kill himself? I thought he was a writer, here to research a story.’


‘He’s not a writer,’ she said. ‘He’s an antiquarian bookseller. He told me he’d always wanted to write, but never had.’


Again, the innkeeper looked non-plussed. ‘So he sent you a postcard, so he’s a reading a book about someone dying, you couldn’t get a reply to your messages, you panicked a bit. I can understand all that. But that’s no reason to drive up here, surely?’


She sipped her tea. ‘No, there’s more. His mother just died. And there’s the cancer.’


‘What cancer?’


‘Didn’t I say?’


‘No.’


‘He’s got cancer. He told me on the plane, how he wants to make one big journey before he dies.’


The innkeeper’s expression had changed at the dread word. ‘Here?’


She nodded. ‘I guess so.’


‘Hmmm.’ He took a sip of his tea and stared out across the river towards the little town on the other side. ‘So, you met a guy on a plane a couple of weeks ago who told you he had cancer, who was talking about death, suicide. Then he sends you postcard with a cryptic note on it about jumping in the river and dying. You can’t get a reply to the messages you send?’


‘It’s more than that. I had this really strong feeling. Like a premonition or something, you know?’


The innkeeper sat silently studying her for a while. Then he said quietly, ‘Sounds a little crazy,’ as much to himself as to her.


The word made her flinch. ‘You think so?’ she asked, an edge of annoyance in her voice. ‘It happens, you know.’


He shrugged. ‘Well, no, I don’t know. But I’m a little worried too now.’


‘It’s such a strong sense that something’s wrong.’ She looked at her watch. ‘It’s getting late. Where could he be, do you think? Isn’t there someone you could call?’


‘Just hang on. Let me think a moment.’ They sat in silence for a while, the dog panting at her feet. The innkeeper, as she’d called him, stared out across the river. His gaze was focused, as if checking all the houses and buildings he could see, eliminating one by one the places where the Scotsman couldn’t be. Then he went inside to phone while she stayed on the shady terrace, sheltered from the baking sun. She could hear his voice in the distance asking questions of whoever was on the other end of the line.


She stood up and leant against the wall of the veranda, so she could see the little town in the canyon properly. It was desert alright, like Gil had said it was - the end of that arid belt that stretches north from Mexico through the US into western Canada. She ran her eyes over the town across the great river and counted maybe fifty houses at most. Surely he couldn’t be too lost in such a small place? But no, she had a bad feeling she couldn’t explain away.


‘Sorry,’ the innkeeper said as he reappeared in the doorway, his flip-flops slapping the tiles. ‘I called around the likely places. Nobody’s seen him today.’


Call it intuition, whatever, she wasn’t surprised. ‘Something’s happened. I know it has. We should call the police.’


‘Mounties to the rescue?’ he smiled. ‘No, there could be any number of explanations. Besides, why would he want to harm himself when he’s so busy with this research? He’s been meeting a lot of people since he got here, he could easily be in someone’s house. You know, interviewing somebody.’


She sighed deeply and the dog looked up, as if recognising the sound and what it indicated. The innkeeper watched as she sat upright, brown hair falling around her face. She was very striking, and somehow familiar, so much so he seemed to know her face from somewhere. Was she an actress or something?


‘I don’t know. Can I see his room?’ she said suddenly, quite firmly. ‘He may have left a note.’


The innkeeper was so captivated by her resemblance to someone he couldn’t quite recall, he was about to consent, but then he hesitated. ‘Now, I don’t think I can do that. It wouldn’t be right. I can see you’re worried, but really…’


She interrupted. ‘You have a pass key?’


‘Sure, but…’


‘You enter his room each day to fix it?’


‘Sure, at least the maid does.’


‘I only want to look around.’


‘Well, I don’t know, I mean you just turn up here, you could be anybody. I don’t know you, though I feel as if I should.’ He hesitated again. ‘Are you someone famous, on TV or something?’


‘I’m here because I care. That’s all you need to know.’


So, perhaps just to pacify her, he relented and led her up the narrow winding staircase to a door marked with a 14. The dog was at her heel all the way, panting with the heat but always no more than a step behind her.


‘This is it,’ he said, and opened the door with his pass key. Inside, a video camera on a tripod pointed out the window across the river towards the houses on the far bank, and a long desk under the window was stacked with books, some open at a particular spot. It looked like a scholar’s den, even though he’d only been there a few days.


‘I don’t understand. Where did he get all these?’ she asked.


‘Ah. Now that I can explain. He went through my wife’s library the other day. She hasn’t taken her things away yet so I told him he was welcome to borrow whatever was useful.’


She and the dog moved forward as one, and she began to read the titles on the spines. Indian Myths and Legends from the North Pacific Coast of America, The Thompson Indians of British Columbia, Our Tellings, Skookum Wawa, and another twenty or so piled high.


‘Mostly he’s interested in the history of the province,’ the innkeeper observed. ‘I guess it all relates to this guy he’s…’


‘Lyle?’


‘Yes. James Lyle.’


Hidden behind the stack of books, they saw his laptop, lid down and switched off. It would be passworded, no doubt.


‘Well, no suicide note that I can see,’ the innkeeper said with a smile. She didn’t answer, but moved elegantly forward with slow steps, her brown eyes searching the room. The bed was neatly made, his clothes all hung up, with the exception of a couple of shirts and a pair of shorts lying across an armchair. She went to the bedside cabinet and pulled the drawer open. Nothing but tourist brochures.


‘Maybe we shouldn’t…’ the innkeeper began, but she silenced him with a glance. ‘What’s that?’


She flicked, eyes seeking content, through a few pages of a notebook on the desk. ‘His writing, it seems.’ As she stood scanning the pages, the innkeeper moved nervously around her, while the dog stood still, watching him with its dark eyes.


‘What if he comes back and finds us here?’ he said.


‘I’ll take responsibility,’ she said imperiously, and took a pair of expensive-looking pink-rimmed glasses from her purse. ‘It seems to be a diary,’ she added.


From outside, the sound of a fire-door opening echoed up the stairs. ‘Put it back,’ he said anxiously, but then relaxed when he heard voices. ‘Ah it’s only the tree-planters coming in. I could ask them if they’ve seen him.’


‘The tree-planters?’


‘They’re working up north, stayin here. Mr Johnson is quite friendly with them.’


She didn’t answer, but turned another page in the large notebook. The innkeeper’s reservations seemed to have evaporated. ‘Look at the end,’ he suggested. ‘The last thing he wrote.’


She thought for moment and then, as if deciding that was good advice, she flicked forward through the handwritten pages, until she came to an unfinished one.


‘It says “Today, the sacred valley”,’ she said. ‘Where’s the sacred valley?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Isn’t it somewhere round here?’


‘If it is, I never heard of it. But we only moved here three years ago. My wife might know, though. She’s very interested in all that local history stuff.’


‘Could you call her?’


‘I guess. Though we don’t talk much anymore.’ He pointed to the journal in her hands. ‘Maybe if you read farther back a bit, it’ll tell you what he means?’


‘I will.’ Her eyes were taking a ranging view of Gil’s writing. ‘You go ask around – see if anybody knows where this sacred valley is.’


Again he hesitated, still unsure of whether he was doing the right thing in helping her root around in his guest’s room. Then it struck him. ‘Sigourney Weaver! That’s who it is,’ he exclaimed. She looked up at him over the rim of her spectacles and smiled, then shook her head, as if she’d heard the same idea endlessly repeated.


‘Don’t… please,’ she said.


‘But you’re not… not really?’ he asked, confused.


‘Oh, just go already, will you!’ she commanded. The dog had been watching her every movement and lay down at her feet, panting with the heat, as if scolded. The innkeeper began to apologise to her, still seemingly uncertain as to the woman’s true identity, but she shooed him out the door.


Once he’d left, the woman who was tired of looking like Sigourney turned her attentions to her dog and said, ‘Poor boy, it’s way too hot for you here.’ She sat on the end of the bed. He jumped up beside her and she patting him lovingly with one hand as she flicked back through the pages from the last entry in the missing man’s journal. ‘Let’s see if we can find another mention of this sacred valley,’ she said, perhaps to herself, perhaps to the dog, as she scanned the pages in reverse, making her way back towards the beginning. It seemed to be a record of his movements here in Cloud Falls – but it was written in the third person for some reason. No other mention of this valley caught her eye.


Instead, she began to read the first page.


Coincidence is – perhaps – a symptom of fate. Perhaps, because it arises per hap: through chance. Imagine: you have spent a summer sitting in the garden of the place you are living in, watching planes fly low overhead as they approach the nearby airport. You have watched them knowing that you may never fly again, because you are being treated for cancer by ­radiotherapy. Your throat is a dried-up wrinkling, red-hot on the inside, red-skinned on the outside. You have no energy, no enthusiasm for an active life, except to watch – you watch the swifts and the swallows as they zip and flit above the river, feeding among the floating specks of insects lit up by the setting sun. Your view is to the west, the end of day, the end of life. But by the time that the first leaves are yellowing, you find yourself on an aeroplane, leaving that airport, flying above your riverbank retreat towards a place you have never been. Yet somehow you are returning to source, swimming upstream. Your seat is in the last row, at the rear of the cabin – you do not greet each other. She is intent on reading, and so are you. After half an hour, you are flying somewhere over the mountains, heading west, when the voice from the cockpit announces a problem with one of the engines, and so the plane will make a forced landing at another airport. You glance at your fellow traveller, the invisible wall of separate ­concentrations suddenly ­melted away. There is a look of panic in her eyes – her very dark brown eyes. But as the sun catches her face, a flash of gold among the brown surprises you. There is light and terror in her look, a glancing fear that sparks your ­interest. But you do not speak. Instead, you gaze down at the mountains and valleys below. A lake, a river, a snaking sliver that cuts the landscape.


From up here, life is tiny. Your life is tiny. And you have thought about that, sitting in the garden of the riverbank cottage, watching the planes. How tiny your life is, and how short it has been. Cancer sharpens awareness, even as it clogs the body with unwanted, non-functioning cells. In the past few months, you have come to terms with death, have put your affairs in order, said goodbyes. If this plane crashes, and you die, it could not happen at a more opportune moment. Thanks to the cancer, all is ready. But she looks as if she has life ahead of her, things she must do, and places she must go. People to see, perhaps children to care for, a husband.


The plane circles above the metropolis, banks to make its approach to the runway. You can feel the collective intake of breath amongst the passengers. It is tangible, palpable, visceral, in that little tube of pressurised air. And the outbreath as the wheels bump and find the tarmac. You have not died – yet. The worried face of your fellow traveller relaxes its frown. You are the last to leave, the stricken... A lot of people left the plane at Calgary. It was a relief, after being squashed in the window seat for seven hours, when the Glaswegian couple took their bags and filed out. A few new faces replaced those who’d reached their destination, but not nearly so many. The remaining passengers spread out, filling empty seats. Some stretched out across a middle three. After walking around a while, peering out at the runway, the airport, the faint cityscape on the plain and the line of distant mountains, he went back to his window.


‘He’s changed person in the middle of the paragraph,’ she said. But she carried on, intrigued.


This was the leg of the journey he’d been waiting for – sunset over the Rocky Mountains – so he didn’t even notice her at first, until she stopped and checked the seat number, then sat with a smile in the outer of three. ‘Hey,’ she said, casually, not inviting a response. He glanced at her, then went back to fiddling with the buttons on his Nikon. But he noticed the book she brought from her bag – it was ‘Anna Karenina’, but in Russian, judging from the Cyrillic script on the cover. He was snapping automatically, trying to get an angle on the incredible white peaks, the blue lakes, the snaking silver rivers, that would exclude the sun’s glare just enough for clarity, when the pilot announced turbulence and the seatbelt sign went on. ‘Shit,’ she said, half to him, half to herself. ‘I knew I should’ve ordered a drink. If I’m going to die, I want to die happy.’ He took one of the full miniatures of Johnnie Walker from his bag, and the second unused plastic cup that had encased the one he’d been drinking from, offered them to her. She looked at it, at him. ‘If you want it, it’s yours,’ he said. She hesitated, then smiled. ‘Thanks, that’s kind. But I don’t like whisky. A gin and tonic’s what I need.’


‘Well,’ she said to the dog, ‘That never happened. And it’s all confused. If that’s the kind of writing he does, I’m not surprised he hasn’t been published.’ But the dog wasn’t listening, it had heard someone coming upstairs, footsteps that stopped outside the partly opened door of room 14, and it growled as a couple of faces peered in. When the interlopers heard that, and she looked up, they ducked out of sight. ‘Nah, that’s not her,’ a disappearing voice said as they went back downstairs. ‘Sure looks like her though,’ said another. She frowned behind her pink-rimmed glasses. ‘Silly men,’ she said, patting the dog, but her interest was in the journal. He’d written about them, their meeting on the plane – though he’d changed things here and there.


Her eyes flitted quickly over the lines, as she turned page after page back through the outsized notebook, till noises from the terrace below rose up and in the open window. The two spies were down below and their conversation drifted upwards.


‘I’m telling you, man, she definitely bought that big house right down on the shore in West Van. We saw it from the water when we was out in the boat, my cousin Dan an me.’


‘Na, that was Oprah. Everybody knows bout that.’


‘No, it’s not that house.’


‘So what would she be doing up here in the canyon, anyway?’


‘Maybe the Scotch guy’s a scriptwriter?’


‘He’s from Scotland, bro.’


‘They make movies there. Braveheart.’


It was far from the first time Sigourney’s image had got in her way. She’d given up trying to stop the misapprehension. At times it even opened doors. So she got up from the bed and pulled the window shut on the conversation. Her dog lifted its head expectantly, but the long legs those canine eyes watched walked back to the bed, where she flicked through more pages impatiently, looking for another mention of the valley. ‘I know, it’s hot, honey. But it’ll be cooler soon and we’ll take a walk then. Maybe Gil will have turned up,’ she told the dog. ‘You like Gil, don’t you?’


Exasperated with her fruitless search, she stopped her backwards scanning, and turned to the beginning again. She started to read, and her expression changed from one of frustration to amazement. ‘Oh my God!’ The dog looked at her, as if understanding the phrase and what it signified. ‘He’s changed our names.’ And she began to read intently, her eyes flitting over the words at speed behind her pink-rims.


On the plane, unprompted, she’d said ‘You’re a little late, aren’t you?’


I looked up at her, puzzled. ‘Late? Why?’


She pointed at the Handbook to the Goldfields on my knee, an 1862 edition from the bookshop in Edinburgh. ‘The gold rush ended about 150 years ago.’


‘Well,’ I answered, laughing. ‘I thought there would still be a few nuggets left here and there.’


‘So you’re a prospector? No, I don’t expect so. But you’re Scotch. That much I can tell from your accent, and the whisky. There are a lot of you Scotch in Canada.’


‘The Scots built Canada, according to some books I’ve read. And the country I’m going to used to be known as New Caledonia, in the days before it became British Columbia.’


‘So where is it exactly you are going to?’


‘Well, I’m going to spend a week in Vancouver – I’ve rented a room on MacDonald Street, which just makes my point about the Scots – and then I’m going to head into the interior, up the canyon to a place called Cloud Falls.’


‘MacDonald is near where I live. But I don’t know Cloud Falls. Where is that?’


‘In the Gold Country, of course.’


‘Touché. But you’re not really going to look for gold.’


‘No. Anyway, most folk probably won’t have heard of Cloud Falls. It’s only about a hundred people.’


‘So if it’s not gold you’re searching for, what is so special about this little town?’


‘I’m doing research on a man who went to live there, about 150 years ago.’


‘You’re a journalist?’


‘No. It’s a long story. I think he’s a relative of mine. I’ve been ill. I’ve wanted to make this trip for a long time and when I got my strength back, I thought this was as good a time as any.’


‘I get it. Bucket list. I thought you looked sick. You’re so thin. What was wrong with you?’


‘Cancer.’


She shook her head, as if disbelieving. ‘Wow,’ she breathed.


‘Anyway, here’s to life ongoing,’ he said, raising the plastic airline cup.


‘And gold.’


‘I hope so,’ he answered. ‘Both.’


It took her a moment to realise that the writer had switched person in mid-passage again. What made someone so unsure of who they are?


‘So this is your first time crossing the Rockies,’ she said.


‘How can you tell?’ he asked, camera in hand.


‘Oh, just all those pictures you were taking earlier.’


‘Well, you’re right. And you?’


‘Oh, many times. I live in Vancouver now. Though not always.’


‘I guessed that. Your accent is...?’


‘Czech.’


Hah! He’d made her Czech!


‘Not Russian?’ He pointed at the Tolstoy, protruding from her bag.


‘No! Definitely not Russian. Though like a lot of Czechs of my generation, I can read Russian as a result of classes at school. But I’ve never read Anna Karenina before.’


‘It’s always good to leave a few classics for later life,’ he said and tossed back his dram.


He didn’t say any of that. He was nowhere near as eloquent.


‘So now you’re reborn?


‘I had to re-evaluate everything. And stop smoking, of course. I don’t know what lies ahead.’


‘Smoking, ah...’


‘I feel as if I’ve lived a very safe life, as if I’ve never done anything dangerous or foolish and it’s almost over.’


‘But you smoked, surely that’s dangerous and foolish...’


Yes, he had smoked – from the moment he first opened his father’s tobacco drawer and smelled the freshly aromatic scent tempting his olfactory nerve, he’d had warm associations with the wicked weed.


And so above the Rockies, you told this stranger the story of your quarry.


He’d switched again! What’s the matter now?


You told her the story of Jimmy Lyle and his wanderings, as you had heard it from your great-grandmother, how she remembered his solitary homecoming in 1901. Of a nineteen-year-old travelling five thousand miles in 1884 from the bare island hills, by sea and land, and sea and land, and much more land, into a desert canyon. And back again, seventeen years later, by horse, train and ship. Of that old magazine in your great-grandmother’s kitchen in Leith with the story about him entitled, ‘Friend to the Indians’. And the photo with his Native wife, and his dog, in front of the log cabin. Of how he’d been ‘Aly’, then ‘Jimmy’, then ‘Jacques’. All the things you knew about a place you’d never been to. Dead people you’d never met.


You looked at her face and she slept, so you ceased. Unlike anyone, and yet from somewhere among the thousands of faces you’d glimpsed or got to know, some recognition seemed to flow.


‘You stopped,’ she’d said quietly, without fully opening her eyes.


‘I thought you were sleeping,’


‘No, not now.’


So you’d shared a taxi from the airport, you were travelling to the same part of the city, only a few blocks away. And when she gave you the neat printed card with her name and address, her phone and email, and you exchanged that for a slip of paper from your wallet with your phone number, you felt that you’d connected, somehow.


If I’m going to die, I want to die happy, she had said. What you did not tell her was that while you’d lain in your mother’s garden and gazed up at the clouds last summer, you’d come to know a younger self that you’d ignored, someone bold and ambitious, eager for challenge and willing to take risks. You didn’t tell her that younger self was angry with you, that you felt him on your shoulder urging you on, to try at least to do one big thing while you still had time. You had been the tethered bear, walking that circle, for just too long.


When the innkeeper tapped the open door of room 14, she seemed lost in the Scotsman’s journal. He cleared his throat and tapped again. His face seemed uncertain as to whether he’d done the right thing in letting her into the room.


‘So you found out what this sacred valley is?’ she said, without more than a glance in his direction.


‘No. Nobody seems to know about it. Did you find anything in his journal? Because I’m kinda worried myself now.’


‘Not yet.’ She laughed a little, the first time he’d seen her smile and he stared intently, as if trying to compare it with what he remembered Sigourney Weaver’s smile to be like. ‘But I found myself,’ she said. She was about to add something, but a sudden grinding, clashing roar arose from somewhere outside, gradually growing so loud that it felt as if the little inn was shaking, and the dog leapt up, barking and howling.


‘CPR,’ the innkeeper shouted over the uproar. ‘It’ll be over soon.’ But the noise got louder, and the roaring and barking went on for some long minutes more.


‘That can’t do much for trade,’ she said, when the commotion was finally over. ‘How often does that happen?’


‘A few times a day,’ he answered. ‘You kinda get used to it.’


‘Do you?’ She put her glasses back on, and picked up the journal which was not a journal but a story, and a story about her, or some version of who she was. How this dying Scotsman saw her.


‘So...’ he hesitated. ‘What do you want to do now?’


‘Me, I’m going to read this. If Gil – Mr Johnson - turns up, then let me know. And in the meantime, I want you to find out where that valley is. Someone must know. Phone around, speak to people. And I want you to bring me some more tea. And some water for him.’ She gestured towards the dog.


Her tone was so naturally commanding, she could well be some big movie star. ‘Up here?’


‘Sure, why not? It’s a pretty nice room. And quiet, except for those trains.’


The innkeeper hesitated again. She had invaded his domain and now was dismissing him like a servant.


‘What is it?’ she asked.


‘It’s just...’


‘What?’


‘Are you really who I think you are...?’


‘What do you think... what is your name, anyway?’


‘Rick,’ he said. ‘And I just wondered, what your plans are, if you’re going to drive back to Vancouver or carry on elsewhere, because if you want a room here I’ll need to get one ready. And if you want food, then...’


She interrupted, ‘I’m just going to wait here for now,’ but she was already drifting back into the journal.


‘Shall I close the door?’ he asked.


‘On your way out, yes,’ she said, and turned her attention back to the Scotsman’s handwriting.


What was this, a poem?


You hear the kaark kaaark kark of consciousness.


Hugin and Munin flee ilk day,


owir da spacious eart.


Though I vex for Hugin


that he’ll no come back,


it’s for Munin I’m maistlie feart.


Two ravens flew from your shoulders,


Huginn to the hanged


Munin to the slain,


light stealers, shape-shifting


fellow travellers.


Thought and Mind


arguing forever over


the last bean in the can


That was all it said. No context, no notes. She turned the page, found the narrative thread from before.


He woke wondering where the hell he was, remembering a dream about ravens, pulled back the heavy drapes and it seemed to be getting dark. There were a few complimentary groceries in the kitchen of his suite, so he made a cup of tea and ate a biscuit, switched on the TV to discover it was early morning, not evening. His watch still had Greenwich Mean Time. He tried to calculate the time difference, and just how long he’d slept, but the arithmetic was beyond him at that moment.


So this really was British Columbia. He vaguely remembered landing, the airport with its native carvings, the long queue at passport control, coming through, drunk on whisky miniatures, feeling jet-lagged, ­weakly dragging his suitcase, wondering if the woman he’d met on the plane would be there at the other side of Customs as she’d said she would be. And then her waiting with her small red case, smiling at him, the taxi through the suburbs to the door outside, where she’d left him.


As the morning brightened, he went out to look around. The suite he had rented was a largish room with small kitchen on the ground floor of a wooden heritage house, painted fashionable grey. The neighbourhood was one of similarly smart suburban houses, some like Swiss cottages, others more Arts and Crafts. In one direction, the road dipped out of sight and in the distance he could see white-capped mountains across the bay. After breakfast, he’d walk there.


MacDonald Street was quite busy, a bus route to downtown, and it intersected with the much busier 4th Avenue a couple of blocks away. Commuters were already moving to wherever they were headed. He was waiting to cross at the lights, amused by the novelty of the Canadian signals, when he got a text.


hope u slept. j-lagged? if not, can i show u something? Martina


So she was real. He found a café on the corner of 4th and Bayswater, where he ate a muffin and drank coffee while he texted back: OK what? Where?


Jericho - native daughters.


OK


An hour later, she picked him up outside his suite in a green VW. As he opened the passenger door, hesitating briefly to check it was the correct side, she glanced at him curiously, as if she had doubted he’d existed too, and wanted to see him again just to prove that he did.


‘Hey,’ she said, as he got in. ‘You sleep?’


‘Yeah. But I woke too early, thanks to a flock of crows – or maybe they were ravens?


‘You sure you feel like doing this? Not too jet-lagged?’


‘Haha, I wouldn’t even know what that feels like,’ he said. ‘But when I woke, I thought it was night. I put on the tv and it was breakfast news, the anchorman was a Campbell and he was interviewing a MacAllister. There’s Scots everywhere. Very strange. So where are we going?’


‘I just thought you might like to see the oldest building in Vancouver. Thought it might get you on the road with your historical research.’


‘Sounds interesting,’ he said. In fact, he felt surprisingly good, good to be with her, good to be alive. The car came to a four way stop where a skateboarder was crossing.


A huge laminate photo image of a couple, embedded in the wall of an elaborate timber house on the corner, caught his eye. They were dressed in what seemed like smart 1950s fashions to him, posed almost nose to nose, though she was standing a step above her sweetheart. He read the picture title out loud: ‘John and Dimitra. Together Forever. So who were John and Dimitra?’ he asked.


‘I don’t know,’ she replied, pulling away. ‘Some dearly departed Greek couple. I think one of their kids keeps the place as a kind of shrine to them now. Check out the gardens. The white picket fence is plastic, by the way.’


‘Happy in the ever after,’ she added. ‘There’s a big Greek community here. It’s not all Scottish.’


‘But a lot of it is,’ he suggested. He examined the image again. John stood a step below, looking up into Dimitra’s adoring face. She was displaying a large ring on her wedding finger. ‘They’re the perfect married couple, whoever they are.’


As she pulled away from the stop, she smiled. ‘Maybe. One photo doesn’t prove anything.’


At the bottom of the hill as she turned left, he caught a glimpse of skyscrapers glinting in the sun in the other direction. Downtown, obviously.


‘Beautiful,’ he said, not thinking.


‘Isn’t it? she answered. Then neither spoke for a while. She drove quickly and confidently along a main road skirting the shore. The view across the bay skipped in and out of sight between large mansion houses on the cliff edge, towards tall peaks across the sea. He could tell it was very beautiful and wanted to go down there, to be able gaze out across that Pacific water at the mountains and the skyscrapers, to think about all the distance he had travelled.


‘You know, that would be one of things on my bucket list,’ she said, thoughtfully.


‘What is?’


‘You’ll laugh, I know. It’s to get married.’


‘Married? Who to?’


‘Oh, that doesn’t matter so much. I just want to be a bride. If I was dying, it wouldn’t matter who it was, any one of my single friends would do.’


He studied her face as she drove, saw the golden glint of mischief he’d sighted the day before. It was hard to tell if she was serious. ‘But there wouldn’t be any together forever,’ he said.


‘That’s the point, clever.  Just a big party where I could be the bride. Never having been one. Yet.’ The automatic gear change clicked and the engine eased into top, as they sped away from town.


‘I don’t really understand,’ he said, after a while.


‘Maybe it’s a girl thing. My girlfriends all understood.’


‘No, I mean marriage. The need. The urge. At all. Think I’ve lived alone too long. To be with someone in that domestic way.’


‘That’s not what I wanted. And maybe that’s why I never got married. No, it’s just the life event. I want to experience it. Every little girl thinks about it, or at least they did where I come from. Her wedding day.’


‘Where do you come from?’


‘It’s a little town in Czech Republic. You wouldn’t know it.’


‘And any groom would do in this bucket list wedding, would they?’


‘Well, they’d have to look good in the photos. And play the role well on the day. You know, speeches, that sort of thing. And then leave me alone whenever I said so, once it’s all over. And divorce me if I lived.’


She put down the journal on the bed, a puzzled look on her face. Hero stared at her with his mind-reader’s eyes and she stroked his head. ‘Weird, Hero,’ she said under her breath. ‘We did say these things, or something like it.’ He’d captured something. Her eye fell on the next word and she read on.


‘So pretty straight forward then?’


‘Sure - interested?’


‘I’m afraid I’m not available. Dying men don’t make good husbands to be. You don’t know if they’re going to make it to the altar. Anyway, a beautiful woman like you has no shortage of men to choose from, I’d guess,’ he teased.


‘Not only men,’ she said. ‘This is Vancouver, after all,’


She turned off the main road, and down towards the shore, where a marina arced out into the bay. Behind a sandy cove stretched, the tide far out. They approached a small dilapidated wooden building, peeling a strange shade of dusty pink paint.


‘Jericho Beach,’ she offered.


‘So someone blew trumpets?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘The Bible story. When Jeremiah brought the walls of the city of Jericho down just by blowing trumpets.’


‘Now he’s making things up, Hero. Taking liberties. He didn’t say any of that clever stuff about the Bible.’


‘I’m afraid I don’t know bible stories. I grew up in Soviet times.’


Hah!


‘Of course. It’s not important.’


She stopped and faced out across the wide bay, to the mountainous steeps on the far side, where streets of houses stretched up from the city below. ‘I think the name is a corruption. I read somewhere that an early settler had a lumber mill here and the beach was known as Jerry’s Cove, which got shortened to Jericho. Though there was a Squamish settlement here before that.’


‘And I never said that either.’


‘I sometimes try to imagine what it must have looked like, before Europeans arrived. There were three Squamish villages along the south coast here alone. And this is Hastings Museum, or the old Hastings Mill Store, as it was called. The home of the Native Daughters. It was the heart of the first lumber mill here, where downtown is now, then they towed it up here.’


‘So I suppose when the gold ran out, it was all about timber here, in the early days?’


‘In the early days of the white settlement, yes. That and salmon.’


‘I guess it was a hunter’s paradise, forests everywhere. Wild animals. Bears, wolves, beavers.’


‘But you know, they discovered a garbage pit downtown a while back while they were building, and the remains were at least 2,500 years old. You know, shells and bones and stuff. Some expert said it could be as old as 9,000 years.’


‘A midden?’


‘Yes. That’s it. A midden.’


‘Good Scots word,’ he said as he got out and wandered over to the front door, where an old iron bell swung from a new support. She hung back by the VW, sat on the bonnet and smiled, as he pulled out his Nikon and began snapping the front of the store, its shuttered windows and signs.


‘Like it?’ she asked.


He turned and looked at her sitting there watching. ‘As you say over here, sure.’ And he turned the lens towards her, focused. She crossed her legs, lifted her chin, posed, and he pressed the shutter. Gazing into the camera at the recorded image, he said ‘You don’t look very Czech,’ with a grin.


‘How should I look?’


‘Well, I always thought Czech women were tall and blonde. You know, like the tennis player.’


‘But I refuse your stereotyping. You don’t have ginger hair and a kilt.’


He clicked the shutter again, checked the picture. Again, he had the feeling she reminded him of someone. ‘True. I’m a poor specimen of my race.’


‘You are indeed. So very thin and... what’s the word?’


‘Thrawn?’ he offered, but she didn’t respond.


Instead she stood up. ‘If you say so. Anyway, I’m going in now.’


‘Let’s...’


She laid the journal down as Hero’s ears pricked up, and they both listened as a distant rumble grew. But it passed, just a truck on the highway. Turning back to the story in front of her, she said ‘It all seems a bit stagey, buddy. I’m not sure what to make of it. What is this Scotchman of ours up to?’ But she carried on.


He pushed the old wooden door of the museum open for her, and she went to squeeze past, into the gloom. For a moment they were nose to nose, eye to eye, and he realised she was exactly as tall as he was. Her scent filled his nostrils like a potent smoking drug, then she had passed him by.


Inside was a porch, with various signs and pennants pinned to a v-lined wall. A second door led to the dark interior, like a large schoolroom, or indeed a store. The air inside felt heavy with dust, laced through with the aroma of slowly aging decay, barely masked by furniture polish. It reminded him firstly of a church and then, with an aftertaste of bibliochor, his bookshop in Edinburgh, and for a moment he was back in familiar territory.


In the gloom, behind a long heavy wooden shop counter acting as a desk, a woman sat crocheting. She glanced up as they entered, as if she wasn’t expecting anyone, as if they may be the first and only visitors of the day. She put her crochet down and sat up.


‘Well, hi,’ she said. ‘Come on in. Welcome to the oldest memorial to Vancouver’s pioneer past.’ He gazed around the room at the mass of assembled artefacts. All seemed faded, sepia-coloured, a multi-paned window on an earlier era. Not a smart modern museum full of interactive gizmos, the past sealed behind plexiglass casing, here the building itself was an exhibit.


‘It dates from 1865?’ Martina asked.


‘That’s correct. Though at that time it wasn’t out here at Jericho. You have to imagine the whole of the city as virgin forest,’ the woman at the desk went on. ‘Ancient old growth trees, more than 300 feet tall. Then in 1865 an Englishman by the name of Stamp began to build a lumber mill down by the shore there, at the foot of Dunlevy. They took a flume from Trout Lake to provide steam power, and built this store to service the camp. It sold everything you could think of back then, a true emporium.’


Listening, he wandered through the exhibits, arrayed as if in a country schoolroom or a very plain Protestant chapel, yet the most fabulous of obscure objects to him lay within reach. Old mangles, pots and pans, various tools, many of them carved from wood. As he nosed around, peering at the old photos and artefacts, it occurred to him that Vancouver was almost exactly the same age as Lyle. The idea of the lumber mill would have been gestating in Stamp’s mind just as Jimmy was entering the world, five thousand miles away in Shetland, in the spring of 1864.


‘Are you from round here?’ the woman asked, curiously.


‘I live nearby,’ Martina said, ‘But I’ve never been in here before, although I have driven past many times. My friend is from Scotland and very interested in the history of the province.


‘Well, there’s plenty of history in here. And one of the early mill owners was a Scot, you know, after Stamp gave the mill up. He was a Campbell.’


‘Did you hear that?’ Martina called over to him, then turned back to the figure at the desk. ‘He thinks everything here is from Scotland. He points to street names as we drive past and tells me they’re all Scottish.’


Gil smiled over at the two women as they talked by the desk. The curator laughed. ‘Well, you know, lots of Scots came here at first, my dear. He’s right about that. And it’s from them we take much of our inspiration, them and others like them.’


‘Exactly, just as I told you.’ he said. ‘Is it all right to take a few photos?’


‘For a small donation,’ the woman replied, nodding towards a large wooden collection box on a table by the door.


‘So when did the store move up here?’ Martina asked her.


‘1930. They were going to demolish it, and so a group of ladies came together and insisted that it should be preserved. They towed it up here from Burrard Inlet, through the Narrows across English Bay, and lifted it up here on rollers. There’s a film of it you can watch if you like, just by the entrance to the Hansom Cab over in that corner there.’


The two visitors peered into the gloom in the direction she indicated.


‘It’s quite wonderful,’ she went on. ‘There’s footage of the Native ­Daughters aboard the Harbour Board yacht, serving a special tea. It was quite an event, you see, the mill store had a very special place in people’s hearts, because it had survived the great fire of 1866. And it had been the first post office, the first schoolroom, the first drugstore anywhere round here.’


‘There was a fire in 1866?’ he asked. He was calculating in Lyle time, that Jimmy would have been in Cloud Falls for two years by then.


‘Yes,’ Martina said. ‘Almost the whole of the town was destroyed, wasn’t it?’


The curator grimaced. ‘Sure, it was terrible. Not that there was so much to destroy back then, but it was all made of timber and went up like a rocket. They were clearing land because Vancouver had been selected as the terminus for the CPR railway, and a squall swept up a brush fire that the workers had started. The sparks fell on the town and it just exploded, and kept on burning till it was just about on top of the store. Then, like it was the hand of Providence at work, the wind changed and the store was spared. The millstore here became an emblem. It still is, to those who know the story.’


Gil was snapping photos as he listened, thinking about the news of the great fire making its way up country to the young Lyle on his uncle’s ranch in Cloud Falls. With no railway at that time, the news would have travelled by stagecoach or horseback, probably – no doubt fiercely discussed and debated, the fire and its causes, the miracle of the wind change. The story would have grown with each telling. Jimmy Lyle would have known this building and its story well.


The curator went on with her tale. ‘After the fire, the store was at the heart of the recovery operation, doling out food and emergency supplies, even acting as a morgue for the dead.’


He wandered about after that, looking at the exhibits, the thought of death vivid, as if the memory was somehow encoded in the timbers of the store. His eyes picked out a massive wooden plough, old sledges, a wooden washing machine. Cannons from 1867 when the settlement still had need of them, the Hansom cab, the old Hastings Mill safe. Some period dresses. A vast collection of woven baskets like the kind he knew Lyle had collected for the museums back east.


Then they watched the grainy film of the Native Daughters serving tea on the day in 1930 that the millstore was brought to Jericho by barge.


Afterwards Martina asked the curator, ‘So just who are the Native Daughters of BC?’


‘We are an organisation of women born here in the province. Pioneers.’


‘So I couldn’t join because I was born in Czechoslovakia?’


‘No, dear. Not if you aren’t born here.’


‘So this has nothing to do with First Nations natives?’ he added.


‘Not much,’ she answered, not elaborating, then to Martina she said, ‘You are, my dear, lovely as you are, what back in the old days, they used to call a ‘cheechako’. Someone who migrates here, in the Chinook parlance.’


‘Yes, I am a cheechako,’ Martina said, and looked to him, suddenly, with a vague glare of annoyance. She seemed somehow upset at the idea.


‘There’s a book of Robert Service’s poems, Ballads of a Cheechako,’ he volunteered, inadvertently making a no-man’s land between the curator and the cheechako.


‘Ah, Robert Service,’ the woman said. ‘Now he was a poet. We ­Canadians are very proud of him.’


‘But in Scotland, where he came from, he’s hardly mentioned these days.’


For a second the woman looked puzzled. ‘Scotland? Are you sure?’


‘He grew up in the shire of Robert Burns, and was schooled in Glasgow. He came out here as a banker. He ended up as the biggest-selling poet of the twentieth century, living the life of Riley in Paris.’


‘You,’ Martina laughed, ‘would have everything Scottish. But surely that can’t be correct. What about Eliot and his cats? That must have made millions.’


‘I’m only repeating what I’ve read,’ he said, holding his palms up to both.


There had been a dusty old settled pride about this native-born lady as she sat behind the old shop counter, but as she shifted into a beam of light that streamed from the window, a glamour of well-to-do assurance came over her. She stretched out across the small desk and the sunlight caught her profile.


‘I think you’ll find I’m right about Mr Service,’ she said firmly. For a second he was tempted to spout a challenge, and probably appear quite pedantic, but he smiled instead.


‘Ah well, maybe you are. I’m only a bookseller, after all,’ he said. And he put a twenty-dollar bill in the collection box by the door as they exited. No gift shop here.


Afterwards, outside, they stood silently for a while, looking out over the grandeur of the harbour to the mountains beyond.


‘That woman annoyed me,’ she said.


‘Really?’ he asked, and smiled in a slightly twisted way that didn’t turn out right. ‘I’d never have guessed.’


‘Are you teasing me?’ she said sharply. Did he twist his smile because she seemed annoyed, or because he was nervous?


‘Maybe. So what if you’re a Czech cheechako?’


She laughed. ‘And you’re very cheeky.’


‘And this is the cheek of a Czech Cheechako,’ he added and, for no reason, kissed her on the side of her face, as a joke maybe.


She put down her glasses, checked the time on her cell. Hero raised his head from the cushion of his paws, hopefully. She patted his neck fur, and said, ‘This is weird, buddy. I’m in a story.’ And she put her spectacles back on.


‘So,’ he said, ‘Tell me what I’m looking at here. What are these places called?’ And so, slowly, she began to name the various sights, from Vancouver Island in the distance, to the Sunshine Coast, Bowen Island, West Vancouver and the mountains of Cypress, Grouse and Seymour all opposite, and then Point Grey on the same shore. He tried to memorize all the names, but his mind was still reeling gently from the jetlag.


‘Okay. Enough,’ he breathed. ‘That’s all my brain can take in for now.’


‘You must be tired,’ she said, examining his face. ‘You probably want a timeout.’


‘No,’ he answered. ‘I’m enjoying this. I’ll tell you when I’ve had enough.’


‘Well, the tide’s out. We could walk back along the shore? It’s not too far to where you’re staying?


‘What about your car?


‘I can pick it up later. I could do with the walk. And you should see this piece of shoreline. It’s the last wild part, the rest has all been landscaped. There’s a nice place below MacDonald where one of the Squamish villages used to be. Tsumtsahmuls, they called it. The name’s lost now.’ So they clambered down onto the beach, and went treading their way through the wet stones and slippery surfaces.


‘You must tell me more about why you’re here,’ she told him, as they walked in the ebb along the shore. Shells crunched underfoot.


‘I told you. I want to write a book.’


‘I sense there’s more to it than just the book.’


‘Well, I suppose it’s my top bucket-list item,’ he said. ‘Things to do before you die.’ Along the seawall an impressive line of graffiti caught a blaze of sunlight. It lit up shapes and slogans unfamiliar to him, though one smallish piece Uncle George – get well soon! made them both laugh. They walked on a little further, around a headland, picking careful steps across rock and sand.


‘But why? I think I deserve a little more information. I’ve brought you to one of my secret places. You owe me more about your secrets.’


A large flock of ducks and ducklings made darting bobbing passage along the shallows. A few went far out, some were left behind.


‘Well, you are right. There is more. It’s to do with my father. Something I always wondered about. You see, he was much older than my mother, a widower, and he died when I was a boy so I don’t – I didn’t even have the chance, you know, to find out much about him, other than what my mother told me, and she had her own issues with him. She always seemed to end up talking about those.’


He stopped and peered out across the water. ‘Downtown’s stunning from here,’ he said, ‘the way the city seems to try to compete with the mountains in scale...’


‘But completely fails,’ she finished.


‘So far.’


‘They’ll never tame it,’ she said, with absolute certainty. ‘The buildings will all be thrown down and overgrown.’


‘Prophecy of doom?’


‘Certainty, in cosmic terms.’


‘You know a bit about the cosmos?’


‘It’s innate. Stardust, you know, like the song says we are.’


‘Ah yes, the great Canadian songstress.’


‘You know Joni?’


‘I grew up with her.’


‘Me too. I learned so much from her songs. About art, emotions. And America. Funny we should share that.’


‘Her background was Scottish, I think.’


‘Shut up,’ she said. ‘Enough already.’


Nine freighters were anchored in the depth of the harbour, various combinations of rust-proof red and salty black, a little sallow yellow or white for the superstructure. Flags lay at mast in the stillness. They could be from anywhere, this metal leviathan school, carrying containers across the Pacific, to and fro from China, Japan, Russia, full of everything that can be bought and sold.


‘So what’s the mystery? Are you going to tell me?’ she asked.


‘The family secret? It’s not so great, and I don’t know the answer. I may find out when I go north.’


‘North?’


‘Yes, next week. To Cloud Falls. I’m following his trail, really, coming here, going there.’


‘To where your Lyle fella lived?’


‘Oh, he’s part of it. My father was there too. After the First World War, he emigrated. At least I think so. He was married, settled, but his wife died, and he went back to Scotland. Or so I think. So far it’s not proven, as we say in Scotland.’


‘And you are here to prove it,’ she said, with that same tone of certainty he was growing used to. He didn’t bother to confirm. She had decided, and he understood.


‘It’s a complicated family,’ he added.


‘Aren’t they all?’ She stopped, sat on one of the huge tree-trunks that had washed ashore in some high tide or other. He sat beside her, close enough to feel her warmth, or to imagine that he did.


‘This,’ she said, ‘is what used to be called Tsumtsahmuls by the Squamish. That’s all Stanley Park across there, to the right. And over there, where the forest ends, you can just see Siwash Rock.’


‘You mean that little rocky pinnacle?’


‘Yes. It’s a famous landmark. There’s a story about it, you know, in native myth.’


‘Which is?’


She took a breath before replying. ‘I don’t remember it all, but from what I recall, Siwash was a virtuous young man. His new wife was ­pregnant and so he swam every morning to kinda purify himself before becoming a father. Soon after the baby was born, one morning he found himself in the path of a great canoe that was making its way south along the coast and on a course to go through the channel where Siwash was swimming. And he refused to move out of the way. His ritual demanded that he didn’t stop. He didn’t know it, but the canoe belonged to the four grey men of the north, and they were like wizards.’ She stopped, as if trying to find the right words.


‘What happened?’


‘Well, he explained to them that he couldn’t turn aside without breaking his vow. The phrase sticks in my mind - clean fatherhood, it was called. So anyway, they turned him into that rock, saying that it would be a reminder to people of the importance of uprightness forever.’


‘That’s quite sad. What happened to the young wife and child?’


‘Ah well, the men of the north took pity, and turned them to stone too. There are two other smaller rocks hidden in the forest near Siwash, supposed to be his wife and child.’


He whistled in surprise. ‘A rather harsh form of pity. But I suppose they’re together forever,’ and at the same moment, both of them exclaimed, ‘John and Dimitra!’ Laughing at the coincidence, they looked directly at one another, their eyes locked together for a millisecond. Again he saw that golden light radiate from brown. She did so remind him of someone.


A surprised silence grew as they listened to the gentle rhythm of the waves. The calls of the seabirds played a shrill melody above. In the harbour, the freighters had multiplied to eleven, as new hulls which had been hidden from sight came into view behind the foregrounded few.


‘The story with my father relates to Jimmy Lyle,’ he said after a while. ‘I think Lyle may have been my grandfather.’


She turned to stare at him. ‘Really? How come?’


‘Well, when Lyle left Scotland to come out here, he left behind a pregnant woman.’


‘His kid?’


‘I think so. But I can’t prove it. Yet.’


‘Wow,’ she said. ‘So were they married?’


‘No. She was an older woman. A widow in her thirties. I don’t know the truth of it, but it seems from what I can find out that the child was his. And that child, I believe was my father.’


‘So he ran out on them?’


He shrugged, gave her a look of uncertainty. ‘Could be. He was just a lad, barely eighteen. I expect it was a scandal.’


‘And that’s why you’re so interested in him?’


‘Not only that,’ he said. ‘Otherwise, he lived this heroic sort of life. From what I’ve been able to find out.’


After a long time, she added, ‘I can take you to Siwash, maybe. Maybe on Thursday?’


‘That would be great.’ 


‘I’ll text you.’


‘So, anyway, your story about clean fatherhood. From my family’s perspective, your Siwash has a point.’


‘He has a rock.’


‘A rocky point.’


‘Or a pointy rock.’ They both began to giggle, he started coughing and he signed that she should slap his back, which she did, repeatedly. When he’d recovered, he said, ‘I still find laughing hard on the throat.’


‘After the radiation?’


‘Yep.’ That reminder shifted the mood like a breeze from elsewhere, a colder place, paradoxically filled with the memory of lasers burning. Being strapped down and hit with beams. She seemed to stiffen, breathing in the sea air deeply.


‘I wanted to tell you, on the plane, when you told me about your illness...’ She paused.


‘What?’


‘It happened to me to.’


‘What?’


‘Cancer.’


‘You?’ They looked at each, eyes wide, as her secret wound its way around them, drawing them closer still.


‘I was having radiation more or less at the same time as you were.’


‘Good God,’ he said.


‘So we’re radiation twins, in a way.’ 


‘I suppose so. Are you okay? What’s the story?’


‘Yes, all clear at the moment. Regular checks. Some post-surgery pain, but I’m okay so far.’ She touched her left breast with her open palm, and he understood.


‘So you’re still healing, like me?’


‘Yes, still a distance to go. In lots of ways.’


‘Well well.’ For a while they sat in silence, then without thinking, he said, ‘I wonder if it will ever be like it was before?’ It was a question neither of them thought worth answering.


The ebb was low. Mist was embracing Mount Seymour. Above those downtown tower blocks, the high forest ridges of the valleys inland slipped mysteriously into a grand enveloping shroud. From here, the city was shining towers, striations where balconies marked out floors, altogether like a single bent-back crouching creature with skyscraper spikes and streets for stripes, like some giant armadillo. It did not move, this beast, but smaller creatures moved within it. Tiny struggling creatures, forever going nowhere.


‘Did you ever think about not going through the treatment, just ­letting go?’ he asked, after a while.


‘What do you mean? Wouldn’t that be a bit like committing suicide?’


‘Sort of, I suppose. Just letting it all go. Having the cancer do its thing.’


She frowned at him. ‘No. Did you?’


‘I did. At the start, when I knew I was ill but before I found out what lay ahead.’


‘What happened?’


‘I suppose I couldn’t imagine how I could do it. Where. But the why seemed obvious.’


She shook her head slowly, leant down and picked up a pebble, then threw it towards the distant waterline where it skipped once and submerged. ‘I just try to deal with it, matter-of-factly. As a thing that’s happening to me. Something I have to get through. Somehow.’ 


‘And are you? Getting through?’


‘I’m still on sick leave. And it was a huge shock, okay, that’s for sure.’


Now the mist was slipping behind Stanley Park and the wooded outline was vivid against the white wall. Siwash rock was perfectly framed, clearly separated from the main cliff at this angle. In the foreground, the small boats in the visible marina were all anchored. The natural harbour lay beyond, hidden from the ocean behind the strait. He imagined the coming of the Europeans, how Captain Vancouver’s crew must have welcomed the sense of shelter, the safety from the open sea it brought, as they sailed into this great fjord. And here, at Tsumtsahmuls, someone would have watched, perhaps whilst gathering shellfish, astounded by the other worldly vessels approaching.


‘Radiation twins. Well well,’ he said after a silence.


‘You don’t still think of it, do you?’


‘What?’


‘You know, suicide.’


‘Ending it all, as they say? Oh I don’t know, I suppose it will end soon enough, whatever.’


She gave him a hurried concerned look, then smiled and slapped his back again. ‘All more reason to live, to write your book!’


‘Ah yes,’ he said, with a faraway look, ‘The great book. I’m not so sure that’s so easy.’


She frowned. ‘You’re sounding depressed – and it’s depressing me. Stop it.’


‘Sorry.’


‘And don’t say sorry. Just live. Breathe. It’s not so hard. And none of it is so heavy as you think. Look, see those mountains. Feel how light they are in your mind. Make your troubles as light as those. Distant.’ His eyes followed her tanned arm as it waved towards the ridge of peaks in the far distance.


‘Easy to say,’ he muttered. ‘’Easy to say.’


As they sat, side by side on a giant sea-worn trunk, the great harbour shimmering in front of them, she put her hand on top of his, on top of the worm-filled log. Their legs dangled like those of children, as they sat and stared and watched a flotilla of paddle boarders pass slowly, the voices echoing from the edge of hearing. At the marina to the west, a fleet of little dinghies sailed.


‘I can see I’ll have to look out for you, Mr Sick Heart,’ she said, then pulled her hand away and stood up. ‘I’ll walk back to get the car. You just have to go up the steps there, and you’ll see MacDonald. Just walk up a couple of blocks and you’ll see your place.’


As he watched her walk away, her tall figure receding into the distance as she rounded the great tree trunks washed ashore, stepping delicately over the green seaweedy stones, he felt the weight of insignificance return. The weight that was a lightness, like Kundera suggested. Dying was easy. Living was the hard part. Had he travelled all this way, just to realise that? He could surely have realised that back home. A shoreline is a shoreline, an ebb an ebb, Atlantic or Pacific. The slap and slush of the barely moving, the strange charm of the lolling water’s incantation. Yet the shape of this inlet had its own unique shape, and so the movements of tides did too. What gullies filled, what disappeared from view as the waters encroached, how each shapes the other.


For so long he’d been alone, ever since his mother died, with no one for company but doctors and nurses. Now, in just one day, this other person had penetrated his solitude and now he knew that she had suffered as he had done. Alone in Scotland, he had accepted that he was nothing, an infinitesimal detail in the vast cosmic flux. It seemed unbelievable, somehow, that he had travelled 5000 miles to meet a woman who understood, who had faced the same trial, this stranger who’d had a visit from death just like he had, and knew, like he did, that it would be back to stay at some stage.


Did it matter? Any of it? Was the oyster shell important, this one he picked from the shore as the crows attempted their clam-opening trick, of flying high up to drop it on a rock. To the oyster, maybe. In the grand scheme, as one of a species, maybe no and yes. What was one more oyster? Another few hours of mindless life. Yet its shape is perfect, a closure, the mollusc mouth straining, the seal so tight, as he had been sealed, grimly awaiting death. But he was still alive, and now someone was prising him open again. And how long before the shell is simply dust again, a scattered calcium strain in a sand of many colours, drenched in mud?


The growing hum and judder of the small plane flying in over Stanley Park broke his thought, finally sounding huge in the silence of this natural amphitheatre. It reminded him of those months in the garden at his mother’s house near the airport, watching the planes, as he endured the radiotherapy.


And then a series of explosions, like heavy gunfire, maybe six or seven shots in a row, sounded in the distance. As they echoed away, birds dominated the soundscape again. Gulls and crows, some geese in the water. A heron’s kaarrik counterpointed a crow’s kark. Some of the crows were still apprentice in the art of cawing, this year’s hatchlings, awkward in their grown-up feathers. Had they mastered the art of the clam drop, was it innate?


The curved question marks of two goose heads appeared in the distant water, then disappeared underwater, seeking their missing dots. Voices carried, words inaudible, from a little cruiser passing.


On the seawall, someone was building a barricade of giant iron baffles, angles cut to keep the waves away. Like Richard Serra in domestic mood. The metal had immediate age, and already the graffiti artists of the foreshore had marked their claim of right. But in a city built on timber, the boldness of such an intrusion became a symbol of industrialisation. The oldest Vancouver was built on what had grown here, was itself a product of the land, and was reclaimed by it in fire. What remains, the solitary Hastings Mill, is a delicate tinderbox, towed far from the glass and steel of downtown, moored in Jericho.


Jericho. Tsumtsahmuls. MacDonald. The right to name, the language of power, the dominant narrative. That much was the same in old Caledonia and in New Caledonia, as the early settled country was called before Queen Victoria decided that, as the French already had a New Caledonia, British Columbia it should be.


Tsumtsahmuls was left off the map. The old world cartographers brought their own language to add to the first people’s, the names of their hometowns from the old country, their great figures, their leaders and chiefs, their clans, at first just a few, then to swamp those first names in a torrent of syllables. 


Then he felt a buzz in his pocket, and took out his phone. It was a text from her.


Want 2 watch hockey 2night? Big game.


He called her back.


‘Well now,’ she said to her canine companion, and laid down her pink-rimmed glasses. Hero looked up at her, expectantly, as if he had been waiting jealously for attention. ‘Very strange. It’s a story with someone like me doing things very like some things I’ve done. But it isn’t me and it isn’t what happened. At least, not as I remember it.’ She bent down and petted the dog. ‘Our friend Gil has put us in a story. He is a strange guy.’ She stood up and walked over to the window, where the video camera stood on a tripod, pointing out across the river towards the little town. ‘I wonder what he’s been recording on this,’ she said. The dog got up and walked obediently to her side. ‘Shall we see?’ she asked it. She fiddled with the buttons till she found the playback, put her glasses on and watched the small screen. There were various files. There was footage of the Rocky Mountaineer, the long tourist train passing along the canyon line. Shots of two birds on a nest, eagles perhaps, which when she checked out the room window, she could see, far away on a platform on top of a pole by the river’s edge. Further back, scenes of a waterfall. More of the river. And further again, what seemed to be his journey up from Vancouver on the Greyhound, shot from inside the coach. None of it of great interest, and no interviews with anyone on the subject of Lyle or anything related, at least as far she could find. Maybe he’d already downloaded them.


‘Not much to see there,’ she said, and picked up her cell phone to check the time. ‘What shall we do?’ she asked the dog, who seemed to think it was a good idea to go for a walk. The room was still very hot despite the fact that it was now almost six o’clock, and it whined at the half-open door.


‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Let’s take a look downstairs, see if the innkeeper’s around. If not, we can take a walk. Guess you must be feeling the heat, honey. And you’ve finished your water.’


There was no one at the desk, and no one on the terrace. No sign of Rick. He wasn’t in his place. Then she heard the low sound of someone talking come from the room to the other side of the stairs. She went in, the dog still at her feet. Two men were sitting in what appeared to be a guest lounge, looking a little tired and scruffy. One had his back to her, and when the other indicated to his friend that someone had entered the room, they both turned to look at her.


‘Hi,’ she said. ‘Have you seen Rick?’


‘Ah, no, ma’am,’ said the furthest away, the older of the two. ‘Think he went out.’


‘Are you guys the tree-planters?’ she asked.


‘Well, two of them,’ the younger guy answered. ‘The others are in their rooms, I guess. We just got back. Been a hard day’s night.’ Both men were looking at her strangely. She guessed it was the Sigourney Weaver thing.


‘I’m looking for my friend, the Scotsman who is staying here,’ she said. ‘He seems to have disappeared. You haven’t seen him?’


‘Saw him the other night,’ the younger guy said.


‘How did he seem? I mean, what was his mood?’


‘His mood? I dunno. Seemed fairly quiet. We were watching the hockey together.’


‘I wouldn’t worry,’ the older tree-planter added. ‘He’s out a lot, hiking about, talking to people. I’m Bob, by the way, and this is Doug.’ It was as if he was hoping for her to offer her name. When she didn’t, he added, ‘Nice pooch.’


‘He’s a bit fatigued with the heat. Anyway, if Rick comes back, tell him I’ve taken the lad here for a short walk. I’ll be back soon.’


She went out of the room and heard their voices behind her.


‘Nah, that’s not her. She’s too young. Sigourney Weaver must be like 60 plus now.’


‘I dunno, man. These celebrities get all kinds of work done. They don’t age like normal people.’


Rumours travelled.


She opened the front door and left the relative cool of the AC with Hero. The heat was a powerful wave. They crossed the highway and walked alongside the railway line for a while, where one long snaking CPR train of various trucks lay waiting silently for its signal to roll. Hot as it was out, a breeze was blowing through the canyon. She found herself staring up at the steep rocky wall opposite, and down to the huge river roaring by below. The scale of the scene was vast, and the tiny gathering of houses seemed so insignificant, it was kind of overwhelming.


Hero didn’t want to hang about outside either, for whatever reason, so they made their way back to the oldest inn in BC. Inside there was no one around – even the two tree-planters had gone. So she filled the water bowl for her companion and went upstairs again. Hero settled down again, sucked of all energy by the heat, in front of the fan. She picked up Gil’s handwriting.


‘Let’s see what happens to my Czech alter-ego Martina next,’ she said to him. ‘And maybe you’ll have a role too, buddy.’ She put on her pink-rimmed glasses and began to read again.


That afternoon, after a nap, he took a walk around the shops in the Kitsilano neighbourhood in the sunshine. Everything seemed gripped by a blue and white fever – cars displayed pennants, flags draped on balconies, people of all ages wore Vancouver Canucks shirts as their daily wear – even a stuffed full-sized brown bear in the window of a second hand bookshop he visited wore the colours. He struck up a conversation with the bookseller who explained that the Canucks were playing in the final of the Stanley Cup, hockey’s top prize. On the sign above an old cinema on Broadway near where he was staying, the sign where movie titles were displayed read ‘WE ARE ALL CANUCKS NOW’ across the top. It was if the whole city had invested in this contest, as if it was a matter of deep civic pride and not a sporting trophy that was at stake.


She turned up outside his suite as arranged, rang the doorbell. When he opened the door, she was standing there on the doorstep dressed in a Canucks t-shirt, her dark hair pinned up, and a Canucks cap on top. She smiled, her brown eyes shining that golden way he’d noticed on the plane. The first thing about her that had impressed itself on his memory. Again he had the vague feeling he knew her from somewhere.


‘Thought we’d walk,’ she said. ‘There may be drinking involved.’


Together they set off through the suburban streets, passing house after house in a subtle variety of wooden styles. She asked if he’d slept and he said he’d had a couple of hours.


‘Feel alright?’


‘A bit tired. But that’s normal. With the radiotherapy.’


‘I nap too,’ she said. ‘Every afternoon.’


As they walked, side by side, it struck him that not only was she as tall as he was but their legs too matched perfectly in length, so that their strides seemed synchronised. They did indeed seem twinned. Radiation twins.


‘I can’t get over you and I having cancer at the same time,’ she said, as if picking up on his thoughts.


‘Well, lots of people did. Do. That’s not so strange. But meeting the way we did, with the prospect of an air crash, it feels like we’re fated in some way.’


‘To have met?’


‘To share something.’


‘What?’


‘Well, let’s start with the hockey. Tell me about it. What’s going on.’


So Martina explained, the Vancouver Canucks were 1-0 up in a best of seven series against the Boston Bruins, trying to win their first ever North American ice hockey championship, the Stanley Cup – the end goal of a long winter season and more than a hundred games. Tonight was the second match in the final. She turned out to be a big hockey fan. It was a hugely popular game in Czech Republic and a lot of Czechs played in the NHL, she said. He explained to her that in Scotland it wasn’t all that popular, and was hardly played at all, though he could remember that when he was a boy the BBC used to show live games from the British League, featuring teams like the Fife Flyers and Murrayfield Racers, so he knew the rudiments.


She took him to a packed pub on 4th Avenue where everyone was glued to big screens, positioned throughout the roof at different angles to maximise viewing. A few people she knew welcomed her to their table, and she introduced him as a stray Scotsman she’d picked up on the way home from Calgary. They squeezed into a space next a man she called Alex.


Martina explained to him, over the hubbub, that for Vancouver this competition represented proper and full participation in the affairs of the continent. This was a young city even in North American terms. The stray Scotsman didn’t really understand all the rules, or the commentators’ jargon. He tried to follow the play, but it was so quick.


‘I can’t see the puck half the time,’ he said.


‘Watch what the guys are doing, follow the players, not the puck,’ Alex said, without taking his eyes from the screen. Martina too was entranced. Her face lit up when the Canucks attacked, glowered and grimaced when in defence.


It turned out a very tense match. The Canucks finally managed to win 3-2 in extra time, or what they called overtime here. When the puck found the net, the place erupted, just like the football terraces he remembered from his childhood. Except with high-fives and chest bumps. Martina did a little dance of joy. She and her friends had hardly spoken since the start of overtime till the goal went in and victory was secured, but a lot of beer was consumed and the stray Scotsman had eaten his first plate of poutine, on their command, in the interim.


Alex looked hugely relieved, as if he’d lived through some mortal combat. ‘Five to go and only two more wins required,’ he beamed around the table, but after the elation had passed and the pub quietened down he grew worried. ‘But I remember 1994,’ he went on. ‘I was just a kid. The disappointment and the riots that followed, man...’ The emphasis on the final word stretched out significantly. That year, he continued, against the New York Rangers, they’d been 3-1 down in the series, then won two games to level at 3-3 so that everyone thought the momentum was with them, but they lost the last in New York by a single goal. And after the game ended, a frustrated crowd began to gather downtown in Vancouver, and it all went sour. A man fell from a street lamp and police on bicycles tried to escort paramedics into the crowd. Some people got rowdy, attempted to take a bicycle from one constable, the police retreated and warned them to disperse. When they wouldn’t, the riot squad appeared and a full-scale pitched battle began. Shops were broken into and some of the angry fans looted what they could. Around 200 people ended up in hospital.


The way Alex described it, the trauma was obviously still lingering, like a shadow from youth that wouldn’t disappear, but took the shine from the hope that this time it would be different. It was a salutary warning that nothing could be taken for granted. Although Vancouver had been the best team throughout the main season this year, Boston was a tough opponent with a good old goaltender, and he was anxious.


The pub slowly emptied and the stray Scotsman decided he should go. He stood up, and began to say his farewells to his new hockey chums, and to Martina.


‘Are you going?’ she said.


‘Yes, I want to head back.’


She stood up next to him and leaned close. She seemed quite drunk, though he wasn’t sure just how much they’d had to drink in the midst of excitement. ‘You’re not leaving without me,’ she said, whispering so no one else could hear. ‘My dates don’t run out on me.’


He wondered, was this a date? Was she serious? Then she smiled, a little drunkenly, took his hand where it dangled at his side and squeezed it.


‘I have to look after him,’ she said to her friends. ‘He’s a sick-hearted Scotsman.’


Outside, it was still quite light, and they walked step for step along a quiet backstreet. She was swaying about a little, hardly sober, as she walked.


‘I have to get home too,’ she said. ‘My dog is waiting for me. He needs a walk.’


‘Your dog?’


‘Yes. Hero.’


‘You call him Hero?’


‘Well, as a puppy they called him Milo but I never liked that name. Always reminded of the kid in the Phantom Tollbooth. So I changed it to Miro after the painter, then it became Miro the Hero, and then just Hero.


‘Hmmm. You live in this direction?’


‘More or less,’ she said. ‘I’m going to see you safely home first. It’s my duty.’ She smiled. ‘After all, we’re radiation twins.’


‘We are indeed,’ he replied, as she took hold of his arm again.


She held onto him all the way up the steps to the door of his lodgings.


‘I want to see where you’re staying,’ she said, and she followed him inside.


While he switched on the lamp and drew the curtains, she flopped onto the bed, her forearm across her forehead.


‘Wow,’ she breathed. ‘That was some match.’


He stood and gazed at her lying there, this beautiful stranger who had sprawled herself across his rented bed, her long legs stretched out, her eyes closed, her dark hair splayed over his pillow. She didn’t move for what seemed ages. Was she falling asleep? Should he pull a cover over her?


He felt quite drunk himself, though at least the room wasn’t spinning. He lay down next her, side by side, not touching, staring up at the ceiling in the gloomy lamplight. Then her hand took hold of his, her scent was rich and close, unavoidably attractive. He wanted to kiss her, but she flinched as if she’d been burned.


‘We’re twins,’ she said. ‘My Scotch friend.’ She stood up, swaying slightly. ‘I have to go. My dog is waiting.’


He lay there, silently berating himself as she fumbled drunkenly with the latch, opened the door and let herself out. He heard her footsteps clatter as she went down the wooden stairs outside, and slipped away into the darkening night.


‘Hmm,’ she said, and took off her glasses. She lay back on the bed, his newly rented bed. The dog Hero lifted his head, looked at her with his blank black-eyed stare, the one that seemed capable of seeing into her soul. ‘What?’ she said. ‘It’s just a story. It wasn’t like that, I didn’t do anything.’ The dog leapt up on the bed next to her and she put her arms around his thick furry mane. ‘You know you’re my boyfriend.’ Hero nuzzled at her neck and she laughed, but her hand went to cover her breast as he lay down heavily next to her, his paws on her chest. ‘Don’t be jealous,’ she told him, as she ruffled his coat, and he licked her face.


The rumble of an engine outside made her sit up. Not the thunderous screech of the train like earlier, more a truck, by the sound of it, maybe more than one. She went to the open door and listened. If it was Gil, she’d better put his writing away.


As she closed the drawer, she heard the little bell ring as the inn’s front door opened, and people came in, more than one or two. She heard their footsteps and their voices as they seemed to make their way to the terrace, so she opened the room window to eavesdrop.


Rick’s now familiar eastern tone drifted up. She didn’t catch what he said because of the noise the others were making. There seemed to be quite a crowd. She heard the clink of glasses, laughter, loud voices, then the squeak of steps on the staircase, and a knock on the half-open door. It was Rick.


‘Any news?’ she asked.


He shrugged his shoulders. ‘Maybe. I went over the bridge and spoke to a few people in town. Seems Mr Johnson went out hiking early this morning. One of the First Nations guys, Big George Wakem, saw him heading up the highway to the north.’


‘Did he say where he was going?’


‘Said he didn’t ask him. But he looked like he was headed somewhere important. George called a couple of the band, and they’re spreading the word. Seems your Gil saw one of the elders the day before yesterday and she told him about a few places he might like to see, connected to Jimmy Lyle. We haven’t been able to get hold of her yet, but George is here right now. He’s downstairs on the terrace if you’d like to speak with him. And just to warn you, so is all his family…’


She was momentarily surprised but nodded. ‘Sure’, she said. ‘I’ll come down.’


But Rick stopped her progress at the door, taking hold of her arm. ‘One thing,’ he said, ‘If one of the kids happens to call you Ms. Weaver...’


She interrupted, ‘What did you tell them?’


‘I might have said you were the woman from Alien. I was just ­kiddin them.’


There was quite a little gathering downstairs on the terrace. When she appeared under the adobe archway, they all got up and, one by one, shook her hand politely. Rick introduced the patriarch first, George, and the patriarch introduced his family, and each almost curtseyed or bowed like she was royalty as she moved along the line and they said hello. Seven in all, Big George who was indeed big, his wife, her sister, George’s two grown up sons, one large like his father and one not so, and a couple of their kids, George’s grandchildren, all spread over the terrace. Too many names to remember.


They’d kept the best seat for her and Hero too was deemed royalty. The kids especially made a big fuss of him, wanted to know what kind of dog he was and where he came from.


‘So Rick here says you’re worried about your friend, the writer guy from over in Scotland,’ George asked, when everyone had settled down. ‘We met him across the river in Valhalla the other night, didn’t we? Nice fella.’ His wife and sister in law nodded.


‘You workin on a film about Jimmy Lyle?’ the smaller son asked.


The tall woman glanced at Rick, who was listening, a curious smile on his face. ‘No. Gil, that is, Mr Johnson is just doing some research.’


George nodded. ‘He said that. Was asking when we met. He was a good man, Jimmy Lyle. My father and him were big friends.’


‘So maybe you’ll be bringin a film crew up here sometime soon?’ the bigger son inquired.


She frowned again at Rick. ‘Come on, I want to be honest with you all, I’m not who you seem to be thinking I am,’ she sighed, looking around the gathering, smiling.


Big George chuckled. ‘Course you ain’t.’ And he winked at the company. His family all grinned, nodding as if they were in on the secret. She stood up quickly, was about to contradict them, but her head began to spin with the heat and tiredness after her long drive, and she felt a bit dizzy. When she recovered her balance, she said ‘Honestly, I can tell you no film is on the horizon. It’s just Gil… Mr Johnson who wants to find out about your Jimmy Lyle. Right now, I’m just worried that he’s okay. Because he’s been ill, you know. Very ill.’


‘Would make a good film,’ the bigger son said.


‘Rick said,’ Big George nodded. ‘You think he may be intendin to do away with himself? Jump in the river?’


She shook her head. ‘You’ve said too much, my friend Rick.’


‘Hey now,’ George’s wife said, ‘It’s alright, honey. You got worried about him. Everybody does about them they love.’


Love? What did she know? It was disconcerting, their familiarity, this kindness. She looked down at her dog, lying comfortably in the arms of two strange children who were petting him like one of their own. Hero peered up at her, seemed to smile, then lay back down, enjoying those little hands rubbing his neck fur.


At that moment the phone inside the motel began to ring. Rick got up and went to answer it. She flopped back down into her chair and the two women soothed her with words she couldn’t quite make out as she tried to hear what happening on the phone. Then Rick reappeared.


‘George,’ he said, ‘It’s Billy for you.’


‘That’ll be word, betcha,’ George said, getting up.


She listened as George took the call, ummin and ahhin as the caller, whoever he was, talked. When George’s lumbering frame reappeared in the doorway to the terrace, she heard him say, ‘We better go look for the Scotsman, boys. Billy says somebody saw him headed up the Echte Valley, thinks he must’ve been looking for Jimmy Lyle’s old cabin. It’s a long old way, he may be stuck up there somewhere.’


George’s two sons stood up, the bigger and the smaller, ready to leave.


‘Where’s that at?’ Rick asked.


‘It’s a place. Secret place to us. It seems Pearl told him about it when he went to see her, and he must have decided to go try find it for himself.’


‘I don’t understand,’ the woman who had given up trying not to be Ms. Weaver said. ‘Who’s Pearl?’


‘She’s one of our elders. Your guy saw her yesterday. She was tellin him what she knew about Jimmy Lyle. Guess he must have decided to try and go seek out the place he lived.’


‘You mean he’s out there somewhere in the wilderness? Where?’


‘It’s a sacred place to us,’ George’s wife said. ‘Secret. Always has been since way back. But Jimmy Lyle built a cabin up there for him and his wife, lived there maybe ten years, long time ago now.’


‘There’s a trail in. The cabin is still there, but it’s a long way and nobody ever goes there much now,’ George’s wife’s sister offered.


‘We’ll take the truck, go look,’ George said. ‘He’s probably somewhere on the trail.’ He turned to the rest of his family. ‘You all stay here. Me and the boys will find him. Come on now.’


Big George and his two big sons left. Ms Weaver laid her head back on the chair. She felt tears well up. ‘I knew it, I knew something was wrong. I told Rick. Didn’t I?’


George’s wife’s sister patted her hand. ‘George will find him, honey. You’ll see. They’ll find him and they will bring him back. It’ll be okay.’


‘But anything could have happened. He doesn’t know anything about anything. He could have met a bear, or wolves or...’


‘No, not here,’ one of the children piped up. ‘No bears here. Worst thing is rattlesnakes.’


‘Ssssh,’ George’s wife scolded. ‘That’s enough already. Don’t you frighten the poor lady.’


But Ms Weaver’s calm had disappeared. She pictured the wandering Scotsman surrounded by all the wildest, most dangerous creatures she could imagine, and a rattlesnake shaking its tail, springing at him while he stood transfixed, not knowing what to do. She stood.


‘It’s lovely to meet you all. You’ve been so kind. But I’m going upstairs now,’ she said, on the point of tears. ‘Call me as soon as you hear anything, will you? Come on, buddy.’


Hero reluctantly left his two new best friends and followed her up the staircase to room 14. There she lay on the bed again, her head still spinning a little at first, then after a while, once she’d recovered her poise, she opened the drawer of the bedside cabinet and took out the handwritten story she’d concealed there earlier. It seemed more precious now, more a communication to her from him, and whatever qualms she had harboured about reading it were gone now. She needed to know how he had felt about those days in Vancouver. Felt it was her right. She turned the pages, glancing over what she’d already read, until she found the place where Gil woke up the morning after the hockey. She settled herself on the bed, propped up by pillows, and tried to read, but her eyes kept drifting to the window, the fading violet daylight slowly disappearing, and her ears were primed for the slightest sound of Big George’s truck returning.


How long would it take them to get there, to look for him? Would they make it before it was dark? And if not, and he was out there all night, would he survive? She should have gone with them. She should have insisted.


Then her mind drifted back to the fact that he had spoken about killing himself. Was this the way he’d chosen to do it? At Lyle’s cabin? Had he set out with no intention of coming back? Was he surrendering to nature in the way he’d talked about surrendering to the cancer? Maybe there was some clue in the journal.


He slept a drunken half-sleep, restless with dreams he couldn’t recall when he woke. Something about Egypt, the incest of twins, something he’d read somewhere lingered, but he couldn’t place it. He couldn’t even place himself at first, waking as he did in this strange bed. He checked his phone. It was almost mid-day. No calls, no messages. He turned over, feeling a little nauseous, remembering the poutine he’d eaten and the beer, the fumbled embrace when he’d overstepped the boundaries. He thought he should do some work, maybe at the main library downtown, if he could bear the bustle of people and traffic. There was comfort in being amongst books. But when he got there he found himself persuaded by the need to look through Lyle’s photographic archive and he began to note down titles of significant images for future reference. The descriptions he took to be Lyle’s own handwriting.


36242 Indian graveyard July 1916 - Single cross standing near corner of short wooden fence. “Indian graveyard ½ mile west of Cloud Falls on north side of river. Very picturesque about 20 - 30 years ago, all woodwork being painted in bright colors, fences surmounted with carved figures of birds and symbol of sun, moon, blankets, guns, baskets etc. Graveyard now neglected and all overgrown with rose and other bushes. Condition: negative in poor condition.


36245 View from Coyote Sweathouse Bluff July 1916 - Scene across river showing bridges and railway tracks. “View across Thompson River from Coyote Sweathouse Bluff. Looking up Nicola River at mouth showing part of east slope of slaka ‘heaped up’ mountain and some rounded hills or buttes in distance. When snow goes off these in spring (April) there will be no more frosts down in the valley and it is safe to put out tender plants. Indians and whites watch for this.” ­Condition: good


26265 Hunting camp - Large canvas tipi with smoke flaps. Snowshoes, hunting equipment and animal carcass next to tipi. Cloth stretched over pole. “Taken during absence of hunter, tipi, snowshoes, deerskins, venison and two deer not yet cut up.” TsEkiextcin Valley fifteen miles north of Cloud Falls. Condition: good


39754 Woman Digging Roots 1917 - Profile view of “Kokowatko” or Kaukuwatko ‘sage brush water’ woman of Potato Garden Band digging roots of Erythronium Grandflorum (yellow adder tongue lily) showing method of loosening soil with root digger. Sack slung around her waist. Mount Botani. Condition: good


39758 Cooking Sticks 1917 - Thirteen cooking sticks for cooking meat before the fire. Each had been used for this purpose at the same time. Indians must have killed deer in this place and cooked a lot of meat to eat while camping overnight. The remains of their fire was to the left of picture but there were no signs of tents having been pitched. Party must have been large to use so many sticks at once as indications were that the sticks had been used late last fall. When Indians left they stuck the sticks in the ground in a line all pointing the way the party had gone. Not usual to use these sticks for the latter purpose, Upper Skonkon Creek Valley near Botani July 1917. Condition: good


30609 Camp for Washing Gold 1915 - Roughly made shelters of ­canvas and a few poles on rock beach of Thompson River. Used by Indians washing for gold. Condition: original negative broken and repaired, unclear image


30611 Favorite method of Washing Gold 1915 - Woman standing on platform at edge of river carrying burden basket on back. Condition: good


30612 Woman washing for Gold - Woman kneeling on the rocks at river’s edge with platform behind her washing the clean up out of the sluce box in a gold pan. Condition: good.


30995 Inga Lyle Horseback 1915 - Profile full length view of little girl on horseback. “Horse equipped with woman’s riding saddle, saddle blanket and saddle bags, also baby carrier, horsehair bridle and halter and eagle feather horse necklace.” Condition: good


23161 Coiled baskets of Cedar Root 1912 - Three tiers of baskets showing different sizes, shapes and decorations. “Coiled baskets of cedar root showing different imbricated designs. Including a basketry rattle, three birchbark baskets, one juniper bark basket, one elaeagnus twine basket with horsehair carrying strap. Cloud Falls band Nicola Division. Condition: fair


The list of photos went on, but her concentration was short. She flicked through pages of notes till she found another scene featuring her alter-ego, a description of the day she took him to meet Pauline Johnson. He seemed to have passed over the moment he first met Hero, how naturally they got along. And for some reason, he’d called him Henry.


The dog-walk involved crossing town to a park she called Pacific Spirit and the traffic was heavy. He wanted to say something about the night before, but the silence between them felt comfortable, as if they could co-exist without interacting, so he stayed quiet. Finally, she pulled up at the entrance to Squamish Trail.


‘The park is huge,’ she said, ‘acres upon acres of land between the city and the university at the end of Point Grey. There’s lots of trails. This is one of our favourites, isn’t it, my lad?’


Henry was very happy to be off leash in the cool air of the forest. He busied himself rooting around in the undergrowth, disappearing and then returning to them as they walked, naturally in step, as if their strides were synchronised. An odd sense of ease spread over him, a deep companionship. Did she feel it too?


‘I come here every day, before my nap,’ she said after they’d walked in silence for a distance. ‘Ever since the cancer. It’s been a kind of healing balm, my time in the woods with Henry.’


‘I read an article a while back,’ he recalled. ‘It was about some Japanese scientists who’d been studying how human beings respond to being in the forest, how their bodies react. They have a name for it, shinrin-yoku, if I remember correctly, which means something like greenwood bathing.’


‘A kind of cleansing?’


‘I suppose so. A way of getting rid of all the noise and clutter of life. And this,’ he said, gazing around him at the huge conifers that stretched off into the distance, ‘is a wonderful place to bathe.’


‘Isn’t it? But you know, these trees are quite young. All of this was logged. There’s only a few old growth left, though you see the remains quite often. Look, over there.’ She pointed to a vast decaying stump, like a giant anthill or a termite mound, or something sculpted.


‘Looks like something of Gaudi’s. But that’s quite sad,’ he said. ‘To think of all those ancient trees cut down.’


‘I guess. But the forest keeps on growing. Even fallen trees are nurseries for new shoots. See?’


Again she pointed into the crowded wood, and he saw an old decaying trunk lying horizontal that had sprouted three separate saplings from its core, which were now flourishing.


They walked on, in easy silence, as Henry roamed, till she called the dog over and put his leash on.


‘He met a coyote here one day, not so long ago. Disappeared on me. I don’t take any chances now.’


‘The call of the wild?’


‘I guess,’ she laughed, ‘But he wouldn’t survive long out here, my poor lad.’


The trail wound on, uphill and down, a snaking route through the forest. She seemed to know her way well, and he simply followed. After a while, she let Henry loose again. She peered up at him as she undid the leash from the collar. Her brown eyes caught a beam of sunlight through the canopy and shone golden for an instant as she held his gaze. It was a look of intimacy.


‘About last night... you know, when we were lying on my bed...’


‘Were we? I don’t remember. I must have been very drunk. What happened?’


Now that she had posed the question, he lost courage. If she really didn’t remember, maybe it was alright.


‘It’s nothing, then. I just thought...’ but he lost the thread.


‘Don’t,’ she said. ‘Don’t think so much.’


As they walked on, side by side, step for step, he wondered if she really didn’t remember, or if she was simply being kind by pretending to forget. Perhaps it didn’t matter either way, as long as they could still be together without awkwardness. They came to a clearing, where she stopped and gazed upwards to the little patch of sky.


‘It’s amazing, but trees don’t grow over the top of one another up there. They seem to sense the others and leave space. There’s a name for it – crown shyness.’


‘Really? Crown shyness? I like that. It’s quite poetic.’


‘Isn’t it? If only people were as polite, the world would be a happier place.’


He looked at her, wondering if that was a warning, but she didn’t give anything away. The trail began to circle back on itself. Though he had no idea where they were, he could sense that much. Henry’s roaming became a gentle tired trot at her heels, and he panted.


‘I have to go out of town tomorrow,’ she said. ‘I’ve arranged to see a friend over on Bowen Island.’


‘Ah,’ was all he could muster.


‘It’s weird,’ she went on. ‘I feel very close to you and we only met a couple of days ago.’


‘Well, I’m right here beside you,’ he joked, to lighten the mood.


‘Will you still be here when I get back?’


‘I’ve got three more days. Four more nights.’


‘I’ll see you again, then. We can do something. Maybe have dinner?’


‘I’d like that. It would be good to talk more. I feel like I hardly know anything about you.’


‘Well, you know I had cancer. You know that I’m a translator. I’m Czech. You know that I moved to Canada when I was young. And now you know Henry. What else do you want to find out?’ Something in her tone meant he sensed she had a secret core to her being, that he would never come to know her inner self. Her mystery would remain impenetrable. So he didn’t answer.


The sound of traffic signalled the end of the trail. As she clipped ­Henry’s leash on, she asked ‘What will you do?’


‘You mean while you’re away?’


‘Yes. And afterwards.’


‘Well, I’ll spend more time in the library, I’ll visit the city museum and the museum of anthropology, I’ll try to get a better picture of Vancouver and BC in Lyle’s time. I’ll check out the bookshops. After that, I’m going to catch a Greyhound bus up the canyon to Cloud Falls and stay in what the website claims is the oldest inn in British Columbia, see what I can find out. From there, I’ll go on to Merritt where Lyle lived later, then I’m going to visit a man who lives up north of Kamloops.’


‘Wow. So who is this guy you’re going to see?’


‘I know him as a client. He’s bought books from me. His family came from Scotland a few generations back. He’s a Scot who has never been to Scotland.’


‘So you’ve never met then?’


‘Not yet. We’ve corresponded. His name is George Gordon ­Fergusson. He’s a very knowledgeable man and he knows about Lyle.’


‘Ah, your man Lyle! So that’s quite a long way, if it’s north of Kamloops. Maybe not so easy to get to?’


‘I checked. The Greyhound does stop on the highway nearby. Gordon will pick me up.’


He went to get into the wrong side of the car, a brief reminder of how unfamiliar this world was to him. The prospect of heading into the interior suddenly took on a more ominous complexion, as if he was about to enter the wilderness, heading off in search of Kurtz. ‘That is, if I ever get there,’ he added.


As she squinted over her shoulder to see if it was safe to pull out, she glanced at him curiously. ‘What do you mean?’


In the passenger seat he sighed. ‘I don’t know, it all seems a bit crazy. Coming here, thinking I could write this book. I’m barely over the radiotherapy. And I’m not sure I have the will to make it happen. Or the ability.’


‘Having dark thoughts again?’


‘I always have dark thoughts,’ he said. ‘I’m Scottish.’


She laughed, but glanced at him with worried expression. As she drove him back to his lodgings, he thought to himself how meeting her had changed things. He’d come with a vague intention, a hope against hope that he might find his way, become the writer he’d always dreamt of being, that somehow the new setting would allow him to leave behind the ennui, the sense of futility that he’d lived with for so long. And it had, for those short hours spent with her. Without her, it was just him and his shortcomings, his sense of inadequacy, his poor sick heart. He had come in search of a story, one he imagined was about a man who’d lived a century before. A story that involved pioneers and Indians. What he’d discovered in these few short days had changed all that. He no longer saw the trail ahead with any clarity.


She had become the story. His guide.


The light was fading fast outside the window now. She got up and crossed the room. Hero raised an ear but didn’t wake. She could still see the shape of the canyon wall against the sky but it seemed close to darkness, and lights in the town beyond the river were being switched on. The torrent continued to roar through the dusk, a constant she had quickly become acclimatized to. But there was still no sound of George’s truck returning, with or without the lost Scotsman. She wondered how much more daylight they might have to find him.


Instead, she had his written account of the time they’d spent together in Vancouver. But it wasn’t what had really happened. Some of it she remembered, some of things they’d done, even some of the words that he’d put in her mouth, but the names were wrong, the details were wrong. If she had become the story, he had told it his way and it wasn’t how she’d have done it. His story.


All the same, she was intrigued. It was like she’d stumbled on the inner workings of his mind, days afterwards. She lay back down for a while on the bed, staring out the window at the darkening sky. Did she really seem so impenetrable to him? She’d felt more herself with him than anyone for a long time, because the cancer bond they shared had made it possible to talk about what they’d been through. She felt for the scar under her bra, the line of hardening tissue once so intrusive and alien, now becoming part of her, her familiar, as it slowly healed. A defining mark, still painful.


The way he’d told the story, she seemed so upbeat, so positive, but that wasn’t really how she felt. She’d thought about dying too, just as he had, had thought it through, in case it happened. Who would take care of Hero, who would get her books, her paintings, her clothes. What little money she had to leave. What she wanted for her memorial. All that was necessary. But this sullen sick-heartedness of his wasn’t helpful. He had to understand that. And if she laughed and joked and made light of things, that didn’t mean she didn’t feel the void near at hand. It was her way of coping. Otherwise, it was desolation.


A knock on the door called her back to the present. It was Rick, with some sandwiches and a cup of tea.


‘No news?’


‘Not yet. But I think they should be on their way back now. According to what George’s wife said, it’s not so far. At least not in a truck.’


She thanked him as she took the tray. ‘And if we’re wrong about where he was heading for?’


Rick shrugged his shoulders. ‘They seemed pretty sure. And the clue in his diary. You still reading that?’


She didn’t reply, but turned the questioning back on him. ‘Why did you tell them downstairs I was Sigourney Weaver?’


Rick grimaced. ‘I didn’t. I just said you looked like her. Then I had a joke with one the kids about Alien.’


‘Well, just don’t mention it again.’


He nodded okay. ‘What should I call you then?’


Her pursuer, the man whose texts she was ignoring, flashed into her mind. She didn’t want to be found, she wanted to be incognito. ‘How about Martina?’ she said. ‘I’m getting used to not being me.’


Rick looked at her oddly, as if wondering what she meant. Then, as if realising it was a false name, he winked. ‘Ok-ay, “Martina”. I’ll see you later.’


After the dull salad sandwiches, she fed Hero his supper and then went back to the notebook. There seemed to be one last episode to follow, and she thought she could guess what it would be. She may as well read it while she waited. But just then, a low rumble outside attracted her attention. She thought for a second it was Big George, but as the sound grew and the little inn seemed to shake, Hero leapt up and began barking loudly, and she knew it was the CPR, another long train heading out through the Canadian wilderness, carrying trucks full of whatever, to wherever they had to go.


‘Ssshh, Hero,’ she said, petting him. ‘It’s only the railroad. It’ll be gone soon.’


But soon took a while to come, and the barking went on. She crossed to the window, gazed out again at the panorama of river and mountain, still just visible in the gloom. The little town was all lit up now, a tiny constellation deep in the canyon’s shadow. If they hadn’t found him by now, it could be too late.


Two days passed, much in the manner he had imagined they would before he left Edinburgh. He went to the museums, the bookshops, he took notes, he bought a few unusual local titles to post home. He ate alone. He ­functioned. He even wrote a book proposal, which could be sent to publishers or agents. Vancouver was a less welcoming yet less complicated city, knowing that she wasn’t there. It was more as he had anticipated, strange, yet not so, as what he did was familiar, even if the location was new. But all the while he was aware of his phone. He kept it in his jacket pocket at first, as he thought it might buzz at any moment, just a small message to say i’m back! c u soon or something. But when that didn’t happen, he started to keep it in his bag, further from his person. And he began to feel calmer. His aim was steadier. His focus returned. But he wasn’t happy. The ‘friend on Bowen Island’ took on a haunting form. Of course it was stupid to feel that way. For years he’d been free of any involvement. But some things are involuntary. He missed her. He cared, ridiculous as it might seem, himself just a skin-covered skeleton with a bright red neck. He’d believed a part of him had died last winter, the one that was capable of caring. His mantra through the worst of the illness had been a simple ‘I don’t care’, a pain-numbing repetitious pattern of syllables spoken over and over again, till he believed it was true. Yet now it seemed his capacity for love had refused to die despite the winter’s hardship, had lain dormant waiting for the sun’s return. He vowed to be careful, to remember how precarious the situation was, to do what he’d come to do and not be distracted. And then on his last day in Vancouver, before he was even properly awake, his phone did buzz, a brief and simple message.
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