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  for my son, Aaron,

  who cared about it first


  


  PART ONE


  


  ONE


  The instant John opened his eyes he remembered it was the big day, and exhilaration and shock hit him, both at once, sending his insides into a tailspin even before he was fully conscious. But he pushed away the emotions and sat up, a determined grin on his face, even though there was no one to grin at. He was doing it: going away at last with Nate. That was the only thing that mattered.


  He got up quickly, threw some instant coffee into a mug, shaved and showered. As he dressed, foregoing his usual stylish attire for Levis and loafers, he couldn’t help glancing through the window. Crammed into the front drive of his townhouse, squatting like a brute beside his elegant little MG, was the camper he’d rented.


  God, just don’t let Val screw me up again.


  Those words kept drumming in his head as he put his toilet articles into a flight bag. Everything else he needed for the weekend was already packed and stowed in the camper. One thing only remained to be gathered up, and John went through to the living room to get it.


  The package was lying on the couch where he’d tossed it when he came in last night, but before he could get it, his cell phone rang. He decided to ignore it, then realized it might be Val. If his ex-wife had changed her mind about letting their son go on the trip, it would be just like her to wait till the last moment to tell him. So he picked up the phone. “Hello?”


  “Hi there, John. Great news!”


  It wasn’t Val but his agent, Artie Klein. “Hi, Artie,” John said, trepidation replaced by impatience. “What news?”


  “I tried to get you last night, but you were out.” Artie never answered a question directly.


  “What news? Look, Artie—I’m just on my way out the door.”


  “Okay, okay—so listen. You snagged the Laxol account.”


  This news was not “great” as Artie had claimed, but certainly welcome. John’s acting career in Vancouver had been going fine for a number of years, with a lot of good stage parts, a lead in an American-produced TV series and several fat film roles. Were it not for the fact that he was doing so well in this beautiful town—plus the unalterable reality of his son being here—he would seriously have considered the big move to Los Angeles. His career was certainly ready for it. But right now he’d been going through a brief dry spell, so doing the voice-overs for Laxol TV commercials would mean a considerable amount of welcome cash.


  “That is great!” John said sincerely.


  But Artie’s next words turned the whole thing around. “They want you to come in and tape the first half-dozen tracks on Monday.”


  “This Monday?”


  “Sure!”


  “Artie,” John said heavily. “I won’t be in town Monday. You know that.”


  Artie sounded astonished, the way he always did when he was bullshitting. “Are you working? I’d forgotten. Where?”


  “Not working, Artie. I’m taking my son on a holiday. It’s very important. I told you.”


  Now Artie sounded really annoyed. “The agency decided on the Monday session, not me. Put off your holiday, buddy. They need you.”


  “Not as much as I need this time with my kid.”


  “Can’t you postpone it?”


  “I already told you that too. My ex-wife hates my guts and she’s got full custody of Nate. It’s been like busting rock just to get these few days with him and she only did it, I know, because she wants some time alone with her new husband. If I louse things up for her now, I’ll never get the chance to have the boy again. Do you understand what I’m saying, Artie?”


  “Sure. But what I don’t understand, sport, is why it’s so damn important.”


  John gritted his teeth. But Artie’s bewilderment was reasonable enough. After all, John himself scarcely understood the compulsion that had grown lately to develop relations with his growing son. But it was there and it would not be denied.


  “It is important, Artie. Let’s just leave it at that. I’ll be away till next weekend. If Laxol want me, they’ll just have to wait.”


  “I don’t know if they will.”


  “Of course they will, Artie. Don’t mess with me.”


  “And if they won’t?”


  “So be it. I’ll be out a small bundle, and you 15 percent of same. I don’t reckon it’ll kill either of us.”


  “Speak for yourself!” Artie said. Then, in a more conciliatory tone, “Yeah—well, I’d better get on to them.”


  “You do that, Artie. And don’t sweat it. They’ll come around.”


  “Yeah? You’re not all that big a star, you know.”


  John laughed. “So find me some parts to make me one. Come on, Artie, this is Laxol, not Hollywood. Cut me some slack, eh? It’s important.”


  “Yeah, yeah!” Artie said ungracefully. “I’ll let you know how it goes.”


  “Sure. Leave a message on the machine.”


  “You can’t even answer your cell?”


  “I’m not taking it. This is a holiday, man. For a week I’m out of the loop.”


  “Out to lunch, more likely!” Artie said, and hung up.


  John shook his head ruefully. Even for an established actor, turning down work is never easy. But he refused to think of it further. In fact, he’d already pushed the interruption out of his mind as he finally unwrapped the package that he’d bought yesterday: Teddy Ruxpin, a cute talking bear that had been all the rage when John himself was a child.


  Along with a million others, he’d loved that bear. When he’d thought about getting something special for Nate, Teddy had come to mind and, surprisingly, he’d found a modern version still on sale. Examining it now, he was delighted: the fat, bug-eyed little guy was smaller than he remembered, but it talked and moved in much the same way. “Come on, you cute little bastard,” he said. “You and I have work to do.”


  Clutching the stuffed animal like a talisman, John headed downstairs for the camper.


  


  TWO


  Bud hated cities with a passion.


  That had started years ago, when he was an independent trucker driving his own rig. The open road was fine, where the hours drifted by and good money could be made, but cities were clogged and dangerous, eternally frustrating to anyone whose income was a constant battle with the clock. Even with his own trucking business centred in Calgary, Bud managed to avoid that city most of the time. The freight and yard bosses handled the routine stuff while he kept away, managing his other enterprises from the isolation of his ranch.


  At 7:00 am the big motorhome, travelling on the interstate, reached Olympia, Washington. From there 15 headed for Seattle and, finally, Canada, which for 20 years Bud had called home. He didn’t mind driving through Seattle on the freeway, but he had no intention of stopping there.


  Saturday morning traffic was light. By 8:00, with the cruise-control on 55 mph, he could see the sharp outline of Seattle’s Space Needle in the near distance. Bud sat comfortably in the wide driving seat of the vehicle. At 55 he was in good shape. Strenuous activities such as hunting and trekking in the Rocky Mountain wilderness had helped preserve his physique. He had good wind, fine circulation and a solidly healthy heart. Had it not been for his silvery white hair, he might have been a fit man of 40.


  Doubly ironic then that he was almost at the end of his tether.


  By 8:30 the motorhome was well north of the city. A few minutes later, just south of the town of Arlington, he saw the sign for a highway rest area. At the same time his stomach began to grumble. Bud hit the flasher and glided into the exit lane with the effortless ease of the long-time trucker. At the same time he got his first big surprise of the day.


  A hand fell on his shoulder.


  He gave a start. His hands paused momentarily in their swing of the wheel, making the motorhome lurch a little. He recovered quickly—only then looking around at his wife, Mimi.


  The long journey they’d undertaken was supposed to have been a healing holiday. Departing Alberta three weeks previously, they had driven into Montana, then down through Wyoming, Utah and Nevada, finally into California, continuing the huge circle by heading up the Pacific Coast toward home. But during the entire trip, regardless of such scenic wonders as the Rockies, the Grand Canyon and California’s Big Sur coastline, Mimi had done little more than sit listlessly. Then at night, she would take a pill, which knocked her out till around noon next day. Bud didn’t blame her for that: despite the distraction of the trip, the only time she seemed able to find relief from her endless sorrow was in unconsciousness. During the long mornings he’d grown used to thinking of himself as alone, a trucker once more, tooling the endless highways. So when she just appeared like that, without warning, he got quite a shock.


  His second surprise came right on the heels of the first. Mimi laughed. It was the old throaty chuckle he’d loved since the day they’d met. But so long was it since he had heard it that instead of stolen pleasure he felt apprehension. He pulled into the parking area and hurriedly applied the brake.


  “I’m sorry, sweetie,” Mimi said. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”


  He turned in the seat and looked at her, receiving yet another surprise. She was fully dressed.


  Mimi Wetherall, at 42, had the same petite figure she’d possessed as a young woman. Her dark hair, worn long and now pulled back in an old-fashioned ponytail, had only the slightest edging of gray. Her pale features were still girl-smooth, with barely a wrinkle. Only her great, black eyes were old. Centuries of grief, of boundless, awful torment looked out of Mimi’s eyes. It was as if all of the sadness that they both had endured was gathered there, a synthesis of their agony and failure. On the occasions Bud dreamed of his wife, that was all he ever saw these days, those two dark pools of pain.


  Except this morning they weren’t sad at all. Incredibly, they actually succeeded in joining the rest of her face in a real smile.


  After an astonished moment he said, “Are you okay, doll?”


  “Yes, dear, of course. Don’t I look it?”


  Bud couldn’t stop staring. “Yeah, you look great. I mean …”


  She laughed. “What you mean, sweet man, is that you can’t understand what on earth your wife is doing up and dressed at nine in the morning and not looking like a zombie. Is that about it?”


  His heart quivered. She sounded so unbelievably happy—so well! He didn’t know whether to feel delirious or scared shitless. “That’s about the size of it.”


  “And I don’t blame you. I’ve been awful, I know. Just terrible. Here you’ve been spoiling your Mimi rotten, spending a hundred thousand dollars on a motorhome to give her the trip of a lifetime. And all I’ve been doing is sleeping and mooning about you-know-who. What an awful companion for you. But all of that is going to change. Bud, sweetie—I’ve decided.”


  Inevitably, Bud found himself thinking about the incident that had caused his wife’s original breakdown: the tragic death 18 months ago of their only child. Ever since then she’d been numb, impenetrable, sinking ever deeper into depression. Did he dare believe she’d reached some kind of turning point, that she’d finally found some will to get better?


  Well, what the hell? Stranger things had happened, he supposed. Whatever this might mean—a real start on the road to recovery or simply a momentary relief—at least it was a change. And things could hardly be any worse. So, making his voice sound as confident as he could, he said, “Well, that’s just terrific, doll.”


  “You’re not surprised?”


  “Damn, I’m amazed. But who cares? It’s terrific.”


  “You think I can keep it up?”


  He spoke very sincerely. “Listen, doll—you can do anything you want, and I’m happy as a bug! You hear me now?”


  She came across the cabin and kissed him. The kiss was different too, because for the first time in memory she was putting some heart in it. Abruptly Bud was hit by a bolt of happiness, so clean and hard that it forced tears to his eyes.


  Mimi went to the stove and calmly began to put on breakfast. Bud switched to the passenger seat, swiveled it and watched his wife preparing her very first meal in their travelling mansion. After a while she said, almost casually, “Bud—know what? Last night Gabriel came back to me.”


  His heart lurched. The name of their dead child had scarcely been spoken since the day of the horror. Carefully, he said, “What do you mean?”


  She laughed. “Oh, I don’t mean back back. His body wasn’t there, of course. This was a sort of vision, perhaps caused by those new pills. Or maybe it was even a real spirit.”


  Bud stared. “You don’t say!”


  “Bud, don’t look so worried.” Mimi tossed her ponytail back happily. “It doesn’t matter what it was. The only important thing is that Gabriel finally found a way to talk to me.”


  “Really?”


  “Really! Do you want to know what he said?”


  “Er—sure.”


  Mimi flipped some bacon, her expression rapturous. Bud had to admit she looked radiant. Twenty-five again. “Gabriel told me we’re very near the end.”


  “Of what?”


  “Why, darling—of all of our troubles.”


  


  THREE


  They were free.


  Though John could hardly believe it, they’d actually done it. From the Vancouver suburb of Richmond—leaving behind the faceless split-level where he’d picked up Nate—they hit Highway 99 south, then took the Dease Tunnel into Delta. As they emerged he was feeling so good that he started to sing.


  “I’d like to be—down by the sea—in an octopus’s garden in the shade …”


  The ancient Beatles number was Nate’s favourite, and the boy sang along lustily in his piping three-year-old soprano. Glancing across from time to time, John couldn’t help thinking how beautiful the little kid looked; round face, black hair trimmed in a rough page-boy, dark eyes saved from postcard perfection by healthy lines of mischief. When the song was finished Nate wanted it again, and the delights of the octopus’s playground kept them going until the turnoff onto Highway 10.


  John had no idea where they were going on their holiday. In fact, he didn’t care. The likelihood of his actually getting Nate pried free had seemed so remote that he hadn’t dared plan beyond that. The only stipulation he’d made was that this was to be Nate’s special time. Although he loved his son dearly, he had little idea what would turn a three-year-old on. It wasn’t much use asking Nate, since his imagination was limited to living forever at McDonald’s, and a vague idea of visiting “space,” which he believed was the dwelling place of “Transformers.” One of these—a plastic robot that changed by simple manipulation into a space ship—he now clutched tightly in his hand. The new bear was safely stowed in back, as yet unrevealed. John had been in show business long enough to know the value of always keeping something in reserve.


  As to where they were going, John’s options were limited mainly by geography. North beyond Vancouver were the mountains, west the sea. To the south was the border with the US—and Val had flatly refused to allow Nate to be taken out of the country. That left east.


  East was the Fraser Valley, the 150-kilometre trough between the Cascades and the Coast mountains. John had a vague memory of some Disney-like attractions near Hope, at the valley’s eastern end, so he took Highway 10 east to where it joined the Trans-Canada Highway.


  Just before the freeway he stopped at a PetroCan station. He checked the oil, and Nate wanted to be hoisted so he could see in the engine. John topped up the tank, unsurprised to discover that the big Chevy was a real fuel hog. His MG got three times the distance out of a litre of gas; unfortunately a little sports car was no good for a camping holiday.


  Nate wanted to help with the pump. When John explained that it wasn’t practical the little boy began to snivel. “I want to do it, Daddy.”


  John smiled patiently. “When you’re older, kiddo. You’re just not big enough now, okay?”


  “I am big enough,” Nate wailed. “Other Daddy says I’m big enough. He lets me.”


  John felt a rush of peevishness, either at Nate’s unreason or the comparison with his rival in fatherhood. He said brusquely, “Well, you’re with me right now. And I say you’re not quite big enough.”


  “But Daddy …”


  “No!”


  Nate turned away, pouting. John finished the fueling, realizing that he was feeling ridiculously grim. He shook his head. Good grief, this was just a little kid. If he started right off getting mad because the boy acted like the child that he was, they might as well turn around and go home. Okay, this is where it would stop. He dearly wanted this holiday with his son. So, for heaven’s sake, no more anger. Let grimness cease forthwith!


  John went into the gas station, paid with his Visa card and added the price of a candy bar to the bill. When they were both buckled up he produced the candy like a magician. But instead of grabbing it with delight, Nate just looked at it.


  “Well—go ahead!” John said. “It’s for you—because I got mad at you just now when I didn’t mean to. Go on, Nate! Show Dad how quickly you can make it vanish.”


  Nate didn’t make it vanish. He didn’t even take it. “Mum says I can’t have candy.”


  John felt his anger rekindle. That was all he needed, to have damn Val haunting them for a week. “Why?”


  “Because,” Nate quoted parrot-like, “when you eat it, it eats your teeth.”


  This cute axiom on the childish lips sounded so smug that John could have screamed “Oh, come on,” he snapped, “that’s only if you scarf candy all the time. This is a holiday. So take the candy. Go ahead.”


  The little boy just shook his head.


  “Why not? I said it’s okay. Do you believe me?”


  “I guess so.”


  “Then why don’t you want it?”


  “‘Cause Mum says I can’t.”


  “But you’re with me now, and I say it’s okay.” He had a sudden thought. “Or maybe you don’t like candy. That it?”


  “No—I love it!”


  “Then cool, take it!”


  But Nate shook his head, looking so stubborn that John again felt himself getting unreasonably angry again. Goddamn Val. He stuffed the candy bar in his pocket.


  They had just got comfortably on the Trans-Canada Highway when Nate said, “I got to go pee!”


  In all the time they had been stopped at the gas station Nate had not once mentioned the bathroom. Neither had John thought to remind him, but that didn’t stop the anger welling up again. “Christ, Nate—why didn’t you go back at the gas station?”


  “I didn’t have to then.”


  “But now suddenly you do?”


  “Yes!”


  “Well, you can just wait,” John muttered, glowering through the windshield, continuing to drive. Five minutes later, beginning to feel pretty mean, he glanced out of the corner of his eye at his son. Nate was just sitting there, expression unchanged except for the eyes, which were squeezed closed. Down either cheek was a thin wet line.


  “Oh, man!”


  Hurriedly John pulled off the road. He leaned across, undid Nate’s seat belt and opened his door. Beyond the hard shoulder and grass verge some bushes led into a stand of Douglas firs.


  “Okay—off you go. Go have your pee.”


  Without a word Nate climbed down from the camper, trotted across the verge and disappeared into the bushes.


  John sat, cursing himself silently. This was just stupid. He loved his son, hadn’t come on this trip to fight with him. When the little boy came back he’d apologize and they’d be on their way. And no more of this petty nonsense.


  He was still thinking this when he began to realize that Nate had been gone rather a long time.


  “Nate!” he called, though the open door. But there was no reply, nor any sign of the child returning.


  John got out of the camper and walked across to where his son had moved out of sight. Beyond the line of bushes the firs had crowded out all other growth. Underneath, the needle-covered ground was open and quite empty.


  Nate had vanished.


  


  FOUR


  The Customs officer was a pleasant-looking older man. He came across to the window and said cheerfully, “Good afternoon, sir. Are you both Canadian citizens?”


  Bud grinned at the fellow, taking note of his cool, sharp eyes. American born, he still felt a trifle odd answering to another nationality, even after all these years. Not that he wasn’t happy about it. Although Canada might never feel completely like home, it was certainly a gentler place to spend one’s later years, while being rich territory for the tough operator who still dwelt beneath his genial skin. “Yes sir, we are,” Bud replied.


  The officer glanced along the ponderous bulk of the motorhome. “How long have you been out of the country?”


  “Three weeks,” Mimi offered, with a brightness that Bud was still finding astonishing. “My husband bought this great big elephant especially for this trip. Now I feel guilty I couldn’t appreciate it more.”


  The man looked at Mimi more closely. “You had troubles?”


  “Not at all,” Bud said quickly. “My wife hasn’t been feeling well, is all.”


  “But I’m much better now,” Mimi offered.


  “Glad to hear it,” the official said pleasantly. Then, to Bud, “Any more passengers in back?”


  “No, sir.”


  “Any major purchases in the States?”


  “No!”


  “Any liquor or tobacco?”


  “Neither of us smokes. But we’ve got a bar—some beer, a few bottles of liquor. But most of that I brought from home.”


  It was all routine. The officer looked as though he were about to end the interview. He made to step away, then suddenly looked back at Bud and said quietly, “Are you carrying any firearms, sir?”


  Bud was mildly surprised. Once, this would have been a question reserved for Americans. But since 9/11, everyone was so paranoid that even innocent-looking retirees were likely to get the third degree. He understood this but wasn’t about to let it get in his way. The truth was that he did have a gun, a Colt .38 Standard Automatic in a clip directly under the driver’s seat. He’d carried such protection all his years of pushing rigs and never once had he had to haul it out. Installing a gun in the motorhome had been little more than a reflex, a formality. But, probably because of his American background, he also believed that carrying it was his right—and no one else’s business. He was fully aware of the unlikelihood of this rig ever being searched, so when the question came, he looked the guy straight in the eye and shook his head. “No way!”


  “Okay, then. Welcome home, folks,” the Customs officer said with a nod of dismissal.


  “Thanks,” Bud smiled, and drove away. A moment later he felt an urge to do something totally uncharacteristic. He reached under the seat, checking the gun, finger tips lightly brushing the outline of cool steel. But instead of feeling reassured, to his surprise the touch of the weapon made him oddly apprehensive.


  


  FIVE


  Nate!”


  John ran through the trees, up a slope that swiftly grew rugged and broken. This was the only way that his son could have gone without being seen from the road. Surely he couldn’t be far away. Surely no farther than over the little rise up ahead.


  “Nate—where are you?”


  And then, coming over the rise, he saw him. In the middle of an open grassy patch the little boy was sitting, silently crying with big, shoulder-heaving sobs.


  “Oh, man—Nate!” Feeling his gut twist, John strode to the boy and scooped him up, hugging him hard. “I’m sorry,” he whispered into the boy’s neck. “Dad’s sorry. I didn’t mean to make you sad. Honest, kiddo. From now on, any time you have to pee—or do anything—just say it and we’ll do it. That’s a promise. Okay?”


  After a while Nate stopped sobbing. Pretty soon, hand in hand, they walked back to the camper. They got in and as he was being buckled up, Nate looked around and—tears still staining his cheeks—gave his father a radiant grin. The miraculous forgiveness of the very young.


  Now John remembered something that would be just right for this moment. From the back of the camper he hauled out the thing he’d been keeping as a surprise.


  Nate’s eyes grew round. “Teddy Ruxpin,” he squawked.


  “You know this bear?”


  “’Course I know him! He’s on TV. Is—is he for me?”


  Nate’s voice was barely audible, he was so thrilled. From being broken hearted a few minutes back he was in paradise. John found himself amazed; kids were capable of emotional swings that in an adult would be plain crazy. Still, with this toy, his intuition had obviously been spot on: he had once loved Teddy Ruxpin and now, apparently, so did Nate. Maybe this would finally get them going on the right track together.


  They began driving again, heading up the Fraser Valley toward the mountains, where it looked like a summer storm was brewing. Then, quite suddenly, John was struck with a memory: of himself, crying much as Nate had done earlier, and in an automobile … Then he had it. No doubt the association had come because the incident had happened on this very highway.


  A few kilometres farther east, where the valley turned into the precipitous Fraser Canyon, on a route now bypassed by all but tourist traffic, there was an attraction called Hell’s Gate. As a child, on the way to or from holidays, he’d longed to see it, but his father was always in too much of a hurry. Then one year, after much begging, a promise was made to stop on the way home. John still vividly remembered the thrill of anticipation as they’d started down the canyon—and the tire blow-out that had almost sent their car plunging into it. By the time his father, furious and shaking from shock, had put on the spare, an hour had been lost. Reaching Hell’s Gate, oblivious to all pleas, he’d driven right by, and John had spent the rest of the journey home in a fit of seven-year-old pique. The next time the family travelled inland was years later. His father avoided the Fraser Canyon entirely, taking the newly built Coquihalla Highway. To this day, he’d never seen Hell’s Gate.


  Now, spurred by the memory, he glanced across at Nate. “Hey, Nate, when we get up the road a ways, there’s something I think you’d really like to see.”


  Nate’s excited expression was quite absurdly appealing. “What, Daddy? What?”


  John smiled. Taking Nate to Hell’s Gate couldn’t repair the past but maybe, in the boy’s reaction, he could capture for himself some of the old missed wonder. And in doing so he might even manage to draw a little closer to his son.


  “Can’t tell. It’s a surprise,” John said. “But I’ll bet you’re going to like it a whole lot.”


  


  SIX


  Hell’s Gate,” Bud said. “You know, hon, in all my years driving, I never stopped off here.”


  “Let’s do it,” Mimi said happily. “It’s about time I did some real sightseeing,”


  Feeling as he did right now, Bud would have taken his miraculously restored wife anywhere. Giving her a happy nod, he swung into the eastbound parking lot. Then he and Mimi crossed by a pedestrian overpass to the river on the far side.


  It was years since Bud had driven this route and he’d forgotten just how impressive it was. The canyon walls swooped up, rising in places two thousand feet from the river that had chiselled them. There had been heavy rain earlier and, in the strange half-light that followed it, the rocks looked the black and red of half-dried blood. Far above, where the mountaintops vanished into the departing storm, there was a continuous slow-dance of cloud forms, reflecting on the river like giants in some huge mirror. With this scene around them, Bud and Mimi crossed over the walk and descended to the canyon edge, arriving at last at Hell’s Gate itself.


  Bud’s first realization was how appropriate the name was. The “gate” was a chasm through which the Fraser River passed, the whole vast outflow of this slice of the continent tortured into a rift not much wider than two hundred feet. The resulting maelstrom did everything to emulate the monstrous outpourings of hell.


  As they approached nearer they could see that cables had been slung across the canyon and enclosed gondolas moved slowly back and forth, affording tourists a safe journey above the boiling cauldron.


  Bud turned to catch Mimi’s reaction to this wonder and got another of the day’s many surprises. She was looking positively ecstatic. “Are you okay, doll?” he cried above the thunder of the water.


  She laughed. “Okay? Sweetie—I never felt better. This place—it’s wonderful. Magic!” She caught his hand. “Bud—let’s take a ride!”


  They got tickets and waited. Right ahead in the line was a young guy holding a child by the hand, who in turn clutched the paw of a stuffed bear. For some reason the little one looked vaguely familiar.


  His father gave them a swift glance. He was about 30, pleasant looking, with a hesitant smile. Bud grinned, indicating the gondola that was even now swooping in from the chasm to meet them. “Great lookin’ ride.”


  “Yeah. Been wanting to come on it since I was a kid.”


  “Looks like your own kiddy won’t have to wait so long.”


  The guy looked pleased about that. “Right.”


  “Well, enjoy it, Mac.”


  “Thanks. You too!”


  “Yeah!” Bud realized that he’d been chattering like a regular tourist. If anyone had told him 24 hours ago what things would be like today, he wouldn’t have believed it. Glancing at Mimi, he saw that she also was aware of the son of the guy he’d been talking to, the child with the bear. Bud was freshly amazed. Mimi had been hardly able to look at children, especially little boys, since the loss of their own. To see her eyeing this stranger’s offspring with such equilibrium was the best evidence yet that his wife was on the mend. Not wanting her to catch him spying, Bud turned away and examined the little cable car as, with a solid clash of metal, it arrived at the cliff side. The gate opened and the occupants emerged, looking awed. As the gondola refilled, Bud and Mimi were the last to find spaces. Right beside them were the young guy and his boy with the bear. As they sat down, Bud heard the child say, “Where’s the seatbelt, Daddy?”


  Bud laughed—he felt very good. And he saw the dad was chuckling too.


  Mimi also had a smile on her face. She was not looking at the little boy anymore. Just sort of staring into space, looking quietly happy.


  Mimi, happy! It was like some kind of miracle. Jesus, Bud thought, whatever’s happened here, don’t let it go away.


  Beside him the gate swung shut. The gondola began to move out across the abyss.


  


  SEVEN


  Mimi was oblivious to everything around her—everything except the child.


  As the gondola lurched forward, beginning its journey across the raging chasm of Hell’s Gate, one word alone sang in her head.


  Gabriel!


  The moment she had laid eyes on the boy with the bear—the child so like the one who’d been taken that it was astonishing Bud hadn’t recognized him too—she had begun to understand the real significance of her vision. In it Gabriel had talked of an end to their troubles. Did it begin here, with this look-alike infant? If so, she had no idea how that might be. It was a real puzzle. But just being near the little one made her so happy that, for the moment, she was content to drink it in.


  Downward into the canyon on a gentle curve the gondola swooped. Somewhere there was the amplified voice of a guide, listing endless details about the chasm. Far off could be heard tourist chatter and the growing roar of the river but she paid attention to none of this. It was as though an invisible cone surrounded her and the little boy. If only they could be here together like this forever, she thought. If only everyone else could simply disappear and leave them, like a real mother and son, lost in their own private universe; that would be better than anything else she could ever imagine. Of course, that could never be. But just thinking about it made her glow inside. And though she still had no idea what the vision of Gabriel had been trying to communicate, merely being in the presence of his little look-alike made it seem that somehow anything was possible.


  The gondola had reached the other side and started back before Mimi’s good feeling began to go sour. Soon this machine would disgorge them where they’d started. And then the child— the echo-of-Gabriel—would be borne away by his stranger father. And what would become of her lovely new feeling then? If this short time of happiness was all that Gabriel’s visit had meant, it was too much to bear.


  The gondola came to rest. The door opened and they all emerged into sunshine. Directly above, a gap had opened in the shifting cloud-pattern. The asphalt was steaming. The golden light that bathed the gondola and the tourists and even the seething pot of Hell’s Gate was like a sign from heaven.


  But a sign of what? Mimi knew she had to do something now, but she had not the smallest idea what it might be. She fell into step beside the father and child, saying loudly, “My! Wasn’t that exciting? I think I was just about scared to death.”


  The man looked at her amiably enough. “It’s a lot safer than it looks, probably.”


  Mimi gave a little laugh. She still had no ideas, but instinct told her not to show any further interest in the child. “Yes, I suppose it would be. It doesn’t seem so bad now the sun’s shining.”


  “I guess you’re right.”


  They had reached the ramp back to the eastbound parking lot. The man and child took the ramp. As they moved away Gabriel’s twin said loudly, “Daddy, I’m hungry.”


  “Okay, kiddo,” the man replied. “We’ll find you something as soon as we get back to the camper.”


  Mimi took Bud’s arm and they followed the others across the ramp. She appeared to pay no attention, but in fact never let them out of her sight. And the desperation that had been growing was receding again.


  So they had a camper. And they were moving east.


  


  EIGHT


  As soon as they left Hell’s Gate the clouds socked in again. Not long after that a light rain began and John realized he’d better start looking for a place to stop for the night. Unfortunately, in the Fraser Canyon there were few flat spots for campgrounds. After driving 30 kilometres he was still looking. Then, about to give up hope, he saw a cluster of trailers, RVs and tents, down by the river. Some of the RVs even had lights in their windows, and through the drizzle the place looked quite cosy.


  They checked in at the office and were given a site at the far end of the campground, close to the river. John drove down, passing a long line of RVs and—eagerly noted by Nate—a little children’s playground: this place seemed to have everything.


  Finally he reached his spot and parked. As he was getting out, a huge motorhome slid neatly into the space next door. Together they had got the last two places. The inside lights of the motorhome came on and a man got out, tossing them a casual wave. Then after a closer look he wandered across. “Hi there! We must have followed you all the way up the canyon.”


  John recognized the man who had shared their trip across Hell’s Gate. “Oh—hello, again.” He usually felt it difficult to make casual talk with strangers, but this guy from the enormous motorhome seemed very casual and easy, and John felt his usual reticence melting. “Looks like we were pretty lucky to find this place. I was beginning to think I was going to have to drive clear to Cache Creek.”


  “Me too,” the other grinned. “In fact, if my wife hadn’t noticed your turn signal, we might have missed it.” He held out his hand. “Howdy. The name’s Bud Wetherall.”


  “John Quarry,” John said. “And this is my son, Nate.”


  “Hi, Nate,” Bud said, holding his hand out to the boy with a grave smile.


  Nate took the hand, large-eyed but fascinated by this unusual adult civility. “Hello.”


  “And hello to you both,” another voice said cheerfully, and John saw Bud’s companion from Hell’s Gate approaching. Bud Wetherall introduced her as his wife, Mimi. Soon they were all talking easily. Then a small voice interrupted. “Daddy, I’m thirsty!”


  “Now there’s a young fella who knows where it’s at,” Bud laughed, ruffling Nate’s hair. “As a matter of a fact I was just thinking the very same thing. Hows about we all troop inside for a sundowner?”


  “Well, I don’t know …” John began, but already Mimi had gone to Nate.


  She smiled at him kindly. “I believe I’ve got some Coke in the fridge, if your daddy thinks it would be okay.”


  “And I’ve got somethin’ better than that,” Bud added. “Come on in!”


  John smiled. The whole thing was so easy and appealing that he couldn’t think of a reason to refuse. “Well, thanks—you’re very kind.”


  “Bullshit!” Bud said. And when Mimi looked at him sharply he only laughed, then she giggled too. “It’s you who do us the kindness. Come on!”


  When John saw the inside of the motorhome he gasped. He’d never dreamed anything on wheels could be so luxurious. It appeared to be half the size of his townhouse. They entered a large living room, with sofa and easy chairs, merging into the luxurious front cab. Farther back were a dining table, bench seats and a kitchen, complete with refrigerator, stove and microwave


  “God, Bud—it’s fantastic.”


  Bud Wetherall grinned unselfconsciously. In the brighter light John saw that his face, despite the expression of good cheer, was deeply lined. “Thanks, son. In fact, you and your boy are our first guests.”


  Mimi gave Nate his Coke and Bud made the rest of them drinks. Then they settled down. Bud, it turned out, was a semi-retired businessman from southern Alberta, who also owned a trucking company, Bow River Freight Lines of Calgary. They had no family. And this trip was the first vacation they’d had together in 20 years of marriage.


  The details of the Wetheralls’ life, so freely given in the wide-open Alberta fashion, were nothing out of the ordinary, but somehow it was extremely pleasant to be with them. John was hardly aware as his glass was replenished a couple of times and when, a little later, they were both invited to supper he just said thank you, and that was that.


  Nate had followed Mimi to the kitchen area and she sat him at the dining table with his Coke, his bear, paper and pencils. While making supper and listening to the men’s chat, Mimi also was having her own private little conversation with Nate, while helping him with his drawing. She did it all seemingly effortlessly.


  John couldn’t help marvelling at the woman’s energy and imagination. The way she treated Nate was so sweet and natural, it was obvious she would make a terrific mother. It was a little sad that the couple was childless. But whatever the reason, that subject never came up.


  A while later—remembering John’s first awed reaction—Bud insisted on showing off the motorhome from stem to stern. He’d bought it to give his wife a much-needed holiday, he said, and it was a terrific vehicle. They walked down a hall, passing a bathroom and a large closet, finally entering a bedroom that had a huge, queen-sized bed. When they were alone, Bud said, “John, I want to thank you for keeping us company tonight.”


  “Thanks for having us.”


  “No—I mean—my wife, Mimi—she hasn’t been … Look—to tell the truth we used to have a little boy. Looked quite a lot like yours. Not much older than him when he—er—passed.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “Don’t mention to Mimi I told you any of this, okay? She’s taken a real shine to Nate. He’s the first child she’s been able even to look at since we lost our own kiddy. It’s kind of a miracle, seeing her like this. So—as I said—thank you.”


  “But we haven’t done anything.”


  “You have!” Bud said firmly. “Just by being here, that’s what I mean. Now, let’s go back before she wonders what we’ve been jawing about back here.”


  He clapped John on the shoulder with his big, hard hand and guided him in the direction of the kitchen. They arrived to find Nate and Mimi sitting side by side, a hand-drawn picture between them, talking and giggling like two kids. Mimi looked up, flashed a smile and moved back to stir something on the stove.


  For a brief moment John had the odd sensation that, of all the people present, he alone was an intruder.
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