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Chapter 1 
Back Seat Driver

			Hell’s Gate, British Columbia, Canada

			Wednesday July 27, 2022

			Hallee

			I think my panic would have been more acute without the hypnotic rhythmic motion of tires thrumming the highway. I was dead sure my eyes were open and yet, I could not see. Terrified even to ask myself in silence, I asked nonetheless: Was I blind or just emerging from some dark, propulsive nightmare?

			My nose itched and I could have used a good scratch, but my hands wouldn’t do what I asked them to—they couldn’t move. I was pretty sure I had been asleep. If I’m honest, as I became more fully awake, more alert, the original dozy bewilderment of my earliest consciousness was caving from the onslaught of adrenaline, of fear.

			I was fighting hard for basic comprehension. It occurred to me that my nose was itching because something, some cloth or hat, was covering my face. I struggled to draw a breath, and, speaking of that, I could smell my breath and was not impressed. The cloth was also rubbing against my ears. OMG! I was hooded!

			That encroaching fear I referred to earlier had become full-on incandescent fright. I tried unsuccessfully to work my hands loose. I didn’t waste my energy on that exercise for long because I recognized the cold, hard plastic feel of zip ties digging into my wrists. Although my area of expertise was civil rights, not criminal law, I knew it was not in my favour that I was bound by zip ties versus rope or rags, or whatever had come…well, to hand—pun unavoidable.

			My mind raced with unwelcomed images, whether from my time spent in a courtroom or from watching Law and Order reruns, I couldn’t be sure. Four hundred and twenty pound tensile strength nylon. Some of the manufacturer’s features included but were not limited to the following: double-tooth-in-lock for extra strength, pre-set for instant submission and, of course, they met the standards for law enforcement and military apprehension applications. It was not encouraging.

			Whenever it was that I had been apprehended, one thing I was sure of: I had not been formally read any charges. In other words, unlike many Hollywood movie victims, I truly and sincerely had no idea on earth what this was all about.

			I’d have complained loudly, profusely even, but my mouth didn’t function any better than my eyes or my hands. Fact was, my jaw and throat were about the sorest parts of me. I wanted to spit almost as much as I needed to scratch, uncomely though they were, but I couldn’t move my tongue or close my lips.

			I was gradually regaining cognition but new hope did not arrive with it. Instead, as my mental faculties sharpened, I could more clearly sense how much trouble I was in, only to have this confirmed by two unfamiliar, gruff voices and a very disturbing exchange.

			“We shoulda just stuck to their plan. Just taken care of her at the Pow Wow. Shit, now we gotta babysit her for two days. And, besides, we don’t want no truck with that outfit. Did you see all that gear they had? I’m bettin’ those two fancy SUVs are bulletproof. Those guys were pros, and they were loaded for bear!”

			“Yeah, but there are a lot of things that coulda gone wrong,” came the reply. “Like, no way to be sure we would find the right conditions to get to her…fulfill the contract, if you know what I’m sayin’. Now we got ourselves a guarantee! Ten grand each for three days work…”

			I stiffened with fear, and my breath halted as if in opposition to their goals. But almost immediately, I had to let it out and suck in a clean one, clean, in this case, a distinctly relative term.

			“You sure she’s okay back there, Joey? Still breathing, right?”

			“Still breathing,” someone named Joey answered. Someone riding shotgun?

			Thankfully, Joey’s affirmative response appeared to please the speaker. At least he didn’t suggest that Joey should, in any way, redress the situation, which would obviously have been to my profound detriment. I was grateful they wanted me to keep breathing…so far. Now, I knew that I had company. Or, should I say, they had company in the form of an anxious, disoriented, and most reluctant guest.

			I worked my chin to see if I could loosen and maybe discard my recently acquired headdress. A minute or two later, after bobbing my best impression of the famous plastic “drinking bird,” I managed to ease it off and appraised the guilty, black garment now nestled in my lap. The glare of sunlight was welcome and comforting, but I strained at first to get a good look at my “caretakers.”

			My chauffeur had caught my misdeed in the rearview mirror, and he wasn’t pleased. “You stupid Canadian pinko skank! Don’t you watch the movies? Or forget the movies…don’t you watch the news? You musta saw our operation and how we dealt with all those old commies in the streets of Ottawa a few months back.

			“Anyways, when the opposing forces, in this case superior forces, blindfold you, there’s a freaking reason for it. It’s kinda protection for both parties, moron.”

			I admit he had a valid point about being compromised as a witness. But it’s not like I was sitting in the contemplative comfort of a courtroom, ruminating hypotheticals and strategizing my options. I was literally and figuratively “in the dark.” I desperately needed to see what the hell was going on. Where was I? Why would something like this be happening to me? And, I thought also…Canadian…pinko skank? Also, hadn’t I detected a bit of southern drawl? So…American?

			My jaw was truly aching now, but I managed a “mmph” through my gag. My response, unintelligible in any of the world’s 7,000 languages, just provoked a sarcastic smirk from my chauffeur. Joey turned around, reached back, and, dismissive of any social grace or etiquette, roughly hoiked the gag from my mouth. I’d be surprised if I wasn’t missing some teeth and I had the poor judgement to voice this concern against hindsight’s better discretion.

			It was a massive relief having the gag removed, but I should have better economized my words, as I was about to discover. My query about what they wanted with me and my sincere, yet apparently naive, claim to be an absolute nobody…let alone someone worthy of a ransom, was met with a warning to “shut it” unless I wanted to be muzzled again and returned to the darkness of the hood.

			There was quiet for a few minutes. Outside the vehicle’s window, dense forest scrolled by in a misty blur. We were reaching altitude in poor conditions, and I had seen several Wildlife Crossing signs the last mile or two. Then we passed a different one.

			“Hey, you’d better slow down. That sign says we’re in a wildlife corridor,” I dared to say.

			“I warned you. Keep running your mouth, and we will gag and bag you again, shitwit… I been driving since I was eleven…don’t need no two red cents from some stupid commie squaw,” the driver said. He reached for a crumpled pack of cigarettes off the dash, stuck one in his mouth, then hunted futilely for a lighter in the console beside him, taking his eyes off the road.

			“You guys don’t seem to know this area. You cannot speed like this here. There are always elk or mountain sheep or whatever on this stretch of road… Maybe where y’all come from, the signs back there warn of the possibility…but up here they mean almost certainty.”

			“Shut your gob, or I’m gonna shut it for ya.” This was more instructive counsel from Joey, alias “shotgun” man.

			“You guys don’t even have seat belts on…”

			Mid-sentence, Joey struck out with a flashlight and bashed me in the forehead from the front seat. Bright sparkles rimmed my vision for a few seconds. I was actually seeing stars. That really bloody hurts, I thought, but I wasn’t about to give them the satisfaction of my complaint. I only managed to squeak out, “Just sayin’.” And I logged something I hoped to share as a witness someday. Joey was wearing a MAGA hat, camouflage style, replete with a small American flag at the back. So, definitely American.

			Then, adding to my just rewards, Joey reached back and rudely refitted me with the disgusting and, apparently reusable, gob-soaked gag. I mentally chastised myself, berating me and my big mouth, as Joey fumbled with the hood one-handedly, trying to manoeuvre it over my head. But something looming ominously on the road ahead caught my attention, and my eyes must have widened because Joey yelled just a second after he managed to get me hooded.

			“Jesus! Bubba, look out,” he screamed!

			“Shit!”

			Too late! As he ripped around the curve with way too much speed and even more arrogance, Mr. I Been Driving Since I Was Eleven, whom I can now identify quaintly as Bubba, lost control of the vehicle. The car pitched to the left, and I heard something ping against the windshield—I guessed by the sharp clank it was the fugitive lighter. In the fray, my head was clouted against the door, and the ridiculous notion flashed across my brain that I wished I’d said moose, not elk or sheep, because glaring straight at us was a giant, majestic bull moose! I had only seen it for moments before Joey had refit me with my headdress, but I knew what I’d seen!

			It had to be seven feet tall at the shoulders and probably weighed something like 1200 pounds. The menacing rack of antlers he aimed at us was six feet across.

			But more importantly, and unluckily for us, the Canadian moose was not influenced by the subtle nuance of intimidation. It had nothing in common with the frail and innocent elderly citizens of Ottawa that these bully boys claimed to have savagely beaten a few months back during the so-called “freedom convoy.”

			Anyways, for obvious reasons, I was deprived of the opportunity to show off my droll wit and sarcasm.

			The SUV swerved first left, then right and exploded through the guard rail and down the ravine, discordant screeches perfusing all space and time inside the vehicle. The sound outside would have been barely audible and only to somebody within close range, so relatively insignificant we were in the vast open space of the British Columbia wilderness.

			I experienced both the breathtaking phenomenon of weightlessness and abject terror. Unlike the world outside, I did hear the screams, one of them expressing my own distinct signature. Heart-searing fear gripped me before I registered the sound of twisting metal and shattering glass, and everything came to an abrupt stop. Then…nothing…total darkness, absolute silence…silence paradoxically so blare-booming and mind-clangingly “loud” as to freeze my very mind from any cognizance whatever…of…being.

			***

			Donny Joseph and Derrick Garragan were on their way back to their day camp when they witnessed a spectacular silver flash, which they came to realize was a shimmering vehicle tumbling down the mountainside. They were experienced woodsmen and had witnessed many forms of adversity in these wilds and some pretty cool, sometimes rare, natural phenomena. But this was anything but natural.

			Yes, even for them, seeing a shiny new silver vehicle come free-falling down the mountainside one hundred feet or more was a first. And something (or someone) had shot from the car a good deal farther down than that…probably another six or seven-hundred-foot drop. If human, the odds of survival were slim to none.

			There would be precious few souls to lament the fact or send condolences, but that particular piece of detritus was the mangled and indisputably dead body of Joseph James (Joey) Dell, originally, though not recently, of Philadelphia, PA, USA.

			His friend and literal partner in crime was impaled rather savagely on a fine, three-inch-round spear of Douglas fir, one of Canada’s long-standing and most esteemed exports. It wasn’t more than twenty-five or thirty feet from the now less gleaming, silver Porsche Cayenne that had been improbably hung up in a twisted stand of lodgepole pines, which seemed to grow straight out of the rock face of the mountain. No doubt this fine automobile would now be in pieces had the speed of its descent not been scrubbed considerably by the sticky, adhesive effect of some splendid big sagebrush.

			The list of volunteers eager to kindly edify in eulogy the soon-to-expire Timothy Booth (Bubba) Arnold would be a very short list indeed, the unfortunate candidate more accurately represented as the selector of the proverbial short straw. Mr. Bubba Arnold was from Fort Union, VA, USA and had been home to visit his momma as recently as August 2017.

			He bragged recently to Joey that he was one of the leaders of the Charlottesville Unite the Right deal. Joey may have had his doubts about that claim, but he couldn’t deny Bubba’s latest boast. Joey had been along for the ride as they got a little violence and mayhem in against the “radical left,” first in Coutts, Alberta, in early February, and then in Ottawa a couple of weeks after that, during the so-called “freedom convoy.”

			It would have been unkindly obvious to Mr. Arnold that the cruel, jagged shard of fir, which entered through the middle of his back, narrowly missing his heart, was sticking out, not only enough to hang a hat on but probably enough to support a fine western saddle. Indeed, the snug fit of his injurious impalement was the only reason “Bubba” hadn’t yet completely bled out. “This one’s not long for this world…poor bugger.”

			“Maybe so,” said Derrick, “but might have been kinder to keep that to ourselves.”

			“Yeah, I guess…just sayin’,” acknowledged Donny.

			He thought Mr. Arnold might have been trying to tell him something, but he got no more sound out of him than he did from that six-pound rainbow he’d pulled out of the river that very morning. He put his ear up to Bubba’s mouth and gave it a few moments, but the only movement discernible was an ironic fish-like gawping of Mr Arnold’s lips, confirming what he’d suspected. He had about the same prospects of a conversation with this fellow as he did with Mr. Trout.

			“I think there’s someone still inside,” said Derrick. “Shit…you hear that? Better go have a look.”

			They made their way to the vehicle. Incredibly, the rear windshield was still intact, but this vehicle was now truly a convertible…No top, no other glass, and missing both front doors. Donny wondered, cynically, whether the two men had used the former doors or the windshield to make their ignominious exits from the vehicle. Either way, he shook his head and muttered to Derrick, “Dumbasses sure as heck weren’t wearin’ no seatbelts.”

			Their initial viewing revealed, to their shock, a third person occupied the driver’s side back seat. The friends looked across at each other as the hits just kept on coming…for this person had his hands seemingly tied behind his back and a black cloth bag covering his head.

			“Uh, hey,” tried Derrick. “You okay? Can you hear us?”

			First, there was just a soft groan. Derrick reached cautiously and removed the bag. As if there hadn’t been surprises enough, the two men were dumbstruck to discover…it was a girl! Or, at least, a young woman. Come to that, a very striking young woman, the bloodied right side of her forehead and a mouthful of old sock notwithstanding.

			Derrick gently relieved her of the disgusting, slobbered gag.

			She appeared as someone just waking up in the hospital and asking, “Where am I?” In fact, she croaked out a weak and bewildered, “What the hell…?” and that was the sum total of energy she had at her disposal then.

			Donny responded, “I’m afraid I have bad news about your friends. One might have been thrown all the way down there to the river and on to Hell’s Gate. Nobody’s ever made it through alive while enduring an “out of boat experience.” One way or the other, he’s gone. And your other friend’s right over there… Ain’t no doctor or nothin’, but I reckon he’s got a few minutes at best.”

			Derrick said, “Donny and I better try to get you outta there as long as you think you’re up to it… Can’t see any damage…no blood to speak of except that nasty gash on your forehead, but if something really hurts when we try to move you, it’s important to let us know right away. Might mean we gotta go for some help…like real medical help.”

			Derrick tugged at her seatbelt but couldn’t get it undone.

			“Donny, I’m gonna cut this seatbelt…you just try to secure Miss… Hey, what’s your name, if I might be so bold?”

			“Hallee,” she responded in a bare whisper.

			“Hallee, I’m Derrick and this here’s Donny. You just hold tight, say a prayer if you’re so inclined, and we’re gonna see if we can get you out… Maybe there’s still time to say goodbye to your friend before he, uh…takes his leave.” Immediately after uttering those words, Derrick regretted it, feeling a little foolish, but it was not the time for self-recriminations.

			“Not my friends…”

			“No, I guess we don’t need a psychologist to tell us your relationship seemed to be lacking some of the ‘finer-newannssed’ qualities of mutual trust and respect,” offered Donny, hoping his tone came across as playful sarcasm.

			Derrick cut the belt, and Hallee struggled to push it away from her body. It wasn’t easy for her to manoeuvre herself out of the seat without the aid of her arms. It may have appeared like she was reluctant, maybe even fearful of their motives.

			Then, the realization dawned on her. They had forgotten her arms were pinned behind her. With a chin motion and a flick of her head, she gestured as she turned her body, revealing her bonds. “Could one of you do me the honour?”

			Even with Derrick’s custom hunting knife, it took considerable effort in the cramped quarters for him to safely saw through the Flex Cuffs.

			“Thanks,” Hallee breathed. She brought her arms forward and rubbed her wrists. “God, my arms ache. I doubt these marks on my wrists will ever go away.” She unsteadily exited the mangled vehicle, stood and stretched with a look of relief on her face. Then she sort of crumpled for a moment, shifting her weight to address her instability. “Whoa. I’m going to need a minute to regain my equilibrium.”

			Derrick could sense her discomfort. “Sure…take a couple of minutes. Then we have to get moving. There’s weather coming in fast, and if the rain comes hard, it’ll make our hike a difficult slog. We have an ATV not far from here that we use to get back to our truck a couple of miles up the highway. Better to make this short hike now than walking two or three miles once up top.”

			The young lady was resting against a boulder, trying to gather herself. “ID,” she managed to squeak out.

			“Say what?” asked Donny.

			“ID,” she repeated.

			An absolutely incredulous Donny Joseph retorted, “You want us to show ID? We just saved your ass…and you want our ID?”

			“My…‘friends,’” she croaked in a rasping whisper, hoping her ironic riposte might repair her credibility with the inimitable Mr. Donny, “need to get their ID before we go.”

			She was rewarded with a grudging but appreciative grunt. “Oh…uh, good idea.”

			Suppressing his misgivings as best he could, Derrick approached the unfortunate Mr. Limousine Driver and went through his pockets, retrieving a wallet.

			“Hey, can I ask what time it is?” Hallee asked.

			Derrick checked his watch. “It’s just a little after three-thirty.”

			“Whoa, that’s about three hours of my life I’m not going to get back.” Hallee considered that, along with everything else, slowly shaking her head, unable to find any answers.

			Donny withdrew a plastic card holder containing the vehicle insurance and registration from the glove compartment. Then he took out a big leather pouch and opened it, discovering six identical, brand-new cell phones. Suddenly, he froze, his attention riveted on the only thing left in the glove box—an ominous-looking, black Glock 19, Gen 3, 9mm handgun.

			“Houston, we have a problem,” he announced, and Derrick came around to join him.

			“Damn!” exclaimed Derrick.

			Donny asked, “Ms. Hallee, do you suppose we could borrow that fine black headdress you were modelling for us just a few minutes ago?”

			Hallee motioned it was still in the back seat, and Derrick retrieved it for Donny.

			Donny, careful to preserve any prints on the firearm’s grip, hefted the gun out by the barrel. He sidled away from the vehicle, removed the cartridge from the chamber, and ejected the magazine. Then he presented the unloaded weapon for their viewing, dangling upside down from a pen he’d inserted through the trigger guard.

			***

			Hallee

			I hadn’t had the chance nor the strength to thank them yet for their heroism, and already I was gaining a measure of respect and maybe even a new fondness for the insubordinate Donny Joseph, now believing there might be more to this wise-cracking sidekick than had originally met my eye.

			Somewhat distracted by my deep relief, I was oblivious to the worsening weather. My body felt almost supercharged. I had, in the same few breaths, survived the harrowing terror of plummeting pell-mell ten or fifteen stories down the side of a mountain and then escaping the potentially lethal threat of being kidnapped.

			I would be the first to admit I’d never been convinced there was a Creator up above, in charge, so to speak, but if there was, they could rest assured I would not be asking any special favours for some time to come.

			The all-terrain type vehicle my rescuers had alluded to as being “not far from here” was half a mile away, and we three were literally traversing the side of a mountain. But those men weren’t going to hear any whining or snivelling from me.

			I was getting some circulation back in my hands, and for me, the breathtaking scenery could not be dimmed by rain. The splendour of the beautiful mountain and canyon vistas was an absolute delight to my eyes, which had recently been denied the exquisite privilege of sight. Ominous, dark clouds, wind, and now the rain lashing sideways… Bring it on, I thought!

			Guess you had to be there…earlier.

			I had a guide on point and one behind, and I was thankful to have “fallen” into the hands I did, kind and compassionate but also smart and resourceful. Other than one or the other checking in on me every few minutes, conversation was kept to a minimum. After a few short breaks to catch my breath, we made it to the vehicle. Donny kindly offered me the shotgun seat, and after we got strapped in, we began the slow, meandering ascent back up towards the main highway.

			I was sure their curiosity was piqued by two things. The first I could help them with: Who the heck was I? But the second: Why would anybody want to take me? I’d have a better chance of beating good Will Hunting to the blackboard with the solution to the linear algebra problem.

			The lawyer in me had systematically run through the short list of adversaries I’d encountered thus far in the courtroom, but I found it difficult to give this serious consideration because I did not practice criminal law or family law where it would be more typical to have developed an enemy or two. I was completely perplexed.

			Like, what in Hell’s Gate’s creation was that?

			***

			This time, I declined Donny’s offer to sit shotgun, but we were safely ensconced in Derrick’s truck, the ATV loaded. We now had the scenic Fraser River on our left and sheer cliffs and mountains for miles and miles on our right. We were heading north, towards Cache Creek, where we would take the Trans-Canada Highway east to Kamloops. I would probably never know for sure where my abductors had been intending to take me. If it had been Vancouver, the largest city in Western Canada by far and a good place to seek anonymity, they hadn’t chosen the most direct route.

			Vancouver might be my hometown, but, I thought, it would be safe to say, considering my subordinate status, hogtied and hooded in their back seat…not back to home sweet home.

			There was just nothing remotely comprehensible about any of this. I was still completely at a loss, and I found I was repeating to myself silently, thank you…thank you…thank you.

			Then it dawned on me that it was time to say thank you out loud and to two people I knew would hear me and probably appreciate it.

			I more fully introduced myself, comforted that my new guides, having expedited my rescue and shown nothing but kindness and consideration, were people I could trust implicitly.

			“My name is Hallee Landry. I am Tsawwassen First Nations, a lawyer. I practice Aboriginal law in Vancouver, and I was in Kamloops to meet with various leaders of Tk’emlups te Secwepe’mc and others when I was…taken. It sounds just…surreal, even saying that! Anyways, I don’t know how I can ever thank you enough for everything you have done. You saved my life!”

			I could see just enough of Donny’s face to know he was pretty pleased with himself, hearing this acknowledged formally.

			He was first on the draw, asking what all of us, me especially, were keen to know.

			“What are you, Haley…some millionaire’s kid or something…heir to some big fortune?”

			“It’s Hallee. As in, rhymes with Sally. And, no, I am no rich kid. And I am not related to any millionaires, diplomats, or celebrities. I was thinking about that on our fascinating little nature hike, and the only logical conclusion is that this is a case of mistaken identity. I am not anybody. I mean, I’m not somebody noteworthy…honestly!”

			Derrick inquired, “There must be somebody you’d like to call. Somebody is sure to be missing you, right?”

			“Well, other than the police…” I let that hang in the air a moment.

			My two rescuers exchanged a quick glance but apparently were not immediately inclined toward this obvious option. And so, I continued.

			“There is nobody at home. I live in West Van…Vancouver, by myself and I am not in constant communication with anyone who’d be expecting to hear from me. My colleagues and friends know I’ll be away until Monday. But in Kamloops, yes, people would have known almost immediately something had happened. My first appointment was supposed to be with someone named Sister Valerie O’Connor. If you could reach someone at the band office? I should let them know I am okay.”

			As Donny was doing a Google search for the number of the band office, I took the opportunity to explain what little I knew. “I was waiting outside my motel for someone to pick me up at one p.m. and take me to my appointment. I remember just taking a stroll, wondering if I could see the river from there or any wildlife. I wasn’t more than twenty yards from the little office, and that’s the last thing I remember until I woke up in that vehicle.”

			Donny had now reached the band office, but the Chief was not there at the moment so Donny left his number.

			His phone rang less than a minute later, and he was, apparently, being given some instructions.

			One might have figured from my brief chauffeured ride in the Porsche with Joey and Bubba, Mr. Limousine Driver, that I am not the “wallflower” type. I asked them straight up.

			“Guys, I am extremely grateful for all you have done—are doing—for me. I mean, honestly, I am. But, being as it was me that was ‘taken,’ as it were…I think ‘gagged and bagged’ was the term my caretakers used, would it be too much to ask to have these calls on speaker?”

			Donnie was just hanging up as I delivered my request.

			“You’re right…sorry,” said Derrick. “We should have been more considerate.”

			“Well, good news is…,” Donny said, “we have a destination. The Chief says she is aware you were to meet with this Sister Valerie? Some kind of nun or something, is she?” He only made a cursory over-shoulder check for confirmation but didn’t wait on it.

			“Anyways, the Sister is waiting at a friend’s, frightened to death at what happened but ‘grateful beyond God,’ to quote the Chief’s exact words, that you are safe.”

			“Hallee…I hear what you’re saying about the police,” said Derrick. “I think you are right. We will have to call them. I’m just thinking, though…what, with our story about a kidnapping, two people dead, and a gun, and a live witness…”

			“And your cool black hat and fancy bracelets,” added Donny.

			Derrick continued, “I’m pretty sure you, being a lawyer and all, would know we would have to be staying there. Like, at the scene of the crime. I don’t know how long it would take to get someone there, but, at first, it would just be a local ‘yokel’ kind of guy. And we wouldn’t be going anywhere anytime soon under those circumstances, am I right? I mean, we would be taken to police headquarters, I don’t even know where, and we’d be their guests overnight, at a minimum, but possibly much longer. I promise we will call it in, but I think an anonymous call would be best once we get back to civilization. Maybe we use one of those fancy phones.”

			I had to admit Derrick was making sense. And I had no desire to spend the next few days in any kind of police “custody,” whether as a suspect or a victim. I decided to roll with it for now.

			I wanted to learn what I could, so I changed the subject a bit. “Do you know the Chief? Do you know any of the people I am supposed to be meeting with?”

			“No,” Donny replied. “But I am Shuswap First Nations, and I live in the Kamloops area. In fact, on Saturday, I’ll be taking my kids to the Pow Wow you mentioned. I mean, I know who the Chief is and all, but I don’t know this Sister Valerie. And ‘Paleface’ here, well… me and my kids are the only people out here he knows.”

			Derrick tried to offer a little reassurance, “Maybe, two or three hours from now, you will learn what in the heck this was all about. I mean, maybe this Sister knows something?”

			I saw him take a quick peek at me in the rearview mirror, possibly wondering if I knew more than I had let on. I didn’t. But his question prompted some curiosity about a line of inquiry, which had not been something I had even contemplated…until now.



	

Chapter 2 
Déjà Vu

			Somewhere on Neskonlith First Nations Land

			Evening

			Hallee, for the second time this interminable day, found herself arrived in the Thompson Valley, warmly welcomed at a modest but cozy home on what she was told was Neskonlith First Nations land.

			Certainly, a case was made for dropping by Emergency at Royal Okanagan Hospital in Kamloops, but considering the bizarre nature of the last five to six hours, the greater danger was the unknown. It was critical to determine whether the proverbial “imminent threat” remained.

			She had little doubt she was safe here, even though the woman who introduced herself as Winona and the man with the kind eyes Winona had introduced as Ethan had never met Derrick or Donny before. After all, she was only here because of the heroism of her current and much-preferred escorts, and she sensed nothing but absolute kindness from her new hosts. As a matter of fact, she read significant emotion in Ethan’s face and wasn’t entirely sure those were not tears she had seen in his warm, brown eyes.

			Having only been there a minute or two, Derrick and Donny made to leave. Hallee overheard them offering Ethan of the kind eyes their solemn word: not a single person outside that room would hear of today’s misadventures.

			Regardless of her relative comfort, Hallee would have preferred that her rescuers remain, but she was beginning to register that something beyond her understanding was going on there, and those decisions were made in her best interest.

			She offered her sincere indebtedness to the two men. “I am so very grateful to you, Derrick and Donny! You literally risked your lives to save mine, and I don’t seem to be able to come up with adequate words to thank you. I hope I will see you both again, and if there is ever anything I can do for you, it would be a privilege. Though, maybe I should qualify that a bit… I am talking in personal terms, not professional!” There were some chuckles at this, and Hallee concluded. “Thank you both ever so much!”

			Once again, Hallee could tell Donny, in particular, was beyond proud and, she thought, not disappointed to have her express her profound gratitude in front of these two nice people, her respected hosts.

			As they departed, the person she’d originally been scheduled to meet arrived. There was a bit of a hubbub just outside the door, with one party leaving and the other arriving, giving Hallee a minute or two for reflection.

			Certainly, Hallee had planned the trip here to attend the Potlatch, the Pow Wow, but it was not for recreational purposes. She came because she knew that many dignitaries, chiefs, board and council leaders would all be gathered here in one place. She intended to find out why her many entreaties, offering her expertise to multiple advocacy groups, even as a volunteer, had all been rejected out of hand. This was one of the most confounding things she had ever encountered in her young life.

			Her very reason for being, her “definite major purpose” in life, was to become an agent of change and fulfillment for her First Nations people. She had not sacrificed over the last seven or eight years just to make money. No. She had given up all the temporary gratifications of a more leisurely life…parties, weekends away, girls’ nights out, etc., for one deep-rooted and compelling reason: her “why.” A fiery passion raged inside her to be a leader who would make a difference. And nothing would keep her from that mission.

			Her new acquaintances were ushering in her appointment now, and Hallee wasn’t totally sure what to expect. But, if she thought this meeting with a nun was mystifying, she had no idea of the bewildering labyrinth into which she was being summoned.

			***

			Hallee

			Sister Valerie was an elderly lady. Ethan and the spirited, matronly woman called Winona, greeted her at the door with warmth and sincere reverence.

			Our new arrival was attired in the most exquisite button-down, ankle-length grey dress. I am certain it was more roaring twenties vintage than our current twenties, yet brilliant in its simple elegance. Her hair was iron and white, attractive and smartly styled to require minimal fuss or ritual. As with “Kind Eyes” earlier, there were the beginnings of tears in her lovely hazel eyes as we forged an improbable yet undeniable connection. It was obvious there were forces about, of which I was the least informed.

			I mean, what was the story with all this emotion on display?

			Winona invited me to take a seat on a smart, floral print fabric couch and Sister Valerie sat at the other end, positioning herself facing me to facilitate some earnest and private dialogue. Ethan took the matching chair, which had seemingly also been arranged to accommodate an intimate discussion. The matron shuffled off to the kitchen, promising tea, coffee, and a little nourishment. It suddenly dawned on me how ravenously hungry I was.

			“Again, my name is Ethan,” began the only male present. He spoke softly in a deep, rich voice, and I sensed he was trying not to startle me.

			“You have met our generous hostess, busying herself in the kitchen, Winona Cardinal. And this lovely lady is Sister Valerie O’Connor. She was once a Sister of the Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate. Maybe you are familiar with that name? If not from before, then because of the recent tragic discoveries of children’s remains both here at the school and elsewhere?”

			“I am familiar, yes, but only because of more recent…uh…revelations.”

			Sister Valerie then took up the reins. “First, let me say, child… Oh, goodness, listen to me. Clearly, you are no child. Forgive me. But let me say how infinitely grateful I am that you are safe…that you are here.” Sister Valerie reached out and touched my knee briefly, then withdrew her hand before continuing.

			“It must have been absolutely terrifying…what happened. We have been so anxious, and though I have been praying non-stop these last hours, I must say it has been a few years since I felt confident I held any sway in that particular court. The truth of it is…nobody saw what happened. The motel owner saw you from the window one moment, then went about her business…and the next moment, she heard tires spinning and looked again to see a vehicle fishtailing away, spitting up gravel as it tore out of the parking lot. She couldn’t even tell if it was a car or a truck; it threw up such a cloud of dust. Consequently, we were powerless to help you. If anybody could have properly identified the vehicle, we may have been able to get help…”

			She hesitated just a moment before saying, “I am sure you will be surprised and somewhat disturbed to hear that we are, in some ways…responsible. We know you are visiting here for more reasons than just the Pow Wow. You want to meet with some of the executives from the advocacy committees. You are probably wondering why, with your credentials, you keep getting the cold shoulder from the Bar Association.

			“And then, when you finally do get a meeting, it is with me, an old ‘nun’ of all things.”

			If this sweet person hadn’t held my attention before, she absolutely did with this pronouncement. Yes, I had been especially perplexed when my offer to volunteer with the CBABC (Canadian Bar Association of British Columbia) was politely but flatly rejected. But never mind that. All this was extremely personal information. More importantly, why did these people have such intimate knowledge of me?

			The kindly Sister continued, “It will further surprise you to learn how much we know of your accomplishments…but you will soon understand how and why.”

			Okay, I thought, now she is literally reading my mind. There was more.

			“We know you graduated from Osgoode Hall Law School near the top of your class. You clerked for the BC Supreme Court, articled with one of the most prestigious law firms in Vancouver and have appeared before provincial and federal labour arbitrators and the BC Human Rights Tribunal.

			“All before the age of thirty! To think you wouldn’t be vigorously pursued, let alone accommodated by any number of the most important advocacy groups…well it could only be explained by someone ‘running interference’ for lack of a better way to put it. We can only hope that over the next few hours and days, you will know, at least, that the interference came with the kindest concern and most sincere intent.”

			Winona quietly placed a tray of steaming coffee cups on a beautiful hand-carved coffee table. After Ethan took one, I did too, forgoing the cream and sugar I would prefer because I could not divert my attention from the conversation. I needed
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