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one – one –
one – one – one – one

 


She stood in the pouring rain. He
stopped and she climbed in.

 


When she opened the cab door, Hikaru
Utada's happy tunes spilled out of the car and tumbled onto Robson
Street.

 


Robson Street was a shopping
mecca. Sandwiched between Burrard and Jarvis, this section of
Robson pulsed with the beat of capitalism. Sharing the street with
avid shoppers were university students. For Robson Street was also
the home of a University of British Columbia campus.

 


“Where to?” he
asked.

 


“Point Grey,” she said
pulling a book out of her leather backpack. It was a heavy, thick
book and smelled of academia. If she was hoping to impress him by
her destination she had failed. Point Grey may impress some but not
Sam Berlin. He knew the neighbourhood well: expansive estates
elbowing each other for space, for recognition, for importance.
Single family castles on postage stamp-size properties. Why was
North America so obsessed with excess? Berlin wondered.

 


He knew his ilk – white,
middle-aged, working class males – were supposed to strive for, be
impressed with acquisition, with wealth. Berlin wasn't; what
obsessed him was discovery but not land, sea nor space. No, he was
obsessed by the discovery of his inner self, his inner life. From
boyhood on, he had had a recurring dream. He dreamed of Japan. As
an adult, he had undergone past-life regression and it had
confirmed that he had been a samurai. He filled his life with
Japanese culture: he ate sushi, watched Anime, listened to Japanese
musicians like Hikaru Utada and he studied Nihongo. It was a
difficult language to learn. He sought out opportunities to
practice.

 


She poked her head out from
behind her book and said politely, “500 Northwest Marine Drive,
please.”

 


Berlin knew the address. The property
was one of the largest, most impressive estates in Point Grey. On
the grounds, a long spruce and maple tree-lined lane led to a
Victorian mansion with large wraparound decks and a widow walk. An
elderly woman – Esther Donaldson – owned it. Berlin had never met
Mrs. Donaldson. She had limousines and chauffeurs. He had, however,
met some of

her servants.

 


Berlin considered his
passenger. She's a non-talker, he thought. That's okay; I
get all kinds. He leaned forward and turned up his music. Some
of Berlin's passengers viewed him simply as a means of transport.
These passengers remained silent throughout their ride – not
needing nor wanting to invade his space. Any speech was limited to
destination and payment.

 


Other passengers came to Berlin
with different needs. To them, Berlin filled the roles of tour
guide, teacher, student, philosophizer, psychiatrist, historian,
educator, and critic. The discussions that he engaged in with these
passengers varied greatly in topic and length. It was during one of
these discussions that Berlin had learned of the origins of the
Donaldson's estate. He learned that although estates were being
built on Northwest Marine Drive as far back as 1908, the Victorian
influenced mansion had been built much later during the boom of the
1960s. The home was a replica it wasn't authentic.



Sam knew his passenger's story.
She's a university kid who's landed herself a summer job dusting
cobwebs from the largest chandeliers in Point Grey. Big deal, who
cares?

 


Berlin and his passenger
traveled over the Burrard Street Bridge – he behind the steering
wheel – she behind her book. He looked in the rear-view mirror, his
hobby of solving Sudoku puzzles had trained him to find meaning in
clutter. He read her book's title: Revealing nature's secrets:
the Group of Seven, Emily Carr, and Poison Ivy. Yawn, he
thought, a dry read. He looked at her. Then he couldn't stop
looking at her. He stole glimpses of her throughout the hour-long
cab ride.

 


His attention made her nervous.
She tried to ward him off by hiding behind her book. It didn't
work. She continued to draw his attention.

 


Her slanted eyes, her tawny
completion, and her jet black hair intrigued him. He mulled over
his observations and came to a conclusion. The knowledge that he
would soon lose this opportunity prompted him to act.

 


“That will be forty dollars.”
He said in Nihongo as he parked the cab.

 


“Pardon me, I don't
understand...”

 


“Nihongo – but you are
Japanese.”

“No, I'm...”

 


“Japanese-Canadian.”
Aw, Sansei, Berlin thought.

 


“No,
English-Canadian.”

 


“Oh, really,” Berlin
said, doubt dripping from every syllable.

 


“Yes...yes really. My
father is English-Canadian. My mother is
English-Canadian.”

 


Berlin turned his head and
froze his passenger in his gaze. He slowly shook his head, “But you
are not English-Canadian.”

 


The young woman clenched her
jaw, then released it and said calmly, “Look, I don't care if you
don't believe me. I won't debate my ethnicity with you. I just
want...I just want to...to pay the damn fare.”

 


“Okay, okay. Forty Canadian
dollars. No yen, please,” Berlin smiled.

 


The young woman paid the fare
and left without laughing at his joke. He watched as she walked to
the large, heavy iron gate. She pushed open the gate and walked
down the long cobble path that led through the impressive gardens,
to the mansion's carved oak double doors. He waited until she
entered the house then he drove away.

 


When the young woman entered
the house, her progress was immediately blocked. An Asian woman in
a maid's uniform came charging at her waving her hands.

 


“No, no, no. The
servant's entrance is in the back,” she snarled.

 


At the maid's heels followed a
well-dressed bottle-blonde woman in her mid-forties. “Emi please
leave us,” the woman barked.

 


Emi left quickly.

 


“I'm so sorry, Olivia.
She's new and, apparently, blind. Heaven knows Mother has enough
pictures of her favourite granddaughter,” The older woman
smiled.

 


Olivia blushed.

 


“We're so glad you've
come. She's so very, very weak. She fights every day. She wants
nothing more than to see your smile,” the older woman paused.
“Katherine is in with her now, but hurry. She needs to see you. She
thinks of nothing else.”

 


“Katherine is here? Now?
Aunt Julia?” Olivia asked.

 


Silence.

 


Katherine, Olivia's mother, had
described her daughter as willful and unmanageable. Olivia had
never shown these traits to her aunt. Instead, Julia found her
niece to be shy, withdrawn, and always respectful.

 


Between husbands, as she often
was, Julia was living in the mansion with Esther when Olivia left
her parents. The three women had lived happily together. Julia and
Olivia had developed a lasting friendship. Olivia had confided in
Julia and told her of the frustration she felt with her mother.
Julia tried to remain neutral.

 


Esther had made repeated
efforts to reunite mother and daughter but – Olivia resisted each
attempt.

 


Now that Olivia was attending
UBC Julia seldom saw her. She did, however, receive regular phone
calls. Julia wondered if Olivia phoned Katherine. Sadly, she
doubted it.

 


Julia smiled at her niece as
she recalled how Olivia had insisted on moving to campus
housing.

 


“I want to devote myself
to my studies – I want to do well,” Olivia had said. “And I'm
worried that if I stay here there will be too many
distractions.”

 


Though it wasn't a choice Julia
would have made, she admired Olivia's independent nature.

 


“Your relationship with
your mother has always been strained.” Julia said, “But she's
always loved you. She's always been proud of you. She tried. They
tried for so many years to have a baby. They had all but given up
hope. They were considering adoption but then you finally arrived –
their darling daughter. Oh, they were so happy. Their family was
finally complete. You should have seen her face when they brought
you home from the hospital. She was all smiles from ear to ear. She
does love you so very much.”

 


“Oh, really? She's never
let me know that.”

 


“It's hard for Katherine.
It’s hard for her to express her feelings. She's always been far
more logical than she is emotional. But I know that she is very
proud of...”

 


“Or you want her to be. I
don't care how she feels. It's too late. She had her
chance.”

 


“You don't really mean
that. It's never too late to...for…”

 


“Honesty. That's the only
thing I ever wanted from her. Honesty, but she's always refused me
that. No, she prefers to hide in the shadows. She spoon-feeds me
lie after lie: he is your biological father; you are
English-Canadian. And I have no choice but to live those lies.
Lies, that's all they are. It's all I have. I have nothing more.
It's all her fault – all of it. Everyone can see the truth. I look
like a fool because I'm forced to live the lies she has fed
me.”

 


Julia heard the frustration,
the anger. It wasn't unfounded. The whole family had been surprised
when Olivia had been born. Julia would never have said this aloud
but Olivia hadn't, didn't, look like any of the family. She didn't
even look like she shared the same ethnicity.

 


If Katherine had an affair
it's not for me to judge, Julia thought. Katherine's always
conducted herself well; she's always held to the highest moral
standards. She embraced her role as eldest child. While the rest of
us did what we wished, acted the way we wanted she walked the
straight and narrow. How can any of us fault her for letting
loose? One wild night that's all it would take. Who hasn't
had one wild night? But Olivia is just too young to accept
this, too young to listen to these words about her mother. So Julia
said...

 


“I know it hurts. But you
must set it aside. Please set it aside. Now is the time to focus on
your grandmother's needs. She loves you both. She's dying and all
she wants, all she wants...” Julia began to sob. Olivia held her.
Julia had been a child of two years when her father married the
woman who now lay dying. Esther had been the only mother Julia had
known. In Olivia's arms she shook and sobbed trying to come to
terms with what, who she was losing. Finally, she regained her
composure and dried her eyes. “All she wants is you, all she wants
is you with her. You know your grandmother loves you.”

 


“I've never doubted her
love,” Olivia said.

 


“Well then climb those
stairs and be with her.”

 


Olivia's foot rested on the
first of the twenty-four steps.

 


Each detail of the Donaldson's
estate had been carefully planned by Esther and a team of
architects. She had spent months studying sketches, catalogues, and
paint chips. The staircase stood as one glowing example of her fine
taste. The base of the staircase flared out like a bridal gown then
gracefully swooped and curved up higher and still higher from the
first floor to the second and then finally to the third.

 


Each stair was a work of art.
The stairs were constructed from hand-painted Italian ceramic tile.
The tiles were ivory white – the paintings of rural scenes and
seascapes were navy.

 


As a child, Olivia had
delighted in conjuring stories for each stair. She would sit upon
each for hours – a journal on her lap and a pen in her hand. 

 


Olivia recalled her mother's
reaction each time she found her sitting on the stairs.

 


“Chairs are for sitting,”
she would say. Or “Don't be a nuisance.” Or “It's not safe for you
to sit there. No one can get by you.”

 


Her grandmother was
different.

 


“Leave the poor girl
alone,” Olivia overheard her say to Katherine. “She's fine there.
There's plenty of room.”

 


Only Grandma Esther showed an
interest in her writing. Only Grandma Esther listened to the
stories.

 


“Why aren't you outside
playing with your friends?” Katherine would ask.

 


Olivia could have explained
that she had no friends, that she preferred to be alone but she
knew her mother would have been appalled at such a response.

Katherine wanted Olivia to be
popular, to have friends, to be normal. Normal like Suzie. Suzie,
Olivia's cousin, was only a few months younger. So, for want of a
sibling to compare Olivia to, Katherine used Suzie as a yardstick.
Even though Suzie was younger she was much more popular – friends
always surrounded her. Olivia was always alone – alone with her
pens and journals.

 


Katherine's words echoed in
Olivia's ears, “You spend too much time in dreamland. It's not
real. Your writing is not real. You need to live in reality. You
can't dream your life away.” Words that once brought Olivia to
tears now made her laugh.

 


You didn't want me to live
in reality, Mother. You wanted me to be happy living in the
dreamland you created for me, Olivia thought.

 


Vineyards, maids collecting
eggs, and fishing boats out at sea – these familiar scenes passed
under her eyes step by step. As she climbed, her hand slid over the
polished mahogany handrail. Two rails ran like long, brown snakes
down either side of the stairs. She didn't need the rail for
support but she liked how the polished wood felt sliding through
her palm.

 


Olivia reached the third floor
and passed the chairlift that had been installed a few years
ago.

 


Esther had valiantly fought for
independence against the disease that threatened to rob her of it.
The installation of the chairlift had been but one attempt to
assist her mobility. It now rested unused at the head of the
stairs.

Olivia neared her grandmother's
bedroom and overheard Esther talking with Katherine.

 


“Your father loved you so
very much. He wanted so badly to watch you grow – to be there for
you.”

 


“I know, Mother. It's
okay. You kept him alive for me. He was a red-haired, green-eyed
war hero. I never

met him but through your
stories I feel I know him. Through your stories I grew to love
him.”

 


“You should love him. He
was a fine man. But the things I told you. The stories I told
you...they weren't exactly...they weren't...”

 


Olivia pushed the door open.
She was shocked to see the parchment ghost that her grandmother had
become. Gone was the fierce, determined woman – replaced by little
more than a lump in the middle of the king-sized four poster
bed.

 


“Olivia,” Katherine said
coolly.

 


“Mother,” Olivia
sneered.

 


“Olivia. Olivia, my
dear,” Esther called in a fragile voice.

 


Olivia moved closer to her
grandma and gently held her hand. “I'm here,” she said as she
fought back tears.

 


“Don't cry, my beauty. I've
lived a good life. I've been very happy. I only have one regret.
Love, you must...you must take me back to Mayne Island. Promise me
you will take me back to Mayne Island. Promise me. I won't be able
to sleep unless I rest in its soil,” she gasped for breath. The
sound made Olivia wince. “You must reunite us. It's the only way we
will find peace. Promise me, my love. Promise me.”

 


“I promise, Grandma.” Olivia
said, as her grandmother's nurse raced into the room.

 


Where was Mayne Island? Why did
her grandmother want to be buried there? Olivia had so many
questions but Esther had run out of time.

 


Esther Donaldson's memorial
service was as simple and tasteful as she had wished. Her family
and friends met in the rose garden. Over an afternoon tea of
dainties, ribbon sandwiches and jellied salad, they reminisced
about her life.

 


The weather was pleasant. There
was a brief sunshower – that unusual meteorological combination of
rain and sun – but all agreed it was refreshing.

 


“Its so nice to finally
see the sun again,” many remarked. The week had been a wet one. The
following week promised to be even wetter. The five-day forecast
was for showers increasing to rain by mid-week.

 


A minister friend of Esther's,
having been robbed of an opportunity to expound on Esther's life in
great and profound detail, commented, “How like the sun Esther had
been.” His voice increased in volume as he spoke.

 


Everyone is entitled to take
comfort in my skills as an orator, he told himself. 

 


“She came into our rain
soaked lives, however, briefly. She warmed us and filled our lives
with sunshine. Now she has gone but we must search for the rainbow
she has left behind.”

 


He was about to quote the Bible
when his wife silenced him with a large piece of chocolate cake. It
was a tall cake – strawberry jam oozed from between the layers. The
base was shortbread and the entire cake was coated with a buttery
chocolate icing. A chocolate dipped strawberry rested on the top of
each slice. As his wife had recently put him on a strict diet, he
greedily consumed her offering. The chocolate left a trail. It dyed
his mouth brown and wrapped around each tooth. His lips abandoned
words to smack with glee.

 


Olivia saw the chocolate cake,
she saw the jellied salad, she saw the ribbon sandwiches. She felt
empty but she didn't feel hungry. It was a deep emptiness that no
amount of food could fill.

 


She existed in a vacuum. Though
the sun shone the world was colourless. Though music played all
Olivia heard was a dull drone. Though a gentle warming breeze blew
– she felt cold as ice. Though some of the mourners chatted to her
all Olivia heard were bits and pieces of conversation.

 


“Do you remember when
she...”

 


“She was always
so...”

 


“I will always remember
her for her...”

 


“She was a
true...”

 


“I will miss her for
her...”

 


“She so loved her
morning...”

 


“She was the one who
taught me to...”

 


The stories the mourners shared
were prosaic but they were made sacred by shared grief. Together
the words formed a quilt that Olivia wrapped around her body. The
memories kept her warm – they protected her. Wrapped in the quilt
of memories she was numb to the pain.

 


They all think they knew her
but no one knew her the way I did, Olivia thought. No one
shared the things we shared.

 


Olivia wanted to be left alone
with her grief. She needed to fulfill her grandmother's dying wish.
To fulfill this wish she needed information.

 


Maybe someone here knows
where Mayne Island is, Olivia thought.

 


So she mingled. One of the
mourners gave her Mayne Island's location – one of the Southern
Gulf Islands that lay between Vancouver Island and the mainland.
After that, however, the pool of information dried up. No one knew
why Mayne Island had been important to Esther.

 


As Olivia socialized, she
overheard other conversations. She heard whispers. Who was
Olivia? Why was she here? Who was her father? Their curiosity
probed. Olivia felt their icy stares. They viewed her as ignobly
born or worse. Love child. Bastard. They thought she couldn't hear
them but she did.

 


Some – a few – spoke up in
defence of her birthright. But they spoke quietly so as not to be
ostracized by the others.

 


If Grandma Esther had been
alive none of this would have been tolerated, Olivia thought.
She would have stood beside me. Icy stares would have been
re-turned in measure – wagging tongues silenced.

 




Grandma Esther would have
loudly said, “This is Olivia. She is my granddaughter.”

 


A statement of fact. A
challenge.

 


Grandma Esther was so sure of
my place in the world, so sure that I belonged. …But without her
strength and support, without her...I am alone.



The mourners left as they had
arrived in ones, twos, and threes. Olivia lingered, as did her
parents and a few of her cousins.

 


In the garden, an Irish lace
tablecloth covered a small antique cast-iron table. On the table
rested photos of Grandmother Esther and the urn that contained her
ashes. The photos recounted a lifetime: Esther as a young woman
barely out of her teens, then with each husband and with her
progressively increasing family.

 


The first of these family
photos was a black and white picture in a simple plain wood frame.
Olivia knew the picture well. It was one Katherine proudly
displayed on her fireplace mantel. Occupying the center of the
picture, seated on a chair was a young woman. Her long fair hair
was swept back from her face. It was secured on either side by two
ribbon clips. The rest of her hair hung in long curls. Olivia could
tell that the woman had applied make-up for the picture. Her lips
were unnaturally dark. Resting in the woman's lap was a bundle of
blankets. Poking from the folds of the blanket was a baby –
crocheted bonnet on its head.

 


Although the black and white
picture couldn't reveal the bonnet's colour, Olivia knew that it
was mint-green with matching ribbon ties. She had seen the bonnet.
Katherine had unwrapped it from a bed of white tissue paper. Olivia
had held the bonnet. Her fingers had glided over the fine stitches
and silk ribbon.

 


Who had crocheted the bonnet?
That question had never been addressed. Certainly Esther hadn't
made it. She had dabbled in drawing. 'Amateur pencil sketches' – is
how she had described her art. She had never crafted. Was it a
class distinction? Olivia wondered.

 


Had the bonnet been crocheted by a proud
grandmother?

 


Possibly, but Olivia doubted it
was Esther's mother. Esther's parentage had never been discussed.
Indeed, Olivia had never even heard of aunts, uncles, cousins or
siblings. And none had attended the funeral.

 


Had Grandma Esther been an
orphan? And if so, had she been an orphan of birth or circumstance?
Had her family turned their back on her due to some unforgivable
sin?

 


Questions everywhere Olivia
looked.

 


Will I ever find the
answers? she wondered.

 


Olivia turned to the third
member of the composition – the father. There he stood straight and
tall. He stood guard over his wife, over his child.

 


Esther had painted vivid images
of this man for Olivia. She had told her that the uniform he wore
was that of an officer. That his name was Patrick Cronley. Olivia
was encouraged to refer to the man as “Grandpa Pat”. Olivia had
been shown the medals of honour, of courage, Grandpa Pat had been
given. She'd held the medals but she had never met the man. He had
died in 1943 serving Canada in the Second World War. Mere months
after the picture had been taken. Katherine had been barely one
year old.

 


There were three other group photos.
These revealed how the family changed over the years – in size and
in economic status.

 


Esther had married four times.
With each marriage she had acquired more children and accumulated
more wealth.

 


Olivia heard her mother's voice
from years ago ringing in her ears.

 


“This is my
stepfather...Peter...John...Thomas This is my half-brother – your
uncle Andrew, my half-sister – your aunt Julia,” Katherine
continued until she had identified each of her seven siblings.

 


These words half-brother and
half-sister made it clear she laid no claim to these interlopers.
She was Esther's and Pat's daughter. No one else could claim that
lineage. Even though Pat had never read her a bedtime story, paid
her an allowance, or taught her how to ride a bike no man could
replace him. He, and only he, was her father. Through Peter, John
and Thomas had been there for her, had helped raise her, none
gained the status of the invincible, invisible Pat.

 


Olivia laid a hand on the urn and
stroked it affectionately.

 


“Well, Grandma shall we go to your
island?”

 


Olivia flipped open her
cellphone and punched in the number for BC ferries. Her fingers
played with a set of car keys, as she made a reservation for the
following morning's sailing. The keys were to her grandmother's
2008 XJ hybrid Jaguar. The car now belonged to Olivia.

 


Though the will had yet to be
probated, her grandmother had arranged that the car would
immediately be turned over to Olivia upon Esther's death.

 


Some family members grumbled
and complained but Esther's personal secretary, Nancy Brown, had
waved

the documentation in their
faces. Olivia was the new owner of the Jag.

 


Olivia flipped her phone
closed. Then she carefully picked up the urn and cradled it in her
arms.

 


“Planning a holiday?”
Katherine asked.

 


“Eavesdropping?” Olivia
shot back, “If you must know. Yes, I am.”

 


“Well, where are you
going?” Katherine asked.

 


“Oh, to one of the
Southern Gulf Islands. You probably haven't heard of it,” Olivia
said, playing along.

 


“Oh, I may have. Which
are you planning to visit?”

 


“Mayne
Island.”

 


“Why would you go there?
There's nothing there but trees. It's a waste of land.”

 


“Why would I go there?!
You know just as well

as I why I'm going there. It
was Grandma's last wish to be buried there.”

 


“Oh, no, she won't be
buried there. The family plans to bury her here in her rose garden.
This garden brought her so much joy,” Katherine said as she stroked
the urn cradled in Olivia's arms.

 


“You were there when
Grandma asked me to make sure that she was buried on Mayne Island!
You were there. You heard her just as well as I did. It was her
wish and I will be carrying it out.”

 


“I heard no such thing.
The family has decided. She's gone – we're here. No one will be
buried on that godforsaken island. This is the family estate. She
will be buried on this land. In this garden.” Katherine reached for
the urn and began to pull it away from Olivia. “Stay out of this.
You have more important things to think about – your studies for
one. Do you think you can spend the rest of your life taking
courses – with no direction? No conclusion? No end? After all those
years, all that studying, what do you have? You don't even have a
BA. Your future – that's your concern. This isn't.”

 


“I'm going to Mayne
Island! I'm taking Grandma Esther with me!”

 


“You don't know them.
They're small-minded, living on a small island. They won't take
kindly to a person like you visiting them. They have no frame of
reference to relate to someone like you.”

 


“I don't need your
protection,” Olivia said. “Besides how do you know they share your
prejudice?”

 


“Your father and I have
never treated you differently! We have always loved you. We have
always treated you like...like...like you were normal.”

 


“Oh, isn't that
interesting? I was talking about your prejudice against Mayne
Islanders but now I see.”

 


“You know what I meant.
You know what I meant,” Katherine said as Olivia began to laugh in
hurt disbelief. “Give me that.” Katherine began to pull the urn
away from her.

 


“Stop it!”

 


“You stop it. She's my
mother,” Katherine said.

They began to pull the urn
harder and harder each attempting to pull the other off
balance.

 


Suzie bounced up to them,
“Whatcha’ doin'?”

 


Embarrassed by the spectacle
they were creating, Olivia and Katherine both stopped tugging at
the urn. The urn once again rested comfortably in Olivia's
arms.

 


“Olivia is planning to
take Grandma Esther to a far-off island.” Katherine said in a
bedtime story voice.

 


Sure, go ahead, tell poor,
simple Suzie a bedtime story. I'm the big bad witch of the
north, Olivia thought, right, Mother? And you, and
you are the good witch? Live in fantasies. Live your whole
life in fantasies. What do I care? But I will no longer
live in the world that you built for me. I
refuse. This is my life and I will live it my way. Grandma asked me
to do one last thing for her and I will. You can't bully me any
longer.

 


“Oh, can I come? Please,
please can I come? Please,” Suzie pleaded. “I'd like to come too. I
may not have been Grammie's favourite but I loved her too, you
know. I was her granddaughter too. Please! We'll have so much fun.
I never get to go anywhere...”

 


“I thought you just came
back from Paris?” Olivia asked.

 


“Paris? I went to Paris a
month ago. I haven't been anywhere in a whole month,” Suzie begged.
“Pl-e-e-ze.”

 


“Pack your bags.”
Olivia's teeth were clenched and her grin pasted on but Suzie
didn't notice.

 


Suzie clapped her hands with
glee, “Oh, goody, goody, goody an ocean voyage! What shall I pack?
What shall I pack?”

“I'm sure your Auntie
Kathie would be happy to help you with that,” Olivia said as she
left with the urn.

 


***

 


Olivia sat on the ferry, her
nose buried in a book as a pest incessantly buzzed in her cousin's
ear. Suzie was

used to this attention and
gloried in it. Men always flocked to her like tourists to a hot,
sandy beach. Olivia

wasn't used to the
attention, and the ceaseless chattering annoyed her. She tried to
lose herself in her novel but she soon realized that reading
was impossible and the book became little more than a screen.

 


“So where are you headed,
beautiful?” the six foot two-inch, mustached bug buzzed. He was
attractive enough, Olivia admitted to herself, rugged and
outdoorsy, but much too needy.

 


“Man Island,” Suzie
smiled.

 


“She means Mayne Island,”
Olivia corrected.

 


Olivia received a look from the
man that said her amendment wasn't necessary and wasn't
appreciated.

 


From the time she was born,
everyone had fallen immediately under Suzie's spell. They fawned
over her wavy platinum blonde hair, her long eyelashes, her
turned-up nose and her big blue eyes. Allowances were made, doors
opened, simply because of her looks. Nothing was expected from her:
she was simply meant to be, not to do, not to think.

 


“Oh, baby, why not come
to Galiano with me? We'll have so much fun.” Suzie's latest victim
drooled.

 


On and on the inane
conservation ran. Olivia considered leaving her cousin to be picked
apart by this maggot. She considered it but immediately rejected
the idea. Suzie was her responsibility. So, instead of removing
herself, Olivia looked around for a distraction.

 


She looked out the window but
all she saw was ocean. She scanned her fellow passengers. Among
them was an elderly couple that seemed to be still very much in
love. They held hands and gazed into each other's eyes. A young
child was revealing amazing athleticism by walking unaided on the
back of a bench. Other children sat reading books or raced around
screaming. There were women in shorts that shouldn't have been
wearing shorts. There were men with beer bellies discussing
sports.

 


There was one woman who was
prim and proper: nothing out of place, everything just so. She sat
there, arms folded, legs crossed, an oversized patent leather purse
balanced on her knee. She looked out the window, then down to her
purse, then out the window, then down to her purse again. She
uncrossed her knees. She opened her purse and searched all of the
compartments. She examined each and every article down to a penny.
Then she closed her purse and laid it back down on her lap. She
stood up, smoothed her skirt against her firm bum, and sat back
down. She crossed her legs. She folded her arms. She looked out the
window, then back to her purse, then out the window again. Finally,
she got up and walked over to the Chief Steward's office. She
engaged the officer in a brief dialogue then returned to her
seat.

 


This performance took about ten
minutes and occurred regularly. Olivia was intrigued. Who was she?
Where was she heading? What was her story? Why was she so agitated?
Olivia gratefully lost herself in these questions.
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The crisp spring air enlivened the
children's spirits. None knew this better than the teachers whose
duty was to contain them.

 


Aster was among the teachers'
ranks. With each passing day, her students' behaviour was becoming
increasingly unruly. Each day the knots in which she wrapped her
anger became a little looser.

 


The bell went off and they came
streaming, racing and bolting in. They pushed, shoved, lobbed
spitballs, name-called – she couldn't stand it.

 


“Class, class, please
take your seats! Today, we will try a relaxation
technique.”

 


“Cl-l-ass,” Devin
mocked.

 


She sent him a glance as warm
as ice. A warning he should have heeded.

 


“Please, place your heads
on your desks.”

 


The class obeyed. All but
Devin, he surveyed the others. “You look like a bunch of robot
dorks.”

 


The children followed Devin's
lead: first the boys then, much more slowly, the girls. Devin and
Aster had battled over control of the class all year. Slowly,

skirmish by skirmish, the class had been
transformed into a gang. But Aster refused to relinquish
control.

 


“Devin, do as you've been
told.”

 


“Shut up you old fart.
I'm no dork!” The class roared with laughter.

 


She stormed over to him where
he sat defiantly, teetering back on his chair.

 


“Relax,” she shouted. She
grabbed his head in her hands and slammed it onto his desk. The
sound of bone connecting with steel echoed through the
halls.

 


She had gone too far. She had
crossed a line. But it was too late to turn back.

 


Aster had given Devin all the
ammunition he needed to destroy her career. He wasted no time in
making that happen. He ran home to his parents, demanding they do
something about the psycho teacher who had attacked him. His
parents dropped everything and marched into the principal's office,
all guns blazing. The principal ordered Aster to report to his
office. Mr. Fraser dispensed with all niceties. Without hearing her
side of the story, without listening to her at all, he fired her.
Just like that, Aster's teaching career was over.

 


Aster relived the incident
every moment. She was a monster. Her years of devoted student care
had been replaced by the sound of a skull hitting a metal desk. Her
identity had been lost. It had been shattered by that one rash
act.

 


Before her summer vacation had
been full of preparations for the coming school year. This summer
she had nothing to do but think and worry.

 


Everything reminded Aster of
her failure. The clerks in her local grocery store peppered her
with questions. “Hey, teach, what's new? How many days until that
school bell tolls? Guess you can't wait to crack that whip again,
eh?”

 


Light-hearted ribbing that now
only seemed to emphasize the destruction of her career.

 


On walks through her Burnaby
neighbourhood, she would often meet her ex-students' parents and
where they had once greeted her with a polite Morning, Mrs.
Walburn they now stared at her, and then quickly diverted their
eyes. They pretended that she was invisible. She had failed them
and now she was the elephant in the room.

 


Her husband was little help. It
was Professor K.J. Walburn's annual habit to retreat. He left in
May. He stayed until early August. There, undisturbed, he
researched information for a book he was writing on the Klondike
Gold Rush and its effects on a tiny island.

 


After weeks of attempting to
deal with her depression by herself, Aster finally phoned him in
tears, seeking comfort, looking for direction. The professor's
solution was, “Why don't you join me on Mayne? It's so beautiful
and no one knows you here.”

 


He had long forgotten her one
and only visit to the island. It was five years ago. She had
planned to stay for a month. It would be a nice break from city
life, she had told herself. However, she soon discovered that
island life wasn't for her. It was too quiet, too smelly, too
dirty, too boring. She felt trapped. She was forced to cut her
visit short. She had only been able to stay there three days.

 


Her husband loved the place.
For years, he had rented a small cabin but now he owned property.
She didn't even know where. He had told her but she had paid little
attention.

 


Why do I need to know? It will
be a cold day in hell before I return to that island, she told
herself.

 


Well, the devil had just taken
up tobogganing. She was moving to Mayne Island. She fled the city
like a refugee, with little choice as to where she would land.

 


On the ferry to Mayne Island,
she tried not to think about how out of control her life had
become. She tried not to think about what was waiting for her on
the island. She tried to relax, but she just became increasingly
anxious.

 


Have I remembered my
sunglasses? Did I bring my chequebook? She opened her
oversized patent leather purse and surveyed the contents. She
didn't trust her eyes. She had to touch everything. Handling her
possessions brought her a small degree of comfort. Is my skirt
creased? she worried. I have to look my best when he sees
me. He's my only hope – he's my only home. K.J. is a gentle,
kind, handsome man and I'm not the only one who sees this. I see
how his female students drool over him. Without me on that island,
he's free to indulge his lust with someone else – anyone else.
She stood and ran a hand down her skirt, smoothing it.

 


How do I retrieve my
luggage? Is it safe? Do they

ask for ID before you claim
your bag? What's stopping someone else from taking it?
Or from planting something in it: marijuana or a bomb? I
could be carrying a bomb. What will happen if I get off at the
wrong island? How will I get back to Mayne Island? I
don't know anyone on any of those other islands. I could be
kidnapped; raped and left for dead on some other island and no one
would care. Oh, I have to stop thinking like this. I'm driving
myself insane. I'll talk with the Chief Steward: she's so nice, so
calming.

 


Aster stood and walked over to
the Chief Steward's office. “Excuse me,” she said.

 


“Yes, hello, Ms….” Chief
Steward Hay said without looking up from her work.

 


“Mrs. Walburn,” Aster
corrected.

 


Chief Steward Hay laid her pen
down, placed her palms on her desk and leaned towards Aster.
Stay calm, Hay told herself. She was truly sick and tired of
Mrs. Walburn.

 


“I assure you, you will
arrive safe and sound on Mayne Island. We will dock and you will
know we have docked because we will announce that we have docked.
Your luggage is safe. It is in the van. It can remain there until
we dock. Of course, you may obtain it at any time during your
voyage if you wish. However, I assure you it is safe. If you choose
to leave your luggage with us, a crewmember will be happy to assist
you to obtain it when we dock. The cafeteria and gift shop are
open. Perhaps you would like to spend some time there. Have a happy
voyage.” She returned to her paperwork.

 


Aster returned to her seat. She
felt so much better now that she'd talked with the Chief
Steward.

 


Fifteen minutes later a
disembodied voice announced, “This is Village Bay, Mayne Island –
transfer point for Lyall Harbour, Saturna Island. Passengers
disembarking at this dock should make their way to the car deck.
Please claim your luggage from the van before disembarking. All
passengers are responsible for their own luggage.”

 


Aster grabbed her purse and on
unsteady feet, raced to the stairs. She slowly and carefully
descended; she steadied herself by holding onto the handrail. She
led a long line of passengers, eager to reach the car deck.

 


Once down the stairs she went
to what she thought was the front of the ferry. She wondered why it
was so dark. Then she began to search for the luggage van. She
tried the back door of a burgundy van and found it was open. She
threw bag after bag out of the van frantically searching for her
luggage. She didn't know how much time she had and didn't want to
miss her stop.

A family walked up to her.

 


His children stood giggling
while the father said in a calm voice, “Excuse me.”

 


“Yes?” Aster said,
annoyed that this stranger was bothering her.

 


“What are you
doing?”

 


“I'm looking for my luggage. I
was told that it would be in the van.”

 


The man tried to contain a
smirk. “You're looking for the BC ferry van. It's at the front of
the ferry.”

 


“Yes, I know,” Aster, said
still searching through the bags, confident that she would find
hers. She had to find them. Where else would they be?

 


The mother was far less
patient, “Look, stop pawing through our luggage. The front of the
ferry is that way.” She pointed back towards the open bow
doors.

 


Horrified, Aster stopped her
search. She scurried away. She headed towards the light.

 


When she saw the van, her face
grew red. It was white and on its side, prominently displayed, was
the BC ferries logo. She pulled hard on the door but it didn't
budge.

 


A BC ferries worker walked up
to her. “Stop pulling. You'll dislocate your shoulder. It's
locked.”

 


 


“Where's the key?” Aster
asked.

 


“I'll get it,” He
searched the ledge, where the key was usually kept. Nothing. He
continued frantically searching for the key, to no avail. He left
to consult the Chief Steward. There were now no ferry workers on
the car deck that could help with the docking. The ferry floated
inches away from the deck.

 


***

 


The key was found, the ferry
docked and Aster hauled three heavy, trunk-sized suitcases off the
ferry. She struggled up the steep hill past the ticket booth, and
up the stairs to the parking lot. She was grateful that at least
two of her bags had wheels. She reached the parking lot and waited
for her husband. As car after car passed, she wondered what could
be delaying him.

 


***

 


Professor K.J. Walburn made a
stop on his way to pick up his wife from the ferry. It was to be a
quick visit with his research assistances. K.J. was a popular
professor, well-liked among the student body. Helping him with his
research was an opportunity students vied for. He was able to
choose from the best. He chose hardworking, dedicated, and loyal
pupils who wouldn't question his authority or direction.

 


K.J. enjoyed driving down the
lane that led to the old farmhouse on Glen Echo. The lane was
framed by a thick grove of arbutus, cedar, alder and fir trees. As
he drove his truck, he imagined the decades falling back until he
was in the 1800s: Mayne Island's heyday.

 


What a heady time those days
must have been, he thought. A time when dreams came true:
gold made all things possible. He found it easy to slip into
the skin of one of the gold miners. The miner’s obsession became
his own.

 


In 1886, a merry band of
adventurers, consumed by the lust for gold, left the Southern Gulf
Islands and traveled north to the Klondike. Most returned to their
islands with little more than a grand tale: most, but not all. Jake
Robson returned with his pockets weighed down with gold. Depositing
it in a bank was out of the question. He trusted no man but himself
with his new wealth. So he buried his treasure on the family
homestead – Glen Echo. He lived a simple life and was known as a
man of meager means. Few knew of the wealth he possessed.

 


Centuries later, his stash was
still there waiting to be claimed. Few had paid attention to the
tale, but K.J. had. He had listened and the tale had made him
hungry.

 


He toiled to unearth the
treasure, enlisting the help of his unknowing students. He hadn't
told them of the gold: he wasn't stupid. But he didn't lie to them
either. He told them they were looking for Klondike Gold Rush
artifacts and the students willingly dug for his treasure.

 


Their excavations dotted the
landscape.

 


As K.J. drove past these pits,
he was surprised that no one was working them. It was a beautiful
day, perfect for such labour.

 


Maybe they were on a lunch
break.

 


He parked his truck and walked
to the farmhouse. Hanging on the front door was a note addressed to
him. He opened it and in a quick scrawl, it read, “We're gone.
Sorry.” 

 


Inside, the house looked like a
tornado had landed: chairs were overturned; books and clothing
littered the floor. The students had left with little more than the
clothing on their backs. Had they found the gold? Or had something
scared them off? K.J. sat and contemplated these questions. Then he
glanced at his watch.

 


“Oh, shot! Aster!” he
said.
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