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Chapter One

Was it morning
already? Last night the idea of one more drink seemed such a good
idea this morning Alex wasn’t so sure. It was going to take a
combination of strong coffee
and medication to nurse herself to the verge of something
resembling a fully functioning adult human. The alarm clock was
bleeping harshly and the red numbers mockingly shone the number
6:00 into the darkness. After several attempts battering the snooze
button she finally admitted defeat and ventured out of bed. Alex
slept in a double bed but she never shared it. The least said about
Alex’s love life, the better. Alex was not a morning person at the
best of times and after a heavy night getting up was a real
struggle. It was only the threat of getting fired hanging over her
that made her turn up to work. Ever since she had written articles
for the school newspaper and been praised by the teacher, Alex had
wanted to be a journalist. Alex had imagined that every day as a
journalist would involve unearthing scandals, righting great wrongs
and opposing corrupt politicians. Getting a foot in the door was
the first challenge and so after submitting countless job
applications Alex was finally offered a job with a regional
newspaper in Vancouver. Her job title was trainee reporter which
basically meant doing all the usual duties of a reporter but
getting paid less for it and getting all the assignments no-one
else wanted. At first Alex applied herself forcefully
enthusiastically to every assignment but the sunshine of the boss’s
favour never did shine on her. In what seemed a vicious cycle she
would always be hoping that the next story would be her big break
and yet the very zeal she had for mundane stories was the cause of
much ridicule at the newsroom. It didn’t help that the kids of
friends of the boss seemed to be parachuted in and then given plum
assignments. The other problem is that the world needs a lot more
regional journalists than national ones just as each sports team
needs only one coach when there are many more retired sports
players looking for work. Alex felt a certain amount of bitterness
that she had traded her youth and personal life and never received
the pay off of an opportunity on the national stage. Still the
thought of marrying an ice hockey player and starting a huge family
before she had turned twenty hadn’t appealed to her any more. It
wasn’t that she didn’t enjoy her job. It was reasonably well paid
and her expenses were low, she could save up for a holiday
somewhere warm and enough money for regular nights out. There was
just a general feeling that something was missing and Alex wasn’t
one hundred percent convinced that she would feel any better had
she become a famous reporter. Still that was what you were supposed
to do wasn’t it? Alex had started off as a bright idealist but
taken a heavy dose of cynicism since then. Journalism taught you do
question everything and suspect everyone. Everyone had a price and
everyone had an angle. It was a toxic attitude to bring to any
relationship. In fact many dates had ended up either with the guy
becoming overwhelmed when he heard about the journalistic lifestyle
or ending up with a shouting match about a particular issue. Alex
had an encyclopaedic memory for politicians and issues and most
guys didn’t want to be upstaged and if they didn’t know much then
Alex looked down on them as unsophisticated. The reality was that
to truly love someone you have to rebuild your life around them but
Alex did not want to change her life and the space remaining for
anyone else to be invited in was too small.

Alex saw
a note next the phone with the
words “Call mom” and she winced inwardly. All her mother seemed to
be interested in was enquiring about whether she had met any nice
guys yet and the whole conversation reinforced a feeling of
failure. Not that she actually felt she was a failure just that
somehow after speaking to her mother she should be feeling that
way. It was a regular and unnecessary audit on her career progress.
Alex’s flat was tidy but plain and uniformly beige. Despite a few
pieces or art and colourful cushions it did not feel homely. It
didn’t feel homely because it wasn’t really a home. She spent more
time at the newsroom than at home and if she wasn’t at the newsroom
she was getting a coffee or a drink with friends. The apartment was
somewhere to sleep and somewhere to drop everything. The apartment
was small and boxy and had a ridiculous balcony overlooking the
road on which only the most foolhardy were likely to sit and risk
either hypothermia or a lungful of pollution. It didn’t help that
the view from the balcony was of the highway and in the near
distance sprawling acres of light industrial buildings and grocery
stores. On a clear day, if you stood on the far right of the
balcony and looked between the gaps of the buildings, you could see
the blue outline of the distant mountains.

Alex
stumbled listlessly into the
washroom. The harsh light stung her eyes and the face in the mirror
looked a hideous mess. She washed her face, brushed her hair. Much
better. The makeup would take a bit longer. Honestly, did anyone
really care? Yes. There was a strange kind of on off flirting
relationship with her boss Alan. They both knew that if it ever
became anything more it would create a toxic mess and the working
environment would be destroyed. In that scenario Alan was not going
anywhere, it could only be Alex that was shown the door. It was all
too easy to find an excuse for dismissal because of the nature of
journalism itself. Journalism is an art not a science. If an
accountant makes a mistake and his figures don’t add up he is
justifiably fired but too short, too long too boring, too smug, too
glib, too little depth, too much depth are all unknown quantities
and can easily be flung at unsuspecting journalists without the
need of exact proof. Any tribunal hearing that a journalist had
presented a series of uninspired and dull articles would take that
as justification enough for firing the journalist, but the same
allegation could be hung around the necks of all but the most
successful journalists. It was the same kind of nonsense that
states that a musician’s album isn’t quite as good as the last one
as if goodness could be weighed like flour. If beauty is in the eye
of the beholder then appreciation of all art forms is even more
reliant on the particular whims of those beholding and assessing
it. Worst of all there is a kind of jealously which afflicts bosses
who encounter someone more talented than themselves because they
cannot allow themselves to be eclipsed and therefore create a
ceiling of mediocrity and those who rise above it are treated as a
threat and sabotaged.

There was a
genuine attraction between Alex and Alan and Alex wondered if it
had been a factor in her getting the job. It wounded her ego to
accept that she had been hired on that basis but on the other hand
it would be worse if Alex had not considered her attractive enough
for that to be a consideration. It should also be a factor but not
the most dominant one. The coffee crackled as the boiling water hit
it. She had spent too long daydreaming. There was no time for a
proper breakfast now. Alex thrust a piece of bread into the
toaster, watched it for a few minutes and then flicked it up.
Surely it was ready now. No, but there was no time. A thin layer or
margarine on the half-done toast, a few bites and it was time to
go.

Alan greeted Alex at the door
with a firm and hearty handshake. Why was it when you wanted to
sneak into work unannounced on a bad day you could guarantee at
least someone would go out of their way to target you when you came
in. Alex wasn’t thinking of Alan at all but her desperate need for
another coffee. Alan’s suit had that slept in quality that goes
along with the look of many journalists and his hair was slightly
unkempt. His face was slightly reddened through charging about the
office, as if feverish activity accomplished anything. Other than
bellowing at journalists for minor mistakes his main role seemed to
be rushing around the newsroom looking busy.

“Good morning
Alex! Glad you could join us at last.”

Alex ignored
the jibe about her lateness, it was only by five minutes, nothing
to apologise about but she was perturbed by the tone of Alan’s good
morning. It was a statement loaded with foreboding.

“Good morning
Alan. How are you?”

“Alex, I have
the perfect assignment for you. ”

“Really? You
mean one that everyone else didn’t want?”

“No this one is
tailor made for you.”

“Tell me
more.”

“Sasquatch.”

“Gesundheit!”

“Very funny.
You don’t know what a Sasquatch is?”

“Of course, a
big hairy ape. There are plenty of them in the newsroom
already.”

“The Sasquatch
is a legendary ape like creature which is reputed to roam the
forests of British Colombia. There have been mysterious sightings
off and on for years.”

“Lovely. But
what has that got to do with me?”

“I would like
you to go and find all you can about it for a feature.”

“Oh I see, find
out about its favourite TV show, which coffee it prefers and which
Ice Hockey team it follows?”

“You are a
laugh a minute today Alex.”

“No. I’m just
too tired to care! Ask me when I’m fully awake!”

“All I’m asking
is that you travel up there, interview a few local folks, better
yet some who have claimed to have seen it and we will rerun some of
the old blurry photos from years back.”

“So in other
words there’s nothing on the news front so you want me to go and
reheat some old legend?”

“You got it in
one.”

“No.”

“But you never
say no.”

“I’m not
travelling to the back of beyond just to interview a few locals
about a legend that probably doesn’t exist. You can’t even get
proper coffee somewhere like that.”

“Well Alex, if
you don’t want the assignment, then I will have to give it to
someone else.”

“Great so what
do you have for me instead?”

“Oh no, there’s
no ‘instead’ I pay you to write me assignments, just as I pay Bob
to sweep up and Steve to cook the books, if you are not prepared to
do the job you are paid to do, then you know where the door
is.”

“But the other
reporters turn down assignments all the time if it suits
them.”

“They are on a
higher rung of the ladder.”

“Well how
exactly do I get to a higher rung on the ladder?”

“Giving me the
assignments I ask for, on time and without complaining.”

This was
certainly not how anyone in the newsroom had climbed the ladder but
to say so would only lead to another round of arguments. Anyway it
would be good to get out of the stultifying atmosphere of the
newsroom for a while. At least out on an assignment no-one was
breathing down your neck. Provided you got the assignment in on
time it didn’t really matter what else you did. In fact some
reporters were legendary for scribbling something down in either
the first or last five minutes of the trip and spending the rest of
the time researching the local drinking establishments using the
pretence of doing research.

Alex had
instant noodles for lunch as she researched the Sasquatch on the
Internet. A few blurred photos existed but several people had
claimed to have seen the creature. Whether they could be believed
or not was another question. Certainly claiming to see the
Sasquatch would give you a certain notoriety, even celebrity. There
was a flipside though, the same kind of publicity could be costly
and damaging to a person’s reputation and leave them open to
ridicule. Take for example a prospective employee whose background
check throws up a claim to have seen the Sasquatch. Marriages have
broken up over lesser issues. No, Alex told herself publicity was a
two edged sword. These people claiming to have seen the Sasquatch
has as much reason to fear it as welcome it. This opened up the
first line of enquiries in Alex’s mind. What kind of people had
claimed to have seen the Sasquatch? Was it hard working local
farmers or timber workers or visitors from out of town? Local
hoteliers with a vested interest in drumming up trade? Also was
there a pattern to these sightings? If there had been many
clustered around a particular time and place then it would make the legend seem more
credible. The word ‘sightings’ itself was interesting. When a new
species was discovered scientists didn’t talk about sightings but
samples, tests, analysis. ‘sightings’ seemed to relate more to UFOs
or Elvis. All the same, the Sasquatch could exist. The scientific
community had been wrong before, and they were also always seeming
to find new species somewhere or other and in places far more
studied than the wilds of British Colombia back country. As Alex
reclined in her squeaky black leather office chair she began to
change her mind about the assignment. This could be interesting
after all. Imagine the result if she could finally settle the
mystery of the Sasquatch. She could be an international sensation,
win some kind of award. They would be making films about her life,
studying her at school, naming libraries after her.

“Alex! What are
you doing?”

“Thinking.”

“I don’t pay
you to think! I pay you to write! Now get down to it!”

Alan’s
bullying, hectoring tone
brought Alex sharply back to reality. Alex hated getting out of the
city but it had to be said that the prospect of getting out of this
stuffy newsroom had a certain appeal to it.

Alex turned her
key in the white apartment door and stepped into the darkness. She
flicked on the light to reveal an identical scene to the one she
had left that morning. She stepped out onto the balcony and felt
the cool night air on her face and collected her thoughts for a
while. She could see the distant glow of the city centre and the
rush of cars passing on the highway, their lights creating moving
pools of light. A plane was passing overhead, its lights
flashing and blinking. She
gathered herself for one more spurt of action before one more
glorious night in her own bed. Pizza sounded a good idea. She could
order it now and it would be ready by the time she had packed. At
least that was the theory. In practice it was a bad line when she
placed the order and she wasn’t certain the man had taken the order
correctly. When she phoned an hour later to enquire about the
pizza’s whereabouts the guy denied all knowledge of the order’s
existence and seemed irate that the fact that Alex was even
questioning his infallible system. Apparently it seemed far more
likely that members of the public would regularly lie and create
spurious orders just for the fun of it. Finally the pizza arrived,
cold. Even cold pizza tasted good though, Alex told herself as she
sat on her bed eating out of the boxes. It was a guilty pleasure.
She felt sure that pizza wouldn’t be on the menu where she was
going and if it was it wouldn’t taste as good as this. It stood to
reason in a small town with one Chinese restaurant, one pizza joint
and a burger bar, there was no competition apart from for those who
were undecided about what they wanted to eat. If you wanted to
pizza you had to have it from the one place that served it
regardless of how well they prepared it. In the square mile
surrounding her house there was probably thirty pizza restaurants.
In the city it was survival of the fittest with restaurants. To
survive you had to be both good and cheap. In fact trying to find
out which new restaurants would survive or fold was an endlessly
interesting game to play. Unless on a date Alex preferred take out
food to sitting in restaurants. Sitting alone drinking a coffee was
about the limit of social acceptability, dining alone was unheard
of. The only people Alex knew really well were her work colleagues
but she spent enough time with them during the day, why in the
world would she want to spend her free time with them as
well?

Packing was a
simple matter. It was only a few days and the weather was still
warm. She knew to dress down when heading to the back country,
anything else drew too much attention. Just in case she packed
extras of everything. Each item of clothes was neatly folded and
stacked on top of each other but still there were several times
when she needed to empty the case and start again as the resulting
bulging case seemed more than the sum of its parts.

As Alex had
finished packing a sudden wave of exhaustion washed over her and
she curled up
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