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The water was black, flat and glassy, with a curl where the bow wave rippled. The wave began as a swell a finger's width above the surface and grew as it was gradually left behind, until it broke and foamed and joined with the wake of the little ferry. The widening V of the wake spread out across Satellite Channel, and Elise saw where the wave from their passage minutes ago was now disturbing the small boats and yachts across the channel. Something about the way they bobbed without control disturbed her sense of balance, and she turned from the bright sails to look at the island looming up before the ferry. That was better!

“There's a road to the top of that mountain,” said a voice over her shoulder. “You're smiling like you'd like to climb that mountain. I can drive you up that road and down it at a hundred klicks if you don't mind rolling at a couple of corners and banging against the rocks.” Elise didn't jump at the sudden voice; nothing could startle her anymore after the boom of the ferry's horn.

“I think I'll pass on rolling down the mountain,” she replied as she turned. “Tell me, does your car look any better than you do?” Elise looked him over quickly and wondered if he must be one of those island people her roommate had told her about, always at work fixing some project that kept him from real work.

“Car? My good woman, I do not own a car. This here is a Land Rover.” He brushed at his grease-stained shirt. “This vehicle is the highest form in the evolution of the fossil fuel automobile and like any high performance vehicle it necessitates continual tuning to keep it in perfect running order. This accounts for my somewhat dishevelled appearance,” he finished, wiping his hands on his jeans. “Dale Willis at your service.”

“Elise Hammell at yours,” she returned, and shook the proffered hand. “Are you always so formal?” She doubted it.

“Only when I'm filthy. Let me get a clean shirt from the Rover and I'll be the casual lech who tries to pick you up, offering an island holiday. THREE SUNLIT DAYS!” he roared, rummaging under the driver's seat with one hand. “Fourteen GLORIOUS nights in the HARBOURS and bistros of BEAUTIFUL Saltspring Island! EXPLORE the natural wonder of the island's ROCKS and trees. Or, for the more botanically inclined, TREES and rocks!” While talking, Dale shrugged out of his stained shirt and into a clean white t-shirt.

No one nearby appeared to be noticing him. Most of the other passengers were upstairs in the lounge playing gin rummy, or drinking machine-made coffee on the sun deck. Thank goodness! Elise was not interested in being pulled into a show on the car deck. “Do you always make a spectacle of yourself?” she asked, grinning in spite of herself. She had heard the same spiel at Disneyland's Jungle Boat Safari.

“Only when trying to impress somebody,” Dale answered in a more honest tone. He tucked in the t-shirt and pulled his belt a little tighter around his narrow waist. “Tell me, Miss Hammell —”

“Ms Hammell,” she said tightly, and let her eyes wander away from his flat stomach and ornate brass belt buckle.

“Tell me, Ms Hammell,” he began again, unperturbed. “We've known each other for two whole minutes now and you've done nothing but ask me questions.”

“Does that bother you?” Elise returned.

Dale marked a stroke on an imaginary blackboard. “A woman after my own heart. You've got one on me now.”

“What happens when I get three on you?” Elise sketched a stroke on her own imaginary blackboard.

Dale stepped back, swayed by the ferry's slight rocking motion. “You get my services! Sunlit days and glorious nights touring my island home.”

“I think I'll pass.” Elise turned back to watch the dark water again. “Thanks, but I'm on a holiday. I don't intend to make it a pub crawl into the island's only pub.”

“There are more pubs than that,” Dale said in a tone of hurt pride. He came to stand at the rail with her as three seagulls flew up. White and grey, the two mature gulls caught the wind and hovered easily beside Elise, just out of arm's reach. The dappled grey youngster fell back and had to flap.

“That's not a selling point.” Elise looked ahead and gestured with her chin. “Is that the dock?”

“Fulford Harbour. We'll be there in a few minutes. Have you made arrangements for when you arrive?”

“I think I can handle it,” Elise said with some heat. “Hotels and luggage aren't exactly tricky.” This conversation was beginning to wear on her. “Excuse me, I'm going back to my bags now. I want to be ready for when we dock.” The gulls peeled away from the rail and the young one dropped back, unable to keep up. Elise walked back along the car deck to where she had left her knapsack and duffle bag beside a nest of ten-speed bicycles.

This vacation was turning out to be a lot of fresh air already. Going to an island of Sixties refugees might make meeting exciting new people unlikely, but Elise had heard about the potters and writers and artists on Saltspring. Surely she'd find some interesting people, especially if they crawled out of the woodwork like this guy Dale had. Too early to see yet if he was one of the eternal fixers, but she suspected it. She disliked to chat and flirt with a stranger when there was nothing to be done to put him off gently, but she'd rather spend an extra minute to talk someone out of an interest in her than simply tell him to get lost.

Those stomach muscles, though! He must work out, she thought. No one at her fitness club looked as good as that. I'll have to ask him where he trains. How many places can there be on an island this size, anyways?

Maybe more places than she had assumed. The wash from the Mayne Queen was splashing up on shore as the ferry edged its way into the dock past wooden guides. Great beams of cedar ten inches thick had been bolted together to guide the ferry in towards the dock. Elise was staring at the parking lot on the other side of the dock when the ferry collided with the wooden guide. Splinters bristled from the great beams. A glancing blow, on a calm day. Shuddering at the impact, Elise grabbed the rail and looked at the splintered scars of previous collisions, then back to the parking lot. Were cars really needed on an island this small? Just how big was Saltspring, anyways?

Once the ferry had nudged into the dock at Fulford Harbour, a handful of people walked off from the front and up a ramp. Then vehicles left up the ramp, including a produce truck, a carpenter's half-ton pickup, and three electric cars full of parents, kids, and dogs. In minutes all that was left in the lane leaving the parking lot were a cluster of bicycles and riders, Elise and her bags, and a Land Rover. Ahead, a magenta Lincoln Continental graced them all with a cloud of blue exhaust where it idled at the start of a paved two-lane road.

Elise approached the riders buckling on their helmets and swilling down Gatorade. “Can you tell me how far to a hotel, or a place for room and board?”

One of the spandex-clad riders looked up from the pack she was buckling onto her bike. “Ganges. Fourteen klicks.”

Her jaw dropped. “Ganges is a town, I assume,” she stammered.

The reply was a nod.

“Fourteen kilometres — that far?”

“A little shy of ten miles. You're not from around here?”

“I grew up in Ontario. I didn't think about Ganges being that far from the ferry,” Elise said, feeling foolish. “Should have looked up the distance on the Internet. ”

The bike riders headed away, one of them muttering, “Bloody tourists.”

Ten miles! Fourteen klicks! Who would have figured that a small island off the coast of British Columbia would be big enough to have ten miles of road? She must have landed at the opposite end of Saltspring from this Ganges place. Maybe she would have been better off to try her rest cure back in Vancouver after all. “New places,” she said under her breath. “I wanted to see new places. Well, I'm certainly going to see a lot of this new place, unless someone can tell me something about a bus or cab service.” Angrily she thrust her arms through the straps on her knapsack and grabbed the duffle bag.

“Hello-oo,” called a voice quietly. She didn't turn around.

Coasting up beside her as she left the parking lot came the Land Rover. “Hello again,” called Dale through the open window. Something about the window was strange
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