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for Andy, Steph and Dan, 
my original crew



OUR LAST NIGHT IN THE TREEHOUSE began with us running through the dark streets in our costumes, knocking on front doors and flinging open our plastic bags for the backlit strangers with their bowls of brightly wrapped candy. I gawked at each treasure that was dropped in before Fawn sang her thank you! and Calliope shouted hers and I whispered mine and we raced off to the next door. Our sister Fletch and our brother Silv slouched along behind us in their jeans and jean jackets, sharing smokes on the sidewalk through their dime-store skeleton masks.
I’d rarely been to town, and never in the dark. The sky was huge, the mountains distant. Carved pumpkins glowed like beacons outside each front door. Streetlights poured round puddles of light into the woodsmoke-scented night, and in the darkness between them, I grabbed Fawn’s hand.
“Is it like this every night?” I asked.
My second-oldest sister shook her head. “I wish.”
Calliope shouted Rufous, come on! and I let go of Fawn’s sugar-sticky hand to chase after my twin sister, the pavement hard under the thin soles of my sneakers.
Calliope’s angel gown billowed around her, Fawn’s clown mask slipped down over her eyes and the tail on my fox costume swung wildly as we ran from door to door, our steps buoyed by the unfamiliar weightlessness of blending into a crowd of children, of nobody questioning who we were, where we lived, just who exactly was supposed to be taking care of us.
When our bags were heavy and the streets began to empty, the five of us slipped from the edge of town, past the faded welcome sign and the graffitied grain elevator and into the night. I pulled off my fox mask, felt the cool air against my sweaty face. Stretching out into the darkness ahead, the train tracks would lead us home.
Towering cottonwoods loomed alongside the tracks. Their long, bare arms reached out to grab me and Calliope—the littlest brother, the littlest sister—and we skipped even faster to keep up. When we began to shiver and lag during the three-kilometre walk home, Silv let me ride on his back and Fletch let Calliope climb up onto hers. We left the tracks at the hole in the wall and followed the gravel road to the end, then Fawn turned on the flashlight and led the way, swinging her arm back and forth to share the light as she slipped past the “No Camping” sign in the parking lot and onto the cedar-chip pathway that skirted the empty campsites. I leaned into the warmth of Silv’s back, his long hair tickling my face, until the main trail ended and he crouched to let me down.
We followed the worn path that traced the river until we reached the small pebbly beach, then pushed through the shrubby willow and red osier dogwood and walked the deer trail away from the river until we reached the cluster of big cedars. Silv unhooked the ladder from where it was wrapped around a low bough. Fawn climbed up first, opened the treehouse hatch and lit the oil lamp. Fletch held the ladder steady for me, and I climbed up into the warm glow.





One
I WAKE OUTDOORS UNDER A GREY SKY, in the disorienting quiet of an August morning without birdsong. The air is heavy with woodsmoke, the forest clearing around me lightly dusted with ash. A glimmer of red through the trees: the sun cresting the mountains. This cool morning air won’t last, and I need to get moving.
I climb out of my sleeping bag. Both knees crack as I stand, and I walk across the small clearing. My stream of piss languidly pools atop the parched forest floor. Inland temperate rainforest, and not a drop of rain for the past month. No rain, no clouds and no blue sky either—just this featureless wash of smoke from the wildfires to the south, to the west, to the north.
And to the east: the treehouse. In an irrational corner of my mind, it remains exactly as it was back then. Rough walls nailed together from scrap lumber, uneven floorboards scattered with all the worldly belongings of five children. Our worn-in ballcaps and cut-off jean shorts, our pocketknives and fishing tackle and weatherbeaten comic books. A single window, its cracked glass revealing an expanse of forest and the mountains beyond.
I lift my clothes from the larch where I hung them last night, shake off the ash and pull them on. I stuff everything back into my pack, pull on my boots, settle my pack onto my back and tighten the straps. A quick scan of my makeshift campsite, then I head for the old trail that wends generally eastward and will take me up and through and back down the mountains.
The treehouse was built between the trunks of three mature cedars. It was about fifteen feet off the ground, accessed by a rope-and-board ladder we pulled up each night. We slept crowded together in musty secondhand sleeping bags, we ate rainbow trout and marked-down lunch meat and wild berries and day-old donuts. The cedar bark was soft and feathery. The trees’ lower reaches were patched with moss. A chickadee made her nest inside a cavity in one of the trunks; her babies hatched and grew and fledged and flew away. Squirrels called out their staccato alarms whenever any of us came or went from the treehouse. In all those months, they never got used to us.
It was 1979, and just over a hundred kilometres from where I now stand at the western end of this roadless mountain pass. From the warm unfurling of early summer to the first frosts of autumn, five children were cradled in the palm of those towering trees. My fifteen-year-old sister Fletcher, my fourteen-year-old brother Silver, my sister Fawn who turned ten that July. My five-year-old self—a tiny, anxious scrap of a boy—and my slightly taller, infinitely braver twin sister, Calliope.
Through the trees, I can see the Caribou Pass historical trail marker I found last night, just as dusk was falling. This route is unmaintained and contains many hazards, the bullet-scarred sign notes. Travel is not recommended.
Desiccated moss crunches under my boots as I walk through the fringed skirts of the cedars, over a dried-up creek bed and onto the trail.

“We found you in a cookie tin, floating down the river,” Silv said. He was lounging on a blue foam mat in the treehouse. Rain fell heavily, drumming on the swollen particle-board roof, plinking into the empty soup cans we’d set out under the leaks.
“You did not!” I said. Their faces looked serious, but I’d recently begun to grasp the complicated notion that my much older siblings could speak anything but truth. I glanced over at Calliope, but for once she didn’t know any more than I did.
“Okay for real, though,” Fletch said. “I was fishing for rainbows and I hooked you through your shirt collar.”
“I told her to put you back, because you weren’t in season,” Silv said, “but she said the conservation officer could go fuck himself.”
“That’s not what happened!” Fawn said. She paused, thinking, then it all came out in a burst. “What happened is, you flew right into a window and banged your head, and I picked you up and put you in a shoebox and you slept for three whole days. Then you woke up! And you started flapping around, but you didn’t fly away.”
“Okay, but seriously,” Silv said. “You sprouted up in a cluster of morels. We would’ve fried you in butter and had you with eggs, but you didn’t look very, like, appetizing.”
“They’re both full of shit,” Fletch said. Silv threw a pillow at her and she batted it away; a few stray downy feathers drifted down to her feet. “An osprey caught you in the river and she was flying back to her nest to feed you to her babies, but an eagle started chasing her and you slipped out of her talons while she was dodging it. And I ran over while you were falling, and I got there just in time to catch you.” She acted out her role as well as she could in the small space of the treehouse: diving like an outfielder, sliding across the floor on her sleeping bag for the catch.
I watched her performance, tried it on against my loosely formed sense of myself. There I was, falling helplessly toward a messy end, but instead I was caught neatly in my oldest sister’s hands. Turned over and examined like a river stone, slipped into a pocket to take home.
“That’s what happened,” I announced. Fletch retrieved her bottle of pop and lifted it in a toast to the room, then there was a loud clap of thunder and I flinched, and Calliope laughed and hit me with a pillow and then Fawn did too. We didn’t need to be quiet. The storm was so loud, nobody would find us today.
There was too much excitement to keep inside me and I started jumping and Fletch told me to stop because I’d break right through the floor—or even worse, spill somebody’s Dr. Pepper—so I leapt onto my brother and tried to wrestle him to the ground while he pretended to be helpless against my efforts. Fawn and Calliope kept hitting us both with our Salvation Army pillows. Feathers and fluff hung in the air around us. Silv let me knock him right over, and as we fell together he held me up above him so I didn’t hit the ground.

On the trail, the soil is soft and dry under my boots, the scent of cedar and smoke dusting up with each step. A fallen tree blocks the way and I clamber over it, careful of my bad knee. I’m just getting moving again when the day’s first fit of smoke-induced coughing overtakes me, each hacking cough a swipe of sandpaper deep in my chest. Finally it passes, and I wipe my streaming eyes. The waist belt of my pack presses painfully on my bruised hip bones. There’s a shallow gash on my forearm, but its origin escapes me. My ailing brain—that’s another thing altogether.
Just before I stopped driving, I ran from the grocery store to my car in a heavy rain. I got in, dropped the grocery bags onto the passenger seat and started the car, but I couldn’t remember how to turn on the wipers. I stared at the steering wheel and dashboard, their suddenly bewildering protrusions and buttons. I tried mentally backing away from the problem in the hope that muscle memory would do the job automatically, but my hand just hovered, uncertain. I hit a large square button and an indicator light on the dash started flashing; in a sudden panic, I was certain that the light was alerting someone—some distant, judgmental observer who was even now leaping up and rushing toward me. I hit the button again, and the light turned off. I leaned back in my seat, heart racing.
Rain continued to wash the windshield; the world outside was a blur of grey and green. A strong gust shook the car, and a splatter of bright green maple keys hit the glass in front of me. Trying again for the wipers, I pulled a lever at knee level and heard a click as the hood popped open.
I stepped out of the car. Cold rain soaked through my shirt and dampened my scalp through my thinning hair. I lifted the hood and made a quick show of pretending to check the oil, then dropped the hood closed with a too-loud bang and fled back into the car. I wiped the rain from my face and stared at the dash.
I shouldn’t be driving anymore.
The reflexive urge to deny this was so overwhelming that I started hitting and turning every knob and stick until somehow the wipers did turn on and I drove away, both hands sweating on the wheel. A sense of foreboding—tinged with something close to terror—stayed with me as I drove home, parked on the street and walked up the short pathway and into the house. My diligence had failed to prevent this latest lapse. It was no longer going to be enough.
As it became clear that my mind was failing, I’d felt—beneath the panic—a sense of inevitability. My brain had never seemed quite right. But I didn’t realize what was happening, not yet. I’d recently bought my first pair of reading glasses but hadn’t yet grasped that the farsightedness was spilling over, affecting not only my eyes but my memory, as well. Both large, crucial swaths and tiny, vital moments of the close-up past had begun to blur, but somehow I could still see far away, still clearly recall details from decades earlier.
The soft flannel lining of the sleeping bag I shared with Calliope. The dense texture of the potatoes in beef stew eaten cold from the can. Pinched beams of early morning sun, streaming in through the gaps in the treehouse walls.

Even in summer it was cool in the mornings, the roar of the river almost drowned out by the songbird chorus. My older siblings were sitting up in their sleeping bags, passing around a caved-in cereal box and eating Lucky Charms by the handful. Silv offered me the box, but I was waiting for Calliope to wake up. I nudged her with my foot, but she just grumbled and rolled over inside our sleeping bag.
“What would you eat right now, if you could have anything?” Fawn asked.
“Bacon cheeseburger,” Silv said, his mouth full of cereal.
“Literally, an entire ham,” Fletch said.
“I’d have that fancy chocolate cake Gramma brought home from work sometimes,” Fawn said. “The one with cherries and whipped cream.”
“How about some dried-up marshmallows, instead?” Silv passed the box of cereal to Fawn and picked up his guitar. He messed around for a few minutes, tuning it, then started strumming. The sound of his guitar filled the small space of the treehouse. Calliope liked this song and I tried again to wake her, but she just murmured a wordless complaint and scuttled farther down into the sleeping bag. I watched the sharp, poking-out bump on Silv’s throat as he sang, his voice rough and low.
“What about you, Rufe?” he asked after he set the guitar down. “What would you have?”
I thought hard.
“Strawberries!” I said. “I mean, the little teeny-tiny ones, not the big farm ones.”
“Okay, sure,” Fawn said, “but what would you have from before?”
I looked at her blankly. It’d been weeks since we’d found any wild strawberries.
“Like, before before,” she said. She waved her hand around. “Before here.”
“We were always here!” I was pleased they hadn’t been able to trick me this time, but Fawn’s smile was gone. Everyone’s was.
Fletch put the cereal box down. “Rufe. You really don’t remember?”
I was suddenly unsure. I looked away, traced my finger over the small burn-holes on my sleeping bag. When Fletch spoke next, her voice was softer and I looked up to meet her eyes.
“Do you really think we’ve always lived here? Like this?”
“I guess I remember . . . the train,” I said, uncertain. It was a memory that felt choppy, not entirely real: a tremendous roaring clamour, a flash of light in the dark space and a cold wind blowing in. I felt myself trembling and then Fletch was right there, her strong, wiry arms around me. After a moment she pulled back.
“Yeah, that’s how we got here, but what about . . .” She held me at arm’s length, studied my face. “You really don’t remember anything at all, before that?”
I shook my head.
“Rufe . . .” she said. Silv put his hand on her arm, she turned and looked at him, then back at me. “Alright,” she said, finally. “Okay.” Then she opened the trapdoor, flung the ladder out and was gone.
Silv and Fawn exchanged a look I didn’t understand, and Fawn shuffled over to me in her sleeping bag.
“It’s okay,” she said. “We’re all together, and that’s what matters.”
The back of my throat suddenly felt swollen and prickly, and I blinked hard against the welling-up tears.
“My throat hurts,” I said. “I got something . . . stuck in there.”
“It’ll be okay,” Fawn said, touching my neck lightly. “Probably just a fish bone.”
“Probably just, like, a tiny little feather,” Silv said. “You gotta stop eating the chickadees.”
“I didn’t!” I said, but was startled enough to stop crying. I knew he was joking, but at the same time, I felt like maybe I did do it. Like that was something else I’d forgotten.

Now I continue on, past huge mossy stumps and empty huckleberry bushes, with that song Silv used to play stuck in my head. It’s a Pink Floyd classic, but that summer when I was five, I really thought it was his. His song, with its heroes and ghosts. Its hot ashes, and trees. Even years later, when I first heard it on the radio and realized my mistake, I couldn’t help searching in the background for him, for his rough adolescent voice that was never going to stay that way, no matter what happened.
He was nine years older than me and, that summer, I believed he could do anything. Right up to the end, I thought all of them could. Fletch in her black-and-white shirts—Zeppelin, Sabbath—and her faded jeans that used to be Silv’s, her short black hair and dark blue-grey eyes. Silv in his jean jacket with the sleeves cut off over his teenage biceps, his straight black hair cut short in the front and grown long in the back, feathering down onto his shoulders. Fawn with her long yellow hair and round blue eyes, her red windbreaker that came down to her knees and its too-long sleeves that wouldn’t stay rolled up. And Calliope, with her Superman T-shirt and Blue Jays ballcap and patched-knee jeans just like mine; our loose chestnut curls cut roughly short with the scissors on Fletch’s pocketknife, our matching dark eyes always on our older siblings, studying the topography of their every expression. Fletcher, Silver, Fawn, Rufous, Calliope. Same mother, three different fathers. Our clothes carrying the scent of the river we washed them in. All five of us with holes in the heels and the soles and the toes of our sneakers.
Do the separate continents mourn the memory of Pangaea? If they somehow bumped up against each other again, would they remember the time when they were united? Or maybe they didn’t all survive the breakup. Maybe the smallest among them drowned, in the violent wake of the others rushing away.
The sun has cleared the mountains. It hangs in the smoky sky, a crisply defined red ball. A child’s balloon, slipped through careless fingers. Ahead of me, the mountains stretch into the distance, successively fading away into the smoke. A towering western hemlock, set back in the forest, stretches its limbs almost to the edge of the trail. As I pass by, I reach out and brush my fingers companionably over the ends of each bough in turn. Good game, good game, good game.
Still, ash falls from the sky as I walk.





Two
I WAS LOUNGING WITH CALLIOPE in the shallow pool on the edge of the river. The air was warm, the sky as bright blue as Fawn’s eyes. Fletch and Silv were at one of the farms, picking strawberries for money, but me and Calliope still weren’t allowed back there after last time, so Fawn had to stay back too. She sat on the shore nearby, reading her book and keeping half an eye on the two of us in the river. We’d run through the patch of devil’s club again, without even our shirts on this time, and we were striped all over with itchy hives. The cold water numbed the painful hives, but it wasn’t long before we were cold and shivery.
“Hey, your lips are turning blue! Come out for a bit.” Fawn waded in and pulled us to our feet.
We clambered up onto a sun-warmed rock and she wrapped us in a thin, scratchy towel. A dipper didn’t like us being up there and flew away, low over the water, calling out to all its brothers and sisters. Soon we warmed up enough to trail our toes in the water, attracting minnows that nibbled ticklishly at our calloused feet.
“Do you remember that time we drownded? When we were four?” Calliope asked.
I shook my head. I couldn’t remember much of anything before the night of the train, and we were already five then. Calliope liked to ask me about things from before, to see if I remembered. And sometimes, I was beginning to realize, she made things up.
“I was just kidding,” she said. She stretched a wet lock of her hair, then sucked the water out of it. “It only happened to you. I already knew how to swim.”
I looked at her, tried to remember.
“I would’ve rescued you, just Fletch got there first,” she said.
“I know,” I said. I didn’t need to remember to know that was true.
“I would never let you drownd,” she said. “And if anyone ever tried to take us away from each other, I would bite them!”
I believed that too. Calliope had bitten off the little finger on my right hand before we were even born, and she’d been a biter ever since. Silv said that when her adult teeth started coming in, we’d all be in trouble. A deerfly landed on my back and Calliope splashed it before it could get me, then one landed on her head and I splashed her back. She decided we would catch one of the dragonflies in the fishing net and keep it on a leash, to defend us.
The dragonfly buzzed against the net while she tried to tie a long piece of grass around its middle, but the grass kept breaking.
“We need something stronger! Like a hair, a long one,” she said.
I thought we could just ask Fawn, but Calliope didn’t want to take the chance of her saying no, so we waded out of the water and slowly snuck around behind her. Calliope reached out, and ran off with a pale strand of Fawn’s hair clutched between her fingers. Fawn turned and saw me.
“Ow! Rufous! What are you doing?!” She rubbed her head.
“It was Calliope!” I shouted as I ran back to where we’d left the net. We tried to tie the hair around the middle of the dragonfly, but neither of us knew how to tie properly, so we just looped it around and around. The dragonfly didn’t hunt the deerflies; it just flew in angry circles, buzzing at us while I tried to keep hold of the other end of the hair.
“It’s too slippery!” I said.
“Here, let me try,” Calliope said, but when I tried to pass her the end of our makeshift leash, the dragonfly got away from us. It zoomed off with Fawn’s hair trailing behind, like a spider floating away on its own broken web.

On the night of the train, it was cold and we were all running. I stumbled and Silv grabbed me, swept me up and carried me as he ran. My sisters were running too, just behind. Everyone scrambled up a grassy bank to the train tracks. The train was going past, slow and endless. Its whistle blared into the night. Where was Calliope? I strained my neck around and saw her gripping Fletch’s hand as they ran, Fawn just ahead of them. Silv squeezed my leg.
“Hold on,” he said. His arm was tight around me, his fingers pressed hard into the spaces between my ribs. He reached out with his other arm and we were briefly airborne, then we landed and rolled. His hand shielded my skull from the hard impact of the floor that knocked my breath away, and then we were inside the hollow body of the train. My brother shoved me roughly toward the back of the empty train car and reached outside to grab Fawn’s hand and haul her in. Then he reached out again, and everyone was inside, all of us lit by the moonlight. The train was thunderously loud, and speeding up. The shadowy world outside flew past, faster and faster.

These were the things I had: one older brother and two older sisters and one twin who was also a sister. Two eyes and two ears and a nose and a mouth and ten toes and nine whole fingers and one short stub that I would rub the end of when I felt worried. Fletch said it made me lucky, like having my very own built-in rabbit’s foot.
I had my Superman T-shirt and a yellow one that Fawn cut the sleeves off for me. One pair of jeans with two patched knees, and one pair of jean shorts that used to be jeans. A pair of sneakers that were a size smaller than Calliope’s even though we were twins, a hooded sweatshirt with a missing drawstring and a broken zipper, and two pairs of underwear. And my Blue Jays hat, even more stained with pitch and dirt than hers. Once, I’d asked Silv why the bird on the front of my hat was blue and white, not like the jays we saw. He said it was because there were different kinds of jays, and the ones on the hat were from far away, on the other side of the Rockies.
“Is that where we were, before?” I asked.
He didn’t answer. I watched his face as he pulled his attention back from me, from here, remembering.
“Calliope remembers it there,” I said, and he reached out his arm really sneaky and stole my ballcap. He ran away with it, but in slow motion so I’d have a chance. He glanced around before pushing through onto our secret path, to make sure nobody was around to see us. The swath of cedar-hemlock forest that hid the treehouse was bound by the river to the east, with a narrow country road separating it from the endless mountain range to the west. The campground was a long walk one way, and the closest orchard was a long walk the other way. I ran as fast as I could, chasing my brother up the deer trail, and nobody saw us because we were all alone out there. All alone but all together, and that was what mattered.

The first thing I remember from the treehouse was at night. Me and Calliope were in our sleeping bag and the floor was hard under us; we wouldn’t get the foam mats until later. Silv hadn’t patched up the holes in the walls yet and there were a few mosquitoes inside; they buzzed in our ears while we tried to listen in on Fletch and Silv and Fawn, whispering in a huddle a few feet away.
“We can’t go back,” Fletch said. “None of us can go back there.”
Then she lowered her voice, and I couldn’t hear.
“What are they talking about?” I whispered to Calliope. A mosquito stung my cheek and before I could swat it, Calliope pressed her finger on it. I felt the mosquito burst against my skin.
“They won’t let anything bad happen to us,” she said. She flicked the body of the mosquito away, and licked my blood from her finger.

Mid-morning, and the sky is still wrapped in its grey shroud. The soreness has left my muscles and I’m falling into an easy walking rhythm through the big cedars lining the valley bottom.
A squirrel calls out as I pass and a hermit thrush starts singing, its voice clear through the quiet morning. The birds haven’t all left, then. They’re just disoriented by the smoke and losing track of their usual routines. They’re stressed and not making good choices. They’re staying up late watching Netflix, anxiously checking the BC Wildfire app on their phones every half hour, finally falling into an uneasy sleep and waking late in the morning, parched and unsettled in their roosts.
I navigate a tangle of deadfall blocking the trail and come out on the other side with one bootlace flapping. I crouch to retie it and carry on, but right away I can feel that the new imbalance will be too distracting: the other foot demands to have its laces tightened as well. But when I pull that lace tight, it breaks again, so I knot it at the break, knowing I should just replace it with the new one in my pack, knowing I’m not going to. There’s a decent chance I’ll forget to replace it tonight, too, as I did last night, and the night before. Everyone forgets small, inconsequential things, and sometimes important ones; I can’t blame everything on my condition. It’s not predictable: what I get to keep, what slips away.
When I was a teenage treeplanter in the far northwest of Alberta, a small tornado tore through our campsite one July afternoon while we were out working. When we got home to a trashed camp, we only knew it had been a tornado because the cook had seen it—or rather, she’d seen its frenetic path as it moved through camp. It lifted and spun an unsecured tent into the treetops, then skipped over its neighbours to seize on another tent. The tornado had forcefully unearthed one of its pegs, then another, and another, but the last corner peg was hammered in tightly enough that it stayed in the ground. The tent spun wildly around and around, on that one secured corner, until the funnelling wind moved on.
We wandered through the aftermath, surveying the damage. One outhouse was tipped over; the one next to it was fine. Some of the lawn chairs from around the firepit were scattered across camp. Others were still upright, exactly where they’d been that morning. A single Birkenstock sat in front of a tent door, and the other was never found.
We couldn’t see any order to it at all.

“You’d love to get your hands on my brain,” I said to Dr. Baptiste last spring, in my third or fourth appointment with her over as many months. We had both started out so hopeful, but by then we were both a bit weary. We’d tried one medication regime, then another. Still, my memories continue to slip away, and not in a way that fits any expected pattern. Decades of my own history, almost my entire adult life, have become a mystery to me. Like squinting at a roughly erased blackboard, I can make out a few words here and there. Otherwise, I can only discern ghostly traces of what was once written.
“Honestly, I’d prefer it didn’t come to that,” she said, and smiled. A small smile, and bittersweet: equal parts empathetic and fatalistic. She knew that I knew that this sort of tricky, novel condition could only be conclusively diagnosed postmortem. And also that, despite not fitting any one diagnosis, there’s no question that I have a progressive neurodegenerative illness, one that will ultimately prove fatal.
“It’s all yours,” I said, tapping my head. “Just tell me where to sign.”
I meant it, when I said it. I even updated my health records to offer my brain for research, if anyone was interested. I just didn’t know I was promising something I might not be around to deliver.

After two years of medical appointments, after I’d finally stopped working, I sat one morning at the kitchen table in my little duplex in the mountain town of Fender. I looked down at my breakfast, struggling to find the word for what I was about to eat. I’d taken it from a box in the freezer and toasted it just moments earlier; it sat there on the plate, flat and circular. Its surface was made up of shallow wells in a tidy grid, as though drilled by a sapsucker. I touched my finger to the liquid I’d poured over it and tasted it: sticky and sweet. It conjured up the muted light and sloppy snow of early spring, bare deciduous trees against the sky, clouds of hot steam and an ache in my arms as I stirred an increasingly viscous liquid. I could almost taste the woodsmoke, could almost feel my feet growing wet and cold as the melting snow seeped through my boots.
And then I was back at my kitchen table, my breakfast cold on my plate. The aged fridge was leaking again. I’d forgotten to empty the drip tray, and now water had spilled out and was pooling on the floor under my bare feet. It was early August, it hadn’t rained in weeks and the sky was a smoky, featureless grey. The windows were all wide open, and both doors, but I could still feel the walls closing in. The claustrophobia had really kicked in around the same time my mind started slipping gears, but it was getting worse. I’d been sleeping on the back porch since April and had recently started bathing in the lake to avoid lingering in the tiny bathroom.
I took the calendar out onto the porch and flipped the page, counting the weeks until I would see everyone. Our reunion would be less than a half day away by car, but spending even a moment in such a small and enclosed space was out of the question. No matter how much I wanted to get there, my body just wouldn’t allow it. I would panic; I would jump out of the car even if it killed me. I’d seriously considered drugging myself and having someone stuff me into a vehicle in the hopes I wouldn’t wake up and frantically try to claw my way out, but I couldn’t think of a single person who would agree to perform this small service for me. Other forms of transport might be marginally more tolerable, but Greyhound had closed up shop and the trains only carried freight. The closest airport was closed due to the smoke, and the next closest was a five-hour drive away.
I knew they would all try to meet here instead, if I explained how bad things had gotten. But that wouldn’t be a sure thing either, with the flight cancellations, the frequent highway closures, the scarcity of through roads across this province striped with mountain ranges. And even if they could get here, it wasn’t only that I needed to see them, all of us together at the same time. Just as much, I needed to be there, at the treehouse. For all of us to be there. All of us together in person for the first time since 1979 and, in my case at least, almost certainly the last.
My anxiety seems to bring its own internal logic to problem-solving; the obvious solution can be impossible to execute, while a seemingly impractical one can be the only tenable option. Mentally, I was compromised. But, apart from the looming end, the condition hadn’t caused any physical weakness or unsteadiness at all—a reality that continued to confound every specialist who examined me. There was one way I could get to the treehouse, and as far as I could figure, it was the only way.
The hundred-kilometre Caribou Pass trail was originally a summer trade route, cut into the mountain pass by the area’s true locals and later modified for mining. The western trailhead was sixty kilometres to the south, but it wouldn’t take more than a few days to walk to it on the old rail line. As for the pass itself, it was sure to be clogged by deadfall, with washed-out bridges and avalanche debris.
Did my plan make sense? I found myself refreshingly unconcerned. “Sense” was an old friend whose influence was growing weak. Sitting there on my porch, I looked at my phone to confirm today’s date and counted ahead to the day circled on the calendar. I’d been absentmindedly eating my breakfast, ignoring the falling ash as it landed on my food. I swiped a finger through the puddle left on my plate and tasted it: sweet. I knew what it was then, even if the name still escaped me. Blood of the gods, forged in fire.
The plan settled into me with surprising lightness. Let my feet take me up and over the mountains, following that long trail all the way to its final descent, past the old mine and the trapper cabin we’d found that summer, all the way down to the gravel road. I’d follow that road to the campground parking lot, walk along the trail to the river and follow it downstream to the tiny pebble beach lined with brush, I’d push through that tangle of brush and onto the deer trail. And in the clearing, the old cedars would still be standing, they would still hold the treehouse in their boughs. This I knew to be true: if those cedars ever fell, they would rise again on the third day. And they would live forever, for all our sins.
My fingers left sticky smudges on the calendar where I’d counted the days until I would see them again: three weeks.


These are the things I have: a single pot and a spoon and some lightweight dried food—soup and noodles and parboiled rice and jerky. Five cans of food that I’m rationing out. Bug spray, bear spray, a Ziplock filled with blister packs of water purification tablets that I mostly remember to use. A lightweight tent I don’t usually bother to set up, a sleeping mat, a sleeping bag, a few extra clothes. And at the bottom of my pack, a six-pack of Labatt 50 that I’m saving for the end.
I have the generalized anxiety disorder—my hovering, whispering lifelong companion—and its claustrophobic new sidekick. And the one physical object I still have from that summer: a child-sized Blue Jays cap, now with a stack of photos tucked inside. I have a topographic map of the Caribou range, and taped to it, a hand-drawn map of where exactly the treehouse is, in case the memory loss reaches back even further and steals that too.
What I don’t have at this point: much to lose, time-wise. While my condition might not fit neatly into any known category, that’s one thing everyone agrees on.
I took an avalanche safety course a long time ago. The memory is still pretty clear, so it must have been in very early adulthood, before things really start blurring out. Over a few days, we learned how to assess avalanche terrain, and how to efficiently use our beacons and probes and shovels to locate and dig each other out if, despite our precautions, we triggered a slide or someone got caught in a natural one.
One of the instructors was in his mid-seventies, and a few days into the course, he admitted to frequently ski touring in avalanche terrain on his own, even as he strongly recommended that we not do the same. I’m not saying that I’m so experienced or knowledgeable that something couldn’t happen, he said. It’s just, with any relative risk . . . Well. It changes, the closer you get to the end.
Something else I have, though the details shift and waver and overlap, is a composite impression of all the other maps. All those countless maps I made over the decades of my working life, as the geographic information systems technician in the regional Ministry of Environment office. Sitting at my computer in the local BC government building, mapping the research data that the wildlife biologists and technicians had gathered on foot, on snowshoes and splitboards, by canoe and mountain bike and Ski-Doo and helicopter and Piper Super Cub. Confirmed wolverine den sites, and their distance from popular snowmobile trails and active logging operations. The egg masses of northern leopard frogs counted in their only known breeding site in the province, and an overlay showing the encroaching range of invasive bullfrogs. Genetic diversity among the Interior grizzly bear population, worked out from hair-snag sampling, with projected population decline under various development scenarios. Road mortality among western toads: the adults coming down the mountains to breed in the spring, the dime-sized toadlets waiting for the first rain after the ever-lengthening summer drought periods, then crossing roads and highways en masse as they obey an ancient call to seek higher ground.
And maybe that’s the reason this plan felt right. Like those adult western toads, like the spawning salmon who turn the local rivers red each fall, I’m heading back to the first place I remember. While I can still remember it.

My childhood has somehow been largely preserved amid the wreckage of my memory. While things get patchy right around age twenty, those early memories remain mostly intact, but with discrete chunks missing: a pair of jeans with the knees torn out, a T-shirt with the sleeves cut off.
And my memories of the next decades of my life are the opposite—all I have left are rags. Scraps of torn fabric, often without context. There are a few clear bits from the past year or two, secured in my mind by the act of writing everything down, as advised by one of the specialists. That was a while back, now. Back when they still thought Ariadne had left a handy thread to guide them through my mind. Back when they thought my condition was a sleek-feathered Clark’s nutcracker, helpfully stashing seeds in a thousand different places for them to find. Back when, beneath Dr. Baptiste’s serious expression, I could sense the glow of someone who might be onto something brand new. She sent me to the larger hospital in the only sizable city in the southern Interior for tests, and they eventually sent me to an even bigger hospital in an even bigger city on the coast for more.
They scanned my brain, they tested my memory and my reflexes and my blood. They lured me into a barrel trap, shot me with a tranquilizer dart and radio-collared me. They netted me in the reeds, they weighed me and swabbed my damp skin. They measured my wingspan and clamped a metal band onto my fragile, toothpick leg to keep track of me until the next time I got tangled in one of their mist nets.
They say the creases in my brain are flattening out, smoothing over. They’ve seen that part before, occasionally even in someone still in their forties. But my symptoms don’t line up with any particular diagnosis. Hallucinations can be a part of dementia, though not typically with the consistently zoological specificity of mine. And it’s not unusual, apparently, to fixate on childhood memories. But the intensity of those early memories contrasted with the profound forgetting of decades of adult life—this is not typical. First documented case of “Sugar Mountain” syndrome, I suggested once, but the doctor was too young to get the reference. Or just not amused.
Against unanimous advice, I googled. I asked the new neurologist about Lewy body dementia because of the hallucinations, but she said my other symptoms didn’t line up. I asked if we might try anti-amyloid therapy, but she said my scans didn’t actually show any sign of amyloid plaques. I asked about frontotemporal dementia; I’d read that it could afflict people my age. But she’d already ruled that out because, for one thing, I wasn’t displaying “emotional dysregulation.”
“No more than usual, anyway,” I said, my nervous habit of trying to be funny. She smiled absently in response but didn’t look up. She was studying my scans with the intent focus of someone trying to get a grip on an embedded splinter.
“How’s it look?” I asked. I was thinking about Gord Downie, of that word that rhymes with rumour. But it’s not that either, and all their examinations failed to provide a clear answer. Dementia, sure, but what type? Well, a premature one. An atypical one. An unspecified one.
This is what I have: a diagnosis so riddled with qualifications that, for a while there, I thought I might be able to wriggle out through the cracks.

I catch my boot on an edge of wood sticking up through the moss, and walk over a line of narrow wooden rail ties being slowly absorbed back into the earth. Farther on, there’s a rusted minecart discarded on the side of the trail. And again, more boards in a neat line, their edges softened by moss. I walk over the closely spaced boards, remembering the railway ties under my sneakers on the walk to town from the treehouse, the awkward spacing between them and the sharp rocks that punctured the soles of our shoes. And before that, the very first thing I remember clearly: the whistle and roar of the train on the night we all ran.

The inside of the train smelled of sawdust and metal and fresh sweat. Silv sat hunched over, his head between his bent knees. Fawn was crying, choking sobs that shook her whole body, and she leaned into Fletch. Fletch was speaking urgently, but I couldn’t hear what she was saying over the roar of the train. I shuffled closer to them.
“Where’s Calliope?” I said in the darkness of the train car. My voice got eaten up by the sound of the train, so I asked again, louder.
“We’re all here,” Fletch said. “Everyone’s here.”
And then Calliope was right there next to me, and I gasped with relief.
“I thought . . .” The sharp ache in my throat suddenly made it hard to speak. “I couldn’t find you. I thought you fell out.”
“I’m right here, silly,” she said. Her warm body pressed against me was comforting, her voice loud and close like she was right inside my ear. She grabbed my hand and held it tightly. Silv and Fletch and Fawn were all huddled close together. I was suddenly tired, and I lay down on the hard floor. Silv untied the sleeping bag from his backpack and put it on the floor for me and Calliope. We curled into it together, and the next thing I remember is all of us living in the treehouse.





Three
THE SUN IS HIGH IN THE SMOKY SKY. The air is warm and getting warmer, and my bad knee is doing that thing again. I swing my pack off to dig through it. The bottle of ibuprofen has come open in the side pocket; I rummage around until I find a few grubby capsules and wash them down with the dregs from my bottle. The water is lukewarm and mossy-tasting. I might’ve forgotten to filter it, but the thought of giardia and coliform counts worries me less than it probably should. The thing that’s going to finish me off is already here, whittling away in the comfort of my skull. I figure that makes me immune to everything else.
A flash of pale plumage in front of me and a whiskey jack touches down on the trail just ahead, something shiny held in its beak. It sets it down and flies off. I step forward, see the coin on the ground and pick it up. An old nickel. I turn it over in my fingers. The caked dirt on the coin brushes away easily, and I squint at the tiny numbers.
When I was young and took mushrooms recreationally, there would be a clearly defined moment when I felt them kicking in. A tiny key turning in a tiny lock, deep inside my skull. A familiar door, swinging open. It seems too early in the day to start losing my grip to this extent, but that’s the thing about progressive illnesses: they really keep you on your toes.
I slip the nickel into my pocket and keep walking. Next time I reach into my pocket, it might be something else: an old bottle cap, or a bullet casing, or an even older nickel with ridged edges. It might be nothing at all. It sometimes takes a moment, but I know when something isn’t real. Whatever is going on with my mind, everyone seems to be in agreement that the breach is neurological rather than psychiatric.
I decide not to look at the nickel again. Let it stay as it is.
1979.

Fletch popped her head up through the open trapdoor of the treehouse and threw a chocolate bar at each of us.
She climbed the rest of the way inside and closed the flap to keep the mosquitoes out. She set her backpack down and told us how she’d stolen the candy while buying stuff to make baloney sandwiches with the money her and Silv had earned picking raspberries at the “Pick your own! We pick!” farm down the road. She was talking louder than usual; stealing always made her really excited. She told us Silv was still picking, she’d left to get the rest of us some food.
“You shouldn’t steal, though,” Fawn said. “Gramma always said.”
“No problem, give yours back then,” Fletch said, reaching out with her raspberry-stained fingers. Fawn hesitated, looking at her Coffee Crisp. She lightly stroked its foil-wrapped edges.
“Well,” she said. “I mean, I might as well eat it now.”
Fletch shrugged and flopped down on her mat. Fawn took tiny bites of her chocolate bar and, with her other hand, pressed the corners of the posters back onto the walls. Fawn had decorated the walls of the treehouse with free movie posters from the box inside the door of the town’s small movie theatre, but the chewed Bubble Yum that secured them was drying up and releasing its grip. Fawn had read the words on them for me enough times that I remembered them: The Deer Hunter. Up in Smoke. There used to be one with a shark on it, but she took it down after it gave me nightmares.
I finished my chocolate bar and glanced enviously at Calliope; she was eating hers slowly for once. I opened the bag of buns and tore one open to make a sandwich.
“So, how is it?” Fletch asked Fawn. “How’s that stolen chocolate bar?” Fawn quickly shoved the last bite into her mouth.
“You’re welcome,” Fletch said. Fawn chomped and swallowed her last bite before she answered.
“You’re welcome!”
“That doesn’t even make sense.”
“You don’t even make sense!”
“Whatever. Sorry for bringing home food and keeping us all, like, alive.”
“Nobody asked you to!” Fawn said.
Fletch snorted. Fawn exhaled heavily, then rolled up the empty wrapper and shoved it into a crack next to the windowsill. She started making a sandwich and Fletch told her to go ahead and finish off the meat because the last thing we needed was everyone getting the shits from spoiled meat again.
“Hey, Fletch?” Fawn said with her mouth full.
“Yeah?”
“Remember when Gramma used to make that thing with Swiss rolls and whipped cream and chocolate pudding?”
A pause. “Yeah, I remember.”
“She was the best cook, wasn’t she? Like, not just at work but at home too.”
“Yeah,” Fletch said. “She was practically, like, a real chef.”
“Hey, Fletch?”
“Yeah?”
“She believed in heaven, right? So she’ll be there, right?”
“Sure, why not,” Fletch said, then thought a moment before she continued. “She probably has her feet up, and a cup of tea that never gets empty. And everyone there has, like, a magic bladder, so they never even hafta get up.”
“I miss her.”
“We all do, Fawn.”
“And I miss our house.”
“It wasn’t really a house—it was a trailer.”
“I miss it, anyway. I miss our room.”
“Yeah. Well.”
I could see Fawn looking at Fletch like she wanted to ask something else.
“Fletch?”
“Yeah.”
“Will you French braid my hair again?”
“Sure. Get over here.”
Fletcher bit her lip and furrowed her brow as she concentrated, working her fingers through Fawn’s hair.
“Ow!”
“Just—hold still. Your hair is so wispy.”
“It hurts, though!”
“D’you want me to do it or not?”
“Yeah. Just—Ow!”
I watched them: Fletch focused on her fingers, Fawn making faces but keeping quiet.
After a long time, Fletch said, “There. Done.”
Fawn ran her hands over her smooth and bumpy head and pulled the long ends of her braids through her fingers.
“Thanks, Fletch.”
Fletch opened the hatch and flicked the loose hairs from her fingers outside, so the birds could use them to line their nests.
“Next time, I’m gonna steal a comb.”

A low-pitched buzz from a passing hummingbird—but when I spot it, I can tell it isn’t real, just the disembodied memory of a hummingbird. A ground squirrel scurries across the trail up ahead. Or does it? I close my eyes and press my hands against my temples, hard—as though, modern medicine having failed, sheer physical force might hold my frayed wiring together.
A turkey vulture drifts in slow circles overhead and swings low over me. It lands on a larch, looking bedraggled. When I look back a moment later, it’s gone, flown off into the smoke. Maybe there’s a clear sky up there somewhere. Or maybe that blue is too far gone, and nothing we do will ever bring it back.

It was summer holidays and tourists were passing through the area, lots of families camping at the campground, so we could risk all being out together once in a while. We decided to walk to town on the tracks. Our first stop was the corner store, to drop off the empty pop bottles we’d carried from the treehouse in plastic bags we’d found in the campground.
“You kids sure drink a lot of pop,” the woman behind the counter said.
“You got something stronger?” Silv asked, and she let out a sharp bark of a laugh.
I took so long to choose which kind of popsicle I wanted that the woman hollered over to close the freezer door while we were deciding. Fletch gave the cashier a note “from our mom” asking for a pack of Player’s Lights, then paid for everything. Me and Fawn and Calliope took our popsicles outside and traded halves, then sat on the curb trying to finish them before they melted down our arms. Silv and Fletch leaned against the side of the store, talking about the music pouring out of a truck parked across the road.
“Exactly, Fletch, that’s why it’s called a concept album.”
“Okay, well. Maybe some concepts are better left, like, unrealized,” she said and took a drag of her cigarette.
The truck drove away and a teenage boy came and leaned on the wall near them. His hair was red but cut like Silv’s. He nodded to Silv and Fletch and ignored the rest of us, and after a moment Silv held out the pack of smokes and the boy took one.
“You guys at the campground?” He pulled a lighter from his pocket and lit his smoke.
“Yeah,” Silv said.
“There’s a party tonight, at the gravel pit,” the boy said.
Silv nodded, and took a drag of his smoke. The other guy did the same, then lowered his voice and asked Silv if they needed anything else, like if they wanted any of the best hash oil they’d ever—
Fletch snorted.
“We’re good for now,” Silv said. Calliope asked Silv if we could have another popsicle, but he was still talking with the boy and Fletch said no before he did.
The boy looked over at me and Fawn and Calliope, then back at Fletch and Silv.
“You guys are, like, full brothers and sisters?” he asked Silv.
“What do you think?” Fletch said.
“We all got the same mom,” Silv said.
The boy nodded.
“Our keyboard player is, like, half-Chinese,” he said. “Our last drummer was, like, fully Native. But he moved back to the coast.”
“Yeah, us two are actually . . .” Silv said, but stopped. Silv and Fletch and the boy all smoked in silence until the boy stood up.
“See you around,” he said, nodding to them. Fletch nodded back and Silv said, “Yeah, see you around, man.”
Two teenage girls walked by, passing a smoke between them. They both had long blond hair and one of them was skinny with a huge belly, and they stared at Silv for an extra moment. He pretended not to notice but he leaned back on the bench and smoked really slow and cool until they were gone, and then Fletch said, “Christ, Silv. Take it easy. We’re trying not to get noticed, remember?”
“I mean, I’m trying. Obviously.” Silv shrugged. He ran his fingers through his hair and smoked cool some more, with his eyes half closed.
He finished his smoke and Fletch said it was time to go. We shoved our garbage in the overflowing can outside the store but kept the plastic bags in case we found more empties on the way home.

When we found an empty bottle in the ditch along the main road, it wasn’t always empty. Sometimes there were ends of smokes in it, sometimes wasps or a dead mouse. Some of them had a small, jagged hole near the bottom. If it was just a pop bottle, Silv or Fletch could bring it back to the store along with ours, but most of them weren’t pop bottles.
There was a store where you could bring the beer bottles back for money, but we had to get the man who lived in the alley to do it for us because we weren’t allowed to go into the store ourselves. None of us were old enough, not even Silv. Not even Fletch. So the man always got to keep some of the money, but he always gave us our share. Once, sitting on a curb outside while the man was inside, I saw a little boy walk into the store with his father. He just walked through the open door, under his dad’s big arm holding it open. I looked at Fawn for an explanation, but she just squeezed my hand tighter and widened her eyes at me to tell me to keep quiet.
All the beer bottles had to get washed out in the river and then hidden outside until someone went to town again, because Fletch didn’t like the smell of them in the treehouse. Neither did Silv. Neither did Fawn.





Four
“WE’RE NOT DOING IT,” Fletch said. “No fucking way.”
We’d been at the treehouse long enough for the thimbleberries to appear and ripen, and the wild strawberries and raspberries; now the huckleberries were well on their way and still nobody could agree on what exactly to do next, or when to do it.
“Maybe they aren’t so bad, though,” Fawn said. “We could just call them and see.”
“They don’t actually help you,” Silv told her. “They just take you away from your brothers and sisters—and your mom and dad, if you have them. And they just stick you wherever they want.”
I touched Silv’s arm. “Who does?”
“Stormtroopers,” he said. “Don’t worry, though. They’re not gonna find us.”
“Yeah, and even if you just tried to talk to them without telling them where we are, they’d, like, trace the call and find out where the phone booth is,” Fletch said. “Then they’d know we’re somewhere around here, and eventually they’d find us.”
“But maybe they’d help us, like give us some money or something,” Fawn said. “How do you know for sure?”
“They used to hassle Gramma non-stop when you first came,” Silv said. “They said she wasn’t technically your real gramma, only me and Fletch’s, and they didn’t care that Mom brought you there herself. And it was the same the next time, too, with . . .” He jerked his head toward me and Calliope.
“They only let you guys stay because nobody else . . .” Fletch said, but then she stopped. “Anyway, right now we’re not their problem, so they aren’t even thinking about us. Unless someone reports us.”
“She’s right, Fawn,” Silv said. “Trust me, we don’t want anything to do with those people. You know William and Elijah, from my basketball team? That’s who basically kidnapped them away from their mom when they were little. Elijah hardly even remembers her.”
Fawn was quiet, then she spoke again. “Well, they got to stay together, didn’t they?”
“Well, those two did. But they had an older sister, and a little baby brother too,” he said. “They got put at different houses. Like, really far away. William escaped one time, he took a bus to the city to try to find their sister. But he never found her.”
“But we’ll just tell them,” Fawn said. “We’ll just tell them we have to stay together.”
“Wow, wish I’d thought of that earlier,” Fletch said.
“Well, it might work! Maybe I’ll just tell them!”
“Yeah, or you could just keep talking really loud and someone will—”
“Okay,” Silv said. “Everyone just needs to—”
“I’m just trying to help,” Fawn said.
She started crying, then opened the flap and climbed down the ladder, and Silv went to follow her and Fletch told him not to bother, but he went anyway. Then, after a minute, Fletch told me and Calliope to stay put and she followed them down the ladder.
“I saw the stormtroopers,” Calliope whispered to me. “At Gramma’s funeral. Two of ’em. That’s why we had to escape, so they wouldn’t catch us.”
“Why do they want to, though?” I asked. I did vaguely remember something about that, now that she said it. It was more a feeling than a memory: a layer of tension, Fletch gripping my hand tight.
“Gramma asked Auntie Debbie to take care of us if anything happened to her, but the stormtroopers don’t want you and me and Fawn to go there. Maybe not even Fletch and Silv. The stormtroopers, they even used to try to fight Gramma sometimes,” she said. “But she always won. Don’t you remember? She went to court and everything.”
I didn’t remember. But I didn’t have to, because Calliope did. She remembered every single thing.

Earlier this summer I sat on my porch watching the pine siskins chasing each other from my feeder. I usually saw them high in the mountains, zipping overhead in chirpy flocks, but sometimes they needed a town day: they’d fly in to do their laundry, grab a coffee, hit the bookstore. I didn’t see the neighbour’s cat until she leapt up and plucked an unwary bird from the edge of the feeder. The survivors fled up into the Japanese maple, chipping in outrage.
I was listening to an instrumental playlist on low volume, so I could still hear the birds. As I watched the birds and passing children and semi-feral cats, the colours seemed to get, not exactly brighter but more something, and I imagined that, as some kind of divine compensation for the memory fuckery, I’d grown an extra rod inside my eye, like a bird, and was now able to see ultraviolet light. A robin on the lawn turned toward me and tilted its head, and I sensed its voice about to come into my head. I quickly turned up the music.
“Don’t start,” I said, relieved when the robin flew off without a word.
Dusk came on slowly in the smoke. The siskins flew off en masse, and the Vaux’s swifts began their final performance of the evening. The lift and swirl of the birds seemed coordinated with the music in my ears, and I couldn’t tell if it was the music leading the swifts or if the birds themselves were directing the music. They dove and swirled, coming together and veering apart in a complex dance that went on and on until, as though a signal had been given, they spun high above the chimney of the old church across the street and swirled together down into its depths. I picked up my phone and cleared the music app.
I’d run into someone from work earlier that day; they missed me, everyone missed me. No, nothing much new at the office. I’d heard the latest bat numbers weren’t great; the latest amphibian population surveys weren’t great either.
“How bad is it?” I’d asked them. “Just tell me.”
My knowing wouldn’t help anything, but I needed to know. Who by highway mortality, who by fungal infection? Who by logging-road-facilitated predation?
Standing at my window, I watched the sunset slowly fading out. The sky was full of smoke. The creases in my brain were smoothing out, that wild and convoluted landscape flattening into a stark emptiness. And again, I felt the pull: to just be there at the treehouse, back there one more time. With everyone. A crow flew past, then another: heading home through the smoke.
Who, by fire?

We all did different things to feel less worried. Fletch and Silv made money at the orchards. Fawn sang her songs and took care of me and Calliope when Fletch and Silv weren’t there. And me and Calliope practised what she called our “surviving skills.” We got Silv to show us how to tell the different footprints apart in the soft mud of the riverbank: duck, gull, deer, coyote, beaver, bear. Once we were out walking when he wasn’t there, and Fawn asked Fletch if she thought the line of tracks was from a black bear or a grizzly, and she said that was Silv and Gramma’s thing and she literally could not care less. What we needed was money, she said. Money and food.
We fished in the river, we foraged endlessly for berries and set mostly unsuccessful snares for squirrels and hares. Me and Calliope thought we could try to get a hare as it hopped around on the ground under the treehouse, and we practised dropping things out of the trapdoor onto a target we made from duct-taping empty, flattened cereal boxes together. And we wandered around aimlessly a lot, too, usually the two of us with Fawn while Fletch and Silv were out working. Once, we saw a pair of fluffy fledgling owls high in a tree, watching us. On a flat, sunny clifftop, we found deer bones and small, dry piles of furry scat. There was a rockslide patrolled by pikas that chirped at us in a way that sometimes seemed friendly and sometimes furious. As summer went on, the osprey in the nest down by the river grew as big as their parents, but still they stayed there, crowded together in their nest.
The campground was empty for most of the week now; school had started back up and we had to be even more careful. Now, on weekdays, only Silv could go work at the orchards, and only because he’d thought ahead a few months earlier and told the farmer he was already sixteen.
“Does the farmer believe you?” Fawn had asked.
“People believe what works for them,” he’d said.
“Why doesn’t Fletch pretend to be sixteen, too, then?” I asked.
“I don’t know, probably because she looks like a grade 7,” Silv said, and our oldest sister punched him in the arm, hard.
“They wouldn’t hire me, even if I was sixteen,” Fletch said. “They only want boys. And only if they show off how strong they are by going around flexing their arms all the time.”
“What do you want me to do?” Silv said. “Gifts from God, right here.” And he kissed each of his biceps in turn, while my sisters rolled their eyes and said, “Jesus Christ. Wow, everyone’s actually so impressed. Seriously.”
I got up and pushed my sleeves up and flexed my arms, too, and Silv said, “Damn, little bro, look at you, future heavyweight champ right here,” and posed with me while our sisters pummelled us with pillows.

As the late-summer days continued to shorten and the nights grew cooler, new things started appearing in the treehouse. Winter sleeping bags that we put our summer ones inside of. The oil lamp we needed for light now that it got dark so early, which me and Calliope weren’t allowed to touch. One day Fletch and Silv brought home a camp stove and a pot, so we could boil water and cook things, and then an old suitcase to keep our food in, because the squirrels and pine martens had gotten more persistent in trying to break in. There were boxes of macaroni and a block of margarine, a bag of rice held closed with one of Fawn’s hair elastics, and packets of dry chicken noodle soup that we would boil up on cool evenings.
One night we all sat in the treehouse, passing around the pot of soup and a plastic spoon. The soup was golden, flecked with bits of parsley and full of tiny noodles that slipped down my throat like minnows. Fawn was talking about a night when there was free candy for any kid who wanted it.
“I remember from last year!” Calliope piped up. “Me and Rufous were ghosts.”
“It’s not for another month, though,” Fawn said. “We probably won’t even be here by then.”
“Why not?” I asked, but they were already talking about something else.

On a cold early morning in the treehouse, we were all in our sleeping bags except Silv, who was out working at the farm. Making the money that we were spending fast, too fast.
“What if they find us?” Fawn was keeping her voice down out of habit, even though we were in the treehouse, not out somewhere we might get seen.
“Nobody will look very hard,” Fletch said. “Not if we’re smart about it. We just gotta, like, lie low for a while longer.”
“Do you think we’re, like, in the newspaper or something? Like, ’cause we’re missing kids?”
Fletch shrugged. “Better to be a missing kid than a ‘Today’s Child.’”
A pause, then Fawn again.
“But how are we going to get all the way—”
“I don’t know. We’re working on it.”
“But it’s really far, right? With, like, ferries and everything? So how—”
“I don’t know, Fawn!”
My second-oldest sister was quiet for a moment. “I hope Silv comes back soon,” she said. “He always knows how to talk to people who are, just, feeling a little bit—”
“Oh, for fuck sake. Go find him, then.”
“I wish we were still with Gramma.”
“We all wish that.” Fletch’s voice was tired.
“We’ll be okay, though, right?” Fawn said. “It’s not like we’re babies. We can all keep helping.”
“Yeah, well. Babies don’t eat much.”
The briefest pause.
“Can we make macaroni?”
“Maybe. Okay, yeah. Sure.”
I jumped up to go with Fawn to fill the empty jars at the river, so we could fill up the pot to cook the noodles. My older sisters kept “testing” the noodles while they were cooking, and me and Calliope watched anxiously as our share shrank.
When it was ready, we took turns eating out of the pot until it was empty, and then we ran our fingers around the inside of the empty pot, licking off the vivid orange cheese.
“Do you think sometimes we could, like, do you remember when Gramma used to make macaroni and cheese and she would get wieners and . . .” Fawn said.
But Fletch was shaking her head.
“Macaroni and hot dogs at the same time? As if. We’re not rich people.”





Five
I’M SURE I REMEMBER
THE TASTE of that macaroni, the soup, the thimbleberries and huckleberries that grew around the treehouse. The Saskatoons: at first underripe and tart, then sweet and juicy in midsummer, then musty as they dried to raisins on the stem. I have a memory of pulling a strip of warm meat from alongside a hare’s spine, and the richness of that charred protein in my mouth. But so many things are less clear: details that are surely too mundane to have been invented, and others too outlandish to be real. How much of it did I misunderstand? How much did I imagine? That summer, I believed in elves and witches and Superman and Luke Skywalker. I believed Gramma was in heaven, laughing and drinking tea and never even having to get up to piss. I believed my older siblings could do anything. And all those beliefs were as tangled together as cheap fishing line.
I have one particular memory of a day we were walking back to the treehouse in the late afternoon. We’d been fishing in the river all day. My heart was full of the sound and chill of the water, my belly full of the fish we’d cooked up on the shore. I’d fallen behind Fawn and Calliope, but for once I didn’t race to catch up, just walked alone along the faint path through the widely spaced trees towering over me. The air was warm and damp, rich with botanical scents. I heard a quiet but clear sound drifting through the trees and recognized it as a flute; it repeated the same simple melody and then stopped. I tried to whistle the melody, and it repeated the same sound back to me. I did this a few times, closing in on the source of the sound until I stood before an old stump, as tall as me and covered with moss. I scrambled up and looked down into the hollow body of the stump: nothing inside but pine needles and a few small mushrooms. The flute had fallen silent. I stepped back from the stump and looked around, more curious than unsettled, but there was nothing there, nobody there.
Another time, I dreamed I was drifting up along the trunk of a living tree, right next to but not touching it, as though on an invisible elevator. I stood upright, arms at my sides, and somehow none of the branches were in the way as I moved steadily and effortlessly up at a comfortable pace until I came to a stop, chest deep in foliage, my head sticking out above the canopy of the tallest tree in the forest. But before I could turn to admire the 360-degree view the vantage afforded me, I found myself descending in just the same way as I’d gone up. This had to be a dream, but at the same time, I still remember it in my body as something that actually happened to me that summer. That sensation of ascending, and then the steady descent, untethered but somehow not at all frightening. I was the smallest of us all, and somebody’s hands would always catch me.


Now, the trail drops down into a hollow and I’m surrounded by chest-high thimbleberry bushes. The trail is completely overgrown, but I can see where it climbs back up into the Douglas firs not far ahead. There is a lone thimbleberry still on the stem, so overripe that it turns to mush at my lightest touch. I lick my fingers—the juice has a musty tinge to it, like wine that’s gone off—and I’m suddenly ravenous. As soon as I’m through the bushes, I open a can of ravioli from my pack and eat it cold. There should be four cans left: one for each day. But there are only three. I don’t remember eating the other one but here’s the can, empty and rinsed in the Ziplock bag of garbage. I don’t remember finishing the water in my bottle either, but when I go to take a drink, I find it empty. I can hear the river running along the valley bottom, not far below. I follow a dry creek bed downslope with that river song, the Joni Mitchell one, playing in my head.
Where the creek bed meets the river, the mud is as smooth and shiny as chocolate fondant, and I can see tracks from deer, coyote, a duck with feet smaller than a mallard’s. The river is low; I could hop across it on the stones that direct its slow flow.
I step out onto a rock and flush a heron. It flies off in its creakily elegant manner: a beautiful puppet on invisible strings. I strip off and step into the water, wade out to a deeper pool and submerge. When I lift my head out, the smell of woodsmoke hits me again. I climb back onto shore and pull out my one-burner camp stove and fuel bottle, my pot and the Ziplock stuffed with teabags. I never developed a coffee habit; it’s only ever made me more anxious. I let the tea steep a few minutes, then pour it into the metal cup covered with images of fishing flies and signed all over by my colleagues. Be sure to visit! Don’t be a stranger!
I wade out to a rock and sit down. I breathe in the scent of the tea, and for just a flickering moment I’m sitting at the old kitchen table in the stone house with Seannagh and Aoife, my short legs dangling. Blowing on my sweet and milky tea to cool it, a day-old scrap from the café on my plate.
A dipper flies low in front of me, its call a cheerful decrescendo as it disappears into the smoke. I’d thought the air might be clearer here by the flowing water, but if anything the smoke is denser, pooling at valley bottom like morning fog. I can’t see even the closest mountains, and their absence bothers me. Without them, I could be anywhere.
I got lost in a cornfield that summer when I was five. I don’t remember why I was alone, on a rare excursion without even Calliope. The stalks stretched high over my head. The tangles of corn silk were somehow dry and juicy at once, and the cobs were sleeping inside their sleeping bags made of layers of living green paper. I walked in one direction through the rows, then the other. I wanted to call out for my sisters and brother, but I knew not to. The sun was hot on my bare shoulders and the ground was hard; bits of dirt slipped through the cracked soles of my sneakers and caked against my sweaty and sock-less feet. A crow called out and I looked up to see it pass overhead, dark against the intense blue of the sky.
From far away, I heard my older sisters laughing, and I stopped. Then I heard them again, and Calliope’s shrill excited shriek. I cut through the rows, navigating by the sound of their voices at the river, running now, their voices growing louder. I broke through the last row and ran through the swath of tall grass, then pushed through the scratchy brush to the river and ran upstream to our swimming spot.
It was a very long way from the cornfield to the swimming spot, and later they said I couldn’t possibly have heard them. But somehow I’d found them, they were all there; they laughed at my sudden appearance, and I kicked off my sneakers and pulled off my dusty clothes and jumped in. The current tugged at me, the cold water washing the heat and stickiness from my skin. Then I burst up through the surface, and everyone laughed and splashed me and I splashed them back. When I couldn’t stop shivering, I climbed out onto a smooth rock and sat there naked as the river rolled slowly past. The hot sun shone red through my closed eyes as it wicked the water from my skin.
When I open my eyes, the sun is still red. But it is not the same river, and they are gone.

When the nights kept getting cooler and the days shorter and the campground quieter—when finally all the branches of all the apple trees in the orchard were empty, the last of the wormy grounders fermenting in crow-torn heaps on the ground—it all felt, to me, like it was happening for the first time. I didn’t remember anything from the previous winter, and had no idea what was coming.
One woodsmoke-scented fall morning, I woke before my siblings, climbed down the ladder and stood barefoot on the white-frosted ground. My feet left melted footprints in the frost as I crossed the clearing. The cloud of steam from my pee rose up; I followed it with my eyes and saw that the aspen leaves had finally soaked up every bit of the summer sun and turned to gold. The larch needles, too, were turning.
Over in the treehouse, I heard the sounds of my siblings waking up, one after the other: a quiet cough, a murmured question, a loud fart and a peal of laughter. A flicker of movement under the devil’s club and there was a hare, its ears twitching, patches of white on its grey-brown fur. I took just the tiniest step closer, and it slipped away through the brush without a sound.
The wind was calm, the birds quiet, and the noises from the treehouse had stopped. I shivered in the cold air. I hadn’t known the leaves would change; I didn’t know they would fall. I didn’t know the rain would turn to snow, the whole world around me blanketed in white. I didn’t know that eventually the days would lengthen again and the snow would melt, that the sun would again linger into the evening and, with the warmth and light, new leaves would grow, as fresh and green as the previous year, their narrow stems clinging steadfastly to the branches.
I didn’t know that these transformations would resolve themselves into a pattern, that I would begin to anticipate this cycling, that it would form the underpinning of my life for all the unknown expanse of years stretching out before me on that late-October morning, as I reached out for the single golden leaf spiralling down, as it landed on my small and cold hand.

I dress and pack up and start climbing back up from the river, following the same dry creek bed I came down. There’s a tangle of corn silk caught in the lowest branch of a larch. I reach up to touch it and find that it’s a hairlike clump of pale green lichen. A disconnected memory floats up from the murk of my past: a flash of gliding slowly through a cedar forest at valley bottom, my snowboard boots fastened to a splitboard in ski mode. Stopping to write down the types and lengths of lichen hanging from the enormous trees: Bryoria, Alectoria. It was before I went back to school for GIS, back when I was a wildlife technician. I was assisting my friend Lily with research for her master’s; she was studying the winter diet of a dwindling herd of mountain caribou. The quiet of the forest was pierced by passing trucks on the snowy highway, not far off. A woodpecker drummed on dead wood and chickadees zipped between the trees. A banditry, Lily told me. A group of chickadees is called a banditry. And I immediately thought of us, five kids living rough in 1979. Flitting through the cedars, eating stolen chocolate bars. And then I was back there with my friend in the winter forest, a Rite in the Rain notebook in my hand. All around us in the snow, the massive round tracks of the doomed herd.
Something soft brushes against my ankle, then slips between my feet and runs ahead. A domestic cat stops on the trail and looks back at me. It looks like Ginger, the free-ranging calico who lived at the stone house through the 1980s. I stare at the cat. It looks, impossibly, exactly like her: the same pattern on her fur, the same pale green eyes, the same scar on her back from the hawk that tried to carry her off when she was a kitten, long before I arrived at the stone house. In the bed where I lay recovering during those first days after being released from the hospital, she was a persistent warm weight at my feet.
“Ginger,” I say aloud, and she runs ahead of me on the trail until she is lost from sight.
Everything can change in a moment. One moment, your world is intact; the next, you’re bobbing far from shore in unfamiliar waters, small and lost and miraculously alive.





Six
I WOKE SHIVERING IN DUSKY DARKNESS. I wasn’t in the treehouse. I was indoors, in a bed. I reached for Calliope, but she wasn’t there. My chest ached and my limbs felt heavy. Through a window, I could see the half-moon hanging high in the sky. My eyes were tired, I couldn’t keep them open.
Darkness.
I woke again, hours or days later, to sunlight. I was alone in the same small room, with its peaked roof and a single window. A hemlock trailed its branches against the frost-edged pane of glass; I could see mountains, but they weren’t the ones I knew. I had a vague sense that I’d been in this room for some time. My hands were clean and pale, my fingernails trimmed short. My Blue Jays hat was on a table beside the bed, next to a mason jar half filled with water. I reached for the hat and felt the weakness in my arms.
My mind felt fuzzy, like the last few days had all been a dream. The last thing that felt really real was Halloween night. Running through the streets in town with my bag of candy growing thrillingly heavier, then the long walk home. I remembered all of us back in the treehouse that night, me and Calliope and Fawn digging through our bags, negotiating trades—plastic-wrapped toffee squares for clear tubes of Rain-Blo gumballs, foil-wrapped Kit Kats for tiny boxes of Smarties—while Fletch and Silv wolfed down our chips and Cheezies, licking the salt and cheese dust from their fingers. Through the cracked window, the full moon shone through the trees.
And I remembered waking up shivering the day after Halloween, with a floatiness in my head and a heavy wetness in my chest. After that, everything was a confusing jumble. The shock of looking down through the hatch and seeing a lady in the clearing below the treehouse, and the tension in Fawn’s body as she stood in front of her. The lopsided weight of the hatchet, and me and Calliope’s small hands on the smooth wood of the handle. And I remembered being curled up shivering in Fletch’s lap; we were all inside a truck, the bumpy jostling of a dirt road and Silv in the driver’s seat. Both of his hands on the wheel, gripping it hard. Fawn’s voice, telling me a story I couldn’t follow, pausing to read out a road sign: “Look! It says, ‘Runaway Lane’!” Fletch’s arms holding me steady, my warm hand in Calliope’s cool one.
Then everything else, everyone else was distant, their faces pulsing along with my rapid heartbeat when I tried to focus on them. There was only the chill of my skin, the strain and the loudness of my breathing. And then, nightmarish and vivid: Calliope’s piercing scream, her arms reaching for me as she was carried away.


On the edge of the trail, a flash of red. I nudge the dead leaves aside with my boot. It’s a weathered and half-buried Red River cereal box, the cardboard being slowly subsumed back into the dirt. I lift one swollen corner; the soil beneath is damp, harbouring a frantic scatter of arthropods.
In the stone house, in the cupboard next to the stove, there was always a bright red box with its picture of sheaves of wheat. I would read all the sides of the box in both official languages, mispronouncing the French in my head as I ate my breakfast before school. If one box was emptied, it would be replaced by another—it was as though it was the very same box all that time, all those years in the stone house, while I grew and changed and finally flew.
I straighten up again and continue on. The trail passes through a small clearing—there’s a lone burnt larch festooned with scraps of vivid yellow-green wolf lichen. A rusted kettle sits at the base of the tree, the faint strains of shakily played flute drifting tinnily out from inside. The sound drifts after me, growing fainter as I walk.

In the soft bed in the attic bedroom of the stone house, I wanted to call out, but I was afraid of who would come, and who wouldn’t. I knew somebody was here because I remembered being helped to sit up and having a cup held to my lips: lukewarm water that tasted salty and sweet. And later, someone held a container for me to pee into, and a voice said Go on then, nobody’s looking.
I heard a conversation between two women:
The child looks positively shipwrecked. D’you think we should take him back to the hospital?
He’s breathing well and his fever’s not returned, I think the poor lad just needs sleep. You go on back to bed, too, love. I’ll sit with him.
I’ll bring you another tea.
I had a blurry memory of being somewhere else before this: a different room, bigger and loud and brightly lit. Bed rails and tightly tucked sheets, a pinchy stabbing on the side of my wrist and a feeling of being tethered. I touched my wrist and found a tiny scab on the side. I scratched at it, and a drop of blood welled up.
I closed my eyes again but didn’t sleep. A dream, this must be. I’d just wake myself up, and then I’d be back in the treehouse with everyone. I closed my eyes, imagined myself there. I pictured the exact spots where the roof leaked the worst before Silv finally covered it in a black plastic tarp. The posters on the walls, crinkled from falling down and being stuck back up so many times. The crack in the window and, through it, the familiar dark shape of the mountain that filled most of the sky. On Halloween, the night was the coldest I could remember. Calliope slept warm next to me in our sleeping bag as I lay looking up through the window at the moon. Huge and orange, it moved slowly up the ridge until it reached the broken tree near the top, then got snagged on the sharp, shattered trunk. It rested there, briefly still, bracing itself for the pain of tearing free.
I opened my eyes. Still in the attic room. Still alone. The drop of blood grew and trickled down my arm, and I lifted it to my mouth. I tasted its salt and iron, rich on my tongue.
My own blood.

And now, too, a tiny scab on my wrist; again, I scratch it off, again a spot of blood wells up. And swiftly vanishes. The trail tilts around onto the southwest aspect and opens up, the heavy canopy of cedar and hemlock giving way to widely spaced ponderosa pines and Douglas firs. A pile of deer scat on the trail, then the prints of a hare cross the soft dirt. And here, appearing from nowhere, as though the animal simply dropped from the sky and started walking: the tiny round tracks of a domestic cat.

In the stone house, in the upstairs room, I was sitting up in bed and the two ladies were there. One sat on the bed, the other on a chair. Both had silvery-grey hair cut short and their faces were lined, curious, almost familiar. They asked me some questions, which—because I didn’t have the wherewithal to make anything up—I answered honestly. They looked at each other in the way that Fletch and Silv did when they were thinking things they didn’t want to tell the rest of us.
Any minute now, all of them would burst into the room and find me. Fletch would hand me my clothes and tell me to hurry up and get dressed. Silv would piggyback me down the stairs and out the door, and Calliope would skip along behind us. And Fawn would be so happy she’d sing at the top of her lungs as we all left together and headed back to the treehouse where we belonged.
“Let me be sure I’ve got this straight,” the lady in the chair said. “For as long as you can remember, you and your brother and sisters all lived together, in a tree? Without your mother or father, with no adults there at all, eating donuts and berries and squirrels?”
Yes.

During those summers I treeplanted in places like Rainbow Lake and Fort Vermilion and unnamed stretches of muskeg on the edge of Wood Buffalo National Park, all of us dreamed each night of the work we did all day, various realistic or implausible treeplanting scenarios playing out in our resting minds. Lily told me she once dreamed that her planting bags were filled with tiny toadlets that she was required to deposit on the ground at perfect two-metre intervals. Her brother Sam said he’d dreamed he was skiing down a steep powder-filled slope, inserting a seedling neatly into the snow each time he planted his ski pole. Our cook had planted three seasons before moving into the cookshack, and she told us about a dream where she reached her oversized set of spaghetti tongs into a pot of boiling water and pulled out a steaming bundle of bare-root seedlings.
During those endless northern days, loading up seedlings into my bags and stuffing them one by one into the torn earth—all day, every day, for weeks and months on end, while the skies rained or snowed or hailed or burned the palest kids a crispy pink—I would often fall into a trance of repetitive motion, the distinction between time and space wavering. I’d start looking at a chunk of land and estimating how many hours were contained within its boundaries; I’d find myself measuring the passing of time, not in minutes and hours, but in two-metre intervals. Sometimes, I would catch myself thinking that I could move through minutes—back and forth, here and there, at my own volition—just as I could through metres. Time and space hidden under identical veiled glasses, endlessly switched back and forth.
Early one morning, asleep in my tent on the edge of the clearcut we were working on, I dreamed I was planting a line from north to south, exactly along the invisible border between northern Alberta and northern British Columbia. In the dream, I strategically angled the line of seedlings just slightly to the right, toward BC. It would be an hour earlier in the Pacific time zone, my dream logic told me, so this way I could sleep for another hour before my alarm clock went off. Then my alarm did go off and I woke up in my tent, the camp ringing out with everyone else’s alarms in their tents where they slept alone—or, lucky bastards, in pairs. More than half my toenails had fallen off, my arms were cut up by thorns, all my fingers were swollen and my hand was locked into a claw. I was only here, it was only now: the former could not be immediately changed and the latter, never. A vague, irrational sense of disappointment stayed with me through most of the day: I was—we all were—so helpless against the machinery of time. There was no escaping it, no slipping out of its relentless grip.
That was what it was like, slowly realizing over those first days and weeks and months at the stone house that my siblings had left me there, that they’d all continued on without me. They might not come back today or tomorrow, maybe not even until the summer. Maybe not ever. And no matter how much I wanted to, I couldn’t make time go backwards. I couldn’t get back there. I was going to live at the stone house now, these ladies were going to be the ones who gave me food and a place to sleep and took care of me. An alarm was going off inside of me, awakening me to this truth. Part of me knew there was no resisting that alarm, but another part was trying to swerve in a different direction, to sneak back to an earlier time so discreetly that time wouldn’t notice, wouldn’t catch me and stop me and force me to stay here, to stay now.
Obviously, that’s not exactly how I thought of it at the time. I was five years old—all of this is a translation. I can’t go back there to feel everything exactly as it was. I can only filter it through the person I am now. Probably, I’m not getting it right. Probably, even now, I’m still trying—hopelessly, helplessly—to swerve that line back to an earlier time zone.

I walk on, now with a Crosby, Stills & Nash song stuck in my head. A trail marker tilts out from behind an empty huckleberry bush, the numbers long since worn away. My boot catches on another old wooden rail tie edging crookedly out of the moss. I stumble forward and try to stay upright, but the heavy pack throws my balance off and I crash down onto my hands and knees. I haul myself up and roughly brush myself off.
Up ahead in the trees, a dark shape catches my eye. I stop, but it’s not a bear, only a burnt stump. I keep walking. Ahead of me on the side of the trail is a length of old wooden pipe, a hollowed-out log wrapped with rusted metal strapping. A chipmunk is perched on top of it, watching me.
You know what your problem is? it says, inside my head.
Don’t start, I say, also in my head. It continues to study me.
Okay, but seriously—
“Don’t start!” I say, out loud this time, and it scurries away.

On my third or fourth or seventh visit to Dr. Baptiste’s office, she was starting to tell me about my latest test results. One moment I was calm—I was indoors in a small-ish space but I was okay, I was handling it—and then my heart was pounding too fast and I was trapped. I tried to distract myself by asking her if she’d listened to the latest episode of a science podcast we both liked: it was about rodent intelligence and, in particular, the spatial abilities of squirrels, how their frantic little hippocampi actually seemed to grow seasonally larger each fall as they cached seeds and nuts. Yes, she’d heard it, and yes it had been fascinating, but . . .
Her voice faded out and I sensed that she was looking at me expectantly, but I’d closed my eyes and couldn’t bear to open them. The walls pushed toward me, closing in. I leaned back and pressed my hand against the wall, but my panic only grew.
“I have to go,” I said, and stood up. “I can’t . . .”
“Just wait,” she said. She set her hand lightly on my arm.
“I can’t,” I said, grappling with the wave of panic. The room was a trash compacter and I was trapped inside. I knew this wasn’t really happening, and I tried to use that knowledge to brace the walls, but my logic snapped like a broomstick, no match for the panic. I stammered out a hasty goodbye as I backed out the office door. I spun out into the brightness of the wide hallway, walking fast, then almost running, and then I was running, I swerved around people walking, people pushing medical carts. I saw an exit sign ahead and ran to it. I pulled open the door and staggered out into the open air, into the beautiful fading light of day.





Seven
IN THE STONE HOUSE, I soon learned that the cat who’d slept on my bed those first few days was named Ginger, and the ladies were Seannagh and Aoife. Shaw-na. Ee-fa.
Seannagh was the taller one; she sometimes used a cane but still moved faster than Aoife. Aoife was the shorter and rounder one; her glasses stayed on her face all the time, while Seannagh just pulled hers from her pocket when she needed to read something. The lines on Aoife’s face were smile-shaped and friendly. Seannagh usually looked like she was thinking hard to herself, but when she laughed, it was with the extra happiness of someone who loved to be surprised. Seannagh talked in a different way than anyone I’d ever heard; she said it was because she’d grown up far away, in Ireland.
The downstairs of the stone house had a kitchen painted the same blue as a robin’s egg, with a crock on the counter that usually held cookies. There was a room with a sofa and two big soft chairs that faced the large window with its view of the creek. There was a globe perched in a fallen-off mule deer antler atop a bookshelf, and photos of birds on all the walls, in frames made of driftwood. There was a woodstove with a window on the front so you could watch the wood burning up. When it got dark in the afternoons, we would all sit in there, on the threadbare chairs or the sagging sofa; one of them might read me a book or have me try to read to them from a picture book, or one of them might read her own book or go make dinner.
Every night, I lay awake as long as I could, listening for my siblings to arrive in the night. And each morning, I woke alone in the attic bedroom, with light streaming in or rain pounding on the window. I often had nightmares; it seemed like almost every night I was being chased through a cornfield by a woman waving a hatchet, or standing in a forest clearing while a giant hawk with sharp talons swooped down on me.
And I often dreamed of the treehouse. Sometimes these dreams would be good ones, and I would wake up with the feeling of being there, of everyone all together. In others, we would all be lying in our sleeping bags or picking berries or swimming in the river and then everything would suddenly darken. I would try to call out, but my voice wouldn’t come, and I would know that they wouldn’t be able to hear me anyway, because they were all gone.

I woke one morning to a strange new brightness through the window. I’d tried, as always, to stay awake so I would be the first to hear Fletch and Silv and Fawn and Calliope’s knock on the door. But again I’d fallen asleep, and again they hadn’t come.
The hardwood floor was cold on my bare feet as I walked to the window and opened the curtains to an astonishing sight. The ground was blanketed in snow, the birdhouses and the cedar and hemlock boughs and the bare larch branches were all frosted with it. I had a sudden flash of the winters that had come before—sliding down a hill, with Calliope in front of me and Fawn behind; Silv up on the roof of the trailer, shovelling off the snow—but the memories were too slippery to grab onto.
The house was still quiet. I walked down the stairs, pulled on my coat and stepped into my rubber boots. Chickadees—black-capped, chestnut-backed—came and went from the snow-topped feeder, chattering to each other. A deer had walked through the garden; the tracks were laid out clearly in the fresh snow. I followed the tracks downslope, pushing through cedar boughs and ducking under brush like the deer had, until I stepped out by the creek and there he was. He stood next to the slowly moving water. His eyes were fixed on me as he pooped a pile of pellets, then he turned and leapt the creek in a single bound.
Walking back, I came across bootprints and compared them to my own. They were just a bit bigger—one shoe size bigger. I jumped up and raced along the trail, calling out to Calliope, but the tracks looped back and I found myself on my own trail. The thin layer of early snow was already softening under the weak winter sun and I saw that my tracks were melting, spreading out. I walked my trail once more, to be sure. There were bootprints upon bootprints, all of them swiftly melting, but still I could see that it was only ever a deer there, a rabbit there, a squirrel there. And here: only me.


Over the course of that winter, so slowly I didn’t notice it was happening, my hollow feeling of lostness began to be punctured by small pleasures. The book with the picture of a worm driving an apple car. A warm slice of pie with a dollop of ice cream melting on top. And the walks I started to take on the trails around the house with Seannagh most afternoons after she walked back up from the café. We walked slowly at first, then as my strength returned I would run ahead, circling back to see what she had to show me. The tracks of a lynx, intersecting with those of a snowshoe hare: an unsuccessful chase. The small differences that revealed which type of chickadee was perched in the boughs of the towering trees. The feeling when she said my eyes were sharper than hers, and would I kindly tell her if that chickadee’s cap was black or brownish-grey?
In the kitchen of the stone house, I shaped the scrap of leftover pastry Aoife had given me into a little person. I decorated it with raisins and put it on the cookie sheet to bake. I still had some raisins left over, and I counted them out into two little piles on the plate: one for Calliope, one for me. I ate my pile and then, still waiting for Aoife to pull the pan out of the oven, I ate Calliope’s. I told myself that she would do the same in my place, but I felt uneasy. I could’ve saved the raisins for her, I wasn’t even that hungry. I was starting to forget what it felt like to be really hungry.

The oldest photo I have of myself is from my first winter in the stone house. In it, Aoife is sitting in a chair, I’m sitting on the arm of the chair and Seannagh stands behind us. In the photo, my face is blurred, caught in motion as I turn back to look up at Seannagh.
Everything can change in an instant. Or it can change so slowly you can pretend, for a while, that it isn’t changing at all. If four kids ran while one stayed still, how far apart would they be after six months, after a year? How far apart would those kids be after five, after ten, after fifteen years?
The light, steadying weight of Seannagh’s hand on my shoulder. And me, looking up at her. Recalibrating my compass for my new location.

The snow was a foot deep, and we both pulled on our boots before we stepped out onto the porch, Seannagh with a ski pole instead of her cane. We traipsed down the plowed driveway, past her truck with the plow attached, crossed the two-lane rural highway and pushed through a row of trees to get to the path under the high power lines. She explained what we were looking for, and I studied her face to see if she was being funny. Bring a whole tree into the house?
“These trees are bound for the chopping block, in any case,” she said. “They’ll eventually interfere with the power lines, so they’ll be cut down before then.”
We selected a spruce and she let me help a bit with the sawing, though I wasn’t strong enough to really make much progress through the narrow trunk. The tree was too heavy for me to drag on my own but she let me try anyway. Back at the house, there was some fiddling around with a metal tree holder, some teetering and swearing while I sat on the floor, trying to untangle a long string of lights.
And then: a tree, inside the house! We were no longer just indoors but somehow outside, too, at the same time. That night, I fell asleep on the floor next to it and woke to find a quilt had been placed on me. There was a mason jar of water on the floor beside the sofa, and Ginger had her head pressed into it, lapping at it with her little pink tongue. I waited for her to finish, then picked it up and took a sip. It tasted of the leftover tuna casserole she’d eaten for her dinner and the spruce needles that had fallen into the jar. The boughs were close to my face and I breathed in their scent. I lay back down and slept a dreamless sleep.

The sun is sinking lower in the sky, a ball of fire hovering on the edge of the smoke-shrouded peaks. The heavy smoke blurs the days and nights together at their edges, but I can see now that the sky is darkening. It’s been an exceptionally good day, with only a few minor glitches, and I don’t want to push my luck. I start watching for a spot to set up camp.
A tiny heap in the middle of the trail: a dead vole, a deep slash running the short length of its body. I crouch and see that it isn’t dead—it’s breathing, but just barely, and its eyes flicker, unseeing. I know I should end its suffering, but when I pick up a rock and lift my arm, I find that I can’t do it. I stay there until it stops breathing, then set a leaf over its body, leaving its head uncovered as though tucking it in for the night. I step over it and keep walking. A fir presses up against the trail and some of its boughs are iced in white powder—something I’ve heard about but can’t remember ever encountering. I lift the frosted needles to my mouth: from the heat stress, an unexpected sweetness.

One evening, early on in that first winter in the stone house, we were all sitting in the living room. It was dark outside but not late, because nobody had suggested it was time for me to go to bed. It was only us three there, which wasn’t unusual, but it also wasn’t uncommon for other people to come over. After I’d been at the stone house for a while, other grownups would come to visit—usually ladies on their own or in pairs, sometimes a man or two men, occasionally one of each or a person I couldn’t easily categorize as being firmly in either camp. These adults all knew which of the stove burners worked and which needed to be lit with a match when they put the kettle on for tea. They knew which cabinet to open to find a mug or a wineglass and had their favourites among the mismatched selection.
Much like Ginger, I was treated with a kind, casual regard: offered bits of food, helped with anything I needed, allowed the freedom to stay near or wander off on my own. Sometimes one of them would bring something for me. A picture book, a colouring book, a shoebox filled with Lego. There must have been visits from a social worker too—even back then, you couldn’t just take in and foster a stray child on a whim, even if you pretended to be cousins rather than a couple—but I have no memory of it.
That evening, they were both reading their books, and I was looking at one about a boy around Fawn’s age who had a raccoon friend. The book had photos instead of drawings, and it showed the boy and the raccoon going about their day together, wandering around indoors and out, neither seeming to be in charge of the other. I was trying to think of an angle to ask if I could try to entice one of the local raccoons to be my friend when there was a soft thud against the window. We all looked up from our books. Seannagh got up first and rushed outside, then she called in to Aoife to bring a pillowcase and she got one and sent me running ahead to bring it to Seannagh. She took it and crouched on the porch, then told me to hold the door and handed me the pillowcase while she pulled off her boots. I peeked inside and there was a small owl, its eyes tightly closed.
Seannagh closed Ginger up in the bedroom, and Aoife put the owl into a cardboard box on the floor, and they both told me to stop hovering over it—the poor thing would think I meant to eat it for a midnight snack. And then I must have fallen asleep on the sofa because I remember Aoife waking me up. I followed them out to the porch in the crisp night air. Seannagh was holding the owl upright by its legs and she opened her hand and seemed to flick the little owl into the air—it flew up and swiftly vanished into the darkness. But while it was still in her hand, I saw the expression on its tiny, feathered face. Held in the grip of something huge and potentially annihilating, it was curious but fearless. It had wide eyes and sharp talons, and it was biding its time.

Now, the sun has sunk beyond the hidden horizon and the light grey sky of day has faded into the dark grey sky of evening. A bat flits past, then another. That flat spot next to the cedar stump will do fine for tonight’s campsite. I drop my pack to the ground and rummage through my dwindling food stores.





Eight
I’M WITH CALLIOPE and we’re climbing the deer trail up the steep slope across the road from the forest that hides our treehouse. We ascend farther and farther until we can see the highway far below. We crest the ridge and clamber up onto the plateau. Amid a scatter of antlers and deer bones, there’s a crumpled red sleeping bag that doesn’t look empty.
Go see if there’s someone in there, Calliope whispers.
I don’t want to, I whisper back.
I bet there is. I bet they’re dead.
I’m not gonna.
Calliope calls out, but the sleeping bag doesn’t move. She picks up a stick and slowly approaches, holding it out in front of her. She steps right up to the sleeping bag and pokes it with the stick—first lightly, then harder. Watching her, I feel a prodding in my side; I turn to look, but nothing is touching me. Calliope pokes with her stick again, this time at the bottom of the bag, and now I feel a poking at my feet and the dream cracks open and dissolves. I open my eyes in the morning light and for just a moment, I don’t know where I am.
A coyote is sniffing at my sleeping bag. Its muzzle stretches forward, its body taut and ready to bolt. I stay perfectly still, and its eyes meet mine for the briefest instant before it leaps swiftly back, its body turning in the air and its feet barely seeming to touch down before it darts off.
I sit up. The sun is still low in the sky. Time to get up, pack up, but I feel an odd reluctance to leave the spot, with the coyote’s scent still hanging in the dry air. I stuff my sleeping bag back into my backpack, then I take out the child-sized Blue Jays cap and pull out the worn envelope tucked inside it.
I open the envelope and leaf through the dozen or so photos. There is one of a group of teenagers on the porch of a cabin; the photo is labelled “Sam and Lily’s.” There’s a photo of my crew in my first year of treeplanting: a dozen young and youngish people standing in a clearcut, the sky behind us dense with smoke. The worn photo of myself as a small child with Seannagh and Aoife. And several photos that I don’t remember being taken, even though I’m in them, at varying ages.
There I am, in winter clothes and carrying a guitar case: “The Pig’s Ear, Peterborough, 2005.” Standing on the shore of Lake Superior: “Thunder Cape, October ’98.” Holding a fused clump of oysters on a beach: “Cortes, 2017.”
I turn the photos over and see the names I wrote on the back. Never all of us together, but there we are. I have a sense that these photos have taken me by surprise before, which is surely the reason I brought them. I don’t remember any of it. And if I don’t remember, does it even count?
Last in the stack: “Duck Lake.” No date, but this one has a memory attached to it—and a sense of unease.
In that photo, it’s evening. In the background, I can see a frame: it’s like that of a badminton net but it’s holding up a mist net, the netting itself threadlike and barely discernable. Several people with vaguely familiar faces are sitting in lawn chairs; there’s a small handheld ultrasound detector resting on a folding lawn chair next to an open bag of Doritos and a few pairs of gloves. At the top corner of the photo, the sun is sinking into the mountains—a blur of red through the smoke. The bats still inside the cave and all of us outside, waiting for emergence.
I know I took that one because it’s framed by my extended arm. I’m squinting, trying to get the angle just right and fit everyone in. I can tell from my age in the photo, and from the fact I was still working, that it would’ve been around the time I was starting to notice that something was wrong with my mind.
It was like the moment you realize you’ve just accidentally filled a gasoline generator with diesel—or vice versa. Your mind almost goes blank for a fraction of a second before it sinks in, and you accept the situation you’re in: that the only solution is to siphon out the wrong fuel—on your knees, an acrid taste in your mouth.
But in this case, I stayed in that pause, that blankness, for a long time because there was nothing I could do. I took all the tests, tried every medication and therapy. But almost from the first scans, nobody had any illusions about a cure.
My engine is seizing. And there’s nothing I—or anyone else—can do about it.


I put the photos away and finish packing up camp. I step back onto the trail, then hesitate. It’s a flat spot, the trees are dense, and I suddenly don’t know which way I’m going. I look up, but the shrouded mountains don’t offer any clues. I try to visualize myself yesterday evening on the trail: was the campsite on the right or the left? But I’m not sure. I pull out my compass, but the trail is running north-south at this particular spot, so no immediate help there. I’ll just have to pick a direction and then keep checking until I’m sure the trail is heading generally eastward. I decide to try going left.
I walk a short distance and quickly come upon the fir with the sugary boughs; I touch the broken branch where I took a piece. I turn around and walk quickly back the other way, past my makeshift campsite. I’m breathing fast, and I feel my heart pounding through my whole body. I make a plan to start marking my direction of travel—with an arrow made of rocks or drawn on the ground—before I go to sleep. Whether or not I’ll remember to actually do it is anyone’s guess.

I step over a heap of bear shit on the trail, the berries swallowed whole and covered over with a fine mesh of fungus. Lily once referred to one of these piles as “pie filling” and said that there was one thing she’d never understood about bears: surely they’d get more calories from their diet if they actually chewed their food? Then she clarified that, actually, there were a lot of things she didn’t understand about bears.
We saw a lot of bear shit, living where we did, even before we both started working in the field. That first year we both got hired on as wildlife techs, the guy she was supposed to do a grizzly collar retrieval with crashed his mountain bike and broke a rib, so I got to go along instead.
We’d unlocked a gate and driven the ministry truck up a deactivated logging road to an impassable washout, then we lifted bikes from the tailgate and rode farther up the road. Eventually we left the bikes and bushwacked high up onto a subalpine ridge to retrieve the radio collar that had been remotely blasted off. I imagined the grizzly’s surprise when the bolts securing the collar she’d been wearing for months had suddenly released.
We didn’t find the collar at the spot marked on the map, and Lily figured the bear must have walked away with the opened collar hanging loosely around her neck. We looked around and had almost reached our turnaround time when Lily finally found it, caught in the branches of a whitebark pine. I’d taken a celebratory photo of her holding it for the biologist we were retrieving the collars for, the telemetry antenna raised triumphantly in her other hand.
So many years ago, now. Lily Russo is still my closest friend and, apart from the doctors, the only one I eventually told what was really happening with my mind. Lily told Angela—we all worked together, and her wife had long been one of my closest friends by then too—but everyone else at the office just thinks I took early retirement before I was even fifty. I don’t think many of them were even very surprised. They could see how worn down I was, by failure and disappointment, by the endless cascading losses that I’ve never managed to compartmentalize.

The last project I worked on was for Nadine Cardinal and Erik Andersson, two of the most senior caribou biologists in the province. As always, after I finished the maps, I printed them out to look over everything one last time. Despite working on a computer for most of my adult life, hard copies still felt more real to me than images on a screen.
I’d made a clear and accurate visual representation of the data, but I felt such a sense of wrongness at what I was seeing that I just kept going over the maps and the article they accompanied, long after I’d confirmed that there were no technical errors in my work. Words and phrases leapt out at me. The term unique ecotope, the words Species at Risk Act. The phrases lack of timely and meaningful consultation and the province’s failure and Canada’s failure. And there, in the conclusion, the weight of the word extirpated. Not exactly extinction, but the complete absence of a once-endemic species within a particular area. Not gone. But gone from here.
One of the maps showed precisely where and how each of the last members of the herd met their various ends. A point on the map for the one the cougar got. Another for a lone and mysterious presumed drowning in a lake, far from the main herd. There were the five wiped out in a single avalanche. And the map only showed the collared adults, not the neonates eaten like leggy popcorn by wolves and cougars who’d used logging roads and sled tracks to access the deep snow high in the mountains where the pregnant does once calved in relative safety. And right there: the pregnant doe who didn’t even make it to spring.
As I touched the point that represented her on the map, I felt the wavering of reality, already a familiar sensation by then. Back then, I could still fight it. But I didn’t want to. I was starting to not want to.
Standing in the office that day, a tiny key turned in a tiny lock deep inside my skull. I let my mind sink right into the map, felt my awareness pulled inside it.
It was a winter night. Snow was falling lightly. I stepped out from the sheltering cedars along the highway, felt the icy road under my massive hooves, the irresistible lure of the road salt caught in the divots of the embedded lane lights.
Then my perspective shifted, and I was driving a transport along a remote stretch of highway.
Then the shape in the headlights, the moment of impact, and I was pulling the truck over and running back. I was kneeling on the roadside next to the cooling body, and at the same time, I was that body—furred and hooved and bleeding out on the plow-scraped snow.
“Rufous?” the voice was gentle. “Are you okay?”
I was sitting on the floor next to the printer. I looked up at Karim, the new herpetologist. He’d just come back from the field; his sleeves were muddy and he was carrying a pair of hip waders. I saw the concern on his face. My cheeks were damp and there were blotches all over the maps I still clutched in one hand.
I quickly wiped my eyes. “Yeah. I’m good,” I said, pitching my voice lower in a reflexive response to being caught weeping by another man, even one young enough to be my son.
I stood up. Karim was gone. The map was damp and crumpled. I tried to print out a new copy but the only working printer was out of paper, and I realized I couldn’t remember where the printer paper was stored, here in this office where I’d worked for more than two decades. I opened a storage room and found radios and satellite phones and radio-telemetry equipment. I walked down the hall and opened another door and found dip nets and diluted bleach solution and lifejackets and canoe paddles and hip waders. I tried another door and stepped into the lunchroom. There was an apple sitting in the middle of the table and it had that particular shimmer—the wavering quality of objects I knew weren’t really there. I picked it up and turned it over in my hand. There was a single bite out of it, the tooth marks of a small child who still had all their baby teeth.
Not gone. But gone from here. And the map still in my clenched hand was somehow, in that moment, all the maps at once, each one overlaid onto the others: the litany of alarms, the desperate measures we take too late, now that hope is nearly lost.
I heard a knock on a door down the hallway, Karim’s voice saying, “Dr. Kingsley?” and a brief, murmured conversation. Then someone was walking quickly toward the lunchroom, and I turned to see Angela walking toward me.
“Hey,” she said. “Karim’s worried about you. And I am too, Rufous.” I could see it on her face: the burden of being one of the only people who knew how bad it had gotten for me. I closed my eyes.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “This is . . . I mean, it’s gotten . . .” I stopped, feeling suddenly defeated. “This is, I can’t seem to . . .”
I felt the thickness in my voice and stopped trying to explain.
“I’m going to take a leave.”

After the incident with the windshield wipers, I tried driving one more time. Fender wasn’t a big place to get around, but eventually I needed to make another grocery run. I made it to the store without incident and was just starting for home when an expensive car glided through a stop sign into my path, and I only just managed to stop just in time.
A few blocks on, I stopped at a crosswalk where a young woman with an infant in a backpack was trying to haul a toddler up from where the child sat wailing on the street. She said something urgently to the toddler, then glanced up and smiled apologetically at me as she struggled to lift the resistant, tear-streaked child. A car pulled up fast behind me and its driver honked their horn, and the woman looked up and saw me. I smiled, lifted my hand out the window in a friendly way to indicate I wasn’t the asshole who’d honked at her, then realized too late that I’d only reinforced her initial assumption. She kept her eyes forward as she wrestled the squirming child into her arms and continued crossing the street, the baby on her back now awake and audibly unhappy.
A moment later, as I waited in an intersection to turn left on a green, the cars kept coming through on the yellow, one after the other, and then the light turned red and another vehicle whizzed through before I finally escaped the intersection.
Despite the open windows, I felt the walls of the car starting to close in and I was suddenly sweating. I pulled into a parking spot and got out of the car. I felt the cool air around my body and tried to focus on the mountains rising up into the sky, the boundless blue sky. I looked at the car sitting there, empty and vaguely menacing. I saw, then, the lifeless body of a bird stuck in the grill. I crouched and pulled her carefully out: a white-winged crossbill, a female with yellow plumage.
There was a familiar aching tightness in my throat. It wasn’t just the lifeless golden bird, it was a grief—almost a horror—at how terribly people behave inside our metal exoskeletons.
It wasn’t just my own perception that the most expensive cars contained the most aggressive drivers—there’d been a study. I was pretty sure I’d read about a study. But those were just the worst offenders. Then there were the rest of us—less egregious but just rushing, always on the verge of being late, nearly hitting a pedestrian and giving an apologetic wave, mouthing sorry! and meaning it, only to do it again, as though every person inside every other car, or walking or biking or skateboarding on the street, isn’t also the same fleshy, fragile, fallible animal that we ourselves are. As though the world isn’t filled with young mothers and songbirds just trying to get home.
I set the bird down in a hedge on the edge of the grassy verge, then took as many grocery bags as I could carry and walked home. I unloaded them into the fridge and freezer, then went back for the non-perishables.
“What does non-perishable even mean, though, really?” I said to Lily later, on the phone. “What time scale are we talking about? I mean, mountains crumble, glaciers recede . . . Isn’t everything, ultimately, perishable?”
She paused before asking me a question in return.
“No,” I said. “I’m not high. Just . . . the usual.” This was before I’d admitted how bad things were, even to myself. But we’d been friends since we were teenagers, and she was astute enough to know that something new was wrong.
“How do you drive all the time and not become a misanthrope?” I asked her. She and Angela and their teenage son lived in a cabin a good hour south of town.
“Coffee,” she said. “And science podcasts.”
I could almost hear her struggling to resist that powerful urge of all podcast enthusiasts: to tell me the names of her favourites and offer to send me an episode or two. But I’d misread her silence.
“Rufous,” she said quietly. In the silence that followed, I felt myself blinking back tears. I tilted my head back and closed my eyes.
“Angela told me once, you have to make a choice,” she said. “Either ignore the assholery or accept that your resistance will be a lifelong battle, one you can never win but that you will fight anyway, to the end.”
I considered that for a moment. “Which do you do?”
“Honestly, depends on the day.”
She asked me if Luke could stay on my couch one night later that week; his truck had broken down again and he had basketball practice after school. And yes, she said, she or Angela or Luke would go pick up my car tomorrow. My car: destroyer of songbirds, crusher of souls. Well, my own soul, at the very least. I could just keep walking to work. I could manage.
“Tell Luke he can keep it.”

The next time I needed groceries, I set out for the store on foot. At the corner, a large tortoiseshell cat sat on the edge of the sidewalk, trying to look imperious even though it was wearing one of those large ruffly collars meant to keep it from single-handedly decimating the local songbird population. Its expression said that it knew very well how ridiculous it looked and it stared me down—tail twitching, daring me to make a comment—as I walked by.
As I passed the coffee shop, one of the house sparrows that foraged crumbs in the garden patio zipped so close to me that it ruffled my hair. I could hear voices: people laughing, a toddler’s happy shriek, snippets of conversations in a handful of different languages. On the retaining wall next to the alleyway, there was a new mural: a child riding on the back of an osprey. The child leaned forward, gripping the feathers, the wind blowing their long hair back.
In the grocery store, I turned into an aisle and almost collided with a group of teenagers, likely on lunch break from the local high school. One was, for no apparent reason, walking on stilts; one was using her aviators as a mirror to apply lipstick; another was pretending to smoke his piece of red licorice like a cigar. Strapped to his backpack was a longboard plastered with stickers: Fender Skatepark Society. Sacred Ride. Land Back Now! As I passed, they offered the open bag of licorice in my direction, and I hesitated but accepted a piece, then bowed slightly to them in thanks. All of them, even the one on stilts, bowed slightly back to me.
On my way home with my groceries, I walked under a towering old maple and the crows perched in the boughs shrieked at me in their beautiful, ludicrous voices.
I stepped onto the grass to make room for a woman pushing a double stroller. She smiled a thank you as she passed with her cargo of sleeping toddlers. Coming down the hill were the two old Italian men who both lived in my neighbourhood, their heads lowered, talking as they walked deliberately down the sidewalk, concentrating on each step. They both looked up at the same moment and simultaneously nodded a hello. I could hear them talking to each other in Italian as they continued downhill. There was something about hearing the language; it sparked something in me, but then I ran into someone I knew. No, my car’s fine, it’s just . . . I’m just . . . Good to see you. Yeah, you too. Take care, eh?
You too. Take care.
And that flicker of feeling I had, hearing those men speaking, comes back to me now. I don’t remember my mother, never met my Italian immigrant maternal grandmother, but Italians were one of the more populous groups in Fleetwood Siding, the tiny community near the stone house where I spent most of my childhood. In all the years I lived there on the outskirts of Fleet, anytime I went to the church for a wedding or a funeral or Sunday mass with a friend’s family, the choir was led by the same old Italian man. His weathered hand like a swallow in flight, extended toward the members of the choir, flocking all of their voices together.
During the hand-shaking portion of the mass, I would always walk over to him to shake his hand. Peace be with you, I would shyly murmur. He would clasp my small hand in his large and calloused one and answer me in his deep and strongly accented voice: And also with you. All around, everyone turning to the people sitting nearest, smiling and clasping hands.
I wasn’t Catholic or even Christian, didn’t attend mass regularly, and at first I didn’t understand that the ritual was church-specific. When I saw the choirmaster on the street, I ran over eagerly with my hand reaching out, and he looked bemused but then smiled and shook my hand. This happened often enough that other Fleet residents noticed our little routine and started stopping to shake my hand too. And sometimes, smiling solemnly, they would shake each other’s hands, too, in a little show for me.
And also with you. And also with you.





Nine
I CLAMBER OVER SOME DEADFALL and spot a flash of movement in an open area alongside the trail. I peer through the trees, expecting a deer, and then I see her. The warm brown of her fur, the massive shoulders rising and falling like pistons as she ambles along. She’s the biggest grizzly I’ve ever seen. Trailing behind her are two fat cubs of the year, their fur thick and gleaming. Her coat is cut through with long-healed scars, and I wonder how many males she’s fought, defending these cubs and the litters that came before.
They pass beyond the gap in the trees. As I’m about to lose sight of them, I feel a sudden pang of loss. I want very much to keep watching them. I’m a good distance away and they haven’t detected me—maybe I could just walk alongside them on my parallel trail for a moment? But the moment I think this, before I even move my feet to do it, the massive bear swings her heavy head back in my direction. With startling swiftness, she is up on her hind legs, and I’m frozen in place by the sheer wild bulk of her.
She scans the line of trees that separates us. For a dizzy moment, I feel that if she were to gesture me forward with her long-clawed paw, I would go willingly, would lay myself at her feet and offer myself up to sustain her gorgeous cubs. Then her gaze lands on me. Her paws hang loose at her sides, each claw a curved and razor-tipped Virginia Slim. She could tear my face from my skull as easily as I would pluck the milky skin from a lukewarm mug of tea.
Are you looking at my cubs? Her voice is clear in my head. I step back and lower my eyes.
“I . . . No!” I stammer. “I mean, yes, but I would never—”
Don’t even look at them.
“I’m sorry, I’m going,” I say, taking a step back, and another.
She swings her head away from me and drops heavily back down to all fours. She walks on unhurriedly, the cubs scampering along behind her.
I wait a moment, then continue my ascent through the smoke, through the ghostly layers of trees, upwards into the mountains. A few minutes after she’s gone, a cold wave of nausea washes over me. I’m suddenly and acutely grateful to be alive, for as long or as short as I’ve got. It’s something I’ve learned many times over but can’t seem to keep hold of. How precious the final stolen drops—those very same measures of time we’ve spent so much of our adult lives wasting—in those moments when we catch sight of it: the looming finish line that’s been there all along.

Not long before I picked up my backpack and walked out the front door of my house in Fender, I woke one morning in the dugout of the town ball diamond. I had no memory of walking there, or even of leaving my house. I was chilled and my clothes were dusty. Songbirds called out from the surrounding neighbourhood. The boughs of the big maples at the fence line swayed in the faint breeze; the motion was entrancing and I watched for a long time. Then I heard a car starting, not far away, and I quickly stood up and brushed myself off. I was on new meds, and as far as I could tell, they were doing even less for me than the last ones I’d tried.
As I walked home, the earliest dogwalkers were out. Their eyes were tired, they carried coffee mugs and wore hospital scrubs or Carhartt’s. I smiled and casually returned their greetings, as though I was also just out for a morning walk. Only the dogs were wide awake, and they looked at me as though they could smell it in my skull. They knew exactly what I was trying to hide.

Dr. Baptiste paused a moment, then held my gaze as she answered my question.
“Without a baseline, without a conclusive diagnosis, even . . .” She paused again, then continued. “We have to hope that the medications are slowing the progression. I believe there’s a chance that they are, a solid chance, but we just can’t know for certain. And it is progressing, Rufous. Despite everything we’ve tried. I’m so sorry there’s not more we can do.”
How long? She was unwilling to hazard a guess. No idea whether I’d be around to swap the summer tires for the winters, or the winters back for the summers in the spring. But I didn’t have a car anymore, did I. Did I? I shook my head.
“Okay,” I said to her, but so quietly I could see her leaning in to hear my words. “Alright.”
She was saying something about bringing someone with me to my appointments to help me keep track of things.
“Rufous?” She could see my mind was drifting.
“You know,” I said, “I used to think it was a chronic condition, but I see now that it’s acute.”
She looked at me and I knew I wasn’t being clear. She thought I was talking about my particular illness, but that wasn’t what I meant.
“All of it,” I said. “Life itself.”

There’s a hitch in my breathing; I start coughing again and finally spit out a dark residue from breathing the smoky air. On the trail ahead there’s a Steller’s jay, ants walking over the blue and black feathers, the staring eyes. In its beak is a photo—children dressed in fall clothes—but when I reach for it, there’s nothing there.

In the treehouse, I woke up first, as usual. I’d had a round or two of disturbed, bladdery dreams and eventually couldn’t fight the urge any longer.
I slipped out of the sleeping bag without waking Calliope and nudged Silv’s feet off the trapdoor. I strained to lift it and prop it against the wall, then pushed the ladder out and climbed down.
Silv had told me not to pee right under the treehouse all the time, so I went next to the wild ginger instead. Not on it, though. Since the last container of Tang ran out, Fawn had been picking the wild ginger leaves and adding them to the water jug for flavour.
A robin with a brick-red breast hopped along in front of me. He lifted off as I got closer, then flew forward just a bit, in the same direction I was going. He landed on the path again and the process repeated until we both got to where we were going, which was the thimbleberry patch. The big leaves were lightly furred, the berries soft from the previous day’s rain. I picked as many as I could fit in the improvised basket of my upraised T-shirt, then went back to the treehouse to surprise everyone with breakfast. It was hard to climb the ladder with only one free hand. A few rungs up, my foot slipped, and the step smacked me in the face as I fell.
Most of the berries were squashed on the ground, but I tried to pull the survivors off my shirt. My nose was bleeding, and the blood was mixing into the mess of squashed berries. I wiped my nose with my shirt but it kept streaming. Fawn sometimes got nosebleeds, so I knew I was supposed to pinch the top of my nose to stop the bleeding, but it wasn’t working. I climbed the ladder and pulled myself inside. Silv squinted at me from his sleeping bag.
“Christ! What happened to you?”
He handed me some toilet paper for my nose.
“Let’s go wash you off,” he said, pulling off his sleeping bag. “Don’t want you attracting bears.”
“Is it true what Fawn said, that grownup bears sometimes eat baby ones?” I asked, while cleaning off in the river. The water was high and Silv stood just downstream of me so I couldn’t float away.
“Only the males,” he said. “They eat cubs that aren’t theirs. Maybe their own too, I don’t know. Just stay clear of any bears you see.”
I thought a moment. “You and Fletch’s dad isn’t the same as Fawn’s, or me and Calliope’s, right?” I asked.
“That’s right,” he said. “My dad was a good guy, though. A really good guy. He would’ve taken care of you guys, too, if he was still alive.”
“Where is me and Calliope and Fawn’s dads, though?” I knew this was one of those things everyone but me already knew. Calliope had said our dad was a fireman, that he used to come home smelling like burnt houses and he always let her wear his fireman helmet. Only her, though, no one else.
“Fawn’s went back to Sweden,” he said. “Or else Norway. Or maybe it was Finland. That’s what Mom said. Or maybe it was Gramma, I don’t remember. And yours, who knows. Nobody ever met him. Mom told us he was a real Spanish bullfighter she’d met at the Calgary Stampede. Then, like, five minutes later, she said he was a Portuguese helicopter pilot who’d picked her up hitchhiking. Then she said no, actually he was an Irishman who worked at a bar on the coast. You never knew what to believe with her.”
I was shivering in my wet shirt, and Silv took off his dry one and gave it to me to wear while we walked back to the treehouse.
Calliope said she remembered our mom, too, even though everyone else said she’d left us with Gramma when we weren’t even one year old. Nobody had seen our mom for years at that point, and one day she just walked into the trailer with us. And even though we were still babies, the two of us were heavy. We were a real armload and she had to set us down. Just for a minute, she said. Just for, like, a little bit. And pretty soon she left, and me and Calliope stayed, and none of us ever saw her again. So I didn’t think it was true that Calliope remembered her.
Sometimes you didn’t know what to believe with Calliope either.
I knew that me and Calliope and Fawn all had the last name Flanagan, which was our mom’s last name from before she was married to Fletch and Silv’s dad. Fletch and Silv’s last name was Kashimoto, like their dad. I knew he was nineteen when Fletch was born, a year older than our mom. And that he worked as a tree faller and was killed on the job when Fletch and Silv were little. And I knew that Gramma was his mom, that she was Cree and Scottish and a widow, and that me and Fawn and Calliope weren’t really related to her.
And I knew that once Fawn came along, Gramma was well into her sixties, still working at the diner, arriving home in the evenings to help with homework and sign permission slips, cramming the three kids into the back of her pink VW bug for trips to the coast to see family. It was after one of these trips that she and my older siblings arrived home to find our mother at the trailer, with me and Calliope. Or it might’ve just been after a drive to the grocery store: nobody could remember for sure.
Our mother stayed there for a month, they told me. Or two months. Or no . . . it was just a few weeks. All of them talking at the same time, on a rainy day in the treehouse. However long she stayed, that was the only time it was all of us together, her and Gramma and all us kids. It was a long time for her to stay still, longest they could remember since Fletch and Silv’s dad died. Why? It was a mystery. The city’s bright lights had thrown off her navigation system and she needed time to get it back online. Or she’d smashed into a skyscraper window and bruised a wing and needed to rest up. Maybe the trailer just happened to be on her migration route. Maybe she was just hungry for Gramma’s cooking. Maybe she really wanted to stay, to be there for all of us. But she was like a cowbird: it was just her nature to leave her eggs in other people’s nests. But she left us with family, not strangers, so that wasn’t fair. It wasn’t like that.
But it was. But it wasn’t.
Anyway, she flew.

My left knee aches forebodingly. There’s a healed surgical scar on that knee, but I don’t remember what happened. I don’t remember getting the compass tattoo on my calf either. Or whether that’s an appendectomy scar on my abdomen.
What I remember is when Fawn sliced open her foot on broken glass in the river and needed stitches, but she knew that going to the hospital would blow our cover. So she insisted it was okay—she was okay—and Fletch wrapped her foot, and she bled through the bandages for days before it finally started healing.
And I remember the time Calliope’s fishhook ended up in Silv’s shoulder. Fletch wasn’t there, and Fawn cried when she had to pull it out, while Silv winced and tried to hold still and said it was a good thing we only used barbless hooks.
And the time Fletch stood up and there was blood on her shorts—so much blood that Calliope screamed and I started crying and couldn’t stop, even after Fletch explained that she wasn’t hurt, just annoyed. She tore off a piece of her towel and then sent Silv to the store for pads.
I remember the time Fletch shouted at me and Calliope and Fawn to leave her alone, why couldn’t everyone just leave her alone for five goddamn minutes. And the morning I woke up early and saw Silv lying on top of his sleeping bag with his Walkman on, tears running silently down his face.
And I remember falling asleep to the sound of Fletch and Silv killing themselves laughing about something, outside the treehouse where they went to smoke and talk at night. They’d stop laughing, then one of them would say something that got them going again. Sometimes they laughed so hard that one of them would start coughing, and that would make the other one laugh even harder. I remember lying there, warm in my sleeping bag up in our secret perch, falling asleep to the laughter and the smoke drifting up through the trees.

I wrap my aching knee in a tensor bandage, and the support seems to help. I walk past a mossy tumble of rockfall and a pika calls out, but I can’t spot it. From somewhere close by, I hear a familiar birdcall, the one I think of as a black-capped chickadee original because that’s who I first heard singing it. But this rendition is more nasal, plaintive—like Neil Young covering someone else’s song. I scan the cedars behind me but can’t spot the mountain chickadee I know is in there somewhere, sheltering in the boughs.
The cedars and hemlocks close in above me. Under the heavy canopy, the smell of smoke recedes, overpowered by a rich botanical scent of decay. The ground is soft and springy under my boots, wild ginger grows up through the carpet of moss. A woodpecker swoops low in front of me and lands on a dead standing tree. A pileated, its red mustache marking it as male. Uncle Red, I think, and then a female lands on a nearby tree. Uncle Red and Aunt Ruby: I hear the names spoken in my head, in Seannagh’s Irish-accented voice, but can’t call up faces to go with the names.
Climbing over a downed cedar at waist height across the trail, I make sure to come down on my good leg. Favouring it—is that how the term is used? Or maybe I have it backwards. Maybe it’s the injured one that’s favoured.


“Mom was okay, though, when Dad was around,” Silv said in response to something Fletch had said, one rainy night in the treehouse when they thought me and Calliope were sleeping.
“Mostly okay,” Fletch said, “but even when she wasn’t, he was there, or Gramma, and it was okay anyway. If he was still . . .” She stopped.
“But, I guess, if he was still around, they would’ve stayed married together. And then we wouldn’t all even be here, right?” Fawn said. “There’d just be you and Silv.”
“Or we’d have different little brothers and sisters,” Fletch said. “And we’d love them just as much.”
“Fletch,” Silv said.
“What?” she said. “It’s true. That would just be our life. We wouldn’t know any different.”
“We would know, though. Somehow.”
“That doesn’t make sense.”
“Not everything has to make sense, Fletch.”
A pause.
“That doesn’t make sense either.”





Ten
“NO, I’M SORRY TO SAY THAT centaurs are not real,” Seannagh said.
“What about giraffes?” I asked. I sat on the front bench seat of the truck as we rattled down the two-lane rural highway toward Fender, making waves with my right hand out the open window. I’d been at the stone house for six months. It was early May and the air through the window smelled of cottonwood resin, skunk cabbage and diesel.
“Giraffes are real,” she said. “Far away, but perfectly real.”
We were still a long way from town, no radio signal. We drove past the “Rod’s Taxidermy” sign and the “Avon Sold Here” sign. We came around a corner and there was a jogger on the shoulder, heading in our direction. Joggers were rare enough that I guessed who it was even before I saw the faint plume of smoke: Mr. Lacroix. I knew him because he sometimes stopped at the café for coffee during his runs. I reached out with my right hand, and he switched his smoke to his left hand to air high-five me as we drove past.
The road climbed and straightened and then we were high above the lake. I could see the line of train tracks snaking along between us and the water, far below. The bald eagle was on his usual tree. There was a logging truck in the other lane, and as it drew closer I saw that it was Mr. Santos, who was also from Fleetwood Siding and another café regular. He and Seannagh each put their left hand out their window in greeting. I waved wildly and he let out a short, sharp blast of his horn, and Seannagh told me to sit back down. And put my seat belt back on.
“What about great white sharks?” I asked her.
“If David Suzuki or David Attenborough talks about it, you can be certain it’s real.”
“The great white shark glides swiftly through the water,” I said, in an imitation of Attenborough’s accent. She turned from the road to smile at me, but only for a second because it was another bendy section. When the road straightened out again, I saw a familiar shape step hesitantly out from behind a clump of shrubby trees near the roadside.
“Deer!” I shouted, like I was supposed to. Seannagh quickly geared down, then put on her four-way flashers and stopped while two tiny spotted fawns followed their mother across the road. A few minutes later we stopped again, this time for a six-pack of wild turkeys.
The radio started to crackle, but it wouldn’t come in properly until we could see the CBC tower up on the mountaintop—still a ways to go yet. We drove past the mechanic’s with a dozen trucks rusting in the yard, and the Christmas house that kept its decorations up all year, replacing the Marys and Josephs and Jesuses and wise men whenever they got stolen.
“What about Santa?”
“Aoife’s nonsense, starting you on all that,” she said. “Should’ve put my foot down.” Then she smiled. “Not that she’d have paid me any mind.”
“Dinosaurs?”
“Were very much real, but they’re not around anymore.”
“What about ghosts?”
She paused a moment.
“Debatable.”

Seannagh and Aoife would’ve known from the birth certificate Fletch had slipped into my pocket that I was the right age for kindergarten. But it was already a few months into the school year when I got there, and I was so small and I’d been so sick. They decided—and a social worker must have agreed—not to send me to kindergarten, to wait another year and put me straight into grade 1. So from my earliest convalescence through the following summer, I was like a transplanted outdoor cat, sniffing around every inch of the stone house, the property and beyond.
I’d gotten to know the house itself during that first winter. Seannagh and Aoife both had bedrooms downstairs, neither much bigger than my attic room. There was a hatch in the kitchen floor, and if you lifted it there was a short ladder down into a shallow cold cellar with boxes of dirt where the carrots and potatoes would go for the winter, and shelves lined with jars of jam and preserves.
There was the desk where Aoife did the books for the café and wrote the rent cheques for the property to the absent landlord who I never once saw, and the phone where she ordered cooking and baking supplies from the distributor far away, over the mountains in the Okanagan, who sent the week’s supplies by truck every Wednesday. There was the woodpile on the porch, and a clear spot out front of the house where both women would split the kindling. Next to the kindling basket, there was a hatchet that gave me a heart-racing feeling whenever I saw it.
Sometimes Ginger let me pet her and sometimes she scratched me just for stepping over her. Sometimes there were wildflowers or willow branches in a milk jar on the kitchen table and sometimes there weren’t. There was a tin in the cupboard that sometimes had cookies, and an identical tin in the living room that, however often I checked, only ever held a disappointing array of sewing supplies.
I turned six. The days warmed, and I started exploring farther afield. The rented acreage was bound by the highway at the bottom, the creek on one side, a neighbour’s fence on another, and above, there was a property line just beyond the first bridge over the creek. Above that, the slope climbed into endless mountains. Up there, Seannagh said, the mountains were bare rock. They cradled glaciers in their rocky arms, and icy creeks trickled down their fingers and spilled out into the lake that filled the valley bottom. She would show me, she said, later in the summer, after the snow was gone from the trails.
I would watch while Seannagh tinkered with her truck. I helped Aoife build a birdhouse in the shop out back. I watched them both repotting houseplants, moving each one to a newer, bigger pot, careful hands keeping the roots intact as they nestled each plant into the new soil. Even as a small child, I understood that I could have done so much worse.

But still, I continued to wake often in the night. I would think there was someone in the room, a shadowy form I was too terrified to look closely at. And the gaping space under the bed filled me with dread; I knew that if I allowed so much as a toe to peep from under the sheets, a large, cold hand would reach up and drag me down with it.
One night, I woke with this feeling and tucked the sheets carefully under my feet, for protection. I still wasn’t used to sleeping all alone; even back in the trailer, I’d shared a room with Silv. That was what they’d told me, and I thought I could almost sort of remember it, sometimes: his posters on the wall, his stacks of books, his guitar—a better one than he had at the treehouse—in the corner. It occurred to me for the first time that something might have happened to all of them, that they all might have died after they left me. I closed my eyes against the shadowy figure at the door.
“You’re not real,” I whispered. The figure took a step toward me and I screamed, and then Aoife was there.
“Shh,” she whispered, stroking my hair. “Don’t be afraid, you’re safe, you’re safe here.”
But it was a lie. I wasn’t safe. No one was. I would die. And even worse, Fletch and Silv and Fawn all would. Aoife would, Seannagh would, and Ginger. Even Calliope. Everyone would. That cold hand would reach up for all of us, drag us down. I started keeping a mason jar by the bed in case I had to pee in the night.

For a long time I thought I’d been the only child afraid of what was under the bed, thought maybe it had to do with having only slept on the floor of the treehouse before. But one night while I was visiting Lily and Angela, back when their son Luke was small, he woke up and called out that he’d heard something moving! under his bed. I saw their tired, affectionate glances and understood that this was a regular thing. It occurred to me, then, that a child’s fear of the dark place beneath the bed might be a universal, primal sort of fear, maybe a once-removed premonition of the grave. But I had enough friends with kids by then to understand that this wasn’t the sort of thing to say aloud.
“I mentioned it to your mom the other day,” Angela said when Lily came back into the living room. “That he’s still having them, the nightmares. She said you were a terrible sleeper too, that you had nightmares all the time.”
“I just had a really good imagination,” Lily said.
“I had nightmares too,” I said. I looked at my friends, and I thought, maybe, maybe right now, I’d tell them. They knew my story, but not exactly why we had to run right then. But as they both looked at me expectantly, I found I couldn’t do it. Couldn’t bear to see the change on their faces as they absorbed what I’d done, the way they’d try to shield me from their shock.
So instead, I asked them if they’d seen the lynx tracks in front of the cabin, and they had, and then Lily asked me if she’d ever told me about the baby lynx they’d found here when she was small. And she had told me, but she looked so pleased at the memory that I said no, a lynx? Really?
Luke is almost done high school, now. This would have been over a decade ago. There’s so little I remember from that time but somehow I remember that incident, a clear spot in murky waters. Like I said: no order to it at all.

I walk onward as the trail climbs. It’s lined on each side by fragrant subalpine firs, their limbs tucked tightly to their sides in anticipation of heavy loads of snow that may someday cease to arrive. I walk past heaps of mine tailings and a tree with a metal spatula nailed to it, a rusted can at its base. More bear shit, disconcertingly fresh. As I step around it, my foot catches on a branch and I start to lose my balance. As I right myself I feel a painful pull in my knee and let out an involuntary gasp. I stop to rewrap the tensor bandage, and when I start walking again I’ve got a slight but worrying limp. I keep my eyes open for a walking stick.

Seannagh was the only person I knew who used a cane to help her walk, and from what I’d seen in Richard Scarry picture books and on Sesame Street, this meant she was very old.
“Is that so!?” she said, laughing. “I’m not far past sixty, I’ll have you know. I’ve used a cane nearly my whole life . . . Well, I had the brace until my teens. But ever since then.”
Seannagh was sitting in her chair, her burnished maple cane resting against it. I took the cane down and turned it over in my hands, hunting among the tangle of green vines Aoife had painted on it for the birds that sometimes turned up in different places.
I didn’t know what a brace was, so she drew a sketch on the margin of her newspaper. She told me she used the cane, and the brace before it, because she had polio when she was little. But what was polio?
“A terrible disease, but not one we have to worry about anymore,” she said. “Which reminds me, we’ll be going into town later this week for your boosters.”
“What’s a booster?” I asked, but she was studying the cane, a soft look on her face.
“Will you look at that,” she said, and I saw the tiny, rusty-coloured hummingbird painted on the curve of the handle.
“A booster shot, it’s just a wee needle,” she said and stood up. “It’ll be quick as a wink.”
“Are we going to Fleet, or all the way to Fender?”
“There’s no doctor in Fleet,” she said. “We’ll go down to Fender, like last time.”

The first time I’d gone to Dr. Johannsen’s office in the lakeside town of Fender, early on in my time at the stone house, she remembered me from my time at the small local hospital. She seemed to be almost as old as Seannagh and Aoife, and she wore regular clothes, not like the doctors in my picture books.
This time, she congratulated me on gaining three pounds so quickly, then she and Seannagh started talking while I looked at all the small instruments laid out on the little stand. No needles that I could see, so far.
“Kids born that year wouldn’t have one, unless they were going abroad,” she said, answering something Seannagh had asked. Then she rolled her sleeve up to her shoulder and showed me a mark on her upper arm.
“Did your older brother and sisters have a scar like this?”
“Everyone did, except me and Calliope.”
Dr. Johannsen nodded to me.
“That’s a good sign,” she said to Seannagh. “He’s likely up to date. We’re still waiting for the records to get transferred, but he’s due for a round either way.” She stood up and told us Nurse Hickey would be right in.
The nurse who bustled in lived in Fleet, and she and Seannagh chatted while she prepared her weapon. I tried not to look at it. Calliope sometimes chased me with a stick that she pretended was a needle; she was so convincingly menacing that I would run away every time, shrieking. I don’t want to be Princess Leia!
The nurse rolled up my sleeve and swabbed my arm, then picked up the needle again. She looked at me and smiled. It’ll be quick, is what she said, but what I heard was Calliope’s voice:
And now, your highness, we will discuss the location of your hidden rebel base!
I squeezed my eyes shut.

We almost didn’t even go see Star Wars that summer because Fletch didn’t see the point.
“Why risk it?” Fletch said. “I mean, we both saw it when it came out.”
“But they didn’t,” Silv said. “And it’s, like, a fundraiser or something, so it’s cheap. And it’ll be busy, nobody will notice us.”
So we all walked into town together, taking the train tracks to keep a low profile. When we got to town and stepped indoors from the bright summer afternoon, the darkness of the theatre was startling. The screen showed a starry night sky, with words I couldn’t read scrolling by. I tugged on Fawn’s arm and she whispered the words to me and Calliope, but she couldn’t keep up and I didn’t understand what they meant anyway, so she said it wasn’t that important, she’d tell us later. It was so dark in the theatre, and my chair was so comfy that I started to get tired. Then something caught my attention and I turned to Fawn, aghast.
“Why did their house burn up?”
“Someone left the stove on,” Fawn whispered. “Everyone was okay, though.”
Someone behind us shushed her. Fletch started to turn around in her seat and Silv put his hand on her arm.
Later, I tugged on Fawn’s sleeve again because I’d drank too much pop.
“Not now, Rufous!”
“But I have to go really bad!”
“You can go by yourself,” Fletch leaned over and whispered. “Just go in the girls’, not the boys’.”
“What!? Why?”
Silv stood up and squished past Fletch and Calliope and Fawn and motioned to me to get up and go with him. We walked so fast we were almost running to the bathroom. I peed as fast as I could and Silv said not to worry about the drops on my pants and we ran back to our seats. It wasn’t long before Fawn gasped and I looked over at my siblings: Fletch and Silv both leaned forward, eyes wide and fixed on the screen. Fawn was squished up in her seat, both hands in front of her mouth.
“What happened?”
“Her whole planet got blown up and everyone died,” Fletch whispered to me, over Fawn.
“Fletch!” Fawn whispered.
“What!” Fletch whispered back, and someone behind us shushed her again.
“That’s not what happened,” Fawn whispered in my ear. “She’s just sad because they all moved away. To a different planet. Like, for work.”
“Oh,” I said. But Calliope didn’t believe her, and I didn’t either.

In the stone house, I walked down the stairs and into the kitchen in the Empire Strikes Back T-shirt that one of Seannagh and Aoife’s friends had brought me. I poured myself tea from the teapot and added three spoons of sugar. Ginger slipped in the window, back from her patrol, catching mice in the café or one of the falling-down structures on the property. She jumped down onto the table and walked over to where I was sitting. She set her paw into my mug of hot tea, then quickly pulled it back and batted twice at the cup in indignation. I got myself a bowl of shredded wheat, then slopped milk into my own bowl and hers.
Aoife came down with an armload of sheets and dumped them in the washer, then poured herself a cup of tea.
“Top-up?” she asked me. “And you, wee lassie?” she asked Ginger, and slopped a bit more milk into her bowl. She said certain phrases in Seannagh’s accent, I’d noticed.
Ginger lapped up the last drops of milk, then turned and sauntered off, her bellyful of baby kittens swinging.
“I’ve just discovered a mess of cookie crumbs in your sheets,” Aoife said. “If you want to end up with your teeth in a glass on your bedside table, that’s up to you. But I’d better not find a nest of mice in your bedding.”
“Keep my teeth where?” I lifted my hand to my mouth, felt the hole where I’d recently lost my first tooth.
“These aren’t my adult teeth,” I said. “I’ll get new ones anyway.”
“Ha!” she said and pointed at me in a friendly way. “Sound point, lad. Anyway, it’s back to work for me. Coming?”
The café was at the front of the property, just up from the highway. The carved sign out front had an image of a bird and said “Whiskey Jack’s,” named for the tavern that had once sat on the same site during the mining boom. It was a small log building, with rough tables and benches.
Aoife unlocked the back door and we stepped inside. It was cool but not as cold as outside, and there was a nice smell that I now knew was propane, or rather, it’s something added to the propane so we know what it’s up to, as Seannagh had explained.
There was a service window and a door separating the seating area from the box trailer that housed the sinks, the fridge and the old Garland oven. There was a big window that looked out into the forest; through it, you could see the hand-lettered sign marking the path to the outhouse. In the seating area, the woodstove sat on a small platform with a metal bin of kindling, and the café’s small side porch was lined with firewood. Regulars weren’t shy about opening the stove to poke the half-burnt wood around and add more as needed.
I made my hot chocolate and Aoife had more tea, but her cup grew cold while she made the muffins. Then Seannagh came in and started chopping onions and potatoes for the soup of the day. Soon I was seated on the counter in the back of the café, stirring a pot of fish chowder with a giant wooden spoon.
“Make sure you’re getting the bottom of the pot so it doesn’t burn,” Seannagh told me. “And for the love of God,” Aoife added, “don’t fall in.”
Before long, the bell on the front door rang, and I hopped down and ran out to see what the day’s first customer wanted.
A few minutes later, I set a sandwich in front of the man sitting alone at a table and noticed him noticing my missing finger on my right hand. He lifted his left hand from where it was wrapped around his mug of tea and held it up—his index and middle fingers were missing. We both smiled, and we were both missing one of our top front teeth.
He let out a loud barking laugh and called out to the kitchen, and Seannagh peeked out her head. We both showed her our hands and our gappy grins, and she said, “You’ve hauled me out here for that? I thought the place was burning down.” Then she went back into the kitchen.
“Ripsaw,” the man said, and when I looked at him blankly, he added, “How I lost my fingers.”
I didn’t say how I lost mine, because I didn’t like it when people looked at me like they didn’t believe me.

Calliope said she didn’t exactly mean to bite my finger off—she was just hungry. She didn’t know any better, we weren’t even born yet!
“It was like a little squirrel leg,” she said. “Hardly any meat on it.”
“Fletch said that’s not what happened,” I said.
“Yeah, but it is,” Calliope said. “I remember.”
“Why do you remember everything and I don’t?” I asked her.
She just smiled, her teeth small and sharp.





Eleven
“TELL ME AGAIN
HOW I GOT HERE,” I asked.
“The real one?” Seannagh kept her eyes on the rutted gravel logging road as she navigated a water bar.
“No, the different ones,” I said, jiggling the empty containers on my lap.
Aoife was in the truck for the berry-picking mission, too, and I was trapped in the middle of the bench seat. I couldn’t wave my hand out the window or climb up into the windowsill. At least there was no seat belt in the middle.
“You flew in on a Canada goose,” Seannagh said. “She squeezed in through the window and dropped you straight into bed. Then she flew downstairs, plucked her own feathers and hopped into the soup pot.”
“Why would she do that?” I asked, aghast. This was a new one.
“For all our sins,” Seannagh said, and Aoife let out a snorty laugh and reached over me to swat her thigh.
We passed a mile marker on the logging road and Seannagh called out where we were on the handheld radio. If any logging trucks were coming down, they’d answer, so we’d know to stay out of their way.
“Leave it be,” Seannagh said, so I took my hand off the long stick shift.
“Tell me one more.”
“I dreamed of a bird who needed a new nest,” Aoife said. “At the same time your brother and sisters were having worried dreams, scared for you when you had the pneumonia. And then, a dream fairy caught those two loose threads and twisted them together at the ends, and squinted her eye and threaded both through a needle and she started embroidering, and finally she finished her picture of you safe here with us, and so then they brought you.”
“That’s what happened,” I said.
“For the love of Pete,” Seannagh said quietly.
Aoife patted my leg. “Just ignore the grumpy old bat,” she said cheerfully.
Seannagh laughed and turned her eyes from the road for a moment to smile over me at Aoife. Their beaming smiles passed through me like warm lasers.
“We picked huckleberries at the treehouse,” I said. “And blueberries, on a farm. Me and Calliope picked more than anybody else. We made lots of money.”
I glanced at them to see if they believed me, but their faces didn’t give anything away.
“Well, there’ll be no money earned today, but there’ll be huckleberry pie for dinner.”
“For the whole dinner? Not just dessert?”
“I don’t see why not.”
After the fifth time I asked how much longer it would be, Seannagh finally slowed down and steered onto a pullout, and I clambered over Aoife’s lap and out the open window and dropped to the ground.

Once, at the blueberry farm, I’d accidentally knocked Fawn’s bucket over and got shouted at by everyone except Silv, only because he was wearing his Walkman and hadn’t noticed. He picked faster than anyone, even Fletch. It was like his fingers were magnets that just pulled the berries to them. The rest of us picked up the spilled berries, and that day we still made what seemed to us younger kids like an inordinate amount of money. But walking home that day, when Fawn and Calliope ran ahead, I trailed behind Fletch and Silv, listening to them talking.
“It’s not enough. We gotta save more if we’re gonna make it all the way there. And Gramma’s money is almost gone.”
“I still can’t believe she even had that much,” Silv said. “She never told me about it.”
“She told me everything,” Fletch said.
“Sometimes I can’t believe she really died.”
“Me neither.”
“We’re probably fucked. Like, sooner or later.”
“Yeah. Probably.”

On the trail, now with a walking stick, I hear running water, then the trail stops at a broken bridge over a deep ravine. The creek is still running below, but the water is low, and I make my way down to the water and pick my way across the rocks. Climbing back up, I get back on the trail and soon come upon an old cabin sinking slowly back into the ground as the lowest logs successively rot.
The doorway is so low that I have to duck to step inside. A branch has grown through one window; there’s a rusted kettle, a few empty cans, an old easel. Such a small space, even for one person. Stepping quickly back outside, I hear faint, thready birdsong from the brush piled against the cabin and spot two scruffy new wrens tilting anxiously on a branch. One topples from its perch down into the brush pile and continues calling out, its voice overlapping with its sibling still on the branch. I spot the mother perched nearby, deciding whether to cut her losses, and I keep walking.

I stood next to Seannagh, her hand on my shoulder as I leaned forward, peering down into the deep cavern of the well. There was a small hole in the side that I liked to push smooth river stones into, to hear them plinking into the water—but it was something else entirely to look down into the open mouth of the well and see the dark glimmering water far below. Seannagh dropped something in, a long measuring rope with a weight on the end. She wanted to see if there was enough water in there, or if we’d have to set up the pump down in the creek.
“Step back now, boyo,” she said. Even though she was so strong, I could see it was a strain for her to move the heavy stone lid back into place.
“Why is the lid so heavy?” I asked.
“Because children are so precious,” she said, and I glanced up at the unfamiliar catch in her voice.
Walking back to the house, we stopped to watch two pencil-legged fawns drinking from the creek, both stopping to look at us before loping after their mother. The next day I found two little velvety legs on a rocky outcrop above the house. A cougar must’ve gotten one leg from each of the fawns. They were still running around out there, together.

The first letter came near the end of my first summer at the stone house. I was with Seannagh, checking for our mail at the tiny post office depot in Fleetwood Siding.
“One for the boy today,” Mrs. Trapper said, meeting Seannagh’s eyes before she handed me the letter.
I stared at it a moment, then tore it open. Inside, the single piece of lined paper had three different sets of handwriting, all in the same blue pen. The ink was smeared in spots and the paper had been crumpled then smoothed out. Short words that I could read myself by then:
Rufous!!
Sorry we can’t tell you where we are.
We miss you!!
Keep a watch out for—
I couldn’t read the next word, and Seannagh pulled on her reading glasses.
“It says ‘stormtroopers,’” she said, bemused.
A drawing in marker on the back by Fawn. The treehouse, the five of us. Each of us holding a donut, and a pine marten perched on the roof with a donut in its mouth.
“They can all come live here!”
Seannagh turned the envelope over in her hands.
“There’s no return address,” she said, and I couldn’t tell from her voice if that was good or bad. I kept my window closed on the short drive home, afraid the letter would fly out on its own. All alive. All of them. I’d never written anyone a letter before, but I was going to write them back as soon as we got home.

The trail passes under a cliff and into a small clearing. There’s a ring of grouse feathers spread out in a wide, perfect circle. I’d love a grouse right now. I remember the taste of the meat, from the few times Silv managed to get one with a rock, and the time we grabbed one off the road after we saw it get hit by a truck. We ate it for Fawn’s tenth birthday, risking a campfire at the river.
Fawn’s birthday: a rainbow sprinkle donut, her favourite. A pocketknife that Fletch found on a campsite. A Judy Blume book that Silv stole from the library. From me and Calliope, a handful of raspberries cradled in a thimbleberry leaf. And from herself: a crown of lady fern, woven through with wild roses. She’d made one for each of us, and we all wore them. Even Silv. Even Fletch.
In that whole summer, Fawn’s birthday was the only night I remember when the air stayed warm and heavy, even as we were going to bed. We all kicked off our sleeping bags, flung our sweaty limbs wide and inevitably struck a sibling. But the mountain nights never stayed warm for long and in the middle of the night, I woke up freezing. Calliope had already wriggled back under our sleeping bag and I climbed back in too.
“When we get bigger, we won’t both fit,” I whispered to Calliope. “Then we’ll get our own sleeping bags.”
“We won’t be here by then, silly,” she said.
“Where else would we be?”
She just kicked me. “Go to sleep.”
“Don’t kick!” I whispered, kicking her back.
“I didn’t,” she whispered back, elbowing me.
“You did so!” I said more loudly, kicking her with both feet now.
“For fuck sake, Rufe.” Silv’s voice was half asleep.
“It was Calliope!”
“Just go to sleep, whoever it was.”

Of all the things a small child lacks, context might be the most vital. Everything is for the first time, and by the time we reach a place of consistent lucidity, we’ve forgotten the road that brought us there. At six years old, I’d never received a letter before, not from anyone. I was holding their words in my hands, on a piece of paper. It was amazing. It was a miracle. They were all okay. Seannagh and Aoife explained that there was no way to send them my letters, but I kept writing to them anyway. They were all out there, somewhere. Gone from here, but not gone.





Twelve
THAT FIRST SPRING, I met my first-ever friend, but before that, I met her second-oldest sister, Gloria.
I was outside the hardware store in Fleet, waiting for Seannagh to come out when I saw a dollar bill slip out of an older girl’s back pocket while she was crossing the road. I picked it up. Nobody had seen it, except me, but I chased her down and gave it back.
“Thanks, kid,” she said. She took the bill from me and tucked it into her front pocket this time. She glanced over at Seannagh, who stood talking to Mr. Santomero across the street.
“You’re the kid from Whiskey Jack’s?” she asked, and I nodded.
She yelled over to Seannagh Call me if you need a babysitter! And Seannagh called back I will! Then Seannagh shouted over Is your dad’s arm better? and the girl hollered back No, he might hafta get a operation!
Then a little girl popped out of the beach trail and the older girl called to her. “Hey Marti, I found you a new friend.”
Marti came over and looked at me appraisingly. She was my age, with curly black hair in a ponytail.
“Who are you?” she asked.
“Rufous,” I said.
“There’s fairies in the long grass by the beach,” she said, and started walking back down toward the water. She stopped and looked back at me.
“Are you coming?”

I didn’t see them at first, then suddenly I did. Bright blue flashes, flitting vivid against the dull grey-brown of the early spring meadow. One settled atop a shrubby, bare-branched little tree, and its distant shape resolved into a midsized songbird.
“See?” Marti said. “Only fairies are blue like that.”
The bird zipped out of sight, to the grassy opens beyond. Then we followed a trail back toward the highway, and Marti showed me the nest she’d found earlier. There were four eggs inside. I reached for one and she slapped my hand away—not hard, but not light either.
“What’re you doing? You can’t touch them!”
“What?! Nothing! I was . . . just kidding!”
My heart pounded. I had a feeling it wouldn’t help if I explained that I was only going to eat one of the eggs and leave the rest.
There was a loud train whistle and I flinched. I’d gotten used to distant train whistles by then, but this one was so close. On the night of the train, the whistle had screamed into the night, Silv gripping onto me so hard it hurt. The terrifying knowledge that my fearless older siblings were afraid. But Marti was running straight toward the sound.
“Come on!” she shouted back, and I ran after her.
We ran to the tracks and stood behind the barrier arm, watching the grain cars and the round oil cars rattle slowly past. As soon as the caboose went by, Marti grabbed onto the barrier arm and told me to hang on, too, and it lifted us both up off the ground. It rose up and up and then we let go and tumbled to the dusty ground, laughing, and then I could hear Seannagh calling me and without a word we both ran back up to the street.

Fleetwood Siding. Everyone was there because of the lumber mill just north of the village. The mill was owned by four local families: one Italian, one Filipino, one Québécois French and one Irish. So, although it wasn’t anything I thought twice about until I was older, it made sense that Fleet was an enclave of Catholicism. The village exerted a particular magnetic pull that attracted still more Catholics, distilling them by the dozen out of the Interior of the province and far beyond.
In Fleet, the biggest event of the year—bigger than the Labour Day pig roast, bigger than the Christmas parade that was just a single truck with a waving Santa seated on a snowmobile in the back, followed by every child in the village on foot or skis or pulled in toboggans—was the Good Friday walk. Each spring, Jesus’s journey from conviction to execution was reenacted by the entire town carrying a handmade wooden cross through the streets, stopping at designated spots where the priest would read out each Station of the Cross.
At the gas station with its two pumps out front: Jesus meets his mother. At the convenience store that doubled as a laundromat: Veronica wipes the face of Jesus. At the liquor store that was open six days a week, with its attached postal outlet open only on Tuesdays and Thursdays: Jesus falls for the second time.
It was a place where everyone lifted a hand from the wheel of their trucks to greet whoever was passing the other way. Or almost everyone, because grudges lasted forever and nobody ever got tired of talking about them. Fleet had all the usual problems. Some families tried to discourage their teenage sons from dating outside their race, and those same families tended to outright forbid their teenage daughters from dating at all—though they rarely succeeded on either count. A few girls managed to come out as lesbian or bisexual while still in high school, but the boys understood or quickly learned that they had to constantly, decisively demonstrate their real or feigned straightness in order to survive.
There was domestic violence, like everywhere else, and almost nobody wanted to get involved. When a local priest turned out to be an abuser, the diocese just moved him on to another parish without even acknowledging what he’d done. And the whole place was, of course, built on stolen land.
Fleetwood Siding had issues, I’m not saying it didn’t. That’s not what I’m trying to say. It was a different time, and while I’ve heard some people say it was a better one, I’m not among them. I just think about it, that’s all.
I remember every bend in every gravel road in that tiny village. Each stretch where I had to pedal my bike hard to get up a slope that would be imperceptible to a vehicle, and each length of road I could coast down, bits of gravel flying up to sting my bare legs. I remember the stop sign at the highway, the one locals would throw their beer bottles at as they drove in or out of the village, in an age-old test of aim and sobriety. Shards of amber glass littered a wide perimeter around that sign, and us little kids in our flip-flops would sift carefully through them, collecting the intact tops of the stubby bottles to wear as rings.
I remember the smooth glass of a bottleneck ring on my finger, the weight of it spinning hypnotically around and around until the inevitable bloodshed. All of us running together to the nearest house with the bleeding victim to get them bandaged up, hopefully with a round of popsicles for all of us thrown in. In every bathroom, a box of band-aids, and on every box of band-aids, a price sticker from the only place in town to get them: the Fleet Superette. The ninth Station of the Cross: Jesus falls the third time.
Maybe it’s all still there. Maybe if I picked up a phone and dialled the never-forgotten phone numbers of my childhood friends, they would all still be there. Their voices high and clear and true.

When I started school in Fleet, ten months after being separated from my siblings, I’d been the smallest in the grade 1/2 class. Even now, in grade 2, there were a few kindergarten kids who were bigger than me. I was a tree frog tadpole among bullfrog tadpoles. I was jumpy and anxious, and not even Catholic.
The only set of twins in the small school, a pair of grade 3 girls, confronted me at recess saying I was a liar.
“But I do so,” I insisted. “I do so have a twin sister.”
“Well, where is she?” one of them asked.
“She’s . . . not here.”
“Is she dead?”
“What? No!”
“If she’s not here, it doesn’t count,” one twin said.
“You’re just jealous of us,” the other one said, and dug her nails into my arm.
Then Marti walked over to see what was happening, and the older girls gave me identical dirty looks and walked away. Marti’s sister Glo was in grade 8, and she wouldn’t take kindly to anyone messing with her little sister. Or me either, by then.
After meeting Marti that first spring, I’d looked for her every time we went into Fleet. And because the café hours were similar to school hours, I usually found her. We’d run around Fleet with the other little kids—Jesse and Francesco and Mike and Gianna and Carla and Mary—all of us swimming at the beach, flattening pennies on the train tracks, building forts in the trees around the meadow, or trailing after the older kids, never knowing when they’d let us stick around and when they’d tell us to get lost so they could do something even more illicit than they were willing to do in our presence. We did as we were told. Older kids were basically gods, and not to be trifled with.


Mrs. Redappa, Marti’s mom, squinted at me appraisingly. It was the spring of 1983 and I stood in their kitchen, eating a pop-tart in the same clothes I’d worn over to their house the previous afternoon. She looked at my patched jeans and Oilers T-shirt, then called out to Glo. Marti’s sister hollered “What?” and their mom hollered to her to find me something I could wear to church.
Seannagh’s truck had broken down on her way to pick me up and the only mechanic in Fleetwood Siding was also getting ready to go to church. I didn’t have my bike, and it was too far to walk. So they’d set me up with an outfit that Marti’s brother Ravi had outgrown, and now me and Marti sat in the very back of their family station wagon in the seats that faced backwards, waving wildly at the Gilfoys in the car behind us.
The church building was no bigger than a house. As we all walked inside, Marti’s parents and Ravi and Glo dipped their fingers into a little bowl of water and did a thing on their foreheads. Marti reached up into the bowl and flicked some water at me, then ducked a half-hearted swat from her mother. The room was full of long wooden benches of glossy wood with straight high backs, all of them facing a small raised stage at the front. On the wall behind the stage, there was a life-sized Jesus on a cross, a tired look on his face.
Marti followed Ravi and Glo into an aisle and I followed her. She slid across the length of the bench on her butt and I did the same. The church filled up until all of Fleet seemed to be in this small space, the door propped open to let in the sun. Then Marti’s parents slid into the bench and we were trapped.
There was a lot of sitting and standing and kneeling and everyone speaking in unison, and I realized that Jesus looked bored rather than tired. I wasn’t Catholic so I stayed there on the bench while everyone else except the littlest kids got up and stood in line in front of the priest and got handed a little cracker, then a sip from a big cup to wash it down with. Everyone drank out of the same cup—even Marti’s mom, who I’d come to understand would literally kill anyone she caught drinking straight out of the milk jug.
When they all came back, Marti whispered to me that it was real wine and breathed on me to prove it. I whispered back that it couldn’t be real wine, and she whispered back that it was too. Glo whispered, “Grow up” at us and Marti whispered, “Um, I’m old enough to drink wine!” and Ravi whispered, “That right there is the blood of Christ, lass!” in their mom’s Irish accent, and then their dad gave us all a look, so we quieted down and went back to being bored half to death.
When the last song started, I felt a prickle almost from the first familiar chords on the organ. I found myself humming along, and it was as though the words were already in my head: “I see the stars, I hear the rolling thunder . . .”
Gramma’s favourite hymn! I couldn’t help singing along—but quietly, unsure whether it was like getting the cracker and wine, if there was some kind of training you had to go through before you were allowed. All around me, the thin or booming voices of the adults, the high voices of the little kids, the silence from the bored teenagers. I couldn’t help myself, I sang the next verse at the top of my lungs: “Then sings my soooooullllllll!”
And Ravi, on the other side of Glo, turned and looked over at me and I shut right up.

Anjali, Dhavin, Gabriel, Ravi and Gloria Redappa had all been born in rapid succession, as was the way in a lot of Catholic families back then, and then there was a six-year gap before Martina came along. All her older siblings seemed almost grown to me, even Glo and Ravi, whose time at Fleet Elementary had briefly overlapped with my own. If I came upon any of them out in Fleet or down in Fender, I’d always get a nod, at the least. Just for being Marti’s friend, I was accepted into their ranks as a sort of affiliate junior member. And, to a lesser extent, it was the same with Jesse’s family—Nahanni, Jesse, Trevor. And Francesco’s—Giacomo, Enzo, Rosa, Francesco, Gianna. And Mary’s family, and Carla’s and Mike’s.
I’m not saying they replaced Fletch and Silv and Fawn and Calliope. That’s not what I’m trying to say. Just that all those older Fleet kids taught me how to throw a baseball, how to ride a skateboard on the one paved lot in the village, how to shoot a basketball into the one net-less hoop on that same paved lot. After my bike got stolen, Mary’s oldest brother gave me his old ten-speed. When I graduated from grade 8, I was wearing Ravi Redappa’s old suit.
When we started high school, they gave us younger kids rides to school in their beater cars and taught us how to shotgun beers. When Tim got Gianna pregnant when they were both only in grade 9, everything was organized within the week. Gianna’s oldest sister called Marti’s oldest sister, then bought bus tickets for herself and Gianna, telling their parents they were going to a concert. Anjali picked them up at the bus station in the city, drove them to the abortion clinic and arranged for another friend to drive them back home to Fleet. When Mary banged up her dad’s truck, Francesco’s older brothers banged out the dents and replaced the window, all before any of the parents even woke up, got dressed, shouted through the kids’ bedroom doors to wake up, get up, time to get ready for church.

Now, there’s a familiar heaviness behind my right eye, an incipient pulsing pressure with each footstep. The good meds, the prescription ones, knock me out, and I’m not ready to stop yet, so I wash down a couple more ibuprofen tablets and hope for the best.
The migraines started when I was around nine. The first time it happened was in late fall or early winter; it must have been a weekend because I slept in and nobody woke me up. When I came downstairs, I already had a bit of a different feeling in my head—not pain exactly, but a strange floatiness.
I opened Aoife’s desk drawer and saw my letters neatly held together with an elastic. It was with a pang of guilt that I realized I hadn’t written one in a while, but I felt too unfocused to take on what was starting to feel like a hopeless project. I wasn’t very hungry, but there was a square pan of spice cake cooling invitingly on the counter and I broke off a piece for later. There was no waxed paper left so I wrapped it up in the large outer leaf of a cabbage and stuffed the bundle into the pocket of my jacket, then went outside.
Frozen puddles crunched under my feet as I crossed the clearing; the sound felt strangely loud in my head. The sunlight felt too strong, and my eyes stung and watered. Walking up along the creek, I flushed a hare, its fur all white. I crossed the creek higher up at a wide spot, hopping on the dry tops of the smooth rocks. When I reached one of Seannagh’s hand-built benches, I sat down and pulled out the cake.
I still thought about Calliope every time I ate anything with raisins. I’d grown attached to Seannagh and Aoife by then, but that didn’t keep me from thinking about my brother and my sisters. I thought about them all the time.
Their letters arrived a few times a year, with no real information besides the fact that they were okay, that they couldn’t tell me exactly where they were but they would “see me again.” Always posted from a city, Nanaimo or Victoria or Vancouver. Never a return address. The last one had come in the spring, for my birthday, but there’d been nothing since. It was the longest I’d had to wait since the letters started arriving.
Usually on a weekend I’d have biked or gotten a ride to Fleet to see who was around, but I didn’t even feel like doing that. I just wandered through the forest, stepping on puffballs to see the cloud of spores, investigating hollowed-out logs, always keeping an eye out for bears. There was a pressure behind my eye. I could feel it pulsing through the front of my head, making me dizzy, and I headed back down the trail.
Down at the café, I stared into my bowl of soup. My teeth all hurt on one side, and my ear on the same side. Even my hair hurt, somehow, on that same side of my head. I started to feel lopsided and tired, and I walked out of the café and back to the house. I floated up the stairs and lay down on my bed.
When I opened my eyes, everything was spinning wildly. I felt acutely nauseous and closed my eyes again. Seannagh came into the room, put her hand on my forehead and asked me if anything hurt. She spoke softly but her voice sent sharp pains through my skull. My eye was pulsing harder—it felt like it was trying to push its way out of my head and I pressed a hand against the socket to hold it in.
“Ah,” she said. She left and came back with Aoife.
“It must be,” Aoife said. “He seems terribly young, though. I thought they usually started later.”
They pulled the curtains closed and brought me a soft little pill whose sweetness couldn’t hide the bitterness underneath, and then I slept.

The over-the-counter meds aren’t working. My brain is wet cement, oozing heavily down onto my forehead, spreading over my eyes. It encases my eyeballs, slowly crushing them as it hardens and shrinks. Everything—the sky, the trees, the trail—pulses in time with the pounding in my head.
Fletch used to get migraines too. It happened a couple of times that summer. We’d all have to either be quiet or stay out of the treehouse, and she’d lie there with a folded shirt over her eyes to block out the light. Gramma used to make her a special tea when she got them, Fawn told me and Calliope. She asked Silv what was the thing Gramma used to say about migraines, and he told us: They aren’t like regular headaches. They are grief trapped in your brain, twisting into strange shapes as it tries to break free.
I take the better meds, even though it’s probably too late. I pull off my pack and lie down on the ground. I hear a jay call out, and a song sparrow starts up. Then, footsteps, approaching my reclining form. I open my eyes. In the dappled light under the heavy canopy, I can see the ghostly shapes of caribou walking past. I reach out, but my fingers go right through them as they click past me, one by one.
Good game, good game, good game.

It is a late summer evening, dusk. I’m walking along the dirt road with Fawn and Calliope. We see a backpack lying on the edge of the road and then a man steps out of the tall reeds next to the river and we all freeze.
“Hey there,” he says, in a friendly way. “Nice evening, eh?”
“Yeah,” Fawn says, holding my hand as tightly as I hold Calliope’s.
Then I let go and step forward because the man is holding, in his gloved hands, a beautiful green frog with black spots.
“Leopard frog,” he says, smiling fondly at it as it tries to jump free. He runs a cotton swab lightly over its belly and puts the swab into a little tube. He looks back at us. “You kids staying at the campground?”
“Yup,” Fawn says. “With our mom. And our dad.”
The man nods, slides the frog into an open plastic bag and clips it to a little metal thing. He lets go of the bag and it hangs there a moment, the frog sliding its arms up to the open top. Then he sets the frog down at the water’s edge and she rests for a minute, then springs back into the cattails. The man pulls off his thin gloves.
“In case one is sick,” he explains, putting the gloves into a Ziplock bag holding some other discarded ones. “Don’t want to spread it to the next one.”
“Frogs get sick?” Fawn asks.
“A fungus,” he says. “It weakens them. Like white-nose syndrome in bats.”
He looks at me, his eyes strangely familiar. “Like the disease your goldfish got, Rufous, in the stone house. Do you remember? The fuzz that spread over its body. All that gold, hidden behind that pale and deathly grey. Like the road dust on the crossbill’s golden feathers.”
As his words land, my perspective shifts and I am grown—I’m standing there with a leopard frog in my gloved hand, looking down at the children asking the questions. The smallest kid’s shirt has a picture of Baby Yoda, another kid is wearing a “We the North” ballcap. The oldest, standing behind them, looks up from his phone; he taps on one of his earbuds and the faint strains of music are silenced.
“Nobody was monitoring frogs for chytrid in 1979,” he says. “We thought they would always be here. We thought the passenger pigeon would always be here. And the spotted owl. We didn’t believe they could all be lost, that even the blue of the sky could be lost.”
The smallest kid looks up at me. “Rufous. You’re lost again too.”
I try to answer but my voice is gone. And finally I come back to myself, coughing, shivering on the ground in the smoke and drought. It’s morning. The migraine has passed through, pulling most of an afternoon and an entire night with it. I finally stop coughing, but it feels like there’s something stuck in my throat. You gotta stop eating the chickadees!
I press my hand against my aching chest. It’s just the smoke. There’s nothing wrong with my lungs; the doctors checked. They say my heart is perfectly fine, too, but that’s where they’re wrong. They just didn’t know what to check for. I’ve seen heart rot before, in mature spruce and fir, but maybe they haven’t. Maybe it never occurred to them that the disease had leapt taxonomic hurdles to take root right here in my rib cage.
I know how it goes. A woodpecker will land on my shoulder, reach its head down and start probing my chest with its long, sharp beak. It’ll excavate my rotting heart and clean my rib cage out to a neat hollow. Before long, a wood duck will come along and burrow into the cavity to make her nest. Her eggs will ripen and hatch, and the tiny ducklings will hardly have time to catch their breath before their mother leaps out of the tree. And one by one, they’ll follow, each landing softly on the forest floor, then trailing after her as she leads them down to the water. I’ll watch them go, my chest cavity empty once again. Their further adventures will be unknown to me: they’ll be picked off by hawks or coyotes before they even make it to the lake, or their mother will lead them to safety. Or she’ll leave them, but they’ll stay together. Whatever it takes.

Even when I was grown, I told the story of how we’d escaped from the stormtroopers only a handful of times, because I always got the same skeptical reaction. The Sound of Music was invoked, and a children’s book from 1900, and just how young I’d been. Did I even remember, really? Surely I was a bit mixed up.
And maybe everyone was right, and that’s not how it happened at all. It might’ve been just another story they made up for me, to explain it in a way I could wrap my five-year-old mind around. But I really feel like I remember, in my body, the sound and feel of that train. And though I didn’t remember what had happened just before, they’d told me with such detail that it was almost as though I remembered it myself.
At Gramma’s funeral, Fletch squeezed me and Calliope’s hands tightly. The squeeze meant remember the plan. Fletch had used Gramma’s pinking shears to cut the dress that one of the aunties had brought for her into a million zigzag-edged pieces, then dug out Silv’s grade 8 graduation clothes to wear instead, and no one had the heart to argue with her. So she and Silv were both wearing suit pants and dress shirts and ties, their black suit jackets slung over their arms in the early June heat. Divided up for safekeeping and folded carefully in their inside pockets: the cash Gramma had kept hidden from everyone but Fletch. Fawn was in the dress she always wore when she went to church with Gramma, and me and Calliope had been given hand-me-downs that were fancier than what we usually wore. Our real clothes, along with some food and water, were stashed in the woods inside two big backpacks.
Half the town was there, they told me later, though I can’t remember now which town they said it was, or where. It had to be somewhere with train tracks cutting through it or skirting along it. And it had to be somewhere with a forestry industry because that’s what Silv and Fletch’s dad had done for his job. Maybe it was farther east in the BC Interior or up in northern BC or Alberta. Maybe it was all the way in northern Saskatchewan or Manitoba or even as far as Ontario. Wherever it was, we’d all stood in front of the altar and sang Gramma’s favourite hymn, our young voices rising up together and drifting out the church windows into the fragrant western or eastern cedars, or the towering white pines, or the shaggy black spruce.
After we sang, we walked down the middle aisle and into the rectory and out the back door and ran to the woods. We got our stuff, then slipped through the forest to the hiding spot they’d decided on, an empty barn or an empty shed or an empty warehouse on an abandoned property on the edge of town. From there, it was just a short, risky run to the train tracks, to the bridge where the train always stopped, briefly, just after dusk.
After they told me the story, they were all quiet. All of them thinking about Gramma.
“Remember when she found that barbecue on the highway,” Fletch said to Silv, “and she made you go with her to get it? And then when we lit it, it smelled like mice and nobody wanted their hot dog so you got to eat them all?”
“You can actually live off mice,” Silv said. “I read it in a book.”
“Remember when she got mad at that one new librarian ’cause he wouldn’t let me get books from the adult section, even though the other librarian always let me?” Fawn said.
Remember when there was so much snow that school was cancelled and we jumped off the roof of the trailer while she was at work? And then it leaked in that one spot and we tried to fix it without her noticing? Remember when she finally sat down in her chair after a workday and us kids would bring her tea, and her book, and her glasses? Remember when she’d get a migraine so bad she could hardly talk, and Fletch would have to call the restaurant and tell them Gramma wasn’t going to make it in for her shift?
Remember: her black hair, streaked with silver. The pilled green sweater she always wore, how it opened in the front like a coat, and a little kid could climb right into it.
Remember: when grief tries to escape, it takes on strange forms.





Thirteen
SOMETIMES WHEN I HAD MIGRAINES AS A CHILD, Aoife would sit with me. And sometimes, she would say strange things, and I wouldn’t be sure, in the blurry aftermath of what she called my “spells,” if she’d really said them.
“You’d been with us for a few months when I realized how attached to you I’d grown,” she said once. “At first attached just to the idea of you, and then to you. I hadn’t fully understood what that meant: to love a child as they grow, as they change.”
Then she was silent, and I thought she’d left the room until she spoke again.
“I was only a child myself, when we lost Seamus. One day he takes hold of your hand to hop over a puddle. And the next, he’s gone.”
Her eyes were open, but I didn’t think she was really seeing me.
“I was eight years old,” she said. “There was a well, someone had taken off the heavy lid. There was a drought, they’d been concerned. But it wasn’t, wasn’t running dry. Somehow the lid was left off. Not all the way, but enough. He sank like a stone. I was supposed to be watching him. Oh, that small casket. And his little gumboots, still there on the porch. All these years later, I still see them. Those little red boots, forever glazed with rain.”
Again, she fell silent, and I was almost asleep when she spoke again.
“So much,” she said, and touched my face. “So much depends upon.”
She didn’t seem herself and it frightened me. My head throbbed. I pretended to be asleep until I really was. The next morning, she seemed normal, and I didn’t think any more about her momentary strangeness, at least not until much later.

I startle a woodpecker on the trail and it almost flies into me while making its escape. It settles onto a bough farther up the trail, eyeing me. Biding its time.
“It’s all yours,” I tell it, and pat my chest. “Just tell me where to sign.”
I haven’t eaten yet today, so I leave the trail and bushwhack down to the river to cook up some soup. Now I have another river song in my head, the Ernest Monias one, as I fill my pot and put it on the stove to boil. I cook the soup and wolf it down. That salty broth, those slippery noodles.
Walking again, there’s a flash of movement far up ahead and for a breathless instant I think that it’s a fisher—a large weasel I’ve never seen, there are so few of them left—but it’s only a raccoon, higher up in the mountains than I’ve ever seen one. I’m vaguely disappointed, and also feel bad about feeling disappointed. I would never say “just a robin.” I am delighted to see a sparrow, any sparrow. Always. And yet.
I remember one of the biologists telling me that, as species are displaced or disappear, they are replaced on the altered landscape by others that are more resilient to our bullshit. The air is still filled with birdsong: house sparrows chatter, robins sing, rock doves coo from the eaves of old churches. Squirrels race through the trees, white-tailed deer walk across lawns, skunks prowl under porches. If you’d never known the now-absent animals, you might not even notice. You might think nothing had been lost at all.
There’s a breeze picking up and the smoke is lighter; I can see across the narrow valley to the other side. A distant swath of treeless green catches my eye. It’s not a likely place for an avalanche path and it only takes me an instant to register the crisp lower boundary, the road snaking around the back of the mountain. A clearcut: an older one, from how overgrown it is. Even up close, it wouldn’t have the barren feel of a recent cut.
How many fresh clearcuts had I stood in, in my life? How often had I walked through that ghostly emptiness on a misty morning or a rainy afternoon or under the hot July sun, the few trees left to sway in the open wind only making the scene more desolate?
I didn’t take any photos when I was treeplanting, but someone gave me one, taken during my rookie year when I was eighteen. It was a bad fire year, and we’d been told to get the trees in the ground before the fires moved in. I asked my crew boss, a rock-hard woman in her mid-thirties, “What’s the point of planting these trees if they’re just going to get burned up any minute?”
The look she gave me was neither affection nor disgust, but a memorably precise titration of the two. Later, someone would explain the numbers game of silviculture to me, but in that moment, she opted not to.
“Plant ’em straight, two metres apart and exactly to the root collar,” she said. “After that, just walk away. Don’t even look back at the doomed little fuckers.”
The photo was taken while my crew was waiting to be picked up at the end of our workday. The helicopter that had brought us to work had been requisitioned earlier that afternoon by the fire crews, so we waited. There were no trees left to plant, the Silvicool tarps lay folded on the ground alongside stacks of broken-down waxed-cardboard boxes that once held the seedlings, all of it weighed down by heavy rocks against the eventual arrival of the helicopters. Someone pulled out a camera, and we all crowded in together.
In the photo, my crew is standing in front of a slash pile, our shovels speared into the ground, our empty planting bags and colourful dirty backpacks scattered around. Behind us, a few thin trees still stand in the middle of the cut, dark against the smoky sky.
A few days later that whole block burned, along with thousands of hectares of surrounding forest. Our crew was conscripted to fight those same wildfires, and for the next few weeks we traded our MEC rad pants for fire-resistant Nomex and dug trenches and hauled hoses along the perimeter of the blaze that spread out across the smouldering muskeg, until they got some more qualified crews from another region and our summer contract started and we returned to planting.
If I curl my hand exactly right, I can still feel it: the handle of the shovel in my calloused right hand, the motion of lifting and slamming the shovel down, pulling it forward to open a slit in the ground, slipping a seedling in and immediately reaching back into my bags for the next one, jiggling its roots loose from all the others. And then the next, and the next.
I’m not saying it made a real difference, in the end. Just that we did it anyway. All of us poor doomed fuckers. A ragged, hopeful bucket brigade, filthy and smiling under that dark and smoky sky.

Something catches my eye high atop a cedar: two juvenile waxwings, adult-sized but with a smoother profile. Perched on the branches below are more of them, their brothers and sisters. All of them arguing. Someone is hogging the best perches, it’s someone else’s turn to go and buy beer, to buy more smokes, to get more berries from the mountain ash down the valley. A whiskey jack approaches the tree and the flock disperses. Only the two on the highest perch stay there, huddled close together: twins.

In grade 5, I fell out of a tree at recess. The pain in my arm as I hit the ground was breathtaking in its sharpness, then a nauseating wave of shock. Seannagh had to come and pick me up at the school in Fleet and drive me down to the hospital in Fender. The X-rays showed a break, and the doctor chatted to me, asking me about school, as she wrapped my right arm in plaster. She didn’t comment on my missing finger, but I’d learned by then that it was something people wanted an explanation for.
“My sister bit it off,” I said, and when she looked bemused, I clarified. “My twin sister. My finger.”
“Really. That’s rather . . .” she said and looked at it more closely.
“Before we were even born,” I explained, smiling at the memory of Calliope’s ferocity.
“Someone told you this?” Her voice was neutral.
I tried to remember. “Well, she did. Or maybe my other sister. But my other other sister said that’s not what happened. So.”
I’d told the story lots of times, but this time, hearing it out loud, it didn’t add up. Marti’s oldest sister Anjali had a friend over to their house with her new baby recently, and I’d noticed that the baby didn’t have a single tooth.
“I’m going to tell you something,” the doctor said. “Nobody bit your finger off. I can tell from your X-ray that you never had a fifth finger on that hand. There’s nothing wrong or missing. People come in all kinds of different arrangements, that’s all.”
I looked at my hand and wiggled my four fingers. She told me to keep still until the plaster was dry.
“Do you want to see how twins grow before they’re born?”
I did.
She tore a piece of paper from a notepad and drew me a picture.
“It’s like you were each inside your own water balloon,” she said.
“But how did we hold hands then, before we were born?”
She smiled gently.
“If you had an identical twin, that might’ve been possible,” she said. “Occasionally, identical twins share an amniotic sac—that’s the water balloon. But a boy twin and a girl twin are never identical.”
Whenever I’d heard the term identical twins, I’d thought it was just a fancier way to say twins. I know that’s what I’d told the older twin girls at school, who actually were identical. I felt my world shift just a little bit on its axis. I didn’t have an identical twin after all. I never had.
After my arm healed, Seannagh asked if I wanted to help split the kindling. The firewood always arrived in the back of a truck, already split, but Seannagh and Aoife split the kindling themselves.
“Have you ever used a hatchet?” Seannagh asked, gesturing to it leaning against the kindling crate.
“What? No!” I took a step back. I felt her curious eyes on me, and my heart started pounding.
“Calliope knew how,” I said, and right away wished I hadn’t. I’d never told anyone that part: our four small hands gripping the hatchet, the terrifying need to aim it perfectly, and the chaos unleashed by its end-over-end tumble down from the treehouse. But Seannagh didn’t show any reaction at all.
“You don’t say,” she said, her face unreadable.


One Saturday when I was ten or eleven, me and Marti were playing Winter Games on the Commodore 64 in their wood-panelled, red-shag-carpeted TV room. Marti was trying to land a triple axel but she kept crashing, and I was lounging on the top couch, watching her and waiting for my turn. The top couch sat on top of a table, directly behind the other couch, creating a sort of bleacher effect so everyone could, in theory, watch TV together. Marti crashed again.
“It’d be easier to do a triple axel in real life!” she grumbled, but kept trying. I was just about ready to fight her for my turn with the joystick when Ravi came in.
“I’m not done,” Marti said, without looking up. “I just started.”
“We need you two for a song,” Ravi said. “For the talent show at school. I don’t think they’ll let you on the bus so Barry’ll bring you, he’s driving down with the amps and shit.” He leaned against the doorway in an Indian Motorcycle T-shirt.
“What do you need us for?” Marti said. She crashed her figure skater again and finally let go of the joystick in disgust. It was the moment I’d been waiting for, but I wanted to know what Ravi was talking about.
“Paula has an idea,” he said. “She says we need, like, one little kid who can play piano and another one who can sing.”
Marti looked at her brother appraisingly. “We’ll do it for ten bucks.”
I didn’t play piano, but Marti did. It took me a minute to realize what that meant: Ravi thought I could sing. Three practices and a few weeks later, I stood onstage at the Fender High School, wearing a sailor suit and a wig trimmed by Glo to match Ravi’s flowing hair. I waited for Marti to play the opening bit on the piano, then I started singing the part I’d rehearsed.
“I’m sailing awaaaaay . . .”
When our part was done, the stage briefly went dark. When the lights came back up, the band was on the stage. Ravi’s sailor suit was too small and the sleeves were torn off. When he started singing, it became clear to the audience why there’d been little kids onstage at the high school: I’d been cast in the role of his younger self.
I was a small, nervous, quiet child, and I looked to other people to tell me how to be, who to be. I couldn’t conceive of a future for myself, on my own, without my siblings to shape my world for me. But at that moment, watching the band in total awe, I could begin to imagine it. A possible future.





Fourteen
ONE SUMMER DAY
NOT LONG AFTER MY FIRST TIME ONSTAGE, Seannagh came and found me up in a tree, reading comic books. She asked me to help in the café; they’d run out of something and she had to go to Fender.
I climbed down, not really minding. I’d already been fishing that morning, and I’d gone for an alpine hike with Seannagh the day before. There was no cable TV anywhere up the lake, so there was nothing on in the daytime. It might’ve been the first day of my life that I was truly bored. Even if I biked the eight kilometres to Fleet, there would still be nobody to play with because, as I’d discovered after making the trek yesterday, Mary was away visiting her lola, and Jesse and Trevor were away visiting their nokomis, and Mike was away visiting his gramma and grampa, and Francesco and Gianna were away visiting their nonna and nonno. When I’d knocked on Marti’s door, her brother Gabe told me the rest of the family was visiting their patti and thatha on the coast and not to come banging on the door waking everyone up at ten in the morning again for Chrissake.
In the café kitchen, following Aoife’s directions, I’d peeled a whole bag of apples for muffins, and now I had half a case of eggs to crack for tomorrow morning’s quiches. I kept trying to crack and pour an egg with one hand, and Aoife saw me picking eggshell out of the bowl but didn’t say anything. I tried again—another failure. Then another. Finally, I managed it.
“Twin yolks!”
But Aoife was looking into the oven.
“Bastard won’t light. Check if the pilot’s on, will you?”
I had to almost lie on the floor in front of the old Garland to see.
“It’s out!”
“Jesus wept,” she said, pushing open the swinging door to assess the customers. Out of the three of us, only Seannagh was strong enough to relight the oven pilot when it went out.
“Run out and ask Mr. Fontaine,” she gestured with her head.
As per Whiskey Jack tradition, he accepted a slice of pie for his services. By the time Seannagh was back from town, the pilot was out again. Getting down to her knees to relight it was a bit of work, but she got it going. Then she stood, and they both looked at the stove.
“Bloody thing.”
“Useless old shite.”
They looked at each other and burst out laughing. After she caught her breath, Seannagh gestured grandly around the kitchen.
“Someday, Rufous, all this will be yours!”
“Provided you can keep up the rent,” Aoife added, and that set them both laughing again.
They were both approaching seventy at that point. Almost thirty years of life shared. No wedding rings, not back then, even if they’d wanted to. Hardly even a photo of the two of them together. The lines in Seannagh’s face had gotten deeper, and Aoife’s hair had turned entirely white without me noticing. Both of them with calluses on their hands and healed scars from kitchen burns on their forearms; patches on the knees of their practical trousers, the elbows of their cardigans worn through. On Seannagh’s cane, painted by Aoife’s hand: a garden of vines and flowers and hidden birds.

Marti was back from the coast, and we were both on the top couch in their TV room watching Saturday morning cartoons when her sister Glo shouted down from upstairs that the church secretary had called and Marti had to “go do a wedding.”
“And bring Rufous!” she called.
“He’s not a altar server!” Marti shouted back up. “He’s not even Catholic!”
She shoved a handful of Froot Loops into her mouth and passed me the box of cereal as her sister came down the stairs.
“They said you gotta go, and you gotta bring another server,” Glo told Marti, then she turned to me.
“You’re really not Catholic?”
I shook my head. I saw her considering how much of her precious Saturday morning she wanted to spend tracking down a legitimately Catholic middle schooler.
“Call someone else, then,” she told Marti.
“Like who? Mary’s at her lola’s and Jesse’s at his nokomis’s and Cesco’s—”
Glo held up her hand to stop Marti’s litany. “Well, I’m sure as fuck not doing it,” she said. She looked back at me.
“You must be Irish though, right?” she said. “Rufous Flanagan? And what, like, Italian or something?”
I just nodded. She was a debate champion at Fender High and I already knew I was going to end up doing whatever she wanted.
“Close enough,” she declared. “Anyway it’s the new priest, he won’t know the difference.”
“Who won’t know the difference?” Marti’s older brother Dhavin was back from college, and he’d come downstairs without us noticing. We told him our plan.
“Good luck with that,” he said.
“But Glo said—”
Dhavin cut Marti off. “Go for it then, if you want Mom to kill you both.”
Marti looked at me and we knew he was right.
I knew by then that I was pretty much the only kid in Fleet who wasn’t Catholic. They’d all done their First Communion in grade 2, and Marti had explained First Confession to me when they did it in grade 3. “You have to tell the priest something bad you did,” she explained. “If you can’t think of anything, you have to make something up.”
But I wouldn’t have had to make anything up. My heart pounded, and I felt a hotness spread over my neck and face. Thinking about that last morning in the treehouse, about the hatchet. It had been Calliope’s idea, but we’d both done it.
The two of us up in the treehouse. And far below, fresh blood on the forest floor.

Around that time, I did a lot of fishing. On the creek, on the lake, at the spot where the two met. It had been so long since I’d gotten a letter, and I couldn’t let myself consider what that might mean. Seannagh and Aoife just said maybe they were all in a different “situation” now, but neither had assured me conclusively that I’d hear from my siblings again. It had been years since I’d written to them, but the stack of letters was still in Aoife’s desk. The front of each envelope blank except for our return address, printed on the top corner.
One morning I went out, still feeling a bit off after spending the entire previous day in bed with one of my spells. I caught one small fish, too small to keep, and then nothing. I was walking upstream when I saw something running on the opposite shore, a leggy catlike flash that was gone almost as soon as I’d set eyes on it. I hadn’t seen one before but knew it had to be a lynx. We often saw their tracks in the snow, and Seannagh had showed me a picture.
I stood there after it was gone, wishing it would come back, knowing it wouldn’t. I still had a lingering, dreamlike feeling in the aftermath of the migraine, and I just stood there, for so long that a nuthatch landed on a branch within inches of my head, making its squeaky call like a stepped-on dog toy. I stayed perfectly still, but eventually it noticed me. The wind from its wings ruffled my hair as it flew away.
Still, I stayed in that spot, and at some point, I sat down on the damp, mossy forest floor. The sunlight was dappled, and the branches all around me swayed in the light breeze. There was birdsong all around and the sound of the high summer creek. As I sat there, I felt something wash over me—a warm lightness—not so much a specific presence, but all of it: the fish, the lynx, the creek, the trees and the lichen that trailed from their branches and fluttered in the breeze like flags. I felt my own small self in among it all, my edges seeming to waver and blur.
I don’t know how much time passed before I finally stood up. The seat of my jeans was soaked through from the damp moss. I’d forgotten my jacket down by the lake so I walked back down the trail to get it. An osprey made a splashy landing on the lake and then lifted off, a small trout in its talons. It was heading for its treetop nest when an eagle stormed it, staying in pursuit as the osprey swerved back over the treetops. Then they were lost from sight.

There was a span of time—weeks or months, I can’t remember—when I could no longer deny that something was wrong with me, but I hadn’t yet gone to see a doctor or shared my concerns with anyone. I dreamed I was standing in front of my bathroom mirror and then it changed: no longer a mirror, but the kitchen window of the stone house. I was standing outside the house and Aoife was inside. She looked out at me blankly, no idea who I was. In the dream, I was a child, wounded and uncomprehending at her reaction.
I woke in the dark and ran my hands over my sparse stubble and thinning hair. I wasn’t young, but I wasn’t even fifty yet.
“That’s not what this is,” I said aloud. My voice in the stillness of the dark house felt uncanny, and I—a grown man—pulled the blankets back over my feet.
Aoife. To lose oneself so incrementally, yet so completely.

At first, she just misplaced things. When I helped her look, I reminded her of the advice she always gave me when I lost something: you can look far and wide, but you’ll nearly always find the lost thing hidden away in the first place you looked.
That’s good advice, she’d said. In Cairo, dreaming of Baghdad, in Baghdad, dreaming . . . 
Then she trailed off, as she did more and more often. When she finally found her pinking shears, under the couch next to her sewing bag, she told me the story she’d been referencing. I would come upon it years later, when everyone I knew had at least one dog-eared book of Rumi. As far as I can remember, Aoife told the story perfectly that day. She was lucid. She was herself. But when I opened the fridge, there were her glasses. The novel she was reading turned up in the breadbox. In the cupboard: a carton of milk, long since soured.

Ginger’s last litter was five mewling kittens, nestled in the birth-damp straw in a corner of one of the sheds. They were only a few days old when she strolled out of the shed one day, her nipples almost dragging on the dusty ground. She sat in a patch of sun between the trees and licked the red from her paws, her pink tongue flicking over the blood on her muzzle.
“Just a pile of tails and ears, as though they were nothing more than a nest of mice she’d happened upon,” Aoife said that evening, weeping at the kitchen table. I peered in from my perch in the living room, trying to assess at what point it would be okay to go in and look for a new battery for my Mattel football game that had just died.
Seannagh reached for Aoife’s hand, but she just lowered her head and started sobbing.
“Oh, love,” Seannagh said, and pushed her chair back.
“I always thought it was a chronic condition,” Aoife said, wiping her eyes, “but I see now that it’s acute.”
“What is?” Seannagh asked.
All of it.
Life itself.

During my last years at the K-8 school in Fleet, Aoife’s spells were happening more often. In between, she seemed perfectly fine, and Seannagh seemed able to work with wherever she was at, but my anxiety deepened. She wasn’t aggressive, but I was on edge around her, never knowing when things would suddenly flip into that bewildering and somehow eerie state.
Around that time, I walked into the kitchen of the stone house and found Aoife alone, sitting at the table staring into space. She straightened up when I walked in.
She gestured vaguely to the room and met my gaze.
“I think I’m losing my mind.”

One fall afternoon when I was twelve or thirteen, I walked up the driveway and Seannagh and Aoife were both on the porch. As I drew closer, I held up my cleaned fish, as though they couldn’t already see it in the net. They both smiled at me as I approached the porch.
“You’ve come back at last then,” Aoife said. “You’ve grown! I thought you’d been gone all this time!”
Seannagh put her hand lightly on Aoife’s arm and started to say something, but Aoife brushed her off. She stood up as I stepped onto the porch and touched my cheek. She had that look on her face, intense yet far away, and I pulled back.
“What do you mean?”
I looked at her in confusion, but she just kept smiling at me. I turned to Seannagh and she was watching Aoife, her expression so privately sorrowful that I instinctively turned away.
“I’ll put him in the fridge,” I said, and pushed open the door.





Fifteen
AFTER LABOUR DAY, the crowds at the campground near the treehouse began to thin out during the week, leaving only a handful of senior couples in tent trailers or truck-top campers or VW vans. And each weekend, there were fewer families in the area to camouflage our presence.
When nobody was around, we’d check the campground for empties, or anything else left behind that we could use or sell. The previous week, we’d found a perfectly good woman’s coat and umbrella on a picnic table, and Fletch had traded them at the Sally Ann for “winter” jean jackets, thinly lined with yellowing, packed-out fake fur.
On Saturdays we all picked apples, earning a few dollars for each large wooden bin we filled up to the brim with grounders to be made into cider. We couldn’t take any apples home with us—the woman who told us which trees to go to had sharp eyes—but she had better things to do than try to stop us from eating as many as we could while we were there. Me and Fawn and Calliope might manage to fill one bin together in a day, while Silv and Fletch could fill three or even four between them. Bears were everywhere now, and hungry, and sometimes we’d have to go wait in the farmhouse while they plundered the bins, until someone from the farm family fired a rifle into the air to scare them away.
One sunny afternoon while we were picking up grounders at the orchard, a honking V of geese flew high over us.
“Heading south,” Fawn said.
“Why are they leaving?” I asked.
“They want to go where it’s warm.”
“It’s warm here!” I said.
Fletch shook her head.
“It’s warm now, Rufous.”
I didn’t like the look on her face. Resigned. As though she might not be in charge of everything, after all.

The night air was cool, and I burrowed into the new, army-green winter sleeping bag. I pressed my cold toes against Calliope’s warm leg and watched the moon through the crack in the cedar boughs. I was hungry. The hunger was a little burrowing animal, digging a den inside me, getting a little bigger as I got a little more hollowed out. Silv said it was because of the cold that we were all hungrier all the time. They brought more food home, but it never seemed to last long.
At night, by the light of the oil lamp, Silv and Fletch sat counting the money.
“It’s not enough,” she said to Silv. “It’s not going to be enough.” I couldn’t hear what he said in response.
“Enough for what?” I whispered to Calliope.
“To escape,” she whispered back.
“We already escaped!” I said, surprised that she was the one who’d forgotten. “Remember? On the train.”
“Well, we gotta do it again,” she said, and I couldn’t see her face in the dark to get a sense of whether she was telling the truth.
Fletch and Silv were still talking, their voices low. I tried to stay awake, but my eyes were too heavy and I felt myself slipping under.

Aoife started pacing the house. Sometimes, she would abscond completely. When we discovered her missing, Seannagh would go in one direction and I’d go in another. We might find her sitting on the porch of the café, or a mile down the road.
Once, I found her at the end of the driveway, standing next to a scrubby Douglas maple.
“Such hard wood,” she said, patting it appreciatively. “Now, if I was a beaver, I could sink my teeth right in. Like it was a cupcake!”
“If you . . . what??” I was supposed to just go along with whatever she was saying, but I kept forgetting.
“Sink my long orange teeth into its veins and drink!” she said.
She ran a hand over the smooth bark, then rested it there for a long moment.
“Blood of the gods,” she said. After a moment she stepped back. She briskly brushed herself off and looked at me expectantly.
“If you’re quite finished, I’m ready to head home.”
Then she looked at me more closely.
“I feel I should know you,” she said, an uncertain smile on her face.
“It’s me,” I said, the shock bringing tears to my eyes. “It’s Rufous.”
“Rufous,” she said. “Of course. Rufous! You were on the run before winter, before the cold froze the nectar. The others flocked west, but you hadn’t gotten your flight feathers yet. And so you were gifted to us. Rufous, Rufous.”
She turned and started for home, repeating my name to herself like a skipping record, so that it looped into itself in an unsettling way. Fuss-ru fuss-ru fuss-ru.

One afternoon, Seannagh put the closed sign on the café door and just left it up. Their friends started to bring food when they came to visit. They started coming to visit more often. Soon, other people from Fleet started bringing meals over too. A sadness and quiet came over the house, punctured by moments of chaos. And moments, too, of laughter, when their friends came by to sit and talk, to stay with Aoife whenever Seannagh had to make a trip down to Fender.
Stacked in the fridge and freezer, all those casserole dishes. Spaghetti and meatballs, pumpkin curry, chicken adobo, macaroni and spam.

On a steep sidehill, I come to a swath of downed trees. I climb over one, crawl under another, then find myself surrounded by deadfall and realize an avalanche had torn through here, ripping up trees as it swept down the mountain.
The trail is completely gone, and I try to keep my bearings as I fight through the tangle. I lose my walking stick. I tear another hole in my shirt. I feel like I’m shifting farther down the slope as I try to cut across the path of debris, so I angle back up. A moment later, I think maybe the trail is actually below me, so I angle back down.
As I’m climbing over a downed larch, a broken branch slices sharply into my calf and I let out an audible gasp. Blood seeps through the torn fabric of my pants. There’s nowhere to deal with it so I keep going, under and over and around fallen trees. I bash my bad knee, and the pain blurs my vision for a moment. When I come out the other side of the avalanche path, limping heavily, I can’t see the trail anywhere.
I wrap my leg. I find another stick for support and slowly walk upslope, then slowly back down. Trying not to panic but willing the trail to appear. I’m in no shape for bushwhacking right now.

In the treehouse, the nights got even colder, and the sunset came even earlier—not long after our supper of fire-roasted wieners on sticks or fish fried in a pan at our campfire spot by the river. Once, Silv got a mallard. I don’t remember how, but I remember the richness of its flesh, how we picked the bones clean and drank the broth—flavoured with wild ginger root—that it was stewed in.
Most nights, Fletch and Silv would go outside “to smoke.” We knew it was really because they wanted to talk where we couldn’t hear—they both smoked in the treehouse all the time. Me and Fawn and Calliope were quiet, eavesdropping.
“I just don’t think you should shit-talk her in front of them like that,” Silv said. “She did her best, right?”
“Yeah? Well, it wasn’t good enough, was it?”
“I mean, she brought everyone to Gramma’s, right? Like, she knew it wouldn’t be good with her, so she brought us somewhere better.”
“Sorry, but we’re not all desperate to find, like, a nice way to look at every single fucked up thing.”
“Do you ever . . . Do you think she’s still alive?”
“Doubt it. She woulda wrecked her liver with booze by now. Doesn’t matter anyway.”
“Fletch.”
“What? It doesn’t.”
Silence. Then, “Here, pass it.”
They’d left the hatch open, and we could see the glowing ember of a single cigarette, floating back and forth between their two shadowy figures in the night.


I stop, look at the slope, try to use my head for Chrissake. I aim toward where the trail should be, where it would make sense, and finally find it again. I stare at it for a moment, making sure it’s really there. Then I walk, limping more heavily now, my leg bleeding through the bandage. The trail climbs, and keeps climbing, and I make my way slowly up the mountain, leaning on my stick.
The smoke thins, then dissipates completely. I look out at the suddenly expansive view of endless layers of sharp peaks, fading into the distance. Far below, a sea of smoke fills the valley bottom, but up here: clear. I stay there for a moment, staring out at the miraculous blue of the sky.

At the stone house, with no word from my siblings, I turned thirteen. There was still a feeling of emptiness and loss when I thought about them, but it was tempered by time. You can get used to almost anything, if you have to. I still believed they were out there, that something was stopping them from writing to me. And I still believed that whatever was keeping them from me, they would soon overcome it.
Aoife continued to sink deeper into dementia, and I withdrew from her and from Seannagh’s distracted, anticipatory grief. I raked leaves and shovelled snow and picked up empties from ditches. I bought albums on cassette from the rickety rack at the Fleet convenience store. I bought a Pink Floyd album released the year after I was born and played it incessantly for a few months until it got tangled in the cassette deck. When I tried to extract it, the thin plastic ribbon snapped. I repaired the break with a tiny square of scotch tape and wound it back into the cassette.
I stopped mentioning my siblings and kept my hope of seeing them again tightly hidden. I’d learned to keep more of myself hidden by then. I was an observant kid, and I had learned that my anxiousness somehow marked me as less of a boy, in a way I didn’t understand but accepted. It was me who would have to change, and I did.
I started grade 8, my last year at the Fleet elementary school. Like every other boy in Fleet, I went to school each day dressed in a random assortment of faded denim, threadbare flannel and at least one item with visible patches or cut-off sleeves, like kid versions of Judd Nelson’s character in The Breakfast Club. And each day I beheld the girls in our class—in their tight acid-washed jeans, their purple-glossed lips and blue eyeshadow, the scent of hairspray and Love’s Baby Soft perfume wafting behind them as they walked—with a mix of admiration and incipient desire.
When we were younger, it had mostly been the boys who got sent to the principal’s office, usually for fighting. But now, the girls were transforming; they were beginning to assume their true powers and the adults were desperate to contain them, in a way they’d never been with us. The girls got in trouble for using a Ouija board in their changeroom, for busting open the pad dispenser in their bathroom when they didn’t have a quarter, for flatly refusing to write letters to the government saying life starts at conception. They cut the fingers off their winter gloves and smoked in the playground. They teased their bangs to magnificent heights and spent their weekends trying to catch the eyes of the older boys who’d graduated from Fleetwood Elementary and now attended the high school down in Fender.
I acquired a few hand-me-down rock shirts from Marti’s older brothers and wore them on rotation. Her brother Gabe’s girlfriend was in hairdressing school, and I let her practise on me: short in the front, long in the back. I pierced one ear with a safety pin, along with a bunch of other kids in the boys’ bathroom one lunch hour. I bought a secondhand guitar and started learning how to play, spending hours in my room.
The cassette I repaired never snapped again. I got used to the slight flicker in the middle of the title track, and almost managed to forget that I’d ever thought Silv wrote it.

Aoife gripped my forearm with a surprising strength.
“It’s the blight,” she whispered, tapping her temple. “I feel it spreading through my brain. Branching off in all directions.”
She looked at me intently.
“It survived, all this while,” she said. “Across the Atlantic, down in that stinking hold, through the quarantine on that island, resting dormant through the generations. Now it’s back. It’s in here.” She tapped her finger to her temple again.
“You know what would help?” she said, brightening. “A nice glass of that stout. Its mighty yeasts will go to battle, they will prevail!”
She looked at me expectantly. “Be a good lad then, Seamus, fetch me a glass.”
I’d learned by then not to correct her and just headed down to the kitchen.
“She wants what?” Seannagh asked, and I repeated what Aoife had said.
“You understand, of course, that potato blight can’t infect a person,” she said, and smiled. “Well. Nobody has ever accused her of being overly literal.”
She poured two small glasses of Guinness, then looked at me, standing there in a Sponsored by Nobody shirt, my hair flowing down over my shoulders, my scraggly, hopeful mustache. Almost fourteen years old. She reached into the cupboard and took down another glass.

Early that summer, a June thunderstorm rained lightning onto the parched hills. Fires sprang up across the Interior, highways closed and reopened and closed again. The small regional airports kept closing due to smoke. We were told to avoid exertion outdoors as much as possible, though it was universally understood that this applied only to recreation, not work. Vehicles were kept fuelled, birth certificates and passports and insurance papers were gathered up and sealed in Ziplock bags. Marti’s mom said it was as though the whole Interior of the province was due to give birth: the uncertainty, the trepidation, the bag packed and ready at the door.
Marti’s brothers Gabe and Ravi were home for the summer, and they worked as wildland firefighters, coming home briefly every few weeks, soot-stained and exhausted. The woodsmoke-scented air hung heavy in the valleys, and by July even the highest peaks were no escape. The expansive mountain views were lost in a blur of smoke. The colour and shape of the sun looked wrong, its edges too clearly defined as though drawn on a page by a child, using a red crayon in place of the conventional yellow.
As Aoife continued to decline, Seannagh grew increasingly despondent, but in a slightly frenetic way that you’d only notice if you really knew her. I tried to distract and amuse her. Did fish fry on the creek bed after the heat boils it dry? When the fires swept up a forested hillside, did they leave behind toasted squirrels, baked puffballs?
“You know what does happen,” Seannagh said, “is an explosion of morels. We’ll go and get some next spring.”
At the last words, her voice trailed off. She tried to smile, but it was more of a grimace. We both looked over at Aoife, where she sat vacantly in her chair. Clutching a quilt despite the heat.

Something crunches underfoot; I lift my boot and see a handful of crushed ice. Laid out impossibly along the trail, spiky clusters of hoarfrost. I hear the buzzing of a hummingbird and then see it. It hovers in front of one of the hoarfrost clusters and reaches into it with its long, thin beak.
And now the café is suddenly in front of me, with its red plastic nectar feeders hanging on each end of the front porch. The hummingbird zips over to the feeders and then buzzes back to me, carrying the scent of smoke and singed feathers. The café is burning. There is suddenly a heap of buckets at my feet and I grab as many as I can and run down to the creek, but it is frozen solid, spawning salmon suspended like jewels in the solid mass of ice.
When I come back to myself, I’m standing in a shallow ravine and the smoke has moved back in. As I ascend, the smoke thins again and the trail flattens out on a broad plateau. Just over a rise, I come upon a small lake. I check the map, then dig out my reading glasses and check it again. I’ve made it—the top of the pass, well over halfway.
Up here, the huckleberry bushes are still loaded with berries. I grab a handful, then wade out to a small rock island with my collapsible fishing rod. I rinse out my bandage and wash the dried blood off my leg. I almost catch a small fish, but it slips the hook as I’m reeling it in. A raven calls out with a gurgling croak that has a questioning tone to it and is soon answered by another.
Do you think this fucker will make it?
Not likely. Brain’s rotting, I can smell it from here.
Dibs on the brain!
They laugh at me, but somehow it doesn’t feel unkind.
I could stay here for a bit, if I’ve kept track of the days correctly. I left home six days ago, reached the trailhead a few days after that, and now, I think, I’m only about thirty kilometres or so away. Is it Thursday? I think they’ll arrive on Saturday at the airport in the nearest city to the other side of this pass.
My knee isn’t getting better, but it’s not getting worse either. The gash on my leg is deep, but I smeared some Polysporin in there and I think it’s going to be okay. My head has started pulsing faintly but forebodingly: a woodpecker, trapped on the wrong side of my skull. The thing that’s going to finish me off. I press my hands to my temples. I need more time. Something I’ve been trying not to think about: the time I forgot who I was. It happened back in Fleet. Only one time. I try not to think about it. But the term dissociative fugue comes to me. The phrase “persistence of remote long-term memories.” The word terminal: the end of the line.





Sixteen
THE CAFÉ STAYED CLOSED, and meals kept arriving at the stone house. Once, friends of Seannagh and Aoife brought us some duck meat, butchered and wrapped in brown paper. Stewed with fresh sage from the garden and juniper berries from up the mountain, it was delicious. But Aoife was confused about the meat—she kept insisting it was dog and accused us of trying to poison her. She was making a lot of accusations by then. Seannagh was losing their money, she was gambling it away! Seannagh, probably the only grown woman for miles around who didn’t even go to bingo. Right in front of me, Aoife would accuse her of having “a love affair” with one of their closest friends—a man whose interest in women was as nonexistent as Seannagh’s interest in men.
Seannagh told me what the doctor had said: that we might get a few more years with her, but she was going to get worse. We must “prepare ourselves,” Seannagh said. Whatever that even meant.

At the top of the pass, I fill my water bottles from the lake. I pick up my pack, feel my bad knee whimper at the weight. It’s always hard to leave a lake, and I take a last look before I go, resting on my walking stick. An osprey plummets toward the water, makes a splashy landing and lifts off again with an open-mouthed trout in its talons. It heads for its treetop nest but is accosted by an eagle; the osprey swerves back over the water but the eagle stays in pursuit, gaining on it. The birds seem to collide, tangled in the air above me, and the fish drops.
The eagle dives swiftly and snatches up the fish, and the osprey flies back to its perch. I pick up a stone from the ground. Polish it in my hands. Slip it into a pocket to take home.

Our very last trip to the Salvation Army was just a few weeks before it all ended. We knew by then to only ever go to town together on weekends. Silv had already gone into the store, and Fletch held the heavy door open for me and Fawn and Calliope. There were a dozen people in there, and the space had that musty-soapy smell particular to thrift stores.
Mothers manoeuvred their sagging, off-kilter strollers through the aisles, stopping periodically to pull out child-sized clothing items, check the stitching and stare at the price tags with resignation. A girl Fawn’s age begged her mother for a pink jacket that her mother said was too small, that she’d grow out of it before spring. Two girls my age were having a tea party in the dishes section. Farther down the aisle, a little boy stared at me while he passively allowed himself to have a coat tried on him, then taken off again. Then he ran down the aisle and hid in a rack. He saw me watching him, and he raised a finger to his lips, then Fletch called over to me that we were going.
On our way out of the store, we walked past a small open room where three teenage girls laughed together in front of a big mirror. They tilted their heads and arranged their bodies in front of the mirror. One of them saw us and tried not to look like they were looking at Fletch and Silv, but my teenage siblings just kept walking, me and Fawn and Calliope following them.
I was the last in the herd, and something—I can’t remember what—caught my attention on the way out of the store and I stopped to look at it. When I looked up again, the heavy glass door was closed in front of me. They were all outside the store and walking away and I was still inside. I pulled on the door but it was too heavy, and I started to panic and then Fletch turned back and said something to Fawn, and she ran back and got me. Then we ran to catch up to the others. Her small hand holding my smaller one, a clown mask clutched in her other hand.

Seannagh called out to me even before she walked into the kitchen.
“Where’s she gotten to?”
I looked up from my grade 9 math homework, then pushed my chair back and stood up. Aoife had been at the table with me just a moment ago.
Seannagh searched for Aoife inside the house and I ran outside. I spotted her sitting up on the flat part of the roof, head tilted back and eyes closed. I called to Seannagh and she rushed over at a lopsided trot.
“Aoife! What in God’s name?”
I’d already climbed halfway up the TV antenna, and I hopped onto the roof, took Aoife’s arm and helped her back indoors through the open window.
Seannagh came up into the room. Aoife wouldn’t meet her eye.
“I merely wished to observe the sunset at closer range,” Aoife said, a brittle dignity in her voice.
“From the roof?” Seannagh asked. “Christ on the cross, Aoife!”
Aoife lifted her chin. “My engine is seized,” she said, with that new defensiveness. “My train has slipped the tracks. My vessel is listing to—”
Seannagh closed her eyes and held up her hand. Then she turned and walked out of the room.

The descending trail wraps onto a southwest aspect. Widely spaced ponderosa pines, their needles littering the dry ground, juncos calling and clicking from the shrubby juniper and mallow ninebark. The mountainside is studded with cliffs; the one just above me would make perfect perch for a cougar. I scan it, and the branches of the ponderosa pine above me. I imagine how I look, limping along with my stick: an easy meal.
Lily once told me about tracking a cougar, a big male, with the intent of radio-collaring him to find out if he was partial to snacking on baby caribou. The cougar hounds treed him, but the perch he’d settled on was too high up. They couldn’t safely shoot him with a tranquilizer dart: an unconscious cat won’t land on its feet.
“He just looked at the hounds, at us, and his expression was . . .” She paused, then smiled. “It was like he had one eyebrow raised. Condescending. Like we weren’t even a threat, just an annoyance.”
“What’d you do?” I asked her.
“Nothing,” she said. “The status of the herd was so precarious, at that point, but—you should’ve seen him. I was relieved, honestly, which felt a bit . . .”
She thought for a moment. “I don’t know. It felt something. Almost like I was the one who’d been spared. And then . . . We’d tracked him a long way from the road, and it took hours to get back to the sled. And when we finally did, he’d already been there. His tracks and piss all around the sled. It was . . .” She smiled again. “Honestly, it was magnificent.”

Now, something lightweight but hard hits me on the top of the head, then lands at my feet: a pine cone. I spot a flying squirrel sailing through the air, just before it disappears into one of the other pines.
I’ve only seen a flying squirrel once before, as far as I can remember. It was a bluebird winter day, a few days after a big snowstorm. A few of us had toured up into the mountains on skis and splitboards, then peeled off the climbing skins and clicked our splitboards back together and rode down one by one. I was the second to descend and as I plunged down through the almost-vertical wall of deep snow, I felt as though my heart had left my chest and was flying along just behind me, and only when I finally stopped would it slam back into my chest, exhilarated by its brief outing.
As the slope levelled out, I came out of the powder cloud to see a flying squirrel keeping pace with me, gliding above my left shoulder, and I thought: there it is, there’s my heart. Plummeting and weightless and beating fiercely. And then the squirrel was gone into the trees, and I carved a sharp turn, spraying up powder as I rode up into the island of trees where the woman we were all in love with that winter was waiting. I knew the rest of my friends up above had eyes on me but I shouted up to them anyway, an inchoate joyful holler that echoed through the mountains. My heart still somewhere up in those trees.

It was always Fletch. Nobody ever bothered Silv, mostly because he was a boy but also because he looked older than he was. He’d even had a girlfriend, back when we lived at the trailer; Calliope remembered her. Her name was Pam, she was a year older than him, and she would come over to the trailer after school, and Silv would kick me out of the room we shared and give me and Calliope a quarter to run back and knock on the bedroom door when Gramma’s car pulled up.
A curious cashier would ask Fletch if she was planning on feeding an army. Or a middle-aged mom would pull over to offer her a ride when she was walking alone on the road—not near the treehouse, we mostly stayed off that road—but on the way to town. She almost always declined. But you never knew what Fletch would do.
One time she came home with a bag of jerky a woman had given her after driving her to the campground. And one time me and Calliope were walking to town with her when we got caught in a sudden summer squall, and we were about to go wait it out under some trees when a man pulled over to offer us a ride. There were three little girls in the back eating chips, and I saw Fletch hesitate, taking in the man’s kind, tired eyes, his long dark hair and work clothes. Me and Calliope looked at her beseechingly—it was raining so hard, and we really loved chips—and Fletch let us pile into the back seat with the girls, none of us in seat belts, while she climbed into the front, and they dropped us off at the store. Only that one time.
When me and Calliope excitedly told Silv, he asked what the fuck and Fletch said, “He kind of looked like Uncle Mike, and I don’t know. I was tired. We can’t all do everything perfect all the time” and he asked what that was supposed to mean. She told him “whatever.” He told her to go fuck herself. She told him to go fuck himself. One of them started laughing and then, relieved, we three youngest joined in, not knowing what we were laughing about, not caring that we didn’t know.

The trail disappears in a rockfall and I pick my way across. A few times I have to set my pack down and use my arms to lift my bad leg over the boulders. I haul myself over the last of them and now the trail is distinct again as it exits the rockfall and leads me into a broad open subalpine meadow. The smoke is dense here, and ash falls lightly from the sky. The trail wends across the meadow, past tiny fast-running brooks. A hoary marmot rests regally atop a large boulder and I give it a nod as I pass. The trail leaves the meadow and I hobble up a rocky slope and then down into forest again.

In the summer that would be her last, Aoife sat in her chair, looking out the window at the blank wash of smoke obscuring the mountains. I set a slice of cake beside her, and she grabbed my arm, pulled me toward her.
“The sky isn’t broken,” she whispered confidentially.
“Um. Sorry?” I asked.
She smiled sadly and shook her head.
“The sky will be just fine. The bedside we sit at is our own. Only our own.”

My childhood started to come to an end. The end of aimless afternoons spent standing on the edge of the cold glacial lake, willing the shadowy form of a trout or a kokanee toward my hook while the sun sank lower in the sky, setting the water aglow. The end of free-ranging days in Fleetwood Siding, tobogganing down its snowy streets in winter, spring afternoons building forts among the cottonwood trees down by the lake, summer evenings at the unofficial ball diamond used by all the Fleet kids, stretching across three unfenced backyards. Home plate and the flat pitcher’s “mound” were on opposite ends of the Redappas’ yard, along with first base; second and third base were next door in the Keatings’; and the Costas’ yard made up the outfield.
The crack of a bat against a ball, the length of nine innings racing against the approaching sunset, its marmalade smear spreading across the mountains. Kids’ voices, mostly but not only boys, shouting, arguing, drifting up into the clear blue of the sky. The voices growing fewer and deeper with each passing summer.
I don’t remember when the mill closed. I only remember going back there years later. The fact I can remember at all, and the dreamlike nature of the memory, both suggest that it was within the last year or so. I drove up the lake, pulled off the highway at Fleetwood Siding Road and drove down to the empty main street, the storefronts papered over. I parked and walked the roads, made my way to Marti’s old house. The Redappas had moved to the coast decades earlier and their house sat empty, like so many others. I walked into the backyard. The overgrown gardens, the rusted swing set. The grass still absent on the spot that had been home plate.





Seventeen
THAT SUMMER WHEN I WAS FOURTEEN, I THOUGHT: this is how old Silv was, that summer. Next year, I’ll be as old as Fletch. They’re grownups, now, both of them. Fawn was old enough to buy beer. And Calliope, was she still taller than me? I couldn’t imagine what any of them would look like now. What they would be like.
The fires that had started early in the summer still raged. Wildfire smoke filled the valleys for days and weeks on end. The mountains remained hidden in a featureless expanse of grey. The birds were mostly silent, as though they’d all left, but where could they have gone to escape such widespread fires and smoke?
I’d gotten a job at the corner store in Fleet. I’d bike there, wearing my Walkman despite being told this was unsafe, and all day at the store, I’d have the same conversations. The smoke, the nearest fires, the wind and the hopes of rain. And sometimes, someone would step closer and lower their voice and ask about Aoife. I would say, “I don’t know. She’s doing okay, I guess.”
And I’d make myself busy restocking the shelves so I wouldn’t have to see the lie reflected in their eyes.
Throughout that summer, Seannagh and I would often take her out walking, early in the mornings when it was cooler and she seemed more alert. She leaned heavily on both of us as she walked. She was speaking less by then and seemed less aware of our surroundings, but one morning she stopped walking and stared wildly around.
“I can’t believe it!” Aoife said. “They’ve gone and left us!”
She gestured wildly in all directions, and I understood that she meant the mountains. We tried to reassure her that they were still there, just hidden, but she was inconsolable.
“What have we done?” she sobbed. “What on earth have we done?”

It was a Saturday, and Fletch and Silv had gone to town to buy supplies.
“Let’s go for a walk,” Fawn said. “We’ll be careful nobody sees us.”
She led me and Calliope through the forest away from the river, then we hid, waiting to watch for cars before we ran across the gravel road. There was a trail that switchbacked up the mountain, and we followed it up, away from the road. There were piles of deer poop on the trail, and heaps of emptied-out pine cones, and mushrooms everywhere. Squirrels called out at us, and little birds chipped to each other and flitted around.
“Juncos,” Fawn said. “Gramma’s favourite.”
After we climbed for what felt like a long time, we came out onto a plateau with a small cabin made of logs fitted together. The building was covered in moss, lopsided and low-slung and sinking into the ground. Inside, there was a narrow, rusted cot frame, a few busted mesh chairs and lots of empty beer bottles scattered around.
“We found it when we first got here, remember?” Fawn said. “We slept here those first few nights, but we couldn’t move here for real ’cause it’s not secret enough. But then when Silv was fishing, he followed that deer by the river and found the treehouse. Remember?”
I didn’t remember. Calliope said she did but I thought she was lying. Fawn picked up a plastic bag from the ground, shook it off and tied up the broken handle to fix it, then loaded the empty beer bottles into it. We all sat on the saggy cot frame for a minute, wishing we had something to eat, then we went back outside to look for berries.
“Look!” Fawn whispered. There was a rabbit on the edge of the clearing. It was mostly white with a few patches of greyishbrown, and it hopped lightly around the clearing on its big feet. It froze, then bolted. From down the mountain, we heard voices. Teenagers, talking, laughing: boys’ voices, girls’ voices.
They were getting closer, and we all ran into the trees. Fawn’s bag was clanking; she dropped it and kept running. We ran, tripping over sticks and rocks and our own feet, all the way back to the treehouse.

“I’ll wear the blue silk,” Aoife announced as though to a crowd, even though Seannagh was down at the café and I was the only one there with her.
“The blue silk dress,” she clarified. I’d rarely seen her wear a dress but I dutifully rummaged in her sparse closet and brought out the first blue dress I saw.
“That’s turquoise! The blue one.”
I went back, found another one. Aoife snatched it from me greedily. She ran her fingers over the smooth silk.
“I think it will be quite suitable,” she said. “Ocean blue, to ‘set an open course, for the virgin sea,’” she said and smiled. “Remember that song he used to sing, that little boy who used to live here?”
She looked at me expectantly, so I said what she wanted to hear.
“I remember.”

At the stone house, summer cooled into fall and the wildfires died down. It grew too cold in the mornings and too dark in the evenings to take Aoife out much. Her mind seemed to draw in on itself even more, and when she was communicative at all, she didn’t make much sense.
One winter day she told me she needed to go out and prune the roses, and I didn’t even have a chance to make an excuse before the record in her head started skipping.
“The roses in the garden, the garden,” she said, then the words blurred into each other. “The gar-den, the gar, den-the-gar, den-the-gar—”
She stopped suddenly, grabbed her mug with sudden strength and flung it. It bounced harmlessly off the heavy rug.
“Why,” she said, then broke off and began to weep. “Why hast thou . . .”
She wept quietly then. Unsure what to do, I picked up the mug and put it under her bedside table. Then she turned to me.
“A terrible thing,” she said. “I was supposed to be watching him. Like a stone, he was.”
Then she fell quiet, and after a moment I started to leave. I was at the door when she spoke again.
“Simon Peter,” she declared forthrightly, as though responding to a query.
And then, angrily: “It is you who say that I am!”
She closed her eyes and fell silent.
I heard Seannagh’s cane on the stairway, and I turned as she stepped into the doorway.
“Who’s Simon Peter?” I asked.
She shook her head, a faint smile. “A bit of shrapnel,” she said. “You can choose to leave behind the faith you were born into. But sometimes bits of it will surface when you least expect it. It can be painful. But perhaps a relief, too, to finally have it out of you.”

The very last time I heard Aoife speak, she was sitting in her chair by the living room window, staring blankly out at the birdfeeder. I was in the other chair, working on my homework for the ambitious new English teacher. I was supposed to write about either “The Red Wheelbarrow” or The Myth of Sisyphus, but I was distracted and out of my depth. Chickadees and nuthatches came and went from the feeder; on the ground below, a snowshoe hare moseyed around, eating the fallen seeds. A deer walked through, then later a coyote slipped along the forest edge—none of it elicited any response from Aoife. I was finally focusing on my homework when suddenly she gasped loudly, and I looked up as a large grey woodpecker landed on the feeder, setting it swinging. Aoife’s face was animated, and she met my eyes.
“A flicker!” she said.
But before I could even reply, she’d slumped back into her chair. The light behind her eyes switched off again.

Over the next months, Aoife curled even deeper into herself. Her hands bent in at the wrists, her arms at the elbows; her head stayed bowed. A physiotherapist came by and showed us how to gently massage and stretch her limbs. Seannagh and a string of helpers kept her clean and fed, but more and more often, her eyes stayed closed most of the day. Ginger, less active in her own old age, often lay on the bed, and I imagined that she spoke to Aoife when nobody was around, entertaining her with tales of her feline escapades.
Once, while Aoife slept, I found Seannagh sitting next to the bed. Aoife was a silent heap under the blankets, and I stood in the doorway, looking at the back of her head, her small skull, her still-thick white hair. A silent sea creature inside her shell.
“Damn you,” Seannagh said quietly, her voice rough. “Damn you for leaving already.” Then she was weeping, and I stepped back from the doorway.

In mid-October at the treehouse, the campground finally closed for the year. A week later, the staff were all gone too. They only had work for Silv at the orchard a few days each week now, and he and Fletch were arguing over when to leave, whether to wait for the caloric windfall of Halloween.
On a sunny afternoon, we walked to the campground. The air was cool and smelled lightly of woodsmoke. Above the treetops we could see the mountains in every direction, the tops of the tallest peaks now frosted in white. We hadn’t eaten since we’d shared a few day-old pizza buns for breakfast, and I was still hungry. Me and Calliope foraged in the huckleberry bushes, eating the last few raisin-y stragglers.
We discovered heaps of litter between the empty campsites. Fletch and Silv and Fawn poked around, their expressions always appraising: could we eat that? What about that, was it worth any money? The empties we found among the trees were wet and muddy, but they all went into the bag.
Me and Calliope ran through the sites, arguing over which one was the best, which one we would camp in if we were campers. The one that backed onto the trail that led to the river, or the big one with two picnic tables instead of one, or the one where the road curved, with the single huge cedar right in the middle of it.
We followed the curving road through the campground until we caught up with our siblings again. We walked with them until we reached the empty parking lot by the road, usually a good spot for empties, then suddenly Fletch grabbed me. I looked over to see that Calliope was behind Silv and his arm was around Fawn, and then we were all backing away, not too fast and not too slow, because twenty metres away, next to the road, was a black bear. Its face was buried in a dead deer, and it made grunting sounds as it ate. We slipped away before it noticed us. We walked back through the campground toward home. It was cool under the canopy of trees, and the birds had fallen silent. The riverside trail was sunny, but I couldn’t stop shivering in the chill autumn air.

Now, the sun is low in the sky, a red wash behind the mountains. There is a line of dead trees along the trail and atop each one there is a very small man perched grumpily. These tiny men ignore me as I pass, then one swoops down, snatches something from the ground—a mouse or vole—and flies off with it clutched in his toes. I watch him disappear into the smoke, and when I look back to the trail, I am suddenly in the middle of an empty expanse.
There are stumps and slash piles all around me, but not a standing tree as far as I can see in any direction. There’s a distant sound, growing louder: the movement of air against thousands of wings. And now the smoky sky is full, a wall of birds overhead. All of them are cavity nesters: chickadees and tree swallows and woodpeckers. In the way of a dream, I know that they are searching for trees. And I know, too, that they’ll continue to fly until they drop to the ground from exhaustion, because all the trees are gone.
The birds keep coming, their wingbeats pounding in my head. The sky darkens with their passing. I close my eyes. When I open them, the birds are gone and I’m back on the trail.

In my teenage years, the migraines remained infrequent but grew more intense. I often experienced hallucinations in the prodrome and throughout the attacks: sometimes a violent strobing effect when I opened my eyes, as though I was being shaken inside a snow globe. Sometimes I saw pale lights like halos around objects, other times it was a reduction in my visual field, as pieces of my immediate surroundings seemed to be deleted, like jigsaw pieces removed from a puzzle.
Once, lying in bed in my attic room, I heard something or someone in the room and opened my eyes. The light, even with the curtains drawn, sent a new shot of pain through my head and I quickly closed my eyes again, but not before I saw that it was only Ginger. Hours passed, the room darkened, and Ginger was still there, but she started growing, she was three feet, then four feet tall, and still growing bigger, until she was bigger than me. In the low light, her form wavered and pulsed in sync with the pounding behind my right eye.
I closed my eyes again. Ginger leapt up onto the bed, and I felt her nose against my face, then heard her voice inside my head.
If anyone tries to take us away from each other, I’ll bite them!
I opened my eyes, but she was just sitting there, silently licking her paws. I slept through the night and woke late in the morning. My head was still throbbing, but faintly: just an echo. As always after an attack, I felt emotionally drained. I lay in bed for the entire day, and occasionally tears washed my cheeks for no reason. At some point I slept again, and when I woke there was a cup of tea and a muffin by the bed. Ginger curled up on the blankets, just a regular-sized cat.
When I’d first seen Dr. Johannsen about my new headaches, she’d asked me if I ever experienced “visual phenomena” during a migraine attack and explained what the term meant—so I knew that the unsettling symptoms weren’t a sign that I was losing my mind. But I didn’t tell her that sometimes it went a step further, into vivid, realistic visual and aural hallucinations. When the gears of my mind first started slipping in my mid-forties, I’d thought maybe it was just some kind of breach, that the hallucinatory elements I’d experienced with migraines for almost my whole life had breached some sort of permeable membrane and slipped into the rest of my life. The neurologist on the coast had taken particular interest in my history of migraines, and he’d confirmed my suspicion that talking cats weren’t a typical feature of migraine headaches. His tone was professionally inscrutable, but I could feel his eyes on me, wondering what else might be going on in there.

Ginger is back again, she stands in front of me on the trail and looks at me inquiringly. At her front paws, a small heap of mice and voles and songbirds. Her voice in my head is Aoife’s, and she whispers to me.
The hour is getting late.

I was sixteen, and it was the start of the summer after my grade 10 year. That was the year the girls got in trouble for having torn-in-half pictures of the pope in their locker—or no, that was a year or two later, maybe it was the year we’d all gotten in trouble for smoking weed in the woods behind the school, or refusing to sing “O Canada.” Either way, it was summer holidays and I’d woken up on the hardwood floor of a cabin, the sleeping forms of half a dozen friends around me, my head resting on a weed-scented hoodie. The washed-out feeling in my head was a bit like after a migraine, only more pleasant, without that lingering ache. There were no curtains on the open windows, and I could see a wall of cedars and hemlocks. A layered symphony of birdsong drifted in.
We were all at Marti’s new friend Lily’s cabin—not the house in Fender where she lived with her mom and her brother, but a cabin south of town, where they’d lived when she was small. I’d met Lily but we weren’t really friends yet, and it was the first time I’d been there.
“I was born here,” she’d explained the night before as she brewed up the mushroom tea. “Me and Sam both were.”
“Sketchy,” Jesse said.
Lily smiled. “Yeah, kind of. But our auntie is a midwife, and our grandpa is a veterinarian. So I guess they figured they could handle it.”
This had provoked a passionate argument between Jesse, who already knew he wanted to be a doctor, and Sonya, who was into crystals and astrology; it had been obvious to everyone for months that they were super into each other. Mike wanted me to tune his guitar—nobody had a tuner and I could do it by ear, and the two of us played a bit, and then the mushroom tea was ready. A mismatched collection of chipped teacups and mugs were handed around. The honey Lily added didn’t really mask the bite of dirt and bitterness. The moment the familiar taste hit my mouth, I felt my edges starting to melt away, and soon we all drifted outside.
The night passed in the scent of cedar and campfire smoke, the softness of the moss-draped forest floor under our feet, the cold, clean water of the small lake. Eventually we’d all poured back into the cabin and slept, scattered between the two small bedrooms, the loft, and the couches and floor of the living room.
Naomi, the girl I’d been pining after for months, was up in the loft with Lily’s brother Sam. On the drive there, I’d been sitting next to her in the already crowded back seat when we stopped to pick up Mike on the way out of Fender. Without any discussion, the girls had shifted onto our laps to fit him in, and then there she was, Naomi, neatly perched on my thighs. I never wanted the drive to end, but an hour out of town, Jesse pulled off the highway and followed a narrow laneway along a creek. He was just parking when Sam walked up from the lake with a fishing rod. I felt Naomi turn her whole body toward him, looking out the open window at him standing shirtless and tanned and lazily smiling, and as soon as the Civic was parked, she jumped out. He was a year or two older than the rest of us and looked like a young Bruce Springsteen; I’d never had a chance.
So I’d slept alone, and now I stepped around the sleeping forms of my friends and out onto the porch. It had rained in the early hours of the morning, and the cedars and hemlocks gleamed wetly. I ducked under the trailing cedars and onto the path to the lake. Under the heavy canopy, the light was muted, the air damp and heavy. There were a thousand shades of green and there, alone, the familiarity washed over me and I felt it pierce into my chest. Far off, a woodpecker drummed on dead wood. Inside cavities in the trees, chickadees hatched and grew, they fledged and flew.
I felt somehow light and heavy at once as I followed the path the rest of the way to the lake. As I stepped out onto the shoreline, a whiskey jack lifted off the back of a wooden bench and disappeared into the cedars. The small lake was perfectly still, a light mist rising off it. There was a heron in the reeds along the shore, standing perfectly still, its scimitar beak at the ready. A fish jumped, and another, and I thought to go back to the cabin and borrow one of the fishing rods I’d seen in the entryway.
I could hear the phone ringing as I approached the cabin, and I felt a sense of foreboding, which was my usual reaction to the world in general so it didn’t mean much. As I crossed the clearing, the ringing stopped. Lily came out onto the porch and then Marti, their faces stricken, and I knew, I knew even before I put the receiver to my ear and heard Seannagh’s shattered voice.
Come home.

During the earliest part of her disease, before anyone really realized what was happening, Aoife often talked to me as though she didn’t realize I was a child. Once, she had lifted her deeply lined palm, turned her hand over and touched the back of it tentatively. Raising a hand to her face, she traced the sagging line of her jaw.
“It feels like someone else’s face,” she said to me. “You don’t feel any different, when you get old. There is a fading of some things, a deepening of others. But you are still only ever yourself. You think what you could have done differently, but you can’t go back and try again. All along you knew it, but you never entirely believed it. You always thought there would be an escape hatch, at the end. But when you get close, you see that there isn’t. There never was.”
Ten years old, I’d just stared at her, uncomprehending.
Aoife’s was not the first death I knew. There’d been friends of Seannagh and Aoife’s, and other adults in the community lost to heart attacks and strokes and what was probably AIDS. And kids, too, and teenagers, lost to childhood leukemia and car accidents on the winding mountain roads and helmet-less dirt bike crashes. Fender High School only had a few hundred kids, but there’d been three suicides in my grade 9 year, and at least two more in each subsequent year of high school.
So, not the first loss, but the first death of someone I was really close to. Though my siblings had stopped writing many years earlier, this was different. They weren’t gone, just gone from here. So it was different. But also, in terms of my day-to-day existence, kind of the same.





Eighteen
THE WINTER AFTER AOIFE DIED, Seannagh reopened the café part-time. I’d been doing the snowplowing and chopping the firewood for a few years already by then, and at that point I started coming home straight after school on Wednesdays so I’d be there when the truck arrived with the heavy bags of flour and sugar and potatoes.
I turned seventeen, then eighteen. My teen years were unremarkable to anyone but me. My shoulders broadened, my voice deepened. I kept waiting to get taller but never really did. I became a short, slightly bowlegged man about whom more than one girl mused that I was actually quite good-looking, and it was too bad I was so short. I grew a moustache for a bit in grade 12, until Lily and Marti staged an intervention. “I mean, unless you’re into dudes,” Marti said. “Then I guess it might work. Are you? Into dudes?”
“No, not really,” I said. “That one time, yeah. But no.” I wasn’t the most masculine little dude, and it probably surprised a few people that I had turned out to be pretty much straight. But I’d been drawn to girls for as long as I could remember; even in primary school, I’d been entranced by the way a girl talked, or how she moved, or the bounce of her curls. And by my last years of high school, they started liking me too—to a point. At a campfire, I’d pull out my guitar, which I could play decently well by then. I’d sing along as I played something a bit tricky, and some of the girls would smile to hear my low, rough-cut voice, their eyes drawn to my strong, precise fingers. The night after our band’s first-ever show, on a Saturday night at Whiskey Jack’s, the slightly older girl I’d been pining after waited around after the show and snuck up to my bedroom with me.
But none of them stuck around long. We’d stay in touch, they’d try to set me up with their friends, but it tended to go the same way. My own friends were used to me, but it must’ve been annoying to date someone who was anxious all the time. Were anxiety meds even around back then? It wouldn’t have occurred to me, or anyone else around there, to find out.
I know I had a few longer relationships later on. I’d looked back through older photos in a shoebox and on my phone and saw the same few women repeated for stretches of years. Sometimes I’d ask Lily about them, and I could see on her face how shocking it was that I truly couldn’t remember all that time, that almost my entire adult life was lost to me. But however hard I try, even now, those years remain in shadow.
The photos show costume parties, birthday dinners, the retirement parties of older colleagues. There were photos of a few houses I’d lived in with friends, and an apartment I have no memory of. And those images of myself with one or the other of my siblings. It seems impossible that I could forget all that, but I did. I have.


There are some tufts of grey-brown fur on the trail, and more as I continue along. A hare, caught by a hawk or coyote or lynx. Something happened with a lynx when I was a teenager, something I think of each time I see any sign of one. I was driving down the highway to school early one morning in Seannagh’s old truck. I saw something lying in the middle of the road—too large for a skunk or raccoon, too small for a deer—and when I drove past, I saw that it was a lynx. Its head lay on the yellow line, and I saw its open eyes. As I drove on, it started to bother me that its body would probably get run over. It felt wrong, somehow disrespectful, to just leave it there, so I slowed down in front of the next pullout and turned the truck around.
I drove back, watching for the lynx, but it wasn’t there. I’d driven even farther back toward the stone house, until I knew I’d definitely passed the spot where I’d seen it. I turned back toward Fender, toward school, thinking I’d somehow missed it, even though that seemed impossible. I drove past the mailboxes where I’d turned around and kept going. It was gone. I realized then that I hadn’t seen any blood, maybe it had just been stunned. Or a scavenger had happened to grab it right then. I was certain nobody had driven by since I passed it. I didn’t understand it, but the lynx had disappeared.
The blood has dried on the bandage wrapping my calf, but my knee is getting worse and my back is aching from the off-kilter walking. I stop for a moment to rest. There’s a gnarled apple tree next to the trail, and I check to see if any of the apples are good. Most are covered in wormholes but one looks promising. I pull it off the tree, turn it over in my hands. No wormholes, just a small bite mark, made by a child with a full set of baby teeth.

One fall afternoon, me and Calliope snuck away and walked for a kilometre or so to the closest orchard to steal some apples. We’d forgotten to bring a bag to carry them back, so we lifted our shirts to make pouches to carry them in. Calliope showed me one apple on the tree that she said was too perfect to pick. But she couldn’t just leave it; she held it steady to take one bite, then left it swinging on the stem.
We didn’t want anyone to see us with the apples, so we cut across the cornfield on our way home. The stalks had grown even taller since we last came this way and they towered high over our heads.
“It’s this way,” Calliope said. “We just have to stay in this row and we’ll get back to the road.”
“No, it’s this way,” I said. I’d already gotten lost in the field once, all alone that time, and it was with a rising sense of panic that I realized it might be happening again.
She just shrugged and walked off, knowing I would follow her. It was later than we’d realized when we’d set out on the mission, and now the sun was slipping behind the mountains. A red glow spread up over the peaks and washed over the wispy strips of clouds. I could hear a distant dog barking.
The sound was getting louder, the dog was getting closer—we could see the stalks moving as it closed in on us—and then I heard Silv whistling his where are you? whistle. Calliope let her apples fall and ran toward him, and I did the same.
“Silv!” I screamed. The dog burst into the row and circled me, a string of drool hanging from its teeth. I was frozen in terror as it kept barking at me, and then Silv was there.
“Hey,” he said, holding a hand out to the dog, then looking back at me. “Everyone just calm down.”
The dog stopped barking. Its tail slowly moved back and forth as it walked up to Silv, then it started wagging its tail as he roughly patted it and talked to it.
“Go on home,” he told it, but the dog followed us through the corn until the edge of the field. Silv told it more sharply to go, and it finally did. We started walking back to the treehouse.
“What were you doing?” he asked us.
“We picked apples, then Calliope got us lost,” I said.
She elbowed me, hard. “Rufous was the one who got lost!” she said.
“Well, we were all looking for you,” he said. “You shouldn’t go off by yourself when it’s getting dark.”
“We weren’t by ourselfs!” Calliope said. “We were together.”
He didn’t answer but just pushed through the cedar boughs.
“The dog—” I started to explain, but he cut me off.
“That dog wasn’t going to hurt you. You can’t just be scared of everything.”
Calliope ran ahead of Silv to be first up the ladder. I took hold of the ladder and started to climb, but my hands slipped and I tumbled down. My back slammed against the dirt and I gasped for breath.
Above me: no cedars, no treehouse. Only the trail, an old apple tree, a sky dark with smoke. I lift my hand from my heaving chest to find my fingers dirty and weathered. Sore back, bad knee, torn-up leg, aching chest. Only here, only now.

A porcupine stops on the trail, turns toward me and tilts its head.
Pull yourself together, it says. Or even better, go to bed already. Just look at the state of you!
It’s only dusk, but I’m suddenly too tired to keep going. Everything hurts. I pull out my sleeping bag and lie on top of it. A flurry of crows passes overhead, dark against the grey of the sky. And then the first bats come out, flitting through the night, gleaning insects from the leaves of the aspen. I watch until the sky gets too dark to see them against the blur of sky, then close my eyes.

As I wake up, I am in the stone house. I am walking into the living room.
Seannagh picks up the phone, has a brief conversation, then sets it down and turns to me. “They said my autopsy results are all clear,” she says, smiling. I feel my heart clench, and then she lets out a sharp laugh. “My biopsy,” she says. “My biopsy results.”
Behind her, out the window, a northern flicker swoops in and lands on the feeder, setting it swinging.


When I open my eyes, it is day. The sky is grey, the sun a ball of fire. I haven’t walked ten minutes when I catch the toe of my boot in a loop of tree root and go down hard. Right away, I know it’s not good. It’s my ankle, on the same leg as my bad knee. The pain is sharp when I stand up and try to put weight on it. I try to walk, and my leg buckles. I brace my pack against a tree, take the tensor bandage off my knee and move it down to my ankle. I pick up my stick and lean heavily on it as I keep walking. The cedars tower over me, and I run my hand over their soft bark as I weave between them, their scented skirts brushing over me. And now, right there, leaning against one of the trunks: a burnished cane. On its curved surface are painted-on vines, faded almost to nothing, and a barely discernable patch of chestnut paint where a tiny hummingbird had once rested. I reach for it. It wavers, and my hand closes on nothing. I watch the spot where it had been for another moment, then hobble onward.

It was near the beginning of that period of my life, those years on the cusp of adulthood, that I can still mostly remember, but with chunks missing here and there. It was summer, I was nineteen, and I’d spent the winter on the coast working toward my wildlife technician diploma but was back at the stone house, visiting for a few days between treeplanting contracts.
In my old attic bedroom, I woke to sun streaming in through the window. In the dream I’d just woken from, I was a child again, I’d been walking down the driveway with Seannagh, but when we reached the café we just kept walking toward the two-lane highway that followed the curves of the lakeshore. Aren’t we going to work? I asked her. She smiled and put her finger to her lips and then suddenly my fishing rod was in my hand, and then I woke up.
When I stepped out onto the porch, lighter in hand and a joint ready to go in my shirt pocket, I saw the truck. The truck running but stuck, tilted nose-down in the shallow ditch alongside the driveway.
For just an instant, I wondered why Seannagh hadn’t just come to get me, but before the thought was completed, I was off the porch. I was running toward the truck and then standing next to it in a cloud of diesel fumes. I opened the door and caught her as she started to fall out of the truck.
I eased her back against her seat and listened for breaths that didn’t come. I felt for a pulse, but I already knew.
She was a big, tall woman, and I couldn’t carry her any distance. I slid her across the bench seat, from the driver’s side to the passenger side. I moved her as I would’ve if she’d been alive, careful not to jostle her too much. I fastened her seat belt, pulled the wool blanket from behind the seat and tucked it around her to keep her in place. Then I winched the truck out of the ditch and drove it to the new fire hall on the other side of Fleet. I didn’t look at her as I got out of the truck; I just walked inside and two men looked at me, surprised. My voice felt strange, and I don’t know what I said, but they both got up and came outside with me.
I stepped forward to help them take her from the truck, but they waved me back. They laid her on the stretcher and covered her. My pulse pounded in my ears, and I felt suddenly dizzy. One of the men asked, did I know about her heart. Her heart? Steadfast. Generous. I turned and saw that he was holding up a prescription bottle he’d found in her bag. I shook my head. They told me they could bring her to Fender in the ambulance; they gave me a card with a phone number. I tried to listen to what they said. Funeral parlour. Arrangements.
I drove home in a daze. As I was slowing to turn up the driveway to the stone house, I saw Rod Santos’s truck, heading for Fleet, and I had the distant thought that I should wave wildly out the window, flag him down and tell him. Instead, still numb, I just lifted two fingers from the wheel, returning his greeting.

All of Fleet was there, at the small cemetery below the tracks on the edge of town. Without any discussion, the hole was dug right next to where we’d put Aoife several years earlier. Seannagh’s final parking spot, waiting empty for her these past few years. Everyone talked to me, the women hugged me, the men shook my hand, and the whole time I was still entirely outside myself, unable to feel anything.
The stone house felt different when I walked back inside after the funeral. My house—if I could keep up the rent. But did I even want to live here? I’d planned to go back to the coast after treeplanting, maybe get a student loan and another job so I could keep going to school. I’d thought the house would always be here. I thought Seannagh would always be here.
The next morning, I went back to the cemetery alone, my short D-handle treeplanter’s shovel oddly comforting in my hand. The freshly replaced soil was smoothed out in front of the unmarked stone and I speared the shovel into the ground, pulled back to open up a slit and slipped in the seedling I’d brought. Straight, exactly to the root collar. Instinctively, I reached back for the next, but my hand closed around air. I knelt and packed the dirt around the seedling with my bare hands. And then the tears finally came; they fell onto the seedling, the dirt of her grave. And then I stood, and I walked away.

When I was maybe seven or eight, I was walking up the creek with Seannagh; it was fall, and she used the end of her cane to gently probe for mushrooms in likely-looking spots. Cedars towered over us and huckleberries lined the trail, sweet but with that musky, faintly animal note. I was walking just ahead of her, stuffing myself with berries, when she suddenly grabbed my shoulder, holding me back, and I looked up.
Across the creek, a grizzly mother and a half-grown cub were wading through the shallows. The cub slipped and briefly submerged, but it popped right back up and scampered to catch up to its mother. We watched in silence transfixed, until they passed out of sight.
“A cat may look upon a queen,” Seannagh said.
I didn’t understand, and I turned my face up to hers. But she was still looking out at where the bears had been, a smile crinkling her whole face.





Nineteen
THE DAY AFTER HALLOWEEN
IN 1979, everything fell spectacularly apart.
Fletch and Silv were in town. Calliope was reading comic books and I was still in our sleeping bag even though it was afternoon because I’d woken up that morning feeling strange, floaty and shivery. Fawn had gone out to fill the water bottles and now she came scrambling up the ladder, her face panicked.
“A lady was following me!” she said, whispering as she pulled up the ladder and closed the trapdoor. “She tried to talk to me. I ran away but I think she followed me. Just . . . be quiet!”
And then, something that was never supposed to happen. Footsteps in the clearing, a lady’s voice.
“I know you’re up there, sweetheart,” she said. “It’s okay, I just want to talk to you. Come on down, now.”
Fawn looked at me and Calliope, her eyes wide.
“Hide!” She mouthed to us, and we burrowed into our sleeping bag. She threw some clothes on top of us, hesitated and then opened the trapdoor, let the ladder down and climbed down. Me and Calliope slid our sleeping bag over so we could look out the trapdoor. The lady was standing right below us, next to Fawn. Calliope’s eyes were wide, she mouthed the word stormtrooper.
My heart was pounding so hard I didn’t hear what the lady said to Fawn, or Fawn’s answer. I just saw that Fawn was tensed, ready to bolt.
“You’re okay now, I’m going to help you,” the lady said. “It’s my job to help kids who need it, that’s why I’m here. I’ve helped lots of kids, just like you. We’ll get everything sorted out.”
I couldn’t see Fawn’s face but felt her panic in my own body, a terrible fast pulsing.
“How about, just tell me where to go,” Fawn said, “and I’ll go there, in a little bit. I just hafta get my stuff. Then I’ll come.”
“You can bring whatever you have up there,” the lady said. “We’ll just go now, together, and we’ll leave a note. For the older kids you’re with. Or maybe they’re your brother and sister?”
And Fawn, the second-worst liar among us, just stood there silent. I turned toward Calliope, saw my panic on her face.
“We’ll get a nice lunch in town before we go,” the lady said to Fawn. “How about a hamburger? Some hot chocolate?”
Calliope pulled herself out of the sleeping bag, but I was frozen. Go where? Calliope leaned against my ear and whispered.
“We hafta do something.”

Someone is walking toward me on the trail. They emerge from the smoke, walking with purpose despite a pronounced limp, and I am rooted to the spot as I recognize my own worn face, my own dirty clothes. Scruffy beard, wrapped ankle, missing finger. Me. And everyone knows what that means.
“I’m almost there,” I say. “I need more time.”
I raise a hand, he raises his. I take a step toward him, and he flickers and fades and is gone.

In the treehouse, Calliope whispered to me while Fawn stood with the lady in the clearing below.
“We have to drop something, smash something onto her foot, so she’ll go away!” We were careful not to make a sound. I reached for a soup can, but it was empty. Silv’s guitar was too big. Our sleeping bags and clothes were too light.
The hatchet was leaning against the wall. Me and Calliope lifted it, held it poised at the edge, aiming. I could picture its smooth base landing on the lady’s foot. It would hurt, but we couldn’t let her take Fawn away.
Fawn stepped back, but the lady reached out and held Fawn’s shoulders with both hands, her pale fingers on the red of Fawn’s windbreaker. We still held the hatchet, waiting for our chance. I pulled the hatchet a bit to one side, farther away from Fawn.
“Let go,” Calliope whispered, and I did. But I didn’t expect what she did next.
“Hey!” she shouted, her voice ringing out through the trees. Fawn jumped back as the lady let go of her. The lady tilted her head up and then she ducked because the hatchet was falling, tumbling through the air. And then there was blood, and Fawn was screaming and I was suddenly terribly dizzy, dizzy and sick as though it was me that had tumbled down end over end, and I fell back onto the floor of the treehouse and everything went dark.

There is a fox standing on the trail in front of me, and its face is hidden under a plastic fox mask, secured around its head with a thin elastic. I walk toward it and it turns and slips into the trees. Leaning on my stick, I keep going.

I have two distinct memories of what happened immediately after the hatchet dropped, and they can’t both be true. In one, the lady shrieks, she runs across the clearing, turns and looks back at the treehouse for a second but then keeps running, screaming for help. Fawn stands with her hands outstretched; she glances up and shakes her head to tell us to keep quiet. She’s gotten a nosebleed. The blood drips down onto her lip and she wipes it with the back of her hand.
In the other version, I look down to see the hatchet lodged in the back of the lady’s skull. She is lying on the ground and Fawn is crouched next to her. The lady grabs onto her and Fawn pushes the lady’s hair back from her face and talks frantically to her as the lady lies there on her side, breathing fast, then slowly, then not at all.
And then the two irreconcilable branches of the memory join back up. Fletch and Silv are there and everything is happening fast. They are grabbing everything from the treehouse, stuffing it into the big backpacks, and we are all running, following the trail up the mountain. Me and Fawn are crying and Calliope’s face is pale and blankly frozen and Fletch and Silv are shouting at us to run faster, and we all keep running, up the mountain, up past the old trapper’s cabin. There is a doorway in the steep wall of the mountainside and we step through, follow the downward-sloping tunnel into the damp darkness of an old mine.
Someone turns on a flashlight. Fletch and Silv speak urgently to each other, they count the stack of cash. Silv is changing out of his bloody shirt and folding bills into his pocket.
“I’ll be right back,” he says.

The truck rumbled and shook, it lurched and jerked. I was in my sleeping bag, shivering. My head was on Fletch’s lap, my legs stretched across Fawn’s. Silv had one hand on the wheel, the other on the long gear shifter. Out the window, a wall of forested mountain flew past. Fletch’s hand was cool on my face, then she made me chew a bitter little tablet, gave me a sip of water to wash it down with and then I slept.
When I woke again, the sky was darker and we were going faster. I felt like I was underwater. I could see shapes moving far above the surface, their distant muffled voices, but I was deep under and sinking. My breath felt wet and sticky, my whole body was cold and tired in a way I’d never felt before. There was a bright red huckleberry leaf on the seat and it grew in front of my eyes until it was the size of my pillow. I tried to reach for it but I couldn’t lift my arm.
I shivered violently but couldn’t get warm. My hand was in front of my face and I watched the missing finger slowly grow back; it pushed out of my hand like a mushroom out of the ground and I felt a sense of panic—the new finger didn’t belong to me and I didn’t want it. I pulled at it frantically, tried to pull it off. Then it was gone. I stared a moment, ran my other hand over the familiar comfort of the stub, then I opened my eyes and we were still in the truck but the sun was coming up.
“He’s way worse,” Fletch was saying, her voice strained. “He’s too sick, we have to get help.”
“The next town has a hospital. I just saw it on the sign.”
“That’s an hour away.”
“We have to go anyway.”
“Yeah, well drive faster. He’s not doing good.”
“I don’t want to get pulled over, though. They might’ve reported the truck, they must be home by now.”
“You said you left some money, though.”
“Yeah, but I didn’t see anyone. It’s not like we signed any papers.”
“Just drive faster.”

It was morning. The truck was stopped on the side of the road, and there was smoke coming from under the hood. Fletch and Silv were talking loud at each other. My breath felt wrong; I couldn’t get enough air. We were all piling out of the truck.
I was floppy, like I didn’t have any strength left at all. Silv carried me toward a small building with woodsmoke coming from a chimney. There was a carved sign with a bird on it and Fletch tried to pull the door open but it was locked. She banged on it and shouted, and then the door opened and there were two women in aprons, staring at us, wide-eyed. I heard urgent words pass between them, but I couldn’t follow what they said, and then Silv and Fletch were talking to me, they were trying to tell me something. I felt Silv pass me over into one of the ladies’ arms. Their faces were pulsing above me; they were still talking to me but their voices were far away and I didn’t understand.
I watched limply as they both started to walk away. And then Calliope was running toward me, screaming my name, and Silv grabbed her around the middle and swooped her up as she ran. She twisted around and slapped and bit at him. Her mouth open, still screaming, her fingers reaching out to me as Silv carried her away.
I tried to reach out but I couldn’t lift my arm. I was weak, too weak, and my eyes fell closed.





Twenty
THEY HANDED ME OVER
AND THEY RAN. Fletch had put my ballcap on my head and my birth certificate in my pocket. They must’ve written down or memorized the fire number posted at the bottom of the driveway. Silv poured water from the creek into the coolant reservoir and the truck started and they drove away.
We were fifteen and fourteen and ten and five years old. We stayed together as long as we could. And after that, my siblings kept as many of us together as they could.
Seannagh and Aoife rushed me toward the hospital in Fender, meeting up with the ambulance halfway. The paramedics took one look at my blue lips and swiftly hooked me up to oxygen.
The second time I almost drowned, it was from the inside. And it took my brother and my sisters and Seannagh and Aoife—all of them, together—to save me.

Soon, very soon now, I’ll see them again, all of them. Each of them will arrive by plane or bus or car or all three, but the last bit will be on foot, through those old trails to the treehouse.
I think I’ll get there first. I’ll wait there to welcome the next of us, and the next, until, finally, we’ve all made it. Then we’ll high-five and someone will stretch out their arm, a phone in hand, and they’ll say, hey get in, everyone get in, as though it’s not just a photo opportunity but something more urgent. A lifeboat in a storm. We’ll crowd in close together and someone will take that photo, of all of us together. All of us grown and together at the same time.
In the photo, someone will be squinting, someone will be looking the wrong way, someone’s mouth will be open, someone’s eyes will be closed. We’ll all laugh, looking at it on the phone. Fuck it, we’ll say. Keep it, it’s perfect. And then I’ll bust out the six-pack of 50 and they’ll all laugh that I carried it with me the whole way, all this way, up and over the mountains, what a dumbass thing to bring on a backpacking trip. I’ll pull the cans one by one from their plastic collars and pass them around. Then we’ll open the cans and lift them in a toast and we’ll swig those lukewarm beers as though they are the very blood of the gods.
Right there, in the dust and tumult of the finish line, I’ll open the sixth can. And for all the years we lost, I’ll pour that can out onto the thirsty, waiting ground.

My ankle has ballooned, and each step is an effort. My knee is throbbing with every step, and my pack feels heavier than it has yet. As I hobble along, I think about what’s in my pack, what I could jettison. The beer, obviously. I can’t even remember the significance of them, of that particular cheap beer, but I feel a stubborn resistance to leaving them behind.
The wind is picking up; it whispers through the boughs, ruffles my hair. The smoke is still thin but the smell is strong. Campfire, woodstove. Burning building.

I was twenty. I’d been at a party in Fender the night before and was driving back up the lake, late in the afternoon. A summer storm had just passed through, and the wet road was littered with branches and leaves. I’d put a CD player in the truck by then, and I was listening to one of those albums you put on after staying up all night and then sleeping most of the day away and finally waking up, worn out and a bit melancholy but young, so young. I was a few miles from home when the firetruck passed me, then I rounded the last bend and saw where the plume of smoke was coming from.
At the driveway, a middle-aged woman in a pink visi-vest directed traffic. I pulled over on the side of the driveway and saw the flames through the trees. She called after me but I didn’t hear what she said as I ran up the driveway, to the parking lot, to the burning café.
All the volunteer firefighters from Fleet were already there, and when I got there, they were working with the firefighters who’d just arrived from town. They were hooking the firetruck up to the hoses that were pumping water up from the creek, run by a generator that sat in the open back of someone’s pickup. And alongside the hoses there was a bucket brigade, soaking the ground and putting out hot spots between the café and the house and the surrounding forest.
Someone grabbed my shoulder. It was a small woman in her seventies who I recognized as one of Seannagh and Aoife’s friends. She handed me a bucket and steered me into the line of people next to her, until the firefighters waved us all out of the way and took over with the hoses.
The bucket brigade hadn’t been able to put the fire out, but they’d managed to contain it until the firetruck arrived. The café was lost, but the surrounding forest was protected and the house was still standing. The hares were safe in their warrens, and the chickadees in their nests in the cavities of the huge, standing cedars.
It was an electrical fire, everyone figured. A pack rat, maybe, chewing on wires. Or it was the Garland, that old fucker. A gust of wind through a window, a surging pilot light. But no, because I’d definitely turned the propane off. It was a ghost, then; there are ghosts everywhere, everyone knows that. Either way, nothing left of the café but a skeleton, and the heat coming off the collapsed and burnt structure. Human shapes moving through the clearing, lit by the low autumn sun.
I was sitting on the ground, still holding the bucket uselessly in my hands. Someone sat down heavily next to me and I turned my head to see Giacomo Rossi, my friend Francesco’s eldest brother. He didn’t say anything, just handed me a beer.

Going through papers in the stone house after the fire, I found the stack of letters I’d written my siblings. I read one, then couldn’t bring myself to read the rest. I also discovered that Seannagh had been trying to track down the rest of my family for the previous few years, now that they were too old for Child Services to get involved—if they weren’t already. There was a long list of phone numbers, almost all of them crossed out. All but two. She must have been working on it right up to the end. One of the numbers was no longer in service. The other number was smudged, and I’d already tried a few variations of the phone number when I finally reached a cousin of our cousin Mary, the one who’d taken them all in when they landed at her door in late November of 1979.
A few weeks after we left the treehouse, my siblings found Silv and Fletch’s cousins on the coast. I don’t remember where, exactly. It was Vancouver Island, or the Sunshine Coast, or one of the Gulf Islands. Mary was the oldest of the cousins; she was in her twenties and a newly graduated teacher. She knew how the system worked. She knew they wouldn’t let her adopt all these children, especially since they weren’t all related to her on paper, but she was resourceful and strategic and so was the community. She managed to adopt Fletch and Silv, and foster Fawn. They finished growing up, all of them safe and supported.
The cousin of a cousin told me all this while he was rummaging around on the other end of the phone line, looking for Mary’s new number. She’d moved recently, he said. He’d find the number, his wife was out but she’d know, they’d call me back, but wait, he said. Just wait a second. She’s just getting in the door, she’s home. And then a woman came on the phone and she gave me Fletch’s phone number, then her address, three time zones away in northern Ontario.
When I called the number, nobody answered but it was her, on the answering machine. I left a rambling, disjointed message, started to say my phone number and got cut off halfway through. I called back and the mailbox was full.
I’ll just wait, I thought. And I did, for almost an hour. Then I got in the truck, in Seannagh’s old truck that hadn’t been more than a few hundred kilometres from the stone house in at least a decade, and drove for three days, stopping to sleep in the back at a rest stop in Alberta, and another in Manitoba, close to the Ontario border. I didn’t even try calling again while I was on the road; I just drove to the address I’d written down. I knocked on the door and braced myself for the possibility of it being wrong, of her not being there, or of not being recognized.
When she answered the door, it only took me a heartbeat to map the woman in front of me onto the fifteen-year-old I remembered.
“It’s really you,” she said. “How?” And her face crumpled, and then we were in each other’s arms, both of us pouring tears. Fifteen years since we’d last seen each other.

She’d heard my message on her answering machine, didn’t believe it, listened again and finally accepted that it was actually me. She’d called the rest of the family, told them I was alive and living somewhere in the BC Interior but she didn’t know where. When I didn’t call again, she knew I was on my way.
We called Silv first, together. It was the middle of the night in New Zealand and his wife picked up and passed him the phone. They’d spent the previous few days since Fletch’s last call figuring out logistics, how soon he could get to Canada, organizing for Kaia’s mother to come and stay with her and their infant twins. And then we called Fawn and she picked up right away too. She’d stayed in BC and was living on one of the smaller Gulf Islands; we made a plan to meet up when I got back to BC.
Fletch had already assured me we were all okay, everyone was okay, and I was reaching for the phone again, about to ask her for Calliope’s number but then Fletch spoke first, explained why everyone was so shocked that I was even alive, let alone standing there in her kitchen. After Fletch turned 19, she’d gone back to the stone house. And found Aoife, alone, her dementia still almost completely hidden.

As my sister spoke, I was aware of myself just staring at her, frozen with shock.
“It was the start of summer holidays,” she said. “I’d just graduated high school. I don’t know why I didn’t tell the others before I left, I just felt like I should go alone. I hitched from the coast, and all the way through the Interior. I was so relieved that the café was still there, the sign was still up. I figured that meant they were still there, that you were there or they’d know where you were, and that you’d been getting our letters. But the café was closed, so I walked up the drive and found the house, there were no cars parked outside but I knocked on the door and one of the old women answered—the short one. She didn’t recognize me, which makes sense I guess, but I remembered her. And I asked about you, and she started crying.”
“She said . . .” and here my sister paused and shook her head. “She said you’d drowned, Rufe, that very first spring you were there. In a well. She was so clearly devastated about it, and of course I believed her. I mean, why wouldn’t I?”
She shook her head. “The way she said it was strange, but Rufous! She said you—”
But I already knew. I heard the words in my mind, even before she even spoke them.
Sank like a stone.
The third time I drowned, it wasn’t really me.

My doppelgänger hasn’t returned, which I’ll take as a good sign. I give in to the urge I’ve been resisting and look through the few photos I’m carrying again. Silv with his wife and twins, outside their house in New Zealand. He is tall and lean and handsome, somewhat reminiscent of a young Robbie Robertson. His wife, Kaia, is a head shorter than him, a Maori woman dressed in denim overalls and rubber boots and squinting into the sun, with a radiant, mischievous smile and tight black curls. Their kids are in matching soccer uniforms, their daughter leaning comfortably into Silv, their son’s head turned up to his mother, laughter on his face. The photo is slipped inside a letter, dated 2001. There’s another photo where I am standing with all four of them at the twins’ high school graduation.
There’s a photo of Fletch and her wife, Petra, a tall Scandinavian-looking woman with short, spiky blond hair. We are all standing outside the Pig’s Ear in Peterborough; I’m wearing the hat I always wore when I first noticed my hair thinning. And another photo of me and Fletch and her wife where we are all younger, and this time Fawn is there, too, holding a beaming toddler. The child is a slim stem topped with a pale mop of white-blond hair, like a pasqueflower. Another of me at Fawn’s child’s birthday party, a chocolate cake with seven candles, and another of Fletch and Petra with me at the summit of one of the mountains near my home. I don’t remember any of it. I remember the summer of 1979. I remember finding them again when I was twenty, and even that is a bit patchy. The people in the photos are effectively strangers, aged-up versions of the brother and sisters I once knew. I can see that the moments in the photos happened, but I don’t remember any of it. So it doesn’t count, not really.
I flip through the pictures one more time. Not a single photo of all of us together. And, I realize with a start, none of Calliope at all.





Twenty-One
MY LEG IS SWOLLEN from foot to lower thigh, pulsing painfully with every laboured step. I’ve descended into a heavy band of smoke; it blurs the distance and I’m back to only seeing what’s right here in front of me. My eyes feel strange, as though a lens has been switched out and I’m stuck on macro. I find myself fixated on small details: a tangle of chartreuse wolf lichen, the fringed ends of a downy feather. And now I’ve stopped walking entirely—I’m just staring, entranced, at a speck of ash on my boot. It shimmers, then takes on the crystalline structure of a perfect stellar snowflake.
A sound up ahead, and there is a wolf walking toward me, its steps light. It sits in front of me and swiftly shrinks into a tiny, still figurine. I reach for the figurine, the hard rubbery texture of it familiar in my hand. But unlike the action figures of my childhood, its mouth moves, it speaks:
Keep going, Rufous. Or you’ll be caught in a loupe. Trapped here, forever.
The figure is still speaking when it’s snatched out of my hand. I look up to see Calliope running off with it grasped in her small fist. Patched jeans, faded Superman T-shirt, Blue Jays cap. She shoves the toy into her pocket and runs on ahead of me. I stare after her and she stops, turns to me.
“Are you coming?”
Her shape wreathed in smoke, wavering.
“Are you real?” I ask, suddenly unsure.
“It’s you who say that I am,” she says, and skips off into the smoke.

When I was five years old, I ran through an autumn night. I wore a fox mask and a costume with a fluffy red tail. Calliope ran ahead of me, and I chased her angel wings through the night. For a moment I couldn’t find her—I panicked and shouted her name in the dark streets. Then I saw the pale flash of her costume and ran to her.
“Don’t worry, we’ll always be together,” she said. And then she spoke a phrase we’d heard somewhere, words we hadn’t understood but liked the sound of.
“Whither thou ghost, I will ghost.” The words strange, formal, in her childlike voice.
And now, an adult briefly inhabiting my five-year-old self again, I say, “It’s goest. Whither thou goest.”
“No,” she says. “It’s ghost.”

Now, I’ve hooked a decades-old memory, one I don’t like the weight of. I feel it on the end of my line, an immovable snag, then it breaks loose and smashes up through the surface.
I was leaning on the porch rail at Fletch’s cabin outside Hearst, Ontario. Not even half an hour earlier, I’d been driving here, not knowing if I’d even find her. Now I was reeling from the news that she’d come back for me, that they’d all believed I was dead all this time. I asked another question and Fletch looked at me in utter confusion.
“Where is she? Where’s Calliope?” I asked again.
She stared at me, dumbfounded, and I stared back. She set down her can of Labatt 50.
“Rufe,” she said and shook her head. “I never thought . . . I mean, I had no idea you really—”
“Where is she?” I asked urgently, starting to panic. “What happened? Please. Tell me.”
“But she wasn’t . . .” She stopped, her eyes searched mine. “You were so little. I mean, lots of little kids pretend they have . . .”
I couldn’t speak, and she just stared at me.
“Rufe. You really don’t remember?”
And a chill of understanding began to flower in the centre of my chest, a cold wave that quickly washed through my whole body.

Calliope, next to me in our sleeping bag, kicking me and then protesting loudly when I kicked her back.
Rufous. Silv’s tired voice. Shut it.
It’s not me, it’s Calliope!
Well, tell Calliope to shut it.
Calliope closed her fingers around one of Fawn’s hairs and pulled.
Ow, Rufous! Fawn spun around, annoyed.
It was Calliope! I shouted as I ran off. Alone.
The rush of air in the darkness of the train car.
“Where’s Calliope?” I ask.
“We’re all here,” Fletch says. “Everyone’s here.”
Then Calliope’s voice: “I’m right here, silly.”
So close. As though she was right inside my head.

Calliope remembers it there. And now, suddenly, I do too: just one memory. Before the treehouse, in the trailer, there’d been a bird book that I loved. Sitting next to Gramma, pointing at the pictures, her reading out the words for me until I began to recognize some of the short ones. Crow. Jay. Gull. In the centre of the word robin, the “b” like a round-bellied thrush standing upright on a lawn. But my favourites were the hummingbirds. I pointed to each in turn and said their names aloud.
Anna’s hummingbird. Black-chinned hummingbird. And then, on the next page, two of them together.
Rufous Hummingbird. Pointing to the page, to my own chest.
Calliope Hummingbird. Pointing again to the page, and to the empty space next to me.

“I remember when Mom brought you to Gramma’s,” Fletch said. “You were only a few months old. She’d tried to take care of you but she knew she couldn’t, so she brought you to Gramma. To us. We have to give her that, at least: she knew. She did her best. She brought Fawn to Gramma’s, and then later on she brought you. But it was just you, Rufe. There was no other baby. You never had a twin.”
She was watching me as she spoke. She saw that I couldn’t believe what she was saying and shook her head.
“Mom literally had no filter,” she said. “She told me shit when I was ten that a lot of grown women wouldn’t tell their best friend. If you’d ever had a twin sister, I definitely would’ve heard about it.”
“But how did, why would I . . .” I could hardly speak.
“It started when we were still at the trailer,” she said. “One time you pretended you had a twin sister to help you blow out the candles on your birthday cake. You were really little. You made Gramma cut a piece of cake ‘for her,’ exactly the same size as yours. And then after Gramma died and we took off, you talked about Calliope that whole time at the treehouse. But we didn’t think you actually, I mean, we figured it was just a way for you to . . .”
She shook her head. “Holy shit, Rufous. Sorry, this is wild. I can’t believe that all this time, you really thought . . .”
But I didn’t hear her because of the next thought my spinning mind snagged onto: those were my small hands only, on the splintering wooden handle of the hatchet, lifting it, setting it on the edge of the opening in the treehouse floor. Lining it up and letting it go.
“The hatchet,” I said. She squinted at me, the expression familiar on her now-adult face.
“That lady, the social worker. At the treehouse, who tried to take Fawn. The one we, the one I killed.” My voice went up at the end, a question I wasn’t sure I wanted the answer to.
“Killed? No, I mean that was a possible outcome, but no, you didn’t do any murdering when you were five,” she smiled, and it was a smile I remembered. “You must’ve scared the shit out of her, that’s for sure. Fawn said the hatchet landed, like, an inch from the lady’s foot and she totally lost it, ran away screaming. It was lucky me and Silv got back when we did, I’m sure they would’ve come back. With cops, too, no doubt.”
She looked at my face and handed me another beer.
I stayed there with Fletch for a few days. I know I went back there again a few times over the years, but I can only remember that time. I only remember that when I left, Fletch hugged me and she was still skinny and I could feel her heartbeat, steady. My own blood.

The trail disappears on the edge of a burn so vast I can’t see across to the other side. Fireweed pokes up through the charred ground; a few scattered trees stand blackened and hollowed. At my feet, a robin’s nest is precariously exposed on the ground. I lean against my stick to look closer and see that the eggs have cooked in the nest. Hard egg whites cracking out through the sky-blue shells, and all of it dusted in ash.

Fletch had explained that they’d been afraid to put their address on the letters because the legality of their living situation was still a bit precarious those first few years, not to mention the sort-of stolen truck. They’d only mailed a letter to me when someone was going to a city, so the postmark couldn’t give them away. They stopped writing only because they thought I was dead. I imagined Fletch hitching back from that ill-fated encounter with Aoife, stunned with grief and thinking about how to tell the others. And I thought of them—eighteen-year-old Silv, fourteen-year-old Fawn—receiving that news.
They had a ceremony to mark my passing, and the community had come out, for these children they’d taken in, and the one who hadn’t made it. Silv graduated high school a year after Fletch, then Fawn a few years later. In his early twenties, Silv went to New Zealand during his wildfire fighting off-season to do the same work there; he met Kaia and decided to stay, and now he was a crew boss for the wildfire service over there. Fletch had moved to Winnipeg, trained as a paramedic and then moved to Thunder Bay, then Hearst, ending up pretty much right back where Gramma was born. Fawn had recently started ferrying over to Vancouver Island a few days a week, working long shifts at the same women’s transition house she’d stayed at herself after a bad early relationship.
They visited each other, and the community that took them in, as often as they could. But they were all still in their twenties, and none of them had extra money lying around, and Silv was so far away.
I left Fletch’s with a plan to stop by home, then continue on to the coast to meet up with Fawn. Silv would fly over as soon as he could.
Four days after leaving Fletch’s, I parked Seannagh’s truck outside the Tsawwassen ferry terminal on the Lower Mainland. Fawn’s car was having issues so she’d walked on, and I watched the stream of people walking down from the ferry. For a moment I wasn’t certain but then her features fell into place. Fawn, a grown woman, taller than me, her blond hair a shade darker but still halfway down her back. And then I saw him beside her: my brother, Silv. He’d come early. I’d just seen Fletch and now here they both were, together.

The day is passing quickly, the red sun already low in the smoky sky. Another memory, the oldest one yet, darts past. In a lucky grab, I have it, wriggling in my hand. Gramma: her dark eyes, lined and tired and full of laughter. The way she’d let me clamber on her, breathe in the delicious smell of baking and deep-fryer grease trapped in her hair.
She’d raised me from an infant to five years old. I was grown, watching newly exhausted friends caring for their babies and small children, before I really considered what that would have entailed. Her son was gone, and she must have had a complicated relationship with our mother. She would’ve grown to love me over time. I know she did. But when you came down to it, I was only there because of Fletch and Silv, because I was the sibling of her beloved grandchildren. I’d just gotten lucky. And it was the same thing again, with Seannagh and Aoife. As far as I knew, neither of them had pined for children. I just appeared, and they took me in.
I rub the stub where the little finger on my right hand had never been. My whole life: lucky.
And I remember more of it now, of our time in the trailer. The trailer, and Gramma. When her friends would come over, they’d talk and drink tea and laugh; all of them would call out to us kids, they’d ask us to bring them things, send us to the store to buy smokes, and we wouldn’t hesitate to do whatever they’d asked. They all clipped coupons and shopped in bulk and traded childcare. If someone needed something—a meal, a place to stay—everyone scraped and crowded in and made it happen.
Everything we had was passed down, repaired and patched and worn until there was nothing left of it, and then it went into Gramma’s rag bag to be used for cleaning. Those at the younger end of the family only ever got clothes that were a decade out of style, having already passed through a friend or cousin’s family before they even got to ours. If you could look through all the family photos, of all the families around, you’d notice the repeating theme of those few sturdy items that ran the whole gamut, that managed to make it all the way down the line through more than one household, through each kid in turn. A blue snowsuit, a pair of yellow rainboots, a red raincoat, passed down from child to child to child to child.
Later, I would be surprised to learn that it hadn’t been this way for everyone. But that’s how it was for us with Gramma, and in my next phase of childhood on the edge of Fleetwood Siding, it was the same. Necessity blurring the edges of who owned what, of who exactly was supposed to be taking care of who. That’s how it worked. That’s how we managed. That’s how it was, for most people I knew. How it still is. So much depends on that red raincoat.
Light snow is falling, dusting the landscape. I tilt my head back, catch a flake on my tongue and it is warm, it is dry. A weasel in its winter coat runs past, a greasy cross of ash on its pale brow. I keep walking, leaving a line of dark tracks in the ash. And when I look back, I see another line of tracks alongside my own, those of a small child. I take another step, and another, but no more small tracks appear.
“Calliope,” I say aloud, but I already know there will be no answer.
Only ever inside my head. Perhaps she will break out, wild and winged, at the end.

Burnt trees stand all around me, their blackened limbs garlanded with lichen. The smoke is heavy, the air silent. I’m halfway across the burn when I hear children’s voices. They rise up from the valley bottom, and I leave the trail, limping heavily, slowly switchbacking down the steep slope, following the voices. I reach valley bottom and stand in a clearing on the shore of the low river. The voices have gone quiet; the only sound is the slow-moving water.
A snowball hits me hard in the temple. I spin around, scanning the landscape, but all I can see is the tall grass swaying with the light wind, and above, high clouds crossing the sky. I wipe the melting snow off my face and catch a flash of movement across the river: a bright flash of clothing through the trees. A high-pitched giggle. A small person running, words spoken in an excited undertone, then a shout:
Rufous is ‘it’!
I wade through the river and step out on the other shore into a mirage of snow. When she walks out of the trees, Fletch is younger than I ever remember her, just eleven or twelve, and then Silv follows, even smaller. And after him, Fawn: a primary schooler missing a front tooth. And now, toddling out from behind a tree, a toddler in a dark blue snowsuit. The child runs over and stands in front of me. Round cheeks red with cold, dark brown curls spilling out from under the fake-fur-lined hood. He reaches out a mittened hand, and I stand, frozen, meeting my own gaze. His words, incongruous in his childish voice, come straight into my head.
We must imagine the bucket brigade happy.
He turns and runs back to the others, and they all disappear into the smoke.

I once held a Townsend’s big-eared bat in my gloved hands. We set up the filmy mist net outside the mouth of the cave, then we drank beers and ate Doritos and waited. Dusk rapidly came on, the mosquitoes moved in like a cloud and we zipped up the hoods on our mosquito jackets. Then the light shifted, a bat flew out of the cave and into the net and the biologist I was assisting leapt to her feet and swiftly untangled it from the netting. I held the bat for her while she trimmed a tiny patch of fur on its back and prepped the adhesive for a tiny radio transmitter. The bat’s body felt warm through my thin gloves, its tiny heart thrumming, while it was fitted with its featherweight backpack.
“One more second,” she said, waiting for the glue to dry and then carefully checking that the unit was secure. “Okay, turn her over.”
In my hand, the tiny bat looked calmly around. And then, in what remains one of the most startling moments of my life, our eyes met. I looked at that bat, and she looked back at me, her gaze curious, expressive. Undeniably lucid.

After I stopped working, I started reading popular science books filled with stories about some of the neurological conditions humans have acquired, often from brain injuries but sometimes spontaneously. Various forms of phantom limb syndrome, mystifying perception changes, a wild range of hallucinations. There was a story of a man who’d suffered a mild brain injury. He seemed relatively unscathed, until his family walked into the hospital room. He glanced at them blankly and turned back to his crossword. This man could converse and draw pictures and write a paragraph about the room he was in, but he didn’t recognize his own family members. Pressed to acknowledge his mother, his brother, he was insistent.
I do not know you.
Maybe this is what we have: an acquired neurological condition in which we have lost our ability to recognize who we are related to. We look into the eyes of the owl, the bear, the bat, and we deny. We deny. And again, a third time.
I do not know you. And the world burns.

I walk back up and find the trail. A sharp pain shoots through my swollen lower leg with each step, and I stop and cut off the top of my sock to release its tight grasp. I follow the trail for hours as it gently descends, climbs slightly, descends again. The cool air is filled with the scent of the subalpine firs; birds flit through the branches, squirrels call out. I continue into a rocky and sparsely treed expanse, where whitebark pine cling crookedly to outcrops and Clark’s nutcrackers with their long sharp beaks pluck the seeds from the cones. Then, the trees close in densely again.
I come upon a small lake, the surrounding trees reflected on its calm surface. I take everything off and stagger in. The frigid water numbs the pain in my leg, and I float on my back for a few seconds, for a minute, for two, growing colder and then numb until, almost against my will, my limbs propel me through the freezing cold water. I drag myself out and flop to the rocky shore, my skin burning.
I pull on some clothes, wincing as the fabric brushes my knee, my ankle. The glassy surface of the lake blurs as a light breeze picks up. A selkie lifts her graceful head from the lake. She is sinuous, covered in brown fur. She slaps her broad tail against the surface of the water and slips back under.
A heron stands perfectly still on the shoreline. It suddenly thrusts its head into the water and emerges with a photo neatly speared on its beak, then another. The heron flies off and the photos float for a moment; a current starts to take them and I grab them. In one, four children face the photographer: they are dressed for autumn in jean jackets and threadbare sweaters and patched-knee jeans. The older three with their black or blond hair, the toddler with a full head of dark brown curls. Golden leaves blanket the ground and pine and aspen rise up around them. The oldest is around ten, the smallest is no more than a year old, reaching up to grip the hands of his siblings. In the next photo the children are facing away from the photographer, holding hands as they walk away.

I pull out my last can of food and eat it cold. That thick gravy, those dense potatoes. To the west, the sun is a ball of fire sinking into the valley of smoke. I take more ibuprofen. Then I pull out the topo map and trace my finger along the line of blue highlighter that marks this trail. This lake, right there. So close to the eastern trailhead: just a small historic marker, across the road from a campground. On the map, I’m just a finger’s width from the X that is the treehouse.
I feel myself fading out before full dark. I pull out my sleeping bag and there on the shore of the lake, I climb inside and fall asleep.





Twenty-Two
I WAKE IN THE DARKEST OF NIGHTS. The air is cool. Wind blows through the trees, the boughs swish like brooms. In the sky above me I see a star, and another. I close my eyes, and sleep, and dream.
I am home, standing on my porch, watching as a fast stream of runoff races inside the curb on my steeply pitched street. The water stalls out in a broad shallow pool at the bottom of the street, and a passing car sends up a wave.
I’m in my late teens, lying in my tent. My right hand is locked in a claw and my whole body aches. Raindrops patter down onto my tent and I hear the generator kick on: a whirring crescendo, and I know I’ll have to get up soon and pick up my planting bags.
I’m in the stone house and the roof is leaking, drops pinging into empty tubs that once held baking powder or sour cream or olives.
And I am in the treehouse. We are moving empty soup cans around to catch the drips of rain coming through the treehouse roof. All of us are there. We are laughing, we are talking, they are telling me how I got there.
For real, though, Fletch says.
Okay, but seriously, Silv says.
You slept for three whole days, Fawn says. Then you woke up!

I open my eyes as a rumble echoes through the mountains. It’s morning, and the smoke has completely cleared. Dark clouds race across the sky. The trees sway and lean, waves wrinkle the surface of the small lake. The wind is cool and smells of petrichor: damp and mineral. I peel off my sleeping bag and try to stand but my bad leg flatly refuses to take my weight. I fumble around for the walking stick and finally manage to get myself upright.
The first drop lands on my arm. I touch it with my finger, then bring my finger to my mouth. Now, more raindrops are falling onto me, stippling the surface of the lake, and then the sky tears open and a heavy rain pelts down, washing over me as I stand, eyes closed, head tilted back. It is as though a bucket has been upended over the world.
Another roar of thunder and another flash of lightning cuts across the sky. Raindrops sizzle on the overheated engine of my heart and the cavity nesters are flushed out, but they are ready, they are winged and wild and they lift off into the sky.
I take shelter under the cedars, change into dry clothes and dig out my raincoat. I stuff my soaked sleeping bag into the bottom of my pack, then swing it up onto my back. The rain pelts down on me as I walk haltingly back to the trail. My walking stick is a smooth maple cane in my hand, then just a stick again. I don’t question it. I take a tentative step, and another.

The final steep and winding descent is a blur. It is a few minutes, or an hour, or a few hours, with my slow and pained walk, under the unceasing torrent of rain that chills me through. I pass an old mine, a doorway in the hillside, and consider sheltering in there but it gives me a bad feeling. It looks like a gaping wound in the mountain and I’m afraid of the enclosed space, afraid I’ll go inside and never come out, and nobody will ever find me.
I keep going and soon come upon a crumbling trapper cabin. I stumble inside, thinking to shelter for just a moment. There is a metal cot frame pressed up against the wall under the one section of intact roof, and I lie down in my wet clothes. One whole wall has fallen in and I can see trees and the stormy sky through the half-missing roof. It’s like I’m indoors and outdoors at the same time; like the smell of a Christmas tree in a living room, like a treehouse swaying in a thunderstorm, rain dripping in through the cracks. It’s open enough for me to feel calm, in theory, but I’m shivering so hard that my whole body shakes. After all, after everything, I might just be right fucked. Right here, right now, by the chilling grip of hypothermia. With shaking hands, I pull out the emergency blanket from my first aid kit and wrap it around myself. I have to lift my leg up with my arms; my knee is completely seized.
I lie there, looking up at the piece of tin sheltering me from the still-heavy rain. I pull off some of my wet clothes and wrap the emergency blanket back around me, but I’m still cold, too cold. I think about Gramma’s funeral, when Silv asked me if I wanted to see her and I said I did. He lifted me up to the open casket and her face looked wrong; I wouldn’t have believed it was really her if he hadn’t said so. I reached out my hand and touched hers—and immediately pulled back in shock. Even at five, that cold skin told me she was really gone. Warmth is life, but it can go too far. Fevers too high. Wildfires too hot.
And I think, too, about the trapper cabin that was just up the mountain from the treehouse. The one that was just below an old mine: that gash in the rock, that doorway in the steep wall of mountainside. And I think I might be close, really close. I’m just going to rest up a bit, rest my eyes and my legs for a few minutes. And then I’ll get up. And I’ll crawl to the treehouse, if I have to, down through the rain and the mud.

After a few minutes or a few hours, I hear them, their voices somehow as familiar as my own. They draw closer, through the rain that falls more lightly now, drumming softly on the bit of tin roof above me. I pull myself up to sitting just as they all walk through the empty doorframe and into the cabin. First Fletch, then Silv, then Fawn. They walk inside and stand over the cot in their rain jackets, shaking their heads at me.
Christ, Rufe.
Way to give everyone a heart attack.
Of all the ways to get here, you really thought—
Aren’t you supposed to be, like, a professional cartographer?
Yeah, seriously, Rufe.
Just take the bus next time, will ya?
Seriously.
Someone gives me warm, dry clothes and someone hands me a thermos of coffee. They set down their packs—expedition backpacks because they had no idea how far in I was. I guess I’d calculated wrong: I was a day late. Lily and Angela had figured out where I’d gone; they’d managed to track Fawn down through a friend of a friend on Instagram. And now Fletch is on the radio with search and rescue, telling them not to bother coming after all, yup we found the bastard, other than being a complete idiot, he’s totally fine. Sorry for the trouble. Whoops of relief crackle through from the other end.
When they confirm that this is the same trapper cabin from that summer—that we are just minutes from the treehouse—I realize they’ve probably been there already and I’m almost afraid to ask.
“Of course, it was the first place we looked for you,” Silv says.
“It’s broken down a bit,” Fawn says.
“A lot,” Fletch says.
I try to stand up but my leg buckles. I reach for my walking stick and show them my leg, which is looking a bit less swollen but still not good. Fletch gives me her hiking poles and I tell them I really want to go now, I just want to get there, but they tell me to just warm up a bit first, drink some more coffee, eat something.
“It’s still there, after all this time. Pretty sure it’s not going anywhere in the next half hour,” Silv says.
“Anyway,” Fletch begins conversationally, “just what exactly the fuck were you thinking?”
Her voice is calm, but I know she’s furious. I hadn’t told them the extent of what was wrong with me, hadn’t really told them anything, but apparently Lily and Angela filled them in. I try to explain myself, to lay out my suddenly wobbly rationale.
I’m not used to talking aloud, and I’d forgotten how often I lose my train of thought. I keep trailing off midsentence, and they’re all looking at me. I try to get back on track and lose my words again, and now all I see in their eyes is concern.
Finally Fletch speaks.
“It’s okay,” she says. “You could have just told us, though.”
“Sorry,” I say. “I’m really sorry. Really. It’s just, I thought it was . . . but then it turned out to be . . .”
And I stop again, forgetting what I was trying to say. But I remember something else.
“I have something,” I say. I rummage in my backpack and pull out the six-pack of 50.
“No way! Where did you find these?” Fletch says, taking them from me. “I haven’t been able to find them, back home.”
“They still sell them on the island too,” Fawn says.
“I don’t drink anymore,” Silv says. I can tell from how he says it that this isn’t new; it’s something he’s told me before.
“I don’t either,” Fawn says, and I see that’s something else I should already know.
“Oh,” I say. “Okay.”
“More for us,” Fletch says. I see her flick her eyes to my other siblings, an unspoken question and answer, then she opens the can. “I’m good for at least three, after all this drama.”
“Let’s keep one,” I say, “to pour out, at the treehouse.”
“Sure, if you want, but nobody died, Rufe,” Silv says.
“I mean, unless you count that one time—you know, that lady Rufous murdered with a hatchet when he was five.”
“Fletch!” Fawn says.
“Wait,” I feel the panic flooding back in. “I thought you said—”
“Just fucking with you. Christ, it’s too easy.”
“It really is,” Silv says. “Still.”
“After all these years.”
And we finally fall silent, just looking at each other.

The rain is letting up, and by the time I step out into the clearing, it’s stopped. The forest rings with birdsong. The cedar boughs gleam and drip, the smoke has been briefly cleared by the rain and the sky shows patches of blue through the rapidly dispersing clouds. Chickadees flit through the trees, calling out to each other. The whole banditry: all here. And not far below, between the road and the river, I can see the swath of forest where the treehouse still stands.
I take a few steps through the clearing, letting the hiking poles take the weight off my bad leg. My boot slips and I stumble but catch myself easily, strangely light on my feet. Then I remember my backpack and turn around, but Silv is already hoisting it onto one shoulder.
I take another step, feel my sisters stepping up next to me on either side.
“It’s okay,” I say. “I can walk. I mean, I still have to climb the ladder, right? To get up there?”
“Yeah, that’s not happening,” Fletch says.
“Floor’s rotten,” Silv says.
“You can see the holes from the ground,” Fawn adds.
“Can you see if . . .” I say. “Is any of our stuff still there?”
Nobody says anything. Of course not. It’s been more than forty years, just a blip in the life of those trees. There’ll be no trace of us at all, nothing left of that summer. But they are all here with me: Fletcher, Silver and Fawn. All four of us, together.
The rest of the trail is gently graded, all the way down to the road. The road to the campground has been paved, and the parking lot expanded. They’ve added more campsites. The old riverside trail has eroded away, but there’s still a faint trail leading away from the river at the place where the pebbly beach used to be. The trail leads us through the forest until we reach the clearing. And finally we stand, again, among those massive cedars.
I look up at the treehouse. There’s a different rope ladder, one wall is half-gone and there are holes in the floor. Worse for wear, but still there. Still here. I won’t make the climb today. But, soon. Next month, or next year, or the year after that. The last to arrive, I will be the first to go. I will put my hands on that ladder. And I will climb up into the warm glow.





A Note about Geography
While individual locations within this book are inspired by places in the Kootenay region of southeastern BC, the transportation corridors and communities portrayed are entirely fictional and some creative liberties have been taken with the physical geography of the area.
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