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How I wish that
somewhere there existed an

island for
those who are wise and of good will.

-Albert
Einstein
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Oscar's funeral
was not grand. It was low-key and quiet, like the man himself.
Friends and relatives gathered in the All Saints Multi-Faith House
of Prayer and Worship to say goodbye to a man whose life had
spanned three centuries. Oscar had lived more than 109 years and
had touched many more lives than those hundred and fifty present.
He had simply outlived most of them.

I’ve been to a
lot of funerals. Funerals for young people, old people, good people
and bad people. Funerals for people I've loved and funerals for
people no one could love. Some people deserve to die young and some
deserve to live long, but most never get exactly what they deserve.
Good or bad, young or old, the accounts rarely balance out the way
they should.

Oscar William Wood deserved more. More time. More friends.
More peace. He had an abundance of them all, but he earned more.
Men like Oscar are rare. If a mean thought had ever crossed his
mind, no one knew of him expressing it, let alone acting on it. His
goodness was pure and total, and everyone he met knew it quickly.
And he knew a good person from a bad one in an instant.

Oscar played a
major role in my formative years. I was a teenager. He was in his
mid-seventies. Though his passing has nothing to do with the timing
of this story, a promise I made to another old friend and mentor
has kept me from telling it until now. This second old friend was
equally as important in my life as Oscar had been, yet in a
completely opposite way. Like me, his journey had led him to the
balancing of the accounts of certain peoples' lives-- people who,
unlike Oscar, had lived longer than they deserved.

The events
meaningful to my story started around Thanksgiving over 30 years
previous to Oscar's funeral and changed more lives than just mine.
Some of this story is my own recollection of the facts. Other parts
come from piecing together bits from thousands of pages of police
files which I have had access to throughout my career. Still more
came from the memoirs of that other mentor. Though I didn’t witness
them and have had to improvise dialogue, I have confirmed these
other events beyond any reasonable doubt.

****

Sunday, October
10,1971

The weather on
the Gulf of Georgia was unusually calm for an October day. The
water was flat and mirror-like save for wakes of boats both large
and small. The weather had been gorgeous ever since school had
started six weeks before, with some days still getting up into the
seventies. Storms could blow in from the North Pacific in October
and shut down marine traffic for hundreds of miles along the coasts
of Oregon, Washington, British Columbia and Alaska. But not that
year. And in the sheltered waters of the Gulf of Georgia, the norm
was a light gale and easily navigable seas.

The Gulf
Islands, along with most of the west coast, were formed ten million
years ago, give or take a few millennia, when a chunk of rock
drifting up from Australia slammed into the North American
continent. When the masses collided at the geologically breakneck
speed of several inches per year, the moving plate created the
mountainous coastline like a wave of rock crashing up on shore.
Those two pieces of the Earth’s crust are still pushing each other
and that is why it is still an actively quake-prone area.

That would be a
geologist’s slang definition of the islands. To the layman who
lives or vacations in the Gulf Islands, the word paradise is often
used. Many residents of Vancouver, Victoria and Seattle spend their
summers and weekends there to escape the ‘rat race’, as my dad
called it. That’s exactly what he did, retiring early at the age of
55. “You never know when your time’s up. Might as well enjoy it
while you’re healthy”, became his mantra when age started his
mellowing process. Dad had not been mellow in his younger years. He
had a business to run and four kids to feed and clothe. Stress was
high and money always seemed short. Then he discovered Admiral’s
and rediscovered relaxation.

The island
allure is hard to explain; it’s best to experience it. The moment
you get off the ferry, you notice that nobody is in a hurry. People
stop and talk to each other; they wave at passing cars. Though all
the locals know everyone’s business, privacy and anonymity come
easily. Elvis sightings were commonplace here even before he died.
Carly Simon and James Taylor lived here for a while when they were
an item. I'm sure Taylor found the island's speed a muse in synch
with his laid-back style of music. Hollywood actors could be seen
on the quaint nine-hole golf course enjoying the game at the slow
pace it was meant to be played. But residents know why the famous
and infamous come here. Privacy is respected rather than
invaded.

Huge firs and
cedars dominate the landscape, no matter where you are. Beautiful
arbutus trees puncture the greens of the forest with their
ever-changing reds and yellows. The deep-blue ocean is never far
away. The climate is Canada’s mildest, which doesn’t sound like
much, but Admiral's can see several years without snow. The winter
rains are an annual complaint, but there wouldn’t be the lush
greenery without them. Even when the skies are gray, there is still
much colour to the backdrop. Summers are usually hot and dry,
making any outdoor recreation possible. Skiing, hiking, fishing,
sailing, swimming, biking and tennis are all popular activities
with the summer crowd but so is just lazing about, letting the days
roll by, recharging the batteries. These attractions mean the
summer population of Admiral’s swells to about double its full-time
numbers. But it also wasn’t hard to be a non-participant on
Admiral’s, for society’s drop-outs and their wannabes find a
non-judging home there.

I stood on the
foredeck of the Queen of the Islands and watched as she approached
Sturdies Bay on Galiano Island, the first stop of the ferry’s route
after crossing the open strait from Vancouver. It was here that
about a year previous, the ship had battered the dock and put both
out of commission for a month. Landings on Galiano had to be made
at the smaller and less modern dock in Montague Harbour for the
duration. And the replacement ship, The Queen of Sidney, was a much
larger boat. The skipper was the father of a school mate of mine.
It was his second incident in calm seas in the last five years. It
earned him a six week unpaid vacation and a new nickname: Captain
Crunch.

There was to be
no such excitement that day, though. I looked down over the car
deck and watched as a deckhand climbed a ladder on the pier up to
the controls which lowered the steel ramp to the ferry’s deck.
Directing traffic, the First Mate gave a smile and a wave to the
half-dozen foot passengers as they set off up the ramp to the pier.
When he directed the first of the ten or so vehicles to leave the
boat, a male foot passenger turned and extended his thumb towards
the traffic. He had shoulder-length, dirty blonde hair tied in a
red headband and was dressed in blue jeans, a flower print shirt
under a jean jacket, and hiking boots. The second vehicle off the
boat, a brand new 1972 Toyota pick-up, stopped just before the end
of the pier, holding up the rest of the ferry traffic. The hippie’s
pregnant mate slung her backpack into the box of the truck and
climbed in behind it, using the bumper as a step. She had on an
ankle-length pleated and wrinkled peasant dress, a large white and
pink tie-dyed t-shirt, J.C. Waterwalkers and a yellow paisley
kerchief on her head, Aunt Jemima-style. She sat down with the cab
as a backrest as her mate talked to the driver through the open
passenger door. He closed it and casually climbed into the box
beside her. The truck started up the hill and traffic coming off
the ferry resumed. No horns, shaking fists, or even shaking heads.
It was just an accepted part of the island lifestyle.

I looked back
down to the ramp at the lone car boarding. There wasn’t a lot of
inter-island traffic. Mostly it was from each island to the
mainland or back, but I knew this passenger. It was Jim Morrison,
my phys ed teacher. He was also my home-room teacher three years
ago in grade eight when I first moved to the island. He had helped
me settle in to my new surroundings in a way that made me feel
welcome and accepted in this strange new island environment. I
liked him as a teacher and a person. He was afflicted with polio as
a child and struggled with walking ever since. He used crutches to
get around quickly, but could walk slowly and awkwardly without
them. Though he had a very slight build and a major physical
impediment, he still made athletics his life. He was not the type
to use excuses, though with polio, no one would have blamed him for
taking an easier road than he had. He often told us as a coach or a
guidance teacher that using an excuse or blaming someone or
something else for your problems was the same as giving up control
of your life. Once you accepted responsibility for everything in
your life, everything, he would stress, only then do you have
control over it. Over the years I have learned that he was
right.

His mother
lived on Galiano so I supposed he had been visiting her for the
long weekend. Why he needed to take his car, though, puzzled me.
Most people, if there were family or friends at their destination,
would spare the expense of taking their vehicle on the ferry and
just walk on. Also, the next day would be Thanksgiving Monday. I
wondered why he wasn’t staying until then.

Seeing him
reminded me of the math homework I had to finish before Monday
night. I had planned to do as much as I could on the boat so I
could go out with friends that night and finish it up Monday
afternoon. There was nothing big planned for the night, but
anything was better than more homework.

I went back
inside to the table where Mom and Dad sat, both reading novels. I
opened my math book to the algebra problems. I found math fairly
easy and usually breezed through it. This year was different,
though. The algebra was much more abstract than before and the new
teacher and I didn’t get along well at all. He knew his math well
and was quite arrogant about it. He just couldn’t teach it. It
wasn’t a good mix when the students didn’t want to learn it in the
first place.

I could feel my
body being forced to the right as the ship made a long, hard turn
to port then straightened out again. As the engines were cut to
idle speed, the purser announced over the PA that we were arriving
at Village Bay on Mayne Island. Nothing much ever happens here. I
kept at my homework. Working hard was not my forte, but I had to if
I wanted to get the 70% mark necessary to get recommended in each
class. Right now I was in the mid-60’s in math. Maintaining a 70%
mark meant you didn’t have to write the final, something I only had
to do once so far in high school.

I had never
been to Galiano, Mayne nor the next stop, Pender Island. From the
upper deck of the ferry, they looked every bit as idyllic as
Admiral’s, maybe even more so given their smaller populations.
Combined, that number was about 2000, whereas Admiral’s alone was
almost twice that. As Admiral’s had the only high school in the
district, I knew all the kids that lived on the outer islands, who
boarded on Admiral’s during the school week. For some reason, if
there were ever a ‘bad’ kid or someone in trouble at school,
chances were it was one of the outer island kids. Until two years
previous, they had stayed at a dormitory, but after an epidemic of
pregnancies, most of the girls’ parents arranged for private
boarding. Only eight boys were left at the dorm, and in rapid
succession, one was busted for having twenty-five hits of LSD and
another for two one-kilo bricks of pot. Then the dorm burned down
one fall weekend under ‘mysterious circumstances’ as the RCMP
called it. Everybody knew, though that Donny Henrik did it. The
cops couldn’t prove it and if he had any accomplices, they weren’t
talking.

The Queen of
the Islands suddenly cut engine speed. I hadn’t looked out the
window since we left Pender Island, but I knew this meant we had
just entered Long Harbour on Admiral’s Island. The boat always
slowed down before passing Scott Point Marina so as not to rock the
big yachts moored there. The harbour is long and narrow and the
ferry leaves a large wake. At this time of year, however, there
were only about a dozen boats and none could compare to the opulent
craft flying American flags that were commonplace all around the
islands in summertime. Lots of big-wigs in their corporate yachts
spent a couple of weeks up here each summer touring the islands.
They’d usually find a nice marina with a swimming pool for the kids
and spend a few days getting drunk with their own kind. Then they’d
move on to the next marina and do it again until the holiday was
over. Scott Point was one of these marinas.

“Ladies and
Gentlemen, we are now arriving at Long Harbour Terminal on
Admiral’s Island, our final destination. Would all passengers
please proceed to the car deck in preparation for unloading. We
hope your sailing today was a pleasant one and that you have a nice
remainder of the day.”
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Our house was
only about a mile and a half from the terminal, and it took longer
waiting for our turn to get off the boat than it did to drive home.
The reason we were on the Mainland for the weekend was my brother.
He had left that Saturday to start a new job in a mine in the
Yukon, leaving behind Cheryl and their two little girls. They would
go up there after Barry finished his one month probation, and
decide if a mining town three hundred miles from the Arctic Circle
was the life for them. I told Barry I would save enough money to
visit them up North the next summer, maybe even finding a decent
summer job up there. Somehow I knew they wouldn’t be coming home
anytime soon.

The first thing
I noticed as we were coming up the driveway was how many leaves had
fallen in just two days. There were three huge maple trees
surrounding the house, each about 60 feet high. Thanksgiving
weekend is traditionally a large gathering for the Green family on
Admiral’s and the main activity of the males and any able-bodied
kids was disposing of these leaves. We’d rake them in a pile on a
tarp which we’d drag into the garden with the tractor to be spread
out and tilled into the soil. It was almost a two-stage procedure,
though as the leaves would not be done dropping for a month, when
another long weekend would come along and another raking-bee would
happen. That year, though, because of Barry’s departure, there was
no family get-together on Admiral’s, and the leaves were all ours.
I started to conjure up a good reason for not raking.

I didn’t need
it. It was a beautiful day, and Dad didn’t feel like raking,
either. Being too nice out to do homework, I decided to take Fitz
for a walk on the beach. It was low tide and he could scratch and
bite at the small crabs under the rocks I turned over for him. Fitz
was a yellow-blonde Cocker Spaniel and was the same age as I. He
was Barry’s dog and we had brought him over to Admiral’s on this
trip to live out his final days. Cheryl would already have a
handful with two small girls, and Barry couldn’t take him up north.
He was no stranger to Admiral’s, though, having spent whole summers
and many long weekends with us before we moved there.

Fifteen is
pretty old for a dog, and Fitz lived every day to the utmost.
Almost every dog back in Steveston could trace his lineage to Fitz.
The ones that couldn’t could boast of a fight or two with him. Most
Steveston dogs could claim both. A Fitz-participated dog fight
consisted of a solid ninety seconds of growling, biting, clawing, a
clean break and finally some more staring and growling. Then Fitz
and his opponent would call it a draw, walking in opposite
directions, looking over their shoulders, still growling. Fitz
would take on all comers, no matter the size. No dog ever won a
fight with Fitz, but then Fitz never really won, either. Like dad,
he had mellowed slightly when he was on Admiral’s, mostly due to a
lack of dogs. There was only the dreaded Rex next door to fight
with, and they had had enough ties that neither was interested in
trying to settle on a winner. The last battle was two summers
previous when Fitz had a real red-letter day.

Our family and
Rex’s masters, the Torries, were having a picnic at the beach just
down the road from home. At least Fitz had a picnic. He had gotten
into the lunches when nobody was looking, devouring sandwiches made
of salmon, ham and cheese, peanut butter, and chicken salad. There
was no trace of a dozen donuts. He left us a few bananas and some
apples. He also left Mr. Torrie two shoes near-full of puke. When
Dad started to scold him, Fitz took exception to the public
ridicule and created a diversion. Rex was watching from a big rock
near the water, but in a flash of thirteen-year-old dog, Fitz was
across the beach, up on the rock and the fight was on. Maybe Fitz
was trying to blame the whole picnic/puke thing on Rex, but nobody
bought it. Rex was a large Border-Collie, much bigger than Fitz and
a few years younger, but as usual, it didn’t matter to Fitz. They
soon ran out of room on the rock and went tumbling three feet into
the water. Rex wasn’t much of a swimmer, so Fitz beat him to shore,
shook himself dry all over a friend of Mrs. Torrie’s, and stood
proud on the beach as only a posturing victor could. Dad finally
got hold of him and carried him by the collar about fifty feet to
the truck and threw him in. When Dad climbed in the driver’s side,
Fitz shook himself dry again. I bet Dad’s scream could be heard on
Galiano.

Later in the
day, I was watching TV in the back front room as we called it, Fitz
asleep beside the couch. Suddenly, Fitz was bolt upright, growling
as I looked up to see Rex walking by the French door at the side of
the house. Before I could stop him, Fitz took off after Rex. The
pane frame of the French door stopped Fitz at the shoulders, but
his head had already gone through the glass. Amazingly, he wasn’t
cut at all, but he wanted another shot at Rex. He was about to take
another run at the door, but I got hold of his collar before he
could. Dad came in to see what the hell was going on, but a quick
perusal of the crime scene answered his own question. I think he
would have given Fitz away right then and there if anyone was
sucker enough to take him.

We spent about
an hour on the beach. Fitz was moving slowly on the rocky shore. He
chased a stick into the water only twice for me, and even then he
looked reluctant. He never would fetch properly for anyone but
Barry, so the game wasn’t much fun for the thrower, having to chase
Fitz down in order to throw it again. As we walked back up the hill
to home, Fitz really showed his age. It wasn’t just the rocks on
the beach slowing him down. I thought back to when we were both
younger, how unfair it was that he had aged so rapidly. We were the
same age, and yet he was in his final years and I was just
approaching my prime.

One of my
prized possessions today, in 2005, is a picture of Barry, Fitz and
myself. Barry, a skinny thirteen year old with curly blonde hair
and black horn-rimmed glasses is standing on the pedals of his
bike, pumping for all he’s worth, while Fitz and I ride in a
side-car designed for delivering papers. Fitz is just a pup, feet
up on the edge of the box and ears blowing in the wind. If dogs
have a way of smiling, this is it. I am a chubby baby, probably
about eight months old, and am laughing the way babies do when the
thrill of their young life is happening.

After supper, I
made a few phone calls to friends and found out that absolutely
nothing was happening that night. Nothing had happened on Friday or
Saturday nights, either, so at least I didn’t miss anything while
in Steveston. Tony had his mom’s car for the night, though, full of
gas and he wanted to just cruise around.

“Why not?” I
said trying not to sound too thrilled. Tony was probably my best
friend even though he was two years older. We ended up in the same
class because he flunked once and I accelerated.

“Okay! I’ll be
there in about fifteen,” he said, hanging up almost before
finishing his sentence. Tony could be excitable sometimes for no
reason at all. He lived about five miles away and the way he drove
on the narrow curvy roads of Admiral’s he could easily be at my
place in five minutes, though sticking to the speed limits, it
should take ten.

He picked me up
at the french side door that Fitz had put his head through, and we
coasted down the Torrie’s driveway. Our driveway and the Torrie’s
made a big U around our house and where it went behind Torrie’s
house, became a sort of chopped off W. Tony always came up our
driveway and down theirs.

“So whadja do
in Steveston? When’s you sister coming back? She still hot?”

“Shut up!!
You’re sick, man! My sister is not hot! Woof!” Tony had always
liked Mary. As her brother it was my duty to think she was ugly and
stupid.

“Whatever. Your
brother left? That’s what I’m gonna do. Heavy duty mechanics. I
like cars more, but the money’s in big machinery, in mines and
shit. He made a good move.”

“I guess. I’m
gonna go up there next summer to visit them. Wanna go?”

“Damn right!
That’d be a hoot!” We were just about at the end of Welbury Road
where I lived. It was barely wide enough for two cars to pass
without each going onto the narrow, grassy shoulder. The trees
formed an arcing canopy over the road so that it seemed more like a
tunnel than a waterfront road. Just as we approached the stop sign
at the end of a blind hill, a deer ran out in front of the
headlights, causing Tony to hit the brakes harder than normal.

“Shit! Good
thing that little bugger wasn’t on the road before I was slowing
down for the stop! He’d’ve been lying in our laps!” Sometimes Tony
made me laugh at his own luck and his subtle humour. He was going
no slower because of the stop sign he knew was there than he was
before the deer appeared. He rarely actually stopped at the corner,
but slowed down enough to see if any cars were coming.

We were now on
Long Harbour Road, the newest main road on the island. It had a
quarter mile of straight road at one point and there was a lot of
rubber laid down at one end of it where many Friday night races
were started.

“Barry said I
should be able to get a job up there somewhere, making good money,
not minimum wage gardening for these widows for two hours a week.
There’s supposed to be lots of work up there. It’d be cool!”

“Is your sister
gonna be there?”

“Shut up!!”

At the end of
Long Harbour Road we turned left, heading into town. Ganges was
small, and on Sunday night before Thanksgiving, deafeningly quiet.
We passed Churchill Road and headed down the long, steep hill that
curved around The Crow’s Nest Inn at the bottom, almost at sea
level.

“Too bad it
wasn’t Saturday and we could get a six-pack to cruise around with.”
Tony was big and could easily pass for nineteen and buy beer. I
wasn’t big, but I had a lot of facial hair and looked more than
fifteen. But instead of turning right into the Crow, we headed left
into the main part of the village. On our left was the harbour, a
few boat’s lights twinkling of the surface of the still water.
Further up the road, we passed Parker Hall and our school on the
right.

“Bloody tennis
courts should have some lights, then we’d have something to do!”
Tony and I played a lot of tennis. It was the only sport I could
beat him at once in a while.

“We should bug
Harding about that. He said he’d like to see kids use what stuff we
have more.” Mr. Harding was our principal. He talked a lot more
than he acted.

“Yeah, as long
as it doesn’t cost money. Lights cost money.”

We were now
passing the Ship’s Inn Restaurant on the right. Across the street
and down a block was the Crest Restaurant on the left and Bank of
Commerce and the Trading Company Grocery store on the right,
sharing the same new brick building. In a sort of star-shaped
meeting of five roads were the Trading Company, the Shell station,
the drug store, the fire hall and Centennial Park, at an
intersection that would confuse most city people, but was second
nature to people on Admiral’s.

We took a right
at the Trading Company onto McPhillips Avenue and headed for the
pool hall, even though it was closed. The library was right across
the street from the pool hall, and kitty corner to the library on
Jackson Avenue was the liquor store. Education, entertainment, and
refreshments all on one corner, though where you got which was
often interchangeable. You could usually find at least two out of
three at any of those places. Next to the liquor store was The
Reef, a fish and chip cafe, and looking straight down Jackson and
across Rainbow Road was the elementary school. Tony turned right
again, this time on Hereford, and we were back in front of the Bank
of Commerce. As we passed the Trading Company we veered to the left
this time, took a quick right around the wooden planters and
stopped in Centennial Park, facing back the way we came in. From
here we could see most of the rest of the village. To the left, the
Gulf station, and across the street a real estate office, a gift
store, the butcher and Robber Bob’s. Robber Bob’s was a little
confectionery store with prices inflated for those who forgot to
buy enough milk on Saturday when the bigger stores were open.
Robber Bob’s pretty much marked the village’s southern limits
except for the bakery, which was obscured from normal vision
because of a long, twisty driveway into it. To our right was the
Esso station and bulk plant. Across from them were the Bank of
Montreal, the Post Office, and Parker’s Department Store. Parker’s
had everything from ladies underwear to lumber. In the basement was
Len’s Lucky Dollar, another grocery store. Behind us was Centennial
Park- a few swing sets, a Maypole and a two see-saw horses. It
overlooked the government wharf where about eighty boats of various
sizes and styles docked.

“One of these
Hallowe’ens I’m gonna plaster that sign with some real rotten
tomatoes. That’d sure stand out.” Tony was referring to the bright
blue Bank of Montreal sign that stood high above the single story
building and made everything but the bright yellow Shell sign pale
by comparison. After all, this was Admiral’s where garish is
gauche. In the daytime, the sign was barely noticeable because it
couldn’t compete with the natural colours of the town in any
season. But at night it stood out as a reminder that even an
idyllic island must be connected to the rest of the big, bad,
industrialized, financed world out there.

“Sure you
will,” I mocked, knowing full well that he’d never carry through
with his threat. Tony was excitable and sometimes a loudmouth, but
he wasn’t a vandal. In fact Admiral’s didn’t have vandals. They
were called poets. Graffiti was almost non-existent on the island.
There was none in the village and what there was on the rest of the
island was usually, if not poetic, at least something for most to
enjoy. When Long Harbour Road was built, there were a few sections
where rock had to be blasted through and the resulting stone facets
on the edge of the road became the tablets for many a spray paint
philosopher. One of the strangest, and I saw it every day of my
life on the island, was ‘Long Live Crutch Crickets.’ It must have
had meaning to someone, but to most it only put a question mark on
their face. Many people, at first glance, think the word is
‘crotch’ and that the graffiti is offensive, but when they read it
carefully and realize their mistake, the puzzlement sets in.

“So should we
go to your brother’s the first day school gets out? Not much to
hang around here for.” Tony was born on the island and will
probably die on the island. This might be the adventure of his life
as far as traveling any distance from home.

“Damn rights.
It’d be fun to pretend we’re a lot older and get jobs we’re not
qualified for! Ha! Barry said by next summer he should be able to
get us jobs in the mine. We could make a shitload of money. There’s
a camp for the single workers and its dirt cheap to live
there.”

Though
Admiral’s was a great place, there was not a lot of opportunity for
young people. Jobs were scarce and it was a sad part of the island
life that it lost its best young people to places that could offer
jobs to them. A kid could wait a long time for a job to open up on
the ferries or in the highway department, two of the plum
government jobs available on Admiral’s.

“Let’s go down
to the wharf. Dan said he might be coming in tonight. He might have
some sole for me to take to Mom.” Tony’s brother Dan worked on a
fishing boat that would sometimes dock in Ganges Harbour for a
night. Bottom-dwelling sole were not the most marketable fish, but
were still tasty pan-fried with lemon and garlic.

Going through
the park, we walked past the Cenotaph which bore the names of
island men who died in Europe in the World Wars. There were three
Cooks on the stone list, two great-uncles of Tony’s from the first
war and an uncle from the second. Tony always touched the cenotaph
as he walked by it. Though he never knew any of his uncles named on
it, he was proud of their contribution and the rock-solid evidence
of his family’s long history on Admiral’s. We stopped at the top of
the gangway that led down to the wharf and looked for the boat Dan
crewed on. It was hard to find a spot on the railing big enough to
lean on that wasn’t covered in gull shit.

“Nah...he’s not
here. Maybe tomorrow night.” It was dark out but the wharf was
about the best-lit area in Ganges. We walked back to the car just
as the ferry traffic from Victoria reached the village. There would
always be at least one slow driver backing up all the other cars
right from Fulford Harbour where the ferry docked. Anyone going to
the north half of the island would have a long, slow ride, as there
were very few straight stretches of road which would allow
passing.

The long string
of cars and trucks would start slowing as it came down steep Ganges
Hill, past Robber Bob’s and make a left turn right in front of
where we were parked. We sat in the car and named everybody we knew
as they went by. Fifteen vehicles in all, and probably that many
again didn’t come as far as Ganges. The second last one was a
short, black Chevy van.

“There’s Donny
Henrik and those guys,” said Tony. “Gee, I wonder what they’re up
to?” he added in a sarcastic tone. Anyone under the age of
twenty-five knew that Donny and his buddies brought LSD to the
island and, when in season, took out a load of the pot that made
Admiral’s famous in dope-smoking circles.

“Those assholes
are gonna get caught sooner or later,” I said. “I don’t know why
the cops haven’t caught on to them yet.” Drug use on Admiral’s was
no bigger a problem than anywhere else, but in such a small place,
stories could get blown out of proportion.

“Maybe the cops
are on the take,” Tony said. For a guy who rarely watched TV, he
came up with some wild ideas sometimes.

“Laurel and
Hardy? I doubt it. They’re straighter than my dad!”

“I suppose.
Still hard to figure why those retards haven’t been caught,
though.”

“Dumb luck, I
guess.”

“Dumb is right.
Hey, let’s follow ‘em!” Without waiting for my input, Tony started
the car, raced around the planters and got onto the road. He was
going like a madman to catch up to the van. We were just in time to
see it turn into the Crowsnest Inn about two hundred yards away as
we came around the curve by Parker Hall. We pulled into the parking
lot in time to see three of them carrying backpacks into the main
entrance of the Crow.

“Yeah, it’s
that goofball Gorman and Renner the retard with him. What a bunch
of losers! I don’t know how they could carry on a life of crime for
so long and not get caught. Except for the one time. But that was
hardly anything.” Tony turned around to back up and leave the Crow.
“Jesus! the pool still has water in it. Wanna go for a dip?”

“It’s a little
cool for that! Maybe on the night before we leave for the Yukon.”
Tony and I and several others made a game of climbing the fence and
skinny dipping in the Crow’s pool late at night about three times
each summer for the last two years. The owner, an old German, would
run out in his underwear screaming that he would “kill all you
little English bastards!” We always had an escape route planned out
and he never caught us.

Tony pulled the
car out of the Crow’s parking lot and took a right up the hill past
Pioneer Village. He drove past the government office, the hospital
and Value Village Hardware and Lumber, all of which were not really
in town, but in more of a low-rent area. We drove another mile of
almost straight road before hitting the sharp S-curves just before
the golf course. A steep but straight hill parallel to number one
fairway brought us to Central Hall where four roads meet. A left
would take us to Vesuvius and the west side of the island where the
‘old money’ of the island lived. Going straight would take us past
all the resorts on St. Mary’s lake. We took a right which was Upper
Ganges Road, bordering number nine fairway. After passing the golf
course on this side, the road took two sharp S-turns which required
slowing down to about twenty miles per hour. Tony tried to go
faster every time he used the road. His record was about thirty
now.

“Shit, man, I
don’t wanna die tonight,” I said as we approached the first and
worst of the turns.

“Bhuuck!
Bhuck-bhuck-bhuck-bhuck-bhuuuck!” Tony did the chicken noise really
well. He had a lot of practice. Still, he slowed down to about
twenty-five. “Nah...me either. Mom needs to get some new tires on
this thing. It’s not hugging the corners like it should.”

“I noticed.
Almost heard a squeal back there.” The second part of the turn
straightened out past an apple orchard and an old creamery, now a
hippie commune. The second set of turns was not as dangerous, but
Tony could make them feel that way. We were soon through them and
back on Long Harbour Road.

“I gotta get
goin’ home,” Tony said. “I should do that math homework. You finish
it?” He gave me funny look.

“Yeah, I did it on the ferry yest- No! You need to figure
that out for yourself. But thanks for the ride. It’s not that
tough. Just bloody triangles.” Tony gunned the car now to head up
the driveway.

“Whatever. I’ll
figure out as much as I need to.” We had come around the back of
the house and were parked beside the French door. “See ya tomorrow.
Say hi to your sister for me!”

“Shut up!” I
said as he quietly coasted away from the houses. It was 10:30 on a
Sunday night and Monday was Thanksgiving. Fitz was asleep in the
old part of the house but didn’t hear me go by on my way to the
front of the house. Mom and Dad were asleep. I made two pieces of
toast, smeared on peanut butter, squiggled on some ketchup and ate
them while looking for something on TV.
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The next day
was another beautiful one. I wasn’t so lucky with the leaves that
day, though. Dad, Mr. Torrie and another neighbour, Bob Walker were
planning a raking bee and I was included. What was on the ground
took almost all day to rake up, but at least they let me have a
beer with them at lunch. Mom had made a pile of salmon sandwiches
and we had all worked up a great appetite by then.

That night I
did a little homework, watched some TV and was pretty bored by ten
o’clock, but not tired. I decided to go for a jog to the ferry
terminal and back, perhaps stop and talk to Oscar. Oscar was a
security guard at the terminal who I had gotten to know. About a
month previous, I jogged past the ferry terminal and up the hill to
Scott Point and headed back. Coming back down the hill to the
terminal, I slipped on gravel and traveled about five feet on my
knees and elbows before doing a near-perfect lip stand. Oscar saw
it all from his look-out room on the second floor of the terminal
building and came to me as fast as his seventy-five-year-old feet
would allow him.

“You alright,
son? Was a pretty mean tumble you took there.”

I think I just
groaned at first. I knew who Oscar was but I had never talked to
him. “Yeah, I’m OK. Knee stings a little.”

“Come over to
the office. I got a first aid kit there. Let’s see what’s in it.
Never had to open it b’fore. You can walk, can’t ya?”

I took a few
steps. “Yeah, it’s not too bad, really.” I was scratched up quite a
bit and hurt like hell but I hate to admit to pain. Oscar took me
inside and put some green stuff on the scratches, making them hurt
even more. There wasn’t much bleeding, but he bandaged me up quite
liberally. If he was in the army like most Commissionaires, I'd
hoped he hadn’t been a medic.

“You better
just rest here a bit. I doubt if you’ll feel like runnin’ and I
can’t leave my post to give you a ride home, either. You live just
down the Old road, don’t you? I’ve seen you runnin’ past here a few
times.”

“Yeah, it’s
about a mile and a half from here. I’ll be able to walk. Thanks
alot for your help.” I tried to stand and got a shot of pain from
my right knee. It must have showed on my face.

“Just sit and
rest some more, there, son. You wanna call your parents to pick you
up? You can use the office phone. No charge.”

“No, thanks.
I’ll be okay. They’re probably asleep by now, anyway. Maybe I’ll
just sit here a little while longer.”

“That’d be just
fine, son. Always glad to have a little company. You like a glass
of water?” He went to the sink and filled a glass and handed it to
me, then reached for his coffee cup and took a sip. “Engineer on
the boat tonight is an ornery young cuss and don’t come to have a
sit with me. New to the island. Maybe he just sleeps all night and
lets the oiler do all the work. I don’t know, but I never see them
‘til their relief gets here at five. Other shifts are friendlier,
though. You’re a friend of Tony’s aren’t you?”

“Yeah, he works
for you, right?” We both knew the answers to our questions, but
asked them anyway, to be polite. Tony lived next door to Oscar. He
did yard work and odd-jobs that Oscar couldn’t handle himself.

“Yep. Tony’s a
good kid. I guess if you’re his friend, you’re probably alright,
too. What’s your name?”

“Mark
Green.”

“Well, Mark,
I’m pleased to make your acquaintance.” He held out his big black
hand and as he turned it over, I was surprised to see how white his
palm was. I think it was whiter than mine. I’d never really noticed
this on any other black people that I knew, which weren’t many, but
this still struck me as odd. I read somewhere later that there is
almost no pigment in palms of hands or bottoms of feet.

As we shook
hands, he let out a big smile and loosened his grip only after I
smiled back for about five seconds. That was pretty easy to do, as
his big, toothy smile was infectious. Then he started talking. He
went from bandages to his family so smoothly, you’d swear his words
were greased. He talked about his grandparents and how they had
bought their own freedom from their master somewhere in the
southern states and made their way to California during the Gold
Rush; how that didn’t pan out and made their way north, stopping
first in Oregon, then sailing to Victoria in the mid 1850’s before
finally ending up on Admiral’s, being some of the first settlers to
the Island.

I just sat and
listened. He could tell a great story, but he had some great
material to work with. As he talked, he touched. He would lay his
big white palm on my shoulder or knee, sometimes looking at my
wounds as he did. It wasn’t offensive nor even uncomfortable. His
deep voice and slow speech were pacifying. The sparkle in his eyes
made him look as excited as a little kid on Christmas Eve. That
mellow excitement was as contagious as his smile.

After they were
free, his grandparents weren’t exactly on easy street. There was
still a lot of racism, imported from all over the states, even in
the liberal west. Pro-slavery talk in California was why they
finally left there. They traveled with four small kids, all under
10 years old. People would rip them off, often charging double the
going rate that a white person would have to pay for things. But
when they got to the British Colony of Vancouver Island, they found
very little racism. They were allowed a settlement on Admiral’s
equal to any white man’s. They could claim any land yet unused and
buy it for $1.25 an acre when the government put it on the market.
They carved out a living, first selling wood for fuel, then slowly
building up a sheep farm, while planting an apple and pear orchard
for the future. As they built, they purchased his
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