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Praise for Tom Stewart



Winning Author of 2023 Whistler Independent Book Awards Best Fiction Novel, Immortal North

“Reading Immortal North for a fourth time, and chapter 26 is f_____g art, particularly pages 216-218. Just wow." ★★★★★
-Keren Jackson, Goodreads, 820 books reviewed

"Immortal North is as quiet as snow falling in a forest. Until it is not and then it is a cacophony of violence and sorrow. Less than 10% of my ratings are Five Stars, this one deserves it." ★★★★★
-Lyn Graves, Goodreads, 1900 books reviewed

“Heartbreakingly beautiful, raw, thought provoking, enchanting. This book broke my heart, built it back together  only to shatter it again and again, and I would keep going back for more." ★★★★★
-Heather Hays Reed, BookSirens

“Part of Immortal North ripped my heart out and part of it held me close. The novel was atmospheric and stunning in its descriptions. Near the end I couldn’t stop. I highly recommend this powerfully moving story. It’s something you don’t want to miss." ★★★★★
-Jennifer Pritchard, Kindles All The Way Down

"Stewart’s mastery of beautiful sentences matches William Gay and William Faulkner. His acrobatic sentences contain some of the best words and most heartfelt, perfectly spoken sentiments I’ve read." ★★★★★
-Darrell Ingrum, Netgalley

“Immortal North is one of those classic works best savored slowly. I was so immersed in the wonders of the natural world and the mysteries of human love and existence that I wanted the story never to end. One of the finest examples of true literary fiction I have ever read." ★★★★★
-Marcus Lynn Dean, Author, The Scream of an Eagle

“I just finished Immortal North and if I could rate it Ten Stars or higher, I would. The writing is spectacular. I will never forget this tale as long as I live. It resonates with me that much." ★★★★★
-R.Z. Halleson, Author, Netgalley

“Immortal North is a once in a lifetime book. Stewart gives us a master class in intensity and anticipation: we know what’s coming, we hope it doesn't. The novel ends with a climax so drenched in beauty it made my hands shake." ★★★★★
-Amanja Lambert, Independent Reviewer, “Amanda Reads too Much”

“This land is so well described that it becomes a character in and of itself. Immortal North requires an emotional investment from a reader, but if you are willing to give Stewart your time, he will give you a piece of the trapper's and the boy's hearts. And you will find by the midway point that you have given them all of yours. Very highly recommended." ★★★★★
-Jamie Michele, Readers' Favorite Reviews
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I


Sunday - Vancouver 





Acalm ocean surface hides surging tidal currents. 

Valerie lay in bed in the middle of the night thinking of the Pacific but listening to the rain. Her phone on the night table beside her. Its dark screen a portal to chaos. She didn’t reach for it. She was trying to do less of that. All the emails can wait. They can’t wait but they will. Who gets a panic attack while running? Just who is attacking whom? Does the enemy within look just like you? How does one achieve the proper perspective to see an autonomous assault? 

The tighter you grip the reins the worse the burn when the world rips them from your grip. 

Valerie with a fist balled in bed. 

Heavy patter.

Heavy dark.

Nameless weight. 

Rain dripped to her puddled balcony with such regularity she believed she could measure her own decay. She wondered if it was raining in Tofino. She turned in bed. Part of her wanted to unwind this thing. Maybe she herself was contributing to building the mother of all complexes, maybe my very efforts are only making things worse for so many. Valerie Roy and her sprawling empire of inferiority, they’ll say. They might have already said that, she had stopped reading her socials. The queen who cues the trumpeters of self-help and self-development and self self self. Is that me? Am I that? She realized she had forgotten to text her dad to ask how he was feeling. Lying in the dark she made a mental note. She actually visualized a fountain pen scrolling the notepad of her mind. Saw the note there among so many, ink dripping from the letters’ loops. She listened. She heard the ink drip. 

She recently made a joke to herself that her two closest friends were her earbuds. When she did see her friends, connections were thinning. Even the thread to Stacy, her rock, was starting to fray. Listen for it to land like a pebble in a pool. She listened. Ploop. The rain outside. Two months ago Stacy said she looked thin. They met for dinner every month but Valerie cancelled on their last. As lifestyles diverge, so too diverges concerns, goals, outlooks. Language changes when definitions morph: meaning, purpose. Driftwood hardly distanced yet somehow taken by distinct currents. Gaps expanding. Is that such an uncommon story?

Outside her condo a drop falling for every concern, who could count them all. Pooling to amorphous puddles, puddles connecting. Taking on some shape of the past? Some fear of the future? The wind blew and rain peppered the big pane of glass. But this will pass. A storm of such intensity never lasts very long. It’s like love, in that regard. Not that theirs was love. 

Last night, looking down from her condo, she thought it might again have been his truck on the street outside her building. That would have made it three nights in a row. She didn’t want to call the police but she figured she probably should. She had had a scare once before. She told herself on the second night that if she saw his truck on the third she would call the police. This was the fourth. She hadn’t seen it earlier this evening and before she lay down she looked but it was hard to see in the dusk and light rain. Slowly there was nothing to see in the dark and heavy rain. But this wasn’t about a man. He was only one drop among many.

She should have broken it off sooner when she knew early it wasn’t a forever thing. She figured he knew that too. They would go for dinner and he wore a suit—he wore a suit. His naturally big frame filled out from manual labour. They went for dinner and he ordered a bottle of wine without consulting her on its selection. She wasn’t used to that. Sometimes he didn’t ask her, he just did things. Just took things. At times what she saw as his shortcomings were on other occasions his virtues. One time in the kitchen he didn’t ask. She knocked over the pepper and salt shakers. He lifted her up onto the counter and they knocked over her wine glass, a crack but not a shatter. See the thimble of spilled Shiraz, its deep red curved head snaking over the marble countertop. As if with a life of its own. To the counter edge. Couldn’t see the drips hit the floor. Couldn’t hear them like she could hear them now. Wine drips skinnying its length. She watched the glass rolling radially, that its arc would roll it off the counter. She kept her hands around his neck and he didn’t stop. She watched it disappear. They heard it break. He didn’t even look. 

Once while walking home after dinner. An alley. She said her dress. My dress. Even in the alley he held her wrists above her head. A hand on her throat. 

Outside, black as the heartbreak night, rain cast by wind gusts and though the peppered pane withstood, the rain’s perfume infused the room and inhaling deeply she did smell rain on wet pavement. Who gets a panic attack while running? She didn’t perform all that poorly on a six-hour-sleep but for too long it had been closer to five. 

That first night she didn’t notice them, his scars. Details masked by the dark and the drink and the overwhelm of sensation—carnival of flesh, it had been a little while. The second night she did notice them. His belly. She saw them, all of them. She didn’t ask. That wasn’t her style. You can’t force a flower to bloom by prying at its petals. 

On their first dates she would do most of the talking. Years ago before work became life she had travelled enough to know she wanted to travel a lot more. She said to Trent that seeing the pyramids was on her bucket list. Fly to Tonga to swim with a whale. He was mostly quiet. That’s fine she wasn’t trying to change him. Been down that road before. And anyway with time will come the exchanging of small passive pressures. He was quiet but not simple. She didn’t run out of things to say just things worth saying. She was the first to bring her phone out at the dinner table and then felt badly and apologized. She told herself they both knew it had an expiry date. Maybe fewer dinners out until things run their course and one of them ends it. Their bodies had a language and a part of her wanted to keep that conversation going. Can’t sometimes one love language just speak loudly enough for them all? 

Tell yourself that.

They were lying in bed, the sheet loose over their waists. She had mostly made up her mind about it. They were lying there and her fingers so light on his stomach delicately touching his past and he hadn’t told her about it and she never asked. That was the night he told her. Now it was she who was quiet. She listened but he didn’t say anything more and she wiped her eyes and they just lay in the dark. As if his burning words stole the oxygen. Any words she might speak made sparse by his so dense. 

Sometimes silence says more than words. So let her bare presence be a hopeful ointment to his pain. Maybe that’s not nothing. Maybe in the deep waters of our psychology there is a knowing truer than words, a Mariana Trench of understanding articulated other ways than through speech. As if sometimes nothing else will do more than ablest silence. Those times that it doesn’t become its own empty goodbye. After a minute she started to say something, then tried again. She didn’t know he hadn’t told anyone else. That he told them other things. 

That night a stronger connection than any other night, than all those nights added up together. She wished that was enough. But if compassion is a type of love it’s not the romantic kind, and pity is only farther from it. She finally found some words but he had closed back up. That’s what wounds are supposed to do, right? All in the fullness of time. And other such lies.

The next day she was leaving Vancouver for business in Toronto. The forced idleness of transit so conducive to deep reflection. Get a ten-thousand-foot view from a ten-thousand-foot view. Thoughts once ignored if not suppressed from work’s relentless routine now with a chance to float on up. Endless thoughts like endless clouds above a broad, prairie blue sky—Oh Canada, one day I will know the expanse between your shores. Clouds churning with concerns, clouds dense like sopping sponges soon to be squeezed by some spiteful god’s clenched fists. 

When facing important work decisions she would step back, identify the hurdles, the opportunities, the options, put it on paper, dissect, then execute with surgical conviction and not look back. Why with my personal life do I hesitate, vacillate? Monthly, weekly, my God daily. Does one maintain their sanity by constantly questioning everything? Everything. Is that normal? Do I want normal? Why lately are islands of achievement surrounded by oceanic doubt? Outside the plane’s window, shrinking cloud gaps, the sky becoming a grey stratus sea.

Since day one her job was more than a passion. Still is, isn’t it? Nothing’s changed. So what’s changed? When passion becomes obsession, even what you love can shackle. Decisions becoming harder to make. That certitude, that intuitive knowing of the right decision, slower to arrive. This brain fog. This plane in cloud. 

She arrived back with more uncertainty than she had at her departure. But shortly thereafter, at least in one domain, she found resolution. His disrespect of boundaries. Please put down my phone. After a quiet dinner she ended what she knew in all honesty was a mistake from date two. She figured he knew it too.

He didn’t. 

Back on her own again. Solo. Every broken connection came at a loss even if she had done the severing. This loss like other losses still cut. The cut drained, dripped, thinned the body from which it leaked. Starting over, again. Like last again. In the three weeks since their breakup she had gone on one date and would have gone on a second but he never called. Thirty-eight. Thirty-eight is not twenty-eight. Your math checks out. This wasn’t about a man. She wasn’t even sure if she wanted one of those. She had met Trent at a point that might be called spiritual depletion. Maybe that brought a false positive. His looks, his quiet confidence, his build, their sex. Starvation transforms a slice of bread into exquisite fare. Emotional isolation transforms a smile into a work of art. Not that he smiled so much. Rain pooling. Her heart rate. She listened to the bleeding sky.

Valerie’s employer was uncompromising, relentless, stubborn—more than once she told her that to her face—a perfectionist, rarely a word of praise. I’m already working dark-to-dark seven days a week. There was friction.

Four years ago at thirty-four Valerie had made Canada’s Top Forty Under Forty. Valerie founded the company. She was its CEO. She answered to no one but herself. 

At times her virtues were also her shortcomings.

For how large her company was rapidly becoming, most of her work was online. She herself was doing the backend, coding and software engineering—not technically trained but YouTube is Disneyland for an autodidact. Her team growing but she herself filled many roles. Maybe eight years wearing so many hats has fractured my being, diluted my story. The stories we tell ourselves. Eight years. Eight years? On her shortlist of distrust, time ranked high. 

Valerie had built a solid team, women she respected and felt lucky to work with. But the hierarchical dynamic prevented deep bonds. She offloaded tasks but that itself comes with its own preoccupations for the control addict whose uncompromising pursuit of perfection was the very reason her business had grown—is growing—faster than bull kelp rising off the seafloor. Few things in the natural world exhibit such ascendancy as bull kelp, bamboo, and B2P—her business. Humans are natural, thus natural are their creations.

Invasive uncertainty.

Drip.

Anonymous weight. 

Drip.

Is it one thing or all the things? Lack of identifying the thing becomes one more thing.

Drip.

Was this gradual or sudden?

Drip.

I wonder if it’s raining in Tofino.

Vancouver’s coastal winter weather must have saturated her mind and Valerie fell asleep into a wet forest. Normally the feeling of falling wakes you up but this descended her deeper. Her landing softened by a damp woods that though dark, the leaves so green they might be electric. She poked a small patch of moss which squished like a sea anemone, its closing mouth retracting soft tentacles. Surrounding her, big leaves dripping fat drops and the rain coloured by what it wet as if the paint of this dream still fresh, green and dusky woods smeared and glistening. A strange call. Not a bird, this too wet even for robins. Aquatic acoustics, notes in bubbles, some melody piping through a wet medium. She couldn’t see the source and got up from where she kneeled on the forest floor. Walking on fawn legs, her eyes saucered as a doe, the night woods began lightening with a false sunrise. 

She woke in unnatural light. Reached to the night table to check the time and saw her iPhone already lit with an incoming email. She forgot to airplane mode it. A sign of slipping. She was not surprised to hear her first thought on this new day at 3:03 a.m. was self-critical. Her phone’s harsh white light violating the night, doe pupils aghast and rapidly shrinking. Above her dresser a watercolour whale swimming on the outskirts of her phone’s diffuse prism of light, more grainy in its heights. She swiped her screen. Work emails, texts. One was from Trent. Maybe a good sign. That was fewer than normal. He stopped calling because she stopped answering but a text still sends a message. She didn’t respond to his texts and eventually he would understand and move on. So why haven’t you blocked his number? she asked herself. She didn’t answer that. She had already told him too many times that it was over, but every time had said it kindly and now silence was the best way. Right? Talented silence wears many hats. So let the acid bath of silence dissolve the bones of this brief, now dead relationship. She was sorry for him but eventually he would understand. Time will heal. So they say. But if you distrust time perhaps you’re doubtful of its curative power. She silenced her phone but not the rain now far too heavy to call them drops. The room faded to black and the surfaced whale returned to its depths.

A two-hour ferry ride to the island plus a three-hour drive to Tofino is nearly a foreign getaway in your own country. She had read so much about it. Valerie reached into the dark now shocked blacker after the brief and luminous violation of her phone’s screen. She lifted the moon-snail shell from her night table. It was big, even for a moon snail. Sometimes she imagined herself as a mother, soothing whatever in the night was bothering her little girl. She would tell her: Here’s what you do. With other shells you only listen, but with this one you can talk. You get to whisper. Before bed you whisper into the shell. Her little girl would ask, already whispering, just what she should say. Anything you want, you decide. Secrets? Yes, if you want. She would turn the shell over and show her the whorls that spiralled up to the apex. Put your finger there. She’d take her little girl’s finger and touch it to that point, it softly indenting her skin. That’s how it sends them through the night to where they need to be. Where does a secret need to be? The child’s simple question with a wisdom defying her youth, as if Socrates was right and knowledge is only recollection. She’d have to think about that. And in the morning when you wake up, the first thing you do before you get out of bed is put the shell to your ear like this. She’d hold it not to her own head but up against her little girl’s, the round shell nearly half the size of her head, her mouth open, listening carefully. Do you hear it? Her little girl nodding, turning to her. What do you hear?

Valerie put the shell down. She reached for her phone and the wall-whale resurfaced and she didn’t open the deluge of work emails and in the rainy and heavy dark she read what she read last night. 

Are you ready to awaken a deeper sense of wonder? Here, the full power of the Pacific comes to rest on vast sandy beaches. Ancient forests calm the spirit with mist and mystery. Quiet inlets ripple with life. Situated within the traditional territory of the Tla-o-qui-aht First Nation, we’re surrounded by the breathtaking expanse of the UNESCO Clayoquot Sound Biosphere Region—cherished for its profound biodiversity. We savour our acclaimed food scene and delight in the creativity of the coastal arts community, while treading softly and sharing respect for all who call Tofino home. Because here, everything is connected.

She read that last sentence again. She hadn’t taken a vacation since B2P shot over the moon. Not even one full day free of work? She mentally replayed as many Christmases as she could recall, and even if placed on pajamas she saw her work laptop. 

Earlier in the week Valerie scheduled a silent retreat held at an off-grid location boat-accessible from that small town with a storied past fronting the Pacific. A floating retreat anchored at the end of a quiet inlet, quaint accommodation like an archipelago of tiny homes. Disconnect. Reconnect. Take a break from the concrete—concrete city, concrete work, concrete patterns. A much needed rest and reset because sometimes even what you love can shackle and passions can bind. So go to nature. Breathe rainforest deep down into your belly. She scrolled through images of cedar boughs and sandy beaches, taco trucks and breaking waves. Her room otherwise dark but this blue sea flooding her walls so keep your eye on the whale. She actually smelled the ocean. How strange, she thought. What’s the name of that phenomenon? She was scheduled to attend the retreat in four days but at 3:13 a.m. she just booked an Airbnb in Tofino for today.








  
  

II


Sunday - Tofino





“Tofino? No, he had never set foot here. Captain Vicente Tofino de San Miguel. A rear admiral in the Spanish Navy. An astronomer, mathematician and the king’s hydrographer.” 

White boats on a calm sea. Seen from above they’d look like ivory play pieces scattered over an exotic blue gameboard. Crestless swell under a blue-grey sky. A marine world fresh in the morning air just cool enough to make you appreciate it, occasionally blowing into your balled hands like they held a pair of dice you wish to bestow some luck. A few seagulls bobbing, some calling. Boston Whalers, Pursuits, and Grady Whites. The fleet of guided fishing boats trolled off Portland Point southwest from town. Steve and Russell, American clients, sitting the two stern-facing chairs. Alex their guide standing in the aisle between them watching the rods. In one of the fish boxes inlaid to the deck under Alex’s green Dunlop rubber boots, one bled Chinook salmon.

“What’s a hydrographer?” Steve asked. 

“Russell?” The guide passed off the question.

Russell exhaled cigar smoke. “Water-mapper.” 

“Succinct,” Alex said. 

“So the Spanish were first?” 

“Yeah, Pérez sailing up from a naval base in Mexico. Then the Brits, Americans, French. Some say the Chinese may have sailed over before all that, the fifth or sixth century even. But very first would have been whoever crossed Beringia. The last ice age had glaciers extending well out to sea. So this here was ice.” Alex pointed outwards, then up. “Ice two-kay thick. Hard to imagine that.”

All three looked up. 

“Though there are other accounts. Some say people were trapped in a clam shell and that guy there freed them.” Alex nodded high to a cruising raven. “I like that version. After the big melt, sea levels were much higher than now.” He turned looking down the coastline and pointed northwest. “That mountain there that you guys climbed, Lone Cone, would only have had its top visible.” 

“What’s a kay?” Steve asked.

“I believe we went over this yesterday.” 

“I know but I just can’t quite seem to keep your fucked Canuck lingo straight.”

“Base-ten number system. Just give it a chance.”

“How many key-low-me-turds in a mile, again? The same as the number of toonies in a greenback? Right? Three point one four five?”

“Yeah, see, you got it. Easy peasy.” Alex stepped to the port-side downrigger and tightened the reel’s drag a quarter turn then reeled until he regained the rod’s deep bend. “You guys just need to join the rest of the world already. Water freezes at zero. A hundred centimetres in a metre, a thousand metres in a kilometre. Isn’t that just easier? It’s fun, I think you’ll like it. Just try it just for a minute just to see how it feels. Take it home and try it on and don’t decide right away. You have to break these things in. Then we can all speak the same language. What can we offer in trade? I’ll do you a favour. Canada will drop the u in favour if you adopt the litre. That’s fair.”

“Litre of cola.” Steve looked at Russell. Back to Alex. “Well we talked about it. Not going to happen.”

“I’m willing to negotiate the pronunciation of the last letter of the alphabet. Zee for zed. Though that trade will ruffle a few of my countrymen’s feathers.” Two unflapping seagulls cruised off the stern.

“The hell is a zed?”

“Or what if we drop the c in defence?” 

“Do what? The Canadian Navy? You must be joking. Alex, we wouldn’t run fair-weather whale-watching tours with the Canadian Navy.”

“Not that sea. D-e-f-e-n-c-e,” he spelled it. “We could swap in an American s. Would you just look at us here.” Alex broadly gestured. “Consulates for continental improvement. This is a big step. Posterity will speak praisingly about the historic compromises that took place today at 7:41 in the Outcast, a humble Tofitian fishing boat.”

“Ambassadors,” said Russell. A churning puff of exhaled stogie.

“Right. Ambassadors, not consulates. I mean, the Imperial System has roots to the monarchy, right? The name says it all. Isn’t the basis of the right to bear arms an assertion of your independence from the colonial fatherland—which amendment is that?”

“The freedom-loving second.”

“So flip the bird to the crown and like an American bald eagle shaking its feathers free of rain, imperial reign, make the switch to metric. Unite the continent.” Alex held out his fist for Russell to bump and Russell gave a cough or short laugh while not bumping it and Alex moved his fist over to Steve while saying the twenty-first century kindly holds out a hand to you. Steve sort of grabbed and shook it, rather ambiguous like.

“The thing is,” Steve said, “your bacon is inferior to our bacon. This morning my hotel served me my breakfast meat as a circle. I just looked at her. I mean, if you guys can’t get pork right—” He paused as if to weight the gravity of his coming words. “If you can’t get pork right we’re not deferring to you on weights and measures.”

Faint honking like an aerial traffic jam. Alex looked up to a northwardly vectored gaggle. Nearly atmospheric, high flight makes tiny geese. This feathered meteor breaking up overhead, a leading bird peeled off to trail the V.

“You know what the girl said to me at the hotel yesterday,” Steve said. “I said Tuesday we need an early checkout so I’ll pay now. She goes, yeah, no, for sure.” Steve looked from the open sea to his guide. “What in the very hell. I just looked at her. Is that some kind of misdirection? Is that a triple negative or just some kind of fucked-up double? She told me it was 1250$ and I laid down a few Benjamins and waited for my change.”

“If you’re implying ours is Monopoly money I was going to say you kinda remind me of that game’s spokesman. The moustache, mostly.”

Steve twisted one short white handlebar. “Maybe I should have tried speaking her language. I got my toque on so which way to the gong show, eh?” 

“That’s actually not bad. Your Canadian English is coming along nicely. Seems all our time together is paying off.”

“But not in salmon.”

Alex laughed. “It’s a little slow.” 

The Outcast was powered by a pair of 150 horsepower, four-stroke engines. The twins, he called them. One was turned off and the other trolled them forward at about three knots, purring quietly like a happy cat. Scotty downriggers holding island-built Islander reels, their machined aluminum the same colour as this morning sun presently glinting in their gold as if it took credit for their polish. Ten-foot-long black graphite Shimano rods bent devoutly to the sea. Ninety-nine feet below, as if death hadn’t cleared up life’s confusion, a dead anchovy corkscrewed through the dark water. “Any moment we’re going to get into them. One down, three to go.” Alex lightly stomped the floorboards. “In the meantime, we’ll practise. We’ll start slow. Try saying centimetre.”

“Slow as the fishing?” Steve said.

“Keep it up. Here we go: cent.”

“Ce. Ceh. Seeee. Inch. Can’t do it. Inch’s shorter. You guys are wasting so much breath. In the U - S of A we value efficiency. It’s how we get shit done.” 

“Then I guess we’re at an impasse. I can’t suggest to my parliament—”

“Your what?”

“I can’t suggest to my parliament that we adopt the Imperial System. We’d be setting humanity back. It’d be like trading in astronomy for astrology. So I guess our both nations are hooped.”

“Primed Minster. I’m saying that right?” Steve asked.

“Yes.”

Russell smiled around his cigar, smoke merging with engine exhaust. Off the stern in another boat someone was on the rod playing a salmon. Steve and Russell watched. Alex watched. Steve nodded towards it, then turned to Alex. “Hey Alex, what are they doing over there? Are they in some kind of trouble? Think they need help?” 

Counterintuitively, sometimes getting one’s balls busted brings a smile. Alex turned to the plotter, confirmed their current tack was over yesterday’s waypoint marking their double-header. 

“I mean it’s gotta be easier to clean your boat if it’s not all fishy. Right? That’s just smart, Alex.” 

Alex smiling shook his head. Guiding these two felt like fishing with friends. 

“So it was whoever crossed the ice became the Indians here?”

“Maybe.” Alex moved to the stern and engaged the starboard-side downrigger, the cannonball rising. He reeled up with tandem pace and stopped the Scotty at seventy-nine feet. “Not sure at what point you call people by a different name than the place they left. One night in the new lands? One year? First born? My friend Elizabeth would know. I mean, at that point they would have just left Russia, though not sure what they called Siberia in 15,000 BC.”

“Probably just cold,” Russell said.

“But the word these days here is Indigenous, or First Nations, I think. I believe Native or Aboriginal is accepted, or maybe as capitalized adjectives. Truthfully it’s a little confusing, and changes. And depends who you ask. My buddy wear’s a ball cap with Native Pride written across it. I asked him once what word to use. He said Douglas. Comedian. Names here can be a little confusing and these are sensitive times. Let’s not even get into gender pronouns. I consider this fishing boat a safe place from gender pronouns.”

“Call me anything but late for dinner.”

“Does that pass for a joke in America? Tell me, are your roads really paved in gold?”

“They are, yes. But you’ll have to take my word for it. We generally don’t allow fishing guides to cross the border.”

“Catch all your bass is why.”

“Indians. We just say Indians. I think they’re okay with it.”

Alex shrugged. “So, whoever it was and whatever you call them arrived about ten, maybe twenty thousand years ago. Archaeological evidence has this area, Clayoquot Sound, inhabited for over four thousand years.” 

When the inconstant morning breeze did blow it was light. Alex steered the boat along yesterday’s tack. Half the screen was a map and half sonar. “I’m seeing bait at sixty feet. Herring or needle fish.” 

Steve said, “I assume you’re messing with me.” 

Alex a poor multitasker couldn’t solve that riddle in real time. 

“Feet, hypocrite.” 

“Ha, actually yeah no that wasn’t intentional.” The variable breeze swirled cigar smoke. Alex smelled it. He liked it. Reminded him of being a fishing guide twenty years ago in northern Canada where he also guided Americans. He liked Americans.

“Break that name down for me, Cap’n. Clacckit Sound.”

“Sound is the term for water between the mainland and islands. An old Norse word, sund. I didn’t know either when I came out here from the prairies. Ask a seaman to kindly forgive the ignorance of an easily confused prairie boy who finds himself far from his native wheat fields. And then C-l-a-y-o-q-u-o-t.” He spelled it. “It’s the anglicized term for a group of various peoples, various tribes or nations. Tla-o-qui-aht. The suffix aht means people.”

“Nations? I thought there was just one Canada, eh? Eh, Alex?”

“To emphasize certain peoples’ sovereignty, or desire for it, I believe.”

Steve dramatically gestured an arm to the sea. “Amateur historian, salmon enthusiast: book your charter today with Alex from Outcast Adventures, an odd duck in his strange Tofino pond. I don’t recall getting regaled with history last year. Traded in your winter ticket to Mexico to go back to school?”

“Well. I figured a guide ought to be able to entertain his beloved guests during the slow patches. So, my choices: comedian or historian.”

“Entertain or distract,” offered Russell.

“Exactly, Russ. Actually I did go to Mexico again last winter. I was surfing at La Ticla, which I wish translates as The Tickle, but sadly it does not. A very small and rural town in Michoacán. A few years back cartel and bandito violence escalated. I have a friend who was surfing there years ago and one night the banditos woke everyone from their cabanas to rob them at gunpoint. His buddy ran away. Right then just fuckin’ up and runs for it. The balls, hey? They actually fired shots after him. The Natives down there who own the stores and restaurants got tired of all that. Bad for business. So they armed themselves and took back control of the town. Now when you arrive you have to drive through a roadblock of pick-up trucks with clandestine folk-soldiers. Rather intense. Blue jeans and collared shirts and sombreros and assault rifles. They do not smile, though this surf tourist does. But the waves are high quality. The tacos too. The businesses are friendly to surfers. Surfers eat a lot of tacos.”

The starboard rod faintly twitching and Russell sat up but Alex said it was just the line bouncing off that baitball. “Just wait,” he said, “it’s coming. So what has two thumbs and a decent cutback and a good hookset and eats a lot of tacos?” Neither of the stern-facing occupants turned to see a gesture of self-pointing thumbs. “This guy.” Only one of the Outcast’s crew here laughed.

“I’ll have to take your word for it.” Steve deadpan turned to Alex. “About the hooksets.” Then he blinked slowly, still looking at Alex. As if a blink is the subtlest slapstick. Then he turned back to the untwitching, unspringing, fishless rods still devoutly bent like twinned worshippers long prostrate asking for a little bounty from the goddess Sea. Today, after all, was Sunday. 

Alex laughed. “You know, I really love you guys. So where was I going with this story?”

“Distraction or entertainment, irregardless, Alex,” Steve said, “I truly have no friggin’ idea.”

“Oh yeah. So after a month there I was heading home but wanted to see the capital. The country’s capital.” 

“They speak Mexican down there, correct?”

Russell looked at Steve like oh stop.

“So I booked a food tour.”

“A what?”

“A food tour. The Tripadvisor said ten to fifteen people plus the guide. I show up at the meeting place, the first restaurant, and it was just Raúl and me.”

“Rah-ool.”

“I got a three hour, one-on-one private tour, the guide taking me to ten different restaurants. From dive hole-in-the-walls where for certain you know you will not get the shits in the middle of the night because they’re not going to wait that long, all the way up to finer dining. Not fine, but finer. Walking from one spot to the other in the warm Mexican evening, while the guide—eloquent, perfect English, charming Raúl—”

“Rah—oowell.”

“While my man educated me on the city and the food and the history. Man I loved that.” 

“Prediction?” 

“Yes, go ahead, Steve.”

“This story ends with a churro.”

Alex and Russell both laughed. “So you’ve heard this one before. I’m always going to book a food tour on vacation. Finally, finally boys we arrive to the long-winded point of this story.”

“Thank god damn.”

A guide in another boat took up his net and lowered it to the surface, his client on the bent rod. He dipped and scooped then stood the net’s long handle vertical so the weight would not bend the aluminum, then boated the fish. Alex’s crew listened to that boat cheer.

“Must be nice,” Steve said.

“When I got home I thought it would be interesting to know more of the history here. Interesting in its own right, but you know, also good for business. If it ever happens, if it just so happens to get a bit slow.”

“Alex. It’s a bit slow.”

“Yeah.” Alex descended the port downrigger back to ninety-nine feet. He called it his Jay-Z depth. Fifteen years ago his friend who taught him salmon fishing told him to only run lines at odd numbers. He did not question it. Some traditions are worth blindly respecting. There is more to them than the literal. There is more to life than the literal. “I started reading some history books on the area. Talking—well, mainly listening—to my friend Elizabeth. Something of an anti-historian.” 

“Okay Alex.” Steve put up his hands. “Okayyy I’ll bite. Because the flippin’ fish aren’t. What the heck is an anti-historian?”

“It’s a hundred-year-old lady without many friends who gives me nightmares. Often can be found at Shelter Restaurant. She’s like the Johnny Cash of history.”

“Thanks for clearing that up.”

“So I had a day off and I was heading fishing.”

“You had a day off from fishing and went fishing.”

“Never knew the flat sea could echo, Steve. Keep interrupting and you’ll have to tack on an extra charter day to get to the end of this pointless story. So I left Tofino Harbour. Passed Grice Point and Duffin cove and Felice Island, entered Van Nevel Channel. What is that? You know what that is? That’s me driving through history it sounds like, right? I was like, okay—I’ll start there. Just started reading about some of the coastal names. A coast logs history uniquely. The names of channels, islands, beaches, like the dog-eared pages of history.” Alex turned to the contoured coast as if he was looking at a historical picture book. “Makes it easier to remember. And interestingly, it’s not all named after history’s noblest actors. Good, makes it harder to forget. Geographical names ought to have a mixture of the reputable and the disreputable. Among your Tranquil Bays and Pretty Girl Coves of the world, you outta throw in some Mao Mountains and Hitler Hills and Pol Pot, Pol Pot… Pol Pot… Someone help me out here.” 

“I got you,” said Steve. “Pol Pot Puddles.”

“Not many significant puddles is the problem, Steve.”

“Pol Pot Pole?” He swung again. 

“Eh. Kinda better, but there’s simply too few poles. You got your North and your South. I believe that covers them.” 

Quiet Russell was potentially an adherent to the valid fishing philosophy which states that waves lapping boat hulls speak truer than words from flapping lips. But if such was his allegiance he did break faith to throw a tyrant’s lifebuoy to his drowning shipmates: “Stalin Shores.”

“Stalin Shores. That’s very nice.” Steve reached across the gap between the two seats and touched Russell’s arm. “We get back let’s call our travel agent. We’ll order matching Cossack hats.”

“The history of this area is straight Hollywood, almost too wild to be believed. Spain capturing British ships in Friendly Cove then shipping the imprisoned captains south for trial. Ships cannon bombing coastal villages. The crew of a trade ship is slaughtered but one survivor hides below deck, then the next day when the looters return he blows himself and the ship sky high, killing scores of his enemies.” 

“Jesus. Okay tell us that one.”

“I’ll do you one better, Steve. I’ll take you to the site where she sank, on our way back after I limit you out.” He winked and stomped the floorboards covering the fish-hold. “We’re gonna git into ‘em. Stay with me. Then I’ll take you there and with that sun poking through we might be the first to spot one of her sunken brass cannons. 

“Okay, history continued. This area becomes an international trade hub starting in the late 1700s. Basically from then on it was one crazy boom-bust cycle after the next. The curse of areas richly blessed in natural resources: devastate one, move on to the next. But Clayoquot Sound shouldn’t feel so special, just fitting in with a timeless pattern the world over. Exploit the natural resources then send in the missionaries. It all started with the sea otters. Soft gold, they called it. Actually back then their pelts were worth more than their weight in gold.”

“Why sea otters? Beavers I get. Everybody loves beaver.”

“True. Sea otters have the most hair per square inch of any critter, land critter or sea critter. They have no blubber so it's that hair density which keeps them warm. Though not so warm as to insulate them from the cold touch of humankind.” Alex squinted and spoke wistfully.

“Nii-iice. How’s the side-gig writing coming, Alex?”

“Sales are slower than I’d prefer. I’m working on it.”

“I suppose they’re cuter than the beaver. I’ve seen them hold hands.”

“Yeah. Just too cute, hey. The hand holding. To keep them from drifting apart in the wild currents of life. Evolution, no doubt, was a romantic.” Alex was debating whether to disclose the sex life of sea otters. He looked at Russell, at Steve. These large and rich and innocent Americans. Whether he should mention how at times the male otter will bite the female's face to the extent flesh tears from her nose, hold her underwater, and ultimately kill a significant number of his mates—either through drowning or resulting infection. Not romantic at all, evolution likes it rough. Alex recalled the sight he had seen six years ago. A sea otter capturing a baby seal from Cleland Island. He hadn’t told anyone that story and had no plans to. Things of nightmares. How the baby seal squealed as the otter dragged it from its sun perch on the rocky shore, the pup squirming, the otter flipping it over on its back, then taking a mating posture, it held the little seal underwater until the pup drowned. But it was only getting started. It then became repeatedly and vigorously amorous with its limp and lifeless body. He had watched it with curious horror for an hour. That night he read that their necrophilia could last days. Days. Jesus Christ. No, he would not disclose such lurid details so sharply visible they would only pop the bubble protecting his innocent guests. 

Steve said, “Heard their sex life is fucked-up beyond belief.”

“Otters—killed them all by the early 1800s. They’re only back now, frolicking, playing, raping because they were reintroduced. Found a few hiding out in an Alaskan cove like shipwrecked refugees. I’d assume shell shocked and entirely PTSD’d. Probably their species has some deep-rooted complexes. Well they caught some, darted ‘em, released ‘em here.”

“Happily ever after.”

“Then you’ve heard this one too.”

The starboard rod twitched and so did Russell but Alex said that was just a weed. Stare at rod tips for two decades and you can read a subtle language invisible to most. “Okay back to Tofino boom-bust cycles. Next it was dogfish, then seals. Huge international business, British Columbia found its economic footing in sealing. Rough numbers, the seal population along the coast dropped from five million to one hundred thousand. In one spectacular year, one year, six hundred thousand seals were killed. What a fantastic bloodletting, eh? Some of these animals weigh up to six hundred pounds. Picture big ships cruising right where we are now, their decks whitewashed from milk leaking from dead pregnant seals. Well we just about killed ‘em all.”

Steve looking out at the cobalt sea, which perhaps for his wide eyes was curdled and creamy. He said somberly, “The Tripadvisor review of Outcast Adventures is going to be most unique, buddy.”

“Next boom and bust we have whaling. In one year in the early 1900s, four whaling stations processed over fifteen hundred whales. For the oil but also the sea beef. I actually don’t think that branding is so bad. Sea beef. I’d try it.” 

“Yeah I’d try it.”

Russell opened their cooler and picked out a juice box and spiked a straw. So, cigar and juice box. Alex thought that was funny. Russell didn’t ask he just passed one to Steve who said obliged. Passed one over his shoulder to Alex who also said obliged. Flavour: tropical storm, blue typhoon. 

“Moving on. There was a short-lived gold rush. Forestry continues today. Commercial fishing—salmon, of course. Most of the salmon we’re catching aren’t wild they’re hatchery, so that story tells itself. Then we have my personal boom-bust favourite, that of the herring roe. Apparently it’s a delicacy in Japan. Or, at least in the 1970s it was. Back then Russian and Japanese herring stocks dwindled while this west coast surged. Hundreds of boats showed up to capitalize. Japanese businessmen walked around town with briefcases of a million dollars and I am not making this up. They’d hand out sizable cash gifts to captains, simply requesting that they remember them when they dock their load. It was said that from the huge influx of cash to the coast, no hundred dollar bills could be found west of Winnipeg.” Alex didn’t wait for Steve to ask. “The geographical centre of Canada. Birthplace of yours truly. It was said ladies of the evening—potentially my favourite euphemism of all time—I mean just try to top it.”

“I always thought coup de grâce sounded nice.”

“It is nice, you’re right. Coup de grâce. It’s quite tasteful. I like, sleeping with the fishes. That sounds very peaceful. But then again I’ve always had a soft spot for the mafia.”

“Ethnic cleansing—oh hell, I almost missed it. The best: Manifest Destiny.” 

“You’re right. That might be the best. Sounds so valiant yet so dreamy. Maybe never a prettier mask worn by something so ugly. But, ladies of the evening will always have a special place in my heart. If your daughter says that when she grows up she wants to be a lady of the evening, you’d be like, I get it, that just sounds dignified and enchanting.” A nearby boat throttled up and set off in the direction of town. “So these ladies—let’s stop beating around the bush and call a spade a spade: these soul masseuses who plied their trade with delicate touch through the flesh of the weary roe-fisherman arrived by yacht—I said yacht—from Vancouver and were said to accept payments for their services in roe. And get this, prices rose from sixty dollars per ton to five thousand per ton. The bars would have been wild. The town stunk with cash.”

“And fish eggs.”

“Now Tofino’s present-day boom tops it all. The god of West Coast booms: tourism. And I don’t see this boom ever busting. Wouldn’t take DaVinci to predict that sea-otter-pelt hats might one day fall out of fashion. But beaches have been popular since man first wiggled his toes in the sand. No shelf life to the sea life. Am I right, fellas?”

“Captain, who needs salmon.” Steve crossed his legs on the gunwale and maybe that comment only half in jest as he did look rather pleased, as if blue water and morning sun and a boat with good company might just make superfluous any riches yet outstanding. He sucked and squeezed his wheezing juice box.

It was this type of good-natured, low-pressure, genuine people that Alex always wanted to work the hardest for. He checked his speed and course. He went to the stern and started rigging up a fresh anchovy, sliding its head into the purple-haze glow-in-the-dark teaser head, securing it with a piece of broken toothpick, slightly curving its slick silver body in his palm while being careful not to impair its tiny scales, then bedding one hook of the barbless treble along its lateral line, shaping the bait to roll in slow spiral, the motion a wounded anchovy swims after being slashed by a salmon tail. 

“Believe it or not, surfing actually tops it all, tops fishing even.” He stepped to the starboard to bring up its lure and swap in this fresh one when the port rod-tip started jerking spastically towards the surface. “Fish!” Alex lunged to the rod and gripped the cork with two hands and slid it out of its rocket launcher then reeled down to take up the slack and gave the rod a short jerk upwards to free the line from the quick-release clip. He reeled down again to find the fish then swept the rod up into a deep hookset. He held the ten foot pole steady, gauging the fish’s size by the pull, the bend. The pole throughout its whole length liberally bent. The fish taking line and that precise metallic whir composed by countless tiny ticks is a beautiful sound if you know it. Like vizzzzzzz. He loosened the drag a touch. Russell had the last one so he passed the rod off smoothly to Steve already standing. “Here you go.” 

Alex had to restrain himself from over-coaching because these two here knew what they were doing. He didn’t want to take anything away from it. His voice, his instruction, if not needed would just break the spell, adulterate and infringe on a type of union, the connection of fisherman to fish. He watched Steve and watched for other boats and kept his eye on the other line. 

Alex liked netting and gaffing a fish as much as he liked playing one on the line. It had its own skill. Controlling the boat and keeping the line out of the motors and downriggers and watching for other vessels and if the fisherman was novice, then coaching. That all took more skill than playing the fish. Above all he really liked seeing another person catching one. It made him feel good, seeing another’s joy. A momentary break from the consuming world of self. Liked it the first day he guided a guest to a fish, which he could remember because he had somehow lost his purple hat on that big Northern Pike. Liked it this day, seeing Steve fully absorbed in it. Someone with a good fish on the line. The eagerness to see what was hooked—a salmon, yeah, but you wanted to see its individuality, its particular colour and size and shine. Alex thought maybe it was like how as you age, giving a gift becomes more enjoyable than receiving one. How giving nourishes the giver who does not ask for recompense. 

Steve was standing and had his rod tip up and wasn’t forcing the action and wasn’t muscling the fish, just letting the bend of the rod do the work and feeling for what the fish allowed, reeling when it tired. There is so much feel to this and you earn that feel by doing it a lot and listening. You screw it up sometimes but you learn from those and get better. By listening and feeling. Not a dance not an art but it’s something, deeper than craft, more substantive than mere technique. Maybe better unnamed. There’s no rush when it’s all about smoothly keeping that barbless hook engaged with steady pressure. It’s something you feel, something you learn to feel. You can become excellent at anything, no gifts of nature required. Believe it, he did. Earn it, is all. 

Alex leaned in under the bent pole and reached to the Scotty and turned its knob to auto-retrieve. There was camaraderie when a good fish was on the line. Nothing as strong as the bond of soldiers or firefighters or even the machined synchrony of a pit crew during a tire swap—box box box—but still an unspoken union from each well-executing their own role in a shared pursuit. How old is this. It’s old. It might be timeless.

The salmon was off a stern corner when the flasher broke the surface disrupting the line’s tension and a lesser angler, fooled by the momentary slackness, would think the fish had gotten off. Steve said something to the fish or to the water or to himself or more likely a word to each at once and he reeled to find the fish and smoothly reapply tension. 

The salmon was closer now with less line to stretch and absorb the strong head jerks. Twenty pounds of muscle in the water, in its element, trying to stay in its element. Steve feathering the drag lighter. He had his fingers just beyond the knuckle-buster knobs. The downrigger stopped with the cannon ball a foot under the surface and Alex turned the small boom sternwards. 

The fish close but swimming under a patch of sun-stained surface and they couldn’t see it but then they could see it. The fish being pulled out from under that sparkling water like Steve was reeling in something from a dream. Now he stopped reeling and angled his pole forward, sweeping the salmon in closer. Its body a couple inches below the surface. Its body at once shimmering and dark, as if of two worlds. Purple-black-dark green-silver fish. This salmon’s vibrancy matched its species’ most colourful story. Few species like this in the world and maybe none. Speed, power, beauty, fight, sustenance, history. A fish hatched inland in fresh rivers, frys falling down rapids, sliding over boulders, swimming narrow channels, over winding shallows to awaiting predators at the brackish shore. Their sea run—a year, up to eight—out to open ocean waters, to Japan, to Russia. King Salmon I’ve heard you run ten thousand miles. Returning deep inland seeking out natal waters, even to the very same calm pools that hatched you. Nature with a performative wisdom beyond intelligence, beauty beyond design. Your bodies feed the bears, the birds, the nitrogen of your decay nourishes a forest, hardens trunks, towers growth. Legendary fish. Hard to fabricate a myth about a species that defies one’s imagination. Purple-black-dark green-silver fish just below the surface like it rose straight up from lore and not a small part of Alex wished to allow its return. 

When Alex took a salmon he would use the whole fish, whether frozen as fillets  or chopped into rounds to pressure can in mason jars: skin, spine bones, and all. Eat the roe raw. Bury the carcass in the garden. By law you could take ten Chinook. He didn’t take that many. That’s not virtue signalling, it’s not even exactly about conservation because if the sustainable limits were set by informed biologists then a fisherman could take ten in good conscience. So what is it? He just happened to not like killing them, preferred beautiful things alive in this world. He had killed enough beautiful things. It wasn’t fear of them haunting him of which some things did. He had accepted living with ghosts. He just preferred not to kill beautiful things. A preference that collided with his valuing their extreme nutrition, and to live a life where food is lifestyle. It wasn’t some traditional background, he wasn’t raised a fisherman. This had nothing to do with heritage or history. It had something to do with fish, values, maybe beauty.

The Chinook tried for one more run and angled its head away from the boat, this time weaker. It tried to run but couldn’t run. You’re the fish. Alex leaned over the gunwale. You’re the fish one day. The boat straightened out the salmon’s course, as if a force stronger than a trolling motor was at work here. Alex reached below the gunwale for his three-foot wooden gaff. Wrapped his fingers around the contoured handle, hardly a gesture more primal, pick any land including this one and this could be a war club of olden days.

The wooden gaff was fitted with a curved metal shank. He reached out to hook the fishing line. The line refracted at the water’s surface, accenting the schism between these two worlds. He gently drew the line in while watching the single barbless hook in its snout. He didn’t breathe lighter because he wasn’t breathing. Smooth motions to not spook the salmon out of its tired truce and into a desperate run and shake the hook or snap the line. He transferred the line from the gaff’s hook to his hand. He pulled the line in while raising the fish to just below the surface, his reflection merging with the fish in the water. He raised the barbaric gaff. When the fish was about to break the ocean’s thin liquid skin he swung the gaff blunt-side down onto its head, now not even covered with enough water to splash, then loosened his grip and spun the gaff a half-turn and with a half-swing drove a stainless shank through something beautiful. In the same motion that he gaffed the fish he swept it from its liquid home and into its new dry world to die. He laid the stunned fish down on the white floorboards. Not yet dead but too concussed to even quiver. A skinny line of bright blood leaking from its torpedo-shaped cranium did not seem entirely out of place with its pageantry. This red flair, crimson accent. But to Alex, something distasteful there. Over the white floorboard the red blood ran towards a scupper ported to the ocean, like it knew what it was doing.

Infinities move among us. Eternities go here. Leaking life reddening the floor. Alex gripped the fish’s tail and in holding it he felt within himself something at once light and heavy. As if emotions exist on a continuum, at times twisted by the weight of heavy circumstance, connecting the otherwise discordant. Places where reverence bridges to fear, wonder to doubt, feelings of absurdity intertwined with profundity, as if he held a god by its tail and knew beauty entangled with dread. Something he had keenly felt no more than a handful of times. Once in the North, a wolf its yellow eyes, head held low over red speckled snow. Once in a canoe at night at the edge of a forest fire burning like the night itself roared. He had known it another place too.

Death drains colour, the black and silver fish like it left some paint in the water. Him gripping its muscular caudal, where its streamlined body narrowed between torso and tailfin, before it fanned out into an irregularly black-spotted tail, like some kind of exotic fan gifted on its journey. He raised the gaff.








  
  
III




At 6:00 a.m. Valerie’s music-alarm started playing a light piano riff. She had four playlists. This one was called Day Break. She had an app that randomly chose one of the many songs and started it imperceptibly, crescendo over song length. 

The rain had lightened. She didn’t see Trent’s truck. She went through her morning routine: journal, meditation, a run with music along the Stanley Park Seawall, shower. Valerie’s condo was immaculate, colour balanced and modern. She had a cleaner once a week when really once a month, or never, would have sufficed given her tidy nature and that she herself swept and washed. It was a flat that could appear in a magazine. It had, in fact. A CBC interview. She and Peter Mansbridge each sat a chair on the hardwood floor in front of her tall living room window, its many framed panes of small square light. Over the course of the interview two broad monstera leaves level to the floor turning from green to golden, like platters of sun, or beggar’s hands a charitable sun engoldened. On one side of the wall next to the window hung a large modernist painting, thick oils looking wet, three colours, no definable shape.

Val found that the fit and colour of her clothes influenced her mindset. She chose her attire with intention. It was style but not just style, not just fashion. As a girl she hadn’t cared much about style. Then later, as a young woman, something changed. Her reasoning trailed her actions because one day she noticed she was looking forward to choosing her attire. Personal style as a way to praise the day, a type of playing with her world, celebrate beauty—those flowers, that song, human kindness—in a type of humble accompaniment. Her aesthetics were for herself, nevertheless, she believed that the ultimate drivers of the mind are often hidden, consciousness often the last to know. She was agnostic as it concerned underlying motivations. But she was certain that this red dress she just packed looked pretty and wearing it was fun. There’s some truth there. She finished packing for Tofino. Texted Stacy: Val leaves Van. Besos y besos!

On the ferry from Vancouver to Nanaimo she parked on deck four, designated with a cartoon crab. She strolled the main deck and noticed that the window-facing bow seats had three times as many people as the window-facing stern seats. She wondered to what extent one can psychoanalyze seat selection. What awaits, versus, what’s left behind. 

The big motors’ low rumble churning up the sea in a tumbled white froth. The heavy ship pulling away from harbour and the coastline receding. She took out her iPad from her duffle bag and responded to three emails. Two more arrived. One from a large healthcare-technology company. A letter of intent. That makes it the second one she had received. There were no dollar values in this acquisition proposal. She recognized the company’s name. She Googled it and found it to be a subsidiary of a multinational consumer goods company, a household brand. The last proposal came four years ago. Her rejection of that offer had found its way to the business section of the Toronto Star. This company would certainly have known that a thirty-four-year-old female CEO—female, because for all of Canada’s progressiveness, every article still mentioned her gender—had declined selling her four-year-old company for twenty-five million dollars, a seat on the board and stock options. That was four years ago. Four years for B2P was not most companies’ four years. Invite the kids to play on the chart of her gross sales because it looked like a skateboard quarter-pipe: hypergrowth, to make any sense of it, graph it in log scale.

Funny timing. This is funny timing, she reflected. As if the doctor prescribed for my panic attacks a business sale. Off behind her travellers lined up for food. She considered the poutine. She read the email again for any hints alluding to just how much they wanted her business. She would sit down with them like she had the last offer. She liked meeting new people, networking came naturally. She joked with her dad, the civil engineer, your work rubbed off on me because I like building bridges. Her dad who when she brought home A-papers wouldn’t say so much, wouldn’t praise it because he already knew her to be a top student and expected nothing less, so why should her meeting his expectations impress him. He had her rewrite those papers even when the teacher was not accepting resubmissions. “Because you’re not doing it for the teacher.” She still had some of the papers. She still had all of them. She considered the poutine.

For that last acquisition meeting she reminded herself to not set the pace, as in, no need to play dumb, but at certain times she found it more productive to downplay her cognitive abilities. Those times being around particular men. She found the interactions went smoother if the counterparty didn’t feel intimidated. Her mind did not intimidate all men, just something she sensed from those who perhaps were the insecure ones. Some modern-day version of threatening the patriarchy? Something that historically got some women in trouble. Men perhaps confusing the source of their insecurities. It’s not me it’s you. She’d never say that. She’d smile. She was just being practical. And partly, it’s fun to underplay your hand. Praise their flush—genuinely because it really is a great hand, they feel good about that, she liked that for them—not duplicity not manipulation. It just happened to be the case that in certain dynamics, proposals, negotiations, she held a full house, held quads, a straight flush. So she reminded herself that time not to set the pace, follow it. It’s just better for everyone that way.

That first acquisition meeting was 2018 downtown Vancouver at the corner of Seymour and Robson, where she was supposed to meet Evan Miller, chief operation officer. They had exchanged emails. While she was waiting, a lady approached and said hello, maybe mid-fifties. That seemed a little strange, but maybe someone recognizing Valerie from one of her interviews. Val politely returning a hello while keeping an eye open for Evan. The woman introduced herself, “I’m Evan Miller.” Val laughed at her own prejudice. Then she laughed at the café choice: Incognito Coffee. That’s fun. 

Ms. Miller sat not across but beside her. Valerie wondered if that was some negotiating strategy, starting off on the same side of the table. Putting unconscious nudges to work. The server asked their orders and Valerie ordered an oat-milk matcha latte and Evan Miller said the same and Valerie smiled. Then she listened to words of praise leading a pitch. Evan Miller halfway through her coffee slid the tablet over the table then touched a finger with a clear gloss nail to the screen. Scrolled the contract down to the offer highlighted in yellow, eighteen million dollars. It wasn’t spelled out: $18,000,000. Valerie figured the zeroes had a stronger psychological effect and wondered if the numerical representation was intentional. She wondered that because those zeroes were doing their job. As if they were trick hoops and she a SeaWorld dolphin. 

“What do you think, Ms. Roy?” 

She took a moment. She snapped the small biscotti and dunked half. What do you see in those hollow 0’s? What will you fill them with when you sell your four-year-old—their malapropism—not business: baby. Then you’ll have all the time to figure out how to spend your time. Lots of time to look for some meaningful way to spend your money. Spend it trying to buy your way back to where you are now. To the pursuit. Pursuit of what? You know what. Then you’ll be wishing you didn’t act like some poor harried woman in a strange bazaar selling her baby. 

Back then there was hardly anything to think about but she delivered her rejection more deftly. Then bit the softened cookie.

Ms. Miller’s smile showed neither traces of surprise nor resentment. She touched and swiped the screen and a different contract waiting in the wings was loaded. Finger scrolling the pdf. A new number, this one bolded, highlighted yellow. $25,000,000. 

Valerie did take a moment because there can be delight from flattery even if one has no intention to dance. She was taken aback by the praise but not blushing. Blushing is  coloured embarrassment, and she was not that. She said oh my. She sipped her latte. Then with enough sweetness to make an Italian cookie tart she rejected her first commercial suitor. She said she was truly flattered and that perhaps one day they could revisit the proposal, while in the meantime she saw to greater growth. Val turned it down not because the price was wrong, but because, in her words: “It’s hard for the price to be right when you really love what you do.”

Ms. Miller said, “Keep raising the peak, hey?” A play on the name of Valerie’s company. “Well, I respect that. More. I admire it.” She smiled. “But I’m still going to see if we can’t make that decision harder for you. This isn’t our last conversation, Ms. Roy.” She smiled and powered down the tablet and leaned back and pulled her mug in. “In the meantime, while I see about fattening the cheque, you keep doing your thing. Just one small request. When the next proposal comes, Valerie—and it will come—please tell them Evan Miller said to go fuck themselves.” 

Valerie said she certainly will.   

Four years ago? She on the ferry trying to account for the impossible compression of time. How is yesterday not yesterday? She reread this letter with enough absorption that if her churning mind were to become audible it might match the ferry’s low rumble. It wasn’t about the money, but you can’t help being curious of the coming number.

Valerie had a nice place, nice car, nice clothes. Having that she didn’t want any more. She had read the happiness studies, knew of the hedonic treadmill: the trap of constantly trading up. When a person has enough to cover basic needs and no longer stresses finances, the spiritual-emotional returns from greater wealth diminish rapidly. Statistically, poor people were less happy. The stresses from food and housing insecurity loom large. But wealth’s contribution to deep fulfillment seemed capped. She didn’t need more things and disliked accumulation’s clutter. She lived below her means and donated to an environmental organization to offset her carbon footprint. She liked to travel, or she told herself such a story about her former self who once made time for it. 

Her iPad on her knee over crossed legs, white sneakers unsmudged. A sailboat off in the distance. A troller. At the horizon, blue water met grey sky and she squinted but could not see a definable line of separation. The timing is rather funny. Fate holding a feather gives an uninvited tickle. How strange is it that you can’t tickle yourself but you can pleasure yourself? she wondered. You’d think if evolution can prevent self-tickle, it would also keep you from self-pleasure, from venting the urge to mate. Is that what you call it? She rolled her eyes at herself on the ferry. Venting the urge to mate? Hot. Too sexy, Valerie.

Sweep one hundred emails to the recycle bin, perhaps start sleeping like a normal person, or even living like one with a social life? Take thirty million dollars—or what, thirty-five? forty? and start striking-through my bucket list. She watched shrinking Vancouver shores. Somewhere in there was her shrinking condo. She could imagine her shrinking self still there behind a screen. Why was it a recycle bin? Who wants their messages recycled? Garbage bin. What will you do if right now you see a whale—fin, fluke, or spout—then what? Breaching up out of your bucket list right here. She wasn’t superstitious, and tried as best she could to not centre herself within her worldview. But who isn’t a little sensitive to synchronicity, that the simultaneity of two events has meaning beyond mere coincidence? If I see a whale in the next ten seconds I’ll sell. She counted down from ten. By seven that gamble actually made her nervous because the words of her pledge could be chiseled into stone. At five seconds she had mixed emotions. With two left she heard the ferry’s intercom click on. Even before the captain spoke she held her breath. 

“If anyone wants to see a little marine life in the Strait of Georgia, there’s a basking sea lion off port.” Clicked off. Clicked on. “For all you landlubbers, that’s the left side.” Likely some passengers waiting for him to come back on and clarify what “lubbers” is or are. 

The moment the captain said basking was time enough for her to be biochemically injected with a mixed barrel of nerves, her mind anticipating the next word to be whale. They do bask.

Enough people moved to the port-side windows Valerie wondered if a ferry could list. Only one person went to the starboard window. You’d think that person was confused. Valerie over the years had seen several sea lions. She had this thing where she wanted to cultivate uncommon perspectives, try to see what goes overlooked. Not an antisocial snub to norms, and not like right now she actually expected to see anything out the starboard window, more like trying to entrench neural pathways of an orthogonal thinker, someone open to contrarian views who simply adores creative thought. Even silly small things like sometimes brushing her teeth with her left hand in hopes of sending a few luminous neurons to light her mind’s dimmer corridors. You lose what you don’t use. Just small ways she found to play with her world. She stood at the starboard window alone. But if you are the contrarian constantly giving your world a second look, it might reinforce a distrust for that world. Or did the distrust come first?

She standing alone at the starboard window looking out at the spoutless Strait of Georgia with little to show but a moderate breeze. Calm and sparkling sea, as if at arts ’n crafts the kids had run beads of Elmer’s glue along wave crests they dusted with glitter. You bet it’s pretty. 

A man dashingly dressed approached and touched her elbow. Charming smile and squinting eyes. Approximately two hundred years old. A cane. Val was 5’4” and she outstood him in his wool newsboy cap. “It’s the other side, dear. Come on, we’ll go together.” Voice as youthful as his fashion. He turned holding her elbow like he hadn’t even considered she’d disagree and Valerie thanked him. They began walking to the other side. Shuffling across the ship’s midpoint she felt more bond in half a silent minute with him than with most people she had passed several days. What was that? He with his hand on her elbow but anyone watching would know just who was steadying whom. He paused his stroll, immobile, as if a delayed heartbeat stilled him to intermittent fossil. Then he refound his stride and they returned to shuffle. When they arrived to the windows, most people had left or were leaving, some pocketing their phones. They approached open glass and he gestured invitingly for her to have a look. “This is port side.” Her saviour. She said right and he said no left and she put her hand over his on her elbow. “I used to be in the navy, you know.”

A lady looking like the other half of the collector’s set—charmingly small, red beret—walked up and took his arm. “There you are you little flirt. I leave you for one minute.” She looked up at Val. “We have to watch them, don’t we.” She looked at him. “Was she impressed that you were in the navy?” He released his frail grasp and sunk his head between his padded and now-raised shoulders, gaping mouth not unlike a guilty turtle, or one whose tail was in the clutches of an inconvenient yet harmless kitten. Kitten said, “Now you’re buying me a Mars bar.” He smiled at her and winked at Val and they turned at about the speed of a pivoting ferry.

Valerie looking out the window but not really looking, wondering, is there a number large enough where you must say yes? Sell at your expense for the greater good the proceeds could do in the world? A thought she’d keep to herself so as not to give people diabetes from her saccharine words. How large is the offer that you can’t decline? Come to that number before their proposal. Her dad had taught her to always arrive to negotiations with your values predetermined. She texted her dad, his health on her mind. She walked for the stairs to the outer deck.

This rippled ocean a shattered mirror of ten thousand suns. Like, my God, splendour. Take a moment to bask like the missing sea lion in the sun of this flattery, because tomorrow brings a trough. As her company grew her profile broadened. Comments both positive and negative arriving to her socials. It’s a curious physics when two substances made from the same matter can have drastically different weights. The weights not originating with the matter but with she who does the weighing. Of course she researched that peculiar psychological concept. Losses loom larger than gains. Apparently, negative comments hinder disproportionately more than positive ones bolster. Such is the human mind, hers for certain.

One person on Twitter said that “B2P raking it in does not fit with a health and wellness company. The pyramid logo fits their scheme, Roy sits at the top.” Her stomach dropped. Another comment another day. “Signed up for the highest-tier membership. Nutritionist never showed. Same thing with the breath workshop. Skipped the yoga class because I’m too bent out of shape. Three weeks now without a refund.” She had tried to track that person down and offer a year of free membership.

She had started B2P from her basement apartment, financed it with 18% APR credit-card debt. Her own struggles spawned the business and its scaffolding was her bones and comments like that were a kick in the shins. She believed differences could be resolved through good communication, truly try to see the other’s perspective. She had replied that the company’s valuation didn’t tell of its profitability. Many companies vastly larger—even behemoths like Spotify and Amazon—were for years, or still are, unprofitable. Companies valued not on actual but potential profit. There were levers of monetization she could pull that she hadn’t pulled and didn’t want to pull. That if she sold, went public, for certain they’d all get pulled. She responded saying she was making a comfortable living but that in comparison to other CEOs of similar-sized businesses, she would absolutely be at the bottom of the salary totem pole. The next two comments called her racist. The third was an emoji of a purple eggplant. Fourth said I love you Valerie Roy. We push and we pull.

The outer deck fresh in sea fragrance but the breeze quite cool. She buttoned up her long coat over her knit top. Sharp waters, sun glinting sea chop like polished serrated blades. That social-media fallout was five years ago. Stace helped. From elementary school onwards, Stacy had been Val’s closest friend. Surface connections are never so hard to come by but depth is exceedingly rare. Stacy was a big girl—big mouth, big boned. Made Val laugh. Some things hadn’t changed. She didn’t much worry about Val. Most didn’t see past her outer layer, took that as innocence all the way down. Stacy knew her sweetness misdirected most from seeing her grit, stubbornness, fierce independence. Surfaces are often secretive of the core. Valerie looking at the sea here. 

During that negative Tweet storm, Stacy came over to Val’s condo with a gift wrapped in white packing paper. No ribbon but a pretty red bow. Val unwrapped it. White shirt, small black centred lettering. You couldn’t read it very far away. She held it up by its shoulders, laughed, turned it, draped it over her chest. 

You don’t like me, bet against me. -Ma$e

Hilarious. That shit’s hilarious. Still hilarious to Valerie three years later. Stace said she considered Fuck bitches get money but the message wasn’t as clear. 

Val said I get that, the ambiguity of whether one ought to forsake the pursuit of the fairer sex in order to strive for financial reward, or if one ought to endeavour on both fronts. Val still had the shirt. She found it fit a bit big, and the egotism about XXXL, but her best friend’s sweet gesture made her laugh and perfectly fit her love of ‘90s rap. Sometimes she wore it to bed like an oversized cotton hug.

Even through texts Stacy detected this most recent dejection. She would dig into her at dinner. The first Thursday of the month the two of them always went for dinner at Italian Kitchen on Burrard Street. Val had declined last month. That was a first. Thirty days later Val cancelled again. Stacy said okay no problem. An hour later she was banging on her door like Val owed her money. She said a normally infatuated foodie declining the best meatball in town is like an athlete spitting blood. “I’m concerned you’re dying and not telling me. So I’m here for your Tesla.” Stacy with her hand out, perhaps for the key fob. 

Val smiled and said she’s just working through some work and things. She hadn’t invited her in. 

Stacy said cool, I get it, life, right? Then she put her hand on Val’s chest and walked her backwards and took from her purse a thermometer she had brought purely as a prop and said bend over and held it up and pursed her lips like she was going to spit-lube it and Valerie laughed and covered Stacy’s mouth to keep her from spitting because she probably actually would spit and then they had tea by candlelight like medicine. 

They sat on the couch. Stacy had found a candle, a new one, looking artisanal, tall, white with grey swirls and a red string threading a small label hand-written about beeswax and coconut and coffee and rum and other such fancy things of which Stacy didn’t further read. Elegant concoction like an upper-class waxen cocktail. She asked for a lighter and saw Val’s look and teased the control freak saying I’m lighting it deal with it it’s a candle and she did and they sat on the couch. 

Getting Val to talk about herself was about as easy as getting her own husband to not talk about himself, or getting her four kids past the one minute mark of the Silent Game. She made the game up. Like probably every other mother has. Is necessity the mother of invention, or are mothers the inventors of necessity? Who can go the longest without making a sound. Prize: Mom’s sanity. And a cookie. Or just all the cookies, forever. Stacy on the couch inquired, “What’s going on?” 

“Ah just the norm, really. How are the kids?” 

It wasn’t even intentional. Stacy discreetly broached Val’s deflection. “Start fucking talking.” 

“I had a panic attack. While running.”

“Weird. Where?”

“By the Stanley Park Seawall. In the morning, the other morning.” 

Stacy waited and it says something about the company you keep when someone answers a question that wasn’t voiced. 

“I don’t know. I guess I just feel stretched thin. To the point I wonder if others can see through my chest, my crinkling lungs like two paper sacks sucking in and out.” She put her hand on her chest. “I’m lacking my normal clarity.”

“The work?”

“No. I dunno. Maybe. I don’t even know what it is. Not for certain. It’s either all the things or one thing or a combination of them. That I’m certain about.” 

Stacy didn’t laugh. 

“There’s no shortage of potential candidates. But none of them are new. None of them feel like the culprit, you know? I like my life. I’ve chosen it. I often love it. Like daily, I mostly love it, I think. I can point to things, big obvious things that look like the guilty party. But it’s not direct. We don’t always know. We have ideas, stories. We give them names. Overworked. Stressed. Insecurity. I don’t know. Loneliness? Routine? Self-criticality? Self-doubt? Sometimes it’s hard to trust my feelings when for no apparent reason I just find myself crying. What is that? Hormonal? I feel the effect but the source is subsurface.” 

“Well start with the big obvious then.”

She shrugged. “Maybe a cognitive dissonance at play. Holding the reins of a self-development company while feeling like the person who should be enrolled in all its workshops. I mean, I started it for my own benefit. So is it an imposter syndrome? Maybe not, because a lot of the time I do feel confident. Nothing quite fits. Who knows how these things work. Maybe some kind of subliminal jive. A perfectionist syndrome has been suggested.”

“Or control freak.” She stroked the cylindrical wall of the prettiest artisanal candle she’d ever seen and probably the most expensive. A taunt that came with a smile. Then she topped up Val’s tea. 

“That too. But I just don’t know. You point to one thing when really it could be something else, or things interplaying, or just some temporary hormonal imbalance, deficient in some macro or micro nutrient. Who knows, maybe it’s as simple as a lack of vitamin D.” 

Stacy nodded like a sage. “Dick.”

Val smiled, “The other vitamin D.” 

“Sunlight, yes, equally important. Studies show sunlight is nearly as important as vitamin Dick. I take your point.” Sometimes Stacy tried to speak in Val’s language, communication morphing into Stacerie, similar to Spanglish. 

Val said “I know you’re messing with me but you’re actually not wrong. Social connection, dick or otherwise, has biochemical effects. Even right here, this is below the surface too. I mean, maybe this is what I needed.” 

“Oh, I’m deep dicking you alright, baby.”

“Maybe just some temporary imbalance manifesting as heart arrhythmia on a jog, yet the psychoanalyst says you’re repressing that afternoon at the pool with your uncle, or whatever. The mind is so complicated and we don’t even have access to the iceberg’s tip. Never mind how different issues over your life are interplaying and flywheeling off one another, everything amplified by low sleep. Or that I don’t even know for certain what’s causing it is itself a type of lack of control. You know? Meta-uncontrol? Or.” Her eyes low to the candle on the coffee table. “Certain past things. You work on things and feel like you’ve addressed them. But I mean, we just plainly don’t know what’s ever fully resolved. I once fell and gouged my knee when I was twelve. There’s still a scar.” She pulled up a pant leg. “It tightened the skin around it.” She pulled at the old scar. “It makes you wonder if our deeper wounds were properly sutured, you know? What does the mind’s scar tissue look like? The heart’s?” She didn’t go into those other things and Stacy knew what she meant anyway.

“How long have you been feeling a bit low?”

Sitting on one end of the couch Val held her mug with two hands. “A little while.”

Common rules of engagement don’t apply to closest friends. Stacy fired point blank. “When was that panic attack?”

“The first one was three months ago.”

Stacy leaned back. Quiet. Maybe hurt. Between them, small cracklings from the candle’s wooden wick mimicking campfire. Few ambiances are abler to receive divulgences than firelight. “And the most recent?” 

“Friday.”  

She prodded more and they talked. The breakup with Trent didn’t feel like the culprit and the first panic attack came earlier. She didn’t tell her about his truck only because he had not been physical and she had resolved to call the police if things escalated and sister bear here would only overbear. Val talked of work. She said towering walls while raising a hand gripping a phone. 

Stacy while still looking in her eyes reached out and peeled her phone from her hand and set it behind herself where Val couldn’t see it and said go on. There were not many people Val would allow that. Actually, there was no one. Not specifically taking the phone, rather that patronising authority. She smiled quite sweetly and Stacy said I know that smile. 

“I hate complaining. Like, I sincerely hate what we’re doing here.”

“Keep talking.”

“Gah. I know I’ve got discipline in spades, that sometimes it’s harder to do less, to relax and let go. I tell myself to break patterns but that becomes its own type of pattern. All this is laughable and petty. Like next I’ll be crying over how all my devices require different charging cords.” She shook her head. “Meanwhile in other places in the world some people are just trying not to go hungry. Let’s move on. What about your work?”

“Keep going.”

She inhaled heavily because for some voicing afflictions is harder than bearing them. “Maybe just all the little things. By themselves they’re nothing. Just silk threads.” She drew a hand across her chest. Again. “Imperceptible on their own. One day you find yourself bound. Like there are parts of me becoming restrained. Things I can no longer see because it’s like I can’t even turn my head and it’s my own fault for making my world small. Like those horses with blinders. And I value the opposite, vision. Okay let’s stop now. Do I sound like I think I sound?” Eyes back on the candlelight. She uncrossed a leg and pushed her toes against Stacy’s knee.

“You should hear you. Would you be as unsympathetic to me as you are to yourself? People with good jobs that have things can also feel low. I mean, obviously they can. That’s the most fucked-up type of elitism I’ve ever heard.” She laughed and teased her friend.

“I sound like a privileged little whiny girl.”

She shook her head. “You don’t.”

“You’d tell me if I sounded like a little bitch, right?”

“Probably not.” 

Valerie sighed. “That’s what I thought. It’s like we can tell ourselves, but not resolve ourselves. Like your words fall on your mind’s own deaf ears. We know the right things to say, but whether in the murky depths of our own psychology we’re actually listening is another thing altogether.”

A few years back Stacy suggested Val take herself on a backpacking trip across Europe. Val said, “Uhh. Nah. Kinda yeck. That’s just not me. I like the pursuit of…” She was going to say excellence but it sounded so grandiose and self-important she did not say that. She just said, “I like building.”

In this evening’s coconut-rum-coffee air she reminded Val of just how many people were benefiting from her work. “Tens of thousands of women. Valerie. Take a minute. You should hold that close. That’s just actually incredible.”

At that point B2P had closer to five hundred thousand members. “Thanks Stace.” Stacy arrived at 5:00 p.m. and at 7:30 she handed Val back her phone saying, “Babe, I just got off the phone with your therapist. She prescribed: lasagna. Put on somethin’ pretty for me. I’m taking you to the hospital that smells like garlic.”

Since high school, planet Valerie and planet Stacy had been spinning farther apart. Measured by preoccupations, lifestyles, goals, a galaxy expands between them. But laughter proved interstellar. Valerie actually did order the lasagna and Stacy got the pappardelle saying it was from her unconscious daddy issues. Val thought that was hilarious and accused Stacy of ordering it simply for that punchline, she wouldn’t put it past her. She loved this woman tremendously. They talked of life, work, dumb dates and husbands and their occasionally redeeming qualities, love and its lacking, music and Italian food—really, the only things that matter. For dessert they shared a cheese plate paired with Tawny Port in glasses narrow-rimmed and tall-bowled. 

Stacy said that from her changing palette she can tell she’s matured. “I used to hate blue cheese and responsibility. Now I don’t mind blue cheese.” 

Val got the bill. Stacy dropped Val off. Val stayed up. She got her notepad and turned down the lights and relit that candle and put on her baggy purple sweatpants and her Ma$e shirt and hit play on a down-tempo playlist. The music atmospheric, like a prelude to a dream.

Diffuse focus brings psychological sickness? Drain the swamp. Cull the mediocre. There’s beauty in excellence and I love the pursuit. She sat with that. Disrupt patterns and break routine? (Plan spa date where I pamper Stace-the-babe!) Prep for Ted Talk—do it even if you don’t love doing it—there are things larger than your self-concern. Open up to new connections in uncommon forms. Whatever that might mean, whatever that might look like. Getting away is not running away. Catch your breath and come back stronger. Tofino?
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