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			Oh, Great Spirit…
I seek strength, not to be greater than my brother,
but to fight my greatest enemy: myself.
Make me always ready to come to you
with clean hands and straight eyes.
So when life ends, as the fading sunset,
my spirit may come to you without shame.
Chief Yellow Lark, 1887
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			1

			Todd Samson hadn’t eaten for nine days straight and for most of them he had been sitting at the foot of the big old red cedar like Eldon had told him to, waiting for whatever it was to appear. He had tried to stay awake at nights in the broken-down hunting shack a half-mile upstream, but on the third evening he had stretched out on the worm-eaten boards just after sundown and woken the next instant in daylight so bright it pained his eyes.

			The cedar was sacred, Eldon said. The shamans from the old days – Eldon’s grampa had been the last of them – would come here in times of disease and trouble to commune with the spirits and seek their help. The tree was the tallest in the valley and could be seen from miles away, towering above all the rest. It had to be one-hundred-and-fifty feet to its top, and with nothing else to do, on the second day, Todd had measured around its trunk with his outstretched arms and figured it would take fifteen people to encircle it. From about twenty feet up, at regular intervals until the trunk vanished into the branches, there were long rectangular scars on its surface where generations of Three Valleys folk had peeled away planks using nothing but wedges and hammers, letting the motion of the wind over the winter do the splitting until a board fell to the ground all by itself. 

			For a guy who had spent twelve years of his life driving a lumber truck, it was something to think about, and he had thought about it a lot, along with how come this particular cedar stood out so far beyond all the others in the valley. It was high up, too – two thousand feet or more above sea level – and trees weren’t supposed to grow that big up here. He guessed that was why it was special.

			The effort of thinking soon got too much and he drifted back into the kind of waking dream in which he had spent most of his time since the hunger pains had finally left him. At first, the gnawing in his guts had been all he could think about. It was a pain like toothache or a broken bone that screamed out for relief, but gradually he had come to welcome it. The turning point came near the end of the fourth day, or maybe the fifth – they had blurred into each other – when he realised his hunger was far easier to fight than all the troubles that had brought him here. He learned to focus on the knot in his belly and push back against it until somehow he and it were held in tension like a pair of equally matched arm-wrestlers. From then on, all his other problems had felt like they belonged to someone else.

			And stranger still, the next morning he had woken with a nose as keen as a dog’s. The timbers of the shack smelt like they had been freshly felled and when he stepped out of the door he was hit with powerful scents of ripe moss, tangy pine and the warm-cream odour of damp rock drying in the sun. Walking the dirt path to the pool at the foot of the fall, he smelt owl feathers, bitter lichen and then the bright, clean ozone of the flowing creek. He stripped and plunged and didn’t even feel the usual shock of cold. It was as if he were swimming in the essence of life, never more present but at the same time everywhere at once, soaring over mountains and oceans like a Thunderbird. 

			That was the day the peace had come – just like Eldon said it would. He also said that soon afterwards a gentle spirit would arrive – a mountain rabbit or a grey dove – that would signal Todd was ready for what would come soon after: a challenging spirit, one that, if he were man enough to face it, would give him the power he would need to drive out the bad spirits that had been tormenting him.

			Much as he had wanted to believe, Todd had secretly laughed at all that stuff and set out on Eldon’s vision quest in desperation more than hope and mostly just to put distance between himself and liquor. It had been either take to the hills or risk another night like the one that had caused Eldon to have him carried back to his place, where he had burnt sage and muttered words over Todd’s half-conscious body in the old language. According to Eldon, they’d found him way down the lakeshore with an empty bottle of Jim Beam and a loaded rifle. He did have a faint and blurry memory of staggering along the dirt path, standing the weapon on its butt and taking the cold steel barrel in his mouth, but no recollection of why he hadn’t pushed down on the trigger. He guessed that had been the moment he had blacked out, but couldn’t be sure. He couldn’t be sure of much of what had happened in the month before that either, except for Shana bitching and complaining and of waking stiff and cold on the floor because the tiny couch in their trailer home would barely sleep a child. 

			Shana was right – he’d blown it. He was a good-for-nothing bum, like a thousand others of his kind he’d stepped over in doorways from Prince Rupert to Vancouver. The peace up here was nice, to be sure – a break from the darkened room he pictured as his life – but during the previous night he had noticed a guilty feeling starting to creep in around the edges. He had begun to wonder whether it wasn’t time to head back to the faded cluster of plywood buildings and trailers they called town and see if Shana might take him back.

			But then he had heard it – early that morning on his way down to the cedar – a dove’s soft call from somewhere in a stand of pines on the far side of the creek. Quiet enough that he had to strain to hear, but loud enough that he could be sure it was there.

			It was well past noon now, perhaps even two, and he was still waiting for what might happen next. He felt the sun lick his face and half-closed his eyes while trying to stay awake. Something was telling him it was worth keeping up the effort – a small voice whispering that maybe old Eldon wasn’t so full of shit after all.

			It was a presence, not a sound. Hovering in the weightless space between consciousness and sleep, Todd felt the approach of something calm and powerful. It remained at the margins of his perception as if drawing him towards it, asking to be found. There was no fear but there was awe. Majestic – that was the word. His mind instinctively scanned his surroundings trying to locate the source; trying to identify it, whatever it was. His inward gaze was drawn down to the creek and up through the trees on the far side along the winding, rocky game trail that rose steeply to the foot of the bluff overlooking the whole upper section of the valley. Finally, it delivered him to a clearing, a pool of sunlight and an overwhelming sensation of warmth – not coming from above but from everywhere at once, from the earth, rocks, trees and sky. For a long moment he basked like a newborn at his mother’s breast, as comforted and as still and as deeply at peace as he had ever been. 

			Then something stirred. The warmth flooding his body became an animating force as if every cell had been awakened and charged. He began to feel his limbs and the blood coursing through his veins like a thousand rushing rivers. His eyes opened as if of their own accord, revealing the sharp stillness of the late afternoon, every tree and pebble pin-point clear, each with its own unique and profound significance. He rose to his feet, surprised to find his body light and supple, and as if drawn by an invisible thread, he began to follow the route his mind had already plotted – down the moss bank to the creek, across by the natural set of flat-topped stepping stones and onto the trail leading up from the spot where the deer came down at dusk to drink.

			He moved with the ease and purpose of an animal, his mind empty of thoughts except the one that told him to follow the narrow path that headed up to the tree line and ran along the foot of the bluff before tipping over the ridge into Blue Valley, the easternmost of the Three Valleys. The climb was steep, sometimes requiring him to scramble on all fours, but despite his empty stomach, it was no effort. He had covered nearly a mile when he emerged from the pines into a chill breeze coming down from the north. He paused briefly to fasten the top buttons of his buckskin jacket, and from the corner of his eye caught a glimpse, a momentary flash of something white catching in the sun at the foot of the bluff. He turned his head and saw it, or rather them, three hundred yards or more distant: a white albino bear – what they called a Spirit bear – and her young cub that couldn’t have been more than two or three months old, skipping along at her side. 

			Spirit bears had rarely if ever been seen in the Three Valleys. He had always thought that they were mostly spotted across the Johnston Strait on Vancouver Island. He had heard that now and then they appeared in the Great Bear Rainforest that ran along the BC coast, but that vast stretch of protected country began over a hundred miles to the west. What had brought them this far over? Were they lost? They didn’t seem to be. The mother looked as if she were heading somewhere in particular.

			The sow and her cub rounded a corner in the trail and vanished from sight. They would shortly be tipping over the ridge and down into Blue Valley, which, since its far flank had been clear-felled and laid to waste the previous summer, wouldn’t make for good fishing or forage. The soil run-off from the bare mountainside had as good as killed the creek dead, meaning there would be no fish to feed a growing cub. Nevertheless, Todd had no doubt that the bear knew where she was going and that he was to follow. 

			He set off across the now mostly flat trail, but as he drew closer to the point at which it would begin its descent, he felt a pang of apprehension at the prospect of returning to a place that held such a bad and recent memory. Blue Valley had always been his favourite of the three, the one in which he had learned to hunt and camp with his uncle and cousins. Broader and less rugged than White and Gold Valleys, it had always been the friendliest, like a pair of outstretched arms. Walking under its canopy on a soft carpet of fallen needles, the still air sweet with pine sap, Todd had felt his heart beat in sync with its rhythms. All the times he had run from home following a bust-up or had needed to step out from life for a while, Blue Valley had been his sanctuary. In its warm embrace, he had felt as cosy as an eaglet under its mother’s wing.

			Perhaps part of the reason he had felt so at ease there was because all but the foot of it lay outside the boundary of Three Valleys reserve land. Chief Ray Squinas and the other Band Council members negotiating the treaty with the government had laid claim to Blue Valley as ancestral land, but only in a half-hearted way. The government wanted documents and affidavits from the old people saying exactly where Three Valleys land ended and Miskat territory began, as if their people drew lines on maps and thought like the folk in the city. Truth was, it was a place all of its own. Now and then, Miskats would come over to hunt and fish but that was fine. There was a mutual respect for the valley and for its soul which both bands understood without the need for words or formal agreements. That was their way – some things were known. Just known, and there was no other way of saying it. 

			While Ray Squinas and the elders had been arguing between themselves over what it meant to own the land and whether even to think in such terms was sacrilege, Manson’s Lumber greased some palms and persuaded the government in Victoria to put the rights for the east slope out to tender on the grounds it was technically still Crown land. Todd and a few of the others had tried to stop them building the logging road the previous April, but half a dozen guys were no match for the big iron carving a scar across the mountainside and the hired thugs Manson paid to protect the operation. There were stand-offs, excavators sabotaged, fist fights, guns drawn and finally a showdown with the RCMP. 

			During the long months the loggers were tearing the first-growth forest to the bare ground, Todd and his cousin Clay had been sitting in a jail cell. Todd hadn’t been back since. Just the thought of the ragged graveyard of stumps tore a hole in his heart. The fact that he had earned a living trucking lumber made the pain even worse. During those long days behind bars, he realised that his mind must have twisted itself into believing that being part of that business and seeing other places sacrificed would somehow help keep the chainsaws away from Three Valleys.

			All of these thoughts and memories came in a rush. They came the instant he turned the corner under the shadow of the overhang, knowing that in a dozen yards Blue Valley would open out beneath his gaze and all that he had loved to the depths of his being and lost to the pain of his soul would collide. For a brief moment, he was back at the lake’s edge bringing his lips to the barrel of the rifle and wishing himself gone from the agony of this world to anywhere else. He remembered the reflection of the stars dancing on the rippling surface of the water and how the sight had tormented him. He had screamed at life and beauty to stop and feel like he did – to wail and groan – but they carried on as they always did, leaving him to his choice: leave us or join us. We don’t care, Todd Samson. You’re nothing but a speck of dirt.

			He stepped through the wind-hewn gap between the two vertical slabs of rock that rose a sheer fifty feet above him to the highest point of the ridge and looked out across the broad sweep of the valley. The slope below him was as lush and green as it had ever been, but opposite was a wall of dirt-brown scrub and brash – leftover branches from the logging operation – punctuated with boulders that had been hidden from the daylight since the forest first rose to take the place of glacial ice. The logging roads sliced across it like wounds. He gazed on the valley like the body of a dear dead friend then tore his eyes away to search for the bear and her cub. There was no sign of them in the open rocky stretch of upper slope that stood between him and the tree line a little over a hundred yards below, but here and there he could make out the shadowy line of the game trail where it crossed the odd patches of vegetation sandwiched between the rocks, and wound downwards towards the pines. 

			Todd followed the ghost of the path until, at the margin of the trees, he spotted some fresh scat left by the cub. The ground here was baked hard, and he soon lost the trail. There was nothing for it but to follow his instinct that the bears would be taking the quickest route to the creek at the valley’s base, where at least they could drink.

			He started down the slope, picking his way through pines that grew steadily denser the further he descended towards the valley’s floor. There was a moment in which the light suddenly dimmed as the sun disappeared behind the ridge and he knew that he wouldn’t be making it back over into White Valley before morning. As he moved through the gathering twilight, his senses on alert, the forest became a place of shadows that seemed to draw him to the threshold of another realm. The thickening lichen, now hanging like drapes from the lower branches, told him he was getting somewhere close to the valley bottom and the well-worn trail that ran along the side of the creek. A short while later, he heard the sound of water rushing over rocks and knew that he was only yards away. With a little luck, once he’d made it out of the trees, he’d have a good half-hour before nightfall in which to find the bears.

			And when he had found them – then what? He’d know when it happened, he guessed. Eldon had said that’s how it worked. You mustn’t think, you just had to let things be.

			A sudden, sharp sound like a crack of lightning echoed off the sides of the valley. Then a second. 

			Gun shots. 

			Todd felt his heart slam against his ribs. He hurled himself down the slope, pushing blindly through the scraping branches until he hit the trail. A way off up to his left he made out several shadowy figures. There were three of them – men with hunting rifles.

			He started in their direction, running as fast as he could, all the while waving his arms and shouting, ‘Hey! You there! What do you think you’re doing?’

			He saw them look round in surprise as he came to a bow in the trail where it looped briefly away from the creek and skirted a crop of boulders. Then he saw the bear. She was lying twenty yards ahead of him in a pool of blood and her cub was pacing, distressed and confused, around her prone body. Trying to rouse her, it nudged her belly with its snout, looking for the comfort of her teat.

			Todd moved towards it, thinking only of getting between the cub and the guns.

			The three men, all dressed in hunting coats, faces obscured beneath the brims of their woollen caps, held their rifles at their waists, barrels aimed straight at him. He could see them tense and nervous, fingering their triggers even though he was unarmed. 

			Todd strode straight at them. ‘What do you think you’re doing, you dumb fucks?’

			‘We got a licence,’ the one at the front said – a big guy with a thick beard and an attitude. 

			‘Not to shoot no Spirit bear, you ain’t.’

			‘Stay back, son.’ The hunter brought the butt of his rifle to his shoulder.

			Todd grabbed the muzzle in his right hand and in one motion ripped the weapon from the man’s grasp and chopped the butt down hard against his neck, sending him sprawling. 

			The other two backed up, one of them shouting, ‘On the ground now or I’ll shoot.’

			Todd kicked the downed man in the belly and stepped over him, swinging the rifle at the two barrels pointed at his face. One of them spun off into the creek. The other fired. The bullet missed him but in the split second Todd thought he might have been hit, the disarmed man tackled him around the waist and bowled him over into a tangle of tree roots. 

			Todd felt the back of his head hit a rock and saw an explosion of stars. A boot landed in his ribs and another crunched his jaw. Fighting for breath, he drew his hands over his face and tasted the iron tang of blood in his mouth. 

			That was the last he remembered.

		

	
		
			2

			The meeting in New York had been scheduled to last only one full day. The three oil companies, one Canadian, one Texan and the other French, had already thrashed out heads of agreement for their joint venture to drill exploratory wells in newly opened Yukon territory, but when it came to putting ink on paper, all of them demanded a bigger piece of the pie.

			As counsel for the lead partner, Canadian Arctic, Jessie’s thankless task was to chair the meeting sixteen hours a day for four days straight and to spend the hours in between converting the points of agreement into a contract which metastasised into more than four hundred dense pages. Confined either to the 26th-floor conference room of Hunter Bowers’ Wall Street offices or to her joyless room across the street in the Hyatt, Jessie had barely seen daylight since boarding the plane in Toronto early the previous Sunday. Ninety-six hours later, she was finally sitting, semi-comatose, in the back of the cab returning her to JFK as the early evening sun glinted off the retreating Manhattan skyline. 

			During all her years of study, no one had ever warned her that, far more than intelligence, the quality a successful corporate lawyer needed most was stamina. In her ten years as an associate, she had regularly worked eighty-hour weeks, often more, and never taken more than a fortnight’s vacation in a year. She was thirty-six years old, closing in on thirty-seven, and right now felt more like a hundred. Exhausted didn’t begin to describe the sensation of being torn between a body that could barely move and a mind that was racing so fast she could do nothing to control it. And to make matters worse, tomorrow was the most important day of her career. At nine am, she was due to appear before a panel of senior partners to be interviewed for her own application for partnership. It didn’t matter how many times she had been told that it was a formality and that her entry to the gilded circle was guaranteed – it was the moment for which she had been striving her entire adult life.

			Partnership was everything. She and Travis could move from their downtown apartment to a spacious house in the suburbs and start the family they had dreamed of. Childcare, private schools – they would hardly make a dent in her salary. There would be no more looking over her shoulder and struggling to outdo the competition. She would have her own team of associates to do the grunt work, leaving her free to manage relations with their wealthiest corporate clients. It meant liberation from the endless grind: her reward for sacrificing her young adulthood to the firm.

			Unlike her, Travis had clung on to his youthful idealism throughout the eight years they had been together and had tenure teaching law and social policy at the University of Toronto. While Jessie was drafting drilling contracts he got to be the idealist helping to shape young minds. But somehow it worked between them. Travis had backed her determination to hang on inside a big firm while half her female peers had already called time and left to raise kids or work in less demanding roles. Despite their different paths, they could both agree that nothing would change in the cut-throat corporate world until women like her rose to the top. Jessie often thought of him as her conscience – she could never go too far wrong with Travis in her life. 

			The cab dropped her at departures. Jessie dragged her carry-on bag through the crowded airport in a stupor, focused solely on the effort of putting one foot in front of the other. She arrived exhausted at the gate with ten minutes to spare before boarding. She collapsed into a chair and reached out her phone to tell Travis her flight was on time. She got  straight through to his voicemail. Assuming he was on another call, she tried again a minute later – with the same result. She left a message telling him to expect her home around ten-thirty. She waited several minutes more, hoping he would call back, but he didn’t. Starting to feel a little anxious, she opened WhatsApp and saw that he was offline, which was strange. Usually, apart from the precious minutes when they sat down to eat, they would both be sending and receiving messages throughout the evening. 

			The flight was called and Jessie joined the small queue of business-class passengers who got to board first. Convincing herself there was an innocent explanation – that Travis would be in a meeting or attending a function on campus he had forgotten to mention – she followed the other weary executives down the gangway to the aircraft, settled into her seat and switched her phone to flight mode.

			The plane took off into a darkening sky. For once, Jessie broke her rule of no alcohol on week nights and ordered some chardonnay from the complimentary bar. It was a good call. The wine went straight to her head and magically slowed her churning thoughts to a crawl. Her eyelids grew heavy before she had even reached the bottom of the glass. Images of boardrooms, computer screens and contracts flickered randomly through her semi-dream state, then faded to black. 

			‘Ma’am?’

			Jessie stirred, blinked, then looked up, startled to see the smiling face of an Air Canada stewardess.

			‘We’ve landed. Would you like me to fetch your case?’

			‘No. No, I’m fine. Thanks.’ Jessie hauled herself from her seat, woozy and disorientated, then glanced along the aisle to see that the cabin had almost emptied. With her head still swimming, she fetched her case from the overhead bin and headed for the exit. 

			It was just her luck to find herself at one of the farthest gates from the main terminal. On the long walk to passport control she switched on her phone and tried Travis. The same again – straight to voicemail – and his WhatsApp was still offline. A late meeting? Or perhaps a lecture or concert? There were several good reasons to have switched off his phone, but still it niggled at her. They had spoken briefly the previous evening and he hadn’t mentioned any plans for tonight. In fact, he had said he couldn’t wait for her to get home. Fighting the temptation to start calling friends, she hurried through the airport and jumped straight into a cab. 

			During the twenty minute ride from Pearson International to their apartment block on Spadina Avenue, Jessie distracted herself rehearsing some of the lines she had prepped for tomorrow’s interview. Most of all, she wanted the panel to know how deeply she understood the qualities expected of her. Hunter Bowers presented a modern, relaxed face to its clients. Its partners were firm, competent, but never aggressive – they won disputes by force of argument alone. In negotiation, they always acknowledged the strengths of another party’s case before dismantling it with forensic precision. Always prepared, they were never outsmarted or backed into a corner. The Hunter Bowers way could be summarised in three words: effortless, understated superiority.

			The cab pulled up outside her building. Jessie tapped her credit card on the driver’s terminal and climbed out into the cool night air. On her way through the lobby she checked their mailbox and save for a clutch of pizza flyers, found it empty. She rode up alone to the twelfth floor and hurried the length of the corridor to their corner condo.

			‘Travis? I’m home.’

			She knew at once from the silence that something was wrong. She left her case and walked through the short entrance hall to the open-plan kitchen that gave on to the living room beyond. She noticed that it was unusually tidy – the counter tops gleaming and cleared of their usual clutter.

			And then she saw it: an envelope propped up against a vase on the breakfast bar.

			It was addressed to her – Jessie – in Travis’s neat, precise hand.

			She stared at it, somehow knowing exactly what it would say. The words began to play themselves in her mind as if she were quoting from a script that somewhere she had already read and forgotten and which was only now, in the shock of the moment, returning to her.

			Eventually, after what could have been either seconds or minutes, she opened it. The note inside was short and somehow managed to be both intimate and the coldest thing she had ever read:

			Jessie,

			I will always love, admire and respect you – you are a wonderful and determined woman, a brilliant intellect and a devoted partner – but our paths have been heading in very different directions for some time now, which I think we both know.

			Your career is about to take a brilliant turn and you will achieve all that you have hoped and worked for, but your world and mine are simply too far apart for us to build a bridge that would hold us together.

			Leaving you is the most painful thing I have ever done, but in the end, I had to accept that it was the only way to spare us the far greater pain of parting later, when, perhaps, the children we have often talked of would have been hurt.

			Please be assured there is no one else, and that I wish you only the love, happiness and joy you truly deserve.

			Travis

			P.S. I will call you at the weekend to make arrangements. I’m staying in a rental near campus for the next week or two.

			Jessie tossed the note back on the counter and drifted across the living room to the corner with views south over Lake Ontario and east to the CN Tower and downtown. The lights of the city still twinkled as they always did and the traffic on the Gardiner Expressway continued to stream in a blaze of liquid light, oblivious to the bomb that had just exploded her life and reduced her future to rubble. She gazed out at the indifferent night waiting to feel something – anything – but there was nothing beyond the numbness of shock. She clenched her fists and dug her nails into her palms but there was no pain. She waited for tears, for screams, but her emotions were muffled and stopped. Should she call someone? Her mother in England? Her father in the ocean-front house he shared with his third wife – Marybelle, Maybelline, whatever the hell her name was – in Florida? And if she did, what would she even tell them? 

			The answer that came back to her caused her first tangible sensation – a lurch in her stomach and an immediate pain like a fist closing around her heart: no baby. No child. And in that moment, she realised that she was grieving not just for the love snatched from her, but for love to be; love she had secretly already come to feel for a life not yet conceived, for a soul whose presence had in some way already made its approach. Even as they came, Jessie was aware that these were strange and disturbing thoughts that didn’t connect with who she imagined herself to be. Soul? When did she ever say soul? She had left that all behind at Catholic school, but there it was: her lover, the man she had come to believe understood her moods, thoughts and depths far better than she did, had tossed her aside and all she could fix on was the spirit of a child she had conjured in the moment of her desolation.

			Her eyes dampened but tears refused to come. She forced her leaden legs across the apartment to their bedroom, where some morbid impulse prompted her to slide open the door to Travis’s closet. She stared in at the empty rail and shelves. He had even taken the coat-hangers and shoe rack. She opened the door next to it where they stowed some precious things that belonged to them both: the expensive camera they took on vacations, a leather luggage set, a spare laptop. They were all gone, and she knew why: he had figured she would be able to afford whatever she wanted, while he, a humble academic, would not. She spotted a small, crumpled piece of paper on the closet floor. She stooped to pick it up and unfolded a bright orange sticker, printed with the words, High Level Movers. Only then did it occur to her that Travis must have arranged the removal for the previous Monday, the day she was meant to come back, and would have booked it well in advance. 

			How long before that must he have made up his mind? She thought back across the previous few weekends to the conversations they had had and the plans they had made. They had even spent an excited afternoon looking at houses on the internet. They had walked in the park, visited friends, gone to restaurants, made love. They had felt as happy together as they had ever been, but all the while he had been plotting his escape. 

			The realisation of his lies, the depth of his betrayal, landed like a crushing weight. Defeated by the effort merely of drawing breath, Jessie tugged off her jacket, tossed it over a chair, unfastened her skirt and let it drop to the floor. With her last ounce of energy, she took off her remaining clothes, pulled on a T-shirt and collapsed into bed.

			Jessie woke to the sound of her six am alarm from a heavy, dreamless sleep. For precious seconds she remained in a blissful state of suspended animation before the reality of Travis’s desertion rushed in on her. She lay still for a moment, telling herself she had no choice but to force it all as far as she could from her mind and face the day. If she could just survive until lunchtime without breaking down she could contrive an excuse to leave the office early and work the rest of the day from home. Drawing down to a core of determination she scarcely knew she possessed, she crawled out from under the duvet, planted her feet on the floor and stood.

			She showered, dried her hair, dressed in her best suit and put on make-up, all the while feeling as if she were underwater. Her mind was in fog and her body felt like an old-fashioned diving suit – a cumbersome, unresponsive thing that she was trapped inside. She forced down some coffee and a bowl of granola. The caffeine got her blood pumping, but now, instead of being imprisoned in her body, she was floating above it. It was an alarming sensation that took her back to the aftermath of her parents’ separation: aged just fifteen, her world had split in two and so had she. For six medicated months she went through the motions of boarding-school life, managing to convince her friends and teachers she was fine while only being semi-present. While part of her continued with the daily routine as if on autopilot, the rest of her being was trapped in a sort of purgatory, weeping and wandering and never finding the edges of reality.

			Another seldom-visited memory came to her rescue: that of a kindly nun, Sister Georgia who, having eventually spotted her distress, took her on long weekend walks through the Oxfordshire countryside and made her face the pain until, at last, it faded. It had worked once, so she would try it again. 

			The morning was bright and clear and the sky a vivid blue as Jessie set out on the thirty-minute walk to the office. Wearing a pair of smart, black sneakers, she strode north along Spadina, her heels and papers stowed in a pull-along that rumbled behind her. She turned east at Queen Street, concentrating on the feel of her feet landing on the sidewalk. With each step, she told herself, she was more grounded and in control. This was just a bump in the road of life’s journey, a test she would pass and survive, just as she always had. If there was a God, he had decreed that Travis deserting her would collide with this momentous day for a reason.

			As she closed in on Bay Street, that reason became clear to her. Despite what he had always claimed, Travis was jealous. He envied her status and her salary, and above all, he resented her ability to navigate the tough world of business – the bloody arena which he privately disdained but which had provided nearly everything he possessed. 

			Yes. She had the guts to take life on – real, elemental life – in all its brutal compromise and complexity, while he had flinched from it. 

			That was what this moment was about.

		

	
		
			3

			Jessie arrived outside the shimmering glass skyscraper in CIBC Square a few minutes after eight and joined the stream of suits passing through its revolving doors. Hunter Bowers’ head office occupied the top four floors and had its own dedicated elevator. She stepped into the car along with a dozen or so others, exchanged cursory nods with a few familiar faces and left the wounded, vulnerable and bewildered Jessie Cunningham behind on the ground.

			The Jessie who emerged on the forty-sixth floor was her cool, professional self and quite above anything as trivial as emotion. The reassuring hum of activity calmed her nerves and focused her attention. She knew who she was here and the role she had to play. She slipped into it almost without effort.

			In the quiet of her compact, glass-fronted office, she changed her shoes and sipped mineral water while checking her emails. Among the sixty or so that had arrived overnight was a message from her clients at Canadian Arctic congratulating her on getting the joint venture contract over the line. They had copied in Charles Bowers, the senior partner and Head of Corporate. It was the best possible omen and start to the day.

			Shortly before nine, Jessie took the elevator up to the forty-ninth floor at the top of the building and sat on one of the cream leather armchairs in the waiting area outside the partners’ conference room. The view from the floor-to-ceiling window was of the skyline of the city, with the lake to the south. From this eagle’s nest, Toronto looked magnificent – a marvel of human ingenuity and ambition. Hunter Bowers had played a big part in the city’s story over more than a century and, all being well, she would be carrying that forward. An unfamiliar, exhilarating sensation ran the length of her spine that told her she was on the brink of something powerful. A destiny moment that, however unexpectedly it was unfolding, was nevertheless meant to be.

			‘Jessie?’

			She looked up to see Charles Bowers at the door of the meeting room. The fifty-seven-year-old great-grandson of one of the firm’s founders perfectly embodied all that it stood for. Tall, slim and pleasing to the eye without being too overtly handsome, he had an unflappable demeanour and a pleasant smile which radiated both confidence and authority. ‘We’re ready for you.’

			He stood aside and motioned her through the door into the light and spacious room in which a dozen of the firm’s partners were seated around three sides of a large conference table. Jessie took the solitary seat on the table’s near side and greeted them with a warm smile and a confident ‘good morning’.

			Charles settled into his chair opposite hers and placed his knitted fingers gently on the polished maple-wood. He glanced at his fellow partners, then fixed her with a steady, questioning gaze. ‘Well, Jessie, we have carefully reviewed your billing history, feedback from clients and references from colleagues both senior and junior to you. You’ll be glad to hear that praise is not just almost, but entirely universal.’

			Jessie felt her cheeks pinking during the pause Charles left for her reply. ‘Well, I’m very flattered to hear that. I’ve been at Hunter Bowers since I graduated law school and I can honestly say I’ve enjoyed every minute – well, except the ones I couldn’t bill for.’

			Her quip prompted a ripple of laughter.

			‘Would it surprise you to hear that you’ve been the highest-billing associate for three years out of the last five?’ Charles asked.

			‘I hoped I’d be somewhere up there,’ Jessie admitted. ‘I tried to be.’

			‘And what do you put that productivity down to, Jessie?’ The question came from Laura Macpherson, head of the Private Client Department, which managed the personal affairs of many of the country’s wealthiest individuals.

			‘I could say hard work and determination but I’ve never thought of it like that. I love my work and I’ve always felt at home here… I guess it’s part of who I am. Maybe the biggest part.’

			Her words were greeted with nods and warm avuncular smiles of approval from around the table. 

			Rod Gillman, head of Intellectual Property, a prodigy still in his mid-forties, spoke next. ‘With the utmost respect to our more senior colleagues, you and I may well be the only ones still here in twenty years’ time, Jessie. What’s the biggest challenge you see us facing over the next decade?’

			Jessie repeated an answer she had mentally rehearsed many times. ‘The greatest threat to this firm is fear of change. Whether we like it or not, AI will soon do half the work our lawyers do now and in India and China it’s already happening. We’ll need twice the business to keep the same income, so the best investment we can make is in staying at the cutting edge – and preferably ahead of it. We need an innovation group to make sure that happens.’

			Her answer was greeted with murmurs of approval and not a few looks of concern. As Jessie well knew, to many of the older partners the future was an unknown and mystifying place but she could see that her answer had pleased Charles, who smiled warmly at her from his seat at the head of the table.

			‘I couldn’t agree more,’ he interjected. ‘I hope we can action that very soon. Perhaps the two of you can put your heads together?’

			‘I’d be delighted to,’ Jessie said. 

			She continued to field questions for a further twenty minutes, but after her exchange with Rod, her interviewers were no longer testing her – they were picking her brains for how the firm might flourish in the increasingly ruthless global marketplace. She was in her element. While most of the partners at the table dealt exclusively with domestic clients, she worked with businesses from across the world and was constantly riding the latest trends. The tech bubble had burst and the big money was once again chasing the basic commodities of life. With Russia increasingly out of the picture, Canada’s vast untapped natural resources had never attracted more attention and Hunter Bowers was uniquely placed to capitalise on that interest. With the right strategy, they could corner the market. 

			At nine-thirty precisely, Charles brought the discussion to a close and thanked Jessie for her thoughts. Then, with no fuss or fanfare, he asked for a show of hands to approve her promotion to partner. The decision was unanimous.

			‘Congratulations, Jessie,’ Charles said, ‘although I’m sure you can’t be surprised. We look forward to your long and fruitful contribution to the firm.’

			The meeting drew to a close and the partners filed out, offering Jessie compliments and congratulations as they shook her hand and welcomed her into the fold. Rod, who seemed to be fizzing with excitement at having a new ally, arranged to meet her in the partners’ dining room at one-thirty to discuss what he was already calling their AI Task Force. 

			When Rod had gone, Jessie and Charles were left alone. He gazed at her like a proud father. She had worked under him for nearly ten years and now they would be virtual equals,  collaborating on some of the biggest mergers, acquisitions and joint ventures in the corporate world.

			‘I can honestly say we’ve never had a candidate who inspires more confidence,’ he said, squeezing her hand. ‘And you should know that Aaron Bell of Canadian Arctic called last night to say what an excellent job you’d done. He was over the moon with the terms you negotiated.’

			‘It took some doing. We got there in the end.’

			He smiled indulgently, letting her know she was being too modest.

			‘One little thing. I really don’t like to add to your burden, but the junior partner always acts as secretary of the Finance Committee during their first year. It meets on the last Friday of every month – five till seven. I hope you don’t mind.’

			‘Of course. My pleasure.’

			‘Excellent. Now, can I persuade you to sit in on my meeting with Brunswick Petroleum this afternoon? We’re looking at some offshore shale exploration in Nova Scotia. All the usual obstacles. We’d be grateful for your input. Two-thirty.’

			‘I’ll look forward to it.’

			Charles patted Jessie’s shoulder and led the way out.  

			The morning passed in a non-stop barrage of emails, phone calls and contracts. Word had seeped out – there were nods and waves of acknowledgement from passing associates – but the news of Jessie’s elevation was largely greeted by her colleagues in typically muted Hunter Bowers fashion. She did, though, get one excited call from her closest friend and colleague, Claire Duval. Six months before, Claire had beaten her to partnership, but as she was the first to agree, that was only because her department – Commercial Property – was considerably less competitive than the bear pit of Corporate.

			Jessie and Claire had taken every step of their ten-year journey at Hunter Bowers together. From their very first days as junior associates putting in eighty-hour weeks determined to out-work the men, they had encouraged, consoled and helped each other through every trial and crisis. When, as they hit their thirties, other women their age started to drift away, they made a pact that they would see it through and make partnership together. They had watched close friends like Jessie’s law-school buddy, Eve, leave their corporate jobs for small-town firms and family life but had resisted the temptation to follow suit. The sacrifice was  in service of a much bigger prize: one day, they had promised each other, they would be at the helm of the firm – the first female senior partners of Toronto’s richest and most prestigious law firm. 

			‘Jessie. I just heard. That’s wonderful! And about damn time,’ Claire said, excitedly. ‘I would have come straight up but I’ve been stuck in meetings… I knew you were going to be fine, but still – how do you feel?’

			‘I’m not sure yet. I’m still trying to get my head around it.’

			‘I’m not surprised, with the hours you’ve been putting in lately. Anyway, no more beastings like that from now on – if in doubt, delegate. I’m so happy, I can’t tell you. We did it! You did it. Welcome to the club, babes… Jessie? Are you OK?’

			‘Yeah… I’m just—’

			‘What?’

			‘Processing…’ She paused. ‘There’s something I probably ought to tell you…’ She swallowed the lump in her throat and took a deep breath. ‘Travis left while I was gone. He left a note on the table. No warning. Said we were going in different directions.’

			‘Shit! Bastard! You never said anything was wrong.’

			‘I didn’t think it was.’

			‘Oh Jess, I’m sorry… Look, I’m in meetings for the rest of the day but how about a drink after work?’

			‘Sounds good.’

			‘Travis… I don’t believe it. What’s his problem – a successful partner too much for his ego?’

			‘That might be part of it… I’m OK, though. I’ll be fine.’

			‘We’re going to be more than fine, Jess. Stay strong, OK? See you at six in the lobby?’

			‘Great.’

			Jessie put down the phone and forced aside her unwelcome emotions aside. Screw Travis and all the posturing, so-called intellectuals he hung out with at the university. Could any of them handle her workload or keep their cool while making a nine-figure deal? She was better off without him. She was still young, at the top of her game and mixing in a world of rich and successful men who weren’t in the least intimidated by her. She had turned down more dinner invitations from multi-millionaires than she could count and had been decent enough never to tell Travis about any of them. 

			No more. 

			Today marked a new beginning. She could do what she liked, date who she liked and spend what she liked. For the first time in her life, she could say she was free. She got up from her desk and made her way to the partner’s dining room on the forty-ninth floor, thinking of Travis queuing up for his burger and fries in the campus canteen.

			The poached sockeye salmon served with tender broccoli stems was as good as any in the classiest downtown restaurants and the view from the dining room south over the lake was probably the best in the city. Her conversation with Rod was productive and exciting and ended with a plan to convene a first meeting of their new task force the following Monday. Claire and two other young partners eager to broaden the firm’s horizons would be invited to join the team and together they would forge the firm’s future direction. As they drank their post-lunch coffee and settled on their initial agenda, they already felt like the centre of the action.

			If Jessie had harboured any lingering doubt that she was now officially one of the big guns, her afternoon meeting with Charles and three senior executives from Brunswick Oil dispelled them once and for all. Charles asked her opinion on how best to navigate the maze of federal and provincial regulations designed to frustrate new exploration and she was able to explain every step of the ingenious course she had taken in the Yukon deal. The clients left  $10,000 lighter but delighted by the prospect of the potential billions a successful shale operation would generate.

			It was five-thirty by the time they wrapped up and Charles was eager to join his family and horses at his weekend home in the country. He thanked Jessie profusely for her contribution to the meeting, and then, as it was time to part, looked at her with a sincere and earnest expression that cut through the veneer of courteous charm.

			‘You know, Jessie, I really do appreciate having someone like you on my team. There aren’t that many who get it, who really understand what it takes to get things done – I mean all the things we need for this world to keep going. Nowadays we’re coming down with people who think we can pass a few more environmental laws and live happily ever after – even some of the lawyers in this firm for goodness’ sake. Sometimes it makes me despair, but you… Well, you give me hope.’ He smiled, his eyes glowing with the soft warmth of experience. ‘Have a great weekend. Take it easy for once, why don’t you?’

			He pressed her hand briefly between his and headed off for the elevator. 

			She was tired now. There was no disguising it. The moment the pressure was off she felt as if she were dragging an anchor. The unread emails would have to wait till morning. She crossed the large, open-plan span of the office, which was still buzzing even this late on a Friday afternoon, logged out of her computer, then, rousing herself with the thought that a cocktail or two would lift her out of her slump, retreated to the restroom to check her hair and fix her make-up. She contemplated her reflection in the mirror and was surprised at how well she looked, all things considered: clear brown eyes, thick, chestnut hair with no greys and skin that was still defying gravity. She was doing OK. Despite everything. No, she was doing more than OK – she was on top and riding high.

			She arrived at the elevator to find that the end-of-week exodus had begun in earnest. She stepped into an already crowded car, then, just as the doors were starting to close, several interns and paralegals nudged their way in, forcing the existing occupants to bunch uncomfortably close together. 

			Aside from mild annoyance at being squeezed from several sides, Jessie felt nothing unusual until the doors closed and the elevator began its rapid non-stop descent to the ground. She became aware of a sudden ringing in her ears and a strange distortion of her vision as if there were a film of water covering her eyes. At the same moment, a tight band formed around her chest and she struggled to catch her breath. She felt a sensation of panic and heard herself gasp for air, her heart now beating so hard that it felt as if it might explode. In the space of seconds, the elevator car seemed to tilt sideways, throwing her off balance, and now she was tumbling against bodies and seeing a forest of shoes and ankles. A woman’s face appeared, staring at her in alarm. She was saying something to her, but the ringing was so loud Jessie couldn’t hear the words.

			There was a strange and disconcerting moment of weightlessness. 

			She felt herself falling, as if a trapdoor had opened beneath her. And then nothing. 
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			‘Mr Samson? Can you hear me?’

			Todd heard the voice faintly in the comfortable darkness. It was a man’s voice. Nerdy sounding.

			‘Mr Samson?’

			He felt fingers touch his face and prise open his right eyelid. He was hit by an intense, piercing light that hurt like hell.

			‘Mr Samson, I’m Dr Lach. Dave Lach. You’re in the neurology ward of the University Hospital of Northern BC. Prince George.’

			Todd tried to blink but his eye wouldn’t close. Then it did. And then the light appeared in his other eye with a pain so acute it felt as if he were looking dead at the sun. His head refused to move and the only sound of protest that would come out of him was like the moan of a wounded elk. 

			‘Good. Excellent… Your pupils are dilating.’

			The light went out. Todd closed his eyes in relief, then, when the pain had passed, opened them again and made out the vague outline of a young male face looking down at him with concern. 

			‘You’re going to feel very groggy for a while – you’re heavily sedated – so the best thing to do is just rest for a day or two.’ The young man’s voice seemed to rise and fall. Todd felt the indistinct words lap over him like gentle waves breaking on the lakeshore. ‘You’ve had a significant head injury. We had to operate to remove a blood clot from your brain, but the good news is it was successful. You’ve a few other injuries – cracked ribs, a fractured jaw, several broken fingers – but we’ve patched you up and we’re very happy with your progress. You should be happy, too. You’re lucky to be alive.’

			He stopped talking. Todd was grateful. He wanted the guy to shut up and go. He wanted to sleep, to settle back into the warm, dark place he had just come from.

			‘I’ll be back to check on you at the end of the afternoon,’ the voice said from far away. ‘We’ll be weaning you off the meds during the course of the day, so hopefully you’ll be awake by then.’

			Todd’s eyes closed and he sank back into the welcoming depths.

			‘Mr Samson?’ The voice again. No, it was different. ‘Sorry to disturb you. I’m Constable Jane Thoreau, RCMP... Don’t worry if it’s too much. I can come back tomorrow.’

			Todd’s eyelids flickered. He forced them open and a woman who was barely more than a girl came slowly into semi-focus. She was dressed in a grey-blue shirt with her dark hair tied back tight and was standing to his right. There was light coming from a tall window behind her and next to her he noticed a bunch of machines and medical equipment – a tangle of tubes and numbers blinking on screens.

			‘Can you hear me?’

			Todd made a sound that came from somewhere in his throat. A hoarse grunt. His mouth felt dry as dust. 

			‘OK, I’ll tell you what I’m going to do. I’m going to tell you what we know and you can have a think about it overnight. We’ll talk again tomorrow.’

			Police. Always the police. What the hell did they want now?

			‘You were found in the Blue Valley around six miles from your home – Three Valleys Reserve, that’s where you live, right? A conservation officer, a lady called Faye Halton, found you. She says she knows you by sight from the area. She found you high up in the valley by the side of the stream. You were unconscious. In fact, the doctors think you might have been there a day or two and, along with everything else, you had hypothermia. Anyhow, you had a lot of injuries, like you’d been in a fight or attacked by something. Ms Halton didn’t see anyone else in the valley. We’ve been going through hunting licences to see who might have been up there but can’t find any that check out.’

			Her words had begun to run into each other. He lost her at Faye Halton. His eyes drooped and closed and she faded out.

			‘I’m sorry, Mr Samson. I’ll be going now, but the thing is, we know there’s a history in that valley, disagreements over the logging and all, and we heard you were camping up there for a few days… So, I’ll leave you with that, OK? I hope you feel better soon.’

			Todd woke again later. It was darker in the room and he could see the young doctor standing at the foot of the bed, his face partially illuminated by the iPad he was tapping on. Todd could see him clearly this time: a weedy-looking guy with narrow shoulders and sandy hair. He could also feel pain – in his skull, jaw, ribs and hands and nearly every place in between. His whole body was pulsing with it, so that it held him rigid.

			Dr Lach looked up. ‘Oh good, you’re awake.’ He smiled. ‘Ah, I can see you’re in a lot of discomfort.’

			Todd managed to make another sound, but even that small effort sent knives through his chest. 

			‘Hold on. We’ll give you an extra dose.’

			The doctor pressed something amidst the mess of equipment and almost immediately Todd felt the razor-edges of the pain dull and a sensation of warmth spread slowly through his body.

			‘Better? I’m sure it is.’

			He smiled with what Todd sensed was genuine sympathy. There was something about him – he could feel it. The guy had a presence, despite the way he looked. 

			‘Are you able to understand me, Mr Samson? Can you hear what I’m saying?’

			Todd made another noise that the doctor took as a ‘yes’.

			‘OK, then – there’s a few things I need to mention to you. Firstly, a Mr Eldon Marshall has called several times asking for news. He said he was no immediate relation so we couldn’t tell him much without your permission. Would you like me to fill Mr Marshall in?’

			Todd attempted a nod.

			‘Good. I’d assumed as much. He seems very concerned for you. I’ll call him when we’re done.’ The smile again, but this time there was something behind it, something he was working up to. ‘One of the nurses told me there was a police officer here earlier. My apologies – that shouldn’t have happened. You’re in no fit condition for that, and I don’t want them coming back for a good while… But I’m curious – can you remember what happened to you?’  The question prompted a series of images, like a selection of stills from a movie: the cabin, the big old cedar, a flash of white on the far side of the creek, a white bear and her cub up above the tree line beneath a vast expanse of sky… A thicket of brush and branches, then…a blank.

			Todd moved his head fractionally from side to side. 

			‘That’s what I would have expected,’ Dr Lach said. ‘I’ll tell the police you’ve got amnesia – it may be temporary, maybe not – and we’ll be in touch when we know.’ He paused, though Todd could see he wasn’t finished yet. ‘I hope this doesn’t distress you too much, Mr Samson – and it may help with your memory – but my assessment is that you were violently attacked and struck repeatedly with a blunt instrument. I only assisted in your surgery – the lead surgeon, Dr Carswell, was flown in from Vancouver – but we both agreed you shouldn’t have survived, not with the extent of the trauma. But then we did lose you for a while – on the table, for nearly fifteen minutes – which is really quite exceptional. The only reason we persisted so long in attempting to resuscitate you was because you had made it so far… What I’m saying, Mr Samson, is the fact that you’re looking at me now is really quite incredible. I would even call it miraculous. We can only speculate, but we think the only reason you survived to make it here at all is because you were so cold you had entered a state of near-suspended animation. It can sometimes happen when the body cools slowly, but only when conditions are absolutely perfect… Sorry, I’m probably talking far too much. I know it’s a lot to take in. I won’t bother you any more now. But you’ve managed to follow what I said?’

			Todd nodded. He had heard him. None of it made any sense, but he figured that at least his ears were working and connected to his brain. But he was also hearing another voice: Eldon’s, and he was talking about the challenging spirit. ‘See, it can take you to some dark places, places you can’t imagine, but I figure you been a long ways down that road already, so a step or two further ain’t going to make no difference. You’re one of those guys, Todd – you got to go right to the edge just to see what’s there, you know…? Yeah. You know.’

			‘Good night, then, Mr Samson,’ Dr Lach said. ‘I’m tempted to say you’re a very lucky man, but luck doesn’t seem to cover it… Doesn’t really come anywhere close. I’m sure you understand.’

			He gave Todd another smile, this one reaching his pale grey eyes.

			The two men held each other’s gaze for a moment, neither knowing what it meant except that it must mean something.  ‘I’ll be going, then,’ Dr Lach said. ‘I’ll tell Mr Marshall I think you’ll make a good recovery.’
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			The willow that stood at the centre of the long expanse of lawn stretching down to the lakeshore was ruffled by a gentle breeze. Jessie turned her gaze through the large bay window and watched the lowest hanging leaves brush the grass, wondering if through their contact they somehow told the soft tendrils from which they sprouted to grow no further. You never saw leaves dragging across the ground, did you? Then she wondered if she had always had such thoughts – if they had been quietly forming and dissolving beneath her conscious apprehension all along – or if somehow a door had opened to another compartment in her mind. Could that happen? How? And why would it? What purpose could it serve except to distract her and dull her focus? She was meant to be in control of her mind. It was her tool. She was supposed to be a lawyer. 

			There. It happened again. That word, lawyer, caused an odd and unsettling sensation to rise up from somewhere in her belly and flutter upwards and outwards through her head and arms to her scalp and fingertips. It was both ominous and profound. Something that took hold of her mind and body at once and let her know that it was as much in control of her as is a mother of her newborn baby. It was the thing – sometimes she thought of it as a creature, a big, black, mischievous bird, maybe, if she dared to picture it at all
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