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Encounter

The boy always ran too fast for him to keep pace. He dodged from side to side of the path like a pinball. There was a constant stream of words from him of “What's that? Look at this!”, in a high pitch of excitement, accompanying his erratic path. How was the old man going to teach him about the animals of the forest when they were probably running in every direction away from the noise. 

“Joshua! Slow down!” The old man said with a voice louder and with more annoyance than that was needed. 

The boy stopped and half dropped his arms in mock defeat. Grandpa only called him that when he was trying to get his attention. Normally it was Josh. 

“Sorry Grandpa.” He said quietly. 

“That's alright, my boy. There is never anything wrong with enthusiasm.” he said. “It's just these creaky old bones that can't keep up with a youngster like you!” he said with a smile on his face.

Joshua’s young face beamed back at him. 

“Just take it slower and let your ears do the walking!”

The boy's expression was one of puzzlement, but he decided Gramps always knew more about the forest than he did. This was the first place he had been that had trees but wasn't a park. He couldn't throw a ball in his garden at home without hitting a fence. 

Joshua’s Grandpa was known to others as John, or Pine as his co workers jokingly called him, even though he wasn't overly tall. It was due to the fact he knew a lot about wood. He had been a logger in his younger years but he had been a timber grader for the last twenty five years. He liked to think he still had a good eye for a straight grained tree, even if he wore glasses to read now. This year was the last year before retirement. He had cut his hours down to a few days a week. He was slowly coming around to thoughts of what the trout would be feeding on that morning in the lake by his house rather than where he left his steel caps the night before. 

His replacement had been under his watchful eye for over a year now, fresh off the saw when he started. Like him. On a few occasions John had found himself shaking his head in wonder at what the younger man was thinking, but he was doing ok now, even having convinced John there was some worth in those tablet device's. They weren't going to replace tape measures - for sure they were never going to go out of style. It was a good job, he made many lifelong friends in the industry and working at the mill had meant he was closer to his wife and kids as they grew up which seemed to happen in a blink of an eye. He still travelled out to an operation once in a while and always loved passing the miles of green covered hills, usually in a truck or a boat, even occasionally a chopper. He had always been a person of the land and his weather beaten face showed it. 

His family was his pride and joy. He had been happily married to Alice for forty five years with now two adult daughters, married and moved away. Their first grandchildren, Joshua six and Emma at four, had come to stay from Vancouver for the first time this weekend. Emma was helping Alice with the chickens in the garden at home at the moment, while he and Joshua were on their walk a few minutes from home. 

They stopped at the edge of the clear-cut. 

“Now Joshua,” he said, "we are going to be just like Indian scouts.” 

The expression on the young boy's face went from smiling to a look of puzzlement in an instant. 

John bent over and plucked some dry grass and handed him a piece. 

“Now see this piece of grass? We're going to hold it high and wait for the wind to blow a little then let it go!”

Josh held his hand high until he felt a puff of breeze on his face and Grandpa told him to let the grass go. It gently floated to the ground behind him. 

“What does that mean, Grandpa?”

”Well, it means that we're going into the wind and our smell is going to be behind us. When we walk with our smell behind us, animals in front can't smell us!” 

The boy lifted his arm and sniffed. “But Grandpa, I don't smell! I had a wash this morning!” 

John almost burst out laughing. “It won't matter,” John said with a new smile on his face, “To the animals you do! You’re a little boy, but I'm sure there's some monkey in there as well!”

Joshua giggled at that! He knew Gramps was just kidding. 

“Right we have to bend down slightly and be real quiet as we walk so we don't scare anything away.”

“So we’re sneaking?” Joshua said. 

“Yes we are sneaking. Are you good at sneaking?” John asked. 

“Well I'm pretty good at getting a cookie out of the jar at home without mum knowing!”

“Oh and how do you know you are good?”John asked, with a smirk on his face. 

“Well, I have never been caught.” Josh replied. John chuckled to himself. That made his day. 

They slowly sneaked the last quarter of a mile to the highest point on the pathway, the peak that overlooked the forest. The brush regrowth was about waist high now at the edge of the track. John knew that the meadowgrass was much shorter, and thanks to a couple of handfuls of alfalfa seeds he had cast around a few years ago, there might be a deer cruising around for something to look at. At the top, there was a pine stump for Joshua to stand on so he could see over the brush edge. 

Being as quiet as they could, carefully, they both peeked over the edge and down across the meadow, John looking right and Joshua left. 

In a few seconds Joshua said, “I think I see something! Grandpa! Over there on the edge, next to the trees.” In a low, excited voice, he added, “I think it's a bear!”

John's attention quickly focused on where Josh was looking. Sure enough there was a large brown object about two hundred yards away. John had dealt with bears all his life, part of being in the woods. He even had to rev the chainsaw at a few inquisitive ones when he was working. You didn't run into them often around here. He knew the bears were being chased out of their territory by housing development but, mostly, if you left them alone, they just carried on doing what bears do. John looked at the creature. It was downhill from them and seemed to be digging grubs or mice out of a rotten stump. 

The more he looked at the animal, the picture just didn't seem to fit! The size was right but the angles seemed to be wrong somehow. John had a strange feeling there was something not right, but it was just a bear. He quietly said to Joshua, “Ok. Well, very cool! We’d better let him know that we are here, otherwise he might get a bit grumpy if he feels we snuck up on him having lunch.” 

John stood up tall and called out “Yo, bear!”, in the loudest voice he could. The creature stopped and lifted its head slightly. A tingle ran down John's body. He couldn't believe what he was looking at. The hairs on his neck stood straight. His mind was saying bear, bear, but ‘bear’ didn't fit what he was looking at. Bears didn't have shoulders.

“Yo bear!”, he called out again, with a slight shake in his voice. His mouth was dry. The creature hadn't moved at all. Suddenly it started to shift its limbs, and John watched with a feeling of shock, dread, amazement and fear all mixed together! 

The creature raised up out of the hole it had been sitting in, digging around the stump. Iits massive shoulders squared to them as it lifted off with thick, powerful arms. Pulling itself up, until legs like posts straightened up underneath it, the creature seemed to grow like a tree stump out of the ground in one fluid movement. Time seemed to stop for John. His mind could not understand what he was seeing. The shape had formed into a huge man. But they don't make men that big. It was covered in long hair in places. John could see the light between the arms and its body; the shape seemed wrong - like its head was just sitting right on the shoulders. It was massive; impossibly huge. 

The creature's posture indicated it was listening for where the voice had come from. A turned head, a tilted face, even though John couldn't see it. Suddenly it's head lifted. Looking towards the treeline, it started to move. It took three huge steps. The arms lifting and parting the small pines and tallest scrub almost like a veil, and it was gone! Never looking back and all so smoothly it seemed like a magic trick. John felt weak at the knees. His head was swimming. A bad dream. Joshua laughed, snapping him back to reality and his thoughts quickly turned to protecting Joshua. 

“Wow, that was so cool! A bear and a circus bear too. He could walk on two feet. How awesome Grandpa!” A huge smile on his face. 

It took all John he had from throwing up his breakfast.
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Chapter 1 
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Fin looked out the passenger window of the Land Cruiser at the pristine gardens of the private school. Beautiful stone work and cedarwood graced every corner of the large buildings. Spotlessly dressed girls, all in the same checked blue uniforms, walked between the buildings in small groups. Most seemed to have a shiny cell phone in one hand talking and typing at the same time. 

Fin checked his appearance in the rear vision mirror for the tenth time. He'd washed and shaved the night before in the shower of the trailer which seemed to have the same dimensions as a broom closet. He had his best dress shirt on, which was the only nice shirt he owned and like everything else from the packed suitcase nothing fit his lean frame anymore. He tucked in the excess fabric and hoped no one would notice. He had managed to get on the early ferry from the island in time to visit a barber and sharpen up his appearance. Looking in the mirror as the barber trimmed his too-long hair, he was surprised at how different he looked. Gone was the soft skin under his neck, mostly hidden under a five day growth of stubble usually these days. His face had become thinner and cheekbones more pronounced. A deep tan on his face with more crow's feet around his eyes then he remembered stared back at him. 

A silver Range Rover pulled up to the kerb behind him. He could see his ex-wife, wearing large sunglasses, check her watch and open the passenger door. A well groomed man in a suit was checking his cell phone behind the steering wheel. Even at this distance Fin could see not one silver hair on his head out of place. He wondered how Bill did that, probably a gold plated comb, no doubt. 

Elizabeth stepped out of the car. She was smartly dressed in a woman’s business suit of a matching skirt and jacket. She was tall, dark haired and in her late thirties; she still had a figure that most women would envy. She wore gold necklaces and her earrings sparkled in the morning light. Fin had a flash of memory of her in ripped jeans and an old shirt, painting their first apartment. How times have changed.

She opened the door of the back seat of the rover. Out jumped a young girl, tall for her age, with dark hair like her mother's, neatly tied back. Wearing a school uniform with pulled up socks. 

Fin’s face instantly broke into a smile. He opened the truck door and stepped out. The girl was pulling a face at her mother as she fussed with her clothes. She turned and saw Fin and pulled away from her mother's brushing hand. She seemed to skip the few steps to be caught in Fin's open arms. 

“Dad, I've missed you so much!”

“Not as much as I've missed you, angel!” Fin felt his heart surge with pride; she always had that effect on him. The last time he’d seen her was on her twelfth birthday, a month before. He had gone over to Vancouver and picked her up in the morning, then spent the day at the beachfront, learning to paddle board on some rented boards. Frequent dunking and more laughter had made a special day for them both. Later, he had dropped her off for a birthday party with a group of school friends. 

“Well, I see you have made an effort to be respectable then!” Elizabeth said, with a flash of white teeth and a slight smirk.

Fin was releasing Anna. He looked at Anna and rolled his eyes. She giggled. 

“Yes, sometimes I do wear something other than a bush shirt and twigs in my hair,” he replied. 

“Well, nice to know you are taking this interview seriously. It's very important to get into a good school. You can open up a whole new world for Anna.”

“Yes, yes. I read the brochure as well”

“Well, shall we go in then? Bill can't spare time from his patients to come today,” she said, and added,  “but he plays golf with one of the school board members, and he has put in a good word for Anna.”

Fin glanced through the windscreen of the Rover at Bill who looked away from this phone for a second. Fin nodded and said thanks. 

Bill replied, “Not a problem, Fin. I do what I can,” flashing his perfect doctor smile. Bill was a nice guy; he respected Fin's relationship with his daughter. Still Fin didn't want to feel as if he owed him one, which he probably did by now. 

Elizabeth closed the Range Rover door. She and Bill blew a kiss to one another, and the SUV pulled away with a low growl. Fin rolled his eyes again, but the feel of Anna's hand in his made any negative thoughts disappear. 

They made their way inside the large building and were greeted at the school's office by the guidance counsellor, who showed them around the impressive campus with pictures of students, past and present, all over the walls along with their achievements. The gym was huge and the student boarding block was modern and well-appointed. Bianca, the schools councillor, was very helpful: providing them with all the answers to the questions they had.

Anna was very excited about the sports teams as she was a natural at anything she tried. Fin was impressed with their sports facilities. They made their way into an office and Bianca seated them down around a large desk. 

“Well Anna, how do you feel about our little school?” Bianca asked. 

Anna replied, “I love everything,” with a beaming smile.

Fin could see how much this meant to her. He had always been able to understand his daughter's feelings about something just by the look on her face. It made him happy.

“Well, I'm glad you feel that way,” Bianca replied. “Your grades we're all higher than we expect for a student of your age, and I see an A Plus in science and technology. That's very impressive. What do you most enjoy about science, Anna?” 

She thought for a moment and replied, “I just like knowing how things work. I get that off my Dad. Oh yes, I heard you're a doctor, Mr Mitchell.” 

Fin moved in his seat a little. “Well no, I work in the outdoors, more with animals than with people.” Fin said. 

“A zoologist. Well that sounds like a very interesting job. Well I'm not a doctor either.” 

Fin shifted in his seat again. “I'm a hunting and fishing guide,” he said. 

“And he's really good at it.” Anna said. 

Fin smiled at that. “Thank you darling.” He turned to Bianca and finished, “There must be a little confusion. Elizabeth's partner Bill is a doctor. I work for myself as an outdoors guide on the island.”

Bianca smiled and said, “Well that must be a very rewarding job, and you must enjoy it. 

“Yes, thank you. I do.” It was his turn to smile, though he thought to himself it wasn't as much practised as Bianca's one. 

“Well everything in these folders involves enrolling Anna in the school: forms, healthcare, boarding and tuition fees.” Bianca handed Fin and Elizabeth a booklet each. “We have an opening in four months' time as one of our students is returning to England.” 

They all stood, and Bianca escorted them out of her office and back to the main floor. They said their goodbyes and shook hands. The three of them walked to the large cedar doors out into the park like setting of the front lawn towards the wrought iron roadside gate. 

Fin said “That seemed to go well.”

“In this part of town it's all about who you know.” Elizabeth finished. 

Anna talked about how she would miss her old school and the friends she had made there. But she was still thinking that she would get to do so much more here and she had even heard that in the senior year the end of school camp was in France. 

“Yes, that's right darling. I will definitely be putting my name down as a parent helper,” Elizabeth laughed. 

“I bet!” Fin thought, but with no meanness. 

They stopped at the sidewalk kerb. Elizabeth rang for a taxi cab 

Fin turned to Anna and asked “Is this what you really want? To go to this school?” 

“Yes Dad, I'm sure.” She replied.

They hugged for what seemed like never enough. Elizabeth finished the call on her phone and put it in her jacket pocket, turning to Fin. “Bill is more than happy to help with the tuition fees.” 

Fin shook his head. “No, everything will be fine.” In his head he was thinking, “Like hell!” But it didn't show on his face. 

The taxi arrived and they said their goodbyes, one final hug from Anna and they got in. Fin stood at the kerb and watched the taxi pull away. He watched it drive down the tree lined Street into the distance. Walking to his own car and getting in, he opened the glossy folder of pictures of happy girls and teachers, release-forms for all sorts of activities, and payment forms for a year's tuition, then thought he'd misread the figures at the end of a column. Sixty thousand dollars per year. Well, he wasn't expecting that.
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Chapter 2
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Fin was standing on the top deck of the ferry on the trip home. The wind was refreshing him; cleaning the smells and sounds of the city. His mind was on how he was going to come up with his half of the tuition fee; thirty thousand dollars per annum. In fact it was more than twice his annual income for most years working as a guide. He had always paid his child support and paid any other bills that may have been presented with, of course. He always put Anna’s needs before his own, that's what fathers do; no question. 

He was never going to be like his father, wherever he was. He had vanished from Fin's life when he was twelve years of age, twenty nine years ago. He had heard his Dad's old truck driving out of the yard early one morning. He'd gotten up to go to the bathroom and, still groggy with sleep, saw that his father's fishing gear and outside clothes were missing from the alcove by the front door. Strange Dad not telling him anything about it at dinner the night before. At breakfast he had asked his mother where he went and she had mumbled something in the usual way she did after too many bourbons the night before. She had said he’d gone for a week. His mother had started drinking again after his father lost his job as a fishing boat captain.

He was fired over a simple mistake with the refrigeration that had caused a hold-load of high grade fish to be ruined.His father was well respected for his knowledge of the waters around the island. He was a good fisherman but it was his knowledge of tides and safe anchorage spots that was second-to-none. He had a difficult time finding another owner to employ him in the slow economy. Then, after a couple of months, he started to work again, sporadically, but the pay had been very good. At home, new things begin appearing that they were never able to afford before, but It was never talked about. Neither was what he did talked about anymore. All that was said was that his father would be gone for a couple of days at a time away guiding a wealthy man's boat. Almost every time his father was due to leave, there would be an argument, although always in hushed tones, and his mother was moody for days after. Fin  could never find out what it was about. That was all that Fin and his older sister had now - just distant memories, sometimes clouded by anger at the loss of a father-figure in their life. 

Back when Fin was in his late teens, his mother, In a drunk, angry mood, had burnt a box of his father’s clothes and most of his photos in the burn barrel at the back of the house. He had come back to the house to check on her and found his mother at the kitchen table mumbling about his father never coming back - too ashamed,  just like normal. She never made any sense at all. Fin never found out why no missing-persons form was ever issued. Some government people turned up a month after to talk with his mother when he was at school. His father had gone missing and the boat presumably lost at sea. 

Fin knew that wasn't the case! People and police act way differently in a loss at sea! He had simply abandoned them, which was in some ways worse. It didn't matter to Fin. By the time he was sixteen he was working after school and basically taking care of the house and his mother when she was around. His mother had simply said he'd gone and it was best to let him go. He tried to get more information out of her when she was sober but she never said anything. Neither did he have any success with the police; they were sympathetic for the loss but they had fishermen lost at sea, and more often, abandoned families, all the time. 


Fin had been devastated at the loss, though he had only told that fact to his ex-wife. In one moment things changed: he had all the love, understanding and guidance a boy of that age needs, taken away from him and it was a bitter pill to swallow. He retreated into the only place he felt safe, other than home, as that was starting to feel less like one every day. He spent all of his time in the forest or on the seashore, hiding from his anger and grief, retreating to his world of green. He'd been fourteen on one of those hiking trips into the hills by his house when he had got turned around and didn't know where he was. 

His mother had hooked herself up with a man from a local tavern she frequently visited. She had left a note on the kitchen table saying that they would be back soon. Fin had no time for either of them. He just wanted to leave when they were drinking together. He normally decided to walk inland. He could nearly always see the sea at high points.  

When he finally realised he was lost in the forest, darkness was closing in. It was the most terrifying thing that happened to him. No matter how long he was gone during the weekends and after school, he was always able to return to the house and his room. He remembered his grandfather's words if you don't know where you are, just sit down and take a breath, think about how you got there and where you were going. But it was useless, he could not remember any landmarks. His mind had been too clouded with his own troubles. Soon it started to rain. He couldn't get a fire started with the lighter, no matter how much he tried. He had a knife, but he didn't really know what to do with it, other than for if he had something to defend himself against. It gave him some comfort on that first night, huddled against a dead tree. It was dry but far from warm. The strange noises around him were amplified in the darkness. He was so cold and hungry, more than he really experienced before. 

He stayed that way for three days, walking and trying to sleep at night in the constant rain, and when it stopped raining the bugs came out along with all the noises of the forest. At least there was plenty of water to drink.On the fourth day, he finally walked onto a logging road, just like that he felt safe again. Later on, when he had learnt some skills, he returned to that area and found he had walked in circles. 

Within half an hour of walking, covered in insect bites, torn and dirty, he had got a lift from a truck heading into the port. The driver, taken aback with the seemingly wild boy he had in the cab with him, gladly shared his lunch, Fin wolfing it down in seconds. As it turned out, the inquiring driver knew what area Fin lived in, and  he was only several miles away from the house though there was rough and dense brush between. Fin was dropped off at the end of the street by the truck. 

It was Tuesday morning. He'd been expecting a police car or a search party being organised on his lawn but nothing. The house was cold and empty. He ate everything he could from the cupboards but it was soon apparent to him that no one at home had even noticed that he had gone. His mother had taken off for the weekend up to the other side of the island; his sister had gone with friends to Vancouver, both thinking that the other would be around to take care of him. Well that is what the answer machine said, along with a message from his school principal informing them that the number of school days missed was getting high this month. 

At least he was home. He sat at the table and felt very small and insignificant. He decided he was never going to pity himself again; he was going to have a plan. He was going to be someone, and do something special with his life to make a difference; somehow find the one thing he was good at. He had no idea what that was, but he knew it was out there somewhere. 



As the dock came into view, Fin was still thinking of the past. He thought back on his career, his family and some of the amazing things he had done and all he had learnt, everything he had fought through, the highest highs, the deep lows, and that ember of making a difference somehow that still smouldered. Just then the phone in his pocket started to ring, bringing him back from memories long ago.
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Chapter 3
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Fin didn't recognise the number on the screen of his phone. He slid his finger across to answer the call. 

“Mr Mitchell?” A woman's voice asked him. 

“Yes, that's me, what can I do for you?” 

“My name is Amanda Smyth. I'm wondering if you are available for a guided trip sometime within the next few weeks?”

Fin didn't have any bookings yet; it was still too cold. “Well yes, I think I could be able to do that.” He said, “What sort of thing are you interested in doing? Fishing or hunting, or just going on a camping trip in the forest?” 

“Myself and my husband were hoping for a unique and unusual trip. We are very interested in Bigfoot, so we’d like to go where there is a possibility of seeing one of those creatures, Squatchin, we call it.” 

Fin thought about this for a moment. It was not the first time that someone had asked for such a trip. He had never seen a Sasquatch or any real sign of them here; seen some very unusual things in the forest but nothing that really couldn't be explained. He had talked to a number of guys, and some of them, including his more experienced hunting buddies, had sworn they had seen something they could not explain. He had never discounted the idea that these creatures existed out there in the wilderness somewhere, but it just never really interested him. If they left him alone he would leave them alone, he figured.
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