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            There is a pleasure in the pathless woods, There is a rapture on the lonely shore, There is society, where none intrudes, By the deep Sea, and music in its roar: I love not Man the less, but Nature more

            Lord Byron
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        Prologue
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        It was always an incredible feeling to get back into the boat and motor out to the cabin, even when there was a bandit on the prowl. Photo Grant Harder
    





        
        Call It a Ritual

        It had been another long, wet winter in the city, but the weekend I was pining for had finally arrived. It was time to make the return trip to the cabin to open it up for the summer season. 

        The Horseshoe Bay ferry lineup was an anaconda of cars twisting down the hill through the early morning darkness. Somehow I navigated the congestion, through the morse code of brake lights, desperate as always to get to the ticket booth in time for my pre-booked reservation. The menacing red digital clock behind the ferry attendant’s shoulder confirmed that I had indeed threaded the BC Ferries reservation needle one more time. By one minute.

        “You made it,” smiled the woman in the booth, possibly noticing that I was sweating profusely while white-knuckling the steering wheel. “Down Lane 7 to Lane 73.”

        “Thank you,” I panted, the #BCFerriesStress surely having shaved a few more minutes off my life.

        Once my car came to a stop in line, I gazed around at the other drivers as the tension drained from my shoulders. Some were reclined and asleep with their toques pulled over their eyes; others nervously drummed their steering wheels, eager as I was to ride the Queen of Surrey, knowing that life was simply better on the other side.

        Thoughts of opening weekend at the cabin occupied the idle moments of my winter months. I daydreamed of another summer of adventures in the oceanic wilderness of Desolation Sound. I also spent too much time worrying and hoping that the little wooden cabin, which has sat perched on the rocks like a kelp crab for over forty years, had managed to survive another winter. Had I turned off the propane? Had I drained the waterlines? Oh God—had I flushed the toilet?

        This particular year there was another unnerving concern: our rocky neighbourhood of ramshackle cabins had been invaded by an unwanted guest, a squatter of sorts, who had taken on the nickname of “The Spaghetti Bandit.” The man had been living in various cabins along our stretch of coastline, but he had never been caught—and he was still at large. The anxiety of being alone against the wilderness with that dude on the loose was something I tried to suppress as I flipped the morning paper over to the sports section. Canucks lost again?!

        When I was a kid, there was no opening weekend at the cabin; it was always open, because we went all year long. That meant my little sister and I had to crawl begrudgingly into the back seat of our parents’ compact car in the early morning hours in weather that felt too cold and damp to be going anywhere. Not even halfway there, the pair of us would usually be firehose-vomiting everywhere, our typical reaction to the hairpin curves of the Sunshine Coast Highway.

        These days I’m the one urging my wife and our two children up and out of bed and into the car in the darkness to catch that first ferry, but we do so between spring break and Thanksgiving. The cabin is shuttered for the stormy winter months. 

        I always do the opening-weekend trek on my own. If I discover something broken or untoward, I try desperately to fix it before my wife makes the trip. That way, the cabin will appear as safe, welcoming and functional as possible (until something else breaks). 

        Six hours after leaving Horseshoe Bay, I rolled down the last stretch of blacktop winding through the forest, the same road that has led me to the Okeover government wharf since I was a child. On that one last turn, the trees parted like an evergreen curtain to reveal glistening Okeover Inlet on a blustery spring afternoon. 

        I let out my customary loud falsetto, my personal proclamation of arriving in paradise: “Laaaaaaaa!” My imitation of angels singing. 

        Old Bill the Biker was waiting in the gravel parking lot down at the wharf, right on schedule, the mountains of Desolation Sound stretching out behind him across the inlet like a painting. He leaned one denim-clad hip against Big Buck$, our beat-up and beloved old Hourston speedboat. Bill had the laid-back ease of a man who had spent most of his life at the end of the road. The boat sat on a sagging rusty trailer hitched to his pickup. Bill was responsible for looking after our boat in the winter, dry-docking it in a garage on his property up the hill. 

        
            
            [image: An older man with white wavy hair and a beard, standing by a white speedboat that is parked on land near a dock. The man is wearing a flannel jacket and rubber boots. The boat is labelled Big Bucks, but the S is a dollar sign. There are evergreens and mountains in the distance.]
            This was the scene that greeted us upon arrival at the Okeover government wharf: “Biker” Bill DeKort and Big Buck$, our boat. Bill dry-docked the boat and met us down at the wharf to load her into the chuck. But don’t be late! 
        
        Even though he was getting older, Bill was still an imposing figure: tall and bearded, rough and ready in his regular uniform of dirty jeans, rubber boots, a sleeveless jean jacket and a Powell River Kings T-shirt that revealed tanned arms covered in tattoos as faded as his denim. A cigarette hung from his lower lip like a smouldering stalactite. But as with a lot of characters at the end of the road, Bill was like a blackberry pie... crusty on the outside, gooey and sweet on the inside. You just had to get to know him. And be on time.

        We joked around a bit before I forked over a handful of cash and gave the old dude and the old boat loving pats. I threw my gear into Big Buck$ and climbed in while it was still on the trailer. Bill backed up his truck slowly, guiding the boat into the soft green salt water. The battery had been charged overnight, so the ninety-horsepower outboard motor roared to life like an angry bear being booted out of hibernation. I cracked open my ritualistic number one beer of the season and poured the first sip into the ocean as an offering for good luck.

        “Be careful out there, eh?” Bill shouted in his relaxed hoser drawl.

        I gave him a wave of my beer can. “Always!” I shouted back cheerfully. My smile didn’t reveal it, but Bill’s warning reminded me that the Spaghetti Bandit was out there somewhere in the direction I was headed. I steered the bow into open water.

        Big Buck$ powered up the inlet through a scrappy chuck. The March mist was cool under gathering clouds that were rumpled like a Pollen sweater. I stuck my face out over the windshield to enjoy the fresh blast of salt air, the feeling of freedom that only a fast boat on the ocean can bring. 

        The cabin finally came into view. It was, at the very least, still standing. I slowed down to take in the welcome sight from the water just as the dark cloud overhead ripped open like a savagely beaten piñata. Rain poured down in sheets. But that was okay—I was back, and it was invigorating. 

        My nose filled with the rush of the rain, the ocean and the soaking moss and seaweed along the shoreline. I left my supplies under cover on the boat. I’d unload them once the squall had passed. Hopping over the gunwale onto the rocks, the feeling of home under my feet sent a surge of energy up my spine. I tied the bowline to the clothesline-like mooring system we had depended upon since the cabin was built. Then I reeled Big Buck$ out to a safe floating distance from the current that swirled bits of flotsam and jetsam around our little point like Van Gogh’s The Starry Night. A blue belted kingfisher landed on the boat line and chattered nervously, scanning the water below.

        I climbed the stairs and stood on the deck as the rain began to lighten, looking around carefully. Walking the outside perimeter, I inspected the doors and windows. Nothing appeared to have been disturbed. I slipped the key into the lock on the front door and stepped inside. 

        The musty cedar interior rushed me back through the decades. But with the potential presence of a squatter front of mind, the first thing I did was grab the wood-handled black steel machete that my old friend Bernard the German had given me years earlier. I nosed cautiously around the silent cabin, looking under the beds, the coffee table, the couch. All seemed well. All seemed clean. All seemed dry. All seemed untouched. 

        By the time I was back outside, the squall had passed and the sun was poking through, brilliantly illuminating the shoreline evergreens and arbutus. Steam rose like charmed snakes from the soaked deck planks. The kingfisher was gone, but a cormorant, its black feathers slicked back like a skinny mobster’s quiff, was now expertly diving for fish down in the bay, coming up with a meal gulped down every time. Bandit or not, there was no place I’d rather be. I hoped that, when I become too old for opening weekend, one of my kids would make the trek in my place to enjoy this same sense of freedom and anticipation, that first beer and their own rush of memories from the cabin on the rocks in Desolation Sound (no pressure). 

        While I got misty-eyed contemplating the past, present and future, a boat roared around Selina Point and into our bay. It was the Salubrious Chief, a handcrafted aluminum speedboat built by my old friend Rory Brown. That boat seemed to have only one speed: full throttle. It turned out that Rory, his wife Julie and their three boys had arrived to open up their cabin a week earlier in a huge storm, but only Rory was in the boat that afternoon. 

        It was always great to see Rory: tall and smiling, his blond hair messy, his glasses slightly askew. His once lean and gangly body had filled out a little over the years, as with all of us. It took two cans each of lukewarm Lucky Lager for Rory to get me up to speed on the story of the Spaghetti Bandit. Not only had the mystery man been raiding cabin after cabin for food, alcohol and shelter, but tools and weapons had also gone missing. No one knew what he was capable of, and everyone was on edge. Rory’s details of the Bandit’s ghostly presence in our inlets freaked me out even further. 

        In Desolation Sound, if you were ever to find an intruder in your cabin or in the woods, you’d be dealing with that person on your own. There’s no sort of authority that could help you out. For years, my family was lucky to have Russell Letawsky, the Hermit of Desolation Sound, living next door to our cabin to keep an eye out. After Russell moved on, Bernard the German arrived. Bernard had a sweeping view of our bay from his eagle’s nest of a cabin, and no one messed with the Giant of Desolation Sound. But both of those legends were gone. 

        Rory kindly invited me over to his family’s cabin for dinner, but I declined. Too much to do. Once the roar of his departing outboard faded around the point, the silence and solitude that I had been looking forward to for months engulfed me with unease. I still had the rest of the cabin to open up, but I did so without my usual confidence or satisfaction. Instead, I kept the machete in one hand while nervously glancing over my shoulder as I trekked up the wooded bluff to the community water tank. From there, I had a clear view down into Russell Cove, the spot where its namesake had hidden out from the rest of the world, but there was no sign of human presence. 

        
            [image: A man with light skin tone, short blonde hair and glasses, standing on the deck of a boat and leaning against the side with crossed legs. He is wearing a t-shirt and shorts and is barefoot. The water and rocky cliffs can be seen behind him.]
            Rory Brown: lanky, loose and always up for an adventure.
        
        I turned on the tap at the water tank for the first time in five months (“lefty loosey, righty tighty,” as our long-time neighbour “Handy Candy” had taught me) and listened to the pleasant gurgle of well water rushing through our black plastic piping. I was supposed to “walk the waterline” back down to the cabin through the maze of manzanita and salal to make sure there weren’t any leaks, but I found myself hurrying down the trail to get back between four solid walls. The faucets at the cabin were open in case of winter freezing, and as I grew closer, I could hear the gushing taps. Safely back inside, I made my way around the place turning off every one. The only problem was I could still hear gurgling water. It was coming from under the cabin. 

        I had forgotten about the hot water tank, which needed its drain plug screwed back in place. That meant crawling underneath the cabin into a tight, dark space with a crescent wrench and a headlamp. 

        I trotted around back, got on my hands and knees, and shimmied under. Even though water was gushing out of the tank and soaking my jeans, I noticed something amiss: the pink insulation that was usually wrapped around the ten-gallon tank was gone. I adjusted my headlamp for a better view.

        What the hell, I thought, when I spotted it piled up behind the tank. As I reached over to pull the insulation back into place, my heart leapt up my throat. Something moved. And that something was big. 

        I scrambled out of the crawl space as quickly as I could, rolling back up onto the deck. What was that? An animal? Or a human? Was the Spaghetti Bandit hiding under our cabin? Shit! I glanced around for other neighbours’ boats but didn’t see any. I pulled my phone out of my pocket: no service. 

        From underneath the cabin came nothing but the sound of rushing water. Once I managed to get my heartbeat somewhere under 150, I knew I had to get that plug back in the tank. It amazed me how quickly the smallest leak could drain our entire community water tank (which I knew about firsthand, much to my neighbours’ frustration). 

        I looked out into the inlet again, pondering whether I should take the boat and go get Rory. Strength in numbers and all that. The main water shut-off valve at the rear of the cabin had rusted open during winter a few years earlier, so that wasn’t an option. I could make the trek back up to the water tank to turn off my line, but that would mean entering the woods again. 

        Something moved under there. No! The crawl space was tight, especially behind the water tank, which lay on its side like a large aluminum torpedo. There was a very thin opening at the other side of the crawl space for airflow, but surely there was too little headroom for a human to manoeuvre or hide under there. Then my thoughts raced back to Vincent Bugliosi’s spine-chilling book Helter Skelter, to the part when the police raided the Barker Ranch and found Charles Manson on their third or fourth search, curled up in a tight ball in a ridiculously tiny space in a cupboard under the sink. 

        I paced the deck while the water continued to drain, trying to convince myself that there was no way whatever was under there could be the Bandit. But Rory had just told me the thief was likely hiding out somewhere nearby—and that he was an exemplary escape artist. 

        I hurried inside the cabin, grabbed my buck knife and attached it to my belt, undoing the safety clip for a faster draw. I slipped the crescent wrench into the back pocket of my soaked jeans, grabbed the machete and turned on the headlamp. I was determined to plug that tank. I crawled back under the cabin.

        “Hello?” I called meekly, barely able to breathe. “Hello?”

        Nothing. It took the entirety of my very slim reserve of courage to cast the headlamp beam over the tank and into the rearranged insulation. To my heart-stopping horror, dark hair was illuminated. Rory had said the Bandit reportedly had long dark hair. Or wait—was that fur? Thick, brown fur? A new kind of panic gripped me.

        This unwanted visitor was most likely not the Spaghetti Bandit but some sizable type of animal. A wolf? A hibernating bear? I felt sick. My fight-or-flight instincts raged hard on flight. Then movement. 

        With my headlamp beam trained on it from a few feet away, a face slowly rose from behind the water tank and stared straight at me. 

        It was the rather adorable mug of a full-grown river otter. The otter squinted behind its long white whiskers at what must have been a blinding light. I had clearly woken this cute creature from a deep slumber, but like a teenager at 8:00 a.m., it didn’t want to move.

        “Hello,” I said as calmly as I could. “It’s time for you to find another place to sleep, okay?” 

        The otter maintained its stare. I was squeezed in on all fours without an easy turnaround. Even though I was fully armed, if the otter decided to take issue with my presence, I was pretty sure it would be advantage otter. In Desolation Sound, we spied river otters all the time, usually at dusk or in the early morning, diving for clams, oysters, urchins and crabs. They were sleek and beautiful. Some grew to be a metre long from nose to tip of tail, and they were thick, like an acrobatic basset hound.

        “Go on now, shoo! Move along!”

        I clacked the side of the machete on the granite rock outcrop beside the tank.

        “Come on! Time to get up.”

        Nothing. The otter held its steady gaze as our precious well water gushed over my hands and knees.

        “Okay,” I sighed softly. “If you want to stay here, that’s cool, but I have to plug up this tank. Which... I am... going to do... right... now.”

        With one eye on the otter and the other on the task at hand, I screwed the plug in with the wrench as quickly as I could, getting sprayed in the face as the plug tightened. All the while I braced myself for otter fury. The animal craned its slick, smooth head, exposing its tawny neck and belly, as if checking for a possible escape route. It slowly looked from left to right. But the otter stayed put, its long tail wrapped around its wide webbed feet. It then rested its chin on the back edge of the water tank, like a patient dog on its owner’s knee. 

        “Almost done...”

        I fished a Bic lighter from my pocket and carefully lit the heater. The pilot light ignited into a roar of purple flame. 

        “I’m going now,” I offered. “Sorry to wake you. Thanks for not ripping my face off.” The otter nonchalantly watched me crawl backwards, then lowered its head onto its belly, flopped its tail over its eyes and went back to sleep. As soon as I was out of the crawl space I collapsed on the deck in a panting heap. 

        The next day, when I told this story to a neighbour, he suggested that I probably shouldn’t have chanced the faceoff. At the same time, he said, I did not want otters under the cabin. They made a mess and could really stink, so I asked him how to get rid of them. 

        “Bright lights,” he replied. 

        “Uh... yeah... I tried that. Anything else?”

        “Well, if you know her, please tell her that I mean no offence by this, but... it’s the damndest thing. If you crank up Shelagh Rogers on CBC Radio, then put the radio under the cabin, I swear to God that clears the otters right out.”

        When I returned to the city a few days later, I went down a rabbit hole of violent otter-attack videos on YouTube. Two of the videos pitted an otter against a jaguar. Spoiler alert: the otter won. Both times. 

    





        
        Girl’s Gotta Do

        A few months after that opening weekend, our own private Jetta sped its way up the Sunshine Coast Highway on a glorious summer day. Slender stalks of purple foxgloves swayed along the roadside in the backdraft of passing cars, their tips kinked like index fingers pointing us in the right direction. My wife, Jill, was in the passenger seat, getting visibly woozier with each turn. Our kids, Josh, age six, and Grace, age four, were strapped into car seats in the back and were much more vocal about it. 

        “Dad,” Josh moaned for the tenth time. “Is this the twisty part?”

        “Yes, Josh. But just for a little while, so hang on,” I fibbed while throttling the steering wheel, thankful that Josh was still too young to realize the entire length of the highway was the “twisty part.”

        “Ugh,” Jill groaned. “Can you slow down a bit, sweetie? I’m feeling ill.” 

        Jill knew full well what my answer would be. “We’re almost there,” I replied through gritted teeth. “Look at all the pretty foxgloves.” I turned up Raffi’s “All I Really Need” to drown out any further protests. 

        When Jill and I had met years earlier in Toronto, I lived in Vancouver and she lived in Halifax. We began what seemed an unlikely-to-succeed 5,792-kilometre long-distance courtship. 

        On her first trip to visit me in BC, I invited her to Desolation Sound, and I will always remember her delight at spotting the purple and pink starfish on our first kayak paddle together. They were creatures I had seen so many times that I took them for granted. A few years later, Jill and I got engaged on the shoreline rocks of Salubrious Bay. 

        After we got married, we divided our honeymoon between Palm Springs and the cabin in the Sound. I had booked a particularly ambitious travel day to get us from poolside to dockside. We checked out of our beautiful villa in the desert, drove to LA in a ridiculous red convertible Mustang, flew to Vancouver, transferred to a much smaller plane, flew to Powell River, picked up the town’s only rental car and rattled and popped to the Okeover government wharf. Big Buck$ was waiting for us, tethered to the dock like a wonky donkey eager to kick up a fuss. When we finally made it onto the deck, we kissed triumphantly. Only then did I realize the single flaw in my plan: I had forgotten the keys to the cabin. Luckily, with Jill pushing me up from behind, I shimmied through an unlocked window. 

        That night, I woke to the sound of rushing water. To my honeymoon horror, I realized that the main waterline into the cabin—that tap that had rusted open, right outside our bedroom window—had somehow burst. It was almost three o’clock in the morning, and the only shut off was back up at the water tank, a fifteen-minute hike through the pitch-black bush. 

        Yes, this was one of the times I drained the neighbourhood water supply. Lying in bed, I figured I could still save some of the two thousand gallons of fresh water. But I was too scared to make the trek alone through the forest.

        I lightly shook Jill awake. “Sweetie!” I whispered needlessly. “We have a water leak! I gotta go up to the tank to shut it off. Uh... wanna come with me?”

        “What?” she answered groggily. “Now? No! We’ll take care of it in the morning. Go to sleep!” 

        I explained why I couldn’t do that. Five minutes later, to her extreme credit, Jill and I were hiking up through the woods at 3:00 a.m. After we had successfully shut off the line and returned to the cabin, I thanked her as we climbed back into bed. 

        “It’s fine, sweetie; I just wanted to make sure you were safe. Happy honeymoon.”

        “Happy honeymoon,” I whispered back. We laughed, kissed and she was back to sleep and snoring like a rusty chainsaw in an instant. Lying awake with my heart thumping from the hike, I knew right then that I would love this woman forever. 

        Jill had (mostly) been happy to return to Desolation Sound ever since. Josh was born in the middle of summer a few years later, and we spent Labour Day weekend at the cabin with a new babe in arms. Grace was a winter baby, and she made her initial trip up during her first spring. The cabin was as much a part of them as anywhere they had ever been. Josh was named partially for our honeymoon in Joshua Tree National Park. Grace is a family name on Jill’s side, but she was also named with nearby Grace Harbour in mind.

        It felt freakish to me that forty years had somehow passed since I first made the Dramamine drive to Desolation Sound with my parents. The road hadn’t become any straighter, but now that I was a father, I found myself appreciating the trip I used to loathe, filling the hours in the car with stories and songs. 

        Over Raffi’s loud yet dulcet tones on a G-force-inducing 180-degree bend, I heard the telltale gagging from the backseat.

        “My mouth is hot,” Grace offered weakly.

        “Gracie’s having a spit-up!” Josh yelled. “And it’s a big one!”

        In one stealth move, Jill unbuckled her seat belt, spun around and lunged to catch the second and third lurching mouthfuls with her bare hands, cupping them under Grace’s torrent. Two days earlier, Jill had been performing her original songs in a sparkling dress to an adoring crowd at the famed Roy Thomson Hall in downtown Toronto. Now she was catching puke on the Sunshine Coast Highway.

        
            [image: A woman and a man sitting together on a rocky shoreline. The man has his arm around the woman and they are wearing bathing suits, sandals and sunglasses, and the woman also wears a hat and has a beach towel and an oar in her lap. The water can be seen behind them, with evergreens on the other side.]
            After a romantic splurge in Palm Springs, I managed to convince my new wife Jill to spend the second half of our honeymoon in Desolation Sound, which didn’t go completely as planned.
        
        “Stop the car!” Jill shrieked.

        “Can’t,” I grimaced. “Almost there. Ferry.”

        I reached down between my legs and felt around until I found a discarded baby wipe.

        “Use this.”

        Fifteen hysterical, disgusting minutes later, we fishtailed to a stop at the Earls Cove ferry terminal, the place my dad once described as “where hope goes to die.” On that very barfy trip, we actually made it to the terminal with plenty of time to spare. But you never know until you get there, do you? Therein lies the moral crux of my lifelong #BCFerriesStress: I cannot stop for fear of missing the damn boat. No matter what.

        My vomit-coated wife and daughter made the Earls Cove ferry terminal walk of shame, past all the other waiting car occupants, past all the good-looking people headed to Savary Island, to the clammy public washroom still located at the very front of the ferry lineup, where icy cold water spurted out of a tap that turned off the second you removed your hand, where leaflet-tissue toilet paper disintegrated instantly when you tried to clean yourself off. At the very least, we now had a multi-generational Earls Cove family tradition.

    





        Strange Attractor

        No matter the weather forecast in the 1970s, my adventuresome father considered Desolation Sound a mystical oceanic paradise of islands and saltwater inlets, coves and lagoons, the rocky coastline backed by steep mountains carpeted in evergreen trees. On our first trip before the cabin was built, we camped out on a moss-encrusted rock in a dank canvas tent. The place scared the hell out of me. 

        Captain George Vancouver had sailed his two ships into the area in the stormy summer of 1792, surveying the inner coast while searching for the Northwest Passage. He and his men were forced to enter every dead-end inlet while attempting to chart what would later be realized as one of the most complicated coastlines in the world. It drove Vancouver mad, and he dismissively christened the area “Desolation Sound.” It was meant to be an insult, since he famously noted in his logbook that the now world-class destination held “not a single prospect that was pleasing to the eye.”

        Ironically, the area then was far from desolate. For many centuries it was, and it remains today, the traditional shared territories of the Tla’amin, Klahoose and Homalco First Nations. The people built their villages in the most desirable areas of the Sound, where they created elaborate and effective low- and mid-tide clam gardens and fish traps. The terraced rock gardens fed communities of hundreds, sometimes thousands. The villages in Desolation Sound are gone, but if you know where to look, many of the human-built clam gardens and fish-trap weirs remain—and still work.

        Desolation Sound is located beyond the very northern tip of the Sunshine Coast, near the small hamlet of Lund. With a hotel, a general store and a few other charming shops—most notably Nancy’s Bakery, a thirty-year-plus-landmark famous for its cinnamon buns—Lund lies at the terminus of one of the world’s longest stretches of blacktop: the Pacific Coast Highway. The road stretches all the way from Chile to Canada, broken only by the swampy and impassable Darién Gap in Panama, and Howe Sound and Jervis Inlet in BC, where passage is connected by ferries.

        Before its original residents were run off the place in the late 1800s to make way for European settlers, the village, then known as Klah ah men, was a major hub in the north Salish Sea for thousands of years before colonization. The Tla’amin First Nation have re-entered the picture in Lund in a major way, owning the hotel, pub, restaurant, gas dock and general store, and have reintroduced the village’s original name. 

        Other developments, like the introduction of metered parking, have annoyed some locals and tourists to such a degree that an expensive new parking-ticket dispenser near the hotel was torched. The classic hotel general store, with its prices scribbled on sale items in Jiffy marker, has been shuttered and relocated to a much larger stand-alone building: a dimly lit booze emporium and general store called The Stock Pile. We figured they kept the lights low so it was harder to read the prices. 

        These days, some of our cabin neighbours refer to the saltchuck that separates the Sound from the rest of the world as “the moat.” In 1973, the provincial government created the Desolation Sound Marine Park, fourteen thousand acres of boat-access-only wilderness, noting at the time that parts of the Sound boast the warmest ocean water north of the Gulf of Mexico. 

        One-tenth of the land within the park remains privately owned. After establishing the park’s borders, the government of the day attempted to buy up all the old homesteads that were either in receivership or for sale. Some they managed to obtain, some they didn’t. 

        One owner who had refused the province’s original offer decided he wanted to sell after all, but with a change in government, the offer was off the table. The owner listed the property instead. My dad happened to spot that ad in the Vancouver Sun in 1976: 180 acres of coastal wilderness for $155,000. After scraping up the money to make the purchase, he divided the property into thirty-eight oceanfront lots to sell to individual owners, in hopes of turning that jagged coastline into a haven where average people could carve out their own chunk of paradise, something he originally marketed as “A Heritage by the Sea... Malaspina Bay.”
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            Desolation Sound, the next generation: My daughter Grace, my wife Jill, and my son Joshua. I was always slowing the boat down to point things out to the kids and tell them stories of the Sound. Photo Grant Harder
        
        Dad spent many days exploring the four kilometres of shoreline with its bays, lagoons, coves and beaches, each lot affording a totally different perspective of the view and surrounding terrain. After much deliberation and mind changing, he chose a unique rocky outcrop for our cabin, partly because of its proximity to fresh water, a rarity in the rest of the strata. It was buttressed against a sunken little cove covered with flotsam and jetsam. The beach in the cove was layered in oysters below the tideline and cut down the middle by a babbling creek that flowed out of a dense forest.

        Unlike our athletic father and preppy mother, my sister and I were both mega-nerds as kids. When Dad announced that he would be building a family cabin, my sister, Heather, secretly hoped that the location would be a combination of her favourite book and her favourite movie: Anne of Green Gables and Dirty Dancing. What we wound up with in Desolation Sound was more like a cross between The Beachcombers and The Shining. 

        Our post-and-beam cabin reached completion in the early 1980s, and it has always remained off-grid. A cedar-shake roof covers an open-plan living room, dining area and kitchen. Up three stairs are the bedrooms and a shared Brady Bunch–style bathroom with a flush toilet and shower. A propane tank the size of a Mini Cooper fuels the lights, the fridge, the stovetop and the hot water heater, and our fresh water is piped in from a well in the forest. Once a month, a large propane barge plows through the inlets to fill up tanks. A jet-black cast iron woodstove provides cozy warmth in the colder months. When it was first built, the huge, three-level deck was the cabin’s crown jewel. Over the years, through many expensive repairs to replace rotten wood, it has become the cabin’s Achilles heel.

        For decades, the only means of communicating with the outside world involved a boat trip to the government wharf to line up for the pay phone. During the flip-phone/BlackBerry era, we suddenly had full cell service. These days, with advanced smartphones, we’re lucky to receive one or two bars of cellular service at the cabin, good enough for sporadically checking in. 

        Despite the Sound being mostly devoid of human presence, save for two months each summer, the few rugged souls and larger-than-life characters who lived there full-time filled the area with lore. Those coastal loners had inspired my first book, Adventures in Solitude. As a crusty oyster farmer once told me, “Misfits always have the best stories.” 

    





        Born with a Tale

        Our kids were complaining loudly about pretty much everything by the time we made the final turn down the hill that led to the Okeover government wharf. I let out my usual loud “Laaaaaaaa!” as the glittering ocean view emerged. None of the little angels in our car joined me in chorus.

        “There’s Bill!” Josh exclaimed, immediately perking up, always excited to see the bearded old biker in his threadbare Canadian tuxedo waiting with our boat. I rolled down Josh’s window. 

        “Hi, Bill!” Josh shouted.

        Bill was once a member of an East Vancouver motorcycle club , but his time in the gang ended one night when he was out drinking with his buddies. He had left his prized 1947 Harley-Davidson Knucklehead motorcycle chained to cinderblocks in his mother-in-law’s backyard. Members of a rival gang snuck into the yard and somehow managed to bust through the chain. Bill’s mother-in-law attempted to intervene, but the bikers threatened her, and she retreated inside. The thieves were a powerful gang, and it wasn’t worth pursuing the theft. A few years later, that same motorcycle-stealing gang was absorbed by the Hell’s Angels when the monster crime syndicate established itself in Vancouver. 

        Bill landed a job as a trucker, and one of his runs was hauling lumber up to a new bed and breakfast being constructed on the shores of Okeover Inlet. Bill and his wife, a funny, no-nonsense, sexy, tough-as-nails woman named Lola, fell in love with the end of the road. They bought their own parcel of land just down the hill from the bed and breakfast. In Okeover, they found both tranquility and a business: dry-docking, loading and unloading boats for seasonal cabin dwellers like us. 

        “How ya doin’, young fella?” Bill answered, leaning down with a smile to Josh’s open window and filling it with smoke. “Hey, you’ve grown, mister!”

        After we’d released the kids from their car-seat straitjackets, they scrambled out and climbed up the trailer onto Big Buck$ like squirrel monkeys, while we hefted groceries, booze, battery packs and Star Wars toys on board. I parked the car, then Jill and I climbed into the boat. Once we were floating, I cracked open my ritualistic beer and poured the first sip into the ocean. Jill rolled her eyes. 

        “That is such a hoser move.”

        “The ocean always gets first sip, you know that!” 

        “Can I push the fast button?” Grace asked eagerly. 

        She reached out with her wee index finger to press a button on a corroded and long-dead depth sounder. As she pressed, I slowly pushed down on the throttle, much to Grace’s shrieking delight. The wind danced through her light-brown bob. 

        “Dad!” yelled Josh over the outboard a few minutes later. “Is that the Cougar Lady’s cabin?” He was pointing into the mouth of a long narrow bay that we were passing on the port side. 

        “Yeah,” I shouted back. “That’s Penrose Bay where she lived for many years. When your grandfather rowed us to the cabin along that shoreline, her friendly goats would follow along.”

        “Did she live in a little log cabin by the seashore, Dada?” asked Grace rhetorically.

        “Yes, she did, Gracie.” 

        “And the little log cabin is still there! Dada, can you tell us a Cougar Lady story?” Grace pleaded. “Did she get mad at you?”

        I took a sip of Blue Buck and drew in a deep breath. 

        “Here we go,” Jill murmured, bracing herself for yet another retelling. “Please leave out the parts about the G-U-N-S this time.” Pretending I didn’t catch what she had said over the roar of the outboard, I slowed the boat down so the kids could hear me a bit better.

        “She was only angry with us once, Gracie, when I was about Josh’s age...”
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            Our beloved speedboat Big Buck$, a Hourston Glascraft made in North Vancouver, seemingly floating on air over the crystal-clear water of inner Grace Harbour. 
        
    





        
        
            
            [image: An elderly woman with short-medium length wavy hair and light skin tone, posing with a taxidermy bear. She is looking at the camera with a serious expression, wearing a plaid flannel jacket and holding a rifle in her lap.]
            “Cougar” Nancy Crowther in the mid-1970s, posing with another of her unfortunate victims. A true woman of the wilderness, Nancy would skin her prey, tan the hide and can the meat. This is what Nancy looked like when our family first encountered her, complete with rifle in hand. Photo courtesy Powell River Museum
        
        
        
            Part 1
            The Cougar Lady Chronicles

        
            “If you meet a loner, no matter what they tell you, it’s not because they enjoy solitude. It’s because they have tried to blend into the world before, and people continue to disappoint them.”

            Jodi Picoult
        

    





        The Rifle 

        You never forget the first time you have a gun pointed in your direction, which was how I met the Cougar Lady when I was six years old. You can read the story in full detail in my book Adventures in Solitude. But since that telling, I have learned much more about this fascinating coastal legend. 

        I can still picture that rainy afternoon when her pack of barking dogs hurdled the edge of her orchard and came crashing down on the pebble beach around us, snarling and snapping as my parents and I trespassed on her property while trying to load our leaky rowboat as quickly as possible for our first-ever camping trip into the wilds of Desolation Sound.

        We were met at the water’s edge by a short and stocky white-haired woman who silenced her dogs with a sharp verbal command spoken in a rather posh English accent. In her meaty hands, she gripped a .303-calibre rifle. Her small dark eyes pierced a wide, weathered face that was reddened by the wind and wrinkled by the sun. She wore a faded grey dress, muddy rubber boots, wool socks and a well-worn checkered mackinaw jacket.

        After Dad apologized and begged for forgiveness for the trespass, the woman lowered the gun and her stalwart expression softened. Soon, a herd of friendly, noisy goats trotted forth from the orchard as well. The goats had names like Candy, Tully, Pretty Girl and Sheba. The dogs, who read their owner’s mood and became relaxed and playful, answered to Mac, Hippie, Sally and Foxy. The woman introduced herself as Nancy Crowther. 

        Nancy explained that her parents had died in the 1960s and that she had one brother. He had worked in logging camps and on the fishing boats, so he came and went. Whenever Nancy spoke of her brother, her expression would darken like a storm cloud. She remained on the family homestead full-time, she said, with her dogs, chickens and goats as her sole regular companions. She would, however, occasionally receive visits from her many nieces and nephews in the warmer months. 

        “Your brother’s children?” my mom asked. 

        “Yes,” she answered, her brow furrowing. 

        Nancy graciously allowed us to park our car on her property with one condition: that we absolutely must disconnect our car battery. Dad attempted to explain that we would only be out in the Sound for a few days, that our battery would likely be fine, but she insisted. Dad popped the hood of our little green Fiat and did what he was told. In return, we used her beach to come and go as we needed, and that coming and going developed into a friendship over the next couple of years. We would eventually learn that she had us disconnect the car battery for her benefit, not ours.

        Over time, Nancy would explain to us how her family had homesteaded their unique coastal isthmus property in the 1920s and the many mistakes they had made. Her father had pioneered oyster farming on the very beach from which we launched, considered by some to be the most fertile in the Okeover and Desolation Sound area.

        Nancy also shared blood-chilling tales of her faceoffs against wolves, bears and most especially cougars. But far worse, she uttered with contempt, beyond the beasts of the forest, was “them.” Nancy was very relieved that none of us were one of “them.” She wouldn’t elaborate.

        When an American back-to-the-lander named Rick Terrell showed up on Nancy’s property a few months later hoping to launch his boat, he received much the same initial welcome we had. Only this time, Nancy told Rick more about “them.” How they watched her, stole from her and haunted her every move, sometimes even slipping into her cabin. Before allowing Rick to launch from her beach so he could scout out potential oyster leases, she made him disconnect his car battery as well, which also had something to do with “them.”

        To fully understand who “Cougar” Nancy was, how she got to that lonely wet isthmus at the end of the road, you’d have to go back to the beginning of her wild story. 

    





        The Chelosin

        Young Nancy Crowther arrived on the hardscrabble shores of Okeover Inlet in 1927. During that decade, enticed by land-grant programs and promises of cheap, virgin farmland with rich soil on sprawling acreages—known as “pre-emptions”—families from all over Europe made the epic journey to resettle Western Canadian land originally populated by migratory Indigenous communities who had been either coerced or forced to relocate to reserves.

        Nancy’s parents had made the long trip from Hertfordshire County, England. According to Heather Harbord’s book Desolation Sound: A History, Nancy’s dad, William, was rumoured to be a remittance man: a Victorian-era term for a second- or third-born son—who was, for various and often nefarious reasons, an embarrassment—that was paid by his family to leave England and stay away. Many remittance men roamed Western Canada in the late 1800s and early 1900s, few more famous than Charles Dickens’ third son Francis, who joined the Royal Canadian Mounted Police. 

        William Crowther must not have received enough cash to support his whole family, because he seemingly worked any job he could get. The family moved across the West in both the United States and Canada following logging-camp jobs. Nancy was born in Seattle during the summer of 1918, just before the deadly outbreak of the Spanish flu pandemic. 

        Within a few months of Nancy’s birth, Seattle had closed all of its schools, churches and places of business where the public could gather. A mandatory mask order was put in place. Not wanting to live with a baby in a flu-ravaged city, the Crowthers crossed the border into Canada to try their hand at homesteading in Alberta. But as time passed, they found the foothills far too frigid. The way the wind whipped across the prairie was something none of the Crowthers ever wanted to experience again. 

        Remittance men were also the object of particular scorn in Alberta. According to early nineteenth-century journalist Leroy Kelly, “A remittance man was a rich Englishman who had proven a failure in his homeland and had been shipped into the raw land to kill himself in quiet or work out his regeneration if possible ... the natural butt of cowboys’ jokes.” 

        As one of Nancy’s nieces later told me, Nancy’s father apparently unfolded a map of the Pacific Northwest, where the weather was much more like England’s, closed his eyes and pressed his soiled index finger down. His dirty digit landed on the Malaspina Peninsula, a slice of land north of the mill town of Powell River. Thus, the fate and future of his family were sealed by a smudge on a map.

        William Crowther successfully pre-empted a 135-acre parcel of land on that very peninsula for $10, securing it through the Land Title Office on Howe Street in downtown Vancouver. The rest of the Crowther family crossed the mountains by train to meet up with William in Vancouver. From there, they loaded their belongings onto the mighty Chelosin, a steel-hulled, steam-powered passenger-freighter that was part of the Union Steamship Company of British Columbia. The Chelosin laboured up and down the Strait of Georgia, stopping in many little bays and settlements along the way. 

        The steamship made it to the booming mill town of Powell River, which in 1927 was one of the largest towns in BC. The Crowthers stayed on the boat, disembarking about forty-five minutes north, in the small Swedish settlement of Lund, the former centuries-old Tla’amin village site. 

        The Crowthers were met on the wharf by Mr. Chambers, a local representative from the Land Title Office. He loaded the exhausted family into a smaller gas boat, and from Lund they navigated farther north through the Ragged Islands, around the tip of the Malaspina Peninsula and into the calm, dark-green waters and towering mountains of Desolation Sound. The family stared out at the wilderness around them with a mix of awe and trepidation. From there, the boat cut southeast, entering the isle-dotted channels of Malaspina and Okeover Inlets. Following the crude map supplied by the land registration office and Mr. Chambers’ local knowledge, the Crowthers and all their worldly belongings were dropped off at the head of narrow Trevenen Bay.

        From the beach, the family hiked a short trail through dense salal and salmonberry bushes to find themselves on a remote isthmus of level, low-lying land between two deep and narrow saltwater bays—Trevenen and Penrose. This was the land Nancy’s father William had chosen to pre-empt from the Crown. Nancy, age nine, her father William, forty-three, her mother Doris, forty, and her brother Richard, thirteen, had arrived.

        “It was absolutely ridiculous,” Nancy Crowther told journalist Murray Kennedy in an interview in 1987. “Back in Calgary, the grass was level and the ground was rolling. My parents thought they could easily get produce out of the [coastal] pre-emption. It was only twenty miles to Powell River. Of course, when we got here it was all bush, with great big trees felled all over the place. There was no way we could get a horse through these woods, let alone a horse and buggy. Your basic transportation was your legs.”

        Or your boat. The Crowthers would soon realize that it was often quicker to move by water than through the tangled rainforest.

        Rugged as the landscape was, the Crowthers would come to appreciate the bounty below the tideline. The shores on either side of their homestead had once been a highly productive Tla’amin First Nations clam garden, evidenced by enormous clamshell middens exposed in the soil near the shoreline that can still be seen today. 

        The human population scattered along the coast that met the Crowthers upon their arrival in Okeover Inlet was mostly no longer First Nations, but rather a tough bunch of Scandinavian loggers and their families. English families like the Crowthers were considered wilderness novices, more comfortable with a teacup and the Sunday Times than with an axe or an oar. 

        Nancy’s family set to work building a home, but according to her journal from years later, the plan didn’t come together:

        
            My parents, greenhorns from the city, came to this isolated pre-emption with no knowledge of the country and its problems. They built our first house in the one and only clearing by the shore, not pausing for a moment to wonder why this one bit of land in a territory almost smothered with forest was beautifully clear of trees. Well, the first heavy wind off the ocean flattened that house to the ground. Fortunately for us, it blew down the day before we were to move into it. Undaunted, my parents went behind a stand of trees which were to form a windbreak, and they found another clearing. Again, they didn’t pause to wonder why this spot was barren of trees, either. They built our second home, and when the winter rains came, they found out why the clearing was there. A mighty torrent of water from the hills raged under the house below the back door and roared out again from below the front door. We had to put planks out of either door to reach dry land.

        

        Like many immigrants from the UK, the Crowther family also tried to recreate their English garden in the middle of the wilderness. They planted vegetables and fruits, an orchard and various nut-bearing trees. Several of the trees they planted in the late 1920s remain on the property to this day, towering and still producing. The Crowthers raised chickens and geese for their eggs and meat, goats for their milk and cheese and bees for their honey. 

        Beyond the edge of their clearing, unseen in the underbrush of the rainforest, roamed large predators that were naturally drawn to easy meals like domestic livestock. But the forest carnivores weren’t the only threat facing the Crowthers; the Great Depression was about to cast a shadow across Canada that stretched as far as Desolation Sound.

    





        
        The Depression

        Raising a family through the back-to-back global terrors of the First World War and the Spanish flu pandemic would be enough for anyone to endure, but a decade after the Great Flu came the economic free fall of the 1930s. The Depression pierced like a November gale, even affecting families living in distant wilderness outposts in Canada. Whatever money the Crowthers might have been receiving from family in England dried up.

        In the 1930s, there were dozens of children living with their families in the inlets of Desolation Sound. With so little money and so few jobs, malnutrition became a reality. Hunger is difficult to imagine in a place teeming with ocean life, but during that bleak period families were suffering from starvation. One morning Nancy was so hungry she was too weak to get out of bed. Luckily, one of the family’s goats freshened with milk for the first time in days, and that milk managed to put the preteen Nancy back on her feet.

        Sometime later, young Nancy leapt off a friend’s sailboat in Penrose Bay, not realizing how shallow the tide was. She landed on a jagged rock with both feet. For the next month, she hobbled around the farm until her leg swelled up so badly that her father loaded her into the boat and took her down to the hospital in Powell River. She had a month-old broken leg. The doctor set it, gave her a crutch and sent her on her way. Her leg healed, but the bone bothered her for years to come. 

        As the Depression wore on, the Crowther family sold clams to get by, relying on the Tla’amin clam gardens. Once their shoes wore out on the rocky beaches, they couldn’t afford to buy new ones, so they wrapped cloth around their feet to protect them from the barnacles. When their store-bought clothes fell apart, they replaced them with garments made from curtains and burlap flour sacks.

        As if life in Okeover Inlet wasn’t hard enough, Nancy’s dad William was having trouble seeing, first at night, then increasingly during the day. His family feared he was going blind. Nancy’s brother Richard, or Dick as he was known, had found work at a logging camp up the coast, so he no longer lived at home, and rarely visited. That meant Nancy’s dad had to teach her how to shoot their only gun: an old single-shot .22-calibre rifle. Besides their dogs, the gun was the only thing they had to keep the big predators away from their goats and chickens, which were vital to the family’s survival. 

        In the late 1930s, one cougar was repeatedly targeting the Crowthers’ livestock. The stealthy cat killed three of their beloved goats, returning each successive month to take another. Nancy’s mother had warned her to never turn her back on the woods. Cougars are silent and attack from behind. She also told Nancy to keep her eye on the family cat. If Betsy was growling at the woods, get back to the house quickly. Cougars were such a problem for Sunshine Coast settlers and their livestock that the local government had placed a $5 bounty on cougar pelts, which greatly increased the incentive to kill them.

        On a warm, late summer night in 1939, the Crowthers were enjoying an evening on the porch when the goats started bawling and herding up, the pack of dogs began to howl and Betsy the cat let out a low, guttural growl. The cougar had returned. 

        Nancy grabbed their rickety old rifle. It didn’t shoot straight, had a loose wooden stock and wouldn’t eject cartridges after being fired. Nancy had to force the cartridge out with a wire before loading the gun again.

        Nancy followed the barking pack of dogs for over a kilometre through the woods, until she finally saw it. In the soft light of the summer evening, her dogs had treed a huge cougar. Nancy would later remember thinking that it was a majestic creature. The cougar perched in the limbs of a giant cedar, its black-tipped tail twitched just like Betsy’s. Its ears pressed back against its head, big dark eyes glaring. The cougar let out a screech that made Nancy’s whole body feel like a clenched fist.

        A hunter had told Nancy that if she ever had to shoot a cougar, she should first tie up her dogs, but that night she didn’t have any rope. Quickly, she took off her belt and lashed her biggest dog to a small tree. The bellowing hound was foaming at the mouth in delirium. Nancy couldn’t do anything about her several smaller dogs, which were in a frenzy at the base of the tree. 

        
            [image: A man with short wavy hair, wearing a white shirt, rowing a boat in the water. He is seated with his back to the bow, facing the stern, and holding two thick oars. The stern is covered with a cloth.]
            Nancy’s father, Bill Crowther, seen here in a dugout canoe-turned-rowboat, quickly found out that it was easier to get around Desolation Sound on the water than it was to try to traverse through the thick rainforest. Bill was known for his crisp British accent, his friendliness, his omnipresent pipe and the faint odour of goats. Photo courtesy Powell River Museum
        
        Nancy noticed she was shaking. Rooted about five metres away from the cougar, she calmed herself as much as she could and carefully aimed the rifle. She knew that the old gun shot high, and she knew she had to shoot for the vertebrae in the cougar’s neck, as she had been told by the hunter. 

        Nancy’s arms grew weary as she held the rifle to her shoulder, waiting and waiting for the cougar to lift its head for the best shot. Her thighs twitched with fatigue. Nancy had one bullet. When the huge cat finally raised its head, she pulled the trigger. The cougar let out another screech and leapt to the ground. Nancy couldn’t be certain if she had hit it. She lost sight of it amongst the salal bushes and sword ferns in the twilight. And so there was young Nancy Crowther, unarmed but for an empty rifle, over a kilometre from home, with a potentially wounded cougar less than five metres away. 

    





        
        The Celebrity

        Nancy desperately strained to see through the undergrowth. Her instinct was to run, but the hunter had told her that any fast movements—including running—could trigger a cougar’s chase-and-attack instinct, especially if you turned your back.

        The hound dog she had tied up was going berserk, surging forward until it ripped the small tree out by its roots. Dragging the tree behind, the hound disappeared into the bushes. The little dogs followed. That was all Nancy needed to snap into action. She loved her animals and couldn’t bear to lose another one to a cougar. She plunged into the bushes after her dogs. 

        From the cacophony of barking, Nancy fully expected to find at least one of her dogs being torn to pieces by the cougar. Instead, she was shocked to discover the giant cat lying on its side. 

        Fearful that the cougar was stunned and at any moment would leap up and attack, Nancy pushed past her frantic dogs and swung the empty rifle around in her hands so she was gripping the barrel. Then she started smacking the cougar on the head with the wooden stock. On the third swing, the stock broke from the gun. Nancy then used the gun barrel to hit the cougar until the barrel bent. The gun was ruined, but the cougar’s ribs still heaved with life. 

        In a state of panic, her eyes on the cat, Nancy bent down and searched the ground with her fingers until she found what she needed. She hefted up a large rock from the forest floor. With both hands, she brought the rock down mercilessly on the cougar’s head again and again, until she was certain the big animal was dead. 

        Nancy collapsed beside the tawny, motionless animal. Heaving with adrenalin, a wave of grief swept over her. She knew that the beautiful cougar was only following its natural instincts when it went after her family’s goats. She couldn’t help but admire its huge front paws, the size of oven mitts, its long, delicate whiskers and its rounded ears, fur as soft as her mother’s hairbrush. But the pelt was worth the sizable bounty of $5, so she snapped out of it and started dragging the cougar through the forest as night fell. While sweat poured down her face, her spirits began to lift. She thought of the relief and pride her family would feel when she showed up with the massive dead cat.

        When she finally emerged into the clearing of her family homestead, her parents and neighbours had gathered with lanterns and were about to set off on a search for her. She had been gone for almost two hours. 

        After her father and a neighbour had examined the cougar by the glow of their lanterns, they stood up in amazement. Nancy Crowther hadn’t realized it in the woods, but her single .22-calibre rifle bullet had indeed struck the cougar in its vertebrae. The cat would have never fought back. It measured seven feet from nose to tip of tail.

        The next day, Nancy and her father skinned the cougar and took the pelt into town for the bounty. Her father couldn’t help but tell everyone who would listen about the exploits of his cougar-slayer daughter. Soon the Powell River News caught on to the story. On August 17, 1939, the paper printed the first of what would be many articles on the wilderness adventures of Nancy Crowther.

        The headline read: Cougar killed with .22 shot by girl... rifle fires only one shell... rock used to finish off...

        The article continued below: “Some women are afraid of a small mouse, but here is one young woman who is not afraid to tackle a full-grown cougar. She is Miss Nancy Crowther, exceedingly quiet with a very low, soft voice. No one would suspect her of possessing such courage.” 

        Nancy became a local celebrity, even though she didn’t welcome the attention. Nor did she have much time to enjoy it. Two weeks later, on September 1, 1939, the news crackled across the radio and into the West Coast rainforest: Germany had invaded Poland, which would trigger the Second World War. The strife a world away would once again reach all the way to the Crowther homestead, and this time it would cause Cougar Nancy to leave her wilderness home.

        
            
            [image: A cougar pelt, spread flat on a white sheet on the ground. The cougar's head, paws and tail are still attached. The head faces the camera, and the paws are pointing out to the sides with the tail straight behind.]
            This magnificent cougar measured seven feet from nose to tip of tail and was one of the many that “Cougar” Nancy Crowther would kill over her years in the wilderness defending her farm animals.Photo courtesy Powell River Museum
        
    





        
        The Mill

        As was the case across much of Canada, young men from the Powell River and Lund area lined up to fight the Nazis, which left many essential day jobs unfilled. Powell River was home to the first and largest newsprint mill in the West, which would become the largest pulp and paper mill in the world. When the men left, young women from the area were called upon to keep the mill running, and Nancy was one of them.

        For the first time since moving to her tiny isthmus homestead, Nancy left her parents at the family cabin and moved to “town,” returning only on the weekends. To get from the homestead to the mill in Powell River and back again, she’d walk the thirty kilometres along a bumpy, unforgiving trail lined with gigantic stumps. It was a gruelling six-hour hike. At her new job, Nancy was responsible for tasks like mill capping and sheet laying. She often felt like a caged animal in the cavernous and noisy mill, longing for her wilderness home, but she proved so proficient at millwork, and was so physically adept, that it was said other unionized mill workers asked her to slow down for fear of her making them look bad.

        Nancy Crowther was paid a steady 55¢ an hour at the mill, which was considered good money in the 1940s. She could make almost $5 in a day and over $20 in a week, a far cry from the abject poverty she and her family had experienced during the 1930s. Nancy soon joined the Pulp Sulphite Union.

        Besides the money, Nancy discovered there were other perks to town life. Up the hill from the mill was the Patricia Theatre, a Powell River jewel that opened in 1913 and stands to this day as the longest-running movie theatre in Canada. Nancy and her female co-workers would pop into the Sweet Shoppe next door for exotic treats like Turkish delight and banana splits before paying their nickel each to find seats in the ornate movie theatre. 
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            During the Second World War, many of the male workers at the Powell River mill enlisted in the war. The mill at that time was one of the largest in North America and had to keep running to provide valuable newsprint, so many women of the area took up the men’s positions, including Nancy Crowther. Photo courtesy Powell River Museum
        
        When the lights went down, you can imagine how slack-jaw-thrilled Nancy must have been to bear witness to The Adventures of Robin Hood starring Errol Flynn and Olivia de Havilland, the first movie she had ever seen. The film was in shocking, blazing Technicolor, with Robin and his Merry Men gallivanting in tights about Hollywood’s spacious and manicured version of Sherwood Forest, so foreign for someone used to nearly impenetrable West Coast rainforest. 

        Her father’s eyesight continued to worsen, so Nancy and her mother did what they could. Home on the weekends, Nancy continued to take down cougars that threatened the family’s livestock, which meant she continued to garner headlines in the Powell River News throughout the 1940s, among them Girl cat killer in the news again, Lund girl bags four cougars in the same day and Crowther kills her ninth cougar at Okeover Arm. 

        Because she was making money, Nancy was able to upgrade from her measly .22-calibre rifle to a much more powerful and accurate .303 rifle, further threatening the local cougar population’s survival rate. She trained her dogs to become so proficient at treeing cougars that they became known as “cougar catchers” or “cougar dogs,” and the Crowthers began to breed them for neighbours. 

        When the men returned from the war, Nancy left the mill and took a job at the Hudson’s Bay Company store two blocks up the hill, between the mill and the theatre. Life was steady until one day, near the end of the 1940s. Nancy was returning home to the cabin for the weekend. She was hiking the final few kilometres through the woods along the shore of Okeover Inlet on a Friday afternoon when she smelled smoke. Woodsmoke was everywhere in the Okeover area, but this was different. It had an acidic scent to it. 

        Looking up through the trees, she spotted a thick column of billowing black smoke rising from the forest like a flaring cobra. Rushing up to the crest of a hill on the trail, she looked down on the homestead and gasped with horror. The family cabin was engulfed in flames.

    





        
        The Fire

        With her heavy .303 rifle bumping against her back, Nancy skidded down the steep trail to their clearing. The family’s goats and chickens were panicking, running around freely, and the dogs were grouped together and whimpering at the edge of the orchard. One of her parents had let the livestock loose from their pens in case the fire should spread.

        Nancy came barrelling around the front of the cabin to find her parents rushing to and from their well with a bucket and a washbasin to try to douse the flames. Nancy immediately thought of the ocean that buttressed their homestead isthmus on two sides, but as fate would have it, the tide was out. The water’s edge was over fifty metres away down an ankle-twisting rocky beach.

        Nancy’s father William, who was practically blind by now, shoved the washbasin into Nancy’s hands. Then he surged into the burning cabin to retrieve whatever he could. He emerged a few seconds later, doubled over and choking on smoke, clutching a leather folder stuffed full of documents in one hand and a screeching, clawing Betsy the cat in the other. He tossed Betsy to the grass and she bolted into the bushes.

        Nancy’s father tried one more time to enter the blaze but the heat was too intense. The buckets of water were useless. Instead, they turned their attention to dumping water onto the siding and roofs of their outbuildings. The inferno roared out of control. It totally consumed the house they had built with their hands, and had called home, for twenty-two years. 

        The fire had started in the kitchen when some grease ignited. It was over quickly. Within forty minutes the cabin was a smouldering, charred mess. Her parents had lost everything except the clothes on their backs, a few pots and pans and the documents William had salvaged. A life’s worth of memories, photographs and possessions was gone, but they had survived, and so had their animals. 

        There was one piece of luck on their side. On a stormy day, the winds whipped across their isthmus from the southeast with tremendous force. On pleasant days, they were mostly protected by the prevailing winds from the northwest. On the day of the fire, by chance, there was no wind at all. That stopped the fire from spreading to their other buildings, or worse, the forest that surrounded them.

        The Crowthers stood in the clearing with their arms around each other as the goats and dogs rubbed against their legs for reassurance. Nancy’s mom sobbed and shook. Nancy couldn’t help herself and joined in. William bowed his head. He had been in the kitchen when the fire started.

        Neighbours who had seen the smoke began arriving by boat, and the close-knit inlet community came together to help the Crowthers. Families like the Larsons, the Hendersons, the Rooses and the Parkers offered whatever they could in the form of food, clothes and shelter. 

        Within a week, the Crowthers and their neighbours began the work of building a new, larger and sturdier log cabin for the family. They collected and split logs from standing dead snags with the idea that there would be no drying out or shrinking after the cabin was built. When the cabin was completed, it was a beautiful five-room home with large windows that looked out front to the beach and the bay, and out back to the garden and the woods. It is this cabin that still stands on the isthmus in Penrose Bay. 

        With a grand new home and a need to replace all of their kitchenware, beds, furniture and appliances, the Crowthers needed cash—more than Nancy made at the company store and more than her parents made from digging clams or selling eggs, honey or cougar-catching dogs. 

        The stumpy lots along Okeover Inlet and Desolation Sound were particularly challenging to farm. It was possible, but it was backbreaking work. William had spent a lot of time on the beaches harvesting clams, and he couldn’t help but wonder at the mariculture infrastructure that was built by the Tla’amin Nation that hadn’t been destroyed by logging: tiered clam gardens, built up like below-tide rice paddies, where families and villages had worked together to pile up huge mounds of rocks to create growing plateaus that were easily accessible at different tide levels. One turn of a shovel showed how fertile the clam gardens still were. 

        William’s situation spurred him to consider expanding the Crowther mariculture harvest beyond the clams, and his brainstorm would change the course of history for Okeover Inlet and Desolation Sound. He wanted to try his farming hand at what was considered a delicacy in fine-dining establishments in the great cities of the world: oysters. 
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            In the late 1940s, the Crowthers’ original 1927 cabin burned to the ground. With the help of neighbours, the Crowthers rebuilt, this time with a larger split-log cabin with views of Penrose Bay out of the front windows and Trevenen through the rear. It’s this cabin that still remains standing and is the base of operations for Powell River Sea Kayak, owned by the Vallance family. Photo courtesy Powell River Museum
        
    





        
        The Fight

        The oyster native to Desolation Sound is small and grows flat onto the rocks, making it very difficult to harvest. But the Pacific, or Japanese, oyster, which had been making its way into BC coastal waters thanks to an influx of Japanese fishers and homesteaders for over a century, grew to much larger sizes, some as big as a brick. If you were to crack one open, the meat inside would be equivalent to that of a good-sized pork chop. Pacific oysters were easy to pick up and they multiplied like rabbits in the warm inlets of Desolation Sound. 

        William Crowther and his neighbours were arguably the first European pioneers to bring in Japanese oyster seeds to the area, applying for a shore lease from the government for the beaches ringing their properties. The oysters spread so rapidly that the large white “laughing oyster” ubiquitous throughout BC’s southern inner coast is often not recognized as an invasive species. Laughing oysters now blanket every exposed beach in Desolation Sound.

        Oyster farming took off as a money-making industry in the prosperous 1950s, and soon Nancy Crowther was spending her weekends being paid to farm oysters for the processing plant that had opened up down the inlet from her family homestead.

        By the 1950s, Nancy’s reputation as an unlikely cougar killer was known far and wide, but she was painfully shy and still did not welcome the infamy. Nancy was wary of other people staring at her and talking about her. Maybe they were, maybe they weren’t, but this seed of paranoia would grow and come to haunt Nancy Crowther in her later years.

        Once, while working out on the oyster floats, Nancy may have suspected three young women working on a nearby float of this very thing. Two of them were “townies,” fashionable girls who lived in Powell River. The third was Mary Masailles, a country girl like Nancy who lived down the road. But unlike Nancy, Mary was friends with the two townies, and dressed like them too. The CBC’s Willow Yamauchi, who grew up on a floathouse in Desolation Sound, would later interview Mary Masailles about Cougar Nancy before Mary passed on. 

        
            [image: Two women, a man and four dogs on a sunny day. One woman stands near a shed, where the other woman stands in the doorway. The dogs are near the two women, and the man is standing nearby with another building visible behind him. ]
            Cougar Nancy, her mother, Doris, her father, Bill, and a few of their dogs amongst the original buildings constructed on their homestead in the late 1920s and early 1930s. Some of the outbuildings still exist on the property and are used for kayak storage by the current owners, Powell River Sea Kayak. Photo courtesy Powell River Museum
        
        “There were two floats. Nancy was on one float and three of us, we were on the other float,” Mary told Willow. “Anyway, all of a sudden, something was slung at me, and it hit me in the back of the leg. Oh God, my leg was bleeding. And you know what, she threw a starfish, and you know how sharp they can be. Well, it cut me wide open!” 

        Supposedly out of the blue, Nancy had thrown a large purple ochre sea star, which has a rough, spiny skin, like a fish wrapped in 60-grit sandpaper.

        “I don’t know why she threw the starfish. It was in the summertime, and we just had running shoes on, our blouses and shorts,” Mary recalled. “Then I realized my shoe was full of blood. That’s when Tiny, one of my girlfriends, says to me, ‘Don’t worry, Mary, we seen it. Don’t worry, say nothing.’ So I just kept my mouth shut.”

        There were no more incidents on the floats until the end of the day, when Nancy, in her regular, plain, long hemmed dress and rubber boots, for whatever reason, struck again.

        “We had the buckets full,” recounted Mary, “so it was time to come back, and Nancy had to get in the same boat as we did. So we loaded all the pails in. I get into the boat, then Nancy gets in, and Tiny is standing next to the boat. As Tiny lifts her leg up to get in—oh! Into the chuck Tiny went, ass first.” 

        Nancy had unexpectedly grabbed Tiny’s foot and hoisted it up, knocking Tiny off balance and into the ocean.

        “She was soaked,” recalled Mary. 

        While Cougar Nancy’s public persona was shy and soft-spoken, a contrast to her fearless cougar-hunting ways, her family knew otherwise. Cougar Nancy had a temper and was prone to what her family referred to as “blow-ups,” most often directed at what she considered her “ne’er-do-well” brother, whenever he chose to stop by. Neighbours remembered that Nancy’s calves and biceps were like cannonballs. You didn’t want to mess with Cougar Nancy, and Mary confirmed it.

        “Oh, she was violent,” remembered Mary. “She was wild. So anyway, Tiny’s soaked, but we got all the stuff back over to the plant, and they all got out of the boat, all but me. My arms were full of lunch pails and one thing or another. Nancy’s holding the bowline and then she says to one of them boys, ‘Here, take this rope, I got a score to settle with Mary.’ When I got onto the dock, she grabbed me. Oh, did she grab me! And I had a blouse on, and in those days the blouses buttoned down the back, eh? Well, she grabbed me hard and off came my blouse just like nothin’. So I’m standing there on the dock in a bra.” Mary chuckled recalling it. “She threw my blouse out in the chuck, eh? And then she was going to kill me!”

        Indeed, Cougar Nancy wasn’t done. With her biceps bulging, she charged at Mary like a bull, knocking her flat onto the dock. As Mary tried to defend herself, Nancy slammed punches down upon her. 

        Mary’s friend Tiny, still soaking wet from being pushed into the ocean, rushed up to report that Nancy Crowther had gone as wild as the cats she hunted. Several men ran down to the dock. When they got there, they found Nancy dragging Mary toward the water. 

        “She was going to drown me!” Mary recounted incredulously, laughing at the incident years later.

        The workers couldn’t believe their eyes. There was Nancy Crowther trying to throw a half-naked woman off the dock. They entered the fray.

        “Well, it took three of those big strong oyster-plant boys to pull her off of me,” recounted Mary. “And when they got her off, they told me to run. ‘Get in your truck and get the hell out of here!’ ”

        Mary did exactly what the workers urged her to do: she left her blouse floating in the current and ran for it in her bra. The men held onto to Cougar Nancy, who struggled mightily, until she calmed down and resumed the reserved behaviour she was mostly known for. The incident left Mary Masailles perplexed for decades.

        “I don’t know why she was mad at me,” Mary exclaimed. “I hadn’t done nothin’ to her!”

        Nancy Crowther wasn’t seen around the oyster plant after that for some time. Instead, she worked her family’s fertile oyster lease, on the beaches on either side of the isthmus. Many modern-day oyster farmers still consider the Crowther lease to be the best oyster-growing beach in the Desolation Sound and Okeover area, a region now known as “Oyster Country Canada.”

    





        
        The Marriage

        Throughout the 1950s, Nancy had an established routine: she’d work on her parents’ oyster lease on the weekends and at the company store during the week. But she was no longer hiking the arduous sixty kilometres to Powell River and back. Averse to getting her driver’s licence, Nancy instead procured a bicycle from the Hudson’s Bay Company and began cycling the bumpy dirt road on a Pee-wee Herman–style red CCM with big black balloon tires. She was always a sight in her plain country dress, black rubber boots and red-checkered mackinaw jacket, bouncing along on her dusty bike, often with her rifle slung across her back. 

        Between the demanding physicality of her life on the farm and cycling to and from Powell River, there was no doubt that Nancy was in peak physical condition. With her stout, stocky frame, she had the body of a wrestler. The gawking onlookers of the era would say to one another, “There goes that Cougar Nancy. Don’t mess with her! Did you hear what she did to Mary Masailles?” 

        Unlike her brother, who was married by now and had several children, Nancy had remained resolutely single. But in the late 1950s, there came an unlikely gesture that would change the course of her life again. 

        Nancy maintained trusted friendships with some of her co-workers at the company store. Besides attending movies together, they would often persuade Nancy to go with them to community dances. Square dances were a big deal in Powell River, a tradition the settlers brought with them from England. The dances were always a major social occasion, held at the gleaming Dwight Hall near the mill, or at the more barn-like Lund community hall. 

        Groups of eight dancers would square off, and as the band started up and the caller shouted out the steps the dancers would rotate. Cougar Nancy hung back at first but was soon dragged into the fray by her friends. A smile would peek out from between her rosy cheeks, and soon Nancy’s broad face would beam with joy. It wasn’t long before she had all the square dance steps down.

        At one dance, on every fourth turn, a local man named Harry Neave would smile, make plenty of eye contact with shy Nancy and squeeze her calloused hands ever so slightly. Then the caller would shout out a rotation, and away Nancy went to her next partner. The courtship continued over the course of several dances until, finally, on a break to catch their breath, Harry managed to strike up a conversation with Nancy. She was reserved but politely answered his questions.

        Harry didn’t waste any time. After a few more dates at the dance hall, he popped the question. Nancy, possibly caught off guard by his forwardness, accepted. Their engagement was brief, just long enough for her neighbours out in Okeover Inlet to raise a few eyebrows when Nancy’s parents informed them that their daughter, now nearly forty years old, was set to marry some guy named Harry Neave. She had never before been in a romantic relationship.

        After a quick civil ceremony, Cougar Nancy Crowther became Mrs. Harry Neave. The newlyweds hopped onto a seaplane and took off for a honeymoon at a fishing lodge north of Desolation Sound. Upon their return, at Harry’s insistence, Nancy quit her job at the store and spent her days in a tidy little house south of Powell River while her husband worked at the mill. But Nancy was a true woman of the bush, and that caged-animal feeling crept in again. She also felt her new hubby was a selfish man.

        “Why is it an accepted thing that fairness in marriage is not practiced?” Nancy wrote in her journal. “Going into this marriage, I was totally unprepared for what was to come. I had been very strictly brought up to believe that one shared one’s belongings and didn’t keep everything or as much as possible for one’s self.”

        What drove Nancy to fury was that Harry insisted on keeping two separate gardens, one for her and one for him. When Nancy’s parents gave them three bags of manure, Nancy’s husband used two and a half bags for his garden, leaving Nancy with only half a bag. That shit did not sit well with her. Nancy blew up, and Harry didn’t know what hit him.

        “I can only say that if I am still married to my husband at this time next year, I will not touch the garden. He can do the entire thing himself and see how he likes it,” Nancy wrote.

        The garden dust-up was a sign that the marriage would be short-lived. It was a relationship some people in town called a “disaster” from the start. Some said that Harry Neave was looking for a stay-at-home housewife (or a “nurse with a purse,” as my friend Handy Candy would say), but had instead married a wilderness woman with a rifle. 

        And that rifle stayed close at hand, even in town. Neighbours who had heard about Cougar Nancy moving to Powell River would often seek her help if their livestock or pets were being threatened or killed by wild animals. Other townies who didn’t know anything about Nancy were at times alarmed to wake up in the morning to find a pack of barking dogs and a woman with a rifle tromping across their backyard. 

        “Cheerio!” Cougar Nancy would politely call out. “Keep your pets inside, cougar on the loose, crept through here just a few moments ago.” The pajama-clad onlookers would grab their cats and slam the door. 

        In the late 1950s, Nancy’s brother’s side of the family fell apart. Dick’s wife passed away at a young age, leaving behind their large brood of children under the sole care of Dick, a mostly absentee father, according to Nancy. Shortly after his wife’s death, Dick Crowther, whose behaviour was often Relic-like, made the Powell River News, much to the family’s chagrin. Dick and an accomplice were caught stealing logs from a boom in Desolation Sound, which, in logging country, was the equivalent of stealing a horse in the Old West—a serious crime. Dick Crowther was found guilty and received a sentence at the notorious Oakalla Prison in Burnaby. 

        Although his children had spent plenty of time with their grandparents and Nancy at the farm in Penrose Bay, the court made the decision to foster out the kids. They grew up separately from each other, though they continued to visit the homestead in the summer months. And, as it turned out, Nancy would be back there before long too.

    





        
        The Divorce

        Nancy made the trek often from Powell River to Penrose Bay to visit her aging parents, sometimes with her deadbeat husband, more often without him. By then, great improvements had been made for travelling up and down the Sunshine Coast. Ferries linked the water-access-only towns of Powell River and Sechelt with the rest of the world. An extension of Highway 101 was built, stretching all the way to Lund. Branching off from the highway just before Lund was the steep and muddy Malaspina Road. At the bottom of the forested hill was the small settlement of Okeover and the government wharf. 

        Working her way home, Cougar Nancy would head north along the shoreline from the wharf to her family homestead either by rowboat or overland on a trail that wound through the salmonberry bushes and towering cedars. If she was going back to town, she would climb back up the steep hill to where it met the road to Powell River. She would often leave her bicycle in the trees at this junction, since the trail down to the homestead was still too rugged for a bike. 

        In the late 1950s, the Crowther family had worked hard to replace their trail with an actual road that was sanctioned by the government. The Crowthers logged it, graded it and maintained it, and their homestead was at the very end. Everyone in the area called it Crowther Road, and it wasn’t long before it was officially named so. To this day, Crowther Road has never been paved.

        Once the highway and road extensions went in, power lines followed, and for the first time since arriving in 1927, the Crowthers were offered modern conveniences at the log cabin, like a telephone and electric lights. The completion of Crowther Road was also the impetus for Nancy to finally earn her driver’s licence.

        One morning in the early 1960s, Nancy was at her married home in Powell River when she received a call. It was her mother, who rarely used the phone. Nancy’s father William was sick and couldn’t get out of bed. Nancy and her husband rushed to the homestead and drove her father to the Powell River Hospital. Sidney William Joseph Crowther died in 1961, at age seventy-eight.

        Over the years, Nancy’s father had become a well-respected homesteader, oyster farmer, logger, community builder and long-time volunteer scout leader. He was known for his sharp English accent, his educated intelligence, his friendliness, his terrible eyesight, his omnipresent pipe and the odour of goats that lingered on his clothing. The Anglican church in Powell River was packed for his funeral. 

        The death of her father hit Cougar Nancy hard. She felt the need to spend more and more time with her mother, now seventy-four years old and living alone in the wilderness. There was a massive oyster lease to maintain and goats, chickens, geese, cats, dogs and beehives to tend to, not to mention a sprawling garden and all of the trees they planted over the years—apples, pears, cherries, hazelnuts, walnuts, grapevines and more, many of them now fully mature, producing every year, and always an attractant for bears.

        Weeks stretched into months. Nancy’s husband demanded she return to him and town living. Nancy refused, citing his selfishness. Divorce papers were filed, a rarity in Powell River in that era. 

        Ignoring town gossip, Nancy reverted to both her maiden name and wilderness life. Cougar Nancy Crowther was back, and just in time. Within weeks of her permanent homecoming, Nancy would come nose to nose with what she thought was the biggest, blackest, meanest-looking dog she had ever seen. But it was no dog, and the standoff occurred in one of the very rare instances when Cougar Nancy was without her rifle.
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            After decades of using a trail through the bush, in the 1950s the Crowther family turned trail into road, which has been known as Crowther Road ever since. Photo Lola DeKort
        
    





        
        The Wolf

        On a late spring morning in the mid-1960s, Nancy Crowther was sitting on her front porch, working on her gun. She had taken a few pieces of the rifle apart to adjust the sights when her mother emerged from the kitchen with a tin pail. She asked Nancy to pick some of the colourful salmonberries that were ripening on the bushes along the edge of the clearing.

        Nancy did as she was told. As usual, a couple of dogs and several goats dutifully followed along. Nancy picked and she picked, which led her and her menagerie out of the yard and up the dirt road. 

        Nancy told this story to Powell River journalist Murray Kennedy back in 1987. This was what happened next, according to her:

        
            “I heard a terrific rushing sound and here was this huge dog. I had never seen a dog so big. It looked black when I first saw it, but it was charcoal grey with black guard hairs. It had saliva hanging over a foot long.”

        

        Nancy quickly realized that it was not a dog but in fact a very large wolf, its ears erect, shoulders hunched, black lips curled to show off gleaming teeth. 

        Nancy instinctively squeezed her empty right hand, the hand that usually cradled her rifle. She moved her hand to her chest for her rifle strap, but the gun was in pieces back on her porch. Unarmed but for a bucket full of salmonberries, she stood her ground, staring back at the wolf. The goats bleated nervously and circled around Nancy. Tippy and Mac, her two small terriers, whimpered softly on either side of her.

        When the goats panicked and tore down the hill in a tight herd, the wolf’s chase instinct kicked in. The ragged animal sprang into action, brushing right past Nancy and her cowering dogs. Then, as the goats disappeared around a corner, the wolf stopped short and spun around. It crouched and stared back at Nancy’s dogs with luminous green eyes, shifting its gaze from one dog to another. Nancy raised her arms, stomped her gumboots and yelled. The wolf, as if sizing up the situation and deciding it wasn’t worth it, slowly turned to go. But as soon as the animal’s back was turned, Tippy found her courage. She leapt forward and started barking. 

        “That wolf turned around like greased lightning and picked up my dog like a suitcase and ran off with it,” Nancy recalled. “My little dog was looking back at me and crying. I couldn’t run fast enough to catch up and I didn’t have a gun, so I couldn’t do a thing about it.”

        As the wolf disappeared into the forest with Tippy in its jaws, Nancy dropped the bucket of salmonberries and ran down the hill to the cabin. With trembling fingers, she put her gun together as quickly as she could. She grabbed a handful of cartridges, rounded up the other dogs and set off after the wolf. They easily found the bloody trail. A few of the dogs ran ahead into the forest. Soon, Nancy heard one of them yelping hysterically. She knew the wolf had it. 

        “But the dogs kept after the wolf, until we came to another spot where there was so much blood that they lost complete interest,” Nancy recalled. 

        She soon found the carcasses of Tippy and Mac. They had been torn apart and the wolf had quickly devoured their innards. 

        To Nancy’s great alarm, the wolf emerged, leaping up on the trunk of a large fallen fir tree ten metres ahead on the forested hillside. The way the wolf was panting made it look as if it was slyly smiling down on her. Cougar Nancy had a clear shot. She raised her rifle to her shoulder, closed one eye and cocked the gun. The wolf glared back at her with its keen green eyes. 

        “I shot at him, but I missed,” lamented Nancy. “My gun wasn’t shooting straight, there was something wrong with it.”

        In her haste, and to the wolf’s good fortune, Nancy hadn’t properly adjusted the sights when she put the gun back together. Her bullet screamed past the wolf, but the blast was enough for the wolf to flinch. Before she could get off another shot, it leapt from the log and receded into the forest. 

        “It took off like a rabbit,” Nancy scoffed.

        She returned to the cabin, collecting her pail of salmonberries along the way, and broke the news to her mother that they had lost two dogs. 

        Nancy and her mother were very close, and she was crushed when her mother passed away, six years after her father, in 1967. Doris Crowther was eighty years old. 

        Besides occasional visits from neighbours and her fostered nieces and nephews, Cougar Nancy Crowther was now alone. And soon she would face a new invasion of hairy creatures that she considered much more dangerous than any cougar, bear or wolf.
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            A wolf, much like this one, faced off against Nancy Crowther in one of the few instances when she didn’t have her rifle with her. Photo Adobe Stock/Wirestock
        
    





        
        The Hippies

        The Vietnam War raged on the other side of the Pacific, and its impact could even be felt all the way into the woods and saltwater inlets of Okeover Arm and Desolation Sound. Seeking escape, scores of draft dodgers, conscientious objectors, deserters, freedom-seekers, back-to-the-landers and hippies flooded into the area in the late 1960s and early ’70s.

        Piled into chugging Volkswagen vans and various other vehicles often on their last gasp, hippies would sometimes drive as far as they could, all the way to the end of the road. Communes sprouted up in Desolation Sound and in the alder forests around Lund, the terminus of Pacific Coast Highway 101: the same highway that wound its way through downtown San Francisco and Hollywood. 

        Cougar Nancy and her family had worked long and hard to build Crowther Road and make it official, but now it felt like all their blood, sweat and toil was coming back to bite them. The Crowthers had inadvertently provided a path that led the hippies directly to Cougar Nancy’s front door. Much to her consternation, her beaches were the closest launching point to those hippie communes and nude potlucks of Desolation Sound. 

        Nancy complained to her neighbours that she couldn’t tell the “lads from the ladies.” Now officially an “old-timer,” Cougar Nancy had little tolerance for the counterculture influx, but unlike the real wild animals, these unwanted pests couldn’t be shot on sight. Their arrival also exacerbated her rapidly growing paranoia. It didn’t help that, in 1973, an enormous area of Desolation Sound was declared a provincial marine park, with plenty of camping sites and very little supervision.

        In the early 1970s, Nancy spoke to a reporter from the Powell River News: 

        
            “The stealing by two-legged animals is far worse than the stealing by those on four legs. Someone stole more than half my supply of honey recently. It’s endless what they take: my grain, my hay, my groceries, clams and oysters from the beach. I’ve moved all my grain inside the cabin so people can’t steal it. It’s civilization coming.”

        

        Were the shaggy newcomers in fact stealing from Cougar Nancy, or was she becoming delusional? 

        Terry Plain was a West Coast drifter, and, for a time in the 1970s, he lived in a shack on the Crowther homestead, rent-free, in exchange for working on Nancy’s oyster lease. He has never forgotten his first meeting with Nancy after hearing that the local legend was looking for a farmhand.

        All was quiet when Terry approached Nancy’s old log cabin. As soon as he reached the gate, the dogs started up, and a very stern Nancy Crowther appeared with a rifle. According to Terry, one of Nancy’s dogs was a ferocious Doberman pinscher named Blue. Nancy told Terry to beat it.

        But knowing Nancy needed help, Terry kept coming back, and after about a month of persistence, Nancy finally hired him. Over the next year, Terry worked the oyster lease and lived side by side with Nancy, rooming in a shack on her farm, but he never saw evidence of any theft, though Cougar Nancy would complain about it often. According to Terry, Nancy was so paranoid about getting ripped off that she almost never left her property. She also had a growing aversion to any kind of electricity and began to worry aloud about “them.” 

        The hippies? Terry wasn’t sure. One day, after Terry had been away on vacation, Nancy abruptly fired him, feeling the need to, in her words, “clear the decks.”

        It turns out that Cougar Nancy wasn’t completely paranoid. Vince Kanigan spent a few years of his youth in the late 1970s working with Tla’amin clam diggers. As their skiff charged out into the inlet, Vince always wondered why the diggers powered past what looked like the perfect beach for clams.

        Unaware that it was Crowther’s private lease, Vince and a friend went rogue and hit that beach on their own. After filling three large sacks with what they figured was over $300 worth of clams, they heard dogs and then saw Nancy charging forward in her rubber boots and checkered mac jacket, gun in hand. 

        “Who are you?” she demanded. “And what are you doing here?” 

        The young men knew who she was by reputation, and they were freaked out at getting caught red-handed. Nancy explained in no uncertain terms that they were on her lease, and the only digging done on that beach would be by her. The two apologized profusely and offered to put the clams back, but in the end Nancy softened, as she often did, and told them they could keep the clams as long as they promised to never return. Vince kept the promise. The one or two times he saw Nancy again, she offered a friendly “Cheerio!” as if the poaching had never happened. 

        
            [image: A close-up of the face of an elderly woman with short wavy white hair and light skin tone. She is outside on a sunny day, looking to the right and squinting]
            Nancy Crowther on a sunny day on her property in the early 1980s, a few years before her death. This is one of the most widely used images of the Cougar Queen of Okeover Inlet. Photo courtesy Powell River Museum
        
    





        
        The Yellow Truck 

        Over the years, the Cougar Queen of Okeover Inlet had fielded many interview requests, and she realized that she could manipulate the media to get her story, her problems and her agenda out into the world. Nancy was also a passionate letter writer and could be seen carrying bundles of envelopes to and from the Lund post office. Some of those letters, like the following one, appeared in the Powell River News:

        
            I can’t get into Powell River to the meetings to express my views or to hear others’ views because of the stealing problem I have experienced for over ten years on my property. I must pay someone to stay in my home so I can leave, and it is difficult to find anyone I can trust. I own a large amount of waterfront. I have experienced this stealing ever since I developed it for oyster farming. I came here with my parents in 1927 when there was no connecting road from Lund to Powell River. There was no road to Okeover Inlet either, only a trail, and in these modern times I am finding that I wished it was still the way it was.

            Yours truly, 

            Nancy Crowther, a voice crying in the wilderness

        

        Somewhat surprisingly, Nancy was in favour of a proposal in the late 1970s to create another provincial park, this time on the nearby shore of Okeover Inlet. When interviewed for the News, she said that she hoped the park designation would mean more conservation enforcement, specifically regarding shellfish poaching on her oyster lease. But she also wondered, who would ever want to use a park in the middle of nowhere? The Okeover Arm Provincial Park, also known by the Tla’amin traditional name of Tux̱wnech, was officially opened in 1979, and its entrance is on Crowther Road.

        According to a neighbour named Selina Smith, Nancy had a running battle with BC Hydro over the placement of a transformer that she wanted moved farther away from her log cabin, supposedly because it made her toes tingle. Nancy also had concerns about the electromagnetic rays from the microwave oven at the new restaurant near the government wharf, some two kilometres away. (The restaurant has changed hands a few times, but for years has been the renowned Laughing Oyster.) She was wary as well of a mysterious black boat that apparently moored in the bay in front of her cabin at night but was gone each morning. 

        Nancy began to loathe her telephone. She was on a party line, meaning several different houses used the same service line, so if she picked up the receiver, she would occasionally hear other people talking—her neighbours—which confused her. Nancy eventually disconnected it altogether, effectively cutting herself off from the outside world except for letter mail and in-person visits. When folks like my family arrived on her beach to launch boats, Nancy would keep insisting that car batteries be disconnected. We later learned that this was to prevent “radio waves” from entering her cabin. She intermittently turned people away, including some who had helped her for years, telling once-trusted friends and neighbours to get off her property and not come back. It seemed that only her relatives, or families with children like my sister and me or the occasional reporter, were now allowed.

        By the 1980s, Cougar Nancy felt that the mysterious force she referred to as “them” had managed to get inside her log cabin. During one of our visits while Dad unloaded the car, she told my sister, Heather, and me a story of coming home to find a pot on the boil. Another time her bathtub was full of water. She once found the table was set, English-style, just like her mother would have done, for four people. There were other odd occurrences that she couldn’t explain. These mysterious events completely petrified us—we thought for sure the cabin was haunted. 

        Indeed, the situation spooked Nancy to the point that she covered up all of her furniture with sheets and refused to spend nights in the cabin, returning only in the daylight. When night fell, Nancy would stake out her cabin from a tent pitched in the woods on her hillside, rifle at her side. 

        When winter came and tent living proved too cold and wet, Nancy began to sleep in her beat-up, rusting, yellow Dodge pickup truck, which she would park haphazardly at various blind corners and other dangerous spots along the road. 

        Neighbours would check in on her, knocking on the driver’s side window to see if she was okay. She could often be seen sleeping on the bench seat of the truck with her dogs, her rifle and a thick wool blanket. If Nancy recognized those visiting her truck, she was kind and full of stories, assuring those concerned that she was comfortable. As always, she’d send people off with a “Cheerio!” Due to neighbourly concerns, the Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP) visited Nancy for a wellness check, but they arrived when she was working hard on her oyster lease and didn’t see cause for concern. 

        Many attributed Nancy’s paranoid hallucinations to her being isolated in the wilderness for so many years. There were lots of oddballs and misfits at the end of the road, and Cougar Nancy was one of them. In local terminology, Nancy was suspected to have “gone bush,” a supposedly common affliction amongst isolated forest dwellers, settlers and hermits. But the locals were wrong. 

    





        
        The Will

        
            I believe that cancer is the result of wrong living. I don’t mean evil living; I mean not caring for that most wonderful thing: our body. Worry, stress, overwork, lack of sleep, lack of exercise, and above all, wrong food. We need to face the fact that the body is the temple of our soul. We only have one body. No magician or doctor can work wonders to completely undo the damage our neglect had caused to our most precious belonging: our body.

        

        That is a journal entry of Cougar Nancy’s from sometime in the early 1980s. Throughout her years, Nancy lived a vigorous physical life. She spent most of it outside, in the wilderness, by the ocean. She was constantly moving and had the muscles to prove it. She grew her own fruit, nuts and vegetables and canned the surplus for the winter months. She raised her own livestock for eggs, meat, milk and honey. When she killed a predator, she’d skin it, butcher it and can the meat. She also had that big, bountiful oyster farm. She knew that oysters were one of the great superfoods of the sea, packed with calcium and proteins. If you were ever lucky enough to try Cougar Nancy’s oyster stew, cleaning the bottom of the bowl with a thick slice of Nancy’s homemade bread, it was a gourmet experience. So what was wrong with Nancy? 

        On a rare trip into Powell River in the late 1980s, Cougar Nancy got into a crash in her Dodge pickup truck at a busy intersection. She was seemingly unharmed, as were the occupants of the other car, but the damage to her truck was enough that it couldn’t be driven until fixed. 

        Nancy’s niece Ivy came to the rescue, picking up her aunt and asking her where she wanted to go. Nancy replied that she needed some groceries. She also assured her niece that she could get back to her homestead on her own by taking a taxi. 

        Ivy has never forgotten saying goodbye to her aunt that day. Nancy got out of the car and walked into the store without turning around to offer her trademark “Cheerio!” That struck Ivy as very uncharacteristic.

        Ivy would later find out that Nancy became disoriented in the store and wandered the streets of Powell River, confused, until someone recognized her and took her to the hospital. From there, Nancy was flown to Vancouver General, one of the few flights that she took in her lifetime. In the foreign environment of a large hospital in a modern city, Nancy was informed that she had brain cancer, which explained much of her behaviour, hallucinations and paranoia. The tumour was large and inoperable. 

        Nancy was moved to an extended care unit in Powell River to live out the last few months of her life. Her family would visit, breaking the nurses’ orders by sneaking Nancy two of her favourites foods: peanut butter and ice cream.

        On June 30, 1990, Nancy Crowther died at the age of 71. The Cougar Queen had a small graveside funeral in the Cranberry Cemetery, where both of her parents are buried. Her tombstone reads: In loving memory: Crowther, Ethel A. In parentheses it reads “Nancy” (a nickname no one living remembers being bestowed but which clearly stuck from a young age). Engraved between Cougar Nancy’s birth year of 1918 and the year of her death is the word cheerio.

        Over her lifetime in the wilderness, Cougar Nancy killed a local record of twenty-three cougars, one of them infamously with a rock. She was interviewed by many print and radio media outlets and written about in at least a dozen books. A constant reminder of her legacy in Okeover Inlet is the Crowther Road sign at the junction of Malaspina Road, just up the hill from the government wharf.

        Nancy left behind her many nieces and nephews, along with her “scallywag brother,” as she referred to him in a journal entry. After he was released from prison, Dick Crowther would come and go from the homestead, sometimes living for a while in one of the shacks on the property, but the siblings never got along well, and Dick did little to help out with the chores to keep the farm running, above or below the tideline. Some neighbours suggested that Dick, now deceased, preyed on his sister’s weakening mental state, fuelling her paranoia in an effort to get her off the property that their parents had left to her solely, supposedly because he wanted to log it for profit.

        When Nancy died, Dick assumed that, being the next of kin, the property would go to him to do as he pleased. He received a shock worse than the sting of a lion’s mane jellyfish when his lawyer informed him that, in fact, Nancy had a will, and Dick was not in it. The 135-acre waterfront parcel that the Crowthers had pre-empted in 1927 for $10 was left to Dick’s children. Nancy had outfoxed her brother, even in death.

        In the early 1990s, the Cougar Lady’s nieces and nephews held a vote on whether to sell or keep the property. Two voted to keep it, four to sell. The bulk of the acreage sold for over $1 million. It was subsequently subdivided into the Penrose Bay Estates, a fifty-lot development of full-time and summer residents, including Brian Smith, the guitarist from the rock band Trooper, famous for hits like “We’re Here for a Good Time (Not a Long Time)” and “Raise a Little Hell.” That seemed somewhat fitting, since Cougar Nancy never hesitated to raise a little hell herself. 

        Nancy’s family homestead was kept separate from the development, and the Crowthers’ 1949 split-log cabin still stands. Unfortunately, it became a target for looters and thieves after Cougar Nancy’s death. When Nancy’s niece Ivy checked on the cabin a few months after her aunt’s passing, she heard noises coming from the attic. There were two people up there, rooting through the Crowthers’ possessions of sixty-plus years, and they had already removed many of the antique windows. Ivy kicked them out. 

        In 1999, the cabin and surrounding farm were purchased by the Vallance family and have been lovingly maintained by parents Adam and Laurie and kids Ella and Caleb ever since. When they took possession, they discovered endless sealed jars of mystery meats and fruits that they had to lower down from the attic in a bucket. 

        The Vallances also found a large cardboard box containing many of the journal entries, articles, letters and remembrances included in this story. The property is the home base for Powell River Sea Kayak, the Vallances’ thriving business of twenty-plus years, since, as Cougar Nancy learned to her chagrin, Penrose Bay really is the best launching point for Desolation Sound.

        It was an honour to have met Nancy Crowther and spend time in her presence in my youth. And if you ever find yourself passing by the Cranberry Cemetery just outside Powell River, stop in and take a look around for Nancy’s tombstone. There, you can offer a friendly “Cheerio” to a true coastal legend. 

        
            [image: A log cabin with a pointed roof and sloping eaves all around, in a clearing surrounded by trees. There are wooden platforms on all visible sides at ground level.]
            The Crowther family cabin as it appears now. Eaves have been added at the side and front, but the log structure remains original from 1947. The cabin was even used as a set for a movie, but it wasn’t about the Cougar Lady! It was a thriller starring Adam Beach.
        
    





			Kodachrome

			As our speedboat charged around Selina Point, my kids spotted the cabin with excited shrieks. Eyeing it from the water wasn’t as easy as it used to be. Like my parents, the cabin had also slowly gone grey over the years, its faded silvery wood blending in with the shoreline rocks. Depending on your approach, it’s now almost completely camouflaged by the large, leafy arbutus trees that we have allowed to grow up through the deck to provide us with summer shade and the kids with a natural climbing gym. The forty-year-old cedar-shake roof is mottled with mossy clumps, and, like the deck, is about twenty years past its expiry date. Surrounding that old deck is a new railing, which felt like sticking a bow tie on a pig, but the guardrail was a must for our peace of mind with Josh and Grace dashing about. The railing first went up when the kids were babies, which prompted our neighbours to refer to our newly enclosed deck as “the playpen.” No such railing existed when my sister and I were kids.

			The only unnatural colours we could spot from the ocean were the bright kayaks and our canoe tied up by the front stairs. The canoe, older than both our children, is nicknamed “Bobby Lu,” after former Vancouver Canucks goalie Roberto Luongo. Back in 2010, Luongo and the rest of Team Canada won the Olympic gold medal in men’s hockey, beating Team USA in overtime as the final event of the Vancouver Winter Olympics. My wife and I spilled into the streets to join the celebrating masses and were so swept up with the patriotic party that we were sucked into the vortex of a Canadian Tire store and somehow ended up purchasing a canoe. It became our tradition to haul Bobby Lu the Canoe down to the water’s edge and paddle the family to the annual neighbourhood Canada Day barbeque on Edith Island. 

			I slowed the engine, slid it into neutral and gently directed Big Buck$ nose first toward our rocky spit. In one swift, practised motion I won’t be able to do forever, I hopped over the windshield and onto the bow, stretching out my legs to let my worn-out Natives meet the rocks before the scraped-up fiberglass bow did. 

			Josh followed me, jumping onto the rocks with the agility of a chipmunk. Grace still needed one of us to lift her out of the boat, her head sticking out of her bright-yellow life jacket like a turtle’s. Both kids scrambled up the stairs to the cabin, prancing with excitement. Jill urgently called out for them to be careful.

			“Wait for us!” I yelled.

			Jill and I schlepped our gear over the rocks and up the stairs in multiple trips, the kids helping with the lightest items possible, then racing through the cabin, reminding themselves of their bunk beds, the games and puzzles and their cabin books and toys. As usual, Josh wanted to do everything at once: build a fort, a catapult, a raft, a zip line. All I wanted to build was a buzz. 

			On the wall in the kitchen, curled and faded photos pinned to a peeling corkboard showcased decades of memories that end abruptly in the early 2010s. That’s when digital photography took over and we stopped printing photos. As I heaved a box of groceries onto the counter, I leaned forward at a few pics I had examined a million times: there was wild Wayne Lewis along with Rick Terrell, eating lunch on a beam when they helped build the cabin in the late 1970s. There was the Hermit, Russell Letawsky, joining us for Thanksgiving back in the 1980s. And there was our neighbour from Tacoma, Washington, Candy, in the 1990s, bending over to show off her nickname boldly embroidered across the rear end of her bathing suit: Handy Candy. And the mighty giant, Bernard the German, helping Dad raise a flagpole in the 2000s. So many shots of Mom and Dad, and my sister and me, when it was only the four of us year after year.

			When my sister and I were kids, our parents pledged to visit the cabin at least once a month all year round, so there were also faded photos on the corkboard of Desolation Sound in snow and ice. Because of the natural runoff from low-lying lakes and rivers that flow into the saltwater inlets of the Sound, the top few inches on the ocean’s surface are often fresh. In the summer, that’s one reason the water in the Sound is so warm. In a high-pressure winter cold snap, which brings sunny days and temperatures below freezing, the saltwater inlets can ice over between slow-moving tides. In nearby Kahkaykay Bay the ice can be thick enough for seagulls and ducks to walk on. 

			During one of those deep cold snaps in the early years, Mom, Heather and I huddled in a frozen heap trying to escape the biting wind in our little aluminum skiff. It was taking forever to get back to the wharf from the cabin through the ice. Dad would rev the outboard to get the skiff up and onto the ice, then allow the weight of the boat to break through. We’d move forward a few feet and do that over and over again. If the ice was too thick to crack under our weight, Dad would stand at the bow and drive an oar blade into the ice to smash it apart as the rest of us shivered under the sapphire skies of January. 

			My parents stuck to the monthly plan for years, but their visits gradually slowed to long weekends during the spring and summer, then, in their senior years, the trips narrowed to only once a year. My sister and her family were the same, coming up for the odd weekend, but missing a year here or there. 

			Josh joined me at the corkboard, pointing to a picture of a thin, bearded hippie leaning beside me when I was eleven years old. The man and I are both holding up freshly caught fish. “Is that Russell the Hermit?”

			“Yep, that’s him.”

			“Did he really live down on the beach?”

			“Yes, he did. Right above the beach in a little homemade shack.”

			“Dad, can you tell us a Russell the Hermit story?”

			“For sure. Did I tell you about the time he—”

			That’s when we heard the woman scream. It tore across the calm salt water and bounced off the granite cliffs that buffered our cabin on three sides. 

			All four of us looked up. Jill squinted through the French doors in the direction of the scream. She spotted it first: breaking through the surface of the ocean was a black, two-metre-high dorsal fin, gleaming in the sunshine. 

			“Orca!” shouted Jill gleefully, stepping out onto the deck and pointing across the bay, off the tip of Dead Man’s Island. 

			“Grace!” exclaimed Josh. “There’s an orca out there.” Josh always felt the need to repeat everything we said to Grace, as if he was some sort of kid-talk translator.

			
					
					[image: Two young children and a man in a canoe, as seen from the other end of the canoe. The children both wear life jackets and hats. The man is mostly hidden behind them, wearing sunglasses and holding up an oar above his head. Mountains densely covered with trees are across the water.]
					Canoe trips on Bobby Lu the Canoe (named after Canucks goaltender Roberto “Bobby Lu” Luongo) became a Canada Day tradition. As you can see, the kids love it! Photo Jill Barber
				
			Grace shouted too. “Orca!” 

			The towering fin was mere feet away from a woman in a tiny plastic kayak. A great exhale burst from the orca’s blowhole, misting the shocked paddler. Her harrowing cries morphed into joyous shrieks of laughter as she realized that she had experienced a once-in-a-lifetime baptism of orca snot.

			We passed the binoculars around as more orcas surfaced like submarines all around the kayaker. In a moment they had cruised right past her like she wasn’t even there. 

			We could still hear the kayaker laughing hysterically to herself. “Whoo-hoo!” Jill called out, waving from the deck.

			I knew it to be a transient pod that had fortunately chosen our pocket of the Sound to frequent every month or so for the past five years. Whenever we were lucky enough to spot them, it reminded me of one of the favourite mantras of Russell Letawsky, the Hermit of Desolation Sound: “There is always something to see.”

		
	




        
        
            
            [image: A man with chin-length dark wavy hair and light-medium skin tone, seen from the shoulders up. He has a dark beard and moustache, and he is wearing a striped sweater over a collared shirt and a hat with a rounded point and a brim.]
            After resisting the counterculture movement for most of the 1960s, Russell Letawsky eventually gave in and became a full-blown hippie in the early 1970s. He lovingly embraced marijuana, music and the open road. Photo Ruth Sutherland
        
        
        Part 2
            The Hermit of Desolation Sound

        
            “In order to understand the world, one has to turn away from it on occasion.”

            Albert Camus
        

    





			The Gift

			Russell Letawsky once told me about his favourite birthday during his decade of roughing it in the cove next to our family’s cabin. As he described it, it was a fresh and cool September morning. Dew sat heavy on the moss, and a crispness in the salt air carried a strong scent of the upcoming fall season. 

			When we weren’t at the cabin, Russell’s morning ritual was to brew himself a pot of coffee, roll a joint and then amble across the beach. He’d climb up to our rocky spit to sit in the morning sun, enjoying the rays that wouldn’t reach his shack for a few more hours. On that birthday morning, he alternated between satisfying sips of coffee and deep drags on his joint, basking in the warmth of it all.

			Russell heard the orcas before he saw them. Despite their size, that was usually how it happened—they are stealthy and silent hunters but are forced to betray their presence simply by breathing. You’d hear them exhale through their blowholes and then scan the ocean for the black fins. Fall days in Desolation Sound are usually quiet, and an orca’s exhale is distinct—like the crash of a cymbal—and it can travel across water for a considerable distance. 

			What Russell spotted was a family of four or five orcas out in the inlet, marvelling at them from afar. Then to his surprise, the orcas changed direction. The fins weren’t as easy to see because they were headed directly for him. As far as Russell could tell, there were no other neighbours around. The orcas continued to get closer. Russell didn’t move. It was near high tide, and one of his feet, in its lace-up leather hiking boot, dangled a few inches above the water. When the orcas were about thirty metres away, they dove without a ripple, likely chasing a school of herring or a seal. A few minutes passed. Russell glanced around, and he noticed his heart was beating a little faster than it normally would. Then, to his shock, an enormous orca surfaced directly in front of him, letting out its loud blow. 

			“When they do that right in front of you, it’s really goddamn loud!” Russell exclaimed as he told me the story years later.

			Russell jerked his leg up, spilling coffee all over his rough woollen pants as he scrambled to his feet and stumbled backwards, letting out a loud “Whoa, Nelly!” 

			Now Russell’s heart was galloping like a racehorse. His dirty fingers could have reached out and touched the orca in the water directly beneath him. He could see the spectacular creature’s entire black-and-white body, stretching some six metres from nose to tip of tail. The orca rolled onto its side, sticking an enormous pectoral fin up out of the water. The fin seemed as tall as Russell. Russell was so stoned that he was certain the orca was waving at him. He laughed and waved back from what he considered to be a safe distance. While the orca floated there, along the edge of the cliff, Russell cautiously leaned forward for a closer look. Staring wide-eyed into the clear green water, Russell peered directly into the orca’s eye.

			“That eyeball was the size of grapefruit, and it was looking right back at me,” Russell recalled as I listened with rapt attention. 

			“That was one of the most metaphysical experiences of my whole life,” Russell continued. “I didn’t know what to think! At first—holy shit—I freaked out. I had seen those TV shows where killer whales lunge out of the water after a bunch of seals,” Russell chuckled. “Did this one think I was breakfast?

			“But when I looked into that eye, and it looked back at me, I knew it wasn’t going to hurt me. I’m talking about a deep intelligence, an inner peace. I don’t know if it was the dope or that it was my birthday or what, but I felt a kind of calmness come over me. I sensed a kind of higher intellect in that eye than I have ever seen before or since. It was like sharing a moment with a superior being from another planet.”

			Then the orca silently rolled over and was gone, following its pod farther up the shoreline. 

			“I dropped my joint, so I had to relight it,” Russell said. “I lay there on my side on your rock watching them go with a huge grin across my face. I let out a whoop and yelled ‘Happy birthday to me!’ I didn’t move from that spot for another hour or two at least.”

		
	




			The Meeting

			Of all the characters I have been lucky enough to meet in Desolation Sound, the one who arguably had the most impact on my life was the Hermit, Russell Letawsky. His improbable saga of morphing from 1950s Alberta greaser to 1960s downtown Toronto businessman to 1970s West Coast bushman was one of the first Desolation Sound stories that truly fascinated me. 

			I listened to a version of that story on the first afternoon my city slicker family met Russell. Dad had all the confidence in the world, but Mom, my sister, then age eight, and me, age eleven, spent large portions of the stomach-churning drive to get to the cabin wondering what strange creatures might be lurking out there behind our cabin in the forest. On a blazing summer day in the early 1980s, we found out: a hippie philosopher on the run from life.

			We were unloading our supplies on that same rocky spit when Dad first noticed Russell. Although he was sitting along the shoreline in the cove, he was almost completely camouflaged against the forest, since his clothes were various shades of brown and green, and his long dark hair and beard obscured most of his face. A tiny wisp of smoke escaped from a pipe that he raised to his lips. 

			Without a word, the tall, thin figure got up, and in a few loping, Bigfoot-like strides, he crossed the beach and began to climb up the ledge to where our family stood staring.

			“Hello there!” he shouted with a friendly creak in his voice.

			When he was right in front of us, we beheld a weathered hippie about forty years old, with a beard as thick as steel wool. His skin was dark from the sun. His hair, a dirty blend of brown and grey, was tied back in a ponytail. And he was handsome, with bright blue eyes and a flashy grin. Everything about him seemed long and lean: his crooked nose, his legs, his arms, his torso. His body movements were loose and limber like one of those inflatable tube men you see dancing outside of car lots and fast-food restaurants. What impressed me didn’t have the same impact on Dad. He later said that he thought Russell looked like a cross between Willie Nelson and Charles Manson.

			Russell helped us carry our supplies up to the cabin. Once we were settled on the deck, he explained that he had convinced his friend Tom Berryhill to buy the cove lot, and he had that friend’s permission to pitch a tent and live down on the shore of the cove at the edge of the forest for the foreseeable future. Like, long-term. Upon hearing this, Dad couldn’t control his face from contorting into a grimace. Dad was extremely disapproving of hippies. He didn’t even let us listen to The Beatles.

			The jovial hermit masked his own displeasure, but he was none too thrilled to have next-door neighbours either. He had arrived first, before the construction of our cabin, and the constant generator noise, whirring saws and banging hammers for the past eight months had been a source of irritation to his general Zen state. We would later learn that the Hermit of Desolation Sound had travelled a great distance through hardship, mishap and adventure to find the tranquility and solitude that the little cove had to offer, and now a yuppie-conservative family of four, plus dog, was practically on top of him. 

			Mom and Dad asked Russell plenty of questions, Mom politely, Dad with a little more urgency: “Where are you from? What do you do? How did you first discover this place?” I sponged up his answers. At one point Russell reached down to his waist and unsheathed a sizable buck knife. Our eyes widened. The Hermit used the formidable blade to pop the cap off another one of Dad’s beers. Then he stretched out on the stairs of our deck and waved a dirt-encrusted hand toward my parents. “Would you believe that I was once as straight as you two—maybe even straighter? A suit-and-tie guy in the financial district of downtown Toronto?” We fell silent. That’s when the Hermit of Desolation Sound launched into the radical tale that has captivated me ever since.

		
	




			The Greaser

			Russell Letawsky was born in 1942 to a Ukrainian farming family in northern Alberta. He was the middle child of five—two boys and three girls. The siblings helped their parents run their wheat farm in tiny Skaro, Alberta, a dot on the map an hour northeast of Edmonton. It wasn’t a perfect domestic situation. One of Russell’s earliest childhood memories, which he shared with me much later in life, was hearing an odd wailing noise carried on the prairie breeze to the front porch where he was playing. Russell recognized the sound as his mother’s voice. He jumped off the porch to investigate, worried she had hurt herself in the field. He surprised his mom and dad engaged in rough sexual intercourse between the rows of wheat. Russell’s father was so furious at being discovered that he dragged Russell back to the farmhouse and beat him. Throughout his childhood, Russell also observed his father hitting his mom.

			Russell’s oldest sister, Gladys, told me that by his teen years Russell was not only the smartest person in their family, parents included, but was very good-looking and very charming. Once he was able to make trips into the city on his own, he also became a sharp dresser.

			In the late 1950s, youthful rebellion rumbled across North America, thanks mostly to rock ’n’ roll. Russell got swept up by the wild sounds that strained across his radio in Alberta, and he soon became a bona fide greaser. He once described his teenage years to me as a cross between Who Has Seen the Wind and Happy Days, and Russell considered himself the definition of a juvenile delinquent. 

			“I was a teenage sociopath,” he admitted to me during a series of interviews I conducted with him in his old age. Russell explained that he had no sense of moral responsibility, lacked a social conscience and had very little empathy for others in his path. “I was a little shit and didn’t care about anyone but myself.” Russell suggested he got over this in his early twenties, which I tended to believe, because we didn’t see that type of behaviour when we knew him in Desolation Sound, but others close to him would argue otherwise. 

			In the ’50s, Russell had his own gang that challenged rivals to rumbles. He earned the crook in his nose when he found himself on the wrong end of a tire iron swung by a rival gang member in a lot behind a gas station after hours. 

			Russell also stole cars—lots of them—for the sheer thrill of joy-riding at top speed down arrow-straight prairie dirt roads with the radio cranked. He eventually got caught and was thrown into juvenile detention, much to his mother’s shame and his father’s rage. 

			Russell’s well-behaved and responsible older brother Jim also disapproved. Russell looked up to his brother, so by the time he finished school, Russell had done his best to straighten out. But tragedy struck in the early 1960s when Jim was killed in a skiing accident near Wells, BC. His brother’s death hit Russell hard. Now he had to go forward on his own. He didn’t want to become a self-described “hayseed” like the other lifers in his prairie town, so he headed for the coast. 

			In Vancouver, Russell bought the finest clothes he could afford—starched white-collar shirts, crisp three-button suits and thin black ties. He fashioned his hair in a close crop and landed a job as a salesman at Debbie’s Shoes at the corner of Granville and Robson Streets. Considering where he wound up, Russell’s politics were surprisingly opposite to those of the burgeoning youth culture of the day. During the ’60s he leaned hard to the right and was as straight as his skinny black tie. 

			Russell had lofty aspirations. Vancouver seemed like too much of a frontier town to him, so he moved on to Toronto to make his fortune. He tried to launch several careers, including one as a private investigator, where he would tail and photograph people caught in the act of illicit affairs. When that “didn’t work out” for reasons he would never tell me, he landed a position with a telecommunications firm and joined the Junior Board of Trade. Russell believed that he had arrived. He soon married Lucy, a young woman also from the Edmonton area, and they had a baby daughter.

			Toronto’s Bohemian folk scene was in full swing by then in York-ville, Canada’s version of Greenwich Village. But for Russell, the clean-shaven, right-wing, nattily attired businessman from Alberta, Yorkville was a gong show to be avoided. He was also staunchly anti-drugs.

			
					[image: A man with short-medium length, middle-parted dark wavy hair that has a grey streak in the front. He is seen from the shoulders up and has a dark beard and moustache and a pipe in his mouth. He is smiling and looking at the camera, but part of the smile is hidden behind the pipe.]
					Russell began his transformation from straight-laced businessman to pipe-smoking bearded philosopher in the late 1960s and early ’70s. I still have fond memories of that pipe smoke. Photo Russell Letawsky 
				
			“I was a yuppie when everyone else was a hippie!” he loved to repeat over beers at the cabin. 

			Mike Nash, Russell’s brother-in-law, remembered Russell meticulously pressing his dress pants and white shirt with a hot iron every morning before leaving for work. 

			Then, in the late 1960s, one of Russell’s co-workers invited him on a canoe trip. The proposed journey would take them from central northern Ontario to the shores of James Bay. Russell didn’t know what to make of the invitation. The farm boy was a city guy now. 

			“Back then I didn’t even have a pair of running shoes,” Russell said. “I only had formal business clothes, really nice duds. I didn’t have a pair of jeans, or any of that kind of stuff. Thinking back on it, I guess I was worried it was going to be some kind of Canadian-style Deliverance.” Nonetheless, Russell’s co-worker talked him into the trip.

			“So there we were on this one-week trip down the Moose River to Moosonee,” recounted Russell. “A whole week on the river, all on our own, the four of us. We had all the fights and everything else you would expect, but something happened on that journey. I found a part of me that I didn’t know existed. Running the rapids in the river felt like the same kind of freedom I got behind the wheel of a hot car in Alberta, except this time I wasn’t being run down by the cops. For the first time in my life, I realized that I saw everything so much clearer when I was in nature.”

			After the fateful canoe trip, Russell trekked into northern Ontario on an increasingly regular basis.

			“Uninhabited country,” explained Russell. “No roads, no trails, no train tracks. Sometimes it was for a long weekend, sometimes longer, and I started changing. Big time. That was 1969.”

			Russell spent as much time as he could in wild places, away from the city, and it put a serious strain on his marriage. His wife didn’t share his about-face enthusiasm for unhabituated wilderness. She wanted Russell to stay in the city and try a different kind of escape.

			“She was intrigued by marijuana and drugs and stuff like that,” remembered Russell. “I liked a little bit of booze, but that’s all. Okay, maybe I liked a lot of booze. But I thought marijuana was evil, like heroin, and we had some big arguments about it. Finally, we went to a party hosted by a stockbroker friend of mine from Bay Street, and my wife convinced me to try it. Everyone would be upstairs in the kitchen toking up and then they’d go downstairs to where the party was, so she coaxed me into doing the same. We sat there toking and toking, and people would come by and say, ‘Are you still here? Aren’t you stoned yet?’ ” Russell recounted with a chuckle. “No, I told them—don’t feel anything. Then we stood up! Holy shit, Grant, the whole room was swaying back and forth. Lucy couldn’t even walk down the stairs!”

			“But listen to this,” Russell uttered almost under his breath, as if someone might be listening in. “My wife hated that experience. She never tried pot again. But I loved it.”

			Russell’s older sister Gladys told me that Russell’s life changed quickly once he was regularly smoking marijuana. His buzz-cut hair grew longer, and his clean-shaven face sprouted a beard for the first time.

			Russell also convinced Lucy they should become regular attendees at a nudist camp, which Russell loved but Lucy was uncomfortable with. Despite her modesty, somehow Russell also convinced his wife to enroll in the 1970 Miss Nude World pageant. She came in second.

			According to Russell’s brother-in-law, Mike, Russell was making pretty good money and was finally getting hip to the music of the era. “I remember he had just bought a new, space age–looking white stereo with spherical-shaped speakers that he was immensely proud of.” 

			When he came home from work, Russell would take off his suit, strip naked, spark up a joint, crank up a Creedence Clearwater Revival LP, and sink into a white beanbag chair directly in front of the speakers to enjoy. The riff ’n’ reefer combo could be heard and smelled down the block. When an older woman who lived a few doors down marched over to complain, Russell opened the door buck naked with his head in a cloud of purple pot smoke. The neighbour let out a shriek and took off. 

			The lifestyle changes were too much for Lucy. Fights became loud, nightly occurrences in their row of townhouses in North Toronto. In the early 1970s, Russell and Lucy separated. She moved back home to Alberta with their daughter, leaving Russell in Toronto alone.

			During this period of upheaval and personal awakening, Russell was also increasingly dissatisfied with his sales career. He enrolled at York University and took a diverse array of courses, most of which he excelled at. He was drawn to philosophy and took a particular liking to Friedrich Nietzsche, which would trigger yet another life-altering choice.

		
	




        
        The Road

        In the early 1970s, a particular passage in Nietzsche’s The Gay Science captured Russell’s full attention and imagination: amor fati, Latin for “love of fate,” or more specifically, “love your fate,” an enthusiastic belief that everything that happens is meant to be. Russell read the passage over and over again, and with the help of trips to the wilderness and his marijuana use, he claimed that he “felt the clouds of his mind lifting.”

        His hard-earned yuppie lifestyle suddenly felt as empty as the beer bottles scattered on his back porch. On a 33°C August day that dripped with one hundred percent humidity, Russell stood on the sidewalk in his suit, shoulder to shoulder with the rest of the business class, waiting for the walk signal on a busy corner in downtown Toronto. Through the haze of the unforgivably steamy city, Russell Letawsky snapped.

        Forget about the rat race: at that moment Russell felt as insignificant as an ant. Every morning of every day, following all the other worker ants into smog-choked concrete and steel. For what? 

        Russell had a new girlfriend named Danielle who shared his enthusiasm for the wilderness and was also a self-described psychic. She had a great job and didn’t want to leave it, but Russell was relentless in his need to get away. Finally, when Danielle successfully applied for a job transfer to Edmonton, the trek to the West was on. 

        Russell, Danielle and five of their cats piled into Russell’s gigantic boat of a car, a 1969 green Plymouth Fury III. They hit the road with the FM radio cranked and the windows wide open. According to Russell, the cats loved the road, but for the two perpetually stoned hippies, it was a foreboding trip. 

        “We had some really strange experiences,” remembered Danielle when I tracked her down years later at her Ontario home. “Russell was a good driver and very steady on the road. I fell asleep one night and woke up to the sound of crunching. When I looked out the window, it was as if the road was moving. It was a mass of grasshoppers, all over the road, and we were driving over them. It was the strangest thing, for several kilometres. At another point, we drove through a forest fire. The flames rose at least ten to fifteen feet, on both sides of the highway, and we were being hustled through by the RCMP.”

        Through a stoned haze, Russell insisted on interpreting the fire and grasshoppers as apocalyptic warning symbols, not of what lay ahead but of what they were leaving behind. 

        “We’re doing the right thing, babe!” he would excitedly shout, with one cat on his lap and another on the dashboard. 

        They arrived in Edmonton in the thick of the 1970s oil boom, so there were no available rentals. Much to the chagrin of his older sister, Russell and Danielle wound up camping in Gladys’s backyard.

        While Danielle worked, Russell drank beer and smoked pot. Unemployed and idle, he soon grew restless and resentful, newly inspired to extend his journey to the ocean. 

        “It was incredible how many courses he aced at York,” Danielle recalled, “including calculus. But he drank so much. He was essentially a very intelligent barstool philosopher. And yet for all his smarts, Russell became obsessed with silly things like the sasquatch.”

        At the time, a “Bigfoot” craze had bombarded its way into North American pop culture in the form of blurry photos, books, news articles, TV shows, toys and even an FBI investigation. Sightings were happening everywhere from Northern California to BC. In Canada, the mythical creature was known as sasquatch (sesqec), an ancient Salishan term for a wild bushman. Russell’s imagination had been captured by the elusive hairy beast, and he was convinced that he would see one for himself if he could only get to BC. 

        The frustration and arguments between Russell and Danielle escalated. Some of them involved Russell imitating his father by lashing out and hitting Danielle. The couple broke up, and Russell continued westward with a one-eyed cat named Old Satan. Despite the souring of their relationship and the abuse she faced, Danielle considered Russell to be one of the most fascinating, if infuriating, people she had met in her lifetime.
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            Russell the Hermit almost always had a dog by his side throughout his life in the wilderness. Here’s Russell sitting on the steps of our cabin in the mid-1980s with our dog Pete (left) and his dog Loop. Photo Jean Lawrence
        
        “I paid all the bills, and he could never acknowledge that he was wrong,” continued Danielle. “I thought he was mentally ill and needed to heal his imbalances. Maybe he could do that on the coast searching for sasquatches. I even tried to track him down out there a few times. And I’ve never stopped loving him, all these years later.” 

        By the fall of 1975, Russell had made it to BC and was working around the Interior, having landed a gig photographing the winners of bowling tournaments, another craze of the era. 

        In a bowling alley in Kamloops, Russell met a beautiful woman named Audrey, who was working behind the counter renting bowling shoes. He slathered on the charm, and they were soon dating.

        By the time he arrived in Kamloops, Russell had made the complete transition from businessman to hippie, living by choice in a tent—paid for by Danielle—on the outskirts of town. On the weekends, he searched the surrounding woods for signs of the sasquatch and did some gold prospecting in the creeks.

        On dates with Audrey, Russell learned that her hippie sister, Linda, and Linda’s wild boyfriend, Wayne, had recently purchased an off-grid coastal property. Their plans were to homestead their lot from the ground up, live off the land and sea and be completely self-sustaining. That concept sounded awesome to Russell.

        “Where is this place, exactly?” Russell asked Audrey over coffee and crashing bowling pins.

        “Someplace called Desolation Sound,” Audrey replied. “It’s near a town called Lund, I think.” As it turned out, Linda and Wayne were two of the first people to purchase a lot from Dad. 

        Soon the wheels in Russell’s brain were spinning at the possibilities. The next day, he went to the library and looked up maps for Desolation Sound. To his delight, he realized that, on the eastern backside of the Coast Mountain Range from Desolation Sound was an area he was already hoping to explore: the confluence of Meager Creek and the Lillooet River, which drained into Harrison Lake. All of it was supposedly prime sasquatch country. Russell hatched a scheme that would turn into the adventure of a lifetime.

    





        
        The Trek

        Much like Russell had pressured his then-wife into the Ontario wilderness, and his then-girlfriend Danielle to travel west, he tried to convince his new girlfriend Audrey to journey to the Coast. His ambitious plan was to hike as the crow flies to Linda and Wayne’s new property, without following any train tracks, roads or human-made trails, over the epic and towering Coast Mountain Range, which rose from the ocean like the jagged teeth of a sawblade. 

        After Russell laid on the charm and persuasion, Audrey agreed. Russell found himself light on cash—again—so he cajoled Audrey to foot most of the bill as they gathered the supplies they would need for weeks in the bush.

        Bedrolls, tarps, rucksacks, freeze-dried food, emergency flares, canteens, a compass, a topographical map, a machete, rope and, for Russell, an M1 rifle with a thirty-bullet clip. They also brought along an ounce of marijuana and some hallucinogenic drugs they were saving for the summit of the range.

        Audrey didn’t have a lot of hiking experience and didn’t even own a pair of hiking boots, so Russell took her to the local outfitters, where he picked out the best set of boots her money could buy. They started training for their journey in the foothills of Kamloops. Audrey took a month off work for the trek and a visit with her sister, and finally they were set. 

        Russell did a landslide of preparation for the trip, in terms of what to bring, and did deep-dive research into the flora and fauna of the region, as well as the sasquatch, which he was still convinced was real. But he had little information on the geological nature of the area that he had chosen for them to cross over. He trusted that what he saw on the maps was what he would find when they arrived, basing their route on the shortest distance from the Interior to the Coast. 

        
            
            [image: A man straddling a large fallen tree that is bridging a rapidly flowing creek several feet below. He is wearing overalls over a white shirt and holding a fishing rod, facing away from the camera. The rocky shore and trees can be seen behind.]
            Russell attempting to fish in the raging Meager Creek. He didn’t catch anything. Photo Audrey Stremick
        
        What Audrey and Russell didn’t know was that the route Russell had chosen—following Meager Creek up into the mountains—was one of the most seismically unstable areas in the Coast Mountain Range. In fact, scientists have posited that Mount Meager, which is a volcano, could be the most volatile mountain and most active avalanche area in all of Canada. 

        Friends drove the pair as close as they could to the confluence of the Lillooet River and Meager Creek near Pemberton Meadows, BC. On September 1, 1977, Audrey and Russell entered the bush. Russell’s pack weighed about sixty-five pounds, Audrey’s about thirty-five. 

        Within an hour of hiking along a decommissioned forestry road to find their entry point into the bush, Russell realized he was too heavily weighed down. He had ambitious plans to capture a sasquatch on film and to document their trip in photographs, but his camera equipment was cumbersome: the various straps, cases, lenses and stands were affecting his mobility. He was planning to wrap up the gear and stash it in the forest to pick up later, when they spotted a lone figure on the road ahead. 

        It wasn’t Russell’s sasquatch, but rather a survey geologist, rugged and muddy and weighed down with his own equipment. He offered the pair a friendly greeting, but when he heard of their plans, the geologist sized them up and extended an ominous warning, strongly suggesting they take heed. Two years before, on July 22, 1975, a massive avalanche killed four geologists who were conducting geothermal studies in the area for BC Hydro. They had been working on a sandbar at the confluence of Meager and Devastation Creeks when the slide hit. 

        
            [image: A man seen from behind walking in the woods by a creek. He is wearing a hat and a long-sleeved shirt and pants, and carrying a large backpack that is bigger than his torso and has equipment attached to the outside.]
            When Russell and Audrey started their trek, Russell was heavily ladened with a sixty-five-pound pack that he was forced to manoeuvre through the thick forest. Photo Audrey Stremick
        
        
            [image: A woman standing in the woods, next to the same large backpack from the previous photo. She is smiling and looking at the camera, holding a walking stick in her right hand and resting a foot on a log. She is wearing a hat, a short-sleeved shirt and long pants, as well as a large backpack of her own.]
            Audrey posing by Russell’s pack with the jagged Coast Mountain Range looming in the background. Despite her smile, Audrey had misgivings about their adventure from the outset. Photo Russell Letawsky
        
        According to a Vancouver Sun article, “the slide originated in a glacier and plowed down the narrow valley to the Lillooet River, gouging out tree-covered slopes on either side of Meager Creek for a distance of about one and a half miles. It was a huge mass of mud, rock and chunks of ice about a quarter of a mile wide and up to 100 feet deep.” 

        The slide hit so fast that the men, who were equipped with two-way radios, didn’t even have a chance to send out a mayday. They were buried alive, and it was right where Russell and Audrey were headed. The geologist in front of them had been sent in to take a sample from another recent landslide. Besides the instability of the slopes, he warned them, the bush in September was thick with grizzlies fattening up for the winter.

        Audrey wanted to reconsider the adventure right then and there, but Russell was confident, patting the folded map in his breast pocket and the rifle slung over his back.

        “We’re well prepared for anything!” he declared, trying to assure both the geologist and Audrey. “Seen any sasquatch?”

        The geologist smiled, his teeth a pearly contrast to his muck-covered face. He assumed Russell was kidding. Russell did admit to the geologist that they were a little overloaded. The man reluctantly agreed to heft most of Russell’s camera equipment to his waiting truck so that Russell could collect it in Vancouver at journey’s end. The geologist handed Russell his card, slung the camera gear onto his shoulders and wished the pair good luck. With a wave, he continued walking in the direction of civilization. It was all Audrey could do to stop herself from running after him. The geologist was the last human they would see for a long time.

        “Are you sure we’re up for this, Russ? Grizzlies? Avalanches?”

        “The bears will steer clear, and the avalanches are one in a million, babe. Let’s have some lunch, a toke—it’ll be fine.”

        Audrey still clearly remembers that after another hour or two of hiking, before they ran out of any semblance of the road, the two came across a plaque memorializing the geologists who had been killed: Charles Leighton, forty-eight, Robert Smith, thirty-one, Donald Rupert, thirty, and Solita Moraal, twenty-eight.

        Russell found a nearby flat rock and scratched the message “Audrey and Russell were here, Sep 1 1977.” From there, the hike became a bushwhacking expedition, far more challenging than anything they had trained for in the wide-open, arid terrain around Kamloops. Their packs repeatedly got hung up on bushes and overhanging limbs, as they followed Meager Creek into total wilderness. 

        Russell remained full of positivity, even as the journey became more and more of a slog. On the second day, they came across a massive mound of debris, the remnants of the slide, that completely covered the creek. Once they climbed over it, they discovered a large lake that wasn’t on Russell’s map. The avalanche had completely rearranged the terrain. They had to backtrack to get around the lake, as well as more obstacles like slide debris, waterfalls, swamps, submerged trees, and deadfall, always having to guess at which was the safest route.

        The two had been looking forward to soaking in the Meager Creek natural hot springs, but that landmark too was a casualty of the recent seismic activity—they could see the steam rising through the rubble, but the pools were buried.

        “We were never walking in a straight line,” Russell sighed many years later. “By day two we were probably adding about thirty percent more distance to our journey from the backtracking and sidestepping alone.” 

        After a couple of days, Audrey was exhausted and told Russell that his “whole deal” was crazy. She wanted out. Russell was quick to calm her down with a joint, urging her to press on and to follow The Dream. “His dream,” as Audrey would later point out to me. But she sucked it up and bravely moved forward into further treacherous terrain.

        Other than coming face to face with a stinky wolverine, which hightailed it in the opposite direction, likely shocked at discovering animals that smelled worse than itself, they didn’t see any evidence of a sasquatch—or any other wildlife to speak of. That was until about two weeks into their gruelling journey, when Russell and Audrey spotted a grizzly bear—the champion of the forest—bulldozing through low brush on the other side of a valley. Later that same afternoon, they came across much closer and more unnerving evidence. 

        “We found this nice flat gravel bar alongside the creek with all these blueberry bushes, perfect for camping,” Russell detailed. “It was around three or four in the afternoon. As usual, Audrey wanted to keep going, but I liked to set up camp early, and this was a great spot, or so I thought. I was always keeping a lookout for Bigfoot tracks, and when I was sticking in one of the tent pegs, I looked down into the sand and my eyes popped. I called Audrey over. And there I was with both of my boots in one very fresh track.” But the big foot wasn’t Bigfoot. “It was the front paw print of what must have been a huge grizzly. I guess when we came up there, the grizzlies took off. The camp was already set up and I didn’t want to move it, but we realized that these bears were all around us. We couldn’t see them, but I’m sure they could see us. I think Audrey stayed awake for most of the night.” 

        The night was thankfully uneventful, but Audrey’s nerves were fried. They were a full two-week hike from any semblance of civilization in any direction. That morning on the creekside gravel bar, Russell finally admitted that the threats were real.

        He lit a joint and, while exhaling, explained to Audrey that if either of them were to get seriously hurt, by falling or getting mauled by a bear, it would be up to the other to stitch the person up and keep going. Audrey refused, saying she’d shoot off one of their emergency flares instead.

        They packed up their camp but were soon forced to leave the creekside when it descended into a roaring canyon. The pair climbed up until they were hiking along a high and narrow rocky ledge—mountain goat country—with the creek raging hundreds of metres below them. When Russell turned to warn Audrey to watch her step, in an instant, to Audrey’s horror, he was gone. 
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            In the first few days of the trek, Russell and Audrey often had to wade through swamps or across bogs. Once they set up camp, they attempted to dry their soggy clothes as best they could, because wet clothes meant for a heavier load the next day. Photo Audrey Stremick
        
    





        
        The Cliff

        I was a very insecure kid when Russell first told me the story of his hike across the mountains, and I couldn’t help but compare Russell to my dad and Audrey to me. The unbroken rainforest that spilled out endlessly behind our cabin became Dad’s adventure playground, and I was expected to accompany him everywhere he went. 

        I would often try to squirm out of the hikes, but Dad wouldn’t let me off the hook. He’d drag me along, deeper and deeper into the forest, far from the security of the cabin and wide-open beachfront. I had terribly wonky knees, which would painfully dislocate if I wasn’t careful about exactly where I was placing each step of my runners. Always pushing my glasses up my nose, I was often concentrating so hard on where I put my feet that I missed the emerald surroundings my father would marvel at.

        Dad was always coming up with different reasons to get me into the woods. One summer morning at the cabin, when I around thirteen, he announced that several of our cabin neighbours were wondering where their private property ended and where the common property of the strata began. Therefore “we” needed to survey some of the lots to mark their back property lines, which could often be an acre or two into the forest. 

        “Let’s go stake ’em out,” he declared eagerly.

        I looked up from Tintin’s Prisoners of the Sun. 

        “What does that mean, Dad?”

        “It means that you need to get your runners on,” he answered, while he gathered his hatchet and several wooden property stakes that he shoved into my appropriated North Shore News delivery bag.

        Dad and Russell had worn myriad trails throughout the forest, but the property lines didn’t necessarily line up with the trails. I dreaded bushwhacking, but that didn’t matter to Dad. He was pulling his shoes on by the cabin door and expecting me to do the same. Reluctantly, I folded the corner of the page.

        Soon we were forcing our way through the sharp limbs of manzanita bushes, a kind of knurled little sister to the arbutus tree, following Dad’s survey map and compass through the underbrush. Dad’s orienteering soon led us to the bottom of a near-vertical ten-metre cliff. He started climbing.

        “Uh, Dad? What are you doing?” I questioned nervously. 

        “If I’ve figured this correctly,” he grunted, “the property line for this lot is right at the top of this cliff,” as he made his way up.

        “But shouldn’t we find some way to go around?” I urged. “Maybe go back to the trail?” 

        “Just stay right behind me. Put your hands where I had my feet.”

        A year and a half earlier, I had fallen off a cliff alongside the Trans-Canada Highway in our hometown of West Vancouver, busting up both my knees and concussing myself. That time I was with irresponsible friends, a story that I tell in gruesome detail in my book The Lonely End of the Rink. This time I was with my dad, but still, the level of risk seemed to far outweigh the make-work purpose of our task. I didn’t want to appear like the frightened kid I was, and so I did what I was told. Soon we were both halfway up the cliff. 

        “Hey, these are making it easy,” Dad exclaimed, grabbing on to an exposed arbutus root. “They’re just like handles!” 

        Crack.

        The root Dad had gripped was rotten and broke off in his hand. He slipped from his perch and fell backwards, and, as he had instructed, I was right behind him. He slammed into me like a sack of rocks, knocking me loose too. We were falling helplessly through mid-air like James Stewart in Rear Window. 

        I landed flat on my back, and all 165 pounds of my dad’s muscle came down directly on top of me. After a moment, he scrambled around to face me. 

        “Grant! Are you okay?”

        I couldn’t understand why, but I didn’t feel a thing. The last time I fell off a cliff, I crashed hard on my face in roadside gravel. I had expected the worst from this fall too, to be mangled, with broken bones or worse. But it felt like I had landed on Grandma’s feather bed. Maybe I was in shock. Maybe the pain would soon charge forward like an enraged grizzly. But it never did.

        Dad got to his feet. 

        “Can you stand?”

        Slowly I sat up, confused. I straightened my glasses and looked around. By some miracle we had landed on a mattress of rainforest-green moss, easily a metre thick. When I got to my feet, there was a perfect indentation of my body in the bed of moss.

        “Well, uh, that was lucky, eh?” laughed Dad nervously, giving me a one-armed half hug. He looked me over and pulled some moss from my hair. “You sure you’re okay? Probably best not to mention this to Mom. Why don’t we go back to the trail?”
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            My dad used to drag me reluctantly into the forest behind the cabin all the time. Now I’m doing it with my son. Photo Grant Harder
        
        
            [image: A tree in the woods, with several weathered painted wooden signs attached to its trunk. Some are worn to the point where they are illegible. Some of the signs that are still legible read, Mullan's Rock; Lawrences; and Lloyd Grace Harbour.]
            The neighbourhood sign tree can be found at one of the main junctions of our network of trails in the forest behind our cabins.
        
    





			The Chicken of the Woods

			When turning to caution Audrey of their treacherous terrain, Russell had slipped on some loose rocks and went tumbling helplessly down hundreds of metres of the canyon slope. He disrupted stones and boulders and left an opaque, billowing brown cloud of dust in his wake. He finally crashed to a stop at the canyon bottom, near the creek bed. When the dust cleared, Audrey spotted him. Russell lay motionless, and she thought he was dead. 

			At the bottom of the slope, Russell was conscious but in shock with the wind knocked out of him. He lay very still, trying to catch his breath and figure out if he was hurt, and, like me, he waited for the pain to come. After a few moments, he sat up. Then he gingerly got to his feet. Miraculously, none of those cascading rocks or boulders had hit him. Save for a few scrapes on his hands and elbows, Russell was shaken up but fine. 

			“I’m okay!” he called up to Audrey, but she couldn’t hear him over the roar of the creek. “What?!” she screamed back, raising her arms in confusion. Russell signalled with two thumbs up raised high. Still at the top of the ridge, Audrey let out a huge sigh of relief and plunked herself down on a flat rock to catch her own breath and slow her heart. 

			Russell had managed to slip down that slope mostly on his backside, which was protected by his large and heavy rucksack. It absorbed most of the damage, and even that wasn’t too bad. Slowly, he made his way back up to Audrey, who threw her arms around him and burst into tears.

			Russell and Audrey thought the hiking would get easier as the forest thinned into Mount Meager’s alpine, but they occasionally had to traverse shale: ever-sliding, sharp, flat rocks found on steep mountainsides. Russell described it as if they were hiking up a hill covered in broken dinner plates. As they inched ever closer to the glacier and the summit of the range, Russell noticed with considerable alarm that their food, which he carried, was quickly running out. When he told Audrey this, they were two and a half weeks in, and she worried that they were never going to get out of there alive. 

			“Light up a flare, Russ,” she insisted. “Let’s make a big red cross, an S.O.S. with rocks, anything!” She thought they could probably catch the attention of one of the occasional helicopters or planes they saw. Russell told her that there was no way they were getting a helicopter ride out unless one of them broke their leg. Audrey glared at him. “So then break my leg.”

			This time, Audrey angrily refused Russell’s offer of another joint. They pressed on to the glacier. It was now a shorter distance to the Coast than it was to go back. 

			It took them longer to cross the glacier than Russell had predicted, so he had more bad news for Audrey: he believed that it was too dangerous to camp directly on the glacier, so he attached a fifteen-metre rope to their waists. They inched along the seven-kilometre snowy crossing in one shot, trying to avoid falling into potentially deadly ice crevasses. 

			Three weeks after they had been dropped off on the logging road back in Pemberton Meadows, and with their food almost gone, the frail twosome scrambled up a final ridge. Russell put his hands on his bony hips and exhaled.

			“Would you look at that,” he said with wonder. Far below, partially shrouded in clouds, were the winding, deep-green saltwater inlets of Desolation Sound, British Columbia. 

			Their celebration was short. They forgot all about the LSD they had packed for that moment. Russell and Audrey were starving, and they still had a long way to go. The next morning, they pushed on down the western mountainside through the alpine. Some of the thick, near-impenetrable salal bushes still offered some ripe berries, and the pair picked and ate as many of the dark little furry fruits as they could. 

			By the time they reached the shade of the coastal rainforest, the only food they had left was a little piece of beef jerky and some garlic. They were exhausted and burning an immense number of calories every day. The salal berries, though extremely high in antioxidants, weren’t enough. They picked seed pods from skunk cabbage and scraped lichen off rocks. Mushrooms abounded, but Russell was nervous at first about eating any of them. He had studied the mushrooms in his field guide but had left the book at home, thinking it was too heavy to bring.

			Then Russell spotted something that he remembered reading about in the guide: the so-called “chicken of the woods.” It was easy to notice because it stood out, ranging from bright orange to pale yellow, an edible fungus, he recalled, that grew in wavy, shelf-like patterns on the sides of tree trunks and nurse logs. And it tasted like chicken, apparently. They sliced it, diced it and, along with the garlic, jerky and salal berries, mashed it into what they hoped would not be their last supper. 

			Audrey recounted later that Russell had her try the stew first. After a few minutes, he asked her, “So how do you feel?”

			“Hungry!” Audrey replied as she wolfed down the stew. The fact that she hadn’t dropped dead seemed enough of a test for Russell, and he joined in.

			The next morning, they ate the leftovers for breakfast. With renewed energy, they pushed downhill through the dense forest. That afternoon, Russell wanted to set up camp, but Audrey resisted, and for once he agreed to keep going. Audrey didn’t want to waste daylight. She sensed that they were close to actually surviving their adventure. 

			“Okay,” sighed Russell reluctantly. “We’ll walk for another fifteen minutes.” 

			Ten minutes later, they were shocked to stumble onto a gravel logging road. They followed the steep switchback downhill, and in a few moments, they emerged onto a broad mountainside clear-cut.

			Russell and Audrey spotted a lone tractor grappling with a log halfway across the cut. The pair shouted and waved their arms excitedly as they picked their way across the slash. When they were within about thirty metres, the tractor stopped. Slowly, with a rusty squeal, the door opened. 

		
	




        
        The Inlets

        A logger emerged from the tractor wearing dirty overalls, a short-sleeved shirt and a crumpled trucker hat. He was astonished at the sight of two giddy, bone-skinny hippies in the middle of his remote clear-cut. The logger was the first human Russell and Audrey had seen since the geologist a full twenty-eight days earlier. They shouted and leapt in happiness, causing the logger even more confusion. 

        After a rapid-fire explanation from Russell, the logger kindly loaded the exhausted couple into his nearby pickup truck for the steep, spine-altering ride down the mountain to a logging camp at the head of Toba Inlet, north of Desolation Sound.

        “In that last week or so all we could think about was food,” Russell told me years later. “You know what we hungered for? I hadn’t had a hamburger for years and years, but that’s the thing I hungered for most. All Audrey wanted was an orange. And guess what that guy had in his lunch bucket? An orange!”

        Pemberton Meadows to Toba Inlet is roughly 120 kilometres as the crow flies. With all of the twists and turns, backtracking and bushwhacking, climbing and sliding, Russell and Audrey figured they had hiked more than double that distance, an average of about ten kilometres a day through the bush for twenty-eight days. Miraculously, they emerged without any significant injuries, and Russell’s compass orienteering was accurate.

        Oh, and the ounce of marijuana they had brought along to enhance the trip? After Russell’s fall, neither of them touched the grass again, nor did they ever use the acid they had with them. Russell told me that he was “stoned on the experience.” Besides, as they grew weaker and hungrier, they realized all the weed did was make them ever the more ravenous. They also needed to keep their wits about them at all waking hours.

        
            [image: A man with short dark hair and medium skin tone, standing at a piece of logging equipment. He is looking at the camera with his hands on the machine, and wearing dark overalls with a dark shirt and a baseball cap that reads Cat.]
            Here’s the bemused logger that discovered Audrey and Russell jumping for joy at the sight of him in his clear-cut high above Toba Inlet. Photo Russell Letawsky
        
        Russell and Audrey’s 1977 trek across the mountains would become the stuff of legend along the trails and in après-hiking beer parlours along the Sunshine Coast, so much so that a man who heard Russell’s epic tale decided to recreate the journey. Russell advised against it, but Brian Couche and Shea Whalen did it anyway in September 2012, a full thirty-five years after Russell and Audrey. The second pair had just as many adventures and near misses and, in the end, came out at about the same spot. But Brian and Shea didn’t get a ride down the hill in a pickup truck. They walked all the way down to the Toba River estuary. Their hike was named for Russell’s favourite philosophical belief: amor fati—love your fate—in honour of Russell and Audrey.

        Meanwhile, with deliciously tangy orange juice running down their chins, Russell and Audrey bounced down the long bumpy switchback in the logger’s rusty pickup. The logger wasn’t sure what the foreman would think of the vagabond hippies, so he smuggled the pair into his camp, snuck them food and gave them a place to lie down. They slept like the dead in a barely furnished plywood-interior bunkhouse trailer they dubbed the “Toba Hilton.”

        The next morning, the logger introduced Russell and Audrey to the rest of the crew. The euphoric pair shared their story over breakfast and bathed in the glacial estuary where the Toba River meets the ocean. Later that day, they hitched a ride on a barge heading south into Desolation Sound. 

        
            [image: A body of water as seen from a moving barge. There is a large swirling wake. Behind the water are tall mountains with trees, one of which has a sprinkling of snow on top.]
            The wake of the logging barge as it wound its way out of the deep Toba Inlet, carrying Russell and Audrey towards their final destination of Desolation Sound.
        
        The cumbersome craft wound its way down the narrow and wild Toba Inlet past towering cliffs on either side, with waterfalls cascading hundreds of metres straight down into the icy pale-tea-green saltwater, the glacial outflow from the Toba River. The barge was close enough to the shore that Russell and Audrey could feel the cool, swirling mist of the falls surround them. “Like standing in a really refreshing car wash,” as Russell later described it. They passed an estuary at the Brem River and spotted several huge grizzlies fishing at the mouth for spawning salmon. It was so much more delightful to see the mighty bears from the safety of a large boat. 

        
            [image: A tall mountain that is densely covered with trees, seen from the water. The mountain's base starts at water level and it rises to a rounded peak that is covered in snow.]
            Russell and Audrey marvelled at the sight of the mighty Mount Addenbroke as they motored past it in Homfray Channel. The mountain is over five thousand feet high; it is the second-highest island peak on the BC coast and one of the highest island peaks in the world. It is now part of the East Redonda Island Ecological Reserve. Photo Russell Letawsky
        
        When the barge rounded a sharp point to steer south, the colour of the ocean suddenly became as dark as the skin of an avocado. They had entered Homfray Channel, soon passing East Redonda Island on the starboard side and the colossal Mount Addenbroke, the second- highest island peak in BC and one of the highest island peaks in the world based on the relatively small circumference of East Redonda. It rose more than 1,500 metres. The mountain is now part of the East Redonda Island Ecological Reserve. Beneath the hull of the barge was some of the deepest water on the coast, reaching depths of up to six hundred metres. The spot is one of the most extreme drops from mountain peak to ocean bottom in all of North America, and yet, the surface water was incredibly warm. When the barge captain made a stop to visit a homestead on the mainland side of the channel, Russell and Audrey delighted at the bath-like saltwater temperatures so late in the season. Both dove in naked to savour the warm salty tingle. It’s in nearby Pendrell Sound, on the other side of Mount Addenbroke, where the warmest ocean water north of Baja, Mexico has been recorded at 30°C. 

        Within an hour or so after leaving the homestead, the barge slid into the stillness of Desolation Sound Marine Park. It was a yachters’ paradise in the summer months, but in late September the slowly chugging barge was the only boat on the water. Behind them rose the epic mountain range they had just crossed, with the distinctive cone of Mount Denman towering over them like a giant wizard’s hat, one of the most dramatic and recognizable peaks on the coast, framed in brazen blue. The weary adventurers sat silently, arm in arm in the fresh ocean breeze, gazing at the pristine scenery and pondering their accomplishment.

        The barge motored past the Curme Islands, a tiny archipelago that kayakers loved to camp on. Galley Bay was next, the site of a famed 1960s hippie commune turned sour. The barge turned southeast into Malaspina Inlet, where the sweeping views of the Coast Mountains were blocked by Zephine Head and the rugged Gifford Peninsula, lined with shoreline arbutus trees twisting up to the sun. Russell and Audrey were bound for a pocket of the Sound newly christened Salubrious Bay by Audrey’s sister Linda and her boyfriend Wayne.

        Once in sunny Salubrious Bay, Russell had forgotten all about his obsession with the elusive sasquatch and took on a new passion: the off-the-grid, boat-access-only oceanic splendour of Desolation Sound. It was more than he dreamed of when he motored west from Ontario, and it was where he wanted to be. 

        Audrey’s sister Linda was far less enthused about Russell’s presence, and she held him at arm’s length. “I thought he barely got my sister out of that alive,” she told me years later, referring to the hike. “I was not impressed with him at all.” Russell and Audrey’s turbulent relationship lasted for another year until Audrey ended it. Linda claimed that Russell had hit her sister—Audrey once showing up to a neighbourhood potluck with an unexplained black eye. Neither Russell nor Audrey would admit to that, but Wayne, a wiry libertarian, had it in for Russell from that moment forward. 

        Russell didn’t take the breakup well. He often showed up drunk on Audrey’s doorstep, begging her to take him back, all the while steering clear of Wayne. Audrey finally moved back to Kamloops, but despite their acrimony, Russell and Audrey would forever be bonded by their adventure across the mountains. 

        As for Russell, he lived on boats at the wharf and in shoreline shacks throughout Desolation Sound, in romantic-sounding places like Theodosia Inlet and foreboding ones like Dank Cove. He had calamities and near misses in each place as he learned to live by the mood swings of the ocean. It was when he was sheltering in Dank Cove that Russell met his unlikely intellectual match.

        
            [image: A woman with long dark hair and light skin tone, swinging on a rope swing. She is smiling and holding onto the rope, wearing a white t-shirt and baggy jeans. Many plants are visible behind her.]
            Clearly relieved that her epic trek across the Coast Mountains with Russell was over, here’s Audrey having fun on the zunga (the local terminology for rope swing) at her sister Linda’s new homestead in Salubrious Bay. I had a traumatic childhood experience on this same swing a few years later.
        
        
            [image: A man with shoulder-length dark wavy hair and a dark beard and moustache, standing with his hands on his hips and head cocked to the side. He is wearing a hat and overalls with a long-sleeved shirt. Trees and mountains are visible behind him.]
            Russell strikes a triumphant pose at the Toba River estuary after he and Audrey survived their twenty-eight-day adventure over the mountains. Photo Audrey Stremick
        
    





        
        The Philosopher Kings 

        The locals called it Dank Cove because it received barely a ray of sunshine in summer and absolutely none in winter. On one particularly nasty day, Russell was blending in with the shoreline when he spotted, through translucent sheets of cascading sideways rain, a twenty-six-foot sailboat drifting in circles out in the inlet. It looked to him as if the lone sailor was having an issue with the rudder. Through his water-damaged binoculars Russell could read the boat name: the Kia Ora. Australia? New Zealand? he thought. By current and happenstance, the sailboat drifted into the shadows of Dank Cove. 

        The man on board was tanned, stocky, well-groomed and handsome, with combed-backed silver hair and a trim salt-and-pepper beard. Russell thought the sailor looked like a dashing Ernest Hemingway emerging from the mist. When the man noticed Russell in the murk of Dank Cove, he called out in a sharp, educated accent as thick as his white wool turtleneck sweater. 

        The sailor on board the Kia Ora—the term was indeed a Māori greeting meaning “be healthy”—was Dr. Raymond Bradley, a professor from New Zealand who had taught at places like the University of Auckland, Oxford’s Merton College and the Australian National University before relocating to Canada to become the head of the philosophy department at Simon Fraser University in Burnaby. Besides his teaching career, Ray Bradley was a world-champion skier, having won over sixty medals in major events and setting records unbroken for decades. He was also an author, a pilot and a burgeoning shellfish farmer. In the summers since arriving in BC, he had enjoyed sailing throughout the Salish Sea, which is how he discovered Desolation Sound.

        In the early 1970s, Ray convinced the then vice-president of SFU to go in with him on forty prime waterfront acres at the mouth of Theodosia Inlet. There, over the course of several years, Ray designed and built an impressive two-storey octagonal log cabin for his family from cedar, fir and hemlock trees that he felled himself. 

        Ray’s land partner had decided to build a geodesic dome for his own family, but once the frame was up, fishing kept getting in the way of finishing the oddball structure. When Ray bought out his partner a few years later, the dome’s frame was warped from winter rain exposure. Ray managed to finish it anyway, turning it into a unique dwelling for guests and caretakers.

        Russell knew a thing or two about being rudderless, so he helped Ray out that day, and the gregarious bearded duo became instant friends. Russell had been down in the dumps and flat broke in Dank Cove and was considering a move back to town. Ray had recently split with his wife and was lonely. Russell couldn’t believe his luck at meeting a man in a rainstorm in the middle of nowhere who held a PhD in philosophy. Ray had recently published his first book, Possible Worlds: An Introduction to Logic and Its Philosophy, which further blew Russell’s mind. 

        The men talked for hours at that first meeting as the tide rose and fell, and they soon engaged in colourful philosophical discussions and debates that would play out like chess matches, a single conversation pausing and picking back up again over hours, days, weeks. Russell considered Ray an intellectual equal in the wilderness. Before long he pulled up his meager stakes in Dank Cove and moved into the wonky geodesic dome on Ray’s Theodosia Inlet property, living rent-free in exchange for his caretaking services while Ray was teaching. 

        When Ray wasn’t there, he allowed Russell into the octagonal cabin to bathe. On a misty winter afternoon, Russell was lounging in the relative luxury of the bathtub when he heard a loud thump above him. Whatever caused the thump also cut out a considerable portion of natural light from the large skylight cut into the ceiling directly above the bathtub. Russell looked up, thinking a tree branch might have fallen onto the skylight. The next thump he heard was the back of his head banging against the bathtub as he instinctively flinched. 

        Directly above him, perched on the skylight, was a cougar. Russell could see through the condensation on the glass that the big cat’s ears were perked, its head cocked, its black-tipped tail twitching from side to side as it stared at Russell’s naked soapy body. 

        
            [image: A bathroom containing a washing machine, a bathtub with a curtain around it and a sink. Directly above the bathtub, there is a skylight in the sloping ceiling.]
            This was the bathtub that Russell was relaxing in when an unwanted visitor pounced on the skylight directly above his naked, sudsy body.
        
        Russell stared right back up at the cougar. He could see each of the animal’s round black toe pads pressed up against the glass and the white fur of its belly. The cougar’s tawny winter coat was thick and fuzzy like a Christmas cardigan. 

        Russell’s eyes widened as it struck him that if the skylight were to give way under the cougar’s weight, the cat would fall directly on top of him in the bathtub. He snapped out of his wonderment to wave his arms, splash and yell angrily, but the cougar didn’t budge. Russell slid out of the tub without taking his eyes off the cat. After he had dried off and dressed in the hallway, he closed the bathroom door with a click and went into the living room to go over his options. In the otherwise silent octagonal cabin, Russell could hear a rhythmic thudding and realized it was his heart. He glanced out the window at his wonky dome. It was about a hundred metres away, through a forested patch. The winter light was fading fast. Russell found one of Ray’s rifles, but it was unloaded—the ammunition was kept separately in the outdoor shed. Russell cautiously opened the bathroom door and looked up. The cougar was gone.

        Back in the living room, Russell peered out of each window on the sides of the octagon into the darkening mist. Nothing moved outside. Still, he decided that he wasn’t going to risk the dash to the geodesic dome with a cougar on the prowl, so he cautiously made sure all the doors and windows of the octagon were closed and locked, then he pulled a can of beans out of the pantry and cooked them up on the woodstove. Russell still couldn’t relax, constantly getting up to peek out the windows, so he dug out a bottle of rye from the liquor cabinet and drank until he passed out. 

        

        Over the years, Ray had developed a clam and oyster farm that he now put Russell in charge of. Trying to beat the long-haul car travel to and from Vancouver, Ray also put his pilot’s licence to use by purchasing what Russell described as “a really strange, amphibious flying-boat type thing that I wouldn’t have been caught dead in.”

        The four-seat, two-hundred-horsepower Lake Amphibian looked like a life-sized version of those two-piece balsa wood model airplanes for kids that usually last ten minutes. Ray told Russell that he had found the plane for sale at a lake in the Kootenay region of BC. After a few lessons from the seller on lake landings and takeoffs, Ray flew the plane from Nelson, BC, all the way back to the Coast. 

        One weekend, a year or so later, Ray flew in to Desolation Sound with his ex-wife Molly for a visit. The day before they were to leave, Russell informed Ray that a few of the oysters they had in storage seemed a little stinky. When Ray inspected the warehouse, he was aghast to discover about six thousand pounds of rotting oysters. Russell said some other part-time workers had overpacked the trays, layering oysters on top of each other instead of using a single layer per tray as Russell had instructed. 

        Russell and Ray were awake for most of that night, trying to salvage the remaining healthy oysters. The next morning, as Ray later wrote in his book Not a Dull Life, the weather was overcast and drizzling. Ray’s usual routine was to take off from Theodosia Inlet, then land briefly in Powell Lake to wash off the salt water before continuing his journey. That day, because it was overcast, the sky and the lake were an identical shade of abalone grey, and Ray lost his depth perception. He thought he had a few dozen metres to go before the plane touched down on the water, but he suddenly slammed into Powell Lake like it was a brick wall. The plane flipped over and tore in half before plunging beneath the surface. 

        Somehow, both Ray and Molly managed to free themselves from their seat belts. Molly burst through the surface of the lake on one side of the plane with blood streaming down her face. Ray, on the other side, struggled to stay afloat with what he would later learn was a broken ankle and torn knee ligaments. Two life jackets also fortuitously popped to the surface, which helped Ray and Molly swim to an island. Ray was “fading fast,” he remembered, but they were soon rescued by people in a passing boat. The amphibious plane was gone. It had sunk to the bottom of the lake within seconds and is probably still there.

        Once Ray recovered and made it back up to Theodosia, Russell’s employment and living arrangements soon ended, though the two remained on friendly, if at times strained, terms. Ray sold his Theodosia property in 1990 and moved back to New Zealand. His octagonal log cabin is still there, as is the oyster farm, now called Theodosia Seafood, owned and operated by François and Krystal Mathieu and their kids.

        After leaving Ray’s place, with a few short stops in between, Russell was back in the soggy little tent that had sheltered Audrey and him on their trek across the mountains—the same tent we spotted set back in the woods beyond the cove next to our family cabin. So began the decade that would define much of Russell’s adult life—and much of my own childhood as well. 

        
            [image: A two-storey octagonal log cabin surrounded by trees, seen from slightly below. Three sides of the cabin are visible, one of which has a large picture window on the bottom storey and a smaller window and a door on the top. The other two visible sides have a small window and and a door respectively.]
            This spectacular octagonal log cabin was hand-built in the mid-1970s by the philosopher, sailor, author, pilot, oyster farmer and New Zealander Ray Bradley, and it still stands to this day.
        
    





			The Friendship

			The first fall season after we met Russell, Dad predicted that Russell probably wouldn’t be there past Thanksgiving. Living in a droopy canvas tent might be okay in the summertime, Dad chortled, but Russell would almost certainly move on when the rainstorms swept in along with the soaking greyness that would blanket the Coast for months. “He’ll get tired of arguing with the weather,” Dad said. But Russell defied Dad’s expectations, lasting through the fall and into the winter. He was there every time we showed up for our monthly visits. Dad was both annoyed and impressed, thinking that Russell must be giving cove living a year before heading back into town. But this was no twelve-month sabbatical. Russell’s plans were long-term. Much to my father’s initial disgust, Russell announced over dinner the following spring that it was time for him to build a permanent structure of his own.

			The cove where Russell planned to make his home was a catchment for all sorts of driftwood. To find many of the building supplies he needed for his cabin, he only had to amble down to the shore. He figured the rest of what he needed could be borrowed from oyster farmers and hippies up and down the inlets of the Sound, traded or found discarded around the cabins slowly being built in Dad’s development. 

			Over the course of a few months, Russell constructed a sturdy one-room shack held up on four posts and partially supported by a slab of flat rock, just above the shoreline. The little cabin created no end of fascination for my sister and me and any friends who would visit. We would peer down from our deck at the shack and marvel that someone actually lived in there year-round.

			
					
					[image: A small shack on stilts, as seen from afar across a calm body of water surrounded by trees. It is white and has a sloped roof and a small window on the front. A white rowboat is in the water near floating logs.]
					Russell’s tiny homebuilt shack on a snowy day in Russell Cove. Photo Jean Lawrence
				
			
					[image: Seven people seated around a wooden table, all with plates of food and glasses of water, and looking toward the camera. There are three people on either side of the table, and the woman at the far end is facing the camera. The unoccupied end of the table is also set with a place mat and a glass of water.]
					Russell became a good friend to our family and many of our cabin neighbours, as seen here at a Thanksgiving dinner in the mid-1980s. Left to right: the Reverend Jim Davies, Heather Lawrence, Garth Lawrence, Shirley Parkinson, Gary Parkinson, Jean Lawrence, Russell Letawsky. Photo Jean Lawrence
				
			Dad was at first absolutely against Russell’s presence in the cove. Mom didn’t know quite what to make of Russell, often referring to him as a “leftover hippie.” But as Russell had proven over and over in his colourful life, he was nothing if not charming. Whether in downtown Toronto or in the Desolation Sound wilderness, Russell was a natural-born salesman, and very persuasive. The Reverend Jim Davies, one of our cabin neighbours from across the bay, once said that Russell could have talked Jesus off the cross. 

			At first glance, Dad and the Hermit were polar opposites. Dad was a staunch conservative, the kind of old-school outdoorsman you’d see on a Marlboro ad except that Dad never smoked. Russell was a philosopher-libertarian, often drunk, stoned or both, with long hair, a waterfall of a beard and a mouth like a sailor. And yet, over time, the two men grew to be the unlikeliest of buddies.

			At night, Russell and Dad would get into raging political debates, Dad knowing exactly what buttons to push to infuriate Russell. My sister Heather and I would listen from our bunk beds as they argued in front of a crackling fire in our pot-bellied stove. Fuelled by booze, Russell would loudly swear his head off in indignation. Dad would laugh it off, defusing the situation, and soon Russell was laughing too.

			“Your old man and I were like that fable about the ant and the grasshopper,” Russell extolled years later between draws on his pipe on a frosty winter day outside the Lund Pub. “While I whistled my way through life, your dad worked so damned hard. But unlike the ant, your old man never turned me away. Your family always welcomed me. Because your dad worked so much, he stored up enough for the winter of old age. And like the grasshopper, here I am freezing my ass off.”

			Mom also became close with Russell and remembers his birthday to this day. Never once during his decade in the cove did the Hermit ever betray our trust or trespass against us. But others much closer to Russell would claim the opposite.

		
	




        
        The Daughter

        I was shocked when my parents informed me that Russell Letawsky had a daughter. I couldn’t believe it. I had known Russell for five or six years by then, yet he had never mentioned her to me. Who was she? Where did she live? What was she like? Was she my age? 

        I was privileged to grow up in a stable family environment that revolved around rules and steady routines, including our daily ritual of coming together at the dinner table. Each member of our “small c” conservative family sat in the same chair every night, munching on the meals Mom would prepare: roast beef, Kraft Dinner, spareribs, salmon or pork chops. The dinners would stretch on while we all shared stories about our day. By dessert, my sister or I would often be begging Dad to tell us another story from his adventurous life—like the time he watched The Good, the Bad and the Ugly in an ancient open-air stadium-theatre in Kuwait, the men in the audience roaring and waving various weapons every time Clint Eastwood or Lee Van Cleef shot someone. Or the time he rolled and dumped a heavily loaded fruit truck at the corner of Portage and Main in his hometown of Winnipeg. Or a retelling of one of his small-plane crashes. But what of the Hermit’s daughter? Who was she having dinner and sharing stories with if her dad lived alone in a shack in the middle of nowhere? 

        I would later learn that their relationship had been disastrous, even before their family broke apart decades earlier in Toronto. According to Russell’s daughter, Tanya, who contacted me many years later, her parents split up not only because her mother, Lucy, wasn’t keen on Russell’s growing affinity for the outdoors and proclivity for nudity. Lucy also didn’t like Russell’s newly acquired interest in drug culture. She also cited manipulation and abuse, including the time Russell slipped Lucy a tab of LSD into her drink without telling her, which landed her in the hospital when she couldn’t figure out why the bathroom floor was breathing. Lucy also considered Russell’s obsession with free love to be crossing over into sexual inappropriateness and abusive behaviour toward both her and, she suspected, Tanya as well. Lucy soon left Russell and took Tanya, then age seven, first to Alberta, and then to BC to live with family. According to Tanya, Russell headed west in the early 1970s initially to follow them, not to follow a dream. 

        Tanya’s version of the story was in direct contrast to Russell’s. In Russell’s version, it was he who had made the fateful decision to leave the rat race in Toronto when his white collar began to feel like a noose. Russell was the leader, not the follower. Amor Fati—love your fate. His daughter strongly challenged that story.

        Once I learned of the existence of Russell’s daughter, I persistently asked him about her when I was a young teen. She was nearly twenty by then, Russell explained, but when she was younger, Tanya lived with her mom in Langley, BC. According to Russell, she had been in court over a dozen times for various offences by the time she turned thirteen: breaking and entering, assault, public drunkenness, indecent exposure and sneaking into Surrey bars to enter wet T-shirt contests to make some money. Tanya was remanded to the Willingdon Youth Detention Centre in Burnaby.

        “I liked juvie more than homelife,” Tanya told me years later. “It had structure, authority, food and rules. Lots of the things I was lacking from both my parents.”

        Tanya’s exasperated mother, who had become a heavy drinker, was friends with Russell’s sister Gloria, who also lived in Langley. Lucy still didn’t want Russell in their lives, but Gloria thought Russell had better be informed of what was going on with his crime-spree daughter. 

        By the late 1970s, Russell was broke and still living in the sun-deprived Dank Cove. He had sent Gloria and his other sisters a few letters, mostly asking for money to help him fulfill his hermit quest. Russell’s ex-girlfriend Danielle, the one who had driven cross-country with him, had also received a couple of letters from Russell and knew that he was in Desolation Sound. Through Gloria, Danielle also learned about the situation with his daughter, but the only way to reach Russell was by letter mail to the Lund Pub, attention Russell Letawsky, third bar stool on the right. Danielle sent Russell a series of scathing letters via the Lund Pub. Many years later, Russell still had those letters and shared them with me.

        
            Dear Russ,

            Well, you’ve certainly put your family in a panic. What the hell state are you in, anyway? I’ve been worried about you for two years suspecting that you were in the midst of taking the final step towards copping out completely on society, but most of all yourself.

            Did you forget that you chose to live the way you are? Or is it that your pride prevents you from admitting that you are a social animal after all, and your chosen lifestyle is not quite what you cut it out to be. You damned fool! Why do you insist on making the same stupid mistakes over and over? Why won’t you take the risk of really examining yourself? Why do you mooch from whoever will give you a handout? Why is your family ready to forgive you—again—for using them only if you leave your hermitage and come back to the world? Russ, where the hell are your guts? How can you live with yourself?

            You’ve left me and everyone else holding the bag for you for years and years. This is the first year since we split that I’ve been able to see a day when I won’t have to pay astronomical bills because of Russ Letawsky. How can your conscience accept that you, a strong man with two good arms and legs and lots of smarts, have avoided using any part of yourself to pay your own way? 

            But that isn’t what’s making me mad. No, what makes me mad is hearing you playing the same fucking games you’ve always played. Hearing that even after my leaving you, you still didn’t try to change. You still believe that only Russ is right. You still believe that everyone really owes you and you owe nothing to anyone except apologies, and your apologies are empty!

            But apparently all this concern of your whereabouts has come because of a conversation with Tanya and Lucy and your sister a few weeks ago. They need you! Damn, you’re a frustrating man! Russell Letawsky, this warm, sensitive, brilliant man who got so into himself that he couldn’t see himself anymore. What a loss! You could have done a lot towards making this world a better place and yet you chose to lose yourself in yourself. 

            So far, I’ve seen only a pattern of destruction. You would have destroyed me, had I allowed it. And although there may be some value in protecting oneself from the blows of life by living a hermit’s way and learning to survive by one’s wits and body, I believe it is a negative value, serving only oneself. Instead of advancing, you chose to retreat. Instead of searching yourself to find the source of your hurt and mend your ways, you chose to continue using your family and friends. Thus, when rejection finally came from each of them, you could prove how rotten and selfish this terrible society of ours is. 

            Please consider rejoining the world. Consider the possibility you could be wrong. How often you discussed the terrible state the world was in, how people were so uncaring and unwilling to consider the consequences of their avarice. You decided that the only way to survive was by yourself in the bush. And I insisted that you were actually ridding yourself of all responsibility, and that made you the greediest, most uncaring person in the world.

            So you live the hermit now. If the world wasn’t going to care about you, well fuck it, you weren’t caring about it, either. Don’t you think that’s more than a mite childish and petty? You deserved to have your balls sliced off. You’re no man. You’re no father.

            I’ve wasted all the patience, understanding, time and energy that I ever intend to on you. As far as I’m concerned, you’re a lost cause until you prove otherwise.

            As always,

            Danielle

        

        After Tanya was released from juvenile detention, she reoffended and was back in court. On the day of sentencing, to everyone’s surprise, in walked Russell Letawsky, a snapshot of late ’70s fashion, dressed in a blue two-piece leisure suit and matching neck scarf, looking more like Mr. Furley than Father Knows Best. The judge asked Russell if he would be willing to take custody of Tanya, suggesting that Lund and its woodland surroundings would be a healthy alternative to the criminal temptations of the city. If Russell refused, Tanya was going straight back to juvie, so he took Tanya in, much to her mother’s consternation. She had crossed the country to get Tanya away from Russell, but now father and daughter would be living together in the wilderness with no immediate contact with the outside world.

        “To this day I think he agreed to take me because it meant another $350 tagged onto his welfare cheque,” Tanya remarked. 

        Tanya later described her living conditions in Dank Cove as “disgusting.” It was a “shit shack where a dog cleaned the dishes. There was no running water, no food and a filthy cot. For one.” 

        Tanya had hardly ever been out of the city, let alone out on the ocean in a leaky tin boat. The experience was “horrifying,” Tanya told me. Among the few things Tanya learned during her short stay with her father was “how to grow, smoke and sell marijuana.” After living with Russell for almost a month, she hated it so much that she went to extreme measures. 

        “I tried to kill him,” Tanya told me as a matter of fact, many years later. “Every morning he’d make me prepare his coffee, right? I had spotted a bottle in the corner that had a skull and crossbones on it. One morning I mixed that stuff in with his coffee when he wasn’t looking. A lot of it. The smell burned my eyes. And when I put it down in front of him, he drank the whole cup. It was turpentine.” 

        Almost immediately, Russell became violently ill. Projectile vomiting and torrential diarrhea lasted for days. 

        “I thought for sure he was going to die, and I started to freak out. I was twelve years old at the time,” Tanya recounted. “I realized that, without him, there was no way out of there. I didn’t know how to run the boat!”

        Subsequently, Tanya ended up nursing her dad back to health. Russell didn’t figure out that she had purposefully poisoned him until many decades later, when Tanya finally admitted it to him. A few weeks after the incident, once Russell had returned to full strength, they made the trip into Lund. That’s when Tanya bolted. She never went back. Instead, at age twelve, she hung around Lund, living in cars and people’s attics and sneaking into the hotel when she could. A few months later, when her mom had a serious health crisis, she returned to Langley to live with her.

        None of this was known to my family when we lived side by side with Russell. He had mentioned family when he first told us his life story, but nothing specific. It wasn’t until Mom asked him several direct questions that he told her about his daughter. By then, Tanya was an adult. The details surrounding Russell’s relationship with Tanya weren’t revealed to me until decades later, years after the publication of my book Adventures in Solitude. 

        Tanya agreed with the strong sentiments expressed in Danielle’s letter: Russell was never escaping to, he was escaping from. In Tanya’s words, “Russ was running from responsibility, accountability, his own integrity and his guilt. Out of sight, out of mind. He took time to invest his best self into families like yours while destroying his own. He was a drug addict and a drunk. Never once in my life did he even send me a birthday card. Yeah, he hustled you real good.” 

        Hearing such revelations after knowing Russell for decades deeply confused me. I knew my childhood mentor was far from perfect, but I had never known to what extent he was a “deadbeat dad.” My parents had figured out that Russell grew pot in sunny spots around the cove and up on the bluff, which they tolerated, but they assumed it was for personal use. What we didn’t know at the time was that he was a local dealer of significant repute. He continued the practice in the various other places he lived in subsequent years.

        I only met Tanya in person once. By then I was in my mid-teens and into music and hardly saw Russell anymore. I was still blissfully unaware of the acute complications in their relationship. At nineteen, Tanya was engaged to be married, and the Hermit made a rare sojourn from the bush to the city for the ceremony. Russell, his daughter and her fiancé came over to our family home in West Vancouver for a visit. 

        We were taken aback when we opened our front door. The Hermit of Desolation Sound was shockingly clean-shaven. It was the first time we had ever seen him without a thick beard. His gaunt face looked tiny. Gone was the tattered, earth-tone clothing, replaced by a chocolate-brown three-piece corduroy suit and a wide striped tie with a knot the size of a ham hock. His narrow chest was puffed out, straining the buttons of his vest. He looked like he was dressed to guest host The Tonight Show.

        Russell was as proud as we had ever seen him. Out from the shadow of her father stepped Tanya: a shy and stunningly beautiful young woman with shoulder-length wavy auburn hair parted down the middle and falling lightly over the shoulders of her puffy 1980s ski jacket. She had a hard-edged coolness about her, like Suzi Quatro or Joan Jett. We could see Russell’s face in hers. Danny, her rough-and-tumble fiancé, looked like an extra from Boogie Nights, sporting a full Canadian tuxedo—denim jacket on denim jeans. He had a fuzzy brown mullet, an attempt at a handlebar moustache and a toothy grin. 

        Once we were seated awkwardly in our living room, Russell did most of the talking, laughing and drinking, as usual. When he paused to light up his pipe, the fragrant burnt-cherry smoke swirled its way across the room and instantly transported me, in an almost hypnotic state, to Desolation Sound. 

        Tanya was reserved as she sat politely with her glass of white wine. Danny drank beer and smoked Export “A” cigarettes. Between the two of them, they barely said a word. A few months later, Russell proudly showed us some of the wedding photos, including a snap of Russell and the bride, side by side. Tanya looked positively radiant in her white wedding dress and three strands of glistening pearls around her neck. The brief happiness captured between father and daughter did not last, nor, sadly, did the marriage, which imploded after one year and a day.

        “When I got married, everyone said that it wouldn’t last a year,” Tanya chuckled. “Well screw them. Yes it did.” 

        

        You could point to a few events that drew the Hermit back to civilization permanently after a decade in Desolation Sound. Russell’s ex-wife Lucy, Tanya’s mother, tragically died from a sudden massive heart attack while attending a home show in BC Place surrounded by thousands of people. With his ex-wife gone, and Tanya already separated from her husband, Russell told me that he finally felt that he should provide some sort of presence for his daughter. It’s an assertion Tanya scoffed at years later.

        And even though Russell considered his time in Desolation Sound the best chapter of his adventurous life, he had admitted to my parents that—true to Danielle’s harsh assessment—he was getting lonely. He started spending less and less time in the cove and his visits to the Lund Pub became more and more frequent. He’d stay until closing and spend the night in a room above the bar. The Hermit emerged from the bush physically unscathed. He suffered more injuries in bar fights at the Lund Pub than he did in his many years living in the woods. For a guy who had “never built so much as a doghouse,” the little cabin the Hermit called home proved very sturdy. Only once did Russell admit to feeling imperilled.

        “One time, in the middle of winter, there was a storm, and it hit at the exact same time as one of those huge king tides, the highest tide of the year,” he recalled. “If you can picture it, two-ton logs were slamming right up against the poles that held up my goddamn cabin.”

        It was the worst possible scenario, yet, like his face in the bar fights, somehow his foundation survived the pummelling. At several times during the night, Russell got up, grabbed his pike pole and went outside in the wild storm to shove huge logs clear of his structure. Had those posts given way, he would have tumbled out of bed and into the drink. 

        “It was hard to sleep that night, that’s for sure,” chuckled Russell thirty years later.

        While some in the inlets, like our family, were sad to see Russell go, others didn’t share the sentiment. Linda Syms, who had inadvertently introduced Russell to the area over a decade earlier, recalled Russell and Audrey’s arrival on the Coast. “Wayne and me were struggling to make it on our own,” Linda told me with exasperation in her voice, echoing the opinions of Danielle and Tanya. “Besides risking my sister’s life on that crazy hike, Russell turned out to be one of those people who just used everybody and everything, and then wanted to take all the credit for it.”

        Years after Russell moved out of the cove, I had returned to Desolation Sound after a long sabbatical touring with my rock ’n’ roll band The Smugglers. His shack still stood as a kind of decomposing museum to his hermit lifestyle. 

        That was until the owner of the lot hired a larger-than-life new neighbour named Bernard “The German” Krieger to tear the shack down. At first, I refused to help, but out of guilt I ended up assisting Bernard to stuff and dispose of more than a dozen garbage bags containing Russell’s leftover junk. Bernard and I christened the spot “Russell Cove.” In recent years, and without my doing, Russell Cove has started to show up on maps and charts of the area. And despite Russell’s departure from the cove, it would not be the last time his life would unexpectedly intertwine with mine.

    





        
        The Helicopter

        Russell didn’t go far after leaving Desolation Sound. He moved a little bit south of Lund off the highway. For the first year or so, he worked on an oyster farm to raise enough money to revive an old dream: he wanted to get his photography business going again. He hauled his old camera gear out of storage, set up a darkroom and started shooting local weddings and special occasions. After a few disastrous results (one in particular involving a local biker-gang wedding in which he was tasked with photographing the wedding party’s motorcycle procession, but misunderstood the instructions and had his camera equipment set up in the opposite direction of the procession, missing the whole thing) it was time for another career change.

        A friend of Russell’s, a driver for Powell River Taxi, offered Russell a couple of shifts. It was steadier and far more lucrative work than photography. Before he knew it, Russell was driving taxi full-time. As chance would have it, one of his first fares was the foreman of the logging camp in Toba Inlet who had welcomed him after his trek across the mountains.

        Russell drove nights for years. He found that more interesting than driving during the day, though a former co-worker of his described the late shift at Powell River Taxi in the 1990s as “a gong show of druggies, drunks and people with no money.” 

        Besides safe passage home, Russell offered everything from philosophical ruminations, to baggies of “Desolation dope,” to copies of Adventures in Solitude in his later years, sold along the hairpin corners of Highway 101 between Saltery Bay and Lund. He held the job for over two decades.

        Russell would have kept “driving taxi” indefinitely if it hadn’t been for his eyesight. According to a co-worker, the year Russell turned seventy he failed his vision test. He lost his taxi licence and was forced into retirement.

        Russell wound up living alone in a rented cedar-shake cabin at the end of a long, steep, overgrown, pothole-laden dirt driveway off the highway between Powell River and Lund. If you overlooked the broken-down vehicles being slowly engulfed by blackberry bushes, it was a mostly pleasant spot on the edge of the forest that received plenty of sunshine for Russell and his blue-eyed dog, Sky. 

        Life changed again for Russell when he was seventy-three years old. “It was a Saturday morning in the spring,” he later recounted with a sigh. “The sun was streaming in, but it was still damn cold, and I’d been to the Lund Pub the night before. So I get up in the morning and I check the fire in the stove, and something just happened. My hand plunged right into the stove and I got burned badly, but I didn’t feel it. I pulled my hand out of there, and I knew something was wrong, because I kept falling. One of my legs wasn’t working. I finally got into my chair and was trying to figure out what the hell was happening to me.”

        For some time, Russell had been in an on-again-off-again relationship with a woman named Jean Burk. He managed to call her, but when she answered, Russell realized he couldn’t speak. Jean had call display and rushed over. 

        When Jean saw the grizzled hermit, she knew something was wrong. Russell’s speech was badly slurred, and he couldn’t stand up. Jean grabbed his phone to call 911, but Russell insisted that she hang up, sputtering that he could handle whatever was wrong himself. The 911 operator heard the commotion and put a trace on the call. Two police cars and an ambulance were dispatched.

        “They were trying to find my place, and the ambulance was parked down on the highway,” recalled Russell. “I remember the cops saying, ‘Russell, you have to go get this checked out,’ and I kept saying, ‘No, no, no, I don’t want to.’ Finally, I gave up and said, ‘Okay, okay, I’ll go.’” Russell had suffered a stroke and needed emergency surgery that couldn’t be performed in Powell River.

        “After they checked me out,” he told me, “my doctor says, ‘You gotta go to Vancouver.’ No fucking way. I was not going to Vancouver. Especially in a goddamn helicopter!” Finally, Russell was convinced to get on the helicopter and be flown to St. Paul’s Hospital in Vancouver. That was when fate connected my family and Russell Letawsky one more time. 

        “I was in the helicopter,” Russell recounted slowly, “being flown to St. Paul’s. That’s the way my doctor had arranged it. But then the pilots get a call from St. Paul’s, right?” In mid-flight, Russell’s helicopter was diverted to Vancouver General Hospital instead. “And you want to know why? Your father. Your dad got my spot at St. Paul’s! Can you imagine that? After all these years? It was a miracle to me, that whole thing, when I found out who it was. Your old man!”

        On the same morning that Russell had been arguing with his doctor in the Powell River hospital, my seventy-five-year-old father, down the coast in West Vancouver, was in the middle of his regular morning exercise routine of push-ups and sit-ups when he suffered extreme chest pain. Dad was sent to St. Paul’s Hospital for emergency heart surgery. His operation bumped that of another patient: his old friend, the airborne Russell Letawsky. 

        At Vancouver General, Russell had surgery to clear out an artery in his neck that was ninety-five percent blocked. Dad’s surgery cleared out several blocked arteries in his heart. Russell’s time in hospital was remarkably short—much shorter than Dad’s. A few days later, on his way back up to Lund, he stopped by St. Paul’s to visit with us. Mom and I couldn’t get over it: Russell seemed almost spritely for someone who had just had a stroke and surgery. It was the second time we had seen him without his beard. It had to be shaved off for the surgeons to have access to a vein in his neck. Russell and Mom pieced together the coincidence when Russell heard which doctor had done Dad’s heart surgery and on which day. The happenstance left us flabbergasted.

        Dad followed a strict rehab regime during his recovery, Russell not so much. “Chopping wood was my physio, and I had to do it every day or I’d freeze my fuckin’ ass off,” Russell told me later with a wheezy chuckle. He had come out of his stroke with a slight limp and didn’t go on long hikes anymore. Dad didn’t do as many push-ups or sit-ups, either. Russell sometimes found himself searching for words after that, but he could still spin a great yarn, and he never lost his hearty laugh. 

        Russell’s daughter, now called Tatiana, lived just a few minutes away from his rented cabin, and she came over to tend to him at first. But her many arguments with the stubborn old hermit opened up searing emotional scars from the past, and the arrangement didn’t last. The two of them became estranged.

        Whenever I brought up his daughter’s side of the story, Russell became agitated and dismissive, denying most of her accusations, especially anything related to abuse. He suggested that she was mounting a smear campaign against him, jealous of his new-found celebrity after the publication of Adventures in Solitude. 

        “Look, I was far from a perfect father and maybe I made some wrong choices,” Russell admitted when pressed. “But I never did any of the things she said I did. I was always a failure in her eyes, a loser living in the bush, okay? When she was young, Tanya was an uncontrollable hellcat. Like you could never imagine. But you should ask her this: if she hates me so much, why does she live five minutes away?”

        I did. Her response: “Russ was the only family I had left. When my mom died, her side of the family disowned me. They called me ‘demon seed’ because of Russell, who they hated. After my dad’s stroke, I sat knee to knee with him and I offered him forgiveness for everything he had ever done to me. But he wouldn’t admit to any of it. He told me that I could take my forgiveness and shove it.”

        At age seventy-six, Russell was still roughing it. He didn’t have running water, and he barely had electricity—he ran an extension cord from a nearby dilapidated trailer into his cabin to power his meager appliances. Stacks of old books and water-damaged photos were everywhere. Piles of soiled clothing weighed down the corners of the sunken couch and chairs. Every inch of counter and tabletop was a precarious mountain range of cans, bottles and debris. Haunted house–like white cobwebs as thick as cotton candy hung from the ceiling and picture frames. A tiny radio bled out the strains of CBC. 

        Russell’s landlord wanted him to vacate the property, and Russell told me he was willing to do so if he could move back to the cove that bore his name. He asked if our family would allow him to live out his days there. It was a romantic idea, but there was no semblance of his old dwelling left, so there was nothing for him to actually live in. If he couldn’t move back to the cove, Russell said, then he wanted to stay right where he was, so he could remain in proximity to the woods.

        “If I’m going to die, I’d rather go back in the bush here,” he explained, “and not have anyone find me for weeks. I believe in this. I don’t like all the ceremony surrounding death. I think it’s okay to die and have the wolves get at me, and the vultures, and everything else. Hopefully, after a while, people might come by and find a bone or two and find me scattered all over the place.” He chuckled, and I promised him I would at the very least take him back out to the cove for a visit one nice afternoon that summer. Russell gazed at me through his pipe smoke, pondering the offer for a few moments. He stroked his long white beard.
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            This is one of the last photos taken of Russell before he paddled away from the cove permanently. Photo Jean Lawrence
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            Russell “drove taxi” for two decades after leaving his shack in Desolation Sound. He often worked the night shift, and he called it the best job he ever had. This is one of Russell’s last photos, taken for his taxi licence.
        
        “Okay,” he replied. “I’d like that.”

    





			Amor Fati

			A few months later, Jill and the kids and I were stuffed into our little black car heading north up the highway for a weekend at the cabin. I hit the gas the second we were through to the other side of the Tla’amin First Nation reserve (speed limit 30km). We were late—again—to meet Bill the Biker, who I knew would be waiting impatiently to unload our boat into the chuck down at the wharf. 

			In between Grace’s incessant “How many minutes?” queries, Josh asked for yet another story about Russell the Hermit. Jill had met Russell shortly after we got engaged. Russell described her then as my amor fati, something that stuck with me. Unfortunately, Jill never warmed to Russell, describing him as “a little bit creepy,” despite my adoration. Neither of the kids had met him yet. For Josh, Russell the Hermit was an otherworldly figure.

			A few kilometres north of the reserve, I was drawing a breath to tell Josh one of my favourite Russell stories—about the time the Hermit helped rescue a friend who had capsized his kayak in the dead of winter up the Theodosia River—when I spotted a tall, lanky figure with a long white beard up ahead. He was sticking his thumb out on the side of Highway 101. It was Russell.

			“Kids!” I shouted from behind the wheel. “See that man? That’s Russell the Hermit!” The children craned their necks as I hit the brakes and pulled the car over to the gravel shoulder a few metres past Russell. He ambled up and leaned down to the open passenger window. I unbuckled my seatbelt and stretched toward him over Jill’s lap.

			“Russell, it’s me!” I shouted.

			“Oh! Hi, Grant,” Russell replied, not having recognized our car. He wore a frayed and floppy green Tilly-style hat and a bent pair of glasses that, like him, had seen better days. He looked gaunt and old but still had the twinkle in his eye and that friendly creak in his voice, like the floorboards of my grandparents’ living room.

			“You remember Jill?”

			“Yes! Hello there, good-lookin’ lady! How are you?”

			I lowered the rear window. “Russell, these are our kids, Josh and Grace. They know all about you.”

			“Hello, young man. Hello, young lady.”

			Both kids remained stone silent staring back in shock at the real live Russell the Hermit.

			“Where are you headed?” I asked. Dumb question. I knew the answer the moment I asked it. It was Friday afternoon. Russell was making his weekly pilgrimage to the Lund Pub, his haunt for the past forty years.

			“Pub!” Russell confirmed.

			I glanced around our tiny car. It was completely stuffed. A cooler jammed between the kids and piled high with their crap/beloved toys. A guitar case squeezed across the floor at the kids’ feet. The Lund Pub would take us about twenty minutes out of the way. I could feel Bill the Biker getting more annoyed with us by the second. But this was an opportunity for the kids to finally absorb some of Russell’s stories and charm, if only for a few minutes.

			“You look pretty full up today,” Russell offered. 

			“Yeah, we are, but...”

			“It’s okay,” Russell replied. “I can get another ride easy. Don’t worry about it, you young Lawrences.”

			“Are you sure? We can move some stuff around.”

			“No, don’t. I can’t move my own stuff around so well anymore.” Russell laughed. “I’ll see you again soon.”

			“Well thanks for understanding,” I replied reluctantly. “Great to see you and take it easy at the pub, eh?”

			“Always do!” Russell answered with another dry chortle. “Okay then, drive safe, nice to meet you kids. Bye bye!”

			He waved at the kids in the backseat, who kept staring. We drove off, but I was filled with regret. 

			“We should have just given him the damn ride,” I muttered to Jill.

			“Well, let’s go back and pick him up, if you want to,” she replied. “We’ll figure it out.”

			“We’re late for Bill,” I grunted. We drove on. 

		
	




        
        Last Call

        “He’s dead.”

        Those were the words that pinged on the screen when I logged in to my Facebook page on Monday, July 8, 2019, from the remote Homfray Lodge, north of Desolation Sound.

        I had just said goodbye to a friendly gaggle of guests from across Europe, the United States, Australia and Canada who had taken part in an Adventures in Solitude cruise that had departed from Lund a few days earlier. When a company called Pacific Coastal Cruises and Tours first broached the idea of my leading a boutique-style tour on their forty-foot cruise ship, I was highly skeptical. Who would purchase a ticket for such a trip? The owners seemed confident, but I remained doubtful.

        Then they told me that the tour would include a day in Toba Inlet. Ever since Russell had described the inlet’s rugged majesty to me as a kid, I had dreamed of seeing it with my own eyes. I hadn’t yet had the opportunity, since our own boat was too small to go that far. The owners added that their boat, the Pacific Bear, was fully loaded with complimentary beer. I said yes. 

        The cruises turned out to be a lot of fun, and I met many incredible people. The three places the guests wanted to see most were the Cougar Lady’s cabin, the exact location of “the nude potluck” I’d written about in Adventures in Solitude and Russell Cove. But the good vibes left over from the most recent tour evaporated as I read those words on my screen again. I stared at the message for a moment, then typed a reply. 

        “Excuse me?” 

        A return answer came back, repeating the phrase: “He’s dead.” The messages were from Tatiana Letawsky, Russell’s estranged daughter. My throat went dry. 

        “Are you telling me,” I typed, “that your father has died?” 

        “Yes. That’s what I’m saying,” she typed back.

        I sat frozen in my chair. My family had met Russell along the roadside just a few weeks earlier. I had visited him throughout the spring, chatting with and interviewing him for hours on end in the sun in his yard. He and I were planning to visit the cove together that summer.

        Whenever Russell needed water at his rented cabin, he had to start up his uninsured bucket-of-bolts van, drive down his arduous, potholed, thorny, overgrown driveway to the ramshackle trailer that still had running water, fill up his jugs and drive them back up the hill. Not a great situation for a seventy-six-year-old stroke survivor with a bad leg.

        The previous Friday, Russell had made his weekly short trip up Highway 101 to his favourite bar in the world, the Lund Pub. He always arrived early, in time for “beer o’clock” with the other locals.

        It was a particularly busy evening at the pub, with friends old and new passing by to give Russell a hug, a kiss or a gentle ribbing about the recent exposure I had given him in the CBC Radio version of this story. By the end of the night, Russell had downed four mugs of Perfect Storm Oatmeal Stout from the local upstart Townsite Brewing. He caught a lift home with his friend Dawn and her partner Sean in their truck. Russell was animated during his last ride down the winding Pacific Coast Highway, trying to engage his friends in political debate. When the truck turned up Russell’s driveway, Dawn and Sean noticed his van crashed nose first into a rock. 

        “It’s a long story,” Russell sighed when Dawn asked him about it. The van’s brakes had failed on a water run down the hill. Russell had had no choice but to smash it into the rock to stop it from careening farther, and there it remained. That meant Russell currently had no way of getting fresh water to his cabin besides hauling it up the hill on foot. Sean offered to fix the brakes for him soon. The three of them said goodnight at around 11:00 p.m. on Friday night. Dawn and Sean would be the last people to see Russell alive.

        On Sunday of that weekend, Russell’s friend Jean Burk repeatedly tried calling him, but he wasn’t answering. Jean felt a worrying tug in her stomach. She no longer drove, so Sunday evening at around 9:00 p.m., she called the Powell River RCMP. They agreed to do a wellness check on Russell. Jean heard nothing more until there was a knock on her door at 1:00 a.m.

        The police had found the bearded hermit dead in his favourite armchair. They told Jean that he looked comfortable, calm and at peace. Russell’s faithful blue-eyed dog, Sky, was at his side. But there was something else next to Russell that the police didn’t tell Jean about.

        Tatiana was Russell’s next of kin. When the RCMP informed Russell’s daughter of her father’s passing, they also handed her what they had found on a small table next to his body: a brand-new Ziploc bag containing thousands of dollars in stacked, crisp new bills. Tatiana was shocked to receive both the news and the money and instantly had questions.

        Why was the cash left there? Had Russell intended it to cover his death expenses? In that case, had he died by suicide? There was no note found at the scene, police said.

        Russell had always paid in cash wherever he went. Had he planned to put his money back in its hiding place but died before he could? Why were both the bills and the Ziploc bag new, pretty much the only clean things in Russell’s derelict cabin?

        When Russell’s daughter went to the rental cabin the next day, she noticed an unexplained red liquid on the floor in front of the armchair. According to her, it wasn’t blood. What was it? 

        Based on Russell’s age, his medical history and information allegedly supplied by the first responders and Russell’s family doctor, the BC Coroner’s Service declared Russell Letawsky’s passing a natural death. No specific cause of death has ever been made public. 

        Some of Russell’s friends thought his death could have been suicide. They said that Russell had many times described having an “exit plan.” But there were many others who seemed certain he wouldn’t have done that. His daughter Tatiana, however, is convinced that her father’s death was self-inflicted, and that the money in the Ziploc bag was to cover costs. A family member who doesn’t want to be named told me later that the cause of death was a drug-induced heart attack and that used needles had been found in Russell’s loft bedroom. The Powell River RCMP did not answer my emailed questions and phone calls regarding the bag of money, the red liquid or the needles. I had never known Russell to use needles, but if I had learned anything over recent years, it was that he hid a lot from me—though no one else backed the needle story. The owners of the property told me that, besides pot and rolling papers, they found no drug paraphernalia whatsoever.

        Word of Russell’s passing began to spread. There was a terrific morning rainstorm on Wednesday, July 10, but that didn’t stop Lund’s friendly long-time postmaster Ruth Sutherland from rowing to work across Finn Bay to Lund Harbour. Ruth was one of the friends who had been with Russell the previous Friday night at the pub. She had known him for almost forty years. By the time she got out into the bay, the sun had poked over the Gwendoline Hills through the fading rainstorm, painting a spectacular rainbow across the sky that stretched all the way from Indian Point to Major Rock, arching over the Salish Sea. Ruth looked up at the rainbow and said, “Hi, Russell.”

        Russell had come remarkably close to his death wish. He hadn’t perished in a hospital or a nursing home, but he didn’t die in the forest to be picked at by scavengers, either. Instead, he slipped away in his favourite chair in his cabin in the woods with his favourite dog by his side. The official date of his death was July 7, 2019. Jean adopted Russell’s dog, Sky.

        A few weeks later, friends and family held an informal wake at the Lund Pub, the end of the road for Highway 101, and the end of the road for Russell. As the late-afternoon sun streamed in, someone noticed a pod of orcas surfacing in the harbour. 

        “Must be Russ stirring ’em up!” someone called out, to a round of laughter. Many folks stepped out onto the deck to watch the orcas. As is Lund tradition whenever orcas are spotted, someone sparked up a joint and passed it around.

        A few months later, close to what would have been Russell’s seventy-seventh birthday, a slightly more official “celebration of life” for Russell was held at the Lund Pub. One of the ironies about the old hermit was that he loved his solitude, but he also had an ego. He enjoyed the late-in-life notoriety that my first book and the subsequent CBC Radio serial had brought him, no matter what he may have said publicly. Ask anyone who hung out with him down at the pub: after feigning embarrassment about all the attention, Russell would soon launch into more stories, life philosophies and political rants. He loved to talk and hold court—especially if you were buying. 

        Mom, Dad, my sister Heather and I made the trek up for the occasion. It was the first time all four of us had been in the Lund Pub at the same time in decades. Many Desolation Sound neighbours boated in, as did several salty Lund locals and others from farther abroad who had heard about Russell’s death. Refuge Cove artist Meghan Paterson painted a beautiful portrait of Russell. His final drink, oatmeal stout, was on special.

        As I was setting up for the slide presentation on Russell’s life (he was a photographer, so there was luckily lots to choose from) a tall man with thin light-grey hair approached me. He introduced himself as Tom Berryhill—the friend Russell had originally convinced to purchase the cove lot, decades earlier. I had never met Tom. He had since sold, and the cove had become part of our family property. Tom and his wife had made the trip from Vancouver for the event. Tom passed me a manila envelope. Inside was a glorious photo of Tom and Russell, side by side in a skiff, smiles as wide as the horizon, motoring up the inlet, both of them full of vitality. Following a battle with leukemia, Tom passed away about two years after Russell.

        Jean Burk was also there, and in a private moment she presented me with one of his leftover pipe tobacco boxes. Tucked inside were Russell’s ashes, which seemed fitting. Jean and I both knew where Russell’s ashes should be spread. That evening, after saying goodbye to my family, I climbed into Big Buck$ with Russell’s ashes in my backpack and headed out to the cabin. 

        The next morning, on a falling tide, I climbed down the ledge toward the cove, carefully clutching the pipe tobacco box. I crossed the gravel beach and climbed the broad, flat rocks upon which Russell’s cabin had once stood. From there I made my way down to the water’s edge. I opened the box carefully, not wanting to reenact that scene from The Big Lebowski, and scattered Russell’s ashes into the cove named for him. Quietly, I watched them swirl and twist like pipe smoke in the gentle pull of the outgoing tide. 

        
            
            [image: An elderly man with wavy whitish-grey hair and a bushy white beard and moustache, sitting outdoors on a sunny day. He is outside of a cabin that has wooden shingles. He is wearing a plaid shirt and pants with suspenders.]
            One of the last photos of Russell Letawsky, sitting outside of his rented cabin north of Powell River in June 2019, about a month before his death.
        
        
            [image: A black dog with a white chest patch seen from the shoulders up. The dog has triangular floppy ears, light-coloured eyes and an open mouth.]
            The RCMP discovered Russell’s faithful and loving blue-eyed dog Sky sitting sentinel by Russell’s body. Sky was adopted by Russell’s girlfriend, Jean. Photo Russell Letawsky
        
        
            [image: A middle-aged man and woman and an older man and woman posing for a group photo on a dock. They have their arms around each other and are looking at the camera and smiling. The younger two are standing in the centre with the older two on either side.]
            My parents and sister reunited with me in Lund for the first time in many years for Russell Letawsky’s wake at the Lund Pub.
        
        
            [image: Two men, each in a separate motorboat, travelling side by side and very close together. They both have short-medium length hair, beards and moustaches. One man looks off to the side, and the other is wearing a hat and looking at the camera.]
            Russell Letawsky and his friend Tom Berryhill motoring down Malaspina Inlet on a gorgeous summer day in the early 1980s. Russell convinced Tom to buy the lot that is now called Russell Cove. Four decades later, Russell and Tom died within three years of each other. Photo courtesy the Berryhill family
        
        The many revelations about Russell’s character and behaviour since the publication of Adventures in Solitude and the subsequent radio series left me troubled and conflicted. As a father myself, his abusiveness and dysfunctional relationship with his daughter pained me, as did his many relationships gone wrong. He hid most of this from our family when he lived in the cove. He changed my life forever back then, easing a lonely, loser kid out of his shell. What Russell imparted to me were life’s practicalities: fishing, knots, knives and axes, flora and fauna, trailblazing and orienteering. He was also the first to introduce to me idealism, ambition and intellectual conversation, as well as some of the best books I have ever read. And he dropped the needle on my love for rock ’n’ roll, sending me home from the cabin with lists of insurgent rebel songs and artists to check out, which led to a music career that took me around the world and to the CBC. So much of who I am now can be traced back to Russell’s positive influence and teachings. None of that excuses his behavioural patterns, and I only wish that he had imparted some of the gifts that he had given to me to members of his own family and loved ones. Especially his daughter Tatiana Letawsky, who is a strong, humorous and intelligent person. And a hell of a storyteller. She is also a survivor. 

        
            [image: A small rectangular box that reads Shire Pipes on the top, resting on a rocky shoreline. It is a grey, misty day, and the trees across the water are partially covered with clouds. ]
            Russell’s ashes were fittingly contained in one of his old pipe tobacco boxes. I spread them in an outgoing tide in Russell Cove the day after his wake at the Lund Pub.
        
    





			What the Water Gave Me

			I had always been impressed by Russell the Hermit’s apparent ease at spending his birthdays alone. My birthday falls directly in the middle of summer. People assume it must have been awesome spending so many childhood birthdays at a family cabin in the middle of nowhere. Not so much. It didn’t seem to matter where I spent my birthday. Whether we were in the city or at the cabin, everyone else seemed to be away, and that can wear on a kid.

			My ninth birthday at the cabin was so isolating that I begged my parents to allow me to spend my tenth birthday back in Vancouver. That strategy backfired in traumatic fashion. Not one single kid of the ten that I had invited showed up. Mom had purchased a large ice cream cake in the shape of a lounging panda bear, and I’ll never forget the sad sight of that panda slowly sagging face down in the searing July heat without enough people around to eat it. 

			On my sixteenth birthday at the cabin, I was a grumbling, rebellious teenager, resenting my parents and desperately missing my friends back in the city. I was supposed to spend my nineteenth birthday in glorious fashion on stage with my band The Smugglers, the second of a two-night stand in Edmonton. Unfortunately, we were so terrible on night one that we got fired—I can still remember the look of fury on the bar manager’s face when it dawned on him that we were stretching our one forty-five-minute set over three hours. The band ended up camping off the side of the highway somewhere near Mundare, Alberta, home of the world’s largest sausage. On my thirtieth birthday, having entered the chapter of my life when I realized what an idiot I had been for rejecting the cabin all those years in my late teens and twenties, I decided to spend my birthday there. But I was desperately single, didn’t invite any friends until the last minute and once again found myself completely alone, staring out into the rain as it tap danced on the glass, missing my friends in the city and even wondering what my aging parents were up to, since by then they spent more time at home and less time at the cabin. 

			By the time I was turning forty, Jill and I had thankfully been married for a year. She thought my birthday traumas were a tad pathetic. She convinced me that it was time to shake off the selfish disappointments of years past and throw a big fortieth birthday bash at the cabin. 

			Up to that point, Jill and I had spent five glorious, carefree, kid-free summers at the cabin doing whatever we pleased. We’d stay up late and sleep in later, waiting for our neighbour Handy Candy to paddle by in her baby-blue kayak and shout up to us that we were “burnin’ daylight!” 

			
					[image: A man seen from afar, suspended from a long rope mid-swing above the water. He is leaning back with his head down and legs and arms up above his head. There are tall trees on the nearby shoreline and islands with dense trees and mountains across the water.]
					My best friend, Nick Thomas, doing what he does best: back flips off of the Otter Cove zunga on a perfect summer day in Desolation Sound. Photo Jill Barber
				
			We drank beer and wine all day and all night. We played Scrabble for hours and had countless picnics and hikes. We’d sometimes return to the cabin long after dark in our kayaks, sharing one headlamp between us. Before climbing up the cabin stairs, we’d skinny dip in the phosphorescence, creating an otherworld of underwater pixie dust in our wake. On long weekends, we’d invite up as many friends as our septic tank could handle—or couldn’t, as a few of our downwind neighbours would discover. 

			A few times each summer, Jill and I would host parties for the whole Desolation Sound neighbourhood, praying each time that the rapidly rotting thirty-five-year-old deck would support the weight of fifty or sixty people. It was a thrill to watch boats of all shapes and sizes come roaring, sputtering and paddling into our bay from every direction to form a pell-mell floating parking lot. 

			We almost always had live music. Our Okeover Inlet friend Allan McMordie once brought his band, the Black Bear Rebels, to the party: Allan on the bagpipes, librarian Todd Wong on the accordion and Grammy Award–winning classical music CBC engineer Don Harder on trumpet. One of our cabin neighbours had gone to pick up Allan’s band at the government wharf, but his skiff broke down halfway back with the band on board. Nobody panicked. It was a perfect late summer evening, and besides, back in the city, Allan was a search manager with North Shore Rescue. He is one tough and talented Scot.

			We heard the siren song of the bagpipes calling to us across the water as the little skiff appeared at Selina Point, slowly being rowed toward us. We could soon hear the accordion and the trumpet too. It was like a floating version of The Town Musicians of Bremen. Allan didn’t stop there. When they arrived, he remained at the foot of our rocky outcrop in the blazing setting sun, wailing on the bagpipes to welcome everyone else arriving to the party. 

			Once, Jill and her equally talented singer-songwriter brother Matthew Barber entertained us with a string of duets, many of which they would later record for their release called The Family Album. For another deck party, we recruited Vancouver roots rockers The Matinee to play a stompin’ set of tunes. We knew that if they managed to get even half the crowd stomping along, it could send the deck and everyone on it crashing down onto the rocks below, so we hired a pair of local oyster farmers—Hugh McDonald and Dave Hamoline—to shore up the deck ahead of time. 

			
					[image: An older man with dark greying hair and light-medium skin tone, seen from the waist up and slightly below. He is wearing a black shirt and has a short, trimmed grey moustache and beard, and is smiling slightly with a closed mouth. A man in the background walks by a map on the wall. The ceiling is translucent, letting in bright daylight.]
					If Jill was away, I would often ask Handy Candy to be my birthday dinner date at the Laughing Oyster, our local fine-dining establishment located just above the Okeover wharf, with spectacular views of the Desolation Sound mountains. Chef Dave Bowes always provided a warm welcome and excellent meals. Photo Candy Anderson
				
			Hugh and Dave were as salty and as friendly as they come, like a pair of extras from The Beachcombers. You would never guess that these two briny hosers were both from small-town Saskatchewan. Hugh, long and lean like Stompin’ Tom Connors, was an incredible woodworker. In the 1980s, he built a tremendous ark. The unique floating structure, which was moored in front of his oyster farm, was featured in the book Builders of the Pacific Coast. His pal Dave could fix anything mechanical and had spent many of his younger years as a race-car driver, hitting speeds of up to 370 kilometres an hour, which earned him the title of Canada’s second-fastest man. After hitting the brakes on that career, Dave moved to the Desolation Sound area for the much slower pace of oyster farming. His rustic cabin was filled with golden racing trophies. 

			After Hugh and Dave were done with the deck, it felt much less like a trampoline. “Yup, you can dance on it,” Hugh declared. The Matinee performed on a corner of the deck, with their backs to the edge. It was still a couple years before Hugh and Dave would return to install the cabin’s first-ever railing, shortly after Josh was born, and if the drummer had taken one step backwards, he would have disappeared.

			Despite these social successes, I was still nervous about planning a fortieth-birthday party. As with my tenth birthday, what if no one came? Jill pointed out that was a ridiculous attitude for an adult. Despite my misgivings, plans were hatched and invitations sent to friends and family far and wide. On the day of the party, it was so unseasonably overcast and rainy that I got cold feet and wanted to cancel, but Jill ignored me: the birthday bash was still a go.

			Many of my teammates from our beer league hockey team, the Vancouver Flying Vees, made the two-ferry trek. So did co-workers from the CBC and my bandmates from The Smugglers. Cousins flew in from New York and Boston. Friends and neighbours from across Desolation Sound arrived in their boats. 

			A band called Backpack Yoda (Chris Kelly and Kevin Rowan) performed in the living room of the cabin. A dance party ensued, shaking the old wooden building as if its posts were pogo sticks. It was a delight to watch the friendly lawyer Darrell Dick and his wife Anita busting some serious moves to the tune “Too Many Dicks (On the Dance Floor),” originally by comedy duo Flight of the Conchords. 

			The party raged on until well after dark and long after the rain had stopped. As the revellers began to drift down the stairs toward their boats sometime after midnight, Jill proclaimed the party to be a roaring success, and I had to agree. It felt as if the ghouls of birthdays past had been exorcised. 

			Aided by my wobbly flashlight beam, I guided guest after guest down our slippery rocks for a safe boating departure on a rapidly dropping tide. A few guests insisted they didn’t need my help, stumbling forward on their own into the night. There was the occasional splash followed by a curse, but all the boats soon rumbled away. Once the final partiers had departed, I swung my flashlight beam down the rocks to make sure everything was sound. 

			Noooo!!! Our mighty charger, Big Buck$, was teetering dangerously on a rocky precipice, about to be stranded by the falling tide. One of the guests must have forgotten to reel her back out into deep water on our moorage pulley system. If the tide went out any farther, she could tumble, roll and sink.

			With my flashlight in one hand and a freshly cracked nightcap in the other, I dashed down the stairs and over the rocks that I had traversed a million times since I was a six-year-old. 

			Crack!

			The toe of one my flip-flops got wedged in the rocks, and my kneecap dislocated in a sickening jolt of pain. I collapsed in a heap, dropping my flashlight with a clatter. It tumbled down the rocks toward the inky black ocean water. I had the wherewithal in my agony to grab hold of the seaweed-and-barnacle-encrusted slope, shredding my hand in the process, but in true Canadian fashion, I didn’t spill my beer. 

			Big Buck$ still needed rescuing, so I struggled back up the rocks and over to the boat in the darkness. Dislocated knees had haunted me since childhood. I had managed the problem in my adult life with plenty of cycling and squats to build up the muscles, but drunken dashing in the dark wearing flip-flops was asking for it. 

			The tide was kissing the hull of Big Buck$ goodbye when I reached her but there was just enough water underneath to lift her by the gunwales and scrape her back into the sea. I reeled our boat back out to safety while I reeled in pain, sipping beer for comfort between grunts of frustration. 

			I called up to the cabin, but Jill and everyone staying with us had gone to bed. Limping along the rocks and up the stairs, I realized that I might not be able to get around too well for a while. You need your knees in Desolation Sound. 

			Jill couldn’t believe it when I collapsed onto the bed with a grunt of discomfort. Yes, I whispered to her through gritted teeth, I had still managed to find a torturous way to ruin my birthday. I passed out feeling sorry for myself, despite having spent the night surrounded by friends and loved ones.

			The next morning, I awoke to the sound of Jill calling from the deck. My knee was the size of a geoduck, and I had a headache to match. 

			“Grant, come and see this!” I ignored her. “Grant, get out here, quickly, right now! You have to check this out!” 

			
					
					[image: A man wearing a life jacket, a flannel shirt and jeans, standing on a rocky shore with his hand on one of two ropes strung across a body of water. A white speedboat is attached to the rope with a shorter rope, almost at the other side of the water. There are rocky cliffs and trees behind.]
					Decades ago, Dad devised this pulley system to moor our boat safely into deep water. I always questioned the system and the thickness of the rope (or lack thereof) but Dad, a mechanical engineer, always insisted it would hold. Something to do with the laws of physics. It always held. But you had to remember to reel the boat out! Photo Grant Harder
				
			With a loud complaint from me and further insistence from her, I limped outside to join Jill and my cousins. Everybody was standing at the edge of the deck looking out toward the inlet. I leaned on Jill and groggily blinked into the sun. There was plenty of activity out there, splashing and spraying and churning. 

			
					[image: A dolphin breaching the surface, with its head and body airborne and its tail still underwater. It has shiny dark skin on top, and white skin on the underside that starts at the chin. A rocky shoreline with dense trees is across the water.]
					After many not-so-great birthdays spent in Desolation Sound and elsewhere, it finally all came together on my fortieth birthday when a superpod of dolphins showed up and put on an incredible show. Photo Kevin Rowan
				
			“Seals?” I rasped. “You dragged me out of bed for a bob of seals?” Big deal, I thought. Seals were a daily sight.

			“Dolphins, sweetie. Dolphins.”

			It took me several moments to realize what she was saying was true. It was a pod of dolphins. Pacific white-sided dolphins, the first I had ever seen in Desolation Sound. They were gleefully playing in the waves, leaping straight out of the water and performing triple axels that would make the contestants on Battle of the Blades blush. 

			The dolphins were so close we could count them. Jill swore that there were forty of them, and that she had arranged the whole thing—a happy birthday forty-dolphin swim-by, the Desolation Sound equivalent of forty pink plastic flamingos on the front lawn.

			The dolphins entertained us all day. Later, when we were out for a cruise in Lancelot Inlet with several of our guests, we spotted the pod off in the distance. We were astounded to see that the number of dolphins had grown tremendously. Now it was a superpod of what we estimated to be more than two hundred. We shut down our motor and watched them from afar as they raced alongside each other, gleaming in the early evening sun. 

			Then, to our amazement, the dolphins turned en masse and headed straight for us. They crossed the inlet in what felt like seconds, surrounding Big Buck$ and leaping so high out of the water that we could see their entire bodies, from nose to tail, right next to the boat. My cousins from Boston and New York couldn’t believe it. None of us could. We shrieked in delight, cheering on the dolphins as they raced faster and faster into the setting sun against a backdrop of blue sky and forested mountains. 

			Those dolphins made me temporarily forget all about my grotesquely dislocated knee. Thanks to my ever-supportive wife and those magical mammals, I would never again complain about birthdays spent in Desolation Sound (at least until I turned fifty). The dolphins were also a harbinger of the large ocean mammals that would soon start showing up in greater numbers in the Sound with breathtaking frequency.

		
	




        
        Neighbours

        Dad turned eighty the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic. I had been hoping we could spend his birthday at the cabin, but the advisory on non-essential travel was still in place, and neither of us wanted to take the risk. A few weeks later, when cases were flattening, Jill and the kids and I headed north to the cabin. Dad didn’t feel comfortable making the trip yet. 

        Dad usually came to Desolation Sound with Josh and me once a year, three generations together. My father drove me a little nuts because it was almost as if he wanted to see that the cabin was still there, do a head bob like Clark Griswold checking out the Grand Canyon for five seconds, then go straight home, whereas Josh and I wanted to stretch out our time for as long as possible. It was a stressful battle of wills that I didn’t understand. 

        Dad had never missed making at least one visit a year to Desolation Sound since he bought the land in the mid-1970s. I didn’t want his streak to end. With the daily case counts still low, he agreed to make the trip with Josh and me in mid-September.

        Since the start of the pandemic, the Powell River area had not registered a single case of COVID-19 and they wanted to keep it that way. Unfortunately, in September 2020, the Tla’amin First Nation community just north of town experienced a frightening outbreak. Suddenly, there were twenty-six cases on their self-governed lands. The nation declared a local state of emergency, enacted a shelter-in-place order and established checkpoints. No one was allowed in or out of the reserve unless they lived there, but we were waved through on Highway 101 on our way to the Okeover wharf. Passing the checkpoint was a stark reminder of how quickly the situation could change. I hoped that I had done the right thing by coaxing Dad to come. 

        Near Lund, we noticed a terse message spray-painted brightly across a concrete highway barrier: 

        Tourists and yuppies go home 

        “Is that us?” Dad asked, somewhat jokingly.

        “I hope not,” I replied, completely unsure.

        Big Buck$ was lashed to the dock when we rolled down to the wharf. We quickly parked the car, loaded the boat and sped off into the wild blue. Aside from the ferry-booth attendant in Horseshoe Bay, we had managed to avoid all human interaction since leaving Mom back in Vancouver six hours earlier. 

        Once we crossed the inlet, Dad always wanted to hear about any changes in the cabins that dotted the craggy shoreline. He’d always ask about the older cabin neighbours first. “What happened to that Bulgarian fellow?” he’d say. “What was his name again? George, was it?” 

        “Yeah, old Bulgarian George,” I yelled over the roar of the outboard. “He and his wife Christina sold that place a few years ago.”

        “Too old for the rocks?” Dad guessed. I slowed the boat down so we could talk while we motored along the coastline.

        “The opposite, apparently,” I answered. “Bulgarian George thought Desolation Sound was getting too busy. He wanted somewhere more remote. I think their piano and their ping-pong table might still be in there. A young American named Ryan bought that place.”

        “What about Neil Young’s old buddy, Jack Harper? What happened to him?” Dad asked next.

        Jack Harper was one of Neil Young’s best pals and had been the drummer in Young’s first band, The Squires. Jack had also been a summer cabin resident and a wonderful neighbour and steward in the Sound for over thirty years before he and his wife Pat decided to buy a recreation property at Lake of the Woods, Ontario, much closer to their home in Winnipeg. In the Sound, Jack “Harpoon” Harper was dearly missed. 

        “Who bought Jack’s place?”

        “More Americans,” I replied. “A great young family from Arizona named the Sinks. You met them last summer at the Edith Island barbeque. Remember?” 

        Dad shrugged, his memory not what it used to be.

        
            
            [image: An older man and a young boy in a boat on the water. They are both wearing baseball caps and life jackets, turned to look at the camera at the same angle with similar neutral expressions on their faces. The shore with dense trees is seen behind them.]
            Spot the resemblance? Dad would still make the trip up with Josh and me once a year, and he always liked to cruise the coastline to hear about all the latest changes in the neighbourhood.
        
        “Craig Sink, the father, is a lieutenant colonel with the US Air Force. He’s what you call a physician’s assistant, a combat medic. He’s been in front-line combat situations and can treat just about any injury. Good guy to have around. His wife Shelby is from Las Vegas. Her parents were casino show dancers at the Dunes!”

        Dad raised his eyebrows. 

        “I still can’t get over the people who end up here,” he commented. “What about the place with the red roof and the big boat?”

        “That’s an amazing family too. The Normandeaus,” I answered. “They’re originally from northern Alberta, where they ran their own 150-head, thousand-acre bison ranch called Northern Twilight. The parents, Guy and Karen, brought their four young boys down here to Desolation Sound for a vacation one time. They loved it so much they decided to buy.” 

        When the Normandeaus first started summering in Desolation Sound, they crammed all six members of their family and a big brown dog into a 440-square-foot cabin with windows that didn’t open. But the family proved to be incredibly industrious. Over the years, they had slowly expanded their tiny cabin into a beautiful three-storey home with a sprawling deck. 

        “They’re salt-of-the-earth people,” I continued. “Tough, smart and kind. Always willing to lend a hand. Thomas, their second oldest, is a Paralympian track athlete on Team Canada and raced in the Tokyo 2020 Games.”

        “Really? So a whole new generation moving in, eh?” Dad asked, with a certain satisfaction in his voice.

        “Yeah,” I confirmed. “And your grandkids are a part of that, too. They love it. Don’t you, Josh?” 

        My son looked up from the driftwood blaster he had been playing with, pretending that Big Buck$ was the Millennium Falcon being chased by TIE fighters. 

        “Yeah, Dad!”

        As my father gazed upon the cabins we motored past, I could tell he was pleased that the dream he had built into a reality decades earlier had continued—even though it was all a bit ramshackle—and would for years to come. Each cabin told a different story filled with memories. Glen and Gord, a couple from Kamloops, sat on their deck and waved as we went by. Other people Dad asked about had died, some peacefully, some dreadfully.

        As we slowly rounded Selina Point and motored into our bay, Dad spotted Bernard the German’s cabin. The Bremners, the folks who bought it from Bernard years earlier, lived in the cabin full-time. Dad nodded toward it.

        “Didn’t Bernard sell that place to go sailing around the world or something?”

        “Yeah, that’s right.”

        “Is it true what your mom told me about the way he died?”

    





        
        
            
            [image: A man with light-medium skin tone and a thick moustache, sitting in a wooden chair on a patio outdoors with a large dog. The man is wearing a baseball cap, a plaid shirt and waterproof pants with suspenders. The dog is dark with floppy ears, white mottling and a white muzzle and is roughly as tall as the man's knee.]
        
        
        Part 3
            Bernard the German

        
            “If you are going to do something, do it now. Tomorrow is too late.”

            Pete Goss
        

    





			The Glare

			I first met the utterly intimidating Bernard the German when he backed his truck into the shitty Mazda owned by my gangly friend Rory. It was about five minutes into my first-ever weekend with my friends at the cabin without my parents. We were twenty-something and self-righteous, full of piss and vinegar. Down at the government wharf, Rory was outraged at his dented bumper. I’ll never forget Bernard’s sheer physical size the moment he stepped out of his truck. When he planted his knee-high black rubber boots onto the gravel you could feel the earth shake. 

			Bernard wore canvas overalls, a black rain slicker and a crumpled Edmonton Oilers baseball cap. His hands were the size of grizzly paws. His deep-set dark eyes glared at Rory over a thick, black, curled moustache, the kind you’d see on the bartender in old photos of saloons in the Wild West. When his barrel-chested frame reached its full height, this bear of a man towered over Rory. 

			“Sorry about that, my friend, but take a look up there,” Bernard said in a deep, guttural voice that was a thick brew of German accent and Canadian hoser. Bernard pointed to a No Parking sign that hung directly above Rory’s car. “Guess that means you, eh bud? Bit of a tight turnaround down here.” Even our otherwise fearless friend Roger the Dodger backed down at the sight of Bernard.

			What we would learn by the end of that wild weekend, besides the horrible effects of snorting tequila, was that Bernard the German was more glare than bite—a kind of gentle giant.

			Over the next few years, I really got to know the big German. He became a replacement of sorts, to fill the void that Russell had left, and our friendship was almost as unlikely: me a little urban indie rocker, Bernard a blue-collar giant. 

			Bernard, however, seemed much more big-picture responsible than Russell. Bernard stepped up. His first wife died years earlier, and he was left with two teenage daughters that he raised as a single father. By the time I met him, Bernard’s daughters were grown. He and his second wife Patricia were raising one of his granddaughters in Desolation Sound. 

			Bernard had had a long career with the Wheat Pool, and he took an early retirement with a good pension. He had a seemingly unquenchable passion for Desolation Sound, which I found inspirational. That was why I would be so surprised and upset when Bernard traded his hand-built cabin for a sailboat that took him on epic, high-seas adventures and led ultimately to his tragic and bizarre death.

			But who was Bernard the German? Where was he from, and what was he doing there beyond the end of the road? 

		
	




        
        The Old Country

        Imagine being born in a country that many around the world held primarily responsible for instigating the deadliest war in human history. That was the reality of life if you were born in Germany after the country’s unconditional surrender at the end of the Second World War in 1945. It was in this scorched aftermath of rubble and hunger, in a town called Trier, that Bernhard Karl Maria Krieger came into the world on September 4, 1949.

        Trier is the oldest city in Germany, built on the picturesque banks of the Moselle River. Nestled in wine country and surrounded by vine-covered hills of red sandstone, it is just a few minutes away from the Luxembourg border and was very close to the Western Front. Late in the war, the ancient city was blasted by American bombing almost daily. Much of Trier was destroyed, including the Kriegers’ family home.

        Bernhard Krieger was born into a family of fourteen children—ten boys and four girls. Bernhard’s father was a highly regarded doctor, and his mom was a midwife. Before the war, the Kriegers were a wealthy and prestigious family—Dr. Krieger owned one of the first cars in Trier. The family were also devout Catholics and decidedly anti-Fascist and anti-Hitler.

        Despite his political and religious beliefs, Dr. Krieger was forced to spend much of the war on the nearby front lines, serving as a combat medic for the German infantry. Some of the older Krieger children were involuntary enrolled in the Hitler Youth, but because of their age, all of the male siblings managed to avoid the army.

        When the war ended, with their house, city and country in ruins, the Kriegers had to rely on the kindness of their rural patients for food and shelter, along with American aid packages. Long after she came to Canada, Bernhard’s older sister Roswitha still remembered American soldiers delivering bright-orange cheddar cheese as the Kriegers slowly rebuilt their home.

        
            [image: A young boy with short dark hair, wearing a knit sweater, rolled-up shorts and knee socks. He is standing against a wall, looking at the camera with a serious expression, and holding a large metal cone decorated with stickers that has a bag poking out of the top.]
            Young Bernhard Krieger with his schultüte, an elaborately decorated cone given to German students on their first day of grade one. The cones were usually filled with a mix of school supplies and candy. At age six, Bernhard had seemingly already perfected The Glare. Photo courtesy Misty Cherry
        
        The war was over, but Dr. Krieger had a new fear: a rumoured Soviet invasion from the east. He was determined to get his huge family out of Germany, and his dream was to safely relocate them all to what he thought of as the wide-open frontier of Canada. It took years, but the Krieger family made it happen. A few of the older siblings made the journey first to scout things out, and when Dr. Krieger and his wife retired in 1965, they followed their older children to Edmonton with Bernhard, their youngest son. He was a tall and shy sixteen-year-old. 

        The Krieger family had moved from a city more than two thousand years old to one that hadn’t yet turned one hundred. When young Bernhard stepped from the train onto the platform on a sunny day in 1965, he could have been mistaken for a member of the Rolling Stones. He was nattily attired in a blazer, stovepipe trousers and a button-down shirt, with a shock of wavy long black hair. 

        Bernhard Krieger enrolled at St. Joseph High, speaking nary a word of English beyond basic greetings and pleasantries. Despite his towering height, he was immediately the target of bullying—they called him a Nazi, a Kraut, and a Jerry. Kids scrawled swastikas on his schoolbooks and on his locker. 

        Under strict orders from his parents, Bernhard kept his head down and was under no circumstances allowed to fight back. The Second World War had left such a festering wound that Dr. Kreiger repeatedly told his children they must remain “humble and silent.” 

        The bullying was relentless. Everything from Bernhard’s heritage, to his long hair, to his height became a target. Kids also called him “Hard Burn,” a play on his name that led him to change it to the more English-sounding Bernard. Bernard and his mother couldn’t stand Alberta: he once told me that his mom thought Edmonton was “a windswept frostbit shithole.” But Bernard’s father loved Canada. It was the land of his dreams, made even better by Edmonton’s proximity to the majestic Rocky Mountains. 

        
            [image: Several people near a train. In the middle of the crowd, walking away from the train, is a tall teenager with dark hair that falls onto his forehead, wearing a blazer and long pants with socks and sandals. In the foreground a man wearing a suit and tie with a fedora and glasses stands next to another person in a long coat. Other people are getting onto the train behind.]
            A teenaged Bernhard Krieger arriving in Edmonton in 1965, looking sharp with his mop-top hair and blazer, his European roots showing only in his choice of socks and sandals. Photo courtesy Misty Cherry
        
        Bernard finally took matters into his own hands—or feet, as it turned out. Because of the large population of European immigrants in northern Alberta, soccer had become popular. It was much cheaper than hockey and easier for the Europeans to play. The gym teacher coaxed the timid Bernard to join the St. Joseph Saints. Bernard’s size, along with his knowledge of the game and natural athletic ability, made the tower from Trier an incredible soccer player. He was an immediate hit, routinely scoring two or three goals a game and leading the team on an unprecedented winning streak. His teammates soon nicknamed him “Bernie,” which he liked a lot better than “Nazi Bastard.” 

        In 1967, tall and slender and six foot three, with hair down to his shoulders, Bernie led the Saints all the way to the Edmonton city finals, held in front of thousands of screaming fans at Clarke Stadium. He scored all three goals that day for a 3–0 victory, winning the championship for the Saints. He was a bona fide soccer star, his photo plastered on the front page of the Edmonton Journal. Many thought he might become a professional athlete. 

        But it was the late 1960s, and youth culture was exploding throughout the Western world. Bernie graduated in 1967 and stepped right into the Summer of Love. Growing his hair even longer, Bernard was drawn away from sports and into the burgeoning hippie movement and all the music, sex and drugs that came with the lifestyle. Unfortunately, hippies were about as popular in Edmonton as Germans were, and the abuse started up all over again.

        Flower power lured Bernard the German and his pals far away from the cowboys and roughnecks. They piled into a Volkswagen van and headed over the Rocky Mountains to the glistening West Coast, and straight into Vancouver’s hippie haven of West Fourth Avenue in Kitsilano, one of the largest counterculture happenings in North America. 

        It was like nothing Bernard had ever seen. There were people from around the world gathered up and down West Fourth at coffee houses and head shops, basking in the glorious summer sunshine, invigorating salt air from the ocean just blocks away carried on the light breeze. When he felt the warm water of English Bay wash over him and his purple Euro Speedo, Bernard never wanted to leave. He loved the Bavarian sausage up on Robsonstrasse and loved getting some sun on his own Bavarian sausage down on Wreck Beach. Bernard let the scene envelop him right away, with zero hesitation.

        
            [image: A clipping from a newspaper, showing three high-school boys playing soccer. One is kicking the ball, one is in mid-air with a leg up high and the third is running alongside. The caption under the picture has a heading that reads, A One-Man Show, followed by a short writeup about the game.]
            Bernhard Krieger shook off the bullies by becoming a high school soccer star, seen here on the cover of the Edmonton Journal in 1967 when his team, the St. Joseph Saints, won the high school senior soccer championship. “Bernie” scored all three goals in a 3-0 victory. Edmonton Journal
        
        Bernard’s hippie wanderings in 1969 took him as far as California, in a failed attempt at attending Altamont, the doomed Rolling Stones concert. He couldn’t know then that those carefree days of free love and shared drugs would come back to haunt him years later in Desolation Sound.

    





        
        The Cabin

        In the early 1970s, Bernard returned to Edmonton and did what enterprising hippies did back then: he opened up an artisan leather shop with one of his Bohemian pals. They called it The Settlement, modelling it after the shops they had visited on West Fourth Avenue and in Haight-Ashbury. Bernard and his buddy had matching big black moustaches. They created handmade belts, guitar straps, satchels and purses, and the shop became a popular stop for the hippie ladies of the Alberta capital. That’s where Bernard met his first wife. They were married and soon had Misty, their first daughter. 

        But Alberta’s cowboy culture still didn’t jibe with Bernard’s lifestyle. Hogan’s Heroes, the TV sitcom about an allied POW camp in the Second World War, was in constant reruns on Edmonton TV stations, and since he was an extremely large man with a heavy German accent, Bernard was always being compared to the bumbling Sergeant Schultz. He was subjected to hearing Schultz’s catchphrase “I see nothing, I know nothing,” too many times to count. 

        After a couple of years, the leather shop closed and Bernard moved his young family to Vancouver, where he landed a union job down at the North Vancouver docks, working for the Wheat Pool. Soon Sarah, a second daughter, was born, and Bernard settled into what would be a thirty-year career on the docks. 

        In the late 1980s, life took a sour turn: Bernard and his wife got divorced. Tragedy followed shortly afterward when Bernard’s ex-wife passed away. That left Bernard as the sole caregiver for his two teenage daughters, both of whom loved to party almost as much as their dad did. One night at The Yale, a downtown Vancouver blues bar, Bernard met Patricia, the woman who would become his second wife. 

        While he was courting Patricia, Bernard shared his dream of building a cabin in the wilderness. Soon after, he spotted a one-sentence ad in the Vancouver Sun that caught his imagination: 

        
            “Two-acre bare lot, coastal wilderness, boat access only strata, Desolation Sound Marine Park.” 

        

        Bernard made the trek up the Sunshine Coast to check it out. He had already looked around at various properties in Powell River, but none suited his desire for raw, oceanic wilderness. He had sunk his toes into the exotic white-sand beaches of nearby Savary Island, renting a cabin there, but Bernard felt outclassed by the elite island residents down on Dough Row, where century-old cottages stood neatly along the pristine beachfront, each with its own Canadian flag. When the Savary Island cabin he rented sprung a propane leak in the middle of the night, Bernard almost suffocated to death. He suggested to me later, only half-jokingly, that he thought maybe it was the Savary people trying to send him a message. 

        When Bernard entered the calm, warm, protected ocean inlets of Desolation Sound in a rented boat, he felt a distinct tingle up his spine. Surrounded by towering mountains rising straight up from the sea, he inhaled the fresh salt air. He had never seen anything so beautiful. Bernard the German had found his paradise... or so he thought. He purchased the bare-rock waterfront lot for $26,000 and became our family’s first new neighbour since Russell Letawsky. 

        Bernard didn’t have a lick of experience constructing anything beyond a hangover and maybe a leather belt. But he and Patricia set to work, building their dream cabin on the rocks by hand—every board, window, nail and shingle. Everything had to be hauled across the inlet in their tiny aluminum skiff, then dragged up the seaweed-and-barnacle-covered shore.

        According to his nephew Dave Moreau, Bernard often visited the Powell River Library to look up things like “how to build a cabin.” Dave was an Edmonton carpenter who was soon enlisted to help his uncle complete the construction. 

        “For 10¢ each he’d photocopy pages from a carpentry book and take them back out to the cabin to tape them on the scaffolding,” Dave chuckled. 

        “Unloading the building materials onto the seaweed and barnacles was scary. It was like being on razor blades covered in banana peels,” Dave recalled. “I remember Bernard went down hard once when he was talking on his cell phone. He slipped on the seaweed and swore like hell while his phone popped out of his hand and dropped into the ocean. It was gone. Who knows what the guy on the other end of the line thought.” 

        It took several years, but with the help of family and neighbours, Bernard and Patricia built a spectacular cabin. You could look straight down from the deck into the clear ocean water to spy sharks, seals and salmon swimming through the kelp vines. Everything Bernard and Patricia did together in Desolation Sound felt like a grand adventure. When they figured out how to get running water from the well in the woods to flow through to their faucets in the cabin, they jumped for joy like children.

        In the dense forest behind our cabins there was a sampling of the same predators that stalked the Cougar Lady’s land: bears, wolves and cougars. And while his wife took the proper precautions when hiking through the woods, Bernard the German didn’t. 

        Bernard figured he was big enough to fight off just about anything. He was so confident that on very hot summer days he would often go traipsing into the woods to check on his water tank wearing nothing but his purple Speedo, a white bucket hat and a pair of flip-flops. He’d crash through the underbrush like a bull. That was until one day, deep in the forest, he was attacked. 

        
            [image: A two-storey cabin under construction near a rocky shore, as seen from the water. It is on the top of a short rocky cliff surrounded by trees, and has wooden scaffolding all around the front.]
            Bernard and Patricia’s cabin under construction in the early 1990s. Bernard and Patricia hauled everything up the rocks by hand to complete their wilderness dream. Photo Candy Anderson
        
    





			The Binoculars

			Bernard emerged from the woods screaming. He ran along the deck past his wife, careening down their rock staircase, tearing at his Speedo. At the bottom of the stairs, he kept going until he plunged into the ocean. Patricia rushed down to the shore to find him thrashing around in the water. When he emerged naked, he bellowed, “Are they still on me?”

			What attacked Bernard that day was a much smaller foe than what the Cougar Lady had tangled with but still freaked most people out: ticks. Lots and lots of ticks. They were all over him. Behind his ears, in his armpits, on his chest and yes, even on his German meatballs. The salt water hadn’t done much to dislodge the bloodsuckers—they were burrowing hard.

			“Please! Get them off me!” he thundered. His wife told Bernard to stay put while she ran up to get the tweezers. 

			Across the bay, Martha, a long-time neighbour who liked to know about all the comings and goings, was standing on her deck, checking out the bay with her binoculars. 

			Handy Candy always said that if you ever spot someone facing you from a distance with their elbows in the air, chances are they’re looking at you with a pair of binoculars. So a word to the wise: if you want to spy on your neighbours, keep your elbows down. Martha heard the yelling and was scanning the shoreline, elbows up. She did a double take when she got to the rocks in front of Bernard’s cabin. She squinted, leaned forward and adjusted the focus. 

			There was Bernard the German, huge and naked, lying on his back with his legs kicking up in the air. 

			“What the hell is that new neighbour man doing over there?” Martha asked her husband, Murray. Murray had met Bernard at the government wharf, the floating crossroads of our oceanic community, a couple of weeks earlier. Murray looked up from sanding their picnic table and looked across the bay. 

			“Oh, right... that guy. He’s European.” 

			“He’s a fuckin’ nut is what he looks like,” replied Martha. With one hand she kept her binoculars trained. With the other she raised her rum and coke to her lips and took a sip.

			Soon Bernard’s wife returned with the tweezers and tried to control the huge naked German as he thrashed about beneath her. Martha couldn’t look away. 

			“What’s happening now?” asked Murray.

			“My God, Murr. She’s... she’s plucking him! Plucking him like a Christmas turkey!”

			Every last tick was removed from Bernard’s huge frame. But it took a while, since the hair on Bernard’s body was thick and dark. The next time the big man went into the woods, he made sure to put on more than flip-flops and a Speedo.

			
					[image: A man standing up in a canoe near the shore, as seen from further out on the water. He is shirtless but wearing a black Speedo and a white bucket hat. Dense trees are on the shore behind.]
					Bernard the German in his favourite summer outfit in Desolation Sound: a Speedo and a bucket hat. He was wearing this outfit when he was beseiged by an unlikely foe in the forest. Photo courtesy Misty Cherry / Photo Candy Anderson
				
		
	




			The Tick Magnet

			Bernard’s tick story completely spooked me when I heard it. From then on, I entered the woods covered head to toe in what my neighbours referred to as my “safari outfit”: white jeans, white long-sleeved shirt, white captain’s hat and rubber boots, the point being that if you’re wearing white, it’s easier to spot the ticks on your clothes before they can bite you. I also coated myself in bug spray that smelled like it could peel the bark off trees. It still wasn’t enough to avoid the tick scourge.

			One afternoon, a bloodsucker slipped through a small rip in my alabaster-white jeans. I felt a tingly pinch at the back of my knee joint as I emerged from the forest onto the shores of Russell Cove, back from a hike with friends. Up on the deck of our cabin, Jill asked me to drop my pants. She spotted it right away, about the size of a sesame seed, its body dark against my skin. She could see its hind legs wriggling as the tick wasted no time burrowing in. 

			“Tweezers please!” shouted Jill.

			Ticks have always been out there in the woods surrounding Desolation Sound. Occasionally, our childhood dog, Aggie, would come back from a romp in the bush with a tick in her fur, but they never seemed to latch onto people back then. Russell the Hermit tramped through the bush for over a decade without a hint of bug spray, and he claimed he was never once bitten by a tick. But the frequency of tick encounters has ratcheted up significantly in recent years. Be it climate change or my own furry body hair, they seem drawn to me like tourists to Tofino.

			Ticks can’t jump like fleas or fly like mosquitoes, so they climb tall blades of grass and stick out their two front legs like fishhooks. Then they wait with the patience of a monk for something warm-blooded to come along. 

			Once a tick hitches a ride, usually on your leg, it will then crawl up your body toward your heart, where the most blood is, searching for a dark nook of skin. That’s where it will take a stab and hope it goes unnoticed. The reason loggers in old photos are wearing their socks pulled up over their shins and laced with a tight leather band below the knee isn’t aesthetic. It was to cut ticks off from getting into the logger’s groin.

			If a tick does make it up your body undetected, it will suck your blood for as long as it can and possibly become engorged to several sizes larger than its original body shape. This makes it disgustingly hard to miss. If that wasn’t bad enough, the tick may also infect you with Lyme disease, a dangerous and debilitating condition. Some of these evil little bastards even release a numbing agent, a type of local anaesthetic, so you can’t feel their bite. Luckily, that doesn’t seem to be the case with the ticks in Desolation Sound, which always have a little zap to their bite. The good news is that if you discover them early like Bernard did, you greatly reduce your chances of being infected with Lyme disease. Apparently, ticks need to be sucking on you for thirty-six hours or more before their poison is—shudder—injected into you. 

			After performing several successful tick extractions, I considered myself something of an old pro. Once, while I was motoring past Handy Candy’s cabin, she flagged me down, shouting from her deck that she had a tick burrowing into her back. I pulled over and ejected the parasite within moments. 

			Here’s how you do it: Place the tweezers right against the skin, so you are grasping the head of the tick and not its body. Once you have the head within your tweezer’d grasp, firmly pull straight back. The tick will hang on mightily and stretch your skin like some sort of Beverly Hills dermatologist, but keep pulling. The tick should pop out. Don’t twist or turn its body. Don’t squeeze it too hard. Don’t try to burn the tick off with a lit match. 

			By some stroke of luck, the bite points on me had always been somewhere that I could reach. That was until one spring weekend when I was at the cabin on my own. As usual, I went into the woods to turn on our water. Knowing spring was the worst tick season, I conducted a careful body inspection upon my return and spotted nothing. 

			That night, while lounging on the couch, I felt a micro-shock of pain in my back. I adjusted myself, thinking I had pinched a nerve. Then I remembered I had felt that kind of pain before.

			“Oh, shit.”

			I tossed aside Tintin in Tibet and dashed into the bathroom. Using a headlamp, I pulled off my shirt and craned my head around toward the mirror.

			“Oh, shit.”

			There, in the very upper middle of my back, was the distinctly dark body of a tick, its rear legs wriggling like an eager piglet on a teat. I grabbed the tweezers. I tried first to get the tick with my right elbow high in the air, forearm reaching down my back, but I came up two inches short. I tried coming at it from below, elbow down and arm reaching up my back. Again, I was two inches away. That tick had managed to bite me in the exact spot on my back that I couldn’t reach.

			I needed help, but it was almost midnight. My neighbours would be asleep, so it would mean getting into Big Buck$ and scaring the hell out of someone by showing up unannounced and shirtless at their cabin begging for a tick removal. Probably not cool.

			I was alone, so it was up to me. There was no way I could sleep with that thing burrowing into my back. I tried reaching again from both directions, pushing my arm farther and farther, contorting myself like a cast member of the Jim Rose Circus Sideshow, until it felt like I was about to dislocate my shoulder.

			Then I began breaking all the tick extraction rules. I grabbed a can of Off! and sprayed it right at the tick. I checked the mirror. It was still there wriggling away. Screw it. I grabbed a can of wd-40 and sprayed it at the tick. Again I checked the mirror. The bloody parasite was holding fast. 

			As I started to panic, I did more of what you’re not supposed to do. I tried to knock the tick off, a big no-no since if the tick’s head is separated from its body it can inject its poison as a kind of final “fuck you” to its host. I rubbed my back hard against the rough corner edge of the cedar-framed doorway. I checked the mirror. The goddamn tick was still there. Okay. Calm down. Think this through. I was within two inches of reaching the tick. I hauled the toolbox out of the utility closet and ripped open the lid. 

			I dug around until I found a pair of vice-grip pliers. I adjusted the pliers so I could slide the tweezers into their jaws, then use the handles of the pliers to squeeze the tweezers. To make sure the tweezers didn’t fall out, I wedged them in and wrapped duct tape around the jaws of the pliers.

			With only my headlamp to illuminate the dim bathroom, I tried over and over to pull out the tick with my contraption, never quite knowing if I had it in the tweezers’ grip. Ten times I tried. Nothing. Twenty times. Nothing. Finally, on what felt like the fiftieth try, I pulled out hard, likely squeezing too much. Then I checked the tweezers. Success! There, wriggling away, was the offending tick. I felt a wave of relief. Very luckily, I had managed to pull out its entire body. 

			In a bitterly ironic twist, I knew that I was now supposed to keep the tick alive—essentially care for it in a little enclosed dish with food and water—so I could send it to the BC Centre for Disease Control to have it tested for Lyme. But that felt like inviting your mugger over for coffee. I couldn’t help it. Before it could crawl away, I broke Farley Mowat’s rule of never harming another living creature. I crushed the tick with the butt end of the pliers. I cleaned myself off and collapsed into bed. Fortunately I didn’t suffer any lasting effects from the bite. Thankfully neither had Bernard from his own besiegement. 

		
	




			The Jellyfish

			It didn’t take long for Bernard the German to become another of the many larger-than-life characters in Desolation Sound. He and his wife Patricia sold their home in Vancouver and bought an old farmhouse in Powell River to be even closer to their cabin.

			Life took an unexpected turn when Bernard and Patricia took on guardianship of Bernard’s young granddaughter, Bernadine. Also joining the family was a large, faithful, rambunctious dog named Dude, a purebred German shorthaired pointer that loved the water. The Krieger family became quite the party at the Okeover government wharf: the huge German, Patricia, a bouncing baby and a bouncier dog, all piling into their tiny aluminum skiff.

			One summer day, my friend Nick and I were crossing the inlet in Big Buck$, headed toward our cabin. Nick straightened up and pointed ahead of us. 

			“Look at that!” shouted Nick. “There, in the water. What is that?” 

			It was big and black and moving slowly along the surface. I shouted back at Nick over the grind of the outboard. “An orca?” 

			“Maybe a sea lion,” Nick responded. “It’s huge! Wait—are there two things in the water?” 

			We couldn’t figure it out until we motored closer and slowed down. To our great surprise, we realized that the big black creature was in fact Bernard the German. He was in a wetsuit, doing the backstroke, out in the middle of the inlet. A few feet ahead of him, doing the doggy paddle, was his faithful dog, Dude. 

			“Bernard!” I yelled. “What are you doing out here?” 

			“What does it look like, man?” Bernard called back while calmly treading water. “Me and Dude are goin’ for a swim, eh? Hey there, Nick, how’s it goin’?” 

			Neighbours began spotting Bernard and Dude swimming all over the inlet. They’d swim from cabin to cabin to visit neighbours, emerging from the ocean like a cross between Burt Lancaster in The Swimmer and The Creature from the Black Lagoon. Then they’d swim back to Bernard’s cabin, often surprising kayakers and yachters along the way. If Bernard needed to take a break, he could grab hold of Dude’s stubby tail. The powerful dog would swim along, towing Bernard behind him.

			For a change from swimming, Bernard and Dude would go canoeing, Bernard wearing nothing but that purple Speedo and his white bucket hat, Dude balancing his front paws on the bow like the figurehead at the prow of a ship, nose to the wind.

			One afternoon, the friendly lawyer Darrell wanted to treat his wife Anita to an outing up to Stuart Island for her birthday, so they arranged for their young daughter, Melissa, to have a playdate with Bernard’s granddaughter, Bernadine. Darrell and Anita thought Bernard and Patricia would be there to look after the children together, but when they dropped off their daughter, only Bernard greeted them on the rocks in his Speedo.

			“Wife’s out hikin’ with Handy Candy and won’t be back ’til dinner! I’ll look after them, though, don’t worry about it!” yelled Bernard.

			
					[image: A tall man standing on a rocky shore holding a rope. He has dark hair under a white baseball cap and a dark moustache. He is wearing a plaid shirt and a heavy jacket, with jeans tucked into rubber boots.]
					A classic shot of the towering Bernard the German and his menacing glare and moustache on a stormy day in the Sound. Photo courtesy Misty Cherry
				
			It wasn’t what Darrell and Anita were expecting, but Bernard had plenty of experience with kids, so they dropped off Melissa and headed out of the inlet.

			It was a beautiful summer day, so the girls—then age eight and ten—donned their swimsuits to dive off the rocks. Bernard semi-watched from a deck chair with a fresh beer, up at the cabin. He was just about to take his first sip when he heard screams from the shoreline below. He jumped up from his chair, spilling his beer all over himself, and pounded down the rock staircase to find the girls hopping about on shore, waving their arms, rubbing their legs and yelling in pain. 

			When he calmed them down enough for an explanation, he found out that they had spotted a dreaded “red jellyfish” floating near them. They initially thought it was dead, so they poked it with a stick and swished it around in the water. Unfortunately, unlike the much more common and harmless white moon jellyfish found throughout Desolation Sound, the elusive, much larger lion’s mane jellyfish can give a nasty sting whether the jelly is alive or dead, especially when its long stringy tentacles—which can stretch out for several metres—come in  contact with human skin. The jellyfish they had played with was still alive. The girls had unwittingly swum through its tentacles, and their legs were in burning discomfort.

			Bernard stood there contemplating what to do. Then he remembered a remedy for jellyfish stings that Hugh the oyster farmer had told him about a while back: urine. 

			As the girls writhed in pain, Bernard considered his options. Should he whip out his Wiener schnitzel and urinate on the girls? Would Darrell and Anita mind? Would the girls stand still if he peed on them, or would he have to chase them around? Would he have enough urine for both of them? Or would the remedy be worse than the sting? 

			“Please, Opa, make it stop!” shrieked Bernadine.

			Bernard was slowly reaching for the waistband of his Speedo when he heard laughter and conversation floating across the blue water of the bay. A flotilla of kayaks filled with tourists was rounding Selina Point, following the coastline toward them. You can see a lot of strange things in Desolation Sound, but Bernard figured that his peeing on children shouldn’t be one of them. 

			Instead, he hustled the girls up the stairs and into the cabin, where he rinsed the affected areas with cool water. Then he gave them both some Benadryl. Within a few minutes, the girls were asleep on the couch and seemed none the worse for wear. Bernard went back out on the deck, settled into his chair. “Now, where was I? Oh yeah.” He cracked a fresh beer. What he didn’t know at the time was that vinegar works just as well as urine on jellyfish stings.

		
	




        
        The Hood Ornament

        When the World Cup of soccer rolled around every four years, Bernard would rig a series of deep cycle batteries and a rumbling generator to a satellite dish and a television in his otherwise off-grid cabin. He would invite all the neighbours over to watch the games, Bavarian homebrew flowing, while he loudly cheered on Germany. He went into a week-long cone of glaring silence when his home country lost to Brazil in 2002.

        Over the years, I came to learn that Bernard’s deep, dark, menacing glare over his trademark thick black moustache was a defence mechanism of sorts, developed during the years that he took so much crap as a new immigrant from a former enemy nation. The glare and the loud German pride were a doubling-down reaction to years of turning the other cheek. 

        At the best of times, Bernard the German was a steadfastly loyal man with a deep passion for his surroundings, with a great sense of humour and a big belly laugh. When he was in a bad mood, you were well advised to steer clear until the storm clouds blew over.

        Each Thanksgiving, friends and neighbours would gather at Darrell and Anita’s cabin at Selina Point. The fire crackled in their pot-bellied stove while the fall rains pelted the windows. As the steaming harvest food was passed around, Darrell would ask each guest at the table what they were thankful for. Bernard would take a deep breath and place his huge bear paws down on either side of his heaping plate and say the same thing every year: “I’m thankful that my parents brought me to this beautiful, peaceful, prosperous country of Canada, and I’m thankful for all of you, my friends.”

        One day Bernard and I were checking his prawn traps at his favourite spot near the mouth of the inlet. He would haul up the trap from a hundred metres down, a solid workout for most people. Bernard usually made it look effortless, but not this time. He complained of dizziness and fatigue and had to hand the prawn trapline over to me. As I slumped from the weight of the line, Bernard slumped to the seat of his boat. 

        In the space of a few months, his symptoms grew worse. His tanned skin took on a yellow hue. He became even more clumsy than usual. On a shoreline hike, he slipped on the seaweed, but this time it wasn’t just his cell phone that fell in. Bernard went under completely, emerging with water dripping off the ends of his black moustache. His usually piercing dark eyes betrayed confusion and worry.

        Bernard the German was soon diagnosed with hepatitis C, something he likely had been harbouring since his wild days in the ’60s and ’70s when he would share anything on offer. The virus was attacking Bernard’s liver, which meant his body couldn’t get rid of its toxins, which meant Bernard was impacted by something his doctor called the “hep C brain fog.”

        Bernard began aggressive treatment for hepatitis C, and the medication had plenty of side effects. He grew irritable and mean, with mood swings that seemed much more frequent. Most social occasions with Bernard turned into arguments, as if he was looking for a fight. Some of his closest friends began to seek his company less and less. 

        “That’s not Bernard,” said his best friend, Mike Mullen, another cabin neighbour in Malaspina Inlet. “It’s the medication. It’s important to remember that.”

        At times, Bernard was aware of the situation and would make apologies. “The shit I have to take for this really brings out the German in me,” he’d joke.

        

        It was a gorgeous day in mid-July when my wife Jill’s singer-songwriter brother Matthew and his wife Alexis arrived at the government wharf for their first-ever visit to Desolation Sound. They had come from a nearby music festival, and soon Big Buck$ was filled to the gunwales with guitars, merchandise, groceries, suitcases and booze. There was barely room for any of us to sit down. We were ready to set off when Bernard the German loomed over us.

        “Pretty full boat there, Lawrence,” Bernard snorted down at me. I could tell by his use of “Lawrence” instead of Grant that we were catching him on the dark side of a mood swing. First impressions of the Sound are important to me, and I didn’t want anything to spoil it for Matt and Alexis. 

        “We definitely are!” I replied cheerily. “This is my brother-in-law, Matt, and his wife, Alexis. They’re here from Toronto.” 

        “Hi, nice to meet you,” Matt offered.

        Bernard glared down at him.

        “Nice to meet you too,” Bernard said slowly. “You know, I never liked Toronto. Not one little bit. Bit of a shithole if you ask me.”

        Oh God, here we go, I thought. I felt the urge to get away from the wharf as quickly as possible. 

        “Hmmm, that’s too bad,” Matt answered calmly. He was used to the pastime of Toronto bashing wherever he toured outside of the 6. 

        “Matt and Alexis have had a long day, so we gotta get going, Bernard. Can you please shove us off?” I asked.

        He bent down and slowly untied the ropes but hung on to the bowline. Tension buzzed in my ears like a cloud of mosquitoes. 

        “My boat’s not workin’” Bernard announced. “But I want to get back out there to visit Ricardo.” After a long pause, he added in a gruff baritone, “Do you need... a hood ornament?”

        Matt and Alexis looked confused. Noting that we were completely full, Bernard was asking if he could ride up on the bow of Big Buck$. Jill shot me a look.

        “Uh, you know what, Bernard? I want to get these folks to the cabin to get settled. But I’ll tell you what: once I drop them off and unload the boat, I’ll whip back for you and take you anywhere you want to go, okay?”

        Glare. Long pause. More tension. His voice dropped to an even lower pitch.

        “I said... do you need... a hood ornament?”

        “No. Not today, Bernard. I’ll be right back for you, okay?” 

        I turned the key and kicked it into gear. Bernard tossed the line dismissively onto the bow. I could feel his glare burrowing into the back of my Winnipeg Jets cap as we motored away. As soon as we were clear of the breakwater, I gunned it into the inlet. 

        Half an hour later I returned to the wharf as promised, but Bernard was gone. I called out to Joanne, the wharfinger, asking if she had seen him.

        “Oh yeah, hard to miss,” Joanne yelled back from the top of the gangplank. “And he was mighty pissed at you, man! Said stuff like ‘That asshole, after all the things I did for him.’ Stomped off and went home to Powell River. I wouldn’t want that huge guy mad at me, that’s for sure!” I let out a long sigh and steered the boat back into the inlet. 

        The next time I saw Bernard, I braced for a tongue lashing or worse, but he was in a good mood and happy to see me. He had seemingly forgotten about the whole incident. Slowly, Bernard’s “brain fog” lifted, and his familiar, friendly personality returned. But while the Black Forest of drugs had cured him of the virus, it was at a terrible cost that was still to come. 

        During his treatment, Bernard had an epiphany. If he beat hepatitis, it was time to kick his second lifelong dream into gear. Despite his wife’s protests, that meant selling their handcrafted cabin. The decision shocked some of his friends and neighbours, including me, but was a relief to others: some didn’t like the side of Bernard that had emerged during treatment and feared it would return. 

        Bernard had more of the world to see before he died, and he decided to do it by sailboat. There was one problem: he didn’t know how to sail. But if he could build a cabin without previously hitting hammer to nail, he figured, how hard could sailing around the world be? 

        
            [image: A middle-aged man and a younger woman in a motorboat on the water. They are facing the camera which is in front of them in the boat. The man has a moustache and is balding, and is steering the boat. The woman is blonde and smiling, wearing sunglasses and carrying a hat. ]
            Bernard and his daughter, Misty Cherry, enjoying a sunset ride through the inlets on one of Bernard’s last nights in Desolation Sound. Photo courtesy Misty Cherry
        
    





        
        The Sailboat

        During his final years in Desolation Sound, Bernard and his best friend, Mike Mullen, had procured a twenty-foot sailboat that they sailed around the Sound. But the protected inlets of Desolation Sound were one thing. The open oceans of the world were another altogether, and Bernard wanted a much larger boat in which to live out his dream. 

        Most of his family was opposed to the sale of the cabin, but Bernard was determined. Financially, it was a shrewd move. He and Patricia had bought the Desolation Sound lot for $26,000. Fifteen years later, they sold it for $435,000. 

        “Pretty sound investment, eh?” Bernard would say to me in his deep timbre while giving me an elbow jab in the ribs. “Get it? Sound investment?”

        Bernard wanted to maintain roots in the Upper Sunshine Coast area, so he and Patricia kept their home in Powell River. Then Bernard searched for a sailboat that would suit his needs: “Big and cheap, just like him,” his nephew David joked. Bernard finally found what he was looking for in Fort Lauderdale, Florida: Rainbow’s Shadow, a forty-four-foot, heavy fibreglass cutter with a huge, leaden Scheel keel. It was designed to sail the oceans of the planet. Eager to sell, the owner told Bernard the boat just so happened to have been built by a German. Sold. Bernard bought the boat sight unseen, over the internet, something he would soon regret. (Much later, I discovered that Rainbow’s Shadow was in fact not built by a German, but by Susan and Terry Green, two retired American school teachers. They constructed the boat “from scratch” in the 1980s, and lived aboard Rainbow’s Shadow for nine years before selling it to the man who sold it to Bernard.)

        Bernard’s plan was to fly to Fort Lauderdale with his nephew David and a friend named Jeremy Duggan, a Desolation Sound oyster farmer and jack of all trades who was also an experienced sailor. Duggan would serve as skipper. They would sail Rainbow’s Shadow first to Mexico, where Bernard would meet his wife and granddaughter. From there, they’d sail through the Panama Canal and onward into the open Pacific. 

        Bernard arrived in Florida pretty much straight from his last hepatitis treatment. David noted that his uncle was still in rough shape, both physically and mentally, and assumed that it was the treatments that had run the big German down. 

        Bernard was incensed when he discovered that Rainbow’s Shadow was in fact not fit for open ocean voyages. The sails were rotten, falling apart in his giant hands, and the lines—the ropes that held the sails—were badly frayed and needed replacement, amongst a laundry list of other issues. Making the boat seaworthy would take time and cost a lot more money. One of the first alterations Bernard made was to paint “Powell River, BC” on the hull under the boat’s name.

        When they finally shoved off about three weeks later, Bernard perked up. But soon after leaving Fort Lauderdale, they faced their first calamity. Skipper Jeremy had gone below to work on something that was malfunctioning, leaving Bernard at the helm.

        
            [image: A man at the helm of a boat that is flying the Canadian flag, as seen from behind him in the boat. The boat is making a sharp turn to the left and is banking to the side. It is sunny and bright, so the man and the front of the boat are mostly seen in silhouette.]
            Bernard enjoying life in the open high seas at the helm of Rainbow’s Shadow, his beloved forty-four-foot cutter designed to sail the planet.
        
        Rainbow’s Shadow was sailing south, running parallel to the Florida coast just off Miami Beach. Bernard’s nephew David spotted a huge flotilla of sailboats in the distance, heading due west toward Miami. As the flotilla drew closer and closer, David realized that it was a massive sailing race, with Rainbow’s Shadow set on a right-angle collision course.

        “Uh, Uncle Bernie?” David questioned. “Do you see all those sailboats? Looks like we’re headed straight for them.”

        “Don’t worry about it!” he shouted back over the wind. “They’ll move! We got the right of way, eh?” He proceeded to sail directly into the path of the sailing race.

        Boat horns blasted and the racing sailors screamed and waved their arms at Rainbow’s Shadow to get out of their raceway. The radio crackled with anger. Skipper Jeremy popped up from the hold in time to see Rainbow’s Shadow about to T-bone a racing boat. Jeremy grabbed the wheel and spun it. Bernard lost his balance and toppled to the deck, while Jeremy and David ducked under the swinging boom. Down below, dishes in the galley came crashing to the floor. Rainbow’s Shadow came within metres of smashing into several racing sailboats. They had been at sea for forty-five minutes. Skipper Jeremy took back the helm.

        They rounded the tip of Florida, and the trip across the placid Gulf of Mexico went smoothly. But when they docked in Cancun, Bernard’s lifelong pattern of making a poor first impression struck again. When something untoward was said between Bernard and the Mexican customs official at the harbour, Bernard was certain that the guy “didn’t like Germans.” Whatever the case, the agent refused to allow Bernard and his crew entry into Mexico. 

        Meanwhile, Bernard’s wife and granddaughter, neither of whom had ever been to Mexico and who weren’t too enthusiastic about the sailboat to begin with, were waiting impatiently at the airport for Bernard to pick them up. He didn’t show. After a confusing night where Patricia and Bernadine were left to their own devices to figure out a taxi and a hotel, everyone was reunited at the customs office. The customs agent was happy because this meant that Rainbow’s Shadow would be leaving the harbour. 

        The motley crew set sail for an ill-fated, seasick-inducing journey down the east coast of Mexico and Central America. Skipper Jeremy described the journey as “a daily gong show.” Bernard’s wife and granddaughter flew home after about a week on board, though Bernadine still has nothing but good memories from the trip spent with her opa.

        A few weeks later, Bernard’s daughter Misty and her husband flew down for a voyage aboard Rainbow’s Shadow. “We ended up in a horrible storm. I thought we were going to die—and none of us were wearing life jackets,” recounted Misty years later. “Then we lost the anchor and got stranded sideways on a reef for three days. How do you sleep if your bed is on its side? It was super intense. There was a lot of yelling. That was it for me. Never again on that thing.”

        Throughout those topsy-turvy voyages along the Mosquito Coast, his family and crew couldn’t help but notice Bernard’s deteriorating state in the tight confines of the sailboat. He was often tired and irritable, had a persistent cough and suffered from fever and chills. His voracious appetite fell away, and he began to lose weight. Bernard finally conceded that the Panama Canal would have to wait. They needed to drop anchor to figure out what was wrong. 

        With that decided, they sailed Rainbow’s Shadow to Guatemala and up the Rio Dulce, the location of Johnny Weissmuller’s 1930s Tarzan films. As the sailboat cruised up the winding jungle river, they spotted toucans, macaws and agile howler monkeys in the limbs of the overhanging trees. Before long they found an inland marina where they could moor Rainbow’s Shadow. 

        Bernard asked his nephew to stay with the boat, promising that he would be back in a couple of weeks to continue the journey. David agreed, diligently watching over Rainbow’s Shadow. But a few weeks stretched into a few months, Bernard’s email updates became less and less frequent and, as David sweated it out on the deck of a boat floating in a river lined with crocodiles, he wasn’t sure if he’d ever see his uncle again. 

        
            [image: A sailboat in the water with its sail down and furled, at a dock. The name on the hull reads, Rainbow's Shadow, with a rainbow painted behind it. There are trees in the background, some of which are palm trees, and a building with another boat docked nearby.]
            Bernard’s sailboat Rainbow’s Shadow, moored in the Rio Dulce, Guatemala. He left his nephew Dave behind to look after the boat while Bernard returned to Canada. Little did Dave know how long it would take for his Uncle Bernie to return. Photo Courtesy Misty Cherry
        
    





        
        The Irishman

        By the time Bernard the German returned four months later, his nephew couldn’t wait to get out of the mosquito-infested jungle and get back to mosquito-infested Edmonton. Bernard blamed his delay on the lingering effects of his aggressive hepatitis C treatments and other mysterious ailments, as well as closing the sale on his Desolation Sound cabin. He was back and strong and determined to set sail for the Panama Canal and the wild blue beyond. On his own, this time, because no one else was willing to join him.

        During the months David was boat-sitting, a hurricane had swept across Guatemala and wreaked havoc as far inland as the marina where Rainbow’s Shadow was moored. At the peak of the storm, one of the boat’s mooring lines snapped and she bashed into a smaller sailboat tied up next to her on the dock. Rainbow’s Shadow was fine, but David noted significant damage to the other boat. The owners had been gone for months, with no word on when they would return. Bernard had no interest in waiting, so he left them a note that said something to the effect of “Sorry about the dent” and then shoved off.

        Bernard the German didn’t get far. The motor in Rainbow’s Shadow broke down a short distance away, in sweaty Honduras at what Bernard described as “a real down and dirty marina that was deserted except for pirates and scumbags.” He met one fellow on the dock who looked the pirate part but would soon become Bernard’s constant companion and a lucky charm of sorts. That man was Darragh McCarthy, a lean, tanned and tattooed sailor from Glandore, Ireland. Darragh was a dock rat, crew member and skipper for hire, a modern-day Captain Jack Sparrow, complete with braids and dreadlocks. 

        Darragh fixed Bernard’s motor, which left Bernard impressed enough to offer him the position of skipper on Rainbow’s Shadow. Bernard didn’t have many options—he knew he couldn’t handle the open ocean alone. An agreement was reached with the young Irishman, and together they set sail for the Panama Canal. They were forced to anchor for three weeks, waiting for a slot to open, and then for $1,400 they were granted passage through the locks of the famous canal. It took two full days. Bernard was awed by the massive feat of human engineering. Crossing the Panama Canal in his own boat, registered proudly to Powell River, was a bucket-list moment for the ages.

        
            [image: A man with shoulder-length hair and light skin tone, seated at the stern of a boat. He has a short beard and moustache, and is shirtless and wearing shorts. A life preserver and a large thin wheel are next to him. There are other ships in the distance with the shoreline behind them.]
            Darragh McCarthy, from Glandore, Ireland, was the skipper for hire who would become Bernard’s guardian angel of sorts, guiding Bernard through the Panama Canal and on many other sailing adventures to come aboard Rainbow’s Shadow. Photo courtesy Darragh McCarthy
        
        And then there they were on the open Pacific Ocean, with the world waiting. Bernard had decided that their first destination would be the South Pacific, but like previous crew members had done, Darragh noticed that the big German was ailing after a month on the boat: fevers, chills and, most alarmingly, three large lumps on Bernard’s neck. 

        Bernard deteriorated at such a rate that they were forced to alter course, this time to the mangrove-forested shores of Ecuador. Bernard convinced Darragh to watch over the boat while he returned home to Canada to find out what was wrong. Like David in the jungles of Guatemala, Darragh wouldn’t see Bernard again for months. That’s because, once home, Bernard received another terrible diagnosis: cancer. The aggressive treatments that rid his body of hepatitis C had come with some major risks and potential side effects, one of them being lymphoma in a certain percentage of patients. Bernard had fallen into that percentage. 

        But in Bernard’s mind, there was no turning back on his dream. He faced the cancer head on, like a matador in a bullfight, and began treatment as soon as he could. Immediately after his first series of treatments was complete, over the protests of his family members, he boarded a plane for South America to rejoin Darragh the Irishman aboard Rainbow’s Shadow. 

        Darragh barely recognized Bernard when he showed up at the dock in Guayaquil. He had lost a lot of weight, and the intense chemotherapy had robbed Bernard not only of the hair on his head but also of his signature big black moustache. 

        Darragh was stunned that Bernard the German wanted to continue with the journey they had planned. “I thought he was nuts to take on major ocean crossings the way he did, so soon after his chemotherapy,” recalled Darragh. “I told him that he might die on the open ocean from Ecuador to the islands of the South Pacific, but he told me that he’d die if he didn’t do it. That it was the sitting around at home that was going to kill him.”

        The pair set sail for the Marquesas Islands, nearly five thousand kilometres away, an epic crossing of twenty-four days, their first and only pit stop being the Galápagos Islands. Bernard marvelled at the wildlife, but he was not only exhausted from the chemo, he was also ill-equipped: he insisted on hiking to a lake on a volcano at the top of the island in a loose pair of flip-flops. The lake’s shoreline was ringed in sharp volcanic rock, so by the time they got back to the Rainbow’s Shadow, Bernard’s feet were shredded. 

        Bernard remained on his back for most of the journey but did so up on deck as much as possible. Darragh captained the boat and did all the cooking. Even though he was often nauseated, and it rained most of the way, Bernard felt a wonderful sense of freedom and accomplishment at being out there. He loved simply watching the days and weeks sail by. After being enshrouded for so many years by the towering, dark-green mountains of Desolation Sound, he gazed in wonder at the endless rolling horizon by day and the infinite stars that burst between the racing clouds by night. This was real adventure. Their only other companions were humpback whales, dolphins and the occasional albatross. 

        Once Rainbow’s Shadow successfully made it to the Marquesas, Bernard carved out a new life pattern for himself. He would go home for cancer treatments, then return to Rainbow’s Shadow for more adventures on the water. This would be the unlikely sailing duo’s routine for the next couple of years.

        

        In March 2010, with his health much improved, Bernard flew to meet Darragh and the boat in New Zealand. They had an ambitious itinerary that would take them to some of the most remote islands and atolls on the planet. Before they departed, Darragh checked the long-range weather forecast. Everything looked good.

        Several days later, Bernard and Darragh anchored at a tiny white smudge on Google Earth called the Minerva Reefs. The site of countless shipwrecks dating back to the early 1800s, this spectacular pair of atolls was shaped by the upper rims of two ancient volcanos sticking out of the water enough to form two low-lying reefs, one circular, the other a figure eight, with stretches of white sand on their inner sides. The reefs were fifteen hundred kilometres away from New Zealand with nothing in between. The lagoons on the atolls were deep enough to clear a keel, and the place had become known over the centuries as a unique if challenging anchorage. The water in the lagoons was crystal clear, revealing a wild aquarium filled with colourful corals, manta rays, darting bright schools of fish and one very large German Canadian in a purple Speedo.

        Their plan was to stay at the atolls for three, four, maybe five days. But on day two, as they sat aboard Rainbow’s Shadow with beers in hand, a wind picked up, and it continued to gain velocity throughout the afternoon. They were completely cut off from the mainland—no radio, no cell service—but Darragh’s guidebook warned that if the winds hit thirty knots, boats should get out of the reef or risk being beached, shipwrecked or worse. 

        When the winds hit twenty-eight knots, or fifty kilometres an hour, the two men begrudgingly pulled anchor and motored for the gap in the reef. They safely cleared the atolls, but the winds kept climbing: thirty-five knots, sixty-five, eighty-five... all the way past one hundred knots, more than 180 kilometres an hour. In the space of a few hours, a beautiful, calm, clear blue day on the South Seas had flipped into a full-blown tropical cyclone. Darragh had them suit up in their foul-weather gear from head to toe: boots, pants, bib, jacket, oilskins and life jackets.

        Neither of them had ever experienced a sea like that. The waves were fifteen to twenty metres tall. Foaming grey walls of water, the size of five-and six-storey buildings, came crashing down upon them again and again and again. Attempting to sail was useless. Going out on deck was suicide. The radio was static. They couldn’t do anything, so they battened down the hatches. 

        After twenty-four hours, the storm was worse. At forty-eight hours, it still had not let up. The two stopped drinking water. They stopped eating. They stopped talking to each other. Bernard lay squeezed into his berth waiting to die. 

    





			The Cyclone

			If you find yourself on land during a severe tropical cyclone, it’s vital to get away from the ocean and seek shelter inland. If you’re out on the ocean hundreds of kilometres from anywhere, you are at the mercy of the raging sea. As salt water violently sloshed about the sailboat’s cabin, Bernard the German and Darragh the Irishman wondered which wave smashing onto the deck might be their last.

			Despite the two sealing themselves in the cabin, water was still finding a way in. The bilge pumps were doing their best, and with the help of the wind turbine spinning wildly, the batteries maintained their charge.

			“When the wind is blowing like that, above eighty knots, water will literally go through a concrete wall,” Darragh explained. “No boat is perfectly watertight, and we were really being thrown around. So yes, the ocean got in. A lot of it. We slept in our foul-weather gear.” And while Bernard was becoming submissive to the storm, Darragh kicked into survival mode. 

			“I slept on the floor in the galley in a disgusting mix of oil and salt water,” remembered Darragh. “I thought the galley would be the easiest place to get out if or when the boat sank.”

			Bernard was so big that his body didn’t actually fit in his berth. With his feet hanging out, and the boat pitching to and fro like a cork in a bathtub, he thought of his family thousands of miles away: his many brothers and sisters, his wife, his grandchildren and most especially his two daughters. He loved and missed them dearly, never more so than at that moment, but he also realized that if he were to die, he’d prefer to do so in the grip of Mother Nature rather than attached to wires and tubes in a hospital bed. He slipped into a dream state as the wind screamed and the ocean pounded. Bernard closed his eyes tightly, pretty certain that he would never open them again. 

			Until he did, a day later, when Darragh shook him lightly. “Storm’s over, mate,” the Irishman said softly. 

			The two of them waded through flotsam and jetsam in a foot of water in the galley while the bilge pumps continued their work to drain it. Darragh gingerly opened the hatch. They climbed out onto the deck and looked at each other. They were a sorry pair of sodden, stinky, waterlogged creatures, but they were alive. 

			Squinting in the morning sun on the open, prairie-flat, bright-blue South Pacific Ocean, both were astonished that they were still breathing and that Rainbow’s Shadow was still afloat. Soon they were giggling, which quickly turned into uncontrollable shrieks of laughter and embrace.

			The odd couple didn’t know it at that moment, but they had survived Cyclone Tomas, a Category 4 severe tropical storm. It had slammed into Fiji, causing millions of dollars of damage and making news around the world. Darragh credited the German U-boat–like overbuilt construction of Rainbow’s Shadow for saving their lives. But the boat had taken a hell of a beating. 

			“We had taken down the sails and lashed them around the boom, but the wind was so strong that it started getting in between ’em,” recalled Darragh. “While we were down below, the wind pulled the sails out a little bit, then a little bit more, and then suddenly they got loose and the wind tore ’em up. Doesn’t take much in winds that strong.”

			But the mast was still standing, and the rudder still attached. They searched the boat and found that they had one sail left in a bag stowed in the bow: a giant, rainbow-coloured spinnaker. 

			After their planned stay at the Minerva Reefs, Bernard and Darragh were originally sailing next for the island kingdom of Tonga, but Cyclone Tomas had blown them over eight hundred kilometres off course. They raised their colourful spinnaker and let it fill with light wind, setting a course for Fiji. 

			“Bernard was not the best sailor, and this was a do-or-die situation, so I basically never left the helm,” admitted Darragh. “Spinnakers are very hard to keep full of wind, and they only fly at a certain angle and at certain wind speeds. I was scared that the wind would change or get stronger, and we would need to take the spinnaker down, so I kept sailing at full speed, and Bernard kept bringing me tea.”

			As dawn broke across the Pacific after two full days and nights with Darragh at the wheel, the Irishman finally needed some rest below. Before he descended, he implored Bernard to stay on course and keep a full sail. 

			A few hours later, Darragh was back on his feet inspecting the engine down below, trying to get it started. On deck, Bernard’s attention was drawn to what appeared to be clouds on the horizon with darkness beneath. It looked like it could be rain. Bernard shuddered at the thought of more weather. He grabbed the binoculars. 

			As Rainbow’s Shadow cut through the waves, Bernard began to make out the jagged green mountaintops of the main island of Fiji, rising out of the ocean blue, likely looking much the same from afar as they had almost four hundred years earlier, when Dutch explorer Abel Tasman became the first European to lay eyes on the archipelago paradise. Bernard stomped his feet on the deck.

			
					[image: A man with short dark hair, seated at the stern of a boat behind a large thin wheel and beside a life preserver. He is wearing a black shirt and shorts, bracing himself against the side of the boat, and sheltering his head from wind with a square flotation cushion. It is a grey day with choppy water.]
					Bernard the German making tracks to get out of the extremely remote Minerva Reefs when the weather kicked up. Little did the German and Irish sailors know how extreme that weather would quickly become. Photo courtesy Misty Cherry
				
			“Land ho!” he bellowed. “Land fuckin’ ho, man!!!” Darragh scrambled up to the deck. Bernard shoved the binoculars into the oil-stained hands of his skipper. Darragh’s glance confirmed it. The two started laughing again, overcome with joy at the sight of solid green land. The gulls swooped and screeched along with them.

			The greasy, storm-shocked pair were even more delighted as white- sand beaches and leaning shoreline palms came into focus. They tried and failed to get the engine started. It was saturated with salt water. 

			“Yeah, the engine was fucked, so we flagged down a sport-fishing boat as quick as we could and had to be dragged into port,” remembered Darragh. “And just our shitty luck—we arrived late on Friday at about two minutes after 5:00 p.m. Customs and immigration closed at five, and in Fiji they won’t clear you on the weekend. So after all that we couldn’t even bloody well go to shore! We just missed ’em and had to sit on that damn soaking boat until Monday morning.

			“It was pure torture, but the captain who dragged us in was kind enough to go to the shop and bring us back two crates of Fiji Bitter beer, twelve bottles each, a litre each bottle, and a carton of cigarettes for me. Well, Bernard and me, we drank ’em like they was water. I probably smoked forty cigarettes. That’s how we celebrated being alive.”

			“To tell you the truth, I thought I was going to die out there for sure,” Bernard admitted to me months later. “And I was ready to go, I was cool with it, but then I kept thinking about my daughters. They lost their mother early, and now they’re going to lose me too? I was pissed off with myself. What an asshole, right? But hey, we made it, man. Still can’t believe it.”

		
	




        
        The Goodbye

        Like he had done in Desolation Sound, Bernard the German found a community in the Fijian archipelago that welcomed him with open arms. As he and Darragh waited for Rainbow’s Shadow to be repaired, Bernard made pals with friendly islanders and expat sailors from around the world. Bernard joined an outrigger canoe club, and suddenly his team started winning, as had happened with the St. Joseph Saints forty years earlier. Bernard was still an athlete, even in his sixties. 

        On his next trip back home to visit family and see his doctors, Bernard received a shock: he was miraculously declared cancer-free. When he walked out of the cancer clinic, he was seized by a jolt of victorious energy that he hadn’t felt in years. In the space of a decade, he had beaten hepatitis C, Cyclone Tomas and cancer. He couldn’t wait to get back to Fiji in his new-found nirvana.

        But it wasn’t all Fijian good vibes. On a Skype call back to Canada, Bernard’s daughter Misty informed him that his wife Patricia wouldn’t be joining him there. Patricia didn’t share Bernard’s wanderlust, and she was tired of chasing someone else’s dreams. According to Patricia, Bernard had also treated her poorly for years. She had been waiting to see what would happen with the cancer. Now that it was over, so was the marriage. She was leaving him. To hammer the point home, she already had a new boyfriend.

        “With the good comes the bad,” Bernard philosophized to me in an email. “It always does. I guess I was spending too much time away, too much money on my trips and the boat, not enough time on my marriage. It hurts, man. We had some great years, but I got a little too ‘German’ on her sometimes. I guess you can’t blame her. To tell you the truth I’m a bit relieved. I felt guilty about her sitting at home in Canada while I’m down here having the time of my life. I was always faithful to her, but I’m glad she’s moved on. Now I can too... in fuckin’ paradise, man!”

        
            [image: A sailboat in the water with its sail down and furled. The name on the hull reads Rainbow's Shadow with a rainbow and a dog painted behind it, and Powell River B.C. underneath. There is a ladder over the side of the boat. The photo also has a date stamp of 01/22/2014.]
            Rainbow’s Shadow at anchor in Fiji. The boat took a beating in Cyclone Tomas. It was eventually repaired at great expense, but Bernard’s wanderlust for open-ocean sailing had soured after the storm. Photo courtesy Misty Cherry
        
        When it came to sailing, however, Cyclone Tomas was a trauma that Bernard couldn’t shake. The experience had significantly soured his taste for long-haul open-ocean sailing on Rainbow’s Shadow. His outings with Darragh mostly consisted of poking around the more than three hundred islands in the Fijian archipelago. That might have sounded like a dream, but their relationship was never the same after the cyclone. 

        “He blamed me for the storm, I think, but I had no way of knowing what was coming,” Darragh surmised years later. “He blamed me for the sails getting ripped too. He thought I should have known how bad it was going to get, and that I should have gotten the storm sail up, but by the time we realized how extreme it really was, it was too dangerous to go out on deck and try to change sails. He never even thanked me for saving his life and getting us back to port in one piece.”

        Bernard was also increasingly frustrated at how much the sailboat was costing him—and it was often Darragh who had to deliver the news of what was broken and what needed replacing. 

        “Sailing is like standing under a cold shower ripping up one hundred-dollar bills,” Darragh told me with a chuckle. “Bernard had a really hard time coming to terms with the reality of that.”

        Bernard was paying Darragh the meager salary of $300 a month to captain Rainbow’s Shadow. Whenever they were together, they argued, and Darragh figured it was time to jump ship. Soon he managed to hitch a ride on a boat that would take him west to Australia, Indonesia and beyond. 

        “The whole thing with Bernard didn’t end well,” Darragh recalled. “He essentially left me broke in the middle of the Pacific. When Bernard was sober, he was Canadian. When he was drunk, he was German, and he was drunk when I decided to leave. I left Fiji without a penny to my name.”

        Their goodbye was terse. Darragh shoved off to continue sailing the world, expecting to run into Bernard again somewhere, maybe even in Desolation Sound, a place he had passionately described to Darragh many times. But Darragh would never see Bernard alive again.

        

        As it turned out, Bernard didn’t mind losing his Irish lucky charm, because the big gregarious Deutschlander had met someone else. Miliana was a calm, kind and beautiful six-foot Fijian woman who worked as a server at the local yacht club where all the expats hung out. Bernard was smitten, and the pair began a relationship. 

        You might think that Bernard’s family would be used to surprises by then, but they were shocked to hear about the engagement. Bernard got married for the third time, just shy of his sixty-fifth birthday, in an elaborate, flower-festooned traditional Fijian wedding on the beach. None of Bernard’s friends and family from Canada were in attendance. He was living a whole new life on the other side of the world.

        Bernard and Miliana bought a piece of land with a beautiful ocean view in a Fijian town called Savusavu on the smaller, northern island of Vanua Levu. Savusavu, known as “the hidden paradise of Fiji,” was famous for its steaming tidal hot springs. Bernard claimed that Savusavu was like the Fijian version of Lund, the village closest to Desolation Sound. 

        “It’s a fantastic piece of property about a hundred metres from the beach,” he told me excitedly over Skype. “Incredible snorkelling right out front, man. I’ll be building us a tropical pole house. Just have to figure out how to do it first. You’ll be my first guest, right?” 

        It was Bernard’s turn to be astounded when Miliana announced she was pregnant. He had been told by his doctors that a side effect of his cancer treatment—in addition to not being able to grow his moustache back—was that he would be sterile. Apparently not, because Lorenzo Waqatabu Krieger was born in November 2014. At age sixty-five, Bernard had a new wife, a new baby and a new house to build. That was until a tragic event sent Bernard the German crashing down one last time.

        
            [image: A man with short dark hair under a baseball cap and light-medium skin tone and a woman with short dark hair and dark skin tone, sitting back to back in a rowboat on a rainy day. They are both smiling and looking at the camera. The man is holding the oars, and the woman is holding an umbrella. ]
            Bernard and his new bride, Miliana, rowing through the tropical rain in Savusavu Bay, Fiji. Bernard and Miliana had purchased land in Savusavu and had plans to build a tropical pole house in which to live. Photo courtesy Misty Cherry
        
    





			So Long to the Powell River Bear

			One of Bernard’s best buddies in Fiji was an Australian sailor named Peter Stevenson. Together, they and other friends had a lot of fun frequenting the few night spots in Savusavu. 

			Peter Stevenson considered Bernard a “big bruisy bloke, a gentle giant with a tremendous personality.” When he noticed the words “Powell River, BC” on the side of Bernard’s sailboat, Peter bestowed upon Bernard the German yet another nickname: “the Powell River Bear.” 

			Bernard often admitted to Peter that while he loved life in Fiji with its average year-round temperature of 25°C, he missed Canada: his family and friends there and the raw beauty of Desolation Sound. Bernard promised Peter that one day he would show him the splendour of the Sound over a bowl of freshly steamed spot prawns and a couple of Townsite growlers of Zunga.

			On the evening of April 11, 2015, Bernard was on his own and feeling edgy. Miliana and their baby boy were over on Fiji’s main island for an extended stay with her family, and he missed them. In Fiji, new mothers and their babies traditionally spend a lot time with their families while leaving the husband to fend for himself. 

			It was Saturday night, so Bernard rang up Peter to grab some dinner and celebrate happy hour at the yacht club, but it was one of the rare occasions when Peter didn’t feel like going out. Bernard hit the town anyway. He wasn’t alone for long, meeting up with various friends at spots around town during the warm tropical evening. 

			Some later said that Bernard’s mood seemed darker than usual that evening, but when he got to the local nightclub, his energy picked up. Bernard had a great passion for music—his all-time favourite being the songs of Leonard Cohen, which he would crank on quiet nights in Desolation Sound for all to hear. That night in Savusavu, he lumbered up on stage and joined the house band to bellow out a rendition of Wilson Pickett’s party anthem “Mustang Sally.” It brought the house down. He joked with the audience that the band would be crazy if they didn’t sign him up. 

			When the club shut down for the night, Bernard left with about a half-dozen locals, accompanying them to a grassy embankment between the road and the shoreline, a common late-night gathering place once everything had closed. 

			There wasn’t much civic infrastructure in remote Savusavu, and that included streetlights. If you’ve ever been to the tropics, you’ll also know that the closer you are to the equator, the less there is of any sort of twilight. Once the sun goes down, it is like an instant switch from day to inky night. 

			So it was dark. Really dark. And on that embankment, in the blackness of a late tropical night, disaster struck. While guffawing amicably with his companions, Bernard apparently misjudged the distance to the edge of the shoreline embankment, along which there was no guardrail or fence. He stumbled, slipped and tumbled into the darkness. Bernard fell roughly three metres from the grassy ledge to the exposed rocky beach below. And here’s where fate dealt a cruel blow: Had the tide been in, Bernard’s fall would have been broken by the bath-like warm salt water of Savusavu Bay. But the tide was out that night. In a stroke of horrendously bad luck, Bernard landed directly in one of Savusavu’s famous shoreline hot spring pools.

			Fijians had used the hot springs to cook their food at low tide for generations and had built low circular rock walls around some of them, the kind you might see around a campfire. The bubbling pools ranged from the size of a manhole cover to the circumference of your standard hot tub. But what Bernard fell into was no Jacuzzi. The Savusavu shoreline springs maintained an average heat of 100°C, or 212°F.

			Put it this way: 100°F is considered a safe temperature in a hot tub for a healthy adult. At 212°F, Bernard the German had essentially fallen into a giant pot of boiling volcanic water. 

			It isn’t certain what happened next, but most of Bernard’s friends believe that the people he was hanging out with somehow managed to pull the 240-pound giant from the hot spring and get him back up to the top of the embankment. It’s possible that they didn’t realize the extent of his injuries, or that they were scared, but it appears that they didn’t remain with him or get him help. Later that night, Bernard was found on the grass by a security guard from a nearby business. No ambulance was available on that side of Vanua Levu Island, so the big German was loaded semi-conscious into the back seat of a taxi and driven across the island to the closest hospital. 

			As dawn broke over Vanua Levu, a clerk at the hospital began making calls to Savusavu. Bernard’s friends soon found out about the accident. Many of them rushed across the island to the hospital. When his Australian buddy Peter Stevenson laid eyes on Bernard, he was horrified at the condition of the Powell River Bear.

			Bernard had suffered brutal burns to most of his body, from his chest down. His friends were outraged to find him still lying on a stretcher, apparently not yet having been treated for his wounds. The hospital was tiny and short on supplies—so much so that some of Bernard’s expat friends made mad dashes back to their yachts and sailboats, rummaging through their first aid kits for anything that might help Bernard. 

			Theories swirled: Had he been the victim of a crime? Was it an attack? Had he been pushed? His watch was still strapped to his wrist and his wallet was still full of cash, so most of his friends didn’t think so.

			Bernard was airlifted to Fiji’s largest hospital on the main island where his wife Miliana rushed to be with him. Over the next few days, the horrible news made it back to Canada. In a rare lucid moment, Bernard spoke on the phone to his daughter Misty in Vancouver. From his hospital bed, he vehemently insisted that he’d be fine, “like always.” Misty should not come, he said—don’t spend the money on a plane ticket. The doctors warned her otherwise. 

			Bernhard Karl Maria Krieger died on April 16, 2015, at age sixty-six. He survived for a remarkable four days after tumbling into the boiling hot spring. Third- and fourth-degree burns and severe scalding covered two-thirds of his body from his torso down. Bernard passed away while his daughter Misty was mid-flight over the Pacific. 

			A heartbreaking scene met Misty at the Fiji airport. It was the first time she had met Miliana—her stepmom—and Miliana was forced to deliver the devastating news that Misty’s seemingly indestructible father had died. A few days later, after a funeral and cremation, Bernard’s many friends in Fiji climbed aboard Rainbow’s Shadow one last time to sprinkle some of the big man’s ashes in Savusavu Bay. The rest of his remains came home to Canada with Misty.

			Bernard Krieger left behind his wife, three children, three grandchildren, ten siblings, many nieces and nephews and countless friends from around the globe. Miliana and young Lorenzo Krieger moved back to the main island of Fiji. Bernard’s beloved boat Rainbow’s Shadow was sold to an Australian couple, and the cutter’s adventures continued.

			I was extremely sad to hear about my dear friend Bernard’s death and I was as shocked as anyone at how it had happened. I was also frustrated after countless phone calls and emails to Fiji to try to piece together the events of that night. It doesn’t appear that there was ever an investigation into Bernard’s death, nor did anyone seem to know who Bernard was with at the time of his fall. Only a few of the officers I spoke to in the local police department remembered hearing about a big kaivalagi who fell into a hot spring. The search for answers continues.

			Desolation Sound was never quite the same without the towering presence of Bernard the German. He remained a favourite in our stories, and his eagle’s nest cabin always proved a point of local interest. The couple who bought both Bernard’s cabin and his boat—Craig and Dawn Bremner—got used to folks referring to it as “Bernard’s place” long after they had moved in full-time. Craig had enjoyed a colourful thirty-year career with the Canadian Coast Guard, and both Craig and Dawn were amazing with our kids, so they were definitely good folks to have next door. 

			About a month after Bernard’s death, his friends and neighbours from Powell River, Lund and Desolation Sound came together at the Okeover government wharf to celebrate the life of the Giant of Desolation Sound. Everyone marvelled at how much living Bernard had packed in to his sixty-six years. No matter what the odds, we all agreed that Bernard Krieger had lived out his dreams. They carried him to the end of the earth, and to the end of his life. He would never be forgotten. 

		
	




        
        Rock Thy Neighbour

        Josh spotted it first, buzzing high in the bright-cobalt sky above the cabin. “Dad, what is that thing?” he shouted excitedly. “Gracie, look! Is that an airplane or a bird, Dad?” 

        I followed the familiar sound with my eyes and smiled. 

        “Dad,” Josh asked, “can we make one of those?”

        Along with huckleberries and kayaks, a sure sign that summer had arrived in the Sound was hearing a strange mechanical buzzing steadily approaching. If you weren’t used to such a noise, you’d naturally glance out across the water to see what kind of outboard motor might be making the racket. That is until you realized that the sound was coming from the sky, like some sort of skookum mosquito. Then you’d crane your neck up and you’d eventually spot what appeared to be a cross between a go-kart and a hang-glider. The soaring contraption was most often spotted on warm evenings when the winds had died off and the sun was beginning to set. The unique homemade flying machine was powered by one man, yet another wild German, who had made Desolation Sound his home. His name was Bernd Scheifele, also known as the Baron of Okeover Inlet. It took me twenty years to meet Bernd, because whenever I saw him, he was hundreds of metres in the air.

        Bernd and his wife, Josaphine, came to Canada in the 1990s in search of the end of the road. They settled in Okeover, where they built and operated the Desolation Sound Resort for eighteen years before retiring. Bernd had loved flying ever since he was a kid. He grew up in the Bavarian Alps, where he entered a world championship hang-gliding competition at age twenty and placed somewhere in the middle. 

        Hang-gliding wasn’t something anyone did when he arrived in Desolation Sound, but Bernd still wanted to fly. One day he realized that the inlet he gazed upon was the perfect airstrip for a floating plane, so he began to construct his own flying machines. He crashed his first creation nose down into Okeover Inlet but was able to free himself from his rapidly sinking craft and swim back to his resort. 

        
            [image: A small flying machine seen from below against the sky. It has two pontoons on the bottom and its wings are similar to those of a hang glider. It is too far away to see the person inside. The mountains are below in front of a few clouds.]
            This flying contraption can often be spotted high above the inlets and mountains of Desolation Sound on perfect summer evenings. It’s the Chitty Bang, a one-person flying machine invented and flown by licensed pilot Bernd Scheifele, also known as the Baron of Okeover Inlet.
        
        The Baron was much more successful with various other flying creations over the years, including the Rubber Duck—hang-glider wings attached to a rubber Zodiac raft—and the Chitty Bang, which had aluminum pontoons like a miniature, open-air seaplane. It was awe-inspiring to see the Baron flying high over the Bunster Hills or down low, skimming the inlets at sunset. He always made a racket and annoyed some of his Okeover neighbours, but I loved catching a glimpse of his gravity-defying inventions.

        When Jill tried to book a surprise flight for me in one of the Baron’s contraptions for my fortieth birthday, we learned Bernd’s number-one rule: no passengers. There was only one seat. 

        I’ve met many other adventurous, passionate souls in and around Desolation Sound and Lund since Adventures in Solitude was published. Tai Uhlmann and Theo Angell, an amazing pair of filmmakers, are partners in film and love. Tai grew up in Lund, Theo in Portland, Oregon, and they met at a bar in New York City. Tai brought Theo back to Lund, and together they produced an exceptional documentary called The End of the Road, chronicling the stories of disillusioned Americans who fled the politics and war of the United States for a better life north of the border. Those same people were considered the “hippie invasion” that so troubled Cougar Nancy Crowther in the late 1960s and early ’70s. Some who arrived barely lasted a summer; others have remained for a lifetime. 

        Tai Uhlmann’s parents, a wonderful couple named Peter and Ronnie Uhlmann, were two of those back-to-the-land Americans. In August 1969, before moving to BC, the Uhlmanns attended what would become the world’s most famous music festival: Woodstock. The only reason they went was to chaperone Ronnie’s younger sisters. Before they knew it, the Uhlmanns were caught up in the Aquarian Exposition: 3 Days of Peace and Music with upwards of four hundred thousand other peaceniks and music lovers. 

        “We were sitting way up from the stage when someone behind us had a seizure,” remembered Peter, who had just graduated from medical school. “I attended to this person and took him to the only medical tent I could find. They asked me there, ‘Hey, are you a doctor? Can you help us?’ They were being inundated, so I joined in.” 

        Almost all the patients were festival goers having bad trips, likely from the brown acid that Woodstock MC Chip Monck famously warned the audience about over the PA. “So yeah,” chuckled Peter. “I was put in charge of the Bad Trip Tent. That’s where I spent the rest of Woodstock, talking people down. I never even saw the show.” 

        Ronnie and her two teenage sisters loved it, though. “As Woodstock grew,” Ronnie added, “it felt like things could be transformed and get better. We would find peace. It was like a light rising on the horizon.” 

        A month later, the Uhlmanns moved to Vancouver, where Peter studied psychiatry at UBC. After graduation, he and Ronnie moved to Lund with a group of hippie friends, hand-built a home in the woods above the inlet, raised three children and never left. The Ulhmanns had indeed found the peace they sought at Woodstock. 

        Another old-timer I felt fortunate to meet lived in a cabin so remote it made Okeover Inlet feel like Union Station. If you hang around on the government wharf long enough and are willing to lend a hand, you’re sure to meet plenty of interesting characters, because everyone coming and going is either loading or unloading a boat. 

        Once, while I sat with Josh in Big Buck$ on a sweltering day waiting for friends to arrive, I noticed a slim, short, older man in jeans, a T-shirt and black rubber boots. He had close-cropped white hair and a trim matching beard, and he was carrying a carload of supplies in multiple trips down the ramp to a speedboat. Because the tide was low, the ramp was at a ridiculously steep angle. I could see he was struggling, so my son and I hopped out of our boat and hefted a few bags and boxes for him. That was how we came to know “Caretaker” Ken Beaubien, one of the saltiest barnacles I had ever met in Desolation Sound.

        I was fascinated to learn that Ken was the full-time caretaker on a distant, beautiful property known as the Lindberg farm. The historic homestead was nestled on the shores of Homfray Channel, north of Desolation Sound, in the traditional territory of the Klahoose First Nation. It was en route to Toba Inlet, where few pleasure boats roamed. The far-flung property is now owned by Americans from Seattle, who mostly used the place in the summer. Ken, a retired heavy-duty mechanic from Vancouver Island, had spotted an ad in the local paper looking for a full-time caretaker on an “off-grid, out of the way place.” He got the job and had been there ever since, some dozen years by the time we met him, when he was seventy-five years old.

        Ken invited me to visit, so on another perfect summer day of calm seas and clear skies, I met up with my friends Rory and Julie and their teenage son Emmett, and we made the trek up to Homfray Channel in their boat, the Salubrious Chief. Ken greeted us on the shores of an idyllic bay, buttressed on one side by a massive vertical rock wall that dropped straight into the ocean: a favourite rubbing spot for grey whales and orcas, Ken told us, which he got to see up close from the adjacent beach. The century-old farm was backed by a steep pair of mountains and thick forest. The site was so remote that Ken rarely spotted any other people. We were the first folks he had seen in a month, he told us. It was the first summer of COVID-19, so the American owners of the property weren’t permitted to enter Canada.

        The farm was pre-empted and homesteaded in 1912 by the Lindberg brothers, a pair of eccentric Swedes who had crossed the United States on horseback. They bought a boat in Seattle, intending to make the trip to Alaska, but when the boat broke down in Homfray Channel, they thought the area was so beautiful that they decided to stay. 

        
            [image: A man with short white hair, light skin tone and a white beard and moustache, seen from the waist up. He is standing on a rocky shore, wearing a fleece sweater and squinting with the sun on his face. A mountain with rocky cliffs and trees is behind him and there is more land across the water in the distance.]
            “Caretaker” Ken Beaubien was one of the saltiest and most interesting characters I’ve met in the Sound—and that’s saying a lot! He looked after the historic and remote Lindberg farm in Homfray Channel and lived there alone year-round with nothing but the whales, the grizzlies and the occasional tourist to keep him company (and the American owners, when they were permitted to show up).
        
        “They handlogged the whole farm area before they planted their fruit trees,” Ken explained between drags on a cigarette. “In the summer, while they logged, they wore boots, hardhats and nothin’ else. Bare-assed and buck naked, save for boots and hats. Not only that, they would rub themselves down with black ashes from the firepit to keep the bugs away. It was busier around here back then, and they would have been quite the sight for anyone passing by, that’s for sure.”

        The brothers planted a huge orchard, which still produces apples, pears, cherries, plums and even kiwi fruit. They used some of the fruit for a still they kept in the woods during prohibition years. “In them days, there were a lot of loggers, fishermen and Klahoose that lived in the channel, so if you came too close, the brothers Lindberg would meet you at the beach with a rifle pointed right at you. They were always afraid of being busted by the provincial police.” 

        The brothers lived out their lives on the farm, at one point raising turkeys for the Hotel Vancouver until their stock was gobbled by wolves. The Lindbergs’ bodies lie in a stone crypt on a wooded hillside above the farm. It was the only sight on the tour that was off limits, but Caretaker Ken showed us the rest of the farm, which he ran single-handedly for most of the year.

        “I create my own power out of the creek over yonder, and I have some solar panels, so I don’t have hydro to worry about. There’s salmon out front, there’s cod, there’s oysters on the beach. I have big gardens, berries everywhere, and there’s the fruit and nut trees.” He gestured with his arm. “I’ll go to town to get coffee and sugar and salt—stuff like that—about once a month. I sorta figure I should go in just so I see people—mental health more than anything. I could go for six months up here and not see anybody, but I think it’s a good idea to keep some contact to keep myself sane.”

        While Ken had hardly any visitors of the human variety, plenty of other more menacing types frequented the property.

        “We’re right in the middle of cougar country in these mountains behind us, eh? It’s also bear country and wolf country. I’ve been charged by bears, but that always ends badly for the bear.” He showed us one of his homemade bear deterrents, which was a series of large, handlogging saw blades mounted teeth-up below the windows of his cabin. 

        “They step on that, they ain’t coming back. The bears that come down here are about fifty percent grizzly and fifty percent black bear. There used to be a photograph in the Lund Pub of the biggest grizzly ever found in this area, and it was shot right in those trees over yonder. In the ripening-fruit season, you gotta keep eyes in the back of your head. You have to be more apprehensive, you walk slower, and you just gotta be careful, because you know they’re going to be here. End of September and into October I carry a rifle at all times. About the first rain in November, they disappear. There’s a salmon run in the next bay, so they all lumber into the next valley and load up on salmon before they go to bed for the winter.” 

        Before we left that day, I asked Ken if he ever got lonely or felt a desire to move back to town.

        “Well, standing here, it’s like living in a painting,” he extolled as we walked down to the beach together. “If you have to live in an apartment, you’re staring at a flat wall or out a window at a parking lot, so where would you rather be? I mean, would it be easier if I had a partner of similar mind to give me somebody to talk to and share with? You bet. You know, I’ve had grey whales rubbing against the rock face in the bay there, and porpoises jumping and orcas playing, and you turn around and point at them to show somebody else, and... well... there is no one else. You’re the only one seeing it. So someone to share this with would be nice.” As we waded out to the boat in the bay’s pristine warm water, Ken gave us a wave and invited us to stop by whenever we happened to be in Homfray Channel next. 

        “No one goes by without me noticin’,” he called out cheerfully. I looked around. It was true. Homfray Channel, which runs between the Lindberg farm on the mainland and East Redonda Island, is wide, but unless you were passing at night, there would be no way for anyone to travel the channel in either direction without Ken seeing their boat. It reminded me of Bernard the German’s old vantage point. When he lived in Desolation Sound, Bernard had an eagle-eye view of our bay and down the inlet. No one came or went without him noticing, and usually enquiring. If Bernard or someone like Caretaker Ken had been around, events could have unravelled very differently for the Spaghetti Bandit. 

        
            [image: Five rusty saw blades side by side, set into wood so that their teeth point upward, next to a wooden fence. There are plants growing all around, with tall ferns on the sides and shorter plants underneath.]
            These upturned old hand saw blades were repurposed as handy bear deterrents to keep the bruins from busting into “Caretaker” Ken’s cabin windows at the Lindberg homestead in Homfray Channel.
        
    





        
        
            
            [image: A kayak with an oar sticking out of the cockpit, lying on pebbled ground beside a large log. A fishing rod, a magazine and a life jacket are tucked under criss-crossed straps tied on top. ]
            Adam Vallance from Powell River Sea Kayak discovered this yellow kayak tucked behind a log in Feather Cove, near a trailhead that led to Lund. Some names in the following story have been changed to protect identities. Photo Adam Vallance
        
        
        Part 4
            The Spaghetti Bandit

        
            “Whosoever is delighted in solitude is either a wild beast or a god.”

            Aristotle
        

    





			The Intruder

			Rory Brown strained to see through the rain-splattered wind-shield of the Salubrious Chief as the storm raged up the inlet in March. Winter was reluctant to give up on his season, but spring was determined to battle her way in. Rory and his family were amongst the first cabin dwellers to show up in Desolation Sound after several long, cold, wet and blustery months. No matter the weather, they always were eager to open their cabin up for another year of adventure.

			Rory, his wife Julie and their three boys slammed through the churning white water into Salubrious Bay. When they arrived at the shore below their cabin, Julie hopped out in knee-high rubber boots and scrambled to secure their boat before the crashing waves could punch it up against the rocks. Everyone else clambered to shore, the boys quickly forgetting about the task of unloading. Instead, they excitedly scaled the rock path to the cabin, found the hidden key and let themselves in. 

			Rory and Julie followed a few minutes later, breathing heavily, soaked from the rain and weighed down like pack mules with groceries and knapsacks. The cabin was cold, so Rory’s first order of business was to build a fire in their pot-bellied stove. 

			When he opened the lid of the stove, he was puzzled. Their fireplace was already full. He reached in and carefully removed an empty wine bottle, then a dirty plate, a bowl, a fork and a knife. All of them were neatly stacked inside the fireplace, tucked onto a bed of ashes. 

			Rory’s first thought was, What have my kids done now? Then he heard the boys calling from their bedroom. They had discovered something else: the stub of a candle, melted onto the railing of a bunk. On the ceiling was a black spot from the candle’s flame. But the family never used candles, and Rory had cleaned out the stove when they shut the cabin down for the winter months. He was sure of it.

			“Someone’s been in the cabin,” Rory murmured to the boys as he glanced around, looking for more signs. Then Julie called from the kitchen: “Who put the dirty pot back in the cupboard without washing it?” 

			Investigating further, they found a collection of empty spaghetti and soup cans neatly stacked behind a rock outside. Not only had someone broken into their cabin during the winter, but that person seemed to have lived in the cabin for a prolonged period of time. Presumably, the uninvited guest had stayed until the food ran out. 

			Rory figured that the person had broken in by lifting the sliding glass door up and off its rollers. The intruder had purposefully chosen the middle rear bedroom to allow as little light as possible to escape at night. It left the whole family in a creepy state of unease. Was this person still around?

			Rory and his family didn’t know it yet, but their cabin was one stop of many for a phantom menace who would become widely known as the Spaghetti Bandit, a nickname bestowed upon him by Rory’s kids. Rory and Julie’s cabin was the middle point in a saga that involved a manhunt that would stretch out over a year. It had all begun the previous summer, when a person was found living in a secret First Nations burial cave deep in the wilds of Desolation Sound. 

		
	




			The Cave

			On a warm morning in the previous July, two women in an open Zodiac cut across the glassy waters of the Sound. At the tiller was Josephine, appointed to watch over the Tla’amin Nation’s culturally sensitive heritage sites. 

			Josephine was part of an initiative called the Coastal Guardian Watchmen, a First Nations network dedicated to protecting sites of cultural significance. BC’s Heritage Conservation Act, which “recognizes the historical, cultural, scientific, spiritual and educational value of archaeological sites to the First Nations,” came into effect in 1996. Contrary to the centuries-old, Indiana Jones–style, grave-robbing colonial attitude of “It belongs in a museum,” the act imposed the opposite: any First Nations artifacts or remains were to be left untouched, exactly where they lay, unless their removal was authorized by a government-issued permit. Disturbing such sites was punishable by a $50,000 fine or a prison sentence. 

			Sitting on the bench seat in the middle of the boat was Melissa, a young Simon Fraser University archaeologist. The Tla’amin Nation had recently extended a five-year research agreement with SFU’s archaeology department in an ongoing effort to register their sacred and culturally sensitive sites. Josephine was guiding Melissa to a little-known Tla’amin burial cave, hidden high on a cliffside, accessible only by boat. 

			Josephine slowed the outboard motor and bumped the Zodiac against the shoreline rocks so Melissa could hop out. Familiar with the site and the trail, Melissa began climbing the near-vertical grade while Josephine secured the boat. 

			Almost immediately, Melissa was disturbed by the distinct smell of woodsmoke. She soon heard the crackle of a fire. It was a hot summer that year and a province-wide fire ban had been in place for over a month. When she reached the top of the cliff, she peered through the low-hanging arbutus leaves toward the entrance of the burial cave. What she saw sent a ripple of anxiety through her body. 

			Hunched over a small campfire about fifteen metres away was a thin man, about thirty years old, with long, stringy black hair under a dark cap. He rose to his full six-foot height when he noticed the archaeologist. No words were spoken as she slowly backed away. Melissa scrambled back down the cliff, meeting Josephine on her way up. 

			“Jo!” whispered Melissa. “There’s some guy up there!” 

			“What? Who?” Josephine asked, as startled as Melissa.

			“Some weird dude. He has a campfire burning,” whispered Melissa in reply. 

			Josephine was perplexed. They hadn’t seen any other boat along the shoreline. “How the hell did he get here?” she wondered aloud. Together, the women climbed back up the cliff to confront the man.

			“Hey, there! What are you doing up here?” Josephine called from the edge of the clearing.

			The man was at the entrance to the cave now. Both his jeans and his checkered flannel shirt were tattered and dirty. He was missing a few teeth. It took what felt like an uncomfortably long time for him to come up with his one-word reply.

			“Camping,” the man replied in a low, unsure voice. 

			His gear appeared to be minimal. All the women noticed was a white plastic shopping bag sitting near the mouth of the cave and a crumpled blue sleeping bag.

			“Well, you can’t camp here,” Josephine shouted back. “This is Tla’amin Nation land. You’re in a sacred burial site. How did you find this place?” 

			“I walked,” the man replied. 

			“You walked? From where?” 

			“From the road.”

			“What road? That’s bullshit! There’s no road around here, man.”

			“I walked from the end of the logging road in the Bunster Hills.”

			Josephine and Melissa glanced at each other. The end of that road was many kilometres away as the crow flies, through dense, seemingly impenetrable country: rainforest, mountains, gullies, lakes and streams. Josephine knew there was an ancient network of Tla’amin trails through that forest, but they weren’t maintained with any regularity, and she doubted this guy would have had the wherewithal to find them. And yet here he was.

			
					[image: A man with short dark hair, a slight goatee and medium skin tone, standing in a boat. He is wearing a camouflage jacket and an inflatable life vest, looking at the camera and smiling. There is a rocky cliff with trees behind him.]
					Erik Blaney was the coordinator for the Guardian Watchmen program for the Tla'amin First Nation, patrolling their traditional territory by boat, from Texada Island to Desolation Sound. Erik was one of the first to actively pursue the Spaghetti Bandit. Photo Anji Smith
				
			“And there’s a fire ban, eh?” 

			As Josephine stared at his campfire, horror washed over her. “What the hell are you burning, man?” She had noticed what looked like long, flat cedar shakes in the ashes of the campfire and prayed it wasn’t was she thought it was.

			“The wood from the cave,” he timidly replied, avoiding eye contact.

			“The wood from the cave?” Josephine and Melissa looked at each other again. “That wood is from sacred burial boxes! Those are coffins! You are desecrating this site. You are breaking the law under the Heritage Conservation Act. You have to pack up and leave immediately. Right fuckin’ now!” 

			The man ignored her. Instead, he slowly sat down next to the fire and poked at it with a stick while wrapping his sleeping bag around his bony shoulders. Josephine pulled out her phone. No signal. Instead, she snapped a blurry picture of the invader. 

			The two women scrambled back down to the boat, fearful that the mystery man would either follow them or try to stop them. Out on the water, as soon as they were at a safe distance, Josephine tried her phone again and picked up a faint cell signal. She called her Guardian coordinator, Erik Blaney, and informed him of the unwelcome camper at the burial site. 

			Erik Blaney was a young leader known throughout the Tla’amin First Nation community, Powell River and Desolation Sound. He had a stocky build with a barrel chest, short black hair and a friendly smile, and was often seen wearing one of his sister’s traditionally woven West Coast Salish cedar bark hats. His brother was the Nation’s song gatherer and leader of the Tla’amin Drummers. Their family came from a rich cultural history that stretched back to the era when the Nation would winter in Kahkaykay Bay and Theodosia Inlet in Desolation Sound. One of the last Tla’amin to live full-time in Theodosia was Erik’s grandmother. From the Tla’amin reserve north of Powell River, Erik had successfully navigated the struggles of being an Indigenous entrepreneur in a country where First Nations people were not allowed to own land until 1972. 

			Besides managing the Guardian Watchmen program, Erik also ran I’Hos Cultural Tours and Soleo, an environmental technology company. He also owned and operated the Sli City Grill food truck and the Tla’amin Convenience Store, which had become a community hub. On top of all that, Erik was the Tla’amin Nation fire chief. And he was extremely protective of Tla’amin heritage sites. Erik Blaney was part of the rising vanguard of young First Nations leaders who were asserting protective authority over their ancestors’ legacy, both culturally and politically. 

			The next morning, Erik and two RCMP officers arrived at the site in a police boat. Erik led the officers up the steep cliffside to the cave, but the man was gone. He had mostly broken camp, and it was obvious he had left in a hurry. Plenty was left behind, including stacks of well-worn adventure books inside the cave.

			Josephine was right: the man had been using burial boxes as firewood. Erik’s omnipresent smile was replaced by fury. It was like a punch to the gut. The RCMP could arrest the man and charge him with violating the Heritage Conservation Act, but they had to find him first. 

			Erik had a sense that the man was still nearby and would likely return to the camp for the rest of his things. He and the two officers went back to their boat and gunned the engine. Instead of leaving the area, they doubled back and motored into the next cove, tied up again and staked out the cave from a higher angle. The plan was to arrest the man as soon as he returned. But he never did. As they sat in futility on that forested bluff waiting for the man’s reappearance, Erik Blaney had a foreboding feeling that he and the police were the ones being watched.

		
	




        
        The Yellow Kayak

        There were no further sightings of the man through the rest of the summer or into the fall. Though the police and the Guardian Watchmen kept up the search, it was if he had disappeared. It was assumed that he had wandered out like he had supposedly wandered in, but Desolation Sound is a huge wilderness area. 

        On a clear, cold day six months later, a construction crew showed up at a waterfront cabin in a remote area of the Sound to do some off-season renovations. They moored their boat at a neighbour’s dock and walked along the shoreline to the cabin. The workmen were under the impression that the cabin hadn’t been occupied since the owner closed it up for the season the previous fall. So when the foreman found the hidden key and entered through the front door, he was startled to hear the rush of sudden movement. Something was scrambling out the back door. 

        The foreman assumed at first that they had startled an animal that had somehow gotten inside. But after looking around, he and his crew came to the same eerie realization that Rory and Julie would experience a few months later. The closed-down cabin was being lived in. Dirty dishes were stacked up in a corner. Magazines were open on the table. Empty spaghetti, soup and bean cans were piled outside the back door. They cautiously searched the entirety of the home. 

        At the very back of the cabin, in a walk-in closet off the primary bedroom, one of the workmen discovered a human burrow of sorts. The workman recoiled, pushed back by a musky odour so pungent it made his eyes water. A crumpled blue sleeping bag was laid out on the floor of the closet, with a few dog-eared books surrounding a dirty pillow. Beside the pillow was the stub of a candle. 

        It was clear that the intruder had chosen the closet because it was windowless: with the closet door closed, no light could escape at night to signal passersby that someone was inside, and thus that something was amiss. When darkness fell in Desolation Sound, you could see the flicker of light in a window from kilometres down the inlet. 

        The Spaghetti Bandit was seemingly so startled by the arrival of the workmen that he had taken off into the freezing winter woods behind the cabin without his backpack, which the workmen found on the kitchen floor. It was almost certain that the Bandit had heard or seen their boat approach, but because they moored at a neighbour’s dock, he must have assumed that they were headed elsewhere. 

        The foreman carefully unzipped the backpack and inspected the contents, looking for ID or a clue as to its ownership. The heavily soiled pack emitted the same foul odour as the closet and was filled with survival equipment—folded maps, waterproof containers, dirty outdoor clothing, a bottle of prescription pills with the label worn off—but no ID of any kind. 

        The workers spent an uneasy day on the renovation, sticking close together and often casting glances toward the woods. They knew the intruder couldn’t be far away and probably wanted their supplies back. Like Erik Blaney, the workmen had the creepy sensation that someone was watching their every move. Was the person armed? Was the person crazy? The setting sun near 4:00 p.m. signalled the end of their workday. They locked up the cabin securely and gathered down at the neighbour’s dock to discuss what to do with the backpack.

        They agreed to report the break-in to the police, but consensus was to leave the backpack. Maybe whoever had broken into the cabin was lost and hungry. Maybe the person needed whatever those pills were. The foreman walked back over to the cabin and placed the backpack on the edge of the deck.

        When the crew returned the next morning with the RCMP, the backpack was gone and so were all of the supplies. This time, the Bandit made his getaway by water, stealing a yellow kayak that was stowed underneath the cabin, but no one would realize the kayak was missing until months later. 

        
            
            [image: A middle-aged man with short dark wavy hair and facial stubble, driving a boat. He is seen from behind, standing at the bow of the boat, wearing a plaid jacket with a life jacket on top. His face is turned to the left so that it is in profile. The water is calm and there are trees on the other side.]
            When the Spaghetti Bandit was around, I was constantly scanning the shorelines for signs of him whenever I was motoring around in Big Buck$. Photo Grant Harder
        
    





			The Dutch Door

			Grandpa Bob Lewis motored his small boat up the inlet through yet another horrendous spring storm. He was steering toward his dock, which was tucked into Kahkaykay Bay, about fifteen kilometres down the craggy coast from where the Spaghetti Bandit had last been spotted. Grandpa Bob never let bad weather bother him. Grandpa Bob hardly let anything bother him. He knew that as soon as he rounded Moss Point toward his cabin, he’d be protected from the fierce southeasterly winds in the natural harbour that had been a Tla’amin village site for thousands of years. 

			It was Bob’s first time back at his cabin in a couple of months, and he was excited. The only thing that really bothered him was when the glistening yachts of summer refused to slow down in front of his cabin, sending their crashing wakes onto his shoreline and dock every ten minutes throughout the months of July and August.

			Grandpa Bob looked far younger than his nickname would imply. Wilford Brimley he was not. Lean, able-bodied and mechanically inclined, he was as much at home at his water-access-only cabin as he was anywhere, even when a terrible storm was blowing up. Bob and his athletic, friendly wife, Lynn, had turned their lot into a slice of year-round paradise, a place their grandchildren had visited since their birth. Grandpa Bob and Lynn’s cabin had become the beloved gathering place for their family. 

			Bob had an incredibly keen awareness of his surroundings and practically a sixth sense for the presence of others in the inlet. If there were campers three bays down, his nose could pick up the scent of their campfire. If a boat was roaring down the inlet, he knew whose it was before he saw it, based on the sound of the outboard. And even though Bob couldn’t see our place from his vantage point in Kahkaykay Bay, he somehow always knew whether we were at our cabin or not.

			Bob tied up his boat in the pouring morning rain. The shaggy tops of fir trees towering twenty metres above his cabin swayed and shook in the lashing wind. It was when Bob began to haul his supplies up to the cabin that his attention was drawn to a brightly coloured object on his beach. Looking down through sideways rain, he spied a yellow kayak tucked between a couple of logs like a mustard-splattered hot dog. Bob had no idea that the kayak had been stolen from the cabin down the inlet a few weeks earlier.

			The beaten-up kayak was filled with supplies. Bob pulled everything out: pots and pans, soiled maps, a filthy, oil-stained life jacket and a soaking-wet blue sleeping bag. Bob assumed that the kayak must belong to someone who was waiting out the storm, but where was this person? He noticed that the kayak wasn’t tied down, so he took the bowline and fastened it around a shoreline tree trunk.

			While Bob was poking through the kayak, Mike Mullen, a tough and kind neighbour from the next bay, who was an even older vintage than Bob, slowly motored by in his aluminum skiff. Grandpa Bob waved Mike down and told him about the kayak. Mike agreed that it might have been someone caught in the storm. Mike also informed Bob that no other cabin neighbours were present—something Bob already inherently knew. Mike himself was braving the storm to head into the government wharf for a weekend in town. He assured Grandpa Bob that he would call the Coast Guard once he could pick up a good cell signal. He gave a wave and roared out of the bay toward the Okeover wharf. That left Bob alone but for whomever it was who had paddled in on that kayak. 

			When Mike got through to the Coast Guard, they informed him that no one had been reported missing and suggested he call the local RCMP. Mike did so, and they promised to send a boat to Bob’s place in the next couple of hours to investigate. 

			At first, nothing seemed amiss in Bob’s cabin. But when he raised his window blinds, he noticed a chest-high mud stain on the outside of his sliding glass door. It could have been caused by any number of things, but it looked as if someone might have placed their shoulder or dirty hand against the door to dislodge it. Everything was secure, though. No one had been inside. 

			Ever vigilant, and still without an answer as to the owner of the kayak, Bob hiked along the shore to Trudie and Al Collishaw’s place, a tiny one-room cabin next door. Bob noticed a firepit under the deck of the larger cabin Trudie and Al had begun to build. Trudie and Al hadn’t been there in a couple of months, however. Not only that: fire was a constant threat in Desolation Sound, and Bob knew that his neighbours would never build a campfire under their partially constructed new deck.

			The wee cabin that Trudie and Al stayed in had a Dutch door, the kind where both the top half and the bottom half open. Bob was alarmed to discover what looked like knife marks around the doorknob on the lower half of the door. He tried the doorknob, but it was locked tight. Then he noticed an upside-down metal bucket sitting at the base of the door. Bob gave the top of the Dutch door a nudge. It swung open. 

			The smell hit Bob like a mallet. He later described it as an “absolutely disgusting odour,” a mix of sweat, urine and decay. He knew the lower door was deadbolted, needing a key on both sides to open it. Bob noted that someone had placed another upside-down bucket at the base of the door on the inside, so they could easily step over the Dutch door to come and go. Covering his mouth and nose, Bob leaned into the cabin.

			“Hello?” 

			No answer. Thinking that maybe there could be someone in distress inside, he stepped up onto the first bucket and climbed over the lower half of the door.

			Towels had been taped and nailed over the windows. Once his eyes adjusted to the dark interior, Bob saw that someone truly filthy had been living in that tiny cabin for what appeared to be a considerable length of time. Empty food cans were piled up in the corner.

			As the rain slapped against the window in gusts, Bob prodded his boot at a large pile of sodden clothes on the floor. 

			“I looked over at the bunk bed and, well, I almost had a jammer,” Bob told me later, his slang for heart attack. There was a lump the length of a person lying on the lower bunk. Bob wanted to get out of there, but he couldn’t move. Finally, he spoke again. 

			“Hello there?” 

			The lump didn’t move either. 

			“Awww, shit,” Bob murmured to himself. 

			He waited another moment. Then he reached down and pulled back the blanket. 

			
					[image: A young boy and an elderly man, both wearing sunglasses and hats, standing together on a dock. The boy is holding up a large fish with one hand by the gills. The man has his arm around the boy's shoulders and they are both smiling at the camera.]
					Grandpa Bob Lewis and his grandson Cayge showing off some prized lingcod. Grandpa Bob was the first to discover the Spaghetti Bandit’s yellow kayak in our neck of the woods. Photo Lynn Lewis
				
		
	




			The Gas Thief

			The presence of intruders in our neck of Desolation Sound was rare. The place was water access only, which cut out about ninety-five percent of potential yahoos. You had to make a concerted effort to get there, and it had to be done by boat. 

			Russell the Hermit had been bothered a few times by what he considered to be oyster poachers on his beach. He had his rifles stolen once, but he felt like he knew who did it, and that was the only incursion into his unlocked shack in a decade. Other neighbours had their sherry collection nicked, but they felt certain it was a targeted theft. Everybody agreed that the neighbourhood had been at its all-time safest when Bernard the German lived in his cabin full-time. 

			The Normandeau family had moved into the next bay just as Bernard was pulling up stakes. Guy and Karen had traded their northern Alberta bison ranch for a life on the Coast with their four growing boys. They spent entire summers in the Sound and loved it. In the evenings after dinner, their routine would be for all six of them to sit around their kitchen table and play games until after dark: Uno, euchre, Rummoli, crokinole.

			One summer night, a few years before the Spaghetti Bandit haunted our shores, the Normandeaus’ oldest son, Nathaniel, who was about twelve, went outside after dark while he was brushing his teeth. The Normandeau boys loved the freedom of peeing anywhere, and on that night, Nathaniel decided to let fly over the edge of the cliff. The ocean was about three metres below, and he wanted to see if he could stir up any phosphorescence. Luna, the family’s large chocolate lab, bounded after Nathaniel to the cliff’s edge. 

			As soon as Luna joined Nathaniel, who was midstream, she started barking. It wasn’t her usual playful yelp. This was more of an agitated, protective bark, coupled with deep, low growling: the kind Luna let out if a bear was about.

			Back in the cabin, Nathaniel’s father Guy perked up immediately to Luna’s barking. He slipped on his shoes, grabbed a flashlight and headed outside. He jogged down the stairs from the deck, since he could hear the dog becoming even more aggressive. 

			Guy, who, like my dad, had grown up in the St. Boniface neighbourhood of Winnipeg, was a big strong man, but very quiet and calm. We called him “Saint Guy” for his tireless work ethic, helping neighbour after neighbour with everything from boat rides to and from the wharf, to installing septic systems under cabin decks. Guy made his way through the darkness following the bouncing beam of his flashlight. It was about 10:30 p.m. and the moon hadn’t risen yet. When he sidled up to Nathaniel, his son said, “Dad, something’s down there at the bottom of the cliff.” 

			Luna was still growling and had begun pacing back and forth. Guy shone his light out onto the water. He could see their boat tied to their buoy, but it was rocking ever so slightly, he noticed, which was odd because it was a calm and windless night. Guy swung the flashlight across the water again. Had a boat gone by and caused a wake? Guy took a step closer to the edge of the cliff and shone the beam straight down. 

			“Geez!” he exclaimed, taking a step back and instinctively stretching out his hand for Nathaniel. Caught in the blazing flashlight beam, directly below them, was the face of what appeared to be a long-haired bearded bushman.

			Guy quickly collected himself and shouted, “What are you doing down there?” He could see now that the man was standing in a small aluminum boat and holding onto the face of the cliff with one hand. He was grimy and thin, with wild, fuzzy white hair and an equally long white beard that formed a kind of mane that surrounded his face, like Dr. Ridgewell from Tintin and the Picaros. Guy has never forgotten the man’s first words.

			“What the fuck is wrong with your city dog?” he shouted back. “And your fucking kid practically pissed all over me!” 

			When the man started mumbling and swearing further, Guy moved the light off his face and shone it around the small boat. The man had an open gas can on the seat, and beside it was a piece of green garden hose. 

			“You were siphoning gas, I see,” accused Guy.

			“Why the fuck does it matter to you what I’m doing?” the man spat back.

			The yelling had drawn Guy’s wife Karen out onto the deck, and she called down to ask what was going on. She was no shrinking violet either. Once, back on the farm when a large and overly aggressive young bison charged her, she presented the bull with a Black Mamba–like roundhouse kick to its jaw. The animal was the best-behaved bison on the ranch after that.

			By now the Normandeaus’ next-door neighbour, Jack “Harpoon” Harper, was also out on his deck. Empowered by the numbers, Luna began to bark again, and the wild man started yelling.

			“Do you need me to fucking kill that city dog of yours?” he threatened. 

			Guy told Nathaniel to go back up to the deck. “No need to get upset,” Guy replied to the man in a calm tone. “Do you have enough gas now to get to where you’re going?”

			“I need to get to fucking Lund tonight,” the man replied.

			The hair on Luna’s back was standing straight up all along her spine. The dog had figured out a path down the cliff, and she was making her way toward the man.

			“Don’t let that fucking dog get any closer!” he yelled.

			“Well, you best be on your way then,” Guy replied.

			“I’ll leave when I’m fucking ready,” the man snapped. “Goddamn city folks always in a fucking hurry.” 

			Guy remembered something his father had told him: “If you’re going to challenge someone, you have to be ready to back it up, so it’s best to try everything else first.” Guy called the dog to come to his side.

			“Look, I’m here with my family, and we’re enjoying our summer vacation,” he offered as composedly as possible. “Where did you come from?”

			“I left the wharf and realized too late I didn’t have enough gas to get to Lund,” the man said. Guy noted that it was the first phrase the man had uttered without swearing. “Where am I? Is this where Anaconda lives?” 

			“I don’t know anyone around here by that name,” Guy replied, “but I would be happy to give you directions to Lund.”

			“Fuck you and fuck that.”

			Guy decided it was time to call the intruder out. But as Guy drew a breath, the man began to yank on the starter cord for his little outboard. It wouldn’t start. Please let it start, Guy thought. On the ninth or tenth pull the engine sputtered to life. The man slammed it into gear and began to motor away, then slid it into neutral alongside Jack’s boat. Was he going to try to steal more gas? Guy shone his flashlight at the man one more time. 

			“Keep going, buddy,” shouted Jack from the deck. The man’s engine slipped back into gear, and he motored off into the night.

			Guy headed up to the cabin, where Jack was talking with Karen by now. They praised Saint Guy for staying calm and defusing the situation. A few years later, the Spaghetti Bandit would prove much harder to confront.

			
					[image: Six adult people standing on a boat in the water. The two leftmost men are standing up on the edges of the boat, both wearing hats and holding fishing rods. The other four are standing inside the boat. Everyone is smiling and looking at the camera.]
					The Normandeau family once called a bison ranch in Northern Alberta home. Now they spend half the year in Desolation Sound. Left to right: Marc, Thomas, Karen, “Saint Guy,” Joseph, and Thomas’s partner Lexi.  Photo courtesy Karen Normandeau
				
		
	




        
        The Escape

        Grandpa Bob tossed the blanket to the bottom of the bed and recoiled. He peered into the lower bunk. 

        “Well, thank God for that,” he muttered. 

        Underneath the covers was more rotting, soiled clothing. Bob let out an uneasy exhale, then locked up the tiny cabin and ventured back out into the rain to check the rest of the winterized cabins that sat scattered along the shoreline of Moss Point. 

        His first stop was the cabin of Professor Rick Johnson, whose life advice to others was “Deny thyself nothing!” Rick’s cabin had a small broken rear window, but it looked like the Bandit hadn’t gained entry. When Bob arrived at Camp Candy, the immaculate cabin owned by Handy Candy, he walked the perimeter of her wraparound deck. Everything seemed secure, but he wanted to be sure. He was about to peer through a crack in Candy’s window blinds when he heard the police boat roar into the bay. Bob hurried to his dock to meet them. Had he turned to look back at Candy’s cabin at that moment, he might have noticed the crack in the blinds parting ever so slightly.

        The RCMP officers came ashore in biting rain and whipping wind to look around. They inspected Trudie and Al’s tiny cabin and the yellow kayak and took some photos and soggy notes. After about half an hour, one of them turned to Bob and yelled over the wind, “We’re pretty sure that this person isn’t here anymore.”

        “What?” replied Bob. “That’s their kayak right there! That means whoever showed up in it is still here.”

        “Don’t think so,” replied the other officer. “You scared him off. He must have walked out.”

        “Walked out?” replied Bob incredulously. “Do you know where you are? You can’t walk out of here. There’s nothing back there. The only way to get out of here is by boat... and that’s their boat! That means he—or she—has still gotta be around here someplace.”

        “Judging by the clothing and the smell, it’s a man, and he’s long gone,” the first officer repeated. They began to climb back into the dry comfort of their police launch.

        “Wait!” shouted Bob. “Aren’t you going to at least take the kayak?”

        “No,” yelled the RCMP officer with a wave. “You can keep it for your troubles.”

        Bob was stunned. Not only was the kayak evidence, he figured that it might be stolen property from some other victimized cabin. He decided it would be best to leave the kayak where it was. If Bob was crowding the intruder, at least the person would have a getaway vessel. After a full day of observance without any sign, Bob locked up his cabin for the night, alone and creeped out, with a seven iron for protection.

        At around 2:00 a.m., Bob was woken from a light slumber. The sound was unmistakable, even over the roar of the storm. Someone was outside. Instantly alert and gripping his club like John Daly, Bob heard distinct thudding and scraping sounds: the hollow bomp and boom of a kayak being flipped and dragged over logs and rocks. 

        Bob strained to see through his rain-splattered window, but heavy clouds obscured the moon, and he couldn’t make out much. He had a powerful spotlight but was hesitant to use it. Who knew what this person might do if confronted?

        The Spaghetti Bandit made his getaway through crashing waves, paddling into the eye of the storm in a pitch-black night. Bob doubted the sanity of anyone who would attempt kayaking in that weather at that hour. He also doubted that the man would make it to the other side of the inlet. Unless the Bandit planned to hug the shoreline and land at another nearby cabin?

        By dawn, the storm had broken. After breakfast, golden rays of sunlight lit up the Gwendoline Hills. The forest released the last of its cloud cover, a white mist rising from the trees, as if exhaling with relief. Bob walked over the sopping moss covering the shoreline rocks to Candy’s cabin to take another look. When he peeked through the blinds, he saw dirty dishes and empty tin cans on one counter. Handy Candy kept a tidy cabin and wouldn’t have left anything out at the end of last season. On another counter he spied an open bag of fresh hamburger buns.

        Bob tried the door. It slid open. Suddenly he wished for his seven iron. Carefully he entered, leading with what he hoped sounded like an assertive greeting.

        “Hey! Anybody in here?”

        In the living room, there was a chair set up facing the break in the blinds. Beside the chair sat an empty bottle of booze. A chill ran up Grandpa Bob’s spine as he realized that he had been on the other side of those blinds the day before, not a metre away, when the police boat arrived. The Spaghetti Bandit had been inside, watching him. As at Trudie and Al’s cabin, towels were pinned and taped to Candy’s side and rear windows. 

        A month later, when Handy Candy arrived to open up her cabin, she would find a few other leftovers from the Bandit’s stay. A flashlight hanging above her bed had been tied there as a reading light. Beside her bed lay a large, black, nasty-looking serrated buck knife. Candy was furious to discover that the Bandit had also polished off her prized bottle of sippin’ whisky. She kept the knife. 

        
            [image: A middle-aged woman with short blonde hair and medium skin tone, standing on a roof, bent with her hands on her knees. She is holding a hammer, looking at the camera and smiling. She wears a swimsuit with shorts and small round glasses on her face, as well as sunglasses pushed up onto her head. ]
            Our American neighbour Handy Candy could “fix anything but dinner”— including replacing the roof of her cabin in her bathing suit—but she wasn’t impressed when she discovered that the Spaghetti Bandit had polished off her favourite bottle of sippin’ whisky.
        
    





			The Phantom Menace

			Word of the Spaghetti Bandit’s presence spread, and it seemed likely he was the same person who had been camping in the burial caves. When the rest of the cabin dwellers in our community arrived, we discovered that the Spaghetti Bandit had broken into at least half a dozen cabins. Somehow our family cabin and a few others were spared, possibly because of exposure. 

			It was generally agreed that the Bandit had been respectful in almost every place—the damage could have been a lot worse. After first hearing about the Bandit, one empathetic cabin owner had even left out a note welcoming him, along with some food and booze, but the offering was never touched. The only place that had truly suffered ill effects was Trudie and Al’s little cabin, next to Bob’s, where the Bandit had left a soiled, stinky mess behind and stolen several items of monetary and sentimental value. 

			A few years earlier, John Bjornstrom, another wilderness fugitive, had made national headlines when his nefarious activities earned him the nickname “Bushman of the Shuswap.” For years, Bjornstrom had raided cabins and creeped out owners along the shores of Shuswap Lake in BC’s Interior while living in an ingenious cave he carved out of a rock-and-clay outcrop in the woods. The Bushman left threatening, invasive notes for his victims while also toying with police and the media. As detailed expertly by Paul McKendrick in his book The Bushman’s Lair, Bjornstrom was eventually snared by the RCMP in a sting operation that preyed on his ever-expanding ego.

			The concern in our Desolation Sound cabin community was that the Spaghetti Bandit had been inspired by the Bushman, a copycat criminal, though he was nowhere near as communicative. We hoped that the Powell River RCMP would be as inventive and dogged as their Shuswap counterparts. No one knew the Bandit’s whereabouts, and that left our neighbourhood in a state of unrest. Was the intruder still out there? Had he even survived that 2:00 a.m. paddle? 

			When summer burst upon Desolation Sound in all of its glory, it was a full year since the Spaghetti Bandit had been spotted at the Tla’amin burial caves. That meant it had also been a year since anyone had actually laid eyes on him. Four months had passed since the Bandit paddled away from shore outside of Bob’s cabin in the dead of night. Most people assumed thankfully that he was long gone. 

			Then, on a warm midsummer’s night in nearby Trevenen Bay, across the inlet from our set of cabins, an oyster farmer was woken up when his two large dogs started barking loudly at around 3:00 a.m. When the farmer shone his spotlight down onto his dock, he saw a tall, thin man with long dark hair scrambling into a yellow kayak. 

			The man paddled away hard into the darkness. The farmer thought the event was odd, but he didn’t dwell on it until the next morning, when, upon inspection, he found that a few tools and other supplies he had left on his dock were gone. In Desolation Sound, the internet is slow but the gossip is fast, so news of the incident rapidly floated to our side of the inlet. Was it the same guy after all these months? A tall man with long dark hair in a yellow kayak—was the oyster farmer sure about that? If it was the Spaghetti Bandit, where the hell was he living? When news of the sighting reached Erik Blaney at Tla’amin, the search was back on.

			As summer progressed, sightings became more frequent. Adam Vallance, the owner of  Cougar Nancy Crowther’s cabin and Powell River Sea Kayak, discovered a yellow kayak hidden amongst logs above the high-tide line on a beach at Sarah Point, at the head of the Sunshine Coast Trail. After a few kilometres, the trail forks off into the village of Lund. Never the first in line for inlet hearsay, Adam wasn’t aware of the story of the Spaghetti Bandit when he found the kayak, but he took photos of the boat since he thought it odd that there was no one around to claim ownership. Kayakers didn’t usually stray too far. He also noted that the yellow kayak contained, amongst other things, a sodden blue sleeping bag. 

			In late August, Jack “Harpoon” Harper was rounding Sarah Point headed for Lund when he spotted a long-haired man in a yellow kayak paddling furiously through the intersection of currents that slam together at the point. Unlike Adam, Jack knew that this individual fit the description of the Spaghetti Bandit, but he wasn’t up for a potential open-water confrontation. By the time he reported the sighting to the RCMP, the Bandit was nowhere to be found. 

			On Labour Day weekend, a freaked-out yachtsman radioed the RCMP from his boat, reporting that he had spotted a stringy-haired, extremely gaunt man stumbling along the beach at one of the natural anchorages in Desolation Sound. The man seemed to be in distress. He wore only tattered pants—no shoes or shirt. The man clutched his head with one hand, and in the other he held a rifle. 

			The man didn’t respond when people on another boat anchored offshore called out to him. He was speaking loudly—but seemingly to himself. When the RCMP and Erik Blaney arrived a few hours later, the yachtsman waved them down. He had lost sight of the man about an hour earlier but pointed out where he had been stalking the shoreline.

			In wilderness locales, if someone is left alone long enough in the woods, insanity can creep in, a state often called “going bush.” One of the final stages is a crippling paranoia that everyone is out to get you. In the Spaghetti Bandit’s case, his paranoia was justified. Almost everyone was out to get him. No one knew for sure, but the witness accounts from Labour Day weekend seemed to indicate he was experiencing a mental-health crisis. 

			Despite a flooding tide, Erik spotted bare human footprints in a stretch of sand along the shore. The footprints led him and the two officers away from the beach and up onto a steep, overgrown trail through thick salal, ferns and overhanging salmonberry bushes. Erik knew the area fairly well. He hadn’t visited in a while, but there were several Tla’amin sites around that anchorage. Because the Bandit was reportedly armed with a rifle, the RCMP drew their pistols as they crept up the trail. Erik tightly gripped a shotgun. 

			About ten nerve-racking minutes later, the three pushed their way through dense foliage and found the Bandit’s camp in a level clearing. Erik couldn’t believe it. The Bandit had once again set himself up in a Tla’amin heritage site, this time in the upper reaches of where a village had once stood. Erik found the illegal camp both infuriating and eerie. How did the Bandit know where the traditional Tla’amin sites were? 

			The trio discovered the Bandit had built a narrow lean-to from sawed-off, four-inch rounders. The bare dirt around it was well trodden. The man had been living here for a while—possibly the whole summer. On the ground under the lean-to were a blue sleeping bag, a rifle, a scattering of books, and many supplies the Bandit had likely stolen, including a cache of canned food. The RCMP seized the supplies, including the rifle, but left the food. 

			There was no sign of the Bandit himself, but again Erik sensed he was very close. He and the officers did a perimeter search of the clearing, calling out, but saw no further sign of the man. A search of the shoreline yielded no yellow kayak. 

			With the discovery of the camp, the search expanded. The RCMP brought in a dog team and a helicopter to scour the area. Everyone was on the lookout, yet the Bandit remained hidden.

		
	




        
        The Capture

        François Mathieu gazed out the kitchen window of his octagonal log cabin as fog settled onto the narrows of Theodosia Inlet. He and his family held the oyster lease and had farmed the land and the beaches of the narrows for years. François grew up in the area and knew the weather like the back of his barnacle-chewed hands. Fall was coming on fast. The days were getting short, the dew was thick, the air was cool. As he turned back to making dinner, something caught his eye. Any bright colour against the wilderness will do that. Peering into the gathering mist, he spotted a man in a yellow kayak entering the narrows.

        François was fully aware of the stories about the Spaghetti Bandit. Earlier that spring, he was pretty sure he had spotted one of the Bandit’s lean-to shoreline camps out in the Sound. He knew that there was a good chance this was the man. He called out to his tough, no-nonsense farmhand, who was walking up the hill from the dock. 

        “Miguel!” François pointed out to the narrows. “Yellow kayak! Gotta be that spaghetti bastard. Grab a boat and go get him. Bring him in if you can, please.”

        Miguel hurried back down to the dock and hopped into a canoe. The skilled Québécois paddled hard toward the kayaker, who was paddling considerably slower. Miguel cut off the kayaker and strongly suggested that he redirect his course, pointing to François who was standing on the dock, an imposing figure in a mac jacket, jeans and boots. The kayaker did what he was told without protest.

        When the yellow kayak thumped lightly against the dock, François was shocked at the condition of the human folded into the cockpit like a jackknife. He was skin and bones. Malnourished. Eyes sunken into his skull. Hollow cheeks. Fingernails that were long, curled and black. Dark hair that was stringy and matted. 

        Miguel and François helped the fellow out of the kayak. He was over six feet tall but frail like an old man, though he might have been only in his early thirties. He stunk like death and weighed maybe a hundred pounds. They brought the man up to the back porch of the old log cabin and sat him down at the picnic table. François turned on the outside light, deciding that he didn’t want the Bandit inside the cabin. François sat across from him, arms crossed. Miguel leaned against the cabin wall behind the Bandit. 

        “If you are who I think you are, you’ve upset a lot of people around here,” François told him evenly. “The cops want you. The First Nations want you. The cottagers want you.” 

        The Spaghetti Bandit nodded slowly, then rasped, “My adventure is over.”

        “What’s that?” François asked, leaning forward.

        “My adventure is over,” the Bandit repeatedly softly. 

        François didn’t respond right away. He couldn’t help but take pity on this man who had eluded the authorities for over a year. He was a reeking, living skeleton who seemed as meek as a doe.

        “Are you hungry?” he asked. The Bandit nodded, staring at the ground.

        François got up and continued making dinner. He went inside and pulled three steaks from the fridge, stepped outside and tossed them on the barbeque. The Bandit watched his every move from the corner of his eye, while Miguel remained standing nearby. A few minutes later, François set some cutlery and a plate with a steak and vegetables in front of the Bandit. He picked up the cutlery and dug in ravenously, then stopped to examine the knife.

        “Dull,” he murmured. From some unseen cavity, he unsheathed a large, Crocodile Dundee–style gleaming buck knife that sliced right through the steak like it was butter. François tensed up, glancing at Miguel. Maybe they should have checked the man for weapons, but both of them sat down to join the Bandit at the table. As they all dug into the meat, François asked questions.

        Between mouthfuls, the Bandit quietly explained that he had spent the last month in an abandoned cabin up the Theodosia River. He had run out of canned food and was surviving on the season’s remaining salal berries, roots and grass. He mentioned that it was time to return to work in the oil fields of Fort McMurray, Alberta, and spoke of going farther east. François told him that was a very good idea, and that neither he nor anyone else wanted him in the area. François was also surprised at how mild-mannered and polite the wanted man was. 
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            François Mathieu of Theodosia Inlet was one of the only people to meet the Spaghetti Bandit face to face. Behind the treeline you can spot the octagonal cabin built years earlier by New Zealander Dr. Ray Bradley. The Mathieu family now calls the cabin home, and they still work the oyster lease out front. François spotted the Spaghetti Bandit paddling his kayak in the narrows near the beach.
        
        “You can sleep in there tonight,” said François, nodding toward a trailer on the other side of the backyard. He lowered his voice and leaned in toward the Bandit. “But by tomorrow morning, I’m going to give you one chance to get the hell out of this whole area. And never come back. Do you understand me?” The Spaghetti Bandit made eye contact with François for the first time. He nodded slowly. 

        “My adventure is over,” he repeated.

        When François woke the next morning, the Spaghetti Bandit and the yellow kayak were gone. François realized that he hadn’t even asked the Bandit his name. Later, when I asked why François didn’t turn the Bandit in, he replied that it actually never crossed his mind to contact the RCMP. “We’re used to taking care of our own problems in this neck of the woods,” François shrugged. “He was so frail by that point that I never really felt threatened.”

        The Spaghetti Bandit had stolen thousands of dollars’ worth of food and property, damaged First Nations heritage sites and barely made it out alive, his whereabouts unknown. But one thing was certain: he had become a notorious character in Desolation Sound lore and would be spoken about down at the wharf and inlet gatherings for years to come. Otherwise, the story was over. Or so we thought.

    





        
        The Midden

        About eight months after François had sent the Bandit on his way, Erik Blaney was patrolling the rugged coast of Malaspina Peninsula in his Zodiac on a breezy spring day. His boat easily cut through the whitecaps cresting off Sarah Point. He made stops at each of the Tla’amin sites, checking them over. After the situation with the Spaghetti Bandit, Erik was more determined than ever to protect the sites, even if the government was threatening to cut the funding for the Guardian Watchmen program. Every site was as it should be. He had only a midden and burial site left on his list. 

        As Erik came into a broad, shallow bay, a swirling gust of wind sent ripples across the water. He slowed his motor to a crawl, observing the shoreline. A great blue heron that had been fishing patiently along the shoreline let out a loud squawking complaint at Erik’s presence, taking flight, low across the bay, the tips of its broad wings impossibly close to the surface with each downstroke, but never touching. When Erik spotted a good place to land, he shut off the engine and let momentum drift the boat in to shore. He listened. Nothing but the wind in the trees. He stepped out of the boat, his rubber boots crunching on the gravel shoreline.

        Peering into the thick foliage, Erik felt his jaw slacken. Something yellow stood out against the tangled rainforest. Erik tied his boat to an overhanging cedar bough and made his way toward the flash of colour. Stepping under the curtain of shoreline trees, he was stunned to see a yellow kayak pulled up onto the ancient Tla’amin midden, evidenced by shards of broken clamshells in the soil. The kayak was a few feet above the high-tide line. Erik’s heart pounded in his throat. 

        Armed with only the knife in his belt, Erik climbed the bank until he was standing over the kayak. His breathing was heavy. Maps of the area were tucked into bungee cords on the kayak’s bow. An old life jacket and kayak paddle were in the cockpit. Turning from the kayak, Erik stared through the trees toward the burial site. Dammit. He could see a camp. Carefully he moved forward, as silently as he could. But like every other time he had come upon a camp, this one was deserted. 

        Much like the camp they had found at the village site, this one had a narrow lean-to constructed of sawed-off saplings with a tarp thrown over it and tied down. Inside the lean-to was a lumpy blue sleeping bag and various bits of damp clothes and equipment. That was all the evidence Erik needed: this was the Spaghetti Bandit’s camp. 

        When the wind briefly changed direction, a stench shot up Erik’s nose and caused his adrenalin to surge: human waste. He took a closer look at the surrounding area and realized that the condition of this camp was much worse than the others: excrement, toilet paper, empty tin cans and other garbage were strewn everywhere. Erik could feel a familiar rising fury. He suspected that the Bandit was using a nearby trail to get to Lund and back, since there was a half-full bag of fresh hot dog buns hanging in the lean-to.

        Erik took some photos of the filthy campsite. As he turned to leave, he heard a branch snap, sharp as a firecracker, somewhere behind him. Erik swung around, hand on his knife, and stared hard into the forest. Nothing. He backed away toward the shoreline, but this time, Erik was determined to put a dent in the Bandit’s mobility. Once he reached the midden, he snatched the kayak paddle with one hand and with the other grabbed the rope on the kayak’s bow. He dragged the kayak down toward the lapping shoreline where it landed nose first with a crash on a strip of gravel beach. Glancing behind him nervously, Erik slid the kayak into the ocean. He gave it a hard shove into the bay, then jumped into his Zodiac holding the kayak paddle. He motored out to the kayak and hauled it into the Zodiac. Then Erik turned and faced the shore.

        “I got your goddamn boat, you son of a bitch!” he shouted at the wall of trees. “Time to get the fuck out of Dodge! I’m comin’ back with the cops, and this time you better be gone for good, or you’re going to jail, asshole!” He revved his engine and headed out of the bay in the direction of town. But as always, upon their return, the Bandit eluded the police.

        

        No one really knows when or if the Spaghetti Bandit left Desolation Sound. Every once in a rare while, something will go missing or a cabin door will be found to have been tampered with. It could be anyone—a teenager from town, an overly curious neighbour. But whenever anything seems untoward, one name usually comes to mind: the Spaghetti Bandit. Because of his ghostly presence, the neighbourhood has changed significantly: cabins that were once left unlocked are much more secure, alarms and security cameras have been installed and there was even talk of certain cabin owners setting up perimeter booby traps. If you visit any of the designated campsites within the Desolation Sound Marine Park, you will also be greeted by a new provincial government sign that reads: Notice: Cultural heritage sites are protected under the heritage conservation act. It is an offence to alter land, disturb or remove any artifact of aboriginal origin.
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            Erik Blaney from the Tla'amin Guardian Watchmen program chased the Spaghetti Bandit all over the Desolation Sound area for more than a year, narrowly missing the phantom menace several times. Photo Anji Smith
        
    





        
        Point Panic

        It was an overcast afternoon during the first spring of the COVID-19 pandemic when the accident happened. The date was easy to remember: it was the first weekend after the initial travel restrictions had been lifted. When our cabin came into view, we felt blessed to be able to escape to the wilderness. 

        There were very few other human beings up in the Sound that spring, except for oyster farmers trundling by a couple times a day in their long aluminum skiffs. The Normandeau family were amongst the scant neighbours who had made it to their cabins. They winter in Phoenix and had come north in early March for spring break. The mass shutdown happened just as they were scheduled to head back south, so they stayed put. When we arrived, we were the first family they had encountered in a couple of months. They were very happy to see us—from a safe distance. We were very happy to see them—because they had installed a hot tub. We too would remain at our cabin for most of the summer. 

        The Normandeaus considered themselves lucky to be caught on the Canadian side of the border. When Dad first subdivided and sold the lots in our strata, it was still in the midst of the Cold War. Several of his original American customers bought in with the intention of having an escape route should the shit ever hit the fan. 

        In the mid-1970s, family friends of ours joined a group of environmentalists on East Thurlow Island in the nearby Discovery Islands archipelago. The location was specifically chosen, again driven by fear of “The Bomb.” With Seattle home to the Boeing factory and several nearby military bases, the group figured that the Emerald City would be a prime target for Soviet missiles. They studied maps and realized that the northern end of the Strait of Georgia, including the Discovery Islands and Desolation Sound, was out of the predicted radiation blast circle. Cathy Sosnowsky wrote about the project in her fascinating and heartbreaking memoir, Finding Heartstone: “The call of the wild and the fear of nuclear holocaust were prime motivations for the founding of the Hemming Bay Community” on East Thurlow Island. 

        Years ago, on one of the rare occasions that I flew from Vancouver to Powell River, my seatmate was a man from the Czech Republic. When we struck up a conversation, I was fascinated to learn that he had moved his family to the area sight unseen, a pre-emptive move spurred by climate change. He believed that the shit was indeed hitting the fan, and he had spent a year in deep research, combing the planet via the internet for the safest, most livable location on Earth. He analyzed everything: the amount of rain versus sunshine, the ability to grow food year-round, easy access to fresh water, low crime rate, political and social stability, the potential for both wind and solar energy, the availability of grocery and hardware supplies and access to an airport and a hospital. His worldwide research narrowed his potential locales down to two or three towns, and one of them was Powell River, British Columbia, Canada, and that’s what he chose.

        There was certainly no place that I would rather wait out a pandemic than Desolation Sound, and it saddened me that many of our American friends and neighbours could not come. “Handy Candy” Anderson, a deeply passionate steward of the Sound, had never missed a summer in almost thirty years. Once, when she was busily packing her Volvo in her driveway in Tacoma, preparing for the summer, she tripped over one of her cases of wine and broke her leg. She still made it up. 

        And while the remaining community of Desolation Sound formed a bubble of sorts, with neighbours socializing at a relatively safe distance in outdoor spaces, some of our family’s best days that bizarre summer involved just the four of us—Jill, Josh, Grace and me—living by the rhythm of the season and our daily routines, one of which was a morning hike along the sun-dappled forest trail, neither of our kids afflicted by the paranoia I felt in that same forest as a child. They would often run ahead to enjoy the ripening berries that grew along our route. A Tla’amin elder once told me that her people marked the summer months by the berry: salmonberries in June, huckleberries in July, salal berries in August. We’d often hike all the way to the Browns’ cabin, where there was a particularly good huckleberry patch that the kids always looked forward to chowing down on. Once, when Julie appeared on the deck, Josh yelled up, “I love eating your bush!” Sometimes we’d hike in the other direction, over to Camp Candy. One morning, the kids noticed a huge mound of excrement beside a fallen tree to the rear of Candy’s cabin. I thought for sure it was bear scat and warned Candy about it. “That ain’t bear poop,” she replied with a laugh. “That’s my shittin’ log!”
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            Summer’s over! Grace’s much-anticipated weekly ice cream cone in Refuge Cove turns out to be a real flop.
        
        In the afternoons, we’d gather our supplies and climb into Big Buck$ for an outbound adventure, sometimes over to the luxurious white sands of Hernando and Savary Islands, sometimes to wilder places, and swim, swim, swim, and swim. We’d motor Big Buck$ across the Sound into Refuge Cove every Sunday, a weekly highlight. The kids munched on candy from the general store while Jill shopped in the gallery and I sipped a cold beer, chatting with staff, friends and passersby. When it was time to leave, we’d drop off our week’s worth of trash with Garbage Dave on his float out by the island. Every time we pulled up, Dave would emerge from the cabin of his old boat, take a look at our family, and yell, “I don’t take kids!”

        

        On the day of the accident, I had promised the kids we’d do our annual treasure hunt, which involved Jill distracting them while I snuck off to plant clues left by “pirates” that led to “buried treasure” (treats from the Refuge Cove general store in an old cookie tin buried under some driftwood and rocks). It was a good day to stick around the cabin. It seemed too gusty and unpredictable to be out on the water. 
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            During the pandemic, our family would go for morning walks through the woods and along the bluffs searching for berries and hot tubs.
        
        The wind was spinning about the surface of the ocean like a ballroom dancer when I spotted a boat that I didn’t recognize. Since the Spaghetti Bandit’s run, like many of our neighbours, I had become more vigilant. After the small aluminum speedboat steered into our broad bay, it pulled up to Duggans’ Island, just inside Selina Point, about a half kilometre down the shoreline. Squinting, I could see a family with young kids disembarking with the makings of what looked like a picnic. It seemed like an odd place to hang out, since it was so close to the unoccupied Duggan family cabin, but I didn’t dwell on it since my kids were eagerly waiting. 

        The treasure hunts were meant to keep Josh and Grace engaged for as long as possible, the clues purposely planted on opposite sides of the beach and up the forest trail, forcing the kids to zigzag back and forth to tire them out. Soon they were hunting down a message in a bottle I had placed on the beach of Russell Cove. 

        As the kids excitedly spotted the bottle, I noticed that the picnickers’ speedboat was now floating about a stone’s throw offshore. I thought at first that they must be leaving, but it didn’t appear that there was anyone actually in the boat. What looked like most of the family was standing on the rocky shoreline. The dreaded southeast wind had picked up mightily, and the tide was rushing in from the opposite direction, so I assumed that their boat must have come loose and was drifting with the current. No matter, I thought to myself, some of my other neighbours were home. One of them would notice the aimless boat and fetch it for the family. I was in the middle of a treasure hunt.

        The kids extracted the scroll of paper from the bottle and shoved it into my hand for me to read aloud. I was halfway through a pirate-like rhyme that I had scrawled out the night before when I heard panicked yelling. The family on the shore of Duggans’ Island was jumping up and down and waving their arms in the direction of the drifting boat. The boat was farther out by now, and I still didn’t see anyone on board. But movement in the water, between the boat and the shore, caught my attention. What was that? An arm? A hand? A head? Was someone in the water? It was a chilly day for May, and a storm was rolling in. The southeast wind colliding with the incoming tide caused the waves to smack into each other in frothing white haystacks. 

        “Kids,” I said without taking my eyes off the water, “we might have an emergency.” 

        “What’s wrong?” asked Josh. 

        “What does the clue say, Dada?” questioned Grace.

        “I’m sorry, guys, but we have to pause the treasure hunt. Someone might need help out there.”

        Jill was inside the cabin writing a song on her guitar. I shouted up to her as loudly as I could. She dashed out on the deck and looked down over the railing into the cove.

        “I think there’s someone in the water out there!” I shouted up. “Looks they need help right now. Could you please come down and be with the kids?”

        “What?” Jill glanced out toward the ocean. “Okay, but be careful!”

        I ran along the beach and up onto the rocky spit as fast as I could. While I was pulling in Big Buck$, I noticed that Chad, a new neighbour from the far side of the bay, was already in his boat and motoring away from his dock. It looked like he was headed in the direction of the calamity, but then, to my dread, he turned away and revved his engines. The family on Duggans’ Island screamed even louder and waved frantically, but Chad, who had a large boat with a fully enclosed cabin, didn’t notice them. He sped off down the inlet. 

        I jumped into Big Buck$, turned the key and slammed down the throttle, roaring like Relic from Russell Cove and out into the bay, full speed toward the riptide. It took only seconds to get out there, but by the time I arrived I had lost sight of what I thought might have been a person in the water. Maybe I was mistaken. 

        A shaft of sunlight slashed through the clouds, which momentarily flashed upon something shiny about ten metres away. A forehead. Then I saw a hand emerge weakly from the choppy surface. He wasn’t wearing a life jacket, and his eyes were barely above water, like Martin Sheen in Apocalypse Now. He was in the grip of the riptide, where the current was as fast and frigid as river rapids.

        I carefully pulled Big Buck$ alongside him, sliding the gear shift into neutral. As soon as I cut the motor I hopped out of my seat and hung my arms over the gunwale, reaching out for him as the boat sloshed up and down in the whitewater. He grasped my hand, and I pulled the man toward me. 

        “I’ve got you,” I assured him. “Hang on. Don’t let go. You’re okay.” He didn’t respond. He was expressionless, his eyes vacant and exhausted. I yelled to his family on shore that I had him. I tried to haul the man out of the chuck but he was too heavy. I couldn’t get the leverage I needed to hoist him over the gunwale and into the boat. 

        The man was also noticeably muscle bound and tattooed, with a shaved head like an ultimate fighter. He was now fighting for his life, and he began to desperately grasp at me. He looked powerful enough to pull me in with him if I lost my balance, and in my haste, I hadn’t strapped on a life jacket either. Then I remembered our swimming ladder, which attaches to the side of the boat. It was stowed in the bow. I pried loose of his grip and yelled at him over the wind to hold onto the boat while I grabbed the ladder, but he had somehow let go when I turned my back and was now clinging to the very rear transom of the boat near the leg of the motor. I slammed the ladder onto the gunwale, then balanced myself out on the transom to grab him by the back of his T-shirt, pulling him toward the ladder. He grasped it with both hands but couldn’t lift himself.

        It felt like forever, but once he finally got a foothold, I was able to get most of his torso out of the water. I grabbed the back of his shorts and yanked, and he spilled into Big Buck$ like a pile of bricks, collapsing onto the floor of the boat, shivering, heaving and puking water. 

        My family had escaped to Desolation Sound to get away from people, and it suddenly struck me that I might have to give mouth-to-mouth to a stranger during a pandemic. But his chest heaved up and down. The man was breathing, and he continued to gag and puke up the ocean. 

        I remembered Russell warning me that if you ever had hypothermia, you needed to warm your core any way you could. That meant taking off wet clothes, because your skin dries faster than clothes do, but when I awkwardly suggested, “Okay, let’s take off all your clothes,” the man wouldn’t do it, stuttering his first word to me: “C-c-c-c-c-cold.” 

        I didn’t feel comfortable attempting to strip a man of his significantly tattooed bulk against his will, so as he shivered and gagged, I ripped open the foil emergency blanket that I had purchased years earlier from Matt at the Refuge Cove Gallery and spread it overtop of him. Russell had also told me that you were supposed to ask cognitive questions to make sure the brain of the hypothermia victim was still functioning. 

        “Can you tell me your name?”

        Between lurches, he gasped, “Tom.” 

        “Hi, Tom. Can you tell me how old you are?”

        “Thirty-seven,” he sputtered.

        “Okay, that’s great. Where are you from?”

        “Lund.”

        I stood up and shouted to his family on shore that I thought he was going to be okay. That’s when the woman shouted back a question that sent off the alarm bells inside my head all over again. 

        With her hands cupped around her mouth, she yelled, “What about the other guy?!”

        “What other guy?!” 

        I frantically scanned the ragged inlet. Nothing. I spun around, looking everywhere, and then I saw him. It was another adult male, shirtless and slumped motionless in the fetal position on the shoreline of Duggans’ Island. Because of a rise in the rocks, he was out of sight from the rest of the family.

        The Bremners soon showed up in their boat, which greatly eased my stress, since Craig was formerly with the Coast Guard. I quickly briefed him on the situation and asked that they please fetch the loose boat that was on its way toward washing up on a reef in the middle of the bay.
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            Matt Dixon and his mother, Sandie Ross-Dixon, are the amazingly kind people that own and operate the Refuge Cove Gallery.
        
        I brought Big Buck$ into the lee of Duggans’ Island, out of the current, and secured her to shore. We were met by the man’s distraught family and friends: two moms and a few young kids. I lifted the guy’s crying toddler into my boat so he could be with his dad while I asked the woman to call 911.

        “Have the ambulance meet you at the Okeover government wharf,” I instructed.

        “Where? Okey...?”

        “Okeover.”

        “Okayder?

        “Okeover. Oak-over. Like the tree! And ‘over’ there! Speaking of which, the other guy made it back. He’s over there. On shore.”

        I scrambled over the rocks to find the second man. When he hauled himself out of the frigid ocean, he had done so over barnacles and oysters, and thus his forearms and shins looked like they had been rubbed up against a cheese grater. A bloody mess. Like his pal, the man was hypothermic, heaving and barely responsive.

        “William ... North Van ... thirty-eight ... ” 

        He couldn’t stand up.

        Luckily Chad returned to the bay in his large boat. His wife Cheri had noticed the commotion from their cabin and radioed for him to turn around. He nosed his boat into the shore where I sat with bloodied William. I helped the injured man up and onto the broad bow of Chad’s boat and suggested we convene at Chad’s dock to try to stabilize the situation.

        Chad’s boat slowly crossed the bay, motoring in front of our cabin, where Jill and the kids were watching from the deck. Jill thought the bleeding man splayed out on the bow was dead. She herded the kids inside. Craig Bremner corralled and towed the boat to Chad’s dock, and I motored the two families across the bay in Big Buck$.

        Cheri met us at the dock with hot tea. The two guys who had been in the water were slowly becoming a little more responsive. Both were sitting up, but still heaving and coughing with their heads hung low between their knees. We kept asking questions and urging them to engage. When I figured it was time to leave for the wharf to meet the paramedics, Tom, the fellow I had pulled out, groggily insisted that he drive his own family in his own boat. He was determined, and no one was up for arguing with him, so we let him. Chad insisted they follow him in his boat, and to stay in his wake to avoid rocks and logs. 

        By the time they left, it was late afternoon. The spring storm was reaching its full power, with mean winds and pounding waves. 

        “Buddy was in, like, a drunk state, but he did what he was told,” Chad told me later. Chad made sure they made it to the wharf safely, where the paramedics were waiting. Back at Cheri and Chad’s dock, Cheri suggested I leave Big Buck$ tied up there and take the ten-minute walk along the shore to our cabin. Once I was alone, I realized that my heart was racing like a greyhound, adrenalin surging through my body. 

        Jill and the kids were waiting on the deck. We had a long group hug, and then I sat down on the steps of the deck and told them the story. I had learned from the family members on shore that when their boat pulled adrift, Tom had decided to swim for it. He got caught in the deadly riptide, and every time he leapt up to wave and scream for help, he emptied his lungs, then plunged under and drew in cold ocean water as he gasped for air. The second guy had tried to swim after his buddy but had to turn around when he realized how frigid and wickedly quick the current was running. I made Jill promise that if Big Buck$ were ever to come loose and float away on us, she would remind me not to swim for it. It isn’t worth it. There’s almost always someone around who will notice a loose boat. 

        About nine seconds after I finished the story, the kids jumped to their feet.

        “Dad!” Josh inquired eagerly. “Can we finish the treasure hunt now?”

        “Sure,” I replied, wearily rising to my feet. “But let me grab a beer first.”

        During the days that followed, the Duggans’ Island misadventure occupied my thoughts and nightmares, and I wondered how the two men were doing. I asked around Lund after a thirty-seven-year-old guy named Tom with a shaved head and lots of tattoos, but no one knew of anyone who matched his description.

        About a week after the incident, while my family was out for our morning hike in the bush, a boat showed up at Chad and Cheri’s dock. It was Tom. A buoy from the Bremners’ boat had wound up in his, and he wanted to return it. According to Cheri, he was doing much better. He thanked Cheri for our neighbourly rescue efforts and admitted that he was embarrassed by the ordeal, since he had apparently boated in the Desolation Sound area his whole life. He motored off, and none of us ever saw him again.

        
            
            [image: A man with a walking stick and a backpack, walking across a wet shoreline strewn with small rocks. In the water behind him is a speedboat and across the water are densely treed mountains with wispy mist partially obscuring the tops.]
            This was our view from Russell Cove when I spotted something seriously amiss out in the bay. You can see the tip of Duggans’ Island sticking out against the far shoreline. The accident occurred on a misty day just like this. Photo Grant Harder
        
    





        
        Epilogue: Looper

        One fall season, Grace and I were on a daddy-daughter weekend at the cabin for our last trip of the year when forest fire smoke drifting up from the United States engulfed us like a suffocating blanket. We were completely socked in and couldn’t even make out the treeline on the other side of the inlet. I thought it was awful, but Grace, four years old, wasn’t bothered by it. She insisted we maintain our weekly Sunday visit to Refuge Cove. Against my better solo-parenting judgment, we loaded ourselves into Big Buck$ and motored into the glassy inlet. 

        Out in the middle of the Sound, I stopped the boat to take in the ghostly scene. Where there was supposed to be one of the most magnificent coastal mountain ranges in the world, we saw only dense smoke surrounding us on flat grey seas, as thick and cool as fog, as if we were sitting off of the Grand Banks of Newfoundland. 

        To make matters even more apocalyptic a few days after the smoke rolled in, an outbreak of white phantom looper moths had hatched along the West Coast in epic numbers. They didn’t have a very long lifespan.

        “Dada! Look at all the swimming butterflies!” The ocean’s ashen, glassy calm surface was coated with the carcasses of dead phantom loopers. 

        “Yeah, those are actually moths, Gracie.”

        “Moths?”

        A raven flew close by, its black feathers bold against the grey surroundings, its wings swooshing by like the corduroy pants of an angry vice-principal. The entire scene creeped me out so much that, as we motored on, I glanced back a few times to make sure a ghost ship wasn’t emerging from the gloom. We made it to Refuge Cove and home again without seeing any other boat through the smoke on the water that day.

        
            [image: A young girl with light-coloured hair with bangs and light skin tone, standing in the bow of a boat next to the steering wheel. She is turned to face the camera, so that the wheel is behind her, wearing a life jacket and smiling. The water and sky behind are grey; the sky appears opaque.]
            On a daddy-daughter weekend to close up the cabin for the season, smoke from US forest fires engulfed the Sound, creating an eerie grey ambience. Grace didn’t mind! We were bound for Refuge Cove. If I could find it.
        
        That night, moths layered the outside of the cabin’s French windows on all three sides like twitching, fluttering curtains. I usually pee off the deck before bed, something I consider a deeply religious act of personal freedom, but if we opened the door even a crack after dark, moths poured in like something out of an Indiana Jones movie. I forced myself to use the toilet. 

        The next morning, it was time to go home. I rushed around the cabin, packing things away, turning off this and that, sweeping here, vacuuming there, while Grace coloured at the dining room table. I checked my Tintin watch. We were going to be late—again—to meet Biker Bill at the dock to haul Big Buck$ out of the water for the season. I scrambled under the deck with a flashlight, a wrench and a knife to drain the hot water heater—no otter this time, thankfully—then hustled our luggage and supplies down to the rocks. I rushed back up to get Gracie into her life jacket. 

        “What about my colouring?” she cried out with indignance.

        “You can finish it in the spring,” I answered, scooping her up in my arms and locking the cabin door. Grace insisted on reeling in Big Buck$, which would set us back further, but I let her do it anyway. 

        “Daddy, look! The moths!”

        The surface of Russell Cove was carpeted so thickly in floating dead moths that once we were in the boat, I had to get out the paddle and clear their winged carcasses away from the propeller for fear of sucking them into the engine’s impeller. 

        Apparently, the moth outbreak was entirely natural and something that occurred to that extreme along the Coast every ten to fifteen years. Oddly, none of us in the Sound could remember it happening before, but that may be a flutter of human memory. I started up the engine and began to motor us out of Russell Cove. 

        “Goodbye, cabin, I love you!” Gracie called out, looking back over the wake. 

        I cracked my final beer of the season, poured the first sip into the bay as my last offering, and smiled over at Grace. Then I swivelled in my seat and looked back longingly at the shuttered cabin on the rocks.

        “Thank you, cabin!” I called out. I turned back, pulled the brim of my Winnipeg Jets hat low over my eyes and pushed the throttle forward. Just past Selina Point, Grace spotted them first. 

        “Daddy!” she yelled over the motor, pointing toward Lion Rock. “Something’s weird. What’s that?”

        To my utter astonishment, two broad and beautiful white tail flukes as large as king-sized mattresses flashed in the smoky haze. It was a pair of huge humpback whales. Even though Bill would let me have it, I cut the motor. We had never seen humpbacks this far down the inlet.

        I hugged my daughter tightly as we watched the gentle creatures the size of locomotives dive and surface, dive and surface, their blows startlingly loud, like cannon blasts. Soon we were engulfed with a stench that seemed like a sulphurous cross between pulp-mill exhaust and rotten fish. Humpback halitosis? Big Buck$ drifted with the light current alongside the graceful and curiously smelly cetaceans. I almost had a jammer myself when one of the whales suddenly exploded nose first into the air, a magnificent full-body breach, coming down on its side with an enormous splash. The whale seemed about four times larger than our boat. Grace let out a cry of wonder, throwing her little arms in the air and doing a dance of delight in her seat. I cheered too, though the sheer size of these mammals that close brought on a familiar feeling of nervous vulnerability.

        The whales that day were a gift, a wonderful send-off to another season in the books. As they swam toward the mouth of the inlet and we motored in the opposite direction, the humpbacks reminded me of something Russell Letawsky used to say about Desolation Sound: “There is always something to see.” And always a new story to share.

        
            [image: A humpback whale breaching the surface, with its head and the front end of its body out of the water. Its throat grooves are visible and it has barnacles on its chin. Islands with hills and mountains are in the background.]
            Humpbacks, orcas and dolphins were rarely—if ever—sighted in Desolation Sound when I was a little boy, but Josh and Grace are spotting these large ocean mammals with much more frequency. Photo Adobe Stock/Andreanita
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        Dedicated to the memory of those hardy Desolation Sound souls no longer with us.

    





        
            “We live only when we adventure, and give expression to the results of our adventure.”

            Lawren Harris
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