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Preface

Canadian
Visitor

 

When I cleared the entry gate at the
Peace Arch near Vancouver, I thought I was in Canada. I was wrong.
If I had continued to drive, I would have been across the border,
but instead I committed the ultimate error: I pulled into the
public parking area, just past the gate, and walked into the
Immigration office to ask a question:

“Could you help me understand the 180-day
visitor rule for U.S. citizens?” Recommendation: don’t ever ask
this question. There’s no real answer. Worse yet, this office is
the no-man’s land between borders, so now the questions have been
reversed on me.

“So convince me,” says the steely-eyed blond
woman, dressed in an Immigration uniform, her shirt covered by an
intimidating bulletproof vest. “What evidence can you provide?
Convince me your permanent home is in the United
States.”

“Well, I have a home in California, and I’m
self-employed there as an author and publisher,” I answer, with my
best face of false confidence.

Things have shifted in the past few minutes from a
few simple (I thought) questions to a decidedly defensive posture.
I carry plenty of documents to verify my Canadian seasonal
residence, but little to prove my U.S. permanence. A copy of the
title to my house in California and my car registration would have
been a nice start, but I have nothing except a U.S. passport and
driver’s licence. Today, it is clearly not enough. I’m a visitor to
Canada, and the issue is to prove I’m not residing there
permanently.

“An author?” she asks suspiciously.
“Self-employed.”

A self-employed author doesn’t carry a lot of
official-looking documents to verify his status. I could have told
her I’m a philosopher seeking world peace, and it would have
sounded equally valid. For a moment, I consider reaching into my
backpack and pulling out a copy of one of my books. Then I decide
it might make things worse – is Powell River Books a U.S. or
Canadian publisher? The truth is that it is both, but I’m not sure
it would settle well here. Leave worse-enough alone.

“I write stories about coastal British
Columbia… In the U.S… In Canada too… But only as a visitor.”
Stumble, stumble – it’s getting worse by the moment.

She says nothing, but gives me a stare, indicating
this isn’t the proof she’s seeking. Or maybe she’s hoping for lack
of proof. Is there a Canadian Immigration prison? Could I be
deported for asking a question?

I reconsider the contents of my backpack, then reach
in and take a chance.

“This is one of my books,” I state, with an
attempt at self-assurance. I slide Up the Lake quietly onto the
counter. (Be careful not to plop it down with too much
confidence.)

She doesn’t touch it, but stares at the cover for a
few seconds.

“Is that a garden?” she asks. For the first
time, her voice is softer, even lilted. It sounds like true
curiosity.

“It’s a floating garden,” I proudly state. “I
took that photo from the front porch of my cabin on Powell Lake. If
you look closely, there’s a double rainbow.” The Immigration
officer bends over the counter to inspect the cover. It seems like
genuine interest.

I reach down and flip the book over. (Slowly
now.)

“And there’s a picture of my cabin. A floating
cabin.”

“Wow.” It’s said without a solid sense of
exclamation. But it is a definite “Wow.”

I let her absorb the photo of Cabin Number 3 in Hole
in the Wall. Below the photo, on the bottom of the back cover, is a
picture of majestic glaciated peaks, with quad ATVs in the
foreground.

“Is one of those yours?” she asks, pointing
toward the quads. Is this a trick question? Is there an obscure law
prohibiting Americans from riding ATVs in Canada?

“Yes, the red one is mine.” I manage a
fleeting moment of confidence.

“Nice,” she replies. Nothing more. But I like
the word.

“I write about the Powell River area… But I
treat things from my perspective as an American… A visitor.” Maybe
I should just keep my mouth shut.

The officer continues to inspect the back cover of
the book and actually smiles. I knew she had it in her. Then she
looks at me, all expression immediately erased from her face. It’s
her turn, that moment of judgment, and we both know it.

“I’m going to type up a Visitor Record.
Welcome to Canada.”

A sense of relief floods over me. I feel like a
prisoner who suddenly realizes he’s free. You won’t find me asking
any more questions at the border.

 


* * * * * * * *

 


 


* * * * *

 


 



Chapter 1

Little-Big
Storm

 

As my first full-time winter in a float
cabin approaches, reality starts to set in. It’s really my fifth
winter, but the first four don’t count. Those initial stays on the
float were during school recesses, brief periods in late November
(U.S. Thanksgiving) and Christmas Break from my job as a college
teacher. My taste of winter during those visits was memorable, with
one particular snowstorm that lasted a full week. Still, it wasn’t
full-time winter on the float. It will be a lot different this
year.

I move in during mid-September. I’ll be on the float
for the next five months, minus several intervening trips to the
States. Of course, “on the float” includes occasional overnighters
in town, but this season will be nearly continual winter living in
a float cabin. It will provide new challenges.

There are endless questions regarding sanity. Powell
Lake cabin owners seldom stay year-round on the lake. Certainly not
city-folk. What will I do during all the rainy days? Answer: As
little as possible. For people who like solitude and enjoy reading
and observing nature, this is the place. And not a bad place to
write a book either.

Staying more than a few weeks on the float during
the winter raises some logistical challenges. First, it will take a
lot of wood to keep the fire going. I’ve been preparing the winter
woodpile for months, but it is difficult to judge how much will be
needed. It would be nice to expand my driftwood patrol beyond what
I can pull out of the water from my deck, but that’s not legal. Or
is it? Certainly, cutting down trees is outside the legal
boundaries. But what about a salvage licence? Others have such
licences on this lake, and wouldn’t that allow me to haul dead logs
from the nearby sandy beach to my cabin? The tin boat could make
delivery runs. A visit to the forestry office should resolve the
issue.






* * * * *






I enter the Forestry District Office,
expecting the worst. They won’t understand, and there will be no
way to properly resolve my situation. I’ll be illegally pirating
wood all winter, constantly looking over my shoulder, expecting to
be arrested, maybe deported.

To my surprise, the clerk behind the counter treats
my request politely. She even seems to understand. But she isn’t
sure how to handle such a minor request. I get the feeling everyone
collects as much driftwood as they desire, never asking permission,
and never being questioned.

I’m assigned to an administrative assistant who
promises to check it out with the boss and call me back. Later that
day, I listen to a voicemail that verifies I need no permit or
salvage licence to collect wood along the shores of Powell Lake, as
long as it isn’t for profit. In fact, it is too easy. It would be
nice to pay for a piece of paper I could carry in the tin boat when
I go beachcombing, but at least it’s an answer. Or is it?






* * * * *






My first full winter on Powell Lake is
prefaced by a beautiful but rainy autumn. As winter approaches, a
lot of what I do is in preparation for the cold – gathering
firewood, winterizing the Campion (my source of transportation to
and from the cabin), and changing my extravagant habits. I’ll need
to conserve the cabin batteries, charged by solar power, during the
impending shorter days. Yet, some of the seasonal clues sneak up on
me, making me question whether I’m really ready for winter on the
float.

On my quad, I visit Granite Lake, witnessing the
autumn transition to winter. John and Eldon repeatedly cast their
fishing lines into log-clogged water near our quad parking area,
reeling rapidly to avoid underwater snags. John’s black Labrador
Retriever, Bro, waits impatiently for the odd-coloured gray trout
that reside in this lake. As John reels his line to shore, Bro
chases a small fish hooked on the lure. John somehow manages to
keep the charcoal-gray rainbow away from Bro, hastily releases it,
and returns to fishing. Eldon and John are habitually competitive,
keeping track of how many strikes, lost fish, and landed trout each
accumulates. Eldon is winning.

“Do you remember when we drove our quads on
that island last year?” Eldon asks John.

I don’t believe him. It’s some kind of a joke. The
tiny island is at least 100 metres from shore.

“Sure do,” replies John. By his distinct
reply, I can tell John’s answer is for me, not Eldon. I
bite.

“You didn’t have your quads on that island,” I
state emphatically.

How could they get their quads to that small island?
Better yet: why bother?

“Yes, we did,” counters Eldon. “Didn’t we,
John?”

“You bet.” John doesn’t lie, not even to pull
my leg. How could this be? One end of the island is quite a bit
closer to the shore, but even that part of the lake is too deep to
allow crossing to the island on a quad. These machines are water
capable, but they don’t float, or do they?

My wife, Margy, also takes the bait: “Could you
float out there, if you overinflate your tires?” Ridiculous, of
course. Then again, I watched Poki and Jack a few months ago,
almost up to their seats in the Eldred River. They were nearly
floating.

“Nope,” says John. “But it’s a good guess. You
should be able to figure this one out.”

“Helicopter,” I say, immediately recognizing
my idea is ridiculous. John and Eldon wouldn’t rent a helicopter
for a lark visit to a tiny island.

“No,” says Eldon. “Come on, this one is easy.
This isn’t California, you know.”

“Don’t give it away!” snaps John.

California. Disneyland. Eldon has been there, and
Disneyland has something to do with this puzzle. Or maybe the
answer has something to do with the California desert.

“You drove them to the island when the water
was low,” I say. No, that’s not it. The water here doesn’t change
levels that much.

“You’re getting closer,” says Eldon. “This
isn’t California, you know.”

“Stop it!” orders John. Eldon never listens to
John.

“Oh!” says Margy with a surprised squeak of
delight. “You drove to the island on the ice.”

“Right!” says John. “I didn’t think you’d ever
get it. You gotta learn to think Canadian.”

He’s right. We don’t think Canadian. This was a very
simple puzzle, but my warm California world isn’t surrounded by
frozen water. Together, Margy and I have 50 years of formal
education, but our mindset doesn’t allow us to visualize how a quad
can ride on water.






* * * * *






Autumn blusters in with a blast of wind
and rain that lasts for days. One evening the rain stops, and
there’s a chance I can do something outside the next day. I extend
the satellite phone’s antenna and step into the bow of the Campion.
I dial John’s phone number, to make plans for tomorrow. The bow of
the boat is a more comfortable place to sit and talk than on the
cabin’s deck. I must be under open sky to connect with the
satellites. I’ve pulled the canvas back from the bow to create an
impromptu phone booth. In summer, I love to sit kicked-back in the
bow during my phone calls. Now it is colder, but the canvas has
kept the seat dry.

After talking to John (including two dropped
connections, as the satellite constellation rearranges itself), I
retract the phone’s antenna and step out of the bow onto the
cabin’s lower deck. I reattach the snaps on the boat’s canvas
cover, and then step up onto the raised portion of the deck. In too
much of a hurry to get out of the cold and into the cabin, I catch
my foot on the plastic rain gauge mounted on the lip of the deck. I
tumble forward, miss the wooden-spool table by mere inches, and
whack headfirst into the swim ladder.

My shoulder and head take the brunt of the blow, as
I yell out in pain (and disgust). I hear the plastic remains of the
rain gauge clattering behind me. It could have been a lot
worse.

Margy hears the crash and my yell, and is out of the
cabin in a flash. She sees me prone on the deck. I’m still yelling
in spurts of anger (at myself), and I suddenly realize she doesn’t
know if I’m seriously hurt.

“I’m okay!” I tell her.

I lie on the deck for a few minutes, calming myself
down and accessing my injuries. My shoulder hurts, but nothing is
broken. My head feels noticeably thumped. But I could have fallen
off the deck into the water. On the way off the deck, I could have
been knocked unconscious by the float’s cedar log foundation. It
was that close. There will be more darkness than light in the
upcoming winter, and I need to be a lot more careful in routine
tasks.

The next morning, under sunlit conditions, I go out
and investigate the damage to the rain gauge. It’s badly shattered,
but modern plastic cement can perform miracles. Maybe it is a
fitting forewarning of winter’s dangers. It’s worth remembering
that rain gauges can be repaired, but humans may be more seriously
damaged. It’s a long way to a hospital by boat. Even Humpty Dumpty
couldn’t be put back together again.






* * * * *






Margy and I return to Powell River
after a brief visit to the U.S. in early October. There’s a
noticeable difference from the weather we left here only two weeks
ago. Under showery skies, we sneak in between storms in our Piper
Arrow airplane. If we tried to navigate the last 100 miles a day
later, we would have been waiting two weeks for the wind and rain
to pass.

As I unfasten the canvas cover on the Campion at the
Shinglemill Marina, the air inside the boat is thick with moisture.
On the passenger seat sits “Buoy Boy,” the inflatable toy racing
buoy guarding the float cabin’s breakwater entrance. When departing
the cabin for the States, I removed Buoy Boy from his breakwater
guardian position and took him along for the last ride to town.
He’s since resided patiently in the cold Campion, awaiting my
return. Buoy Boy looks bored and ready for action, but he’ll need a
shot of inflated air. (“I’ve been sitting in this miserable boat
for weeks, waiting for something to do. Something to do.”)

Like the lucky arrival in the Piper Arrow, we make
it to the float cabin just before the rain arrives in heavy,
extended downpours. At the cabin, I leave Buoy Boy in the boat
while we unload. I know he’s bored from his lengthy period of
inactivity. He loves his assignment of guarding the entrance to the
float cabin, and he does a superb job. But it’s too rainy to deploy
him today – not too rainy for him, but too rainy for me.

Finally, on the third morning at the cabin, there’s
a temporary break in the weather. I prepare the tin boat, and
launch it from the dock behind the float. The water in the lake has
risen rapidly, and logs are starting to depart their stranded
locations along the shoreline. I want to beat the lake to the
punch. At nearby Sandy Beach, one of the few shallow beaches on
this lake, nice piles of potential firewood await me.

I take Buoy Boy with me, to return him to duty. I
motor over to the breakwater entrance, give Buoy Boy a quick blow
job, and tie the yellow inflatable’s rope to the steel staple on
his floating boom. He bobs in the water, dragging his rope to the
side in the gentle breeze. (“Finally, something to do! Something to
do!”)

Then it’s off to Sandy Beach to gather some
firewood.






* * * * *






October transitions into November, and
the rain continues on-and-off nearly every day. More than one day
in a row of sunny breaks is rare. I listen to the radio’s weather
forecast closely for a chance to fully enjoy the outdoors. I know
that only the 12-hour forecast has any hint of truth, and even that
is suspect. To rely on the long-range forecast is
fool-hardy.

During a visit to town, the morning sky clears
quickly (surprisingly, as forecasted), and the air is warm and
invigorating. I waste no time driving north on Highway 101 to catch
the Sunshine Coast Trail, near the tip of Okeover Inlet. The first
part of the trail is park-like. But the path becomes overgrown as I
progress farther from the road. Even though this is mushroom
season, it doesn’t look like this trail has been hiked for weeks.
Chanterelles are everywhere, including right in the center of the
trail. How could local mushroom pickers have missed this profitable
route?

After hiking upward through a wide slash among a few
large maples that have been spared the saw, I reach my goal – Old
Gnarly. This is the largest old-growth fir on the Sunshine Coast,
at least as documented in the hiking guide. The huge tree sits
alone in the slash, 27 feet in girth, 8 feet in diameter. Old
Gnarly’s top is broken, but it still stands proud, overlooking
Okeover Inlet. Yet, in a modern sort of way, the smaller
second-growth trees in the surrounding dense groves seem more
impressive. They strike upward from 4-foot bases to reach sunlight
above the thick forest cover. Looking up at these mini-giants,
their upper trunks converge into the grove’s canopy. It’s an
awesome sight for contemporary eyes.

That afternoon, driving back to town, I hear the
radio weather forecast, which includes sunny breaks for tomorrow
morning. Although I had planned to go up the lake this afternoon,
another night in town may be worth it. A kayak adventure in the
morning might be possible.

I exhibit my distrust in the weather forecast by
turning down the winding road towards the Shinglemill. It will take
only a few minutes to load the boat with some of the supplies I’ll
be taking up the lake the next day. I’ll still need groceries and
items from the condo, but I can beat Mother Nature at her own game
by loading some things tonight. It could be raining by morning,
regardless of the forecast.

Back at the condo, I adjust the TV rabbit ears for
the only weather forecast I can find. The Vancouver weatherman is
skeptical regarding any major break in the rain. He describes the
situation on the satellite map. A huge storm is offshore to the
west, and there’s a leading-edge split that looks like it will
provide a short blast of rain tonight, followed by a brief respite
tomorrow morning, followed by an even bigger blast. Tomorrow
morning looks dicey.

Rain begins in the late evening and then stops near
midnight. When the sun comes up (behind clouds), the precipitation
has stopped. The sky looks threatening, with cumulus breaks to the
south and a solid black wall of clouds to the west. At the condo, I
listen to the wind-rattled sailboat tackle in the harbour below my
balcony.

The morning TV paints a bleak picture. Things change
fast this time of year. The big storm has caught up to the smaller
disturbance, and they have merged on the satellite loop into a huge
mass. This blast is headed directly towards us. It isn’t the rain
that worries me, since precipitation only interferes with my plans
for kayaking. The wind, on the other hand, can make Powell Lake
formidable. It’s time to get going, and try to make it to the cabin
before the wind gets worse.

It’s too late to miss the storm completely.
Southeast gusts are already increasing, but there’s no rain yet. If
I skip breakfast and go to the grocery store quickly, I can be out
of town in an hour. First, I call John to see if he needs help
before I leave. My quad trailer has a broken leaf spring, and it
sits in John’s yard awaiting repair. To fix the trailer, he’ll need
to flip it over, so I offer my assistance.

“Not this morning,” he says. “I’ve got a flat
tire on my truck, and that gets priority.” When John becomes
focused on a task, he’s very focused.

“Okay, I’m going up the lake as soon as
possible,” I explain. “The big storm is catching up with the little
storm.”

“Happens all the time,” he notes. “Watch out
for the wind. It’s already picking up, and it’s from the
southeast.”

In this area, southeast winds are the killers,
roaring up the Strait of Georgia, intensifying in the narrow
passage between Texada Island and Powell River. The channel,
Malaspina Strait, has a historic record of claiming boats during
southeasterly winds.

Margy and I rush through the grocery store aisles,
grabbing the minimal items we need. We load the groceries into
Margy’s truck as the wind increases. Conditions are now barely
acceptable for taking our boat up the lake.

At the Shinglemill, we load the boat quickly in
increasingly gusty winds. I’m glad I had the sense to partially
pack the boat the previous day. I back out of the dock and am
outside the breakwater and on-plane rapidly. The choppy waves keep
my speed below 20 mph. I head across the lake towards the east
shore, where there’s some protection from the wind.

The waves are not as bad as expected. They have a
short frequency, and that keeps their size under control. Small
swells whap at the hull rather than whop at it – a good sign. Near
Haywire Bay, I watch a boat in the middle of the channel, heading
southward. I visualize a cabin owner who traveled to his float
yesterday under sunny conditions, trying to coax an autumn weekend
out of the weather pattern. Now, after hearing the latest forecast,
he’s rushing home this morning, rather than waiting until tonight.
The big storm is catching the little storm, and an experienced
local is headed down the lake from his cabin, while inexperienced
city-folk are headed up the lake to their floating home. What’s
wrong with this picture?

Farther north, abeam John’s Cabin Number 1, I watch
two more boats near Cassiar Island, riding in-trail southbound.

“More boats than normal today,” says
Margy.

“Probably went up to their cabins when the sun
broke out yesterday,” I reply. “I bet they just heard the latest
forecast.”

“Some go south, one goes north,” says Margy.
She’s on my side in this. We are prepared to spend the full thrust
of winter at our float cabin, but the exodus today is disturbingly
southbound. I wonder if they know something we don’t?

“Looks like a big fire in Hole in the Wall
today,” I say as we pass Cassiar Island and enter the North Sea. I
know it isn’t a fire, but the huge cloud that has dropped to the
ground to the north looks like a pillar of smoke. It seems focused
right over the Hole.

“No fire could survive the rain that’s about
to hit,” quips Margy.

The North Sea is amazingly calm, in comparison to
its normal choppiness. The autumn transition of this open area of
water from its normal summer roughness is a mystery. I attribute
the autumn’s calm in this area to the gusty winds whipping off the
nearby mountains. It leaves this open stretch of water more
confused than normal. In the confusion, the waves seem to even out.
In fact, I’m able to push the throttle up a bit. I add a touch of
bow-up trim to increase our speed to 30 mph.

The improved conditions last all the way into Hole
in the Wall. As we round the bend at the green navigation beacon,
the large cloud that seemed to be mushrooming up from the Hole now
funnels farther north along the shoreline. Our cabin area is calm,
with two small puffy clouds hugging the water in the back bay.

We dock before the rain hits. Just as we unload the
last few items from the boat, a splattering of large raindrops
begins. If we had departed the Shinglemill a few minutes later, we
would have unloaded in the rain. Today we are lucky.

Nothing much happens weather-wise for the rest of
the day. The rain continues, but it remains fairly light. I can
still visualize the giant comma-shaped mass of clouds on the TV’s
satellite map, a wound-up low pressure center. I’m certain it
hasn’t evaporated. Probably it lingers just offshore, near the tip
of Vancouver Island, gathering energy and packing its isobars
closer together, a sure sign of strong winds.






* * * * *






Near sunset, I step out onto the cabin
deck, protected from the light rain by my hat. I hear the roar of
waterfalls in front of me, against Goat Island. From my majestic
viewpoint, water pours in three distinct streams, winding downward
on the face of Goat. Long twists of tumbling water are interrupted
by dramatic straight plunges. Just out-of-sight behind the firs to
the south, an even bigger waterfall drops to the lake. I can’t see
it, but I hear it pounding down behind the trees.

I focus my binoculars on the waterfalls, scanning
from left to right across the face of Goat. I scan upward until the
tumbling streams are lost in clouds near the top of the
island-mountain. These waterfalls seem too powerful to dry up
quickly, but I know they will vanish within a few hours after the
rain stops. Even the biggest of these falls will dwindle to a
trickle the day after an autumn storm passes. But there are other
waterfalls in this region that persist – falls rivaling the most
beautiful in the world. In the nearby high country, they’re
everywhere.

Near 11 pm, the rain intensifies. I lie half-awake,
as drops splatter noisily on the metal roof. Soon after midnight,
the main blast of wind arrives. Its approach brings me wide-awake.
I can hear the wind headed my way, like a freight train. Distant
and subdued at first, the frontal gusts arrive, swirling in all
directions. A lull follows; and then another series of gusts. Each
blast is bigger than the previous. The worst gusts tumble off the
cliff beside the cabin, airflow redirected by the granite wall. It
is these off-cliff winds that shake the cabin the most and set it
in motion. The anchor cables stretch to their limit and then
suddenly grab the cabin, jerking it to an immediate halt – Whomp!
It is a slow windup you barely feel; then another builds and
climaxes with a sudden stop – Whomp!

The bedroom window, barely cracked open, is caught
by a gust. Rain whips onto me. You know the winds are at the limits
of “comfortable” when this occurs. I close the window and hang on
(mentally) for the next whomp. It’s amazing, in conditions like
these, that the roof stays attached. I hear the metal sheets only a
few feet above me, struggling against the storm. I sleep in short
stints over the next few hours. Every once in a while, a “whomp”
from the cables jars me awake.

At 3 am, I awaken again to complete silence. I slip
downstairs to check the outside conditions. Stepping out onto the
deck, I find the air amazingly calm. I look up to see stars shining
between gaps in the overcast. The winds aloft push the clouds
swiftly to the north. Little-Big Storm is rapidly exiting the area.
Hole in the Wall returns to tranquility.

 


* * * * * * * *

 


 


* * * * *

 


 



Chapter 2

A-Branch

 

“That’s not Mount
Mahony,” says John. “It’s A-Branch.” He’s looking at one of the
pictures included with a photo essay I provided for a recent issue
of Powell River Living
magazine. The photo shows John and me on snowshoes, and it’s
labeled “Mount Mahony.”

“No way!” I state emphatically. “I remember
the photo well. It was taken the day we drove your truck up Mount
Mahony. Don’t you remember?”

John doesn’t forget anything. So that probably
means, as certain as I’m regarding this photo, the first chapter of
Up the Lake is a total lie. Or, at best, a stupid mistake.

“Yes, I remember,” replies John. “But it’s
A-Branch. No one will know the difference. Snow is
snow.”

“That’s not the point. I wrote a complete
chapter about our snowshoe trip on Mount Mahony. When you read the
chapter, why didn’t you tell me it was A-Branch?” Pinning an error
on someone else is wise rationalization.

“Snow is snow,” repeats John.

But I’m proud of the first chapter in
Up the Lake. In fact, I
selected it as the initial chapter just because I found the story
so appealing. This time, hopefully, John is wrong.
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* * * * *

 


Sometimes I exercise poetic
licence in my writing, but I try to keep the facts truthful. Mount
Mahony is 15 kilometres from A-Branch, and that’s
as-the-crow-flies. In road distance, it’s almost 40
klicks.

I remember my words from Up the Lake: “When the sky
clears in Powell River, you can see the snowpack all around, but
you can’t get to it. Mount Mahony is the exception.” It may be the
exception, but it’s not where the story took place, at least
according to John.

I dig up a photo of John installing tire chains on
his truck on the road to Mount Mahony during the same trip to
snowshoe country. I show it to him.

“Where was this photo taken?” I ask. John can
identify a specific spot on a road just by observing the rocks and
bushes.

“A-Branch near the gravel pit,” replies John,
without hesitation.

It really wasn’t Mount Mahony after all. It takes a
lot to convince me I’m wrong. Like the obvious facts.

“I need to go back to A-Branch,” I proclaim.
“Now that I know where we were, I need to retrace my
steps.”

“Why?” asks John. He tends to do that – ask
questions impossible to answer.

“Just because,” I reply. Tough question,
stupid answer.

This error doesn’t involve a tiny lie. In fact, it
involves the entire first chapter of the first book in the series.
Climbing back up A-Branch seems necessary. Then again, as John
says: “Snow is snow.”

“You won’t make it very far,” predicts John.
“Rick tried to go up A-Branch last week. He didn’t even make it to
the gravel pit on his quad, and now the snow is worse.”

“What about Margy’s truck?” I ask.

“It’s easier on a quad. It’s all in the tires,
and those truck tires won’t do you any good without
chains.”

But I still need to get on snowshoes and tackle
A-Branch. I need to write an accurate story. If I can’t get there
by truck, then by quad.

Snow is snow. But Mount Mahony isn’t A-Branch.


* * * * *


I know John isn’t planning to snowshoe
with us today. It’s a Sunday, and he and Rick (Bro too!) rode all
day yesterday in Theodosia. They will be worn out, so certainly an
early morning isn’t in the cards for John today. But Margy and I
awake bright and early, hook up the quad trailer, and finish
breakfast. On the way out of town, although it is still only 9 am,
I have this overwhelming urge to harass John. He probably isn’t
even awake yet.

I ring the doorbell, and at least someone (Bro) is
awake. He comes barking down the stairs. I stand on tiptoes to look
through the door’s high window that’s more decorative than
functional. I routinely conduct conversations with Bro this way,
and he enjoys it. I can tell by his enthusiastic barking.

I stare through the high window and talk to Bro. Bro
barks and barks. Finally, Rick stumbles to the door. If the
doorbell didn’t awaken him, the barking certainly did.

“Hey, how’s it going?” says Rick in his normal
good humor. He looks like he just woke up.

“Doin’ good,” I reply. “We’re ready to go.”
Rick sticks his head out the door and sees the truck and quad
trailer plastered perpendicular across the driveway
entrance.

“Man, you’re loaded and everything,” says
Rick. “What’s up?”

“We’re headed for A-Branch. Maybe you and John
would like to join us.” I’m sure they have other plans. And their
plans, whatever they are, don’t include a 9 am start.

“Well, we might be gong back to Theodosia
today for some trail building, but that will be a bit later. John
isn’t even up yet.”

As I talk to Rick, I see John, wearing only
long-johns, slip out of his downstairs bedroom towards the
bathroom. He couldn’t sleep through Bro’s barking either. I jump at
my chance.

“Hey, John!” I holler. “Let’s get going –
you’re holding me up!” As John slips into the bathroom, I give him
one last blast as he closes the door: “You’re always lagging
behind!” It’s a bit of futile payback.

Rick laughs, his expression telling me he
understands. John is always in a hurry to get going. It’s his
trademark, and he constantly harasses me about how slow I am. No
one dares imply John is a slowpoke. But I try.

As I wait for John, Rick tells me about yesterday’s
ride. I’m amazed to learn they made it so far on the muddy
trail.

“It’s
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