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I have often been asked how I weave such bizarre ideas and unexpected twists into my writing. To be honest, many of my best plot lines have arisen from what I like doing best, talking to people, and I have found that indeed truth is stranger than fiction. After listening to these strange tales my imagination takes over and I weave and embellish the tale I've just heard by asking "what if?". Like the curious tale gleaned from the concierge at Victoria's Empress Hotel. Some guests had checked out only one day into their stay. Apparently, when unpacking after exploring the hotel, the wife found all of her husband's clothes gone and what she described as "ghost clothes" in their place. Upon hearing this, the "what if" took over, and Francis Rattenbury made an entrance into The Mystery of Ms Teak, the "what if" prompting the thought that perhaps the ghost had materialised into our time and needed to change out of his conspicuous garb. Of course, like most writers, many of my storylines have also been based on my own life and experiences. I believe you will find many examples of both that and "what if" within these pages.

For those of you who may be interested, I have written a few short lines on how each of these stories found life.

Night Muses Stalking was written in tribute to my son Rory after he passed away. My way of saying I’ll meet him in Valhalla one day and we’ll shoot the shit around a campfire.

By Life’s Seaside. This came about from attending several self-discovery courses run by a group called Context. If they are still around perhaps check them out. You will unravel your truths and beliefs and begin making realizations on how to improve and change your life. It did wonders for me and many others I knew. 

Wes’ Echo Harp was written a long time ago during these courses, about meeting a fellow and wondering why he kept such odd trinkets and why they meant so much to him. 

Were-Lovers of the Ethereal was a rather off-beat tale about meeting a wolf, only it turns out not to be merely a wolf, but so much more. This garnered second place in The Spooky Tales Contest: New Canadian Magazine.

The Eyes Don’t Lie. As a teenager my two buddies and I would hang out in a twenty-four hour truck stop, sipping free coffee, read books, and just hang out until the wee hours of the morning. The waitresses didn’t mind as it kept them company and feeling safe, especially with some of the strange men that came in. 

Don’t Cry Jack, Daddy Will Save You was based on some studies of multiple personalities. For those interested read When Rabbit Howls. It is amazing what the human mind can do and perform when needed to protect itself. Why send several people to Mars if you can send only one who had the minds of several?

The Doctor to the Rescue! My dentist, who I knew very well and who loved my writings, once asked me how come dentists are never featured in any books or television shows. I told him that’s because you’re all dweebs! He agreed and said give me a story. So that afternoon I thought what if? and wove a story about a strange patient that shows up in his office. The original is called The Myzsterious Mr. Jones and is in Volume Two, What I’d Say To Einstein If I Met Him On The Dance Floor (a teaser for you, now you’ll have to buy that novel as well!). I later wove this into a contest regarding putting myself into a certain popular television series.

Havens of the Heart. I don’t normally attempt poetic pieces but wrote this after attending a place called The Haven by the Sea. A course on improving your life and getting what you want out of it inspired me to write this piece and I left a framed print of it hanging on their wall. 

Windsong's Calling was pulled from my novel Raven’s Lament (the first in the Stillwaters Runs Deep series) for a novella contest and contains incredible scenes which many readers have told me is reminiscent of a being's next step of evolution and travelling through the earth via trees.

A Scratch in Time Saves Nine was written for a contest involving furry creatures.

A-Hunting We Will Go was pulled from my science fiction/spiritual series, Seeds Of Ascension for another contest.

Sylvia’s Sun-Catchers. Voted number one by the readers in an anthology of over three hundred entries. Most don’t guess the ending. It is set in the Sylvia beach hotel in Oregon with each room dedicated to an author and decorated in such a style. There was even a knitting bag in the Agatha Christie room and I'm sure Miss Marple would have been amused by the many visitors who added a row or two. Unfortunately the original, beautiful, bewitching hotel is no more, and I can no longer relax on the plush sofa in the softly lit upstairs lounge drinking mulled wine whilst staring at the tumbling ocean and letting my muse take over. New owners have removed the heart and soul of this wonderful oasis of calm and serenity. The themed rooms are no more; all the same minimalist modern furniture and dull "greige" décor. They have kept the rooms names, but all that is left of each author is a generic sign on the door. Sometimes evolution is not a good thing.

I have also tried my hand at creative non-fiction in a series of articles that were published in RV World Magazine, plus a short story entitled Trust Me, I Didn’t Make This S**t Up which is the basis for my first upcoming non-fiction novel.

And if I left you hanging and still wondering "What Would I’d say to Agatha Christie If I Met Her At the Knitting Circle" I’d ask her if she really didn't remember what happened when she disappeared...

(The story below as it appeared on Facebook and in other journals)

In 1926, Britain was shaken by a mystery straight out of a detective novel: a car was found abandoned on a country road—with a woman’s fur coat left behind. The car belonged to none other than the world’s most famous crime writer, Agatha Christie.

And she was missing.

Scotland Yard launched a nationwide search. Suspicions quickly turned to her husband, Archibald Christie, who had recently asked for a divorce and was spending that very night with his lover in the countryside. The public was furious. Newspapers called for his arrest. His mistress vanished. He was publicly shamed and disgraced.

Even Sir Arthur Conan Doyle got involved, allegedly consulting a medium in an attempt to find her.

Then, eleven days later... the case took a wild turn.

Agatha was found staying under a false name—Theresa Neele—at the luxurious Swan Hydropathic Hotel. Which by the way was the name of his lover. She had been relaxing, dancing, enjoying spa treatments, playing piano, and drinking fine wine.

When questioned, she claimed amnesia brought on by grief. But psychologists weren’t convinced. Her behavior seemed far too composed for a woman in mental distress.

Many believe it wasn’t a breakdown.

It was a masterfully executed act of revenge.

She humiliated her cheating husband, derailed his plans to remarry, and gave his mistress a front-row seat to scandal and disgrace. And instead of poison (which any mystery writer could’ve used), she served cold, calculated silence.

Later, Agatha would divorce Archibald and marry a charming archaeologist—15 years her junior. When asked about the age gap, she replied:

“It’s so lovely to be married to an archaeologist. The older you get, the more he values you.” 

Agatha Christie didn’t just write mysteries.

She lived one.

The post link below for credits.

https://www.facebook.com/WeeSurvived/posts/pfbid02cptzMmVx3TbRQtAtorwhBWTmLtxto9KGsEr6r6syFvBG7LNWMyx1zEhHz2d7txbXl
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Night Muses Stalking
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Downtown streets of Victoria come alive in the dark where muses stalk the concrete and, in the absence of light, darkness reigns. Only not all darkness is bad, nor is all light good. Drug dealers cruise dressed nonchalantly recognizably in expensive leather shoes looking for those who need a fix, and artists of all genders and afflictions seeking inspiration or other carnal rewards of a shoddy ilk seek the inspiration to set their own brushstrokes to murals in their minds. Or them, the unknown, the muses that avoid sunlight like a plague swelling in the darkness, waiting for another meal.

If muses walk the night, do birds sing at midnight? Rory thought as he breathed deeply, once again inhaling the heady hypnotic fumes purchased from the dealers of the suede shoes sundering him from his realm and joined her, his mused affliction, in hers, and got into his gaming avatar's head, Xephos. 

She would lead him again into the blood-crazed domain of a warrior born with the other members of his most famous guild. Where he was hers and he hated that, yet something compelling made her irresistible. Maligning good with bad, hungering on the taste of nectar’s sweet blood licked from her own fingers. How he never tired of that craving, to suck from those hands.

Armor clinks into place. Faces tensioned for the battle. Knowing theirs might be one of the ones called to the halls of Valhalla. Each stare at their souls and at each other. Eyes reflect the terror about to come and the knowing that they would give their life for the others. 

Xephos stared at his companions. This battle, as many others, challenged soul, mind, heart, stamina and courage. But above all else, courage. None of these were questioned, he and his battle-hardened companions were meld of the same hardened steel stamina. Still, a trickle of fear, of knowing. Instinctively does a warrior know when Death's scythe, stilled for so long, whistled, calling from its razor's edge. 

The hunger of the muse would dominate. Her calling, her needs, paramount. He knew her vengeful price must be met one day. 

His eyes glared at the others. She knew his hunger all too well and fed it. Time and again. 

"Xephos?" the others questioned their leader. 

He gritted his teeth. There was only one way to go down. As a warrior born. Fighting. 

He clapped them on the back. "We will win! Victory will be ours!"

A tear streamed down his face. They stared in utter shock. "The cost will be high, as it always is."

He planted his sword in the ground before him. "I will not waver!"

"I will not surrender!" The others thumped their chests in response. 

Xephos cried to himself, to this demon inside. Sweat poured from his body as he mounted his stallion. 

Against insurmountable odds. The guild of the famous strode into the forefront of the assembled horde. Skrillex and Funker lost in their own haze of blood, and lust led the others as they charged into the battleground behind their leader. 

Xephos, somewhere ahead, they lost in a haze of battle drums pounding, horses screaming, and men raging in fearlessness before he was gone, swept by a wave of incoming warriors.

The two, blood streaking their bodies, stood at the hilltop looking for him as the vanquished before them ran away in defeat. Life below sang to the call of the scythe as it cut life like wheat before it. 

The rest of the guild raged after them, taking down the weak, the chaff. 

The two looked around expecting to hear the familiar laughter of Xephos and his kind voice. Only they stared in shock, for before them on the hill his horse nudged a still body. "NO!"

The one they would have named King. 

Skrillex leaped from his horse as he thundered down the hill. Funker did the same. "He died alone." 

Around him, a dozen he'd slain lay in a dismembered heap in homage to his berserker’s stifled rage. 

They lifted his body limp, already going cold, eyes closed. Overhead the wind gurgled like a muse beside herself with amusement, with a new one to entertain her for eternity. "We should have been beside you. The Guild always stick together," Skrillex said as he clapped his hand to his chest in homage, as did Funker. 

The two knew now the fear he had cringed earlier was his own. They screamed their panic and heartbreak to the unhearing heavens as Ohealno came riding up. She fell out of her horse, tears streaking her armor. Knowing she'd never feel his heat against her, nor hear that soft laugh or witness his sly smile when the two were alone together ever again.

Xephos opens his eyes as a breath wafts its cooling warmth into the darkness. 

I turn to answer the call from inside.

A cry rents stillness. It is not possible.

The pad of feet issues no reassurance that I shall leave here alive.

If, in only one piece.

If not all.

Coming here, not wise.

Chill surges upward, mists snake through the trees like a river of calling.

Asking for those that will speak to it.

Denying touch, sound, and taste. 

Numbness remains its only way of being.

Leaves tremble, falling.

Moistness, dew drips. I take another step.

The calling begins.

To her, as she has done my whole life. 

The curse, the thrill, the temptation that paled everything else into disbelief.

This muse that would always stalk my soul.

Xephos smiles as she caresses him. His knife springs free. Blood splatters them both as he slashes her lovely throat. "I'm yours, but I don't go down without a fight. Never have, never will."

Somewhere in Valhalla angels sing and the devil snorts back a fat rolled one as she splutters her last words. "You, silly boy."

The muse gasped on her final breath, knowing she would be back and wherever he went, she'd find him once again.
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Air repugnant with the salty decay wafted in as the waves lapped at the water's edge as the old man picks away at broken bits of seashell. Only his form and shadows of overhead seagulls grace the sands of this beach. Turning over shards, trying to visualize images of what was once alive and whole, like he is. 

Alone now, after his recent marriage crashed away and visions of what encompasses his life now remained and the emptiness and loneliness beckon. 

The irritating crunch of sand grating enters his memories as the ponderings of what once was and what is now disturbs his reverie. 

A vision of radiant fluttering golden tresses enter his vision and a woman enters into focus. 

Averting his gaze, he can only peer at the once was. 

She approaches, stopping a few feet beside him, staring at each lapping wave as seagulls squawk and the breath of the ocean exhausts itself on the glittering sands.

Two seeking answers as a slight breeze stirs causing noses to wrinkle against the offending seaweed decomposing in the salty humidity. 

Seeking an end to silence she clears her throat. “The waves aren’t very strong today.”

Silent he studies the limp wash of the water’s edge knowing she is justifiably correct but remains silent.

Bored as is her life she speaks again wanting to lure a response, mere words, a conversation, something. “It is said when the ocean is calm it is at peace with itself.”

Eliciting a response from deep within he speaks freely. “The ocean is full of life, always roiling with energy. It will never know calm nor tranquility always trying to tear against the barriers of solitude seeking answers to its restlessness.”

The words spoken play back across his mind sensing this was the right thing to say but ponders where this inner voice came from.

“Is this the best we can do? Sit and watch the ocean wreak havoc on the shores of our serenity?” she replies, allowing her own inner consciousness to speak freely. “Watching it spit out broken remains of my tumultuous life?” Bitterness tinges her heart as the past rubs itself like salt water in her face treating her with the same insecurities of her life: a distant husband, failed marriage, abusive parents. 

Studying the water as it washes before them an answer comes from him. “All enter the seas of life, some are crushed, others find happiness in the waves washing all around them. Others merely watch it lap ever closer to their feet, feeling the sand sinking away, knowing time weighs heavier with each passing wave and they either can’t swim, nor want to.” Sensing her puzzlement on the frowns etching her face he knows the answer he came here to seek is upon him. 

Realizations like fog lifting off a mountainside brings the dawn to her after all of these years understanding she was one of the latter. Too afraid to enter her life’s waters. “But time only has meaning to some. It means nothing to the ocean.”

Only seeing it now, he smirks, it is so obvious he has given himself his own answer, like the chained man rattles his shackles as they fall away, he answers her. “Not so, for even the ocean dwells in a different reality growing desperate knowing that its time is drawing to a close and only tears down that which it seeks for itself and if this shore doesn’t be gate that it seeks it will pound itself into the next and the next.”

He stares at bits of sand clinging to his fingers, each grain weighing him down like a part of his past hanging on, pulling at him. Rising he brushes himself clean, too much of his past has been devoted to his life. It is over, the realization hits as shackles crumble away sliding from his body tumbling to his feet before him.

He smiles to the ocean admiring a new brilliance sheening off the horizon.

She sees he is not as old as she first thought but says nothing as she is lost in his words playing themselves across her mind.

With only the crash of surf to accompany him and his discarded chains he walks away without a word of thanks, satisfied. Kicking aside the broken shard of shell and the past littering the beach with a focus now only on the horizon and what awaits for him today and tomorrow.

Brisk breeze stirs the air torn from a darkening sky. Wrapping her arms around herself huddling in the sudden coolness, she stares at the broken pieces of shell the man picked at but finds no desire to touch the once was. Instead she glances at the now, hammering in desperation as the breeze stirs the currents. Nearby waves crash louder in desperation on solid rock. 

She knows she is afraid to enter what is her life now. The comfort of a shell like those below is what she truly wants as the thunderous crash of surf makes her feel the pain endured by the rock face.

The energy stirred in the liveliness of each wave, hammering over and over. Surrendering itself to the granite wall, wholly and entirely, unafraid to try again and dash itself over and over like her. Still it returns as strong as ever, that tingly sensation of life, of being on the edge and living it unafraid. Can she enter her own life?

Approaching footsteps crunching disturbs her. Turning she spies a younger man striding towards her. He appears to be in his early twenties, walking with a casual strength, strong and defiant against the wind. Windswept hair reveals the rugged tanned features of his chiselled face. Eyes of deep blue that revel in the intensity of life he strides closer, confident yet very aware of her there, like a cougar on the prowl. Keeping a respectful distance he strides past her catching the crash of ocean against rock near them watching the ocean preparing to cast new merciless waves to smash in vain. “It looks rather ominous out there, do you think there’s a storm brewing?” His heavy voice cracks the silence. “I’d say by tomorrow we’re in for bad weather.”

She stares out across the water to gaze as far as she can. Feeling not so radiant and somewhat intimidated by the man’s questions she bows her head. 

“Tomorrow,” she ponders the thought when her own future is uncertain. “Why worry about tomorrow?" 

He steps closer to the waters edge is if daring it to wash him away. Each time the height of the wave begins to recede only inches from his feet. 

“Tomorrow,” he begins, “tomorrow is the future and the future is what holds all of our dreams and hopes.” He turns to look up at her. 

She sees his face so full of youthful exuberance, unmarred by the passage of time. “We attract from within that which we truly believe to be the truth and in so doing change our future in subtle and distinct ways.”

She is puzzled. 

He adds, “by holding our thoughts in our minds, we picture that which is the truth to ourselves. So, by our beliefs transpired in the past, we alter our present to form the future paths of our reality.”

“So, we have only one future?” She reacts, stunned by what he just said sensing that it held a great deal of truth. 

“Yes, for you have already formed your futures based on actions and opinions set in the past.”

A limp breeze stirs the damp salty air. She huddles in the sudden chill while he stretches enjoying the goose dimpling effect of wind on exposed flesh.

She stammers out, as reality and her past smacks her across the face, “So I really have no future options.”

“Not unless you decide to consciously change your beliefs, your perceptions of yourself and of the way you view life.” He sighs.

Shivering she rose from the cooling sand. The facts no matter how she tried to juggle them, kept smacking her in the face. He was right. Unable to listen anymore she brushed away sand clinging to her and with a quiet thanks, walks away as the brutal reality sank in. The stirring and germination of new thoughts and attitudes blooms, knowing that her future for once remained open to all possibilities. 

He studies the indentations made on the sand by her feet and knowing as with all things done, that come morning all trace of him and her will be gone to the memories of the past set only in their minds. 

The sun has already begun its descent and as he stands lost in the nature of being surrounded by just himself in the wild as no one comes to answer his questions. Silently he slips away into the cool of the early night beginning. No one comes for this one. 

Air, stillborn in the breath of the night, begins to stir as the first rays of sun penetrate the quiet orchestrating a symphony of colors as it begins its journey across the sky. Colors melding as the sun gains strength touching all with its warmth.

The beach is empty, still its serenity glistens with life even though there are none to ask questions, seek fulfillment or ponder life. A quiet exists, born of the gentlest peace. Only the sunlight has a voice as it dances over thin clouds across the mirrored surface of calm waters. 

A small figure parts the yellow grasses and weeds lining the edge of the sands beach.

Warily a coyote tramps across the sands, its paws sinking into the dryness until it approaches the waters edge and sniffs the salty aroma, resisting the temptation to lick and merely sits down. He rests, letting his front paws rest in the waters cool enjoying the caress of the beach against his legs. His canine face allows him to grimace as much as possible in the simple pleasure of sheer relaxation. 

For it is obviously not only humanity that visits this shore. Other creatures are attracted to the harmony and beauty of this beach. The sometimes mischievous, sometimes cruel animal spirit within merely relaxes enjoying the delight of the planets offering this morning. 

Another approaches, the young man from the day before comes still seeking his answers after finding no solace in his sleep he has risen earlier than he usually does hoping to find what he needed to find. His breath rises from his mouth, like a spent ghostly spirit in the lifting coolness. It hangs for a moment around him then vanishes into a new life cast back into the planet that gave it life. 

Spotting the glittering pawprints of the coyote, glistening like precious jewels, enticed he follows and passing some rocks he spies the coyote sitting on its haunches.

Wondering if the animal is injured, he walks closer.

The coyote, unmoved, studies the approach of the human, knowing this person is a member of a race that has killed, trapped, skinned many of his brethren. Whispered from the elderly that raised him: beware. A snarl breaks his lips. 

The man stops and squats onto the backs of his legs. He smiles somehow knowing the animal is okay and not wanting to alarm or confront it. They know too much has gone on between their races to allow for closer intimacy. 

The man marvels at the coyote’s peace, at the vivid blueness of the sky, pureness of the white sands and at his own calmness. His smile begins to droop as a tear, born from the raindrops of his soul, slowly, like a raindrop dribbling down a leaf etches his face.

He has experienced sadness, known joy. Now he enjoys serenity and all of its final questions.

The coyote drops his grimace and relaxes. Being a baser creature yet it understands the human has not come to bring it any harm. It has merely come, like itself.

After a while the coyote stretches its front paws and languidly rises, water drips from its fur while sand falls with every step it takes. Calmly the animal walks to the edge of the yellow weeds, ready to return to its own realm. 

As it is about to enter the grasses he stops and turns his head to study the human one last time.

The man looks up and back sensing the stare. Eyes lock and each in its own way smiles, sensing the solitude and peace of the other. It is enough. Like brothers, each turn and breaks the bonds held in their reflections returning to their own worlds. 

Each will reach its own fate and taste its own life. Each will eventually die. Yet always that look will remain etched, like aboriginal drawings on sacred rock in their memories to dance in firelight cast into times embrace. 
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The tall, gaunt figure was conversing with the police officer as I steered the tow truck in behind them. Decked in a worn-out army jacket and dirty jeans, his unkempt hair and scruffy beard told me all I needed to know. 

Being on call for the RCMP in this area meant I sometimes came across some grizzly scenes, but fortunately not this time. The dilapidated Volvo 240 had seen better days, with screws adorning the back fender to keep it in place from the cancerous rust claiming it. The rear license plate was gone, rotted off by the looks, and was obviously the reason he got pulled over. What a fool! Probably penniless, you’d think he’d at least stolen another plate, or perhaps he didn’t even know it was long gone back down the road. 

I waited for details from Tom Johnson as I began to pull my chains from the tow truck. 

Of course, there was the possibility that he was a down and out honest person and either he hadn’t noticed or wouldn’t consider stealing a plate from another person. He glanced my way, looking concerned, and in that brief stare from his drawn eyes, I knew he was an honest man.

Funny, I come across a lot of souls while driving my tow truck; some victims, some unfortunate and unlucky souls, others scrupulous, and some unscrupulous. He, I could tell, wasn’t any of those. 

As I walked up, he stuffed the ticket, meaningless to him, into one of a dozen pockets where it would stay, either to do things like start a fire, make a scratch pad, or pick his teeth, but never to be paid. He stepped to the trunk of his car, opened it by unhooking a bungie cord, and pulled out a well-worn knapsack. 

Tom approached me as I watched the guy. “Hi Charlie. How’s things today?”

He always said that I replied with my standard response. “Oh, could be better.”

“He said he had an in-transit permit for the vehicle, but the only one I could find expired two years ago. Probably one of those living-off-the-land types, most likely never worked an honest day in his life.”

I think based on all he’s had to deal with being a police officer, Tom was more than a little cynical with those he pulled over.

As I watched the man pull articles from his trunk, I sensed that wasn’t the truth. “Yeah, the real hippie type, that’s for sure,” I reassured Tom. 

“Take the car to your impound yard and I’m sure it’ll be yours after a month. Can’t see him coming back to pick it up,” Tom chuckled. 

“Yeah, for what its worth.” I chuckled.

I watched him rearrange things in the trunk of his car with a sad look on his face like he was letting go of an old friend and I smiled apologetically at him as I attached the magnetic lights to the top of his car. I watched surreptitiously as, after removing clothes from the pack, he replaced them with what I saw to be bits of junk: old books, a toy car, a drawing covered crumpled cigarette pack, a broken ceramic figurine, and, curiously, a single brown sock. 

“Hey! Got a cigarette?” he asked, looking my way. 

“Sorry, don’t smoke.”

Returning to his packing, the final item to be secreted away was a bent and beaten harmonica. Before sending it to join the others, he rubbed his fingers across the metal surface lovingly. 

A long-forgotten memory resurfaced in my mind's eye; my grandfather and his harmonica. The curlicued script on the age-old box proclaimed it to be a Hohner Echo Harp, and he’d give it the same loving look every time he pulled it out to play with it. 

“Can you play?"

“Nah,” he said. “I got it from an old friend. I always wanted to learn but just haven’t got around to it.” He re-packed the harmonica, lay it gently on top of his other memories, drew the drawstring tight, and secured the flap. “Are you heading north?” he asked.

“Yeah, for about thirty k’s before turning off.”

“Mind if I join you?” he asked, and without waiting for a reply, hauled himself into the passenger seat.

“Definitely an odd one,” Tom observed as he walked over.

“Yup, that’s a character all right.” I prepared to tie the trunk back down with the bungie cord. A quick glance revealed he’d left a few trinkets behind, almost as if he no longer needed the stuff. Intrigued I knew I had to ask what all that was about.

“Going bowling tomorrow night?” Tom asked.

“Most likely.”

“Great. See you there.” He waved and walked back to his cruiser. 

I rechecked the tow cables and climbed into the tow truck. “Well, we’re ready to go.” I buckled up and he just sat there lost in thought. “I suppose I should introduce myself, I’m Charlie McFadden.” 

For a few moments he didn't answer, just stared into the darkening sky. 

“Wes.” Then silence. After a few moments he asked without looking my way. “Been towing long?” 

“Just the last four years.” I replied. “You been living like this for a while?” I asked, without thinking. Usually, I’m not very blunt with people, nor do I care about their business, and felt somewhat foolish for asking. But he intrigued me. 

After a lengthy silence he finally said, “Only the last twenty years.”

My turnoff was coming up quicker than I wanted it to be. “Isn’t twenty years a long time?”

He turned to look right at me. I felt his eyes sinking into my soul. “Not if you like what you’re doing.” 

“As opposed to not liking what you are doing?” I blurted out just a little too quickly. 

“Kinda. Four years can feel like twenty if you’re not happy.”

“I didn’t say I hated what I’m doing, did I?” I replied too quickly, too emotionally.

“I can’t answer that for you.” He pulled out the ticket and began to pick at his teeth. “But it shows.”

I signaled and began gearing the old girl down for the approaching exit. His car tugged at the chains and the smell of diesel fumes filtered into the cab. How the hell did he know?

More than intrigued by this fellow, I asked. “You interested in staying the night?” 

“I suppose.” Although I noticed he made no move to leave the truck as we were nearly stopped. As if he knew I’d ask. 

The rest of the way to my compound he was silent, while I had a dozen questions to ask. But didn’t; respecting his silence.

“The meal was very good, ma’am.” Wes said as he rose from the dinner table. We’d only talked sparsely during the meal. Marg smiled as she began to gather the dishes. She took compliments very modestly. Wes sauntered over to the antique cabinet and I followed, coffee cup in hand. 

“This looks fascinating," he said, indicating a cigar case. "Must have quite the story behind it.” I picked up the case and opened it, revealing quite some of the cigars left unsmoked. I thought it perhaps odd that he'd honed in on the one item I treasured most above all of the others. 

“Yes. How did you know?” I replied. “It was given to by my good friend, Ashok, at my stag. I’d known him for years; he was a real off-beat type. He was East Indian, and one of those characters you never knew what he was going to do next. Said he'd had the cigars blessed by a Hindu Rabbi, or some such thing, to bring me good luck. They were only to be smoked when I was uncertain of the future. He said I had to be really clear on what I wanted to have happen or to concentrate on what I wanted as I smoked it, and whatever was on my mind would come true. I didn’t believe him at the time, but he assured me that he was very serious.”

I paused for a second, recalling the bitter taste of the cigars. “The first one I had the day before our wedding, and we’ve had fantastic thirty years together. I had one cigar before signing a business deal for my first company and sold that for a tremendous profit. I had another before my son was born and the last one I had before Marg went into the hospital for a serious brain operation a couple of years ago. They’d only given her less than a twenty percent chance of living.”

I closed the box lid lightly rubbing my hand over the embossed surface, like he’d done with the harmonica. “I’ve only got six left and I’ll treasure each one.” 

I replaced the case in the cabinet and we settled in front of the TV. We began to watch a football game together. 

Still puzzled about the Echo Harp I asked, “So, tell me why you keep a harmonica that you don’t play.” 

His eyes began to well up, the first sign of any emotion I’d seen from him. “About ten years ago I was hiking the West Coast Trail on Vancouver Island and the first night I set up camp along a beautiful part of the beach. There were others there, along with a little French guy, Marso, who barely spoke a word of English. Instead, he entertained us by playing his harmonica. I can still see his bubbly personality coming to life as he danced gigs and played.”

I watched Wes’ eyes dance with the fires of life as he recalled that story, picturing him laughing as he watched Marso. 

“Two days later we came to a bunch of people milling about a cliff’s edge. Marso had slipped and fallen to his death. He had mounted the wall to play his harmonica and apparently just lost his footing. It wasn't even a long drop, only a foot or so, but he must've hit his head. I noticed something gleaming in the rocks and found it. His harmonica.” He pulled the harmonica from the knapsack he'd kept with him. He attempted a few blows but all that emitted was a flat, buzzy noise. 
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