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			For my father

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Here’s how a glacier works, my uncle said.

			He spread open his arms and turned in a circle. Beneath his feet, snow crunched. The wind had changed direction and, for the moment anyway, scraped all the cloud and smoke from the sky. The sudden blue had arrived, and we stopped hunching over, stood straight for the first time in hours. The old glacier spread out as far as either of us could see. Right where we were standing, it was gritty with dirt, rock, and ash, but the ice shelves higher up the valley into the mountain peaks shimmered from a white so pure and stark it hurt to look at, to a turquoise that I’d previously thought belonged only in the shallow waters along a beach in the Caribbean.

			He said, These rocks at the edge here? Could be they’re from one of the peaks way out on the edge of the horizon. Maybe a rock broke off a cliff and it fell onto a young glacier. Maybe the snows kept coming and the rock got covered up, and maybe it took a couple centuries, but the rock can’t stop the ice from pulling it beneath its surface. After that, the glacier carried the rock along for thousands of years, took it all the way from the heights up there to the bottom of this valley where we are, and all that time the rock is caught up in the churn and the flow until one decade the rock reaches the edge of the ice and for a few seasons there’s more melt than snowfall and the glacier finally has to let the rock go.

			He gestured to the snow and ice beneath our feet.

			He said, It’s dangerous here at the beginning of an ice field. A glacier’s a restless thing. The melting and freezing that happens here creates these holes and cracks beneath the surface, and you don’t know anything about them until the glacier’s sparkling plumbing collapses around you and you see parts of the icy tunnels that move meltwater from one part of the glacier to another.

			He said, Here’s how to use a walking stick to probe the snow for weakness in the ice underneath.

			He said, Check the ice after me, even if you’ve seen me do it. In the time it takes me to check the ice and walk ahead of you, everything could have changed. A glacier will make you forget it’s a river.

			He said, Time moves differently when you’re out on a glacier. It’s possible for thousands of years of change to crack up in the ice in a sudden moment. Your father used to say the glacier’s cracks let the past catch up with the future. That’s when he was guiding tourists out onto the glacier. That screwed with people’s heads. They’d ask more questions and your father would talk like a holy man and say, Only the glacier knows.

			He said, Everyone had a good laugh, but Mike wasn’t joking.

			He said, The ice can swallow a person, easy. As if you were never there.

		

	
		
			One

			Mom said to leave her alone, not to panic and not to bother with her because she was watching the skies for the smoke and yes, yes, yes, she’d go if the fire came too close or if a spark caught in the clusters of birch and pine down behind the house or landed on one of the unpainted sheds with their hoes and rakes, their two boats and a lawnmower. Of course she planned to evacuate with everyone else in the area if—no, when—the wind sucked that fiery inferno from the other side of the river all the way to the house Ray built for her a couple years back.

			you know mom won’t leave, Rose texted, she’d rather hide in the basement.

			I had a job to get to. I’d been going at least a hundred and fifty on the highway when the texts about the fire started coming in. I pulled my truck to the side of the road and left the engine idling. Picked up my phone. The cab shook with the throb of the metal playlist I’d set on repeat for the drive.

			maybe she’ll be fine??? texted Alicia. Alicia was less than a year younger than Rose, but sometimes it seemed a lot more. I was three years younger than Alicia and, seven years after that, along came Brent. Brent texted the other chat group, the one all four of us siblings were part of, saying: news says the fires might jump over the river and evacuation is imminent is mom back home or still in hospital? No one had answered him yet, and none of us would until Rose figured out what we were going to do.

			Rose answered Alicia’s question: mom can’t hide from this did u see the news did u see the remains of the houses on the other side of the river nothing survived not the walls not even a car frame left like it had never been there incinerated no she cant survive in the fucking basement

			Three dots pulsed until Alicia pressed send: but why would she risk her life i mean she knows she can’t stop the fire right?

			It was the middle of the night in Singapore, where Alicia had landed the day before. After nearly twenty hours of travel, she was so far away that the wildfires must have seemed like a dream or one of the stories that Mom’d tell as if it were true.

			Rose replied: you didnt notice her risking her safety for twenty years? standing by Ray’s side no matter what went down Robbie u got to go get her i have a new baby and a kid in the middle of a teenage crisis if u dont tell me your going im going to come see you myself give you a piece of my trucking mind.

			I smacked the steering wheel with the palm of one hand. My front grill was still pointed in the direction of the work camp a couple hours north of Mom’s place. This job was going to make me a shitload of money, if I made it.

			Fucking hell, I hissed, and I hit the steering wheel again. I wanted to scream louder than the music in the cab, but all I could manage was that croak because my throat was sore and swollen from screaming the lyrics to “Outcast of Eden” so many times. The song started up again on the playlist. I shut it off with my fist.

			I texted, im on my way to work

			The road ahead cut the landscape in two. In the sky to the west, dark smoke rose above a line of trees. Those fires were under control for now. I refused to look east, where I did not see the head and shoulders of a giant man above the tree line, just as if he were watching the smoke and fire, same as I was. I didn’t have time for all that.

			Rose was right, Mom wasn’t going to leave on her own.

			I closed my eyes for half a minute. When I opened them again, I saw nothing but trees and sky in the east. Because nothing had ever been there.

			The silence in the truck screamed at me.

			My phone buzzed again, a couple more texts from Alicia: i can come home on the next plane looking up flights now. Then Rose: no stay where u are Robbies got this. Alicia: if the world’s burning up I want to be back home. And another from Rose: the worlds going to be fine for now but Robbie with the way these wild fires spread ur camp might be evacuated anyway might as well get mom

			It’d been too long since my last job.

			My phone buzzed, and when I looked, I saw that Rose was calling.

			Accept the call, I dared myself.

			Tell her what you’re thinking, I jeered silently at myself. Go on: tell Rose you’ll get Mom only if Rose makes up for your missed pay. But I hated to talk, and I was a man who swallowed his words. I let the call go to voicemail, though I knew Rose’d drive all the way to the work camp to chew me out if I didn’t do what she wanted. And she’d drag her teenager, her ten-year-old, and her mid-life-surprise baby with her. Probably she’d pack her hunting rifle too, just to make her point.

			I was about an hour north of Mom’s place. Maybe I could get there and take Mom to Rose’s and still make it to work, maybe I’d just be a day late, maybe I didn’t have to cancel.

			Robbie??? Rose texted.

			It was always easier to do what Rose wanted. I turned the music back on and let the bass thump in my chest as if it was my fucking heart.

			going back for mom, I texted. I waited for a gap in the traffic, and then I burned a u-ey real quick. I shrugged off the speed limit and asked my truck to carry me as fast as fucking possible away from the paycheque I needed and in the direction of Mom, headed to the house that could burn down for all I gave a shit.

		

	
		
			Two

			The same afternoon the weathermen were predicting the end of our prairie heat wave, my father came to our door, and I didn’t know who he was.

			It was the middle of a blazing August, and I was seven. That was the year of the big tornado—the day of it, actually. Mom had the radio on all the time to get the weather updates: a funnel cloud was forming and maybe it was going to touch down, and maybe not. Weather like that gets inside a person. Mom was fretting and worrying, and all the while the news was telling Mom that weather patterns were changing and that more tornadoes would be coming, and she was saying maybe we should move somewhere else, somewhere without storms like the one that was about to hit.

			After breakfast Mom had said, Fine, yes, go outside, leave your bowls on the table, I don’t care. Alicia was out the front door before Rose could tell her one more time to quit whining about the lumps that floated in the milk when Rose mixed it up, to shut up and finish her cereal. Alicia swore that Mom did it better, that when Mom stirred milk powder into the jug of water with her big wooden spoon it was almost like it’d come from a carton, but I never noticed things like that: food was food and hunger was hunger.

			Out front, we took turns racing each other across the dirt and grass with the wind shrieking at our backs, shoving us faster than we’d ever gone before. Sometimes a gust would just about knock us over, but then we’d twist around until we faced into the wind and let it snatch the breath from our mouths—the thrill of it. We didn’t know what a tornado was.

			Hours passed like this, and the wide blue sky we’d known all summer became so heavy and dark that Rose hopped up the porch steps, pulled open the screen door, and called inside, Mom, should I get the kids inside now?

			When eleven-year-old Rose yelled that Mom wanted us in the house, ten-year-old Alicia said, No, I’m never going inside again. Alicia was into a new game, kicking her feet up into handstands and letting the wind knock her over. I was running to the aspen tree at the edge of our front yard, having remembered in a panic that I’d left a red-and-blue action figure in its branches the day before.

			Mom, they’re not listening! Rose shouted.

			I was already in the lower branches and groping in the fork between two branches for the little plastic figure—but nothing. Was it higher up? The wind roared in, and the entire tree lifted and leaned over. I hesitated. And then Rose was there, below me. She reached up, took hold of my foot with two hands and yanked hard, saying, Are you dumb as well as ugly?

			A few minutes later, the three of us were on our living room couch sucking on popsicles that dripped down the stick and onto our fingers. I’d wanted an orange one, but Rose and Alicia had gotten to the box in the freezer first, and there were only two orange popsicles left. Alicia ripped off her paper wrapper and I eyed the bright colour. Rose punched Alicia’s arm and instructed her to give her orange popsicle to me because I was the youngest. Alicia shrugged it off, saying, Well, he didn’t say he wanted it. Rose narrowed her eyes at Alicia and said, You don’t have to be like that just because he doesn’t talk. Alicia tore out of the kitchen then, and Rose just handed me a random popsicle from the box, which turned out to be green, my least favourite. The television was on, but Mom said we weren’t allowed to switch the channel away from the news, so we watched some guy in a suit and tie explain how we could survive a tornado by sitting in a door frame or going down into our basements. We didn’t have a basement, but we had door frames, only nobody was sitting in any of them. I got up to go into the hallway to take a look at them, and that’s the reason I was nearest the front door when he knocked. I thought it could be Steve from two doors up, who didn’t have any brothers or sisters. I turned the handle, and when I opened the door, the wind charged in at me through the screen.

			Who is it, Rose shouted.

			I hadn’t talked since the summer after Mom married Stepdad. It seemed to me at that age that nobody needed me to talk, and so I didn’t. Speaking could get you into trouble, and it was easier anyway not to have to think of things to say. Mom told everyone that I’d talk when I was good and ready, as if it was nothing to make a fuss about, even though she looked at me sometimes like I was a leak in the ceiling and she couldn’t figure out where the water was coming from.

			So Rose didn’t expect me to answer, even though she asked.

			The man on the other side of the screen was tall as a tree to me. His hair was red and I thought it looked wild somehow, not so different from the leaves of the trees in the fall, the way the wind carried them in the air from one yard to another or picked them up from the sidewalks and blew them ahead when we walked home from school. I’d never seen an adult with hair like that. He smiled and I thought about the thing Mom said about certain people—that he could’ve split his skull in half with that smile. Thought how cool it’d be if that happened right then, if all the blood and brains dripped everywhere.

			I waited for him to say something like, ‘would you like to buy some cookies’ or ‘I’m here to collect payment, can you get your mom or dad?’ But he didn’t. He said my name, he said Robbie. He said it like it was half a question and half a statement. I took a step backwards. He reached for the screen door between us and pulled it open. The wind ripped it out of his hand and tried to blow it off its hinges. He grabbed the handle and stepped into the house, then pulled the door closed, even shook it a little to make certain it wouldn’t open again. Behind me and around the corner, I could hear my sisters getting up.

			Inside the house now, he straightened to his full height and looked right down at me.

			That’s when I saw that one of his eyes was blue and the other green.

			I’d never seen another person with eyes like mine.

			Mom always said I had David Bowie eyes, but I’d never met him, so it didn’t mean anything to me. I told myself that my eyes were a sign of secret superpowers and one day I’d shoot lasers from my eyes, and that’d show the kids at school who said I looked like a psycho. And then I opened the door to this man who had one blue eye and one green eye, just like me. That was the day the fear started—that instead of giving me powers, having the same eyes meant I’d grow up to be like him.

			Even the skin on his face was tree-like, covered with pockmarks and scars that thickened his skin. He wore blue jeans and a denim shirt, only half tucked in, and dirty white sneakers that looked like the shoes us kids changed into for gym class. His one green eye didn’t look exactly like my one green eye because of the slash through his iris and pupil. I could see he lived on the edge of everything, that he could have walked out of my favourite Saturday morning cartoon where good guys and bad guys battled over the fate of the entire universe. He flickered in front of me, like an image on our old TV, as if someone was switching channels or had to adjust the antenna. I licked my lips, picked up the sour lime taste, and thought of the popsicle I’d left on the carpet in the living room. I knew I was going to get in a load of trouble if I didn’t go get it before it melted into a puddle.

			Then Rose ran around the corner from the living room a little too quick and knocked me forward. My head hit the strange man’s stomach, but he didn’t step back. No, he put his hand on my head and ruffled my hair a bit. Instead of running away, I froze.

			Mama, Rose yelled, and then there was Alicia rounding the corner and stopping and gaping, and together they called out like baby birds, Mama! Mama!

			A sigh as Mom scooted her seat away from the table in the kitchen. The smell of her coming closer—sometimes she smelled like sweat and sometimes like bad yogurt, but on that day she was like fresh milk with a squirt of chocolate sauce stirred in. The man at the door smelled of a winter’s day, like when the schools closed and I’d been zipped into snow pants to follow my sisters halfway across town, skates dangling over our shoulders, all the way to the river where we cleared snow with the cardboard flaps torn off boxes and then, finally, skated. Everyone else I knew smelled like soap or perfume or, like my stepdad, like oil and gasoline. Never met anyone who smelled like a whole day before, one yanked out of time, like a day I’d lived already and a day I was going to live again.

			This man put his hand on my shoulder just like a dad would, and that’s when I knew who he was, when I recognized bits of him from my sisters’ stories and I felt fear and fascination twist together in my gut. I leaned a little bit against his hand. A sharp intake of breath from Mom.

			Across the street, an awning flapped. Electrical lines snapped and strained against their poles. The branches of an old willow tree shook in the strengthening wind. People shouted to each other. A woman yelling a name over and over. Maybe her dog. Maybe her kid.

			I could have pulled away from his hand easily if I wanted. I leaned my head back to look up at him, but he was looking at my mom, and his face was naked. Maybe he never learned how to cover up his emotions, because I could tell that he’d been hungry for the sight of her. I buried my face against his stomach because it embarrassed me then, all that adult stuff. I didn’t think I was supposed to know a thing like that about my Mom and this man. My mom said something, and I thought, Is that my father’s name? Shouldn’t I know already?

			Mike, she said again. And this time she went on: My husband will be home from work soon. You have to go.

			She said the word husband louder than all the other words.

			My father’s name had just fallen out of my mother’s mouth, and I’d snatched it up like I’d been starving. And yet it didn’t seem right that Mom should call him Mike. He’s my dad, I thought at my mother.

			I knew he wasn’t going to leave just because Mom told him to. I could tell he was freer than all the rest of us. He wouldn’t have to listen to Mom, or to anyone else, if he didn’t want to. I was proud of him for that.

			

			—

			Rose grabbed hold of my shoulders and peeled me away from Dad.

			She wrapped her arms around my torso to hold me in place and hissed in my ear, You don’t want him to take you, do you?

			I shoved my elbow into Rose’s hip, but she held on.

			I looked up at the deep lines on my dad’s face, and I thought of the men I’d seen in line at the soup kitchen those times Mom helped out. A son belonged with his dad, I thought then. All Rose and Alicia needed was Mom.

			Rose tightened her arms around me and whispered, Do you want him to take you away?

			I came here to warn you, he said.

			My heart thumped behind my ribs.

			Answer me, Rose whispered to me.

			I wanted them all to go away: Rose, Alicia, and Mom. I wanted them to leave me here with Dad, but I shook my head.

			Then stay here, Rose hissed.

			There was a crash outside, and Mom screamed, and we all jumped. All of us except for Dad—he lifted his gaze from Mom’s face to the kitchen window, all calm-like. We turned to look, and we could see that the wind was picking stuff up and tossing it around—a tree branch, a plastic bag, a faded lawn chair.

			We’d forgotten about the tornado.

			The wind seemed to close around our house in a fist. Rose let go of me. The walls shook, and the roof trembled. Then it opened its palm, and the lid to a garbage bin hurtled past. It was thrilling to me, then, and it gave me the courage to wrap my arms around Dad’s legs again. The smell of him pulled me back into a world of scarves and ice, even while the world outside was hot and green and about to be flattened.

			Behind me, I knew Mom was rubbing her belly the same way she’d been doing for months now.

			Warn me about what? Mom asked. There’s no danger here.

			Mom was using the voice she used with us kids when we were overwhelmed and on the edge of pitching a fit.

			They haven’t gotten to you yet, then?

			Mike, tell me what you mean.

			The computers. The ones that are taking over the world. Right now it’s just me they’re talking to, but they’re planning to be in everybody’s head, telling everybody what to do and what to say. They want to control us all, and I think I can stop it. They got into my head, but they don’t know that I can resist it.

			We don’t have a computer in the house, Mike.

			Good. Don’t get one for the kids. I don’t know how it works, but when I was a kid my mind was my own, right? And then the takeover began and everywhere I went there were computers, so many different kinds of them, and even computers that don’t look like computers. That’s how they got into my head, and that’s when the voices started. Sometimes I can hardly stand the noise of it, and the things they tell me to say, the things they tell me to do—it’s horrible. And they’re trying to turn me into a computer, into a robot, and I have to resist, you understand, right? I don’t want the computers to get to the kids. You can’t let that happen.

			We’re safe. You don’t need to worry about us.

			He let out a breath of air and seemed to deflate a little. Okay, okay, he said.

			But my husband is going to come home any minute, Mike? Do you understand?

			He rocked from one foot to the other. Yes, he said.

			You know you have to go, right?

			He raised his voice then, The computers are trying to control my brain. They’re inside my head. I’m fighting it for now. And you’re strong enough to fight it, I know that, but the kids aren’t.

			He rested his hands on my shoulders, and that made me feel taller. I leaned way back, looking up at the skinny length of him.

			Robbie, Mom said. Her voice was stern, and I was mad because Robbie was a little kid’s nickname and I didn’t think my dad would want a baby for a son. I turned around and glared at Mom.

			Robbie, Mom said again, and she pressed through my sisters, her huge belly leading the way. I could tell she wanted to beg him not to take me away, but she feared that saying it might make it happen.

			She always said you have to be careful about the words you send out into the world.

			My father lowered his voice, but even though I couldn’t understand what he was saying anymore, there was an urgency to his voice that made me want to help him out with anything he needed. He squeezed my shoulder a couple of times and he patted my head and messed up my hair. Like a real dad does, I thought. I looked over at my sisters to make sure they saw that our dad loved me.

			Rose and Alicia moved close and wrapped their arms around each other’s skinny bodies. Their eyes moved from Dad’s face to mine. Alicia reached a hand toward me as if that would convince me to step away from Dad. I pressed the back of my head into my dad’s flat stomach. I’d never known a grown-up who didn’t have a belly. Mom and Dad’s voices kept rushing toward each other and then twisting back around.

			A chill crept up my back and suddenly I was in this other place and Dad was slipping his hand in mine and telling Mom we’d be back in a few hours. It wasn’t summer anymore and there was no tornado coming. I was in my snowsuit. Outside, we walked over a layer of snow and we each carried light plastic sleds. Dad had to pull my scarf up over my cheeks every time it slipped. We walked to the hill by the graveyard, the long, steep one where kids went screaming down so fast someone broke a leg or an arm every other month. My breath came out in clouds and my scarf collected balls of snow and ice. Dad walked close, sheltering me from the wind. He wore a scarf under his jacket and carried a couple of bright red crazy carpets. His nose and cheeks were pink, pink, pink, and his eyes were two different colours, but both eyes were clear and there was no scar anymore and he was laughing. As we climbed the hill, we were careful to stay out of the way. At the top he said, Let’s go down together. He sat on the back end of our sled and I got on front in between his legs and leaned back against his chest. His weight made the sled go faster than I’d ever be able to go on my own. I wanted to scream but didn’t because Dad’s arms were around me.

			A little kid stepped into our path at the bottom of the hill, and so Dad yelled, Abandon ship! We threw ourselves off our sled and our faces smushed into the snow before we came to a stop, all tangled up.

			His laughter broke down anything that might have been between us and then we lay all stretched out like we were sunbathing for a while. Then he said, turn your head and put your ear against the snow and ice and listen to what it says, as if we’d hear it through our toques. And the sounds of the ice, the singing and creaking and melting, followed me back to the other world, the one I was standing in once more, the world where my dad thought computers controlled his brain, the world where a tornado was approaching.

			I stood close to my dad in the entryway of my house and I started thinking about the popsicle I had left in the living room, how it was right then melting into a sticky puddle that’d make Mom mad. I wondered if Mom would give me another one to take with me when I left with Dad. Because I was sure that was going to happen. I would leave with my dad.

			Mom’s eyes were bugging out of her head and she was nodding in agreement to whatever Dad was saying, so it wasn’t any use asking about the popsicle. Dad was talking fast, explaining how they were going to beam voices into everyone’s head and no one would be free.

			Mom’s hands were shaking in a funny way. Mike, Mom said, I’ll do what you say. You know I will.

			My dad nodded. I know I can trust you, he said.

			Mike, he’ll be back soon.

			Dad wasn’t finished. There were people out to get him to shut up about the computers, which was something I hadn’t known could happen before then. Dad searched all our faces then, and he said to Mom, They haven’t hacked into their brains yet, have they?

			No, no, no, Mom said. I wouldn’t let that happen. You can see that, can’t you?

			He looked and he looked at us. Then he turned back to her.

			What about Robbie?

			Nobody’s controlling him, said Mom.

			He squeezed my shoulders again. Mom reached out to take hold of my arm.

			Thank you for taking care of us, Mom said softly.

			He reached over my head and put his hands on her belly. I could tell she didn’t like it, the way she went all stiff.

			Alicia slipped her thumb into her mouth. Rose yanked it out again and Alicia made a noise of protest. Mom put her hand on Alicia’s head to quiet her.

			You really need to go, Mom said. I don’t know what he’ll do if he sees you here.

			Dad moved back and the screen behind him rattled as if it was trying to unhinge itself, to let itself get carried away in the storm.

			Dad turned and looked at the door, pulled the handle to make sure it didn’t fly away. When he turned back, he said, I could use some help, Jeanie.

			Mom put her hand on the rise of her belly and said, I can’t help, Mike—not this time.

			I wanted to talk so bad. I pulled at Dad’s elbow. He looked down at me, then over at Rose and Alicia.

			Rose said, Robbie can’t talk, you know.

			Dad looked at Mom, who nodded.

			Dad frowned. He bent over so that his face was close to mine. He put a hand on my shoulder. He said, Why don’t you talk?

			I suddenly had so many words jammed in my throat that I couldn’t separate the letters or the sounds. I opened my mouth and this strange, tortured noise came out. I couldn’t tell my dad that I’d help him.

			Mom shook her head and touched Dad’s arm. His eyes smiled and then he stood up. She said, We don’t have any computers here, remember? Some kids take their time, that’s all.

			Dad said, It could be good for him to help me some.

			Later, Mike, Mom said, When he’s older. Right now he’s more likely to slow you down than to be a help.

			My cheeks burned. I refused to look at Rose or Alicia or Mom. I told myself to talk. I wanted to talk. I was going to talk. I opened my mouth again, and then my dad shifted his weight and he turned and he opened the screen behind us. In half a moment, he was on the porch steps, without me. I wasn’t prepared for this. I’d only just remembered how a dad smelled. He let go of the screen door and the wind caught it and flung it wide open. I didn’t know how it was that my dad was already all the way down the steps.

			It didn’t smell like winter anymore.

			Alicia’s thumb was in her mouth again but Rose hadn’t noticed. Mom started to say, Close the door, and Rose reached out to grab me or smack me, but I was gone. I’d turned on them and tore after my dad. All the words that’d been building up. Talk, I told myself.

			And then I did. I croaked, Dad, don’t go!

			Dad wasn’t very far ahead.

			Rose ran out after me. She was taller than me and her legs were longer than mine back then. It didn’t take much for her to catch me. She grabbed my shirt from behind to stop me and then took hold of my arm.

			Dad, I yelled.

			Rose told me to shut up and dragged me with her back up the porch steps. The wind grabbed the screen door just then and tore it off its hinges. Rose turned as if to run after it, but Mom said, Leave it, leave it. Just come back inside.

			From the sidewalk along the edge of the road, Dad stopped and turned around.

			We all watched the screen door blow across the front yard until it hit the solid trunk of the willow. Then Dad raised his hand in a little wave. He turned his back to me again and he kept walking along the sidewalk.

			I had no fight in me anymore. I wiped my nose on the back of my arm.

			The door! Mom said, and Rose jumped forward to close it.

			I had to see him. I went to the big front window in the living room. I slipped in behind the curtain and there he was, walking away from me, getting smaller and smaller, even as Mom started yelling behind me.

			What the hell you guys? What did you do with your popsicles? she shouted.

			The panic in her voice made me clench my fists at my sides. I pressed my forehead against the window. His hair blew up and then to the side and then up again. The wind was coming and it was going to swallow everything. My dad held himself as straight as the utility poles that lined our street. He shouldn’t walk like that, I thought. Even I knew that in this world a person has to bend, even if just a little.

			Mom raised her voice even more, I don’t know what your dad is going to do when he sees this shit!

			Rose said, He’s not our dad.

			Alicia said, We don’t even want him as our stepdad.

			I don’t have time for your backtalk, girls. Alicia, pick those sticks off the couch and the floor and throw them out. Rose, you get some rags from the laundry to wipe this up. I’ll get a bowl of soap and water and see if I can make any dent in those stains. You’ll remember the next time I buy popsicles. What is wrong with you kids?

			They all left the room, my dad walked until he looked the size of one of my action figures, and then he turned down another block and he was gone.

			I had been hoping he would look back for me. But he didn’t, not even once.

			

			—

			Mom forgot about watching for the tornado because Stepdad would be home from work in a couple of hours. I wanted to ask her a question, so I stood close to her as she scrubbed at the sticky orange and green puddles on the carpet and couch. She was on her hands and knees and her hair was falling out of her braid. The wind made the windows shudder and Mom was swearing at the stains, and then Rose came in and said, Mom, I’ll do that for you. I followed Mom to the kitchen and hovered close to her as she stood for a moment with her eyes closed and a hand on the small of her back, but only for a short pause. Stepdad was coming and she had to get dinner on. She went to the fridge and I heard the clatter of the garbage bin rolling around outside, but she didn’t go to look out the window. Carrots, potatoes, mushrooms, garlic, and an onion on a cutting board. A knife from a drawer and she started with the carrots, cutting their tops off.

			Alicia came in and took a peeler out of the drawer. Mom, she asked, Is the storm going to take our house away?

			No, Mom said, and passed Alicia the carrots to peel.

			Alicia said, But Mom, what if it does fly up into the air and we’re in it? Like in The Wizard of Oz? What if that happens? What would we do?

			It won’t happen, Mom said.

			Alicia scraped at the carrots. She said, Wouldn’t you like to fly, Mom? I’d like to fly one day.

			I’m sure you will, Mom said. She turned to the sink and filled a pot with water, then set it to boil.

			Mom, I said.

			She didn’t respond, so I repeated myself, Mom.

			And then she turned around to look at me, to really look. So many emotions flickered in her face that I was overwhelmed with all her attention. Her smile was so big it embarrassed me, and I think she noticed because she turned it off, though it kept returning to the corners of her mouth.

			I shook my head. This was a mistake. I was going to walk away, but she put her hand on my head. She said, You found your voice.

			I wished she hadn’t said that. It made me feel stupid, like a little kid.

			I turned away, but she pulled me in for a hug.

			Alicia shouted, Rose! Rose! He’s talking! You have to see this! Robbie is talking!

			Shut up! I screamed.

			And then Rose came in, rag in hand, and everyone’s eyes were on me.

			Shut up, I shouted again. I was so mad I was going to cry in front of everyone and I didn’t want to do that. I wiped my nose on the back of my arm.

			Mom threw Rose and Alicia a hard look. Alicia went back to the carrots and Rose picked up a knife and started chopping the vegetables for the stew Mom was making. That placated me a little.

			Mom, I said.

			Yes, she said, making sure her hands were busy, cutting the string that held the paper wrapper around the cut of moose meat, not looking at me directly.

			Mom, that was my dad, right?

			Rose’s knife went still and she said, That’s the first thing you’re going to say after two years?

			Shut up.

			Rose, Mom said. Mom could make that one word feel like a slap. Rose’s knife sliced through an onion.

			He used to be our dad, Rose said.

			He’s crazy, Alicia said.

			Mom rapped Alicia’s knuckles with the flat of her knife. Hush, she said, and then she added, Anyway, it’s not his fault.

			Alicia said, It’s not our fault either.

			Rose said, He’s not our dad anymore.

			Alicia said, He used to be our real dad, but now he’s more like an imaginary dad. Right?

			Rose made a face at Alicia and said, You’re weird.

			Alicia reported that Dad lived on the streets most of the time.

			Enough, Mom said.

			I’d seen right away that Dad was different from other adults. He didn’t smell like soap or food or indoor things.

			I asked, Is it bad to be sick the way that he is?

			Mom put a hand on my back. No, she said, but for him it’s hard.

			It’s the reason he left us, Rose said.

			Mom had the meat on a butcher board and was chopping it up with a big knife. Blood squeezed through her fingers and dripped off the board. Mom let out a sigh and said, He could see too much of the world at once. When you see too much, I think it’s hard to put everything in order. You can’t put what you see into a story the way people need you to, and that can break your mind in two. It broke his, anyway.

			Anyway, Rose said, We don’t need him.

			I wanted to ask Mom a lot more questions, like: What would happen if I started to see too much of the world, like my dad? Did it mean anything that my eyes were the same as his? Was I going to be different too?

			The red phone on the wall rang, shrilling tense. Mom left the moose meat, rinsed her hands quickly, and picked up the receiver. Water dripped off her wrists. She said a few words and hung up. Right away, she gave orders to Rose and Alicia: sweep the floor and tidy the entry area and wash up the dishes in the sink. Stepdad had called from the payphone by the gas station. They’d shut down the worksite for the day because of the wind. Stepdad was on his way home.

			

			
				
				—
			

			Mom had forgotten about the screen door.

			Rose handed me a stack of plates and cutlery and asked me to put them on the table, then she told Mom to go up and change if she wanted to put something nice on; she’d handle the rest. Alicia was posted at the living room window to watch for his car. When his car pulled up to the front of our duplex, she called out to us, He’s home!

			Alicia ran upstairs to the room she shared with Rose. I didn’t hear her close the door because a gust shook the entire frame and howled. I dropped a fork on the plate and the clatter made Rose jump. She glared at me.

			We’d all forgotten about the screen door, but Stepdad saw it as he was locking up the car. He pushed open the front door and yelled, What the hell happened here? He leaned in, and yelled for me. Robbie! Come help me with the fucking screen door. Now!

			I didn’t put on shoes; I just ran out barefoot and that was the wrong thing to do because he told me what was wrong with me, was I a fucking moron that I didn’t put any shoes on? I turned around to go get my shoes and he said forget it, not to be that stupid, and to come help him with the screen door, and so I turned back and followed him across the front yard as the wind tried to pick me up and take me away. It wasn’t exciting anymore. Stepdad’s work jeans were worn and dirty. He’d want to change as soon as he was in the house, before we had dinner. He lifted one end of the screen door and nodded at the other end, which meant, I was pretty sure, that I should pick up the bottom of the door, so I did. The wind whistled and the willow’s branches shook in a frenzy, whipping in the air around us. I could barely stand upright. Stepdad started moving, but a gust made me stumble and then another gust twisted the door out of my hands and propelled it above our heads, past the willow, and down the street, until it hit a curb and fell over flat. Fuck it, he said, and we went in.

			Mom came down. Those little worry lines between her eyes were pretty deep.

			Ray changed out of his work clothes and he sat at the head of the table. Mom sat next to him on one side. I sat across from Mom. Rose was beside me and Alicia was beside Mom across from us.

			Rose said, Doesn’t Mom look pretty?

			Stepdad took a swig of beer.

			He said, What, is the woman so vain that she needs someone to puff her up all the time?

			Mom said, Ray’s right. I don’t need compliments over dinner. Let’s just enjoy the food.

			Alicia stared out the window. Every time the wind banged against our house, her eyes got wider.

			Mom had already made us promise not to tell our stepdad anything about Dad, but that wasn’t hard because not talking to him was easy for all of us. I’d used up all my words for that day.

			Mom turned on the little radio on the counter to help with the silence and to get updates about the weather. Stepdad had just finished his stew and dropped the spoon in his bowl with a clank when we heard that there were reports of a funnel cloud touching down on the other side of the city.

			Stepdad grabbed another beer from the fridge and went to watch the news on TV.

			Mom and Rose cleared the dishes off the table. Alicia disappeared upstairs. I sat on the floor in the doorway between the kitchen and hallway with my back against the frame. I folded paper into planes until it was dark.

			That tornado tore apart everything it touched.

			The day after, the sky above us was clear and blue.

			Mom dug up a coffee tin she’d filled with cash last fall and buried out back for emergencies. With that money, she bought a new screen door and the supplies she needed to replace the shingles that had blown away.

			The people on the news said we’d get more tornadoes that summer. Watch the sky, they said. The rest of that summer, I sat out on the front porch most days with my comic books and Lego and I watched the sky for tornadoes and the street for a tall, straight man with red hair.

			I believed Dad would come back for me. I felt like he might need my help to keep the world and everyone safe. Every once in a while, I’d see someone a ways off, someone who walked a little like him, and I’d get a tingle up my spine and I’d think, This is it; he’s coming to get me, I’m going away with him now.

		

	
		
			Three

			Mom said to pour myself a cup of coffee as if I’d dropped in for a friendly visit, like I hadn’t just left a job because she was too stubborn to get out of the way of the fire on her own.

			The front door had been unlocked, so I’d walked in to find her sitting at the kitchen table sipping coffee from a mug that looked too big for her one good hand. The fibreglass cast on her left wrist made me wince. She was unnaturally calm and looked tired as shit. She’d lost weight since I last saw her, and she’d never been a big woman. There was no sign of Ray, but I didn’t want to hang around for long anyhow. Truth was, I hated the place. They’d moved in the year before and it was nice enough, what with the prefabricated design featuring a picture window and a kitchen island with a deep sink, but I could never get used to the idea that she’d left behind our old rented duplex in the city.

			She said, Sit down for heaven’s sake, Robbie.

			I walked to the window and looked out at the spread of Mom and Ray’s land. All those evergreens and all those brown branches heavy with the buds of new leaves. All ready to burn. The sun glowed orange through the haze of smoke.

			My phone buzzed. Rose. are u on ur way? u got mom with you?

			I looked over at Mom, trying to figure out why she didn’t want to leave, and then I walked to the front of the house to check for his truck. Only felt a little better when I didn’t see it. I’d been watching for him since I’d turned around on the highway to get Mom, even though Rose had said he’d split again and Mom’d had no word from him since she’d been admitted to hospital a few days ago. It usually took him a couple of weeks to return after something like that. Who knows, my sister had texted, maybe it’ll be for good this time.

			I walked back to the kitchen. Mom said, It’s just a fire. I’ve seen worse in my life, you know, and it might not ever cross that river there. I might be perfectly safe here.

			Brent texted. u got to keep me updated tell me when ur on the road with mom so i’ll stop worrying or else i’ll ditch this work term and come right on back to drag mom kicking and screaming out of there i’m sorry i’m not there and thank u for doing this for all of us i really appreciate it u know that right?

			All the neighbours are evacuating, I said.

			This is my home, Mom said.

			It’s safer to leave now, Mom. Rose and everybody are worried sick.

			I’m not afraid, Mom said.

			I can pick you up, and I can carry you out.

			Mom shook her head, wouldn’t meet my eyes. She shifted in her chair and sighed. Ray’s going to come for me, Mom finally admitted.

			Shit, Mom, I said.

			I wanted to say a lot more.

			Hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. I walked to the front of the house and looked through the window by the door. No sign of him, thank God. I walked back to the kitchen. Mom took another sip of coffee.

			He’s not going to be happy if I leave with you, she said.

			I know, was all I said.

			Then I shrugged and walked out of the house. Mom and her husband were none of my business. In my truck, I turned the ignition. Texted Alicia and Rose in the group chat: I tried, she’s not leaving, and I got to get back to work if I want to get paid.

			A sharp U-turn and then I was back on the road again, heading toward the nearest town to fill up my gas tank and get a hot plate of something.

			Kept seeing Ray’s truck, though. That big old red Dodge of his, and then I’d get spurts of the fight chemicals, the cortisol and adrenaline.

			Told myself to stop being paranoid.

			My phone was blowing up, texts and calls, and I didn’t pick it up, not because I was driving but because I couldn’t be bothered.

			They could fucking get off their asses and come get Mom themselves. I didn’t have what it took to convince Mom not to wait for her no-good husband. She was sure fucking old enough to make her own fucking decisions.

			I’d been driving maybe five minutes when I saw it. His truck. Bright red, with the racing stripes on the sides.

			Everything in me went quiet. It was the opposite of how I thought I’d be.

			The truck was stopped at a turnoff along the side of the road, behind a tree and row of overgrown bushes. I only saw it because it was too early spring for leaves.

			I pulled over and got out to take a look. I approached the truck from the rear. Yes, those were his plates.

			Nobody in the truck.

			Had he run out of gas? Had he stopped to take a piss?

			I couldn’t see anyone on foot. I walked around his truck, kicking the tires as I turned things over in my head.

			When the answer came to me, I went cold all over.

			He’d left his truck out here so nobody would see it at the house.

			I knew right then that he was with Mom. Maybe he’d been there the whole time.

			Holy fucking jesus christ.

			Sprinted back to my truck, jumped in and skidded the hell out of there, leaving the smell of burnt rubber behind. Headed back to Mom’s place. Back on the gravel road, clouds of dust rising behind me.

			Then I was at their driveway and I had my door open before the truck had even come to a stop.

			Next thing I remember, I was leaving, nearly losing control of my truck and spitting gravel as I turned out of Mom’s driveway again.

			I didn’t know what happened while I was there or why I was leaving in a panic.

			I was thinking about tobacco and how I couldn’t remember if we’d prayed with it before we left. I reached for the glove compartment. I had a small box of tobacco in there. The road was empty so I braked and looked back at Mom and Ray’s land. Mom was beside me, rubbing her one good hand on her leg and not seeing anything around her.

			Took the box and pushed open the door. A gust rushed into the cab, blowing a couple of napkins off the dashboard, and I thought of the day I met my dad, the day of the tornado, except this wind was hot, and it smelled like ash and smoke. I got out and leaned against the truck. I wanted to return to the house and put the tobacco down so this violent leaving wouldn’t haunt us. I glanced over at Mom to see if she was going to tell me what to do, but she hadn’t been able to keep up with how fast things were happening, and she’d left a part of herself back in that house, the one I couldn’t go back to, so I pinched some tobacco between my thumb and forefinger, walked across the road, and dropped it into the ditch at the edge of the property. I didn’t have the time for any of the prayers Mom’d taught me. Anyway, the minute I let go of the tobacco, I heard the screams of a metal violin solo and that crowded out all the words I had, and then I was back in the truck again, thinking of the day Mom had first put a violin in my little kid hands and said, The fiddle is prayer.

			I put the truck in gear and couldn’t get us out of there fast enough, like I knew Ray’s God was coming for us, hurling fire and ash out of the sky. I filled the cab with my kind of music, growling, hard and breathless. That electric fiddle was screaming in a way Mom had never imagined when she and Auntie Gail had offered that old thing to me all those years ago, when they told me the fiddle had belonged to my great-uncle, the one who’d played dance tunes until he was too weak and old to lift the instrument to his chest anymore. Their father had inherited it and then it had been passed on to my mom when he died, the full story being that their dad had been found in the snow on the outskirts of town, no coat, no boots, no investigation. Mom was only fifteen then, and still grieving for her dad when not even a year later her mom passed of a lung infection—though our aunties all said it was a broken heart. Mom never played, and she always said her father was wrong to leave her the instrument because it never called to her, so she gave it to Auntie Gail for safekeeping, until they’d brought it out after my first week of kindergarten, telling me it’d do the talking for me until I was ready. I turned up the volume so my death metal blasted from the subwoofer speakers and made our seats vibrate beneath our asses. Mom seemed to come back from wherever she had been. She looked around the truck like she wanted to ask me how it had all happened and how she was sitting here but said nothing. Deep-throated screams rattled at our doors and the electric violin bounced from one window to the other.

			The guys at the roadblocks recognized my truck from earlier—shit, what was it, only an hour ago?—and waved us on by, figuring I didn’t need another talk about the danger zones, no-go zones, evacuations. The stink of the smoke was everywhere and my back was slick with sweat. Again the growling chorus from the speakers: “Let go/Your broken prayers…” The music took apart the last hour of our lives and I knew that in the future if we ever talked about this drive we’d never be able to separate what was real from what the music had left in our heads.

			Stopped for gas and coffee.

			Mom was all coiled up in the booth, saying, Your sisters are texting.

			Just tell them you’re safe, I told her.

			I checked the parking lot for Ray’s truck.

			Mom balanced the phone against the part of her palm and fingers that were not wrapped in a cast and texted with her good hand.

			Robbie’s got me and we’ve stopped for coffee. I’m safe. Don’t worry about me.

			It only took a minute for the responses to ping in.

			So glad mom, i was so worried, thought i was going to have to cancel the book promo stuff and fly back to canada to get you myself but maybe I should come back anyway there’s a flight I can catch tomorrow i don’t know.

			This was how we’d play it. Okay.

			My phone started buzzing. Alicia and Rose texted our private group chat. how the hell did u get mom to go with you? And: any sign of Ray?

			I wanted to tell them.

			Mom reached over and gripped my arm with her good hand.

			Look, she said.

			She turned her phone so I could see a video that’d been posted on social media. A wall of flames filled the right quadrant of the photo. Black smoke rose above all that. Ahead and through a windshield was a line of cars. For a couple of seconds, all the vehicles inched forward and the flames flickered. The video ended and the image froze.

			Tricia Barnes posted that, Mom explained, She and her family live a few miles north of us. She says the fire’s jumped over the river already. Shit. What does the fire tracker app say? Oh my God, the fire’s out of control. Shit, Robbie, it’s an emergency evacuation now.

			I looked back out to the parking lot and spotted a truck that looked a lot like Ray’s. I scanned the diner, all the faces around us, the ones waiting in line shifting from foot to foot, the restless kids and the silent sippers, but I didn’t see Ray.

			I’d wanted to ask Mom how she could love a man like that for half my life. You can get used to not saying things, but right then, I wanted to ask her.

			Mom lifted her cup to take a sip of coffee. Her hands were shaking so much that coffee dribbled over the rim and splashed down the front of her shirt. She put it back down. I passed her a napkin.

			My jaw ached from holding the words back.

			Let’s get out of here, I said.

			

			—

			Mom had never put up with my music for more than half a minute before. For her, it was only old country tunes and Métis jigs and reels, but right then, beside me in the truck, she let her head move in quick time with the thrashing beat of the drums, like an old head-banger.

			In her lap, though, her hands worried at each other and she pulled at her fingers and rubbed one palm over her knuckles and the other over her fibreglass cast. Seemed to me that the only thing holding her inside the truck, the only thing that kept her from opening the door and dropping out onto the asphalt and rolling into the ditch at the side of the road, was the music she’d always hated.

		

	
		
			Four

			Mom should’ve named us both Mary, Alicia said to Rose the night Rose called to tell me Ray was heading into emergency surgery and probably wouldn’t make it, not this time.

			This was December two years ago.

			Rose had called from the hospital where she and Alicia would wait with Mom for news.

			I must have asked if Mom was okay because Rose said, I don’t know. I mean, she keeps mixing up our names, which isn’t unusual, but this time she started calling us both by the name of Mary, right? Do you know any Mary in the family? And then she’s jumpy. You know the way she deals with stress. One thing she doesn’t mix up is you, though, like Mom keeps asking, where’s Robbie?

			I finished my shift and drove the ice-covered roads of the southbound highway through the night, blasting the heat to keep the windchill away and popping caffeine pills to keep my eyes open, music blaring loud enough to numb any feeling I might have had. I wanted to do a line, but Mom hated to see me high, so I was sober when I watched the sky break open through my windshield, the sun like a yolk slipping out of its broken shell.

			It was nearly noon by the time I pulled up to Rose’s. She opened the door and pulled me in for a hug, told me Ray was recovering fine from the bypass; he’d been cranky when he woke up, but fell asleep again pretty quickly, and the nurses would call if anything changed.

			She’s in the dining room, Rose said, pointing the way with her chin. We wanted Mom to get some rest and maybe eat some decent food, but you know Mom.

			Mom sat in front of a pile of information brochures she’d scattered across the oak tabletop. Most had been unfolded and opened up to show pictures of waterfalls, trees, old couples walking hand-in-hand. I could read a couple of titles in large bold print: “Water Cremation” and “Burial Options.” From the middle of it all, Mom looked up at me. She moved her hand across the pages, groping for the glasses she’d pushed to the top of her head. I went over, pulled the glasses from her head and presented them to her. Laughing, Mom grabbed my arm and pulled me into the chair next to her. Look, she said. She pushed a bunch of pamphlets away to make room to open the one she wanted to show me. On the other side of the table, Alicia moved a stack of family albums out of the way.

			Thanks, Mary, Mom said.

			I looked over at Alicia, who shook her head and offered a shrug.

			You mean Alicia, I said.

			I know what I mean, Mom said.

			I’m going to help Rose in the kitchen, Alicia said. She got up and left me and Mom alone.

			Mom pushed a pamphlet in front of me and tapped the illustration of a pod in the ground beneath a tree. This is what I want when I croak, she said.

			Mom, I said.

			I already told Mary, she said.

			You mean Alicia?

			I mean Mary.

			Mom, I said.

			Look, I know I named them Alicia and Rose, but I wanted to have a daughter named Mary, only your dad wouldn’t hear of it, said it was old-timey, made him think of a musty old aunt or something, so I’m trying it out now, before I’m gone and I’ve missed my chance to call either of my daughters Mary.

			Mom leaned over a colourful illustration of a body in a biodegradable pod. Above it a sapling had been planted, its tender green leaves bright and happy.

			I said, Ray’s not dead, you know that right?

			Technically, he died in the ambulance on the way to the hospital, Mom said. And you should call him Stepdad.

			I don’t care about all that.

			We’re closer to dying than you think, both your stepdad and me, Mom said.

			Mom pulled out another brochure, this one featuring perfectly clear, sparkling water. Something in her face reminded me of one of the foxes we’d caught one of the few times I’d gone trapping with her, the way they’d lifted their eyes up at you as you crunched over the snow, that moment they knew they weren’t going to get away. I wanted to do for her what I wanted to do for those foxes. I wanted to release her.

			I’ve been thinking about water cremation, too, Mom said.

			I’m sorry, I said.

			She looked over at me. About what? she asked.

			About Stepdad, I said.

			Mom shook her head. You’re not sorry, she said.

			See, the only important thing my stepdad ever taught me was how a kid could live in a house with a man he was afraid of, how to stay out of reach, how to never be noticed.

			Rose walked into the room behind me. Robbie just got here, Mom, let’s give him a break from all this death talk, she said. He can help me and Alicia in the kitchen, if he’s okay with that.

			I went to help the Marys.

			Rose pressed slivered garlic into punctures she’d cut into a moose roast. Alicia washed dishes at the sink.

			You look like shit, Robbie, Rose said.

			They all still called me Robbie most of the time, even though I’d asked them to call me Robert. I ignored her comment and asked them, How’d Mom get all those brochures?

			Alicia tossed me a dishtowel. No idea where she got them from, Alicia said, But they were all stuffed in her purse. What kind of tree are you planning to feed your body to?

			When are you two going to change your names to Mary?

			Rose shoved Alicia away from the sink and washed the garlic and blood off her hands.

			I kind of like the name, Alicia said.

			For both of us? Rose raised an eyebrow.

			We could make it work, said Alicia. Like, you can be Mary the Mother, right? Because you’ve given the world three kids and you always do everything right. And I can be Mary Magdalene, the sinful Mary, the one who had seven demons cast out of her by Jesus. I’m editing my seventh book of poetry. Seven demons, seven books of poetry: same thing.

			You don’t have seven books published, Rose said.

			I’m including three construction-paper poetry collections I made during grade five English class and the two folded zines I self-published when I lived in that artist commune in my twenties.

			Rose set the lid on the roasting pan and slipped it in the oven.

			Mom always mixed up our names anyway, she said.

			I’d be pissed if Mom called me Brent, I said.

			Alicia thought this was funny and called me Brent a bunch of times. I punched her arm, but Rose wasn’t done being teacher.

			You got to remember what Métis women were like back in the day, Rose said. They moved around in sister groups, right? I mean, it makes sense because look at our family and Mom’s family, but there’s research about it, right? This researcher, a Métis woman of course, looked at the travelling patterns of Métis back in the 1800s. She saw how sisters were the centre of their social networks and families. Sisters stayed together and they brought their husbands and children into their hunting and travelling groups.

			Is class over yet? I asked.

			So it wasn’t just about survival. I mean, you could basically survive on your own, but would you want to?

			Alicia and Rose got to talking about what it was like early on, before Ray, how we had lived with our aunties and cousins as much as we lived at home and how our aunties were our other moms. Nobody knew who lived where and who belonged to whom, and even after I was born we’d all sleep in whichever house we happened to be in. Rose said it was Ray who put a stop to all that. Then they moved on to present-day stuff and it was Rose having trouble understanding her teenager, who didn’t want to work with the family business, and Alicia asking advice on talking to Mom about a new book she wanted to write.

			I held up a dry spatula.

			Middle drawer, Alicia and Rose both said at the same time.

			I dropped it in.

			How are you doing, little brother? Rose asked.

			Yeah, this is harder for you than for us, Alicia had said.

			No, it’s really not, I said.

			Alicia and Rose exchanged glances.

			Rose said, He was always an intruder into our lives, you know? Not like you. You were so young when he moved in. He was a dad to you.

			I dropped the tea towel on the counter. Ray wasn’t my dad, I said.

			Robbie, it’s okay, said Rose. She put her hand on my arm.

			Fuck off, I said.

			Then I asked about Brent.

			On his way, Rose said.

			

			—

			I hadn’t wanted to watch Mom fawn over Ray in the hospital, so when her sister picked her up after dinner, I said I’d visit him in the morning with the Marys. I lay back on the couch and napped through the staggered bedtime routines for Rose’s kids: the baby, the kindergartener, and the teenager, who, Rose’s husband said before he sat down to watch a movie himself, didn’t sleep anymore but chatted with friends on her phone most of the night. Mom got back from the hospital a few hours later, tired as hell, and went straight to Rose’s spare bedroom for the night.

			Then it was me, Alicia, and Rose with our family photos and a pot of tea.

			The older albums were eerie, the way Mom had used her nail scissors to cut our real dad out, but so carefully that Alicia and Rose remained intact and floated alone in the photos with him: there they were in a pile of leaves that nobody was raking or outside in a sled that nobody was pulling. Rose had long ago told me that Ray had asked Mom to do it.

			Other photos had been left uncut: Alicia and Rose on Halloween, both of them witches; Alicia and Rose out on the land with the aunties and uncles; my sisters swimming in a river on the outskirts of the city. Then the photos after I was born. Alicia and Rose holding me on their laps; Alicia holding the bowl of baby food and Rose pushing a spoon in my mouth. I came to a picture I’d looked at a hundred times before: Mom with baby me on her hip, standing beside Alicia and Rose, who were hugging each other and grinning for the camera, everyone in their pyjamas. For the first time, I wondered who had snapped the photo? Mom hadn’t left Dad yet. Suddenly, the photo rearranged itself into a picture of my dad looking at his family.

			At the table across from me, Alicia and Rose murmured to each other over a shared photo album. We’d long since put away Mom’s death and burial brochures. Rose said to Alicia, We should cut Ray out of these pictures, shouldn’t we? Alicia said something I didn’t hear in return and they both laughed. I didn’t like the anger that twisted in my stomach. Rose pushed the album of our later years over to me, but I didn’t want to open it. I knew what those photos looked like. I’d lived it. I stood up from the table suddenly, knocking the chair over. I knew parts of me were tangled up with Ray, whether I wanted it to be that way or not, but I didn’t have to feel anything if I didn’t want to. Best thing was to join Rose’s husband Dean in the living room and watch the end of the action flick he’d turned on.

			

			—

			
				Alicia was sixteen the day she came out as gay to the family at the dinner table. She walked into the house late, sat down over an empty plate and said, I’m dating a girl and I don’t care what you think.

			Her courage shocked me. I couldn’t imagine speaking to Stepdad in that way.

			Stepdad put his fork on his plate. He said, Brent and Robbie, go to your rooms.

			Rose had left home the year before. She’d stayed with Auntie Gail for a couple of months until she found a job and then a place of her own. So Rose wasn’t there to defend Alicia.

			I waited for the smack of his belt buckle across a cheek or the thud of it hitting her back.

			Rose had left because she couldn’t stand to live with Ray anymore.

			Stepdad never hit Brent, not once, and he seemed wary of Rose and Alicia, so it was usually only me and Mom who got the belt. The way he was yelling and the names he was calling Alicia, I was sure he was going to lay it on her that night.

			But Alicia wasn’t going to let that happen.

			I heard the front door open and I held my breath.

			She screamed at him that he was an asshole and she didn’t care if she ever saw him again.

			Alicia was the only person I’d ever heard shout back at Stepdad. I was proud of her.

			The door slammed shut. I started breathing again.

			I knew she was gone for good.

			I wasn’t sure what was going to happen next.

			Eventually, there was the clank and clatter of the table being cleared.

			Lots of nights I’d lie awake trying to stop myself from listening for my stepdad: where he was in the house and if he was maybe angry. That night I grabbed my dick to help me shut out the quiet in the house. I got my hand good and sticky a couple of times before I could sleep.

			Alicia went to our Auntie Gail’s house that night, the same as Rose had done the year before. But she ended up moving in with Rose, running Mom’s old trapline, doing odd jobs to pay rent. Never mind school because both of them hated it anyway, and Alicia said she didn’t need school to be a writer, that too much education ruined stories and that life experience was a more honest teacher.

			For years, Mom had to sneak out of the house to see them. I went along with Mom sometimes, but not Brent because everyone knew Brent was too young to know how to keep his mouth shut or to lie. I didn’t know what to say to my sisters on those visits. With Rose and Alicia, I was always on the outside looking in. Rose ended up marrying a Stoney guy and had three kids. She and her family lived between his house on his reservation and Rose’s trailer in a northern Alberta Métis community on a piece of land owned by Alicia. Alicia had travelled the world, married a bisexual poet from Singapore, didn’t want to have kids, and lived half the year in a house a short drive from Rose’s trailer. Whatever their differences, there was a tenderness between them that I could never penetrate. I came to think of them as a symbiotic organism. I knew they lived their own lives and they had their own individual problems, like I knew Rose often felt invisible, that she’d only been seen when she helped others and that Alicia had to rebel against a world that didn’t want to make room for her. And yet, they were something more together than they were apart. Have you seen those birds that fly together to create a murmuration in the sky? They were like that. Before they left home, Ray had tried to get between the two of them. He’d punish Rose for what Alicia had done; he’d tear apart Alicia while praising Rose. As far as I could see, it only made them hold on to each other even more tightly, and that was how they’d come out of our childhood the way they had, forgiving Mom for what she didn’t do, and loving her for what she did.

			

			—

			I was too restless to watch the movie, so I left Rose’s husband on the couch and paced between the front door and the window in the hallway. I looked into the shadowy yard and then up at the stars and I let my sisters’ voices carry me back to the beginning of a story Mom used to tell us before bed when we were kids about a Métis boy named Elzéar.

			Mom said Elzéar lived between the old world and the new, even back when the story happened, back when all the priests were starting schools in Métis communities, saying, Send your children. Some kids went to school but most stayed home.

			Elzéar was the fourth of seven children. All those brothers and sisters and this boy was the palest and thinnest of them all, too. There was lots to do when you’re following the buffalo and trapping and moving around every season and never enough hands, but that priest, he keeps talking about those schools and one day that Michif boy’s mother says to him, Elzéar, we’re going to send you to school with the priest next time he comes, after the snow melts. She said Elzéar had the gift for that kind of learning.

			Elzéar didn’t want the gift and he didn’t want to go, but if you have a gift, you have a responsibility.

			Elzéar’s mama said she could see things were going to change in the future, you know, that one of her children needed to get ready to live in the world that was coming. To prepare Elzéar for the school, the elders and aunties and uncles shared with him all the old stories they could remember. And they created some new stories too, ones meant for the world he was going to, the one they didn’t know anything about.

			One day Elzéar came back from the trapline, and he’d been away a few days on his own, a long trip, and he was cleaning the rabbits he’d returned with when he looked over at his mom and asked her if she knew anything about the giants.

			His mom didn’t look at him at all. She just said, You don’t do the trapline anymore, not you.

			His mom was pregnant with another baby but even so she took care of that trapline herself after that. She was scared for her boy.

			You see, Elzéar had been born too early and in a snowstorm too. Right from the start, winter called him out. Elzéar had a touch of frostbite on his tailbone so his mama knew that winter would call him again.

			My mother told me she knew this story because the baby in Elzéar’s mother’s belly, that was her own grandfather, Elzéar’s younger brother.

			Mama said, Giants are creatures of the winter. Giants moved sheets of ice around the earth and then slept for so long people forgot they existed.

			The trouble was that Elzéar’s mother never told her children stories about giants until after Elzéar was gone. She had thought that without the stories, Elzéar wouldn’t see the giants. She said sometimes it’s safer not to tell a story.

			But not that time. That time she should have told Elzéar. Maybe it wouldn’t have changed a thing, but maybe Elzéar would have been prepared and maybe he’d have known how to act and how to come back.

			Sometimes holding stories back was the wrong way; maybe holding stories back can make things happen, even things you don’t want to happen.

			Elzéar’s mother prepared him for the school, but she didn’t prepare him for the giants.

			My mom said that before he left, Elzéar told stories to the younger kids at home about meeting the giants out on the trapline. And they told those stories to Mom’s grandfather, after he was born. And so on.

			What happened is this. He went out one morning in a snowstorm and he never came back.

			Elzéar’s mama walked out on that trapline again and again, pregnant and all, to find her middle boy Elzéar, the one she knew had left the family for the giants.

			And she saw his footprints here and there out in the snow. But they always ended suddenly, as if he’d been picked up by a giant’s hand.

			And then she had to accept what was, that the old world of giants had carried her son away. If only she’d have told him the old giant stories, he’d have known not only how to go away with the giants, but how to return too.

			I was a dumb kid, right? Believed everything.

			Sometimes I asked questions: Why couldn’t anyone else see the giants? What was different about Elzéar that he could see what the others couldn’t? Why didn’t Elzéar ever come back?

			Sometimes Mom answered: The giants were Elzéar’s responsibility. He kept his eyes open in a snowstorm. He never learned how to carry the old world with the new and so he didn’t know he didn’t have to choose one or the other.

			Mom was always tired then because baby Brent was keeping her up, so she didn’t always answer my questions and she didn’t tell the story the same way every time.

			Anyway, that was just a story Mom’d tell when I asked.

		

	
		
			Five

			When Brent finally arrived, my sisters rushed to open the door for him, take his coat, get him slippers. Wouldn’t have been a surprise if they rolled out a red carpet for him, but I didn’t know one way or the other because I lingered in the kitchen until they were settled in the living room and Rose called me to come join them—in a low voice so as not to wake her kids, her tone communicating how annoyed she was with me.

			They’d arranged themselves on the couch, one sister on either side of Brent.

			Brent, Brent, Brent.

			I nodded at him and said, Sorry about your dad.

			Don’t be a jerk, Rose said.

			I walked past the couch, sat my ass in Rose’s recliner.

			I’m not, I said.

			What I didn’t say was that I couldn’t see what Brent had done to earn the attention, all their fawning love. Brent’d had an easy ride. Never had a bruise, as far as I knew. He always had his nose in books and never played sports and still never had his dad breathing down his neck. Never been in emergency with a broken bone and a story he’d rehearsed. Never felt the buckle end of his dad’s belt.

			Alicia put her hand on Brent’s shoulder and squeezed a little as if it say pay no mind to Robbie. The way they always treated him, like he was too valuable to take out of the packaging, like he was still shiny and new and always would be.

			Brent started yapping then, about his exams and his classes, and aren’t they so fucking hilarious? He can talk way more than both my sisters put together and he takes over a conversation somehow, so everybody around him ends up talking only about him or he’s the only one telling jokes, like nobody else in the room is funny.

			Rose says it’s only that he’s not the strong, silent type like me.

			Then he had lots to say about his drive; you wouldn’t believe so many wild things could happen to him on his way over.

			I pulled the lever on the recliner and lay back, closed my eyes.

			It was a long time before he asked about his own dad, just saying, How’s Dad doing?

			Stepdad to us, I thought—but I didn’t say it.

			Rose said, He’s awake and stable.

			Brent said, I guess I’ll go see him tomorrow then.

			Well, I’m not going to see him, said Alicia.

			Rose laughed, Me neither.

			Everyone was quiet and then I almost did fall asleep, but then Brent’s voice rushed in and he doesn’t have a filter so he went on about how he didn’t want to see his dad either, but he didn’t see how he could not see him under the circumstances and how hard all this was for him.

			Rose said, Of course. He’s your dad and you’re going to see him.

			Alicia said, Mom’ll want you to go with her tomorrow.

			Is Robbie asleep over there?

			I think so, said Alicia.

			He drove all night to get here, Rose said.

			I should’ve moved or showed I was awake because then Brent sighed and let a confession fall out of his fucking mouth.

			He said, I’m afraid I’ll become like my dad one day, you know.

			I could feel my sisters just oozing sympathy for him.

			I didn’t open my eyes or move or anything like that. I just said, That’s about the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard, I said.

			The words came out louder than I’d meant them to.

			Rose said, All boys fear becoming their father.

			I didn’t have much use for this pity fest. What a load of crap, I said.

			A sliver of silence and then Brent said, If you knew where your father was maybe then you’d admit you’re afraid to become him.

			Not tonight guys, Rose said.

			Alicia said, Brent, you don’t have to go see your dad if you don’t want to, you know that?

			No, I do.

			Rose said, Robbie here will go with you—right?

			I fucking will not, I said.

			Brent said, Dad’ll ask for you, you know. He always does.

			I grunted.

			The thing is, Ray used to take me drinking with him and his buddies before I gave up on family life and moved out on my own. Mom didn’t like it, but it was one of the battles she couldn’t win. I was barely in high school when Ray started vouching for me at his drinking hole. We’d come back so hammered we couldn’t make our keys work in the lock and we’d have to shout for Mom to let us in, but usually it was Brent she sent on down, and Brent who watched us slapping each other’s back, laughing at whatever it is that’s so funny when you’re blackout drunk and belting out lines from drinking songs Ray taught me.

			Brent said, He always liked you the most.

			Got any bruises to prove that, I thought. Wasn’t about to say it though.

			Rose said, Not tonight, okay? You can go at each other all you want tomorrow.

			Brent shook his head and his voice got a little higher, It’s the truth though. For Dad, Robbie’s always been the man, you know. The man Dad wanted me to be.

			Alicia said, And I’m the woman he always wanted as a daughter, right? That’s the point of Stepdad. He gets it wrong all the time. No offence.

			None taken, said Brent.

			Rose said, This isn’t a case you can win. It’s not like school.

			Brent laughed then, said, You’re right. I’m treating this like a case I’ve got to prove. Like I’m writing my final summation.

			Rose said, You’re only a little undergrad. Give it some time.

			I’m gonna be a lawyer. I’m gonna be everything he hates.

			You’re going to be okay, little brother, Alicia said.

			Whatever, I only came here to be there for Mom, said Brent.

			Alicia said, It’s okay, you can love him; he’s your dad.

			Rose said, He’s Robbie’s dad too, kind of, because he was raised by him.

			I said, No, he’s not.

			Rose said, If you want to join the conversation, Robbie, why don’t you actually join us?

			I think your problem is that you have too many dads, two of them, and you couldn’t get what you wanted from either, Alicia said. And Brent’s problem is that he only ever had Ray as a dad.

			Fuck, I said, What, are you a psychologist, as well as a wannabe writer?

			Alicia laughed that off and my face went red. Brent jumped in and changed the subject on us all.

			Look, he said, You guys have got to take me hunting this season.

			He wasn’t asking me, so Rose and Alicia started in about dates and packing and all the prep he didn’t know about because he’d never been before, what with Ray hating Rose and Alicia so much.

			Then: What about you, Robbie, want to play fiddle for us, like old times?

			I pretended to be asleep. And then I was asleep, deep in a dream in which I was a giant looking over the world and able to walk away from it all in two huge strides.

			I don’t know how long it took Mom to pull me out of the world of giants and back into Rose’s living room.

			Someone had put a blanket over me; I could feel that.

			Robbie, Robbie, wake up.

			I forced my eyes open and saw Mom leaning over me.

			I need to talk to you, she said.

			I said, I got to piss.

			Mom moved out of my way.

			In the dark bathroom of my sister’s house, I fumbled with my fly. One of the kids coughed. My brother-in-law moaned, and I drowned out my sister’s sigh of pleasure by pissing into the toilet.

			I washed my hands and dried them on my jeans. Back in the living room, Mom sat on the couch, squeezing one hand with the fingers of the other.

			Early on, Mom had marked me out as the one who’d go to university and get the important job that’d secure the income that’d support the whole family. Rose was the hunter and Alicia got to do whatever she wanted to do, write her poems and stories—so long as she came back home to Mom now and then. I tried university, but I hated sitting for hours at a time like that, and I skipped so many classes I flunked all my courses, and I quit before the end of the first semester. I’d bought a bus ticket to nowhere and wandered the country for a few years, picking up work here and there as a general labourer with oil sand crews, did cleaning and loading and shit, acting as if I had no family. By the time I found my way back home again, Brent was doing what he was doing now, going to university, getting good marks, and doing a better job of being the man Mom had raised me to be than I ever could have. Good for him. Pretty sure he only got into the undergrad law program because of his ability to talk nonstop. Mom never asked me about those years when I was gone. When I sat on the couch beside her, I thought maybe that’s what she was so hot to talk to me about.

			The streetlights threw shadows across the couch and the wall behind it. Mom put her hand over the back of mine.

			Three times Mom started a sentence and then stopped.

			You know I—

			I’ve been meaning—

			What do you think about—

			And then: Robbie, I want you to look for your father.

			I couldn’t stay on my ass for that. I jumped up and walked to the window in the hallway and then returned to the couch, sat down again and stood up again.

			First thing I said was, No fucking way.

			Then I said, He isn’t my dad and he didn’t raise me. How many times do I have to say that?

			Mom sighed and reached for my hand. I yanked it away.

			She said, It’s more complicated than that.

			No, it’s not. It’s really simple, actually.

			Mom looked out the window at the streetlights. She said, Your dad came around once, you know, about a year after you started talking again. Looking for you.

			What?

			You were off at some weekend sports tournament. Basketball, I think. Your dad said he’d been feeling better, that he was getting the hang of the voices and how to ignore them. Said he didn’t need the medication anymore. Said he wanted to see you. Said he needed to keep everyone safe.

			What happened? Why did he leave before he saw me?

			She snorted. What do you think happened? Your stepdad got home. Beat the living crap out of him.

			Holy shit.

			I made the girls promise not to tell you.

			They saw it?

			Oh yes. They tried to make him stop.

			You didn’t.

			One hung off his arm and the other stood in front of your dad. He got around them pretty easily though.

			You didn’t stop him, though?

			It wasn’t until your aunties got here, you know. Your Auntie Ellie, she sat on Ray. Can you picture it? Your Auntie Gail, well, she got your dad in the car and drove him to the hospital. Stayed with him all night, until she knew he was okay.

			But not you?

			She shook her head. She said, I was still breastfeeding your brother. I had to stay with Brent.

			I didn’t let any of that sit for a moment; I sprang on her before she’d even finished her last word: Okay, so he came by once when I was a kid. That doesn’t count as parenting. He came by the house when I was in high school once and you weren’t home and I never told you about that. So what? Who cares?

			I couldn’t look at her.

			She said, He’s been missing for a year now.

			I wanted to say, He went missing from my entire life practically, so what’s different about this situation? I wanted to say, Fuck off, you’re not pouring salt into this.

			I wanted to throw her hand off mine, drive back to my apartment, and drink a case of beer in front of the television.

			I said none of that, did none of that, and I hated myself for it.

			What’s different this time, Mom said, is that nobody knows where your dad is, not even his brothers and sisters, not even his mom.

			And you know this how? I said.

			His brother and I always kept in touch. To keep track of him.

			I didn’t know that.

			Nobody knew. I didn’t tell anyone. Not even your sisters and not even my sisters.

			The frenzied shriek of an electric fiddle filled my head. It cracked in two; it growled in an icy death metal tune I’d never heard before.

			Mom said, He’s never disappeared for this long before, not without contacting his brother, even just a collect phone call from a shelter.

			Why me? What about Rose and Alicia?

			You’re his son.

			That’s all you got?

			I’ll get you his brother’s phone number. You can start there.

			Mom, no. I mean, why don’t you look for him?

			She didn’t bother to answer that question because we both knew Ray would have killed her.

			Shit.

			You can’t make me do this, I said.

			Mom and me didn’t say anything to each other after that. We just sat, watching as the morning light came into the sky, the way it did every fucking morning.

			I heard one of Rose’s kids in the hallway and a door shushing open. Then Rose’s husband grumbled, What time is it? Fine, sure, get into bed with us.

			The song in my head played on and on: no lyrics, only the screaming of note after note.

			Just before the house came alive, in the pause before breakfast and rides and schedules, I said, You’ve got to understand that I’m no different than Alicia and Rose. I don’t have a dad.

			

			—

			I stayed for lunch then got in my truck again and drove all day to make it on time to my next shift.

			Rose and Alicia kept me updated, pinging my phone with sarcastic texts about the way Mom waited on Ray hand and foot in the hospital, but I didn’t text back.

			Mom got Rose to text me Dad’s brother’s phone number; of course she did. His name was Doug. There’d been a kid named Doug in my elementary school. He’d been a little shit, always starting fights and then crying in the principal’s office. Hated the name ever since.

			I texted Rose, saying that I wasn’t going to phone him, no fucking way, not even if he was Dad’s brother.

			But once Mom told my sisters about it, they kept at me. It’ll be good for you, one said. You need this, said another. You have a complicated relationship with him, said one. You’re connected to him in a way we’re not, said another. You have his eyes, they both said. It’s just a phone call, Alicia said. So, finally, one day about half a year later, I called.

			He answered on the first ring, saying, Hello, Doug here. I felt like I’d run smack into this yawning cave of silence. I heard a murmur of voices in the background, heard laughter. Hello, he said, hello?

			Then I just blurted it out, filled up that cave. I said, I’m Mike’s son.

			I’d never said those words before but I felt nothing once they were out of my mouth, only slightly numb.

			Pardon me? my uncle said.

			I thought how I should already know that my dad’s brother was the kind of man who said ‘Pardon me.’ I’m looking for my dad, I said.

			You’re who again?

			I’m Mike’s—

			Hang on a second, he said. He gave instructions to someone in the room. More faint voices and then my uncle agreed with someone and said, Just give me a minute, this shouldn’t take long. He returned to the call. By the time he’d understood that I was Robert, Mike’s son, he’d been interrupted another two times and then he said something about how strange it was I’d called because they’d just held a celebration of Mike’s life.

			You found him? I asked.

			No, my uncle said. We don’t have a body. He’s been gone so long that we had to accept that he was dead and—

			You don’t know—

			The family needed closure. My mom did. All of us did, I guess.

			Who’s all of us? Who was there?

			Doug said, My brother and sister. Mom, like I said. Dad’s gone. Cousins. Look, you know he’d be in his late sixties? Life in the streets is hard. You don’t survive that forever. I’m sorry uh—what did you say your name was?

			Robert.

			Hang on, he said, and he told someone that he needed to take this call in his office. He walked a short way and closed a door. There was the squeak of a chair as he sat down.

			One thing I can tell you is that in the last while before he disappeared, he was obsessed with glaciers.

			Okay.

			Yeah. He said out on the ice, that was the only place in the world he felt safe from the voices. Anyway, why don’t you drive on down to see us all here in West Glacier?

			I had lots of practice in not saying what I thought, so it was easy to tell Doug that I didn’t have time to drive to Montana, that I had some work up north, near Fort McMurray. Which was true.

			I told Mom the same thing and she told me to take time off work and go or she’d ask Brent to do it.

			The second time I phoned Doug he answered straight away and called me Robert.

			I got right into it that time, saying, What if he’s in some mental hospital somewhere, talking about computers taking over our brains to a bunch of asshole doctors who don’t know his name? What if he’s hanging by a thread somewhere and you’ve already ‘celebrated his life’?

			Doug said, Why don’t you—

			I said, What if he needs your help?

			I could hear Doug breathing and something else, chewing a piece of gum I think. Maybe he was taking in what I’d said or maybe he just wanted to make sure I was done yelling at him, which I was. He said, Why don’t you drive on down to see us all here in West Glacier?

			I told him I had work.

			I told Mom the same thing.

			Mom said, When you go to Montana, we can’t let your stepdad know or he’ll be impossible to live with.

			Well, shit.

			

			—

			Out on the highway now with the fires and the gas station behind us and the pines flying by on our right, I turned the volume up again so that it was impossible to talk about what had just happened. In the rearview mirror I saw a truck that looked a hell of a lot like Ray’s truck only I couldn’t get a look at the driver’s face. I turned around in my seat to get a good look over my shoulder, but instead of any truck, it was Ray sprinting up the middle of the lane in his jeans and boots. He lunged at the passenger-side door. I swerved to keep him from getting hold of the truck. He vanished then and in his place a buffalo appeared on the road in front of us. Mom screamed my name and reached for the steering wheel. There wasn’t time to react, only the battering impact of the truck crashing into that huge creature and the crunching of my wheels on gravel as it hit the road’s shoulder. We skidded off the road and bounced into the ditch.

			What the hell had just happened? Everything else seemed to go still but the cab throbbed like a heartbeat with the music that growled at us, “let yourself go insane/insane.” I fumbled for the sound system but my hands were shaking and it was like I’d never used it before and all I did was turn the volume up again. Then Mom’s good hand shoved mine away and her small fist slammed against the volume button until the cab was quiet.

			Mom’s okay, I thought.

			She opened the passenger door and jumped out. She climbed out of the ditch to the side of the highway and put her hand on the forehead of a large, brown buffalo as it lay on its side, legs kicking urgently. Parts of its flank seemed bloody. Cars raced by the two of them.

			There was a flash of white from the tree line on the other side of the ditch and Mom covered her mouth with her good hand and her eyes went wide. I knew why. She’d always told us that white buffalo were sacred. The cars kept coming. The pines breathed in and out. The others held all their brown branches high, ready to burst into leaf in a couple of weeks.

			As the buffalo’s legs stopped kicking, I noticed that the entire front of my truck was completely wrecked. Mom propped her cast against the buffalo’s huge body and stretched out to check the bloodied flank. We were on the edge of the southbound highway and I felt like a kid again watching Mom cut open the belly of a moose in the bush and Rose explaining to me how it had offered to give up its life to sustain ours. Before Brent was born, Mom used to take me hunting with Rose and Alicia. Probably to keep me out of Stepdad’s way because, even though I could shoot a rifle, I’d never killed anything and still didn’t want to. They were focused on tracking deer or moose and I was a nuisance so they didn’t even try to keep track of me, though Mom did make me wear this bright orange jacket that I hated and taught me to mark my trail so I didn’t get lost. This one time I wandered into the remains of this old campsite. While they were hunting, it was always my job to be silent, silent, silent, so I stood in one place, listening for the call to return to camp, until the squirrels thought my body was a tree and climbed up my pants, over my shoulders and onto my head. There was all kinds of stuff left behind by another group of hunters—camping stools, tins and packaging, shirts, and underwear even. A stash of porn—my first, I think. Piles of mouldy magazines and me amazed by all those uncovered body parts. When Mom and Alicia and Rose finally called for me, I ran back and Mom pulled a fiddle out of our gear because once they’d taken an animal it was my job to play music. Mom told me it’d scare the scavengers away while they worked, putting out the tobacco in thanks, skinning the moose, and cutting it up into chunks ready to be carried out.

			

			—

			The white buffalo turned and walked back into the trees. On the side of the southbound highway the brown buffalo would soon be dead. Mom released a pinch of tobacco onto its head. I thought about getting my fiddle out of the lockbox in the truck bed and playing a jig to send the buffalo to the spirit world in a good way so the animal didn’t pull me in after her once she reached her final destination.

			But I didn’t. The sky, the trees, the wind, everything was saying stay, stay, stay. A van slowed. The driver leaned out his window and called out to Mom but she shook her head and gestured for him to drive on. Then Mom walked back to the truck and motioned for me to lower the window.

			Your front end’s totalled, she said.

			I’m gonna call Doug, I said.

			She raised an eyebrow.

			I said, We can catch a bus to see him, down to Montana.

			Mom started to say Rose’s name but I cut her off, said, I can’t just drop you off at Rose’s like nothing’s happened because something has.

			Yeah, sure, Mom said.

			I said, I’ll call for a tow truck.

			I jumped out of the truck then. Took our bags out of the back and my fiddle outta the lockbox, put them in the dirt beside the truck. The buffalo, she must have come out of shock or something because she started kicking her legs again. Mom watched, her jaw set hard.

			I called Doug while Mom was making her own calls. Still felt weird calling him uncle. Told him Mom and I were coming down to look for my real dad. After that Mom called the Alberta Fish and Wildlife about the buffalo and they said with all the animals on the run from the wildfires and not enough people on the ground, it could take a while to get there. The world was going to have to wait for everything to unfold the way Mom and I had arranged, for the tow company to come get my truck and drop us off somewhere and for the wildlife officers to come with a truck for the buffalo and for that twitching buffalo to let go of this world. Mom said, Let’s go sit with our relative while we wait, so that’s what we did. Mom said it was a shame she couldn’t just shoot it, put it out of its misery.

		

	
		
			Six

			If Mary the mother of Jesus had accepted a ride in the taxi that dropped us off at the bus station, she’d have given birth in the backseat and Christmas would be about giving rides to strange travellers instead of staying at home, opening presents, and eating.

			Better to be carried on the back of a donkey like in the Bible, or to follow the buffalo in the back of a jostling cart out on the dusty plains, than to be in that clunker of a taxi, Mom said as we waited in line to buy tickets.

			Next bus wasn’t heading out till first thing in the morning.

			Mom retreated to near-silence again. She was too tired to deal with any more technology, so I texted everyone to let them know that she was safe, we’d hit a bison, my truck was wrecked, we’d changed plans, and were on our way to Montana to see our uncle.

			Right away, Rose: what the hell? what are u thinking? mom’s just out of the hospital she needs us to take care of her she needs to come here call me

			Me: I told you how moms been wanting me to go see dads brother this financial whiz doug guy mom said dad always kept in contact with him so might as well go together now right? to see what we can find out about dad and where he is and shit

			Brent: holy shit did u see the pics? the fire jumped the river up north of mom’s house and burned everything down, out of control, firefighters had to retreat they sent in the planes to water bomb and everyones evacuating there are lines up and down the highway now u guys got out just in time, like last minute im trying to find pics of mom’s house see if its okay or not but pretty much everything north of it is all just burnt out like a scene from a post-apocalypse movie, like mad max or something

			Alicia: should I fly home? I can cancel everything here just say so and I’m on the next flight okay? Just say OK?

			Rose: that’s heavy shit Robbie keep us updated okay?

			I texted Rose and Alicia: why does brent text like hes on speed?

			Alicia: I dunno. He’s going to be a lawyer i guess

			Rose: because he wants to impress you

			Me: well its not working

			I bought sandwiches and a couple rounds of stale coffee in paper cups. We sat in the bus station all night, shifting an inch this way or that way, trying to get comfortable in those plastic bucket seats, the silence growing between us as we watched other people get on and off other buses from who knows where. It was nearly dawn when Mom said could she get a cigarette? We stepped out the side doors and she lit one up like she knew what she was doing. I’d never seen her smoke, but that one took most of the tremble out of her hands, so she asked for another and then another, and by the time they called for boarding she was steady as stone. I took a window seat and Mom settled in beside me. We were like bears sleeping off the cold weather. While we slept, the dark city outside our window shifted into bright sky and rolling prairie. When I woke, I thought how wide the world was.

			Mom woke with a sudden intake of breath, like she’d been having trouble breathing. Her makeup had smudged and exaggerated the lines around her eyes, making her look older and more fragile than I’d ever seen her. She scanned the farmland outside and didn’t recognize the land. This wasn’t northern Alberta anymore; we were getting close to the Montana border. Where are we? she asked.

			I put my hand on her arm.

			She looked up with frightened eyes and said, What happened? Where’s Ray?

			It’s okay, Mom, I said.

			She blinked several times. Deep lines were etched into her forehead. She put a hand over her face. There were passengers in the seats all around us. A couple were napping, but most were awake and bored.

			It’s okay, I said. We hit a buffalo and it wrecked my truck, so we decided to take a bus to see Uncle Doug, instead of driving.

			The buffalo? Mom asked.

			Yes, I said. Remember sitting with the buffalo?

			She was beautiful, she said.

			She was, I said.

			Your truck was ugly, though.

			Totalled, I agreed.

			Mom took in a long and shaky breath. Beneath my hand, I felt her arm trembling again.

			My truck was towed, I said.

			Okay, she said.

			Someone came for the buffalo, too.

			Yeah.

			We’re going to be in the States soon, I said.

			She nodded. I need the washroom, she said.

			Mom walked to the rear of the bus, holding onto the backs of the seats for support. It wasn’t like there was anything for me to do except sit and wait, and it took me back to the way I used to feel as a kid. Wasn’t used to being a passenger. I missed my truck, the way it let me decide what to do and where to go next. I wanted that kind of control over things again.

			Mom was gone at least twenty minutes, and when she returned her face was puffy from crying. There was something of a bear just out of hibernation about her. She was steady again, too. She opened her purse and pulled out a braid of sweetgrass, told me to take it if I didn’t have one on me. I took it. Next, she pulled out a compact mirror and told me to hold it up so she could see.

			You need to keep it still, she said.

			Sure, I said, but it wasn’t easy, what with all the bumps on the road and turns the bus took. She pulled out a wipe and cleaned yesterday’s makeup from her face with her good hand. Next, she opened a small container of foundation and applied dots below her eyes.

			Is this important right now? I asked.

			Putting on makeup is ritual, Mom said.

			That’s dumb, I said.

			Eyeliner came next. She asked me to unscrew the brush from the narrow bottle. She drew a line at a slant from the outside edge of each eye. I’d never seen Mom do her eyes like that, but I’d seen other, younger women do it.

			Making ourselves beautiful is prayer, Mom said.

			You say a lot of random stuff is prayer, I said.

			She moved on to mascara and another powder, both of which I opened for her, and then misted it with some sort of spray. She was a different version of herself then. There was an intensity coming from her that I hadn’t felt since I was really young, and it made me wary.

			Mom put everything back in her purse, her foundation, her mascara, her eyeliner, her mirror, and asked me to open a bag of plain chips for her. She told me to take a few if I wanted, but I liked flavour on my chips, all dressed or dill pickle, something that wakes up the tongue. Mom crunched on a chip and licked the salt off her fingers.

			I always planned to take you and your sisters and Brent to see our relatives down south of the border, she said.

			Mom wasn’t talking about anybody we actually knew, but about the descendants of great-great-aunts and uncles who’d lost touch with their kin on our side of the border back in the 1800s. Rose had started on about our relatives in the States in recent years, asking what would have happened if our great-great-grandfather had followed his brother down south instead of travelling further west? It wasn’t something I ever thought about.

			I don’t know why I never took the trip before, Mom said. Only, it seemed like time kept getting away from me. You know how your aunties say we live in colonial time, right? That’s why there’s never enough time and never enough of anything, never enough food, never enough money to go around, never enough community—and not enough love either. So now I’m going to find out who we’re related to down there.

			Mom offered me a chip again. She folded the top of the half-empty bag, secured it with a clothespin, and shoved it back into her purse.

			She said, I don’t know what’s going to happen next, but I can’t ever go back to that house and I don’t care if it burns down or not, she said.

			I had to look away from the fierce look in her eyes.

			You’re not a kid anymore, she continued. Your shoulders are so broad, Robbie. And that beard? You can understand things now that you couldn’t last year, right?

			Actually, Mom, I’m a bit hungry. Do you have any of those chips left?

			Mom pulled the bag of chips out of her purse and made a fuss out of finding a napkin for me. And then we were at the border crossing. I’d never been this far south on Highway 4. The sky took up almost all the space outside the bus, wide and blue. A few dirty crusts of snow remained in the curbs and in the shade between the border control building and road dividers. The border guards approached the bus.

			I stood my fiddle case between my knees. Pulled out my ID.

			Asked Mom then if she had her passport ready.

			I don’t need a passport, she said, I got my Métis citizenship card.

			That’s not what they want to see, I said.

			Mom said, This isn’t our border. Haven’t you been listening to anything I’ve said?

			Those guys with guns don’t know that, I said.

			Shit, I thought, Brent should be here instead of me. He was the talker. He’d have the border guards eating out of his hands.

			A text from Rose: crossed the border yet???

			no

			dont let mom mouth off, Rose texted back, just tell the guards ur there for a vacation, thats it

			k

			Alicia joined in: i cant stop thinking about dad maybe i should come this award thing isn’t important really what you’re doing matters finding dad matters do you mind if I write about this? doesn’t matter how you answer I have to anyway my ride is waiting gotta go

			k.

			Brent texted now, too: tell mom Im working hard Im not tho Im kinda freaked out here tbh Im in my feelings cant process everything moms house might be burnt to the ground and everything she owned could be gone and my dad put her in the hospital asshole I havent seen or talked to my dad in almost two years now and I wouldn’t open the door even if he was outside knocking and u and mom on a whim decide to go see ur real dads brother also my roommate had to go home because his dad broke a couple of ribs so Im here alone I think I hear a ghost do u think theres a ghost here Im not waiting to find out going to aunties I can hunt ghosts when everything gets back to normal if that ever happens anyway keep me in the loop bro

			I replied k to Brent too. Then added waiting for the border guys to check our passports.

			I put the phone away before I could see any of their replies pour in.

			

			—

			Held my passport at the ready, shifting it from one hand to the other.

			Mom was still talking about the world that used to be, the way our people used to travel north and south all the time, visiting, hunting, trading or just looking for warmer weather or the deeper snows, whatever. There was no trace of that world that I could see. Everything through that bus window was the asphalt or concrete.

			You can’t believe only your eyes, Mom said.

			I hated it when Mom answered my thoughts.

			I like to imagine this land the way it used to be—filled with buffalo, Mom sighed. You couldn’t see the end of them back then.

			Outside, an agent escorted a brown-skinned man into the building. Before the agent pulled him through the door, he turned and looked back, and I saw the panic in his eyes.

			All those buffalo are up in the spirit world now, Mom said, with a glance at me to make sure I was listening.

			Three border guards approached the bus. I suddenly imagined myself surrounded by guards with their guns drawn and pointed at me.

			I said, Don’t tell them we’re Métis, okay, Mom? Can you do that?

			Mom only sniffed and looked out the window.

			The guards boarded the bus.

			Earphones off. Phones down. Be ready to answer questions and then you’ll be on your way again quickly.

			Mom leaned back in her seat and closed her eyes. She said, Our ancestors used to travel down this way to hunt bison.

			A few rows ahead, an agent was asking a woman her reasons for entering the United States. We’re visiting family, she said. The agent asked for details: names, address, and contact info for family they were visiting and how they were related. I didn’t know you’d want to know all that, the woman said, Can you give me a minute? The agent said he’d wait.

			There’s zero chance that some random agent is going to know anything about Métis, I whispered, Our passports say Canadian and that’s enough. You still have your passport with you, right?

			The third of the guards moved ahead of the other two and stopped by Mom and I, asked to see our passports. I passed mine over. The agent looked from my face to the passport a couple of times. His eyes narrowed. Are those your real eyes then? he asked.

			Yeah, I said.

			One green and one blue, he observed. He looked at my passport again, probably reading the eye colour entry, and then he shrugged. Where you travelling to? he asked.

			West Glacier.

			How long?

			A week.

			You two together?

			Yes.

			He looked at my mom then. Passport?

			Mom opened her bag and started rifling around.

			You Mexican? the agent asked Mom.

			No, Mom said, and she didn’t offer any extra info, a small act of fucking mercy on her part because I thought how they’d pull me out of the bus alongside her and probably instead of her, since she looked the way she did, so old and fragile and with that cast that was Ray’s present to her. But then again, I never knew what she was going to do. She was still ‘looking’ for her passport, but she might pull out her Métis citizenship card instead.

			The other agent had collected the phone numbers and addresses of the woman’s family, and he stopped by the agent with us. They conferred quietly. I couldn’t hear what they said. The other agent looked at me hard and said, I’ve never seen eyes like that.

			I kept my mouth shut.

			Are those contact lenses? the agent asked.

			No, I said.

			Mom stopped, looked up from her purse, and said, His dad has those same eyes.

			I winced at the mention of my dad. If they started asking about him, we’d be pulled into the building. The truth was unbelievable and though Mom could make up lies quicker than a snake strikes, I wasn’t going to be able to keep up with her.

			The agent started to ask another question: Are you—

			Mom pulled a document from her bag and held it out to the agent. I hoped to God it wasn’t her Métis card. She’d only been searching her purse for her passport for a few seconds, but it was an excruciatingly long time to have Border Patrol looking at you. I moved forward a bit to get a look and saw that familiar black cover of a passport move from Mom’s hand to the agent’s. The two guards looked at Mom’s picture and then back at Mom’s face. The second agent lost interest and moved further back to ask for someone else’s passport.

			Then came the routine questions for Mom.

			Where to?

			West Glacier.

			How long?

			A week.

			You two together?

			Yes.

			You’re related to him?

			I’m his mother.

			Your reasons for going?

			Mom looked over at me.

			I didn’t want to have to share Brent’s contact details and I didn’t want Mom to get into the story about Dad, which she might do if the agent starting asking extra questions. I didn’t want to tell the truth.

			Pleasure, I answered before Mom could. Then I added, We’re going to the national park.

			He looked at Mom and raised an eyebrow.

			She’ll shop, I said.

			The agent looked over at me and then dropped his eyes to the fiddle case propped between my knees. Behind me, I could hear the agent asking another person, What’s the purpose of your visit? A young male voice answered, To study the glacier. Which one? the agent asked. Omega, the young man said, The one that doubled in size. All of us here are glacier scientists. We’re part of a Canadian student research team and—

			The guard beside me pointed at the case I’d propped against my knees, What’s that?

			Mom looked out the window and I wondered if she was seeing the buildings and roads or a long caravan of Red River carts on their way through Montana.

			A fiddle, I said.

			Can you open the case for me, please?

			I did. He looked at it. Can you play it for me?

			Play it?

			Yes.

			Yes?

			Play it.

			The fiddle I had with me was that first one I’d ever played. I was about five, I guess, when Mom’s younger sister brought it over. It was nearly a hundred years old and built for a full-grown man. When my auntie passed the fiddle into my hands, I could barely fit the body beneath my chin. It belonged to your great-uncle, she’d said. I’d been terrified that I’d drop the instrument, that I’d break what was already a religion to me. We’d been in the little living room to the left of the front door. The television was on like always, and some show was blaring, maybe a game show. I lowered the bow to the string that first time. The godless screech I made that day. I mean, for a kid who at the time didn’t speak, it was mind-blowing to make a noise like that. Mom and Auntie Gail only laughed their asses off. I liked the sound of that too, so I kept on going. Only reason she’d brought the fiddle that weekend was because Stepdad was away on a work trip. That was Friday. By Sunday, Auntie Gail said the fiddle had chosen me, that the fiddle was mine. Only Mom told her we couldn’t keep the fiddle at our house and that Auntie Gail had to take it away with her when she left. He’ll tell him only fairies play the violin, Mom said. There was a list of things that’d bring that word out of Stepdad’s mouth. Fairy. It was a word with a lot of power. I gave the violin back to Auntie Gail. After that, I went to her house to hear new songs and try them out. She had a key to her house made for me. When she and her family were away and the house was empty, I’d let myself in. Kick my shoes off and go right to the cabinet where she kept all her family’s fiddles—and there was mine.

			Fucking joke’s on him in the end, though, because how many girls waited for me to put my fiddle down at the end of the night, eager to go back to my place after the set was over?

			

			—

			What song do you want to hear? I asked.

			The agent shrugged, Just play.

			I opened the case and pulled the fiddle out. I could almost hear my great-uncle’s songs rising from it.

			The agent waited.

			My hands moved without thought and I began plucking the strings to tune the instrument by ear, but the agent’s stare reminded me where I was and so I tucked the fiddle between my chin and collar bone. I reached for my bow and the first few notes of a reel sparked to life and I was lifted out of that bus and into a dance hall. Mom smiled and patted my knee. I didn’t know when I was supposed to stop playing, so I went on, filling the bus with that old, old, song.

			After about ten seconds, the agent held up his hand. Okay. That’s enough.

			I returned the fiddle to the case.

			He looked at my mom. You play fiddle? he asked.

			I jig, she said.

			What does that mean?

			I didn’t want the agent to get her talking, so I answered for her, saying, She dances.

			He didn’t look at me. He concentrated on Mom, saying, Is that true?

			It’s true, my mom said.

			The agent paused and then he asked again: What’s your purpose in entering the United States?

			He’d already asked me that question. Had he forgotten? Sweat dripped down my back. I started to reach for Mom’s hand so that with a squeeze I could remind her to shut up, but the agent was watching so closely I dropped my hand back onto my fiddle. The damp from my palm mixed with all the sweat from my great-uncle and his brothers and everyone else who’d ever played the instrument.

			Mom looked at me quick and then turned back to the agent and she raised her chin so high you could see her whole neck.

			Just a little vacation, Mom said.

			Mom lied and we were allowed to cross the border.

		

	
		
			Seven

			Mom used to say buffalo were a lot like Jesus.

			There was this one story she used to tell on nights I couldn’t sleep, when I’d creep out of bed and stand in the shadows at the end of the hall, looking hopefully into the living room and kitchen.

			Sometimes Mom’d be cleaning up or cooking a huge pot of stew to freeze, or she’d be ironing her clothes for work the next day at the inn. If she was doing those things, I’d go back to bed because I knew she’d only give me some work to do.

			And if Stepdad was there, forget it.

			But if she was on the couch with a beer in hand, I’d drag my feet a little so she could hear me, so she’d turn and look at me.

			Can’t sleep? she would say.

			I’d shake my head.

			Then she’d say, Sit down with me.

			The television would flick off, and she’d invite me up onto the couch beside her.

			One way she’d get started was with a question.

			You know the Jesus they talk about in church?

			I nodded.

			The story they tell in your Sunday school says Jesus died for your sins, Mom said. Well, buffalo are a lot like Jesus, okay?

			I thought about the cross and the nails through Jesus’s palms.

			Jesus was born to save people—that’s what Christmas is about, right?

			I nodded.

			So, buffalo did that for our People. But it wasn’t about sin; it was about hunger and sharing whatever you have in the dark times. Think about it. Winters were hard back then. Sometimes food would run out before the snow melted, so lots of times the people went hungry. You don’t know what it’s like to be hungry, but it’s hard. There was one winter that was longer and harder than all the winters before, and people were starving. Their old people were dying. The babies were skinny. The men went out to hunt and came back with nothing. That winter they couldn’t even get any birds or any rabbits or the small game that fills a pot for a couple of nights. And people ran out of hope. You can’t eat hope, but sometimes it’s as important as food, as long as it’s the right kind of hope. One buffalo decided that our People needed this kind of hope, that hope that comes with full bellies and buffalo fat. The buffalo talked among themselves about the long winter and the shortage of food, and I don’t know how the conversation went, but at the end of it they had decided that one of them should give themselves up in the hunt, give their life for the People. If one of them did this, the People would survive. That first one, he must have been scared, don’t you think? The first bison to be killed to eat? Maybe not, though. Maybe he was happy going to the spirit world to join his kin. Maybe he thought about the endless prairie in the spirit world. Maybe he was happy to give so much and maybe there was too much compassion for fear. After the first buffalo gave his life for the People, others followed, so many others that the People lived through all the winters after with full bellies. So buffalo saved our People. I mean they didn’t get on the cross, but they let us take them in a hunt, offered to die for us. Now, I heard it told another way, too. I heard it told as a love story, that a buffalo fell in love with a woman. She must have been a beautiful woman, don’t you think? But think about what a buffalo would find beautiful: a strong smell, long, thick, dark hair, strong shoulders and legs that can walk through a snowstorm. That kind of beautiful. So the buffalo and the woman married and joined the humans. Maybe he took on a human form for a while. I think he did. He was happy with his wife, but there were hard winters and he had to watch his own people, the buffalo, looking for grass in the spring, their hips and ribs sharp against their fur, their bellies dipping inward. He saw how far they had to walk to find that juicy spring grass, the kind that made their new calves grow and kept the elders from leaving this world after surviving snowstorms and cold. He saw how hard it was for his wife’s People to follow the bison. So he taught the People about fire and it was the buffalo husband who set the first fire in the grass. A controlled fire because he knew how to use fire as a tool. So the land was scorched and the next season the grass grew up thick and green and his People came to feast. And his wife’s People didn’t have to travel as far to follow the buffalo, and so then he taught them how to live with the buffalo. Maybe that’s how it began. And then he didn’t know which to be, human or buffalo, so the long hungry winter came, and the only way to survive was to leave his wife’s People and to live with his buffalo kin. But he couldn’t forget his wife and her People, and when he saw them starving he knew what he had to do. He had to teach his People how to be taken in a hunt, and so he let himself be the first to be killed, like Jesus. Only he didn’t come back to life like Jesus did. Not after three days; no, he gave that life to the People and—well, look at you—you’re nearly asleep, aren’t you?

			Then she’d pick me up in her arms, off the couch, down the hallway and back to my to bed. It’s the sway I remember most clearly, how safe I felt rocking back and forth as she stepped from one foot to the other. The images of fire filled my head and kept me from falling asleep so she rocked me for a long, long time.

			

			—

			The bus changed gears as we headed through Sweetgrass, Montana.

			The prairie out the window looked tired in its early-spring shades of beige and brown. As the road turned west, we witnessed the sharp rise of snow-capped peaks reaching into a blue horizon that made us believe we were leaving the fires behind us. We relaxed a little then, but it was like a jolt went though me when I saw a pair of giants standing in the distance. I’d only ever seen one before, and I couldn’t help the dread that formed in the pit of my stomach. I thought how all the stress was making my delusions worse, that they were getting out of control. The giants stood almost as tall as the mountains. One was fat and one was thin. One raised his arms and the other turned to look, it seemed, right at us. I rubbed my eyes with my the heel of my hands, and when I looked again, the giants were gone. I told myself I hadn’t seen anything at all. It was just a trick of the light; I was just exhausted, wired, imagining things.

			I gotta piss, I said to Mom, and she stood up to let me into the aisle. Not a drop in me but I needed the narrow door and the fucking flimsy lock between me and the world out there. Told myself to get a grip and made myself take a couple of deep breaths, but I didn’t take too long because I knew Mom’d ask a lot of annoying questions: Was I feeling okay, was my stomach upset, did I need something for nausea or a headache? Back in my seat, a quick look out the window showed that the giants were still MIA, thank God.

			We’re getting close to West Glacier now, she said.

			Sure, I said, but I didn’t feel ready to get off that bus yet. Everything had happened so quick and without any real plan that I was still expecting to get back into my truck and drive up north, start the first of twenty back-to-back twelve-hour shifts.

			You should break up with your girlfriend, she said.

			Mom was talking about my on-and-off girlfriend of nearly two years, Mel. Mom had met her maybe twice in passing.

			What the hell, Mom?

			Send her a text now. Do it before we get off the bus, Mom said.

			You don’t break up with someone by text, Mom. I haven’t even told her I’ve left the country.

			That’s the thing—you haven’t thought of her. And you hooked up with some random woman too, didn’t you? Does Mel know about that?

			I took out my phone and texted the group chat, who the hell told mom about the woman I hooked up with??????

			Mom went on: You’re not the kind of man who’d string along a good woman.

			Alicia texted: hahahahaha

			Rose texted: not me.

			One night a while back I’d met this woman I couldn’t forget.

			It was over a year ago now. I was playing traditional music with this band I played with sometimes, fiddling quick and light on a makeshift stage in the local community centre. She wasn’t dancing but stood on the edge with an old woman who I assumed was her grandma because they were so much alike. Mom was right; I wasn’t someone who normally cheated, but there was something about her: the way her eyes laughed at everything around her; the way she stuck close to her grandma and took care of her; the way her shirt had clung to her tits. All of it together took hold of me, and I’d got her number and texted her, and she’d come back to my near-empty apartment and filled it up with her body and her life and then left. Stupid thing is I had her phone number, but not her name—it was just supposed to be a hook-up, right? It’d taken me a week to convince myself to text her again, to tell myself I was going to ditch Mel and ask this woman out, but the texts weren’t delivered, the number didn’t work anymore for a while, and then it was someone else’s number, and that was that. Only about a month ago I’d made the mistake of calling Alicia when I’d been up late drinking on my own and I started blabbing about that woman. Alicia asked enough questions that I sobered up and shut my mouth pretty quickly, but I’d already said too much. Even as I made her promise not to tell anyone else, I knew everyone would hear the story within five minutes of ending the call.

			A couple of times since hooking up I’d picked up my fiddle and played one of the reels that’d been on the go the night I noticed her and remembered the softness of her skin and how her tits had bounced when she was on top of me in the bedroom of my shithole apartment. Good as it was, the fucking wasn’t what I thought of most, though. No, it was the next morning when she was about to leave, when those messages from her family got to her, from an old woman struggling with a lot of darkness asking for help and she didn’t think she could give it—the way she swayed against me, leaning on me like I was her tree, nobody ever did that before.

			I told Mom that Mel and I were doing fine now.

			I texted, knew it was you rose now she’s on my case to break up

			Rose texted, sorry robbie i was worried about u that’s all. Alicia texted, but for sure you should break up its toxic you’re still together after what you did. I texted see what happens when i open my mouth to you all? ill remember this.

			Mom said, I didn’t raise you to be a cheater. Doesn’t matter how long ago this was because betrayal is betrayal. She’s a nice enough girl and she doesn’t deserve this.

			Rose texted, are u over the border yet

			I texted, I’m getting relationship advice from mom right now

			Alicia wrote, you deserve to have mom on your case.

			We were turning into the parking lot that served at the bus station in West Glacier.

			This is a good time to make a clean break of it, Mom said.

			The bus had stopped by then and all the passengers were grabbing their bags or stretching their legs. Mom did not get up from the seat beside me. She said, We’re not getting off this bus until you break up with her.

			Mom, I said.

			Leaving it hanging hurts you as much as Mel, she said.

			The driver pulled a lever and the doors swung open and people were leaving the bus. It’s none of your business, I said.

			I could see the people outside getting hugs or walking up to the canteen at the bus station.

			The bus driver called out to us, said everybody had to get off, even if they were going to get back on and continue to the next town.

			Hang on, I said, she’s not feeling well. The driver nodded, but kept watching us in the mirror. Mom was saying, If she was the right one, you wouldn’t be—what do you call it, hooking up?—you wouldn’t be hooking up with anybody.

			Through the window I saw a man who was tall and slim like my father and his face was so much like my dad’s face that it had to be my uncle. The slope of his forehead, the high cheekbones, the bushy eyebrows, the shape of his chin made you think he was kind, or that he was something close to it. Suddenly I didn’t give a shit about what Mom said about Mel and me. All I wanted was to get out and look my dad’s brother in the eyes.

			Fine, I said, You can decide who I date and who I don’t. I texted Mel right there. look Mel i love u but its not working is it? i think we should break up ima bitch doing this by text i know but im in montana and cant meet up with you.

			There, I showed the text to Mom, done.

			Mel texted right back and used a few expletives, but basically said she’d seen this coming and I could fuck off for all she cared. Mom read that and her eyebrows went up, but she nodded. Okay, she said.

		

	
		
			Eight

			This one morning when I was a kid, a smell woke me from my sleep hours before I was supposed to be up and getting ready for school. Nobody else was awake. This was the fall after the tornado, after Dad had come to warn us all about computers and wires. There were no leaves left on the branches of any of the trees in our yard. The smell was so sharp—that tangy taste of snow—it was like I could sense my dad right there in my room beside me and I was so excited my stomach lurched. I knew it had to be Dad because the smell was like the day we’d spent together, the day that had never happened, the smell that clung to him like cigarette smoke to the clothes of all the other grown-ups I knew.

			I sat up and swung my legs off the bed. The jolt when my feet slid onto a layer of snow. The cold was shocking. I lifted my feet out of it. Where was my dad?

			Still half asleep, I groped in the muted grey of the morning. I expected my hands to touch his stomach, to find the strange, straight trunk of his body.

			I reached and I reached, but my hands touched nothing.

			I let my feet drop onto the snow again. I opened my eyes and in the faint light I could see my feet were pink with the cold.

			Where was my dad?

			A gust of wind moved the curtains in the window beside my bed, sucking out the layer of warm air hugging my body. I stood. I stepped closer to the window. I pushed the curtains aside and reached over snow and ice to touch the frame.

			I’d left the window open and it had snowed overnight. The snowdrift in my room was real. Winter had arrived, but my father had not.

			

			—

			After that, the arrival of the first storm of winter, those hours when the steely tang of it hung in the air and the sky was grey and you expected the snow to come any moment, well, it all took me back to the boy I was then, the kid waiting for him to come back. So, when I got out of my seat and stood behind Mom, ready to follow her off the bus, when a thread of the breeze from off the glacier nearby slipped in the open front door and made its way to the back where I was and I breathed it in and it was sharp and fresh, smelling like that morning when I was a kid, smelling like my dad, I stumbled. I had to grab onto the back of the seat and turn my face away so that I could walk off the bus and meet Doug for the first time.

			It had taken me a long time to stop seeing Dad everywhere I went. After those phone calls with Doug, I kept seeing my dad in the groups of men I walked past, the ones sleeping on sidewalks and the ones waiting in line for what was likely their only meal of the day at the local homeless shelter, the ones with burning eyes. I saw my dad in the man freezing his ass off asking for money as I drove past in Calgary in the dead of winter. And in my imagination, too. In my head, my father was always walking all night in the middle of a freezing city night or he was trying to sleep on a bench without boots as a prairie blizzard raged around him, an inch of snow on his body, covering the soundness of his mind. He was on the banks of the Elbow and Sturgeon Rivers at the same time and he was getting colder with each minute, his thin jacket and sleeping bag not enough to keep frostbite away. The morgue I carried around in my head was more than I could stand—the John Does with tags on their toes, each one nameless and waiting to be claimed, and each one my father.

			The bus released me to the pavement and there it was again, the icy thrill in the wind blowing off the mountains and glaciers. Is this what a glacier can do, I was thinking, and then Doug was in front of me. It was uncanny—almost like my dad had been waiting there for me all this time. I didn’t know what to do. Doug was offering me his hand to shake, and sure, fine, I can do this stupid little ritual and I crushed his hand in mine and he winced, but he pulled me in to pat me on the back anyway. We were the same height and I saw Doug was wearing a hearing aid and I could smell his aftershave. He smelled like a bank account.

			I should have liked Doug. There I was, face to face with what my dad could have been without the schizophrenia, and I should have felt something different than that mix of anger and numbness. His eyes were different: both Doug’s eyes were grey. My dad, when he looked at you with his one green eye and his one blue eye, it was like looking across a thousand ages and you got shivers, and you knew he knew things, you know? With Doug, you could see that both of his grey eyes counted everything and added everything up, from the way you stood to the clothes you wore to how you set your shoulders, everything. It was like he was always judging, noticing all the little ways you didn’t add value to his bottom line. Then Mom stepped up beside me, and first thing Doug did was look her up and down and say, Now I know why my brother stayed in Canada all those years.

			Mom’s face got that stony, patient look she’d get when we were kids and she had to step into one of our arguments and smooth things out. I started a list in my head then, of the reasons Mom wasn’t going to like him. That comment was number one.

			Doug said it was incredible that we were finally meeting and that we hadn’t managed to do this before. It was just coincidence he was in Montana then at all. He was supposed to be in Canada, in British Columbia, on a backpacking trip with a friend.

			You been? Doug asked.

			Mom and I both said no.

			We had to cancel last minute after my hiking buddy caught a cold that turned into pneumonia. Otherwise, your call would’ve gone straight to voicemail, to be answered after my trip, Doug said.

			Bad luck for you, good luck for us, Mom said.

			Doug shrugged. As it turns out, the ice melted off the crags in the mountains early this year so it wouldn’t have been possible to do the ice climb we’d planned.

			Mom raised her eyebrows. Ice climb, she repeated.

			Doug laughed, Not in bad shape for a guy who’s nearly seventy, am I? Anyway, we’d hired a couple of guides to take us up, do the heavy lifting really. They said a lot of trips are being cancelled this spring because of the early wildfire activity. The smoke, you know. He shrugged and added, Next year.

			The second reason on my list happened as Doug drove us in his black SUV to our hotel. There were more homeless camps along the roads than we knew how to take in, one after another. So many tents and make-shift shelters, the men, women, and children standing around fires or talking and sharing food or holding signs asking for help or for work.

			Mom shook her head and asked Doug about it.

			I texted Rose and Alicia: mom just asked Doug about the homeless camps and its not going down well

			omg

			what’d he say????!!!

			It’s because of the fires from last year, Doug said. A lot of people didn’t plan ahead and when their homes burned down they didn’t have proper insurance and now they don’t even have the funds to leave for the city where they could get jobs. We’re working on it though. Members of our business association wanted to get a fund together to buy them bus tickets anywhere they want. There weren’t enough votes to make it happen then, but we’re going to try again.

			you know that sound mom makes when she sucks her cheeks between her teeth?

			noooooooo

			i can hear it little brother

			holy shit did she let him have it right there

			our uncle is too fast for mom

			whatdoyoumean????

			Third thing on my list was the way he talked about how all that homelessness was bad for tourism, that so much of the land around here being state parks and all the businesses that relied on visitors, and the homelessness really hurt the local economy.

			he said who’d come visit the area with all these homeless camps everywhere

			hahahahahahahahah

			tell me what mom said

			she said didn’t all this land belong to the Blackfoot

			oh noooooooo

			you go mom

			Doug said something vague about a reservation a little to the west.

			and then he started in about the controlled burns on the reservations

			spill the tea little brother spill the TEA

			Doug wasn’t a fan of controlled burns. Forest fire season started early, he said.

			Second year in a row that’s happened, he said.

			He said, Last year so much was burning that some mornings we woke to ash on our front steps. You could make prints in it, like it was new snow. And people aren’t happy that up on the reservation, they want to do a controlled burn around their land.

			Mom said, Land that’s already burned won’t burn again. It’s a protective barrier.

			But in this weather it’d be better if there was no fire at all.

			and you know mom’s not having any of that

			what’d she say

			mom just said it sounds beautiful to me

			that’s it????

			you know how mom gets

			yeah sometimes she’s on fire and sometimes she’s

			submissive

			a carpet

			a floor

			well we just met him right?

			yeah i get it

			

			—

			Fourth on my list of things Mom hated about Doug was all his talk about money, insurance, investments, all of it. Every conversation eventually led back to his financial advice.

			Doug had said we must be hungry, that he’d wait for us to drop our bags off and freshen up and then he’d take us out; he knew a restaurant we’d like. No, he said to my mom’s inquiry, he didn’t live far off, about an hour’s drive out of town and his wife was away visiting their grandchildren out of state, so she wouldn’t be able to join us.

			Over dinner Doug said, Good insurance is the best way to manage fire risk. And the best insurance companies are sound investors. I can help you two with your investment portfolios if you like. You’re family, Robbie, and your mom’s pretty, so no charge.

			I had to excuse myself to text Alicia and Rose.

			he said that?

			he’s a man of profit and loss he just said that too

			omfg

			now he’s giving us actual investing advice

			you???? does he know your broke?

			fuck off you two

			well what’d mom say?

			THE TEA

			she’s asking questions i think she was enjoying herself by that point

			you know nice dinner and nice wine and he’s paying

			u drank wine???? since when were u an expensive date

			he ordered the best wine in the house didn’t ask me or mom i would have preferred a beer

			Back at the table and fifth on my list of what Mom would hate about Doug was when he tried to offer me a job as an accountant-in-training at his firm—until he remembered I’d be a foreign worker in the United States. That time I said I had an important call to make in the foyer so I could text my sisters. That impressed Doug.

			Update on the accountant job possibility front guys mom just told him that we’re métis

			yessssssssssssss go mom

			well we are

			he’s confused he said aren’t we canadian and i’m not helping him out

			did mom tell him we came before canada

			seems like dad never mentioned we were métis i guess by the time he and mom got together the only thing he talked about with doug was glaciers, voices, and computers

			that is sad somehow

			mental illness does some crazy shit to a body hey?

			uncle is so confused guys but mom gave him that look so he’s just called for the cheque

			smart man maybe i like him after all

			shows he’s teachable

			

			—

			If there was only one thing on my list of what Mom hated about Doug it’d be the way he kept saying Dad was dead.

			He took us back to our hotel and Mom invited him into my room because it had a cozy sofa and armchair arrangement and a mini-bar. I made a face at her and she told me to shut up with her eyes. So me and him got to drinking beers and Mom had a tea, said she couldn’t sleep anymore if she drank right before bed, and Doug got started on our plans for the next day, saying how after I’d called from the roadside he’d been able to take a few days off work and we could start by going around to the hospitals and asking about the unidentified men that’d come in over the last year, any of the John Does or the stiffs that fit Dad’s description. Doug didn’t have much faith in the idea that Dad could have come into the hospital alive.

			Mom banged her tea cup down on the little desk in the room, then reached for her bag, all the while talking, saying she’d know if Mike was dead, said he had the strongest constitution of anybody she ever met, said it was inviting bad spirits to assume he’s dead and she wasn’t going to go along with this plan and she wasn’t coming along if that was how we were going to spend our time. Doug tried to interrupt her at least half a dozen times, but Mom shut him up, said she was tired and was going to her room to get some sleep.

			I didn’t text this part of the evening to my sisters.

			Mom’s face was so pale, so tired. She left my room. I should have gone after her. We should have talked things out and called Alicia and Rose and Brent together, and figured out what to do next, but I stayed there in my seat. I chose Doug and maybe, by staying where I was, I chose my dad, too.

			Doug and me didn’t have anything to say to each other then so I got up to look out the window. I heard Doug drain his beer, down the last gulp. I pulled the curtains back and way out there I wondered if I was going to see those giants I’d imagined on the bus. I thought maybe I could see the outline of a large, shaggy head and a set of broad shoulders in the distance, but it was hard to say for sure what I saw because of the way the shadows fell around the glare of the town’s light, because the smoke and clouds blocked the sky.

			I was still looking out the window when I asked, Did Dad ever talk about seeing things?

			Like what? Doug asked.

			I don’t know. Giants or monsters or anything like that.

			I don’t know, Doug said, If he did, I never heard about it.

			I tried to open the window, but it wouldn’t move. I wondered if I was going to get a chance to ask my dad about the giants. I wanted to know if I should let myself see the giants, to act as if those mountainous shoulders were real, or if I should ignore them and only let myself see what other people saw. And then when I started to hear voices—or if—I wanted to ask if it was better to ignore them or should I be open to a conversation, see if there was anything worth hearing? If I had to live with the voices that he lived with, I wanted to do it all like he had done and yet I knew I couldn’t fucking bear it if my life turned out to be like his.

			I could hear Doug rifling through the mini fridge looking for another beer and then I slipped back into memory. There I was, nearly two decades ago, a kid coming home from my aunt’s, kicking off my snowy boots and leaving my coat and hat on, forcing myself to go to the living room where my stepdad was yelling, because it’d only get worse if I ran upstairs the way I wanted, if I crawled under my bed or hid in one of my sister’s rooms.

			I was still full of the tunes I’d just learned at my aunt’s house, and this old reel that my auntie had played for me, a digital recording of my great-grandfather playing with one of the Métis greats from back in the 1930s, this old-time Goulet guy, and for an hour I’d been playing with my great-grandfather and this fiddler who I could barely keep up with, all that energy and skill from way back in time. I tried to push the music back inside me, to look like I’d just come from a buddy’s house and we’d been playing video games, the cover story Mom and I had come up with. But Stepdad knew. His voice rushed at me like a truck does when you’re walking along the highway and there’s no sidewalk and a semi shudders alongside and for a few seconds there’s nothing but you and the big wheels trying to pull you under.

			Mom was crying.

			I hated to see her cry and I hated myself for being such a useless idiot and fuck, I was just a kid, so what I did was hate her even more than I hated Stepdad. He was ranting and at first I couldn’t understand any of it, but I was shaking and scared like a big baby.

			Stepdad knew about the music lessons and no boy in his house was going to be a fairy and that was going to end and that was bad enough, but there was something else, some other thing had happened, a phone call?

			I looked down at the carpet and my sock feet, listening hard. Stepdad was talking about a call from the mom of a boy who’d been at the same camp as me the summer before, Trevor.

			I remembered him.

			Stepdad said Trevor’s mom had called about one of the camp counsellors. Shawn.

			I risked a quick glance at Mom.

			She looked so awful that I made myself answer Stepdad, when he asked, Did I know?

			Know? I said.

			Stepdad’s voice was like thunder now. Did I know Shawn fiddled with boys?

			What? No, I said.

			Stepdad took off his belt. Something he’d never done before.

			Don’t, Mom said so quiet we could barely hear her. No surprise that Stepdad ignored her.

			Smack—what’d I know about Shawn?

			I couldn’t see Stepdad or Mom anymore, only bursts of light like the birth and death of stars.

			He led bible study every day.

			Smack—did he touch you?

			No, gross, no, he never touched me.

			Smack, crack. Are you a fairy? How much time you spend with those two?

			No, no, I wasn’t a fairy and no, I didn’t spent any time with either of them, no, no, no. Crack.

			Mom said, Stop it now, he’s bleeding.

			Stepdad got real quiet for a moment then took a quick breath. Did I like girls?

			The question surprised me. I thought of Lisa at school and her black hair and laughing brown eyes, the blue skirt she’d worn the day before and the confusion of her bare legs, and my cheeks went hot.

			Smack. Did I like girls?

			I didn’t want to share Lisa with my stepdad.

			Crack. Did I like girls?

			Stop it, Mom said. Stepdad took a step toward Mom. That’s all he had to do and she flinched and retreated into herself.

			Yes, I said, letting my words jump between them. Yes, I like girls. I like a girl in my class, I like Lisa.

			I hated myself for exposing so much of myself to him.

			Stepdad laughed. He snatched up her name, turned it into a taunt, Lisa, Lisa, Lisa.

			The sound of her name on his lips burned.

			Is she your girlfriend?

			No. Yes. No.

			Stepdad rubbed his chin and giggled. Does she take off her little panties for you? So you can take a peek?

			Heat flooded my face and whatever Stepdad saw satisfied him. He looked over at Mom and winked. He pushed the end of the belt through his pant loop and we both heard ugly noises of relief come from Mom’s mouth and I was pissed with her about it. I mean, I was the one getting hit, wasn’t I?

			Stepdad nodded at me. He said, You can go.

			The next thing I knew I was tearing out the front door in my wool socks.

			I ran. Into the woods. I ran and I ran and I ran.

			

			—

			That little boy ran until he couldn’t run anymore and then came to a stop by a thick trunk. The little boy leaned against it, looking around wild-eyed, not sure what he was doing there or why. He had no plan. Of course I didn’t. I was just an idiot kid. So what happened next had nothing to do with me.

			My feet were blocks of ice. I wiped gobs of snot on my coat sleeve, pretending to myself that I hadn’t been crying.

			A tremor ran through the tree trunk and then it shuffled over a little bit.

			I stepped away from the tree.

			The only explanation I could think of was an earthquake.

			I wiped my snotty nose again and cleared the nostrils some so I noticed that smell, something close to cattle dung, but real earthy.

			The trunk moved again. I leaned way back and cranked my neck, looked up, up, up.

			I saw a huge grizzled chin and two great big lips.

			I saw a hand bigger than me, bigger than five of me, ten of me, and it was reaching for me and then I was scooped up and I was on a palm so thick it was like the entire earth and I was face to face with five fat fingers and one huge thumb and I knew I’d found one of my mother’s giants, or that he had found me.

			Up and up I went and the world spread out into a horizon that’d been hidden from me before, down there in the thick of the woods. Up to the giant’s face, close enough that he could study me with furrowed brows, and I could study him with my mouth hanging open, at least until Mom’s voice came to me telling me the way she always did that a fly’d get in, and I remembered to close it.

			The giant’s head tilted this way and that way and I stared up his nose, where the hair was thick as saplings. I didn’t know what to do so I lifted a hand and waved.

			Who are you, he asked.

			His voice almost blew me off the safety of his palm and his breath had this strong smell, like during the early part of spring melt.

			Robbie, I said.

			He asked me if I was one of the little people. I remember I liked that because he didn’t ask me if I was a fairy.

			I shouted up at him, You’re a giant!

			When he laughed I had to sit down so I didn’t fall out of his hand with the wind of it.

			You’re not one of the little people, then?

			In Auntie Ellie’s stories, the little people were hunters that got you into trouble by making you forget what you were supposed to do. They looked like us, only smaller, no taller than an adult’s hand.

			I shook my head. I said, I’m a human?

			His laugh rolled over me again and he said, You don’t know?

			I didn’t want him to laugh at me like I was a little kid so I tried another answer, the one Mom gave me. I’m a descendant of the Genthon family, I said, I’m Métis.

			The giant nodded and it was like his whole head was going to roll off his shoulders.

			I guess you don’t smell like the little people, he said, sighing.

			Then we stood looking out over the whole world together. From his palm, the world went farther and wider than I’d known. I breathed the same air as the giant. I felt big. I raised my arms, playing the reigning monarch accepting the adulation of his people. Could I be a giant one day? Could I be taller and bigger than anything I’d ever seen in the world?

			The giant and me, we talked for a long time.

			Or: I pretended we talked, pretended that I never had to go home, that I could be like the boy in the story Mom told at bedtime, like Elzéar.

			We heard a woman calling my name, Robbie! The giant cocked his huge head to the right. I recognized my Auntie Ellie’s voice. Anybody else and I’d have said, Let’s get out of here! Instead I said, Wait for me here, I’ll come back to meet you later, I swear.

			He crouched and dropped his hand to the snow. I fell arse over tit out of his palm and then my aunt was in the clearing and I ran over to her and when I turned to point the giant out, he was already gone. She led me home to her house, checked me over, applied disinfectant and made a bed for me on her couch, but I hardly slept because the giant was too big in my head. I hardly noticed anything the whole day, hardly touched my aunt’s bannock, hardly spoke to my mom when she came to get me. Hardly heard her when she said, You can be a fairy if you want, Robbie, I don’t care. I don’t care at all, just don’t tell your stepdad, and better if you don’t tell anyone at all. I was allowed to stay in bed the entire day and read my comics, but I kept getting up every two minutes to look out my window and check if the giant was there.

			Mom sent Stepdad to my room before bed. He was sorry, he said, for hitting me. He brought a peace offering, he said, but I couldn’t tell Mom about it. He thought I might like to have those kinds of magazines men read. He handed over a bag and in it were a couple of magazines. The pages were a little tattered and slightly greasy, but he was right, I did like those magazines. I loved every bit of those girls who spread their legs and held up their boobs, and invited me into every single crevice of their bodies.

			Couldn’t get enough of them.

			Didn’t see a giant again for years.

		

	
		
			Nine

			You ever worry you’re going to become like your dad? Doug asked.

			I hadn’t been counting Doug’s drinks. After that fucking question, I knew he’d had one too many.

			I had to turn my back to him so I worked the window again, jigged it until it came open with a crack and a sigh. Holy shit, the scent of the glacier rushed in. I shivered. Just like that, the sharp smell of it lifted me up and set me down a few days in the future where I was walking with Doug over an ice field so big it filled the valley. Around us, the mountains taller than giants. I was uneasy and in that future I felt like my uncle and I were prey. The hair at the nape of my neck lifted up. Behind me from the little sofa in my hotel room, Doug was waiting for me to answer about my dad. Smoky air rushed into the room. My chest burned and the future vanished. I turned around.

			I’m only asking because of your eyes. It hit me hard when you got off the bus and I shook your hand and looked at you up close. It was like looking into my brother’s eyes. So, it’d be normal to think about it. Do you? Worry about schizophrenia?

			No.

			Because when I was a teenager I—

			No, never, I said.

			I hated Doug so much then. I thought about Alicia and the poems she’d have written if she’d been here, about the meeting between the brother and the son of a man who might be dead, but who was still shiny and alive in both our heads. All of them filled with metaphors that went over my head.

			Doug tipped his bottle way back and swallowed hard.

			Well, he said, Did your father ever tell you about the time he fell into a crevice in the glacier? He was definitely slurring now.

			Fucking hell, I thought, when would my dad, who I’d hardly seen my entire life, have had time to tell me a story like that?

			No, I said.

			Make me a coffee. Sit down and I’ll tell you. You’re gonna love this one.

			Doug was pretty drunk and I didn’t want him in my room all night, so I got up and made that fucking little machine squirt out two cups of coffee, but when I turned around, Doug was asleep, snoring and slumped over the arm of the couch. The lamp threw a soft light over his face. My mom always said she loved us most when we were sleeping. The room had gotten hazy with wildfire smoke, so I shut the window and then I almost walked away, but instead I slipped Doug’s shoes off his feet and lifted his legs onto the couch. I got the extra blanket from the closet and was reaching for a pillow to slip it under his head, but suddenly thought what the hell was I doing? I didn’t even like this man. I said fuck it to the pillow and left the blanket where it was.

			

			—

			Next morning, Doug took two painkillers for breakfast. Said we had to go for brunch before starting with the morgues; said the whole family was waiting to meet me. And Mom too, if she wanted to come along, which she didn’t, of course. Doug said not to mention what we were doing later or that we were looking for my dad.

			I haven’t told any of them about all this, he said. He cleared his throat and sniffed, then added, My mom’s too old and her health isn’t good. Your grandmother, right? I just thought of that.

			Mom’s mom and Ray’s mom both having passed, I’d never had a grandmother before. Shit, I felt like a stupid silent little kid all of a sudden.

			

			—

			There were so many relatives there.

			They filled up half the tables in the restaurant.

			They’d put up a string of blue balloons and a homemade sign that said, Welcome to the Family and Baby Boy!

			Hugs and handshakes.

			Doug did the rounds and bragged about us: Mom was pretty, I was polite, we were both Métis, the Indigenous kind from Canada, and we both seemed nice as any Canadian he ever met, but we were willing to listen to him tell stories until all hours of the night, so we couldn’t be sensible people, could we?

			More hugs. Everyone told me I had my father’s eyes. I heard the question they didn’t ask: Do you hear voices too?

			And why didn’t I bring my mom? they asked. They wanted to meet the woman who’d put up with Mike.

			Too tired to come, I said.

			So your mom’s Métis?

			Yes.

			You Métis?

			Yes.

			You don’t look it.

			Yeah, our whole family’s Métis.

			I heard something about Métis here in Montana. Are you the same as those ones?

			We’re related, I said.

			Is that Aboriginal?

			One of the older women’s voices rose above the buzz of talk and the clatter of forks and spoons and bowls. She said, You should’ve brought your sisters.

			I couldn’t stop a snort and then a big, stupid smile.

			These people wouldn’t know what to do with my sisters for five minutes. The thought of them there in that restaurant with all these white people, the side of our family who never bothered to reach out to us before, was the funniest thing I’d heard of in days.

			A man’s voice then, saying, Look at that, Mike made himself a Métis son. So typical of Mike.

			Fuck, I could hear Mom’s retort all the way from her hotel room, Mike didn’t make anybody Métis—I did that all by myself.

			I had hardly finished my toast and jam when Doug started our goodbyes. Robert here has a full day, he said. Doug was so good at the chitchat, almost as good as my little brother, that nobody noticed he never answered their questions about where we were going and what we were doing.

			

			—

			One of the giants was pretty active on our drive to a rural health centre that had, Doug said, a very small morgue. It was the skinny giant I saw. He sprinted and kicked up snow so that it cascaded behind him like an avalanche; and then, when he was out of breath, he stood with one hand shielding his eyes from the bright sun and surveyed the town of West Glacier and all the land around; then the giant slept, arranging his bones into a tumble of hills.

			You good? Doug asked.

			Yep, I said.

			You sure? he pressed.

			Yep, just fine.

			It’s just all this could bring up a lot for you, you know?

			If you say so, I said.

			There’s a lot of waiting that goes on in a morgue. A clerk at a desk took our names and the description of my dad and told us he’d get back to us, but it could take a while. I could get somebody to phone you? the clerk said, but Doug shook his head. We’ll wait, he said.

			Only thing Doug’d said to me since we walked in was, Show some respect and take that damn ball cap off. I ignored him. He kept glancing over at my hat as if he wanted to hold me down and pull it off. Silence like static in my head. I didn’t have any music for this fucking situation. Felt like I’d been waiting in that little office in the bowels of the health centre for most of my life.

			Doug rubbed his pants with the palms of his hands, up and down, up and down.

			Your dad ever tell you about the time he fell into a glacier? Doug asked.

			He obviously didn’t remember asking the night before.

			Doug opened his mouth and the story that fell out went like this:

			We used to go snowshoeing out on the glacier as a family, you know? When Mike and I were kids. This one time, Mike was supposed to let himself be attached to our mom with a bungee cord and carabiner clip. For safety. I was already attached to our dad, your grandfather.

			But your dad was thirteen and he thought he was too old for all that. Didn’t want to be treated like a little kid anymore, you know? Mom told him we’d all pack up, walk off the ice and go home if he didn’t do what she was asking. He got so mad he spat at her. I was young but I remember that. He let a glob of saliva fly and then he took off quick as anything on his snowshoes.

			Our dad yelled and started to run after him, but he was connected to me, and I was just a little kid, so Dad had to stop to unhook the carabiner. Meanwhile Mom had started after Mike. That’s when a crack rang out like a rifle, and then two more, one right after another. We all froze.

			Then silence. I remember that clear as anything.

			One moment there was Mike’s back as he loped away from us and the next he’d simply disappeared. I started screaming. Dad yelled at Mom not to go any closer.

			Even at my age, I knew he was afraid that she’d fall through, too. She stopped. She became still as the ice.

			Dad called her back, saying he’d go ahead to the opening of the ice. Come back, he said, come back. He said, Take Doug’s clip and I’ll go on.

			Mom said no, she was lighter. She’d go.

			She began to move again, slowly, slowly.

			She walked in a half-circle, taking a different path than Mike’s. She tested the ice thoroughly before every small step.

			It felt like she was walking toward that hole in the ice for days and days.

			Well, when she got to the lip of the hole, she called down.

			She sobbed in relief when he answered back. We all heard his voice. It was like he was far, far away.

			She sent her rope down. It was almost too much for all of us when it proved to be too short. She had to retrace her steps and then Mom was with me and Dad again, but only long enough to take the cord that had attached me to Dad’s side.

			We watched her creep back over the ice.

			That rope wasn’t long enough either. Mom called to Dad, told him Mike’d landed on an ice ridge below the surface. Told him to take me with him and get help.

			I don’t know how long it took us to get to a phone, but by the time help came, it was too dark to send in the rescue team.

			Mike was down there the whole night.

			Mom wouldn’t move an inch. Nobody could get her off. She stayed on that ice with him.

			God, I was jealous.

			It seemed like Mike was having a great adventure and I was missing out on it.

			When morning light came again, they got everything ready and then they were lifting Mike out of that giant ice cave.

			And that’s when he got hurt—as they were lifting him out.

			He loved to tell me about it after. He said he was looking up at the bit of sky that showed through the hole in the ice when a piece of ice fell and a sharp dagger broke off and pierced his eye. That’s where he got that scar. He had to wear an eye patch for weeks.

			I asked Mike about that night under the ice and you know what that kid said to his little brother?

			Said it was calm and peaceful.

			Said the world under the ice glittered.

			Said Mom told him story after story all night long. Said the glacier was singing to him. That’s the word he used: singing.

			Said it gave him superpowers. Said the cave shone like diamonds.

			Doug looked around the waiting area outside the morgue. A young couple walked down the hallway toward us, his arm around her shoulders, and they were whispering. Doug waited until they passed and said, You know I like to think of heaven like that—a shining, glittering cave.

			Doug said, I wish you could have known him like that, the way he was then.

			I started to speak, only my voice cracked. I told myself to shut the fuck up.

			Doug wasn’t like me; he didn’t know when to shut up, so he kept going, kept letting out what should stay in.

			I got scared when Mike first got sick, he said. I guess I thought mental illness was something you could catch. I regret that now.

			Doug lifted his free hand and rubbed his temple. A vein in his forehead throbbed.

			A guy in a suit finally came into the room, sat down across the desk from us. How long’s your John Doe been missing?

			Doug was vague. He said, About a year. Maybe more.

			The suit guy asked if we’d reported him missing?

			Doug launched into a convoluted explanation that basically meant no.

			Might be better for you to go through Missing Persons officially. They’d had a lot of John Does in recent years, more than usual, the suit said. The weirdest one was the John Doe who’d surfaced out of one of those glaciers that were dead now, up in Old Song National Park. Seems the guy’d died almost thirty years ago and it took a while to put the puzzle pieces together on that one. But they finally matched the John Doe with an old missing persons report.

			My uncle smiled and nodded a lot and said he would do that just as soon as we left, but he was pretty sure that Missing Persons would ask them to check at the local hospitals, health centres, and city morgues anyway. Over the next hour, they sent different people over to tell us that they were checking their records, but this kind of thing takes time and they’d call if they found anything and, yes, they had Doug’s number on file.

			Two hour drive to a little hospital in another town and Doug was all up in his feelings again. Saying he hadn’t reported Mike missing because he’d have had to admit to his whole family that he hadn’t heard from Mike at all. The family still thought it was just one of Mike’s longer absences, that he was travelling around up in Canada like he used to do, hitchhiking between Toronto and Vancouver.

			Another song started in my head, a classic metal tune I used to listen to as a teenager. The throbbing of the bass cut off Doug’s monologue and the shouting lyrics raged against the false promise of heaven and the betrayal of death.

			At the hospital, they told us we had to make an appointment and tried to send us away, but Doug was good at talking to official people and said it shouldn’t take long to check if they’d treated any John Doe who had matched my father’s description. He kept insisting, asking for what he wanted in different ways until another man in a suit popped out of a back office to say no case fit that description, thank you very much.

			

			—

			Back in the car, Doug asked if I was a skier.

			No.

			Yeah well, if you were staying longer, I’d take you out on the glaciers here and teach you how.

			Doug tapped the steering wheel with his thumb. Your dad? God, he spent his childhood on skis. He was a real adventurer. He was barely a teen when he got his first job leading ski tours. He’d take tourists up onto the glaciers for day trips. He didn’t do overnight tours. Said he couldn’t stand to be that close to people for more than a day and for sure not overnight. He was popular, though. Man, was he a storyteller. You should’ve heard him. I used to believe everything he said, every word that came out of his mouth.

			We stopped at a red light.

			But when he was having one of his spells it was like there were so many voices talking he had to get away from the noise. He believed it was computers and I used to wonder what your dad would have been afraid of before there were computers? Like, how would he have understood the voices he heard two hundred years ago? Maybe he’d have thought he was hearing God or angels?

			The light turned green.

			Maybe he’d have thought a spirit was talking to him, I said.

			And maybe he’d have thought they were devils and demons.

			I shook my head.

			Not demons, I said.

			Doug shrugged and flicked on the turning signal. We waited for the turning light.

			He said, When things got bad for him back then he’d go out for a ski on the ice and come back with his head sort of straight, you know? Even after that night in the ice crevice as a kid, he said the glacier’s song calmed the voices in his head.

			So he heard the glacier too, I said.

			Back then I thought it was just a metaphor. But after his diagnosis, I figured it was all down to mental illness. He told me he wanted to get to the source of the singing. He thought that if he did that, he could stop computers from taking over his brain and from taking over the world.

			Glaciers and computers, I muttered. It seemed like a weird combination, even for mental illness.

			Doug continued, Why he wanted to save the world, I don’t know, but he raved on and on about it. Why be a hero?

			Doug’s question surprised me and I repeated it: Why be a hero?

			Exactly, Doug said.

			Listening to him talk this way was like being a kid and sitting on the porch again, scanning the street for signs of my dad.

			Doug said, I thought Mike should face facts: glaciers are dying and the world is changing, nothing you can do. I mean it used to be I could take anyone for a drive on the Drinking-The-Rain Road and we’d be on the edge of a bunch of glaciers. Now we can hike out there for half a day at least and no ice—except for Omega this year. That glacier’s almost as big as it was fifty years ago and the foot of it is right there, by the road. Your dad would’ve loved to see it surge like this.

			Doug slowed and turned into the parking lot of the next health centre that had a morgue.

			You know why I went into accounting? I decided I’d be the opposite of my brother. That’s the kind of arrogant I was. Anyway, it’s a living. I don’t get out skiing much anymore, though.

			Doug found a parking spot and shut off the ignition. He looked over at me and said, Look, I got to tell you. I loved your father. I loved my brother. I can’t stand it that he’s gone. That I’ll never pick up my phone and hear his voice telling me where to come pick him up or warning me about the computers, or saying that he was figuring out this dance with the voices, that he was getting his life together.

			Sure, I said.

			Another health centre, only this time they thought maybe we should look at a couple of photos of this John Doe that’d come in over the past year, that there could be a match. Could we wait while they pulled together a file?

			The thing about Doug is he needs to talk when he’s in a room waiting for photos of what might be his dead brother. The thing about me is I needed the music blasting in my head to keep me steady, and sure enough that electric fiddle started up and soon after a bass guitar followed with a throbbing beat.

			Doug was going on about how Dad was like a second father to him, his big brother, six years older and all that. I nodded, said ‘uh huh’ a few times, but when my phone buzzed, I took it out of my pocket.

			A text from Brent. look i know what its like being messed up about ur dad and all that shit I only see mine when i go see mom im not writing that for pity just so u know ive been working on it with this counsellor so u can talk to me anytime okay?

			What the fuck was Brent on to write something like that?

			I texted my sisters, dont freak out you guys but im with doug waiting to see pics of a john doe

			Doug was still talking. Back then your dad Mike was like a god to me.

			Rose texted back right away what are u doing get out of there.

			Alicia texted, take pics of the pics for me? ill write something with it.

			Rose again, u sure you want to see that u can’t unsee it

			I texted back, might be dad might not we will see

			Alicia then, probably not dad why would he be there its so random

			Me, doug just said dad was like a god to him and now i think maybe this trip is all worth it

			Alicia wrote, i want to meet that man

			Me, do u think im like a god to brent?

			Rose texted, hahahahaha

			

			—

			Doug was saying, Our father had only just passed on and losing him hit your dad so hard that’s when he had his first psychotic episode. Mom tried to smooth things over and hide as much of it from me as she could. I didn’t know she’d had him hospitalized and I didn’t know he ran off to Canada so no one would put him in the hospital again, not against his will—he had the world to save, after all. I lost my big brother and my father in the same year and I could barely keep it together myself.

			Me again, doug can’t stop talking about dad like about how it was for him when dad first got sick am i an asshole for feeling grossed out by it

			Alicia, yes you are little brother, an asshole from the day you were born

			Me: anyway you should hear the stories doug tells about dad and glaciers did you know dad was fucking obsessed with them??????

			Doug took a sip of coffee from one of those flimsy paper cups they’d given us and rubbed the crease in his pant leg.

			I didn’t understand what was happening.

			Then this fucking essay from Brent came in: hey robbie just heard what your doing your a fucking hero man im texting mom letting her know what a badass you are thats got 2 b hard if u want me there i can help u ill say i’m your lawyer rite? get you access quicker and easier im taking a spring/summer on top of my work term just to get it all done faster and theres one little test tomorrow and an essay the day after but then i can come down just let me know i want to help

			Me, which of you told brent i was here? now who’s the asshole because he just texted me an essay thanks so much guys

			Doug picked up his coffee and paced, two steps across the room to the desk and then back to the door.

			God, your dad was so much fun, he said. Took me everywhere with him. Mike wasn’t embarrassed to have his kid brother tagging along. All my friends loved him. You know the merry-go-rounds they used to have at playgrounds? He’d spin us so fast. Every time some kid would fly off and limp home crying, lucky if he didn’t break an arm.

			I slurped a mouthful of lukewarm coffee. Anything to distract from the ugly fist of jealousy in my stomach. rose ur a snitch, I texted. im worried about u and so is brent, Rose wrote. I typed brent’s an entitled asshole, but I didn’t press send because I knew she’d give me hell for it.

			A man finally came into the office and this time I noticed the folder in his hands and not the suit he was wearing. He shut the door and sat at the desk across from us. He introduced himself as Blake. He put the folder on the desk. He looked at us.

			Neither Doug or I reached for it. This Blake guy opened the folder and pushed it across the desk.

			We looked at a picture of a red-headed man. He was dead, that was clear. Even the snarling music in my head couldn’t drown out the question I was asking myself: Was I hoping to see my father’s face or not?

			The skin was mottled and his face was swollen. His nose was crooked, as if he’d been in a fight, and his eyes were closed. Blake reached his hand across the table and picked up the corner of the photo. He tilted it toward us. Is this the man you’re looking for? Is this your father and your brother?

			My uncle slouched back in his chair, every muscle relaxing for a moment. No, he said.

			The man across the table looked to me for an answer.

			My lips made the shape of the word I wanted to say, but the screech of the electric fiddle in my head overwhelmed me and I couldn’t figure out what I wanted to say.

			The face in the photo shifted in front of me. At first, it was a face that was a little like my dad’s and then the features rearranged themselves into my stepdad’s likeness.

			Doug said, He looks a little like your dad, but the forehead is off, you see?

			I wanted to tell Doug to shut the fuck up. But thank God he had to talk so much because his stupid voice gave me time. I closed my eyes and shook my head so the music fell away.

			In the silence, I cleared my throat.

			It’s not him, I finally said.

			

			—

			In the parking lot, Doug slouched in the driver’s seat, with his hands on the wheel. He stared out at the rows of cars. I opened my texts. i can come down today just say the word, Brent had texted. Rose instructed me not to leave Mom alone; Alicia sent five hearts and asked me to take a photo of the picture of the dead man just to be sure. I texted everyone: nothing here. Then I turned off notifications, pocketed the phone and waited for Doug to get us out of that fucking parking lot and back on the road.

			I needed to put distance between me and the photo of the man who’d died without a name. Like my dad had died. Or, if Doug was wrong and Dad was still alive somewhere, it was the way my dad was going to die, if we didn’t find him. Now that we’d seen that dead man, I felt like Doug and me should have given him a proper send-off somehow, like it was our responsibility now that we’d got what we’d wanted, that we’d opened that file and seen those photos. Like when Mom and my sisters hunted, it was their responsibility to speak the animal’s name with respect and leave tobacco.

			The music in my head again: “we walked out/of your fucking paradise/right to the edge/the edge of the world.”

			Doug wasn’t starting the car, wasn’t backing out of the parking spot, wasn’t driving out to the road. He had more to say. I wished he’d shut up.

			Look, he said as he put his hands on the steering wheel and gripped it tight, I have to tell you something.

			Doug was staring out the driver’s side window, away from me. A man walked by carrying a toddler. The kid’s head lay against his dad’s shoulder and his thumb was in his mouth.

			Doug took a deep breath and started tapping the steering wheel with his fingers, a rhythmic tap-tap, tap-tap.

			Fuck, I’d lost my music.

			I waited, looking down at my phone.

			Mom texted, Will you be back for dinner? I just got back from the Native Friendship Centre here and I met someone we’re related to!!! I’ve made arrangements to meet more of our relatives tomorrow and you can come if you want.

			There was something about that text. I knew that I could talk to her all night and I wouldn’t get anything more out of her, that she’d already given me everything she had to give.

			I texted, we’ll be late go ahead and eat talk later

			When Doug spoke again his voice was hard and flat. I knew something was coming and that I didn’t want to hear any of it.

			Doug said, A few years back your dad asked me to set him up for a ski trip.

			Okay.

			I told your dad, no. I said I wouldn’t do it. He was too old. And too sick. But he wanted to go out onto the remains of the glaciers, way out into the mountains. I said no, no, no. I absolutely refused.

			But he kept coming around at all times of the day and night. Scaring my grandkids.

			The thump of his fingers on the steering wheel seemed louder now.

			Doug said, So finally I gave him what he wanted. About two years ago. I set him up with all the gear. Except for a phone or any sort of radio, nothing, because he didn’t trust anything like that.

			He paused. Tap-tap, tap-tap.

			And I drove him up to the Drinking-The-Rain Road in the middle of Old Song National Park.

			Tap-tap. Tap-tap.

			And I left him there. I did that.

			Tap-tap.

			I never heard from him again.

			That line of music broke through again—“we walked out/of your fucking paradise”—and I wanted it to stay with me, but it cut out right away.

			He said, Tell you the truth, I was glad for a while that I didn’t hear from him, that he’d stopped bugging me. It was a relief, you know. He could be a bit much to handle.

			Tap-tap, tap-tap. Tap-tap. Tap-tap.

			I just didn’t know it’d be for good. I didn’t know. I swear to God.

			One more screaming line stuttered into my head, “why did we let the gods take everything/everything from our children’s hands.”

			Then the silence in my head, a quiet that was unbearable.

			All the time that had been wasted with him pretending he didn’t know where to look.

			My right hand formed into a fist. I cracked the passenger-side window with one punch. My uncle flinched. I wasn’t going to listen to him anymore and I wasn’t going to absolve him. As I slipped out of the truck, Doug brought his hands up to cover his face. I’d wanted to punch Doug until he couldn’t get up again, leave him to crawl to the hospital on his own. I felt as if I owed it to my dad to do this. But I couldn’t stand to get that close to Doug anymore and a voice in my head asked, What good would that do anyway? So I slammed the door and took off. I left Doug to wrestle with his conscience on his own.

		

	
		
			Ten

			The giants were MIA as I stood on the side of the road with my thumb out.

			An SUV picked me up and dropped me off at the hotel, but all I wanted was to drink myself into a stupor, so I walked across the street to the bar and settled in to listen to the live music that was on the go, with the plan of ordering drinks until I passed out. A lot of old time music that night, music that would’ve been played on this land half a century ago. The beer kept coming.

			Fucking Brent sent a bunch of texts, whole cocksucking paragraphs I was soon too drunk to read properly, asking if he could come down to help out, that Dad was my father but he was my brother, blah blah blah, stupid shit like that.

			I texted him, i have 2 get off the porch the porch the porch

			Brent was awake, need me to come down and get you off the porch?

			Me: its a song shithead i never got off the porch when i was a kid still sitting there sitting there sitting still sitting and sitting

			Hey, I thought, why not record the song?

			I sent Brent a thirty-second voice memo, just me giggling and singing you never put me on the porch kid and you can’t get me off, get me off, get me off no, no, no

			Brent texted me a few paragraphs after that, but I didn’t bother to read any of it.

			He was such a dick.

			

			—

			A string of texts from Alicia—

			
				do u know about glacier funerals????

				i was sitting here feeling sorry for myself because i’m here and you’re looking for dad or whatever you’re doing by yourself

				so i started googling glaciers cuz you said dad loved them

				theres been so many glacier funerals weird hey?????

				rite now i’m reading a plaque people put on a rock where a glacier used to be in iceland its wild

				the glaciers name is ok thats its name OK

				i can paste the inscription here

				“Ok is the first Icelandic glacier to lose its status as a glacier. In the next 200 years all our glaciers are expected to follow the same path. This monument is to acknowledge that we know what is happening and what needs to be done. Only you know if we did it.”

				other funerals too pretty much anyplace theres glaciers

				one for pizza glacier in switzerland

				for real the name is Pizza

				another for clark glacier in Oregon

				scientists say its a new kind of grief

				ecological grief

				ill send links

				do you think dad had ecological grief

				do you think i do????

			

			

			—

			An hour later, between shots of whisky that burned going down—I liked a little pain before the woozy pleasure of a strong buzz—I copied stuff I’d found on Google and pasted it in texts to Alicia—

			
				a glacier’s tongue sometimes terminates in a lake where the water melts the ice

				risk factors for the condition include a history of schizophrenia in the family and a warming climate

				in order to flow a glaciers ice crystals have to stretch and deform

				electroshock therapy is still prescribed in some cases to interrupt and stave off psychotic episodes

				the ice caps are melting which is changing the rotation of the earth

				which is changing time itself

				schizophrenia’s morphology includes delusions, hallucinations, and disorganized thinking and speech some glaciers are frozen to their beds and others are lubricated by water and so they can slide over the bedrock

				a person with schizophrenia may not be aware of their own symptoms and this is called anosognosia people with anosognosia are less likely to stay in treatment and more likely to relapse

				the acronym GLOF stands for Glacier Lake Outburst Flood

				the fewer the mental health resources in the community the more likely it is that people with schizophrenia end up homeless or living in hospitals

				a glof occurs when a lake pinned at the glacier margin or behind one of its moraines suddenly bursts its banks and causes freak flooding

				can you make a poem out of that Alicia??????

			

			

			—

			I don’t know how many drinks in when this fiddler gets on the stage, a tall skinny woman who played like fire. Some songs I recognized from stuff my auntie would play. But then she played her own stuff too, and it was what I needed, new music to get everything out of my head. The way she handled a fiddle, I never saw anyone do it that way, like it was her lover, no more than a lover even, something else I didn’t understand. This one song she played like a demon possessed and I swear I saw her rise up into the air, and if that wasn’t a sign to stop drinking, I didn’t know what was. I pushed my way through the crowd of locals and tourists.

			Wasted as I was, I scanned every face, as if Ray might be going to lunge out of the crowd at me.

			I wasn’t going to let that stop me from my next great idea.

			I stumbled to the ATM across the street and withdrew a pile of twenty-dollar bills and went walking down the street, looking for any homeless encampment.

			The walk sobered me up some.

			Men and women around a burn barrel, talking.

			On the other side of the fire were shelters made from old tents, blankets, cardboard, and plastic bags. I heard a baby crying, a mother shushing.

			I held my hands to the heat of the fire. One guy nodded to me.

			We talked a little and then I said I was looking for my father, who’d gone missing. Tall, skinny, red hair? Had they seen him?

			Maybe, the one guy said.

			He’d have eyes like mine, I said, one blue and one green.

			No, he said, I’d remember that. Haven’t seen anyone like that.

			I offered a couple of the twenties to the men around the barrel, but they all eyed me with suspicion and nobody wanted to take my money.

			I felt like an asshole.

			At the next huddle of people, I started talking to a man who said his rental had burned down and he hadn’t found a new place to live yet.

			Had he seen anyone with my father’s description.

			Different-coloured eyes? he asked.

			Yes, I said.

			Then shook his head. No, no one.

			He swore at me when I offered money.

			Another burn barrel and I saw a group of kids playing some game in the shadows. All under ten, I thought. They hadn’t seen anyone like my father, a red-haired man with one blue eye and one green eye. They giggled, took my money, and scattered.

			

			—

			Early hours of the morning when I got back to my hotel room and there was Doug sitting on the floor of the hallway outside my hotel room, head in his hands, half asleep.

			Nice soft carpet. Wasn’t like someone had dumped him by the side of the road or anything.

			I unlocked the door. Left it open. He came in and closed it behind him.

			When he spoke, his voice was thick and fuzzy. I wondered if he’d been drinking, too.

			I’m sorry, he said.

			I didn’t want to hear him say fucking sorry.

			There he was, my father’s tall, skinny brother, in his business pants, his belt and button-up top. Shit, he was blubbering. He whined, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.

			Part of me wanted to punch him out for being so selfish. He’d gone and shoved his load onto my back and expected me to deal with it, to forgive him so he could feel better about everything.

			But there was the other part of me saying that I’d fucked up, too, and big time.

			And if you didn’t look at his eyes, he looked just like my dad.

			So I did something that I’d never done to a man before.

			I went over to him and I took him in my arms.

			He made a pathetic sort of squeak.

			He twisted a piece of my shirt in his clenched hand, pressed his face against my chest.

			I let him sob.

			You could tell he hadn’t had a lot of practice crying, with how messy and noisy he was. He clung to me. I patted his back. I made comforting sounds.

			I thought how this was as close as I’d ever been to my dad.

			He said, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.

			He wasn’t apologizing to me.

			So I lied to him. Just like Mom had always lied to me. I told him it’d be okay.

			I repeated it until he seemed to believe it, until he let me lead him over to the bed and bring him some water, until he fell asleep right there without taking even one sip.

			I pulled the cover over him, tucked it around his feet and his shoulders. Then I settled myself on the couch for the night because I couldn’t stand to be that close to him for a moment longer. Sleep didn’t come for me. Too many thoughts, and I was pretty pissed.

			I got up before dawn, when it was still dark, and I stood over him. I put my hand on his shoulder and shook him. He woke like a drowning man coming up for air, moving his arms wildly and moaning, What? What? What’s wrong?

			You’re going to take me to the glacier, I said.

			Doug stopped struggling. He said, What? Where?

			You’re going to take me to Omega Glacier today.

			Seemed like he was done crying because all he did was nod. It was like he’d been expecting this.

			I’d already packed a change of clothes and the braid of sweetgrass Mom’d given me. Threw that bag over my shoulder and picked up my fiddle. Wasn’t leaving that behind.

			We stopped by Doug’s house next. I waited in the vehicle while he crept in, grabbed a few supplies. Said he had a couple of bags already packed for that backpacking trip he and his buddy were supposed to go on. He threw all that equipment into the back and then slid into the driver’s seat. We were ready to go.

		

	
		
			Eleven

			The sun didn’t rise over Drinking-The-Rain Road that morning.

			Well, it did come up, but you couldn’t see it for the cloud and smoke overhead.

			The wind didn’t show up either, and everything outside was so still that I had to move, drumming the window with my knuckles, tapping the floor with the toe of my shoe, shifting my ass in the seat all the time. Only light was this grey glow that came in a trickle through the heavy sky, like it could dry up any moment.

			Doug switched on the radio. The announcer told us that the communities surrounding Old Song National Park were heading for another summer of record heat, that wildfire season had started already, the earliest on record. There were a number of active wildfires burning in the area. Firefighting crews were arriving from other parts of Montana to help.

			Only the base of the mountains in the distance were visible. The rising peaks that the tourists came to see were lost in the smoke by then. After a while of that, a piss and a cup of caffeine seemed like a good idea, so we stopped at one of the roadside coffee shops along the way to the glaciers.

			The place was packed and overheated. A young couple in the line ahead of us took their time, having a chat with the cashier about where the danger spots were and which of the most popular spots were still safe for visitors. The old woman took their money, brought them their take-away cups and said, Give it a day and the fires will be under control, you’ll see.

			The young guy asked, Could they get a selfie with the cashier? They were on their first big trip together and blah, blah, blah. I left Doug in line, saying I like mine black, and went to piss. It doesn’t take long for a guy to piss, and I didn’t think I was at the urinal long enough for the world to change. I shook myself off, washed my hands at the sink and wiped them on my jeans, then opened the door.

			Out there in the coffee shop, people were standing up all at once, repeating, ‘oh my God’ and ‘holy shit.’ A lot of gasps and people saying ‘quickly’ and ‘come here’ all at once and then rushing for the door. Out the glass windows we could see that the trees across the road had burst into flames; fire was leaping in arcs from crown to crown. The old lady behind the counter had stopped making our coffees and turned the radio volume up, told everyone to hush. There was a crush of people at the door, but some of us lingered to hear the news:

			
				Due to sudden changes in fire behaviour and wind predictions, an evacuation order was issued late Tuesday morning for the National Park, including East Glacier, West Glacier, and surrounding communities. Evacuees in the areas of East and West Glacier are asked to leave immediately and travel out of the area through Drinking-The-Rain Road. Police say other access routes are closed in both directions due to firestorm activity and to assist with wildfire suppression efforts. Updates on conditions, resources, and assistance will be made available continuously throughout this evolving situation. For the most up-to-date information on Montana fire conditions, please visit—

			

			The news report cut off and was replaced with static.

			A child cried. Outside, cars backed out of parking spots and lined up to turn onto Drinking-The-Rain Road. Wind blew sparks over the road. The card reader on the counter in front of Doug beeped. Doug put his wallet away and joined the surge around the exit. I manoeuvred through the remaining frightened groups of people until I was behind him. When the bottleneck thinned, we stepped outside.

			A strong, hot wind hit us, stung our faces, and made it difficult to breathe. It was tremendous to see ashes flying everywhere. Billows of smoke rose from the burning trees. The smell of campfire and something else, maybe melted plastic?, prickled my nostrils. Our eyes watered. Embers flurried over the road and rained down on our faces, our hair, our clothes. Doug’s face was pink and flushed. His eyes were wide so that the whites were prominent.

			Drinking-The-Rain Road was the only way out. Already there were snarls of scrambling people and vehicles jostling to get out, get out, get out. We ran for Doug’s SUV, looping around traffic and families calling each other’s names. Doug threw his Ford into reverse without looking and hit the brakes just as he smacked into a truck passing behind. The driver didn’t even stop; he joined the line of cars.

			We gotta get Mom, I said.

			Doug did a quick shoulder check, backed us up again.

			I texted Mom, told her we were coming for her. We worked our way into the line of vehicles.

			Mom didn’t text back.

			All that rush to sit in the fucking car and wait.

			Maybe Mom had turned her phone off. She did that sometimes.

			I noticed all the turning signals flashing on the right, away from West Glacier.

			Nothing from my sisters or Brent. Everything felt like it’d been happening for hours, but it’d only been minutes. They wouldn’t be checking in. They couldn’t know about it yet. My breathing was coming quick and shallow.

			Our turn was coming up. Doug signalled right.

			In the coffee shop, the news had said West Glacier was being evacuated. So Mom would be coming this way, wouldn’t she? If she’d joined the evacuation, if she’d agreed to get into someone else’s vehicle. So many ifs. I thought about how I was going to tell my sisters I’d left Mom on her own during an emergency evacuation.

			Turn left, I told Doug.

			I don’t know, he said.

			Turn left, I barked.

			He flicked the signal so it blinked to the left. We looked up the road in that direction. Rows of vehicles drove slowly down Drinking-The-Rain Road, approaching us like a monotone holiday parade.

			I don’t think I can turn left, he said.

			The cars spread across both lanes. The entire road had become one way. All lanes headed west, away from West Glacier.

			You have to, I said.

			Doug shook his head. His voice was tight and firm when he said, Robbie, I can’t.

			I pulled the handle and opened the car door.

			Doug grabbed my arm, said, What the hell are you doing?

			I’ve got to get Mom.

			Are you crazy? Do you think you’ll do any good on foot? Do you think you can walk back there and carry your mom out?

			Smoke rushed in the vehicle. My throat burned and I coughed.

			Doug said, She’s probably already sharing an overcrowded vehicle with five other people and there won’t be any room for the idiot who decided to go the wrong way on foot. That’s if you can find her. She’ll need your help when we’re at the other end of this evacuation.

			Yeah, okay, I said. Still, closing that door and staying in my seat went against every instinct I had. I couldn’t get any music going in my head to distract me from the monologue I had going in my head, telling me that I was an asshole coward who was abandoning his own mom to save his ass.

			There’s no way to get your mom, okay? There’s no way to go back the way we came.

			I wanted to be sick. I heaved and bile filled my mouth. I felt another one coming on. I reached for a discarded take-out bag.

			Doug signalled right.

		

	
		
			Twelve

			I’d always thought that the end of the world would be full of sirens and skidding cars, that there’d be bright lights and screaming people, but no, it wasn’t that way at all. All these godforsaken vehicles, all of us hardly moving, crammed together one way along a two-lane road and only the steady hum of all the engines. The quiet wasn’t the nice kind, it was eerie. The radio would not work and, anyway, we didn’t want to listen to it. Our dread needed no noise. Doug and I hardly spoke at all.

			It was as if Doug and I were going to spend the rest of our lives on this jammed road in the middle of this painstakingly slow evacuation out of an active wildfire zone, us and all the people out there. Time had left us behind. There must have been thousands of us up and down that road. It had been grey when we stopped at the coffee shop, but now it was dim as dusk at midday. Fires rising up on side of the road gave off this strange glow. We could have been in the realm of the dead approaching the fires of judgement. What had we done, each of us on this road, that this was where we’d ended up? Two lanes had become three and I could see the people in the vehicles on either side, but we avoided meeting each other’s eyes. We didn’t want to see the terror on each other’s faces—not then, when we were each other’s mirrors.

			Doug’s SUV had become too small. I couldn’t stand to look directly at my uncle or to see that dumb stunned look on his face. We’d come this way to find my dad and now the fires had stolen that plan from us and then forced us to leave Mom to find her own way out of the fires. I could barely cope: the sitting fucking still; the nothing to say; Doug clearing his throat. I checked my texts again for a message from Mom. Nothing. Anxiety pinched in my gut. I shuffled forward in my seat to look out the window for fires or giants, only there was nothing to see but smoke, so I shoved my ass back and lowered my seat, checked my phone again. Nothing, nothing. Doug gripped the steering wheel so hard his knuckles were white and his arms shook. I drummed out a rhythm on the dashboard, against the side door, on my thigh. Sweat dripped from Doug’s forehead onto his arm and the seat. He fumbled for a tissue to wipe it away. My phone buzzed. I grabbed it, but there was still nothing from Mom. It was a message from Rose and then it vibrated again as Alicia’s message came through too. I read the first lines: are you safe? Mom’s phone is off… and worried about you and mom can you…

			Wanted to tap on their texts and read the rest, but if I did that their phones would mark them all as read and they’d demand that I text back. I couldn’t do that. Didn’t know how to tell either of them that I had no idea where Mom was. I loathed everything about my stupid self, was ashamed that I’d been unable to turn back for her. My phone buzzed again and again but it was always Rose, Alicia, or Brent—not Mom. Beside me, Doug cleared his throat. We were sitting in place, so he called his wife and told her we were evacuating and not to worry. He didn’t tell her that we might not make it out, that there were too many cars on a road that was too small. I returned my seat to the upright position, crossed my legs, then uncrossed them again. Doug looked over at me and put a hand on my shoulder. I think he meant to be comforting, but I hated him touching me and I smacked his hand away, hard.

			Ow, he said, and then he apologized. He stretched his fingers out and shook his hand gently as if he was easing the pain and I hated myself even more.

			

			—

			Another series of texts from Rose and I could read the beginning of each one:

			I’m driving kids around, oldest has a shift at…

			Later today I have to help at the garage for a few…

			Anyway I’m not going to be able to text for a while so if…

			Alicia texted: i can’t sleep here not with what’s going…

			Brent started what I was sure was a novel: ru okay? i don’t know what to do if i can…

			I started talking to Alicia then. Not for real, just in my head.

			I started talking to Alicia because of the poems she’d share with me sometimes, half finished drafts that needed to be held up and praised—like plants need water, Alicia said. Sometimes she’d read them out to me but more often those days she’d send me parts of poems in a text, a line or a verse, and she’d ask me what I thought. I hardly ever understood what she was writing about, but I could feel the way her words had electricity. I didn’t understand how anyone could do with words what she did, put them together in the order she did, give them this tight, tense rhythm. Amazing, I’d tell her in a text. Brilliant, I’d say, if she’d call to hear me praise her out loud. It wasn’t that my responses fooled her. She told me that she knew the drafts she sent me were hardly more than notes and that I wasn’t a ‘real’ reader, not the kind who’d tell her how to re-arrange the words so they’d be chosen for publication or be repeated by lovers of poetry, which I wasn’t at all. All she wanted was for her writing to be witnessed by someone who could feel how the words fit together because it helped her figure out which parts were going to live through the next phase—the editing, the cutting back, and the re-working of the landscape of each poem.

			This little thing between us meant that I called her when I needed to talk to someone. I called her whenever I’d broken up with a girl, but I never said that’s why I’d called or talked about the girl or my struggle to feel close to anyone—except once, when I slipped. I called her when I woke from a nightmare lots of times. Rose would have killed me if I called her after ten at night since she often said how she’d hardly slept a full night since her oldest was born. So it was always Alicia. I’d wake up in a sweat from a dream about Ray following me up and down the streets of an unfamiliar town and no matter what I did or how fast I ran I couldn’t shake him. I’d call then. Or after a dream about getting lost in a blizzard, seeing our real dad in the distance through the thick of falling snow and running to him, but never ever reaching him. I’d call but never tell her why. She’d answer and I’d ask what was she writing that week and she’d go on about something to do with line breaks or rhythm or how the body is written on the page. We shared the same language, English, but she arranged it in ways that tripped me up even though I didn’t understand what the hell she was talking about.

			After we were done talking about poetry, she’d say, What about you? What’s my baby brother doing?

			Oh, working, I’d say. Making money.

			There’s more to life than that, she’d say.

			Not much, I’d say, and then I’d add, I’m not fucking anyone right now.

			(Didn’t matter if it was true.)

			Good, Alicia would say. Good for the women, mostly.

			Ha ha.

			What about your music?

			Oh, I play a show here and there.

			And then Alicia would tell me how I should really go for it, try for a music career.

			The fiddle was there in the back of Doug’s SUV and I wanted to play it, to let the music get me through the slow road we were taking. If I took the fiddle out right there in the middle of everything, the dry heat and the smoke would get into the wood, ruin it. It was old and it already held memories of long nights of dancing around the warmth of the wood stove and the salty sweat of the dancers. But what we were facing—the flames licking at the trees and the buildings so early in spring—that fiddle had never seen anything like this before.

			It’s like I’ve had one of those nightmares, Alicia. Except I’m in the middle of it. I can’t text you, Alicia, but I can talk to you.

			Alicia, I said—but not out loud, only in my head.

			Alicia, you’ll understand that I couldn’t go back for Mom, and you’ll understand that I’m looking for giants that I know aren’t real.

			One of your poems keeps coming to mind. It was just a draft of a couple of lines and you texted it to me, remember? I copied it and saved it because you wanted me to talk with you about it later, when we both had time, and we never did, only I’ve just found the draft on my phone right here in the middle of this goddamned fire and here it is, exactly the way you sent it to me:

			
				when the fire came for us, we/ran for church, the smoke/became the spires/we built a temple out of the licking/the hunger of flames, the sacrifice/when the fires came for us,/we constructed a house of prayer/out of burning what we loved most/we made a religion from losing everything/now, the ash is our prayer book/and leaving is our way of living

			

			Just some of your notes, you said. I don’t know what you did with all that. Maybe you made it into a full poem and got it published. But probably you left it like that, half finished, waiting for the rest of it to come to you, the way you do.

			I think I can help you finish that poem now.

			I’m in the middle of it, Alicia.

			So, here’s what you need to know for when wildfires come for you, when you’re evacuating by car along a congested road.

			You’ll be fighting your instinct to get out of the car and run.

			You know how in the movies there’re things happening all the time? There’s action and you do shit.

			This isn’t the movies.

			You will sweat. There will be wet spots in the armpits of your shirt, in the small of your back, where the shirt sticks. This will be more true for the driver.

			You’ll crawl ahead, sometimes less than a metre at a time.

			Why aren’t the cars moving ahead? Is there something blocking the road?

			And then you’ll think, Maybe it’s a wall of fire, and you’ll sweat some more.

			The smoke. You will find masks in the glove compartment, a reminder of another emergency in another time.

			You’ll reach a bend in the road and your heart will stop because in front of you is a fiery hellscape. That will look like a movie.

			No, you can’t turn around.

			Sparks will blow over all the cars, floating on the air like beautiful, frightening things.

			You will eye the brown grass and all the dry, leafless brush.

			The thing you fear will happen—a spark will catch and there will be a fire licking in the brush beneath the trunks of the trees on one side of the road.

			You will want to shout at Doug because he’s going too slow, but you won’t. Mostly because your mouth is too dry.

			You will turn the air conditioner on because you can’t breathe air that hot.

			Alicia, remember that the heat is a predator waiting for you to open a window, or to lose your shit and get out of the car.

			You will feel like you’ll die from the effort of not running away. Sweat will drip from your temples and into your eyes. The driver too—you’ll both be wiping your forehead with damp hands. An ache will settle into the tense spot in your shoulders and then move into the neck. Next, the pounding in the head.

			You’ll be running out of gas. Neither of you will talk about this. The needle on the gas gauge will drop and drop and you will pray the vehicle will take you through and that somehow a miracle will happen and you will find yourself on the other side of these walls of fire.

			You will want to pour your entire water bottle over your head but you don’t know how long you’ll be driving like this, how much more water you’ll need.

			The fire will grow, find more fuel, more brush, and leap into the nearby trees, climb up into their crowns, then hop onto a roadside building. You know nothing you see will survive what’s happening.

			At times the smoke will sting your eyes as you text your mother one more time and she isn’t texting back and you will think of everything you need to say to her and everything you haven’t said.

			At least one of the cars will be filled with a pack of wide-eyed kids, a couple of dogs, and a cat. The driver will be fourteen years old, tops.

			A car will stall ahead of you. It will fuck everything up. Everyone will have to give way, everyone will have to join a single lane to drive around the car. A family of three sits in the car looking out at you all as you pass.

			One car, probably a boxy old Volvo, will risk it all and open a door, and the family will rush into the car, shove themselves into the backseat.

			Either you will avoid looking at the gas gauge or you will watch it obsessively because the needle will drop so low you won’t be able to breathe so you take off your masks.

			When the worst happens, when you run out of gas, when your truck sputters, Doug will say, No, no, no, no, even though you both knew it was going to happen.

			Your uncle will say, maybe we should just wait it out, maybe we’ll be okay, but his vehicle has become a trap and your body won’t sit and wait for any fucking fire, not a moment longer. You open the door and put your feet on the asphalt. The heat wraps itself around you, tightens its grip.

			Alicia, you will pull your shirt over your mouth. You will reach for your backpack and sling it over your shoulder. You will remind your uncle to grab his gear. You will leave your fiddle behind. Then you will do what your body tells you to do, you will walk out among the lines of vehicles and your uncle will follow you.

		

	
		
			Thirteen

			The cars were animals, snorting and heaving like a herd of cattle. All hoods pointed west. The air was gritty with ash and debris and gasoline fumes hung close to the ground, stung our tongues. We walked. Through the windshields, all the people in all the overstuffed cars looked away from us, no room, no room, no room.

			I looked for Mom’s face in each car.

			Where was she? Fucking hell—was she safe?

			I couldn’t stop the flashes of memory from coming then. What had happened when I’d gone back for Mom came together as I wove my way through the lines of vehicles, the bag like a stone on my back.

			I was in the house again. There was a thud from the second floor, and then a grunt.

			I tore up those steps and there they were on the floor in the hallway. I saw Ray’s back clearly, but why was he wrestling a buffalo? I heard Mom’s voice saying, It’s okay, it’s okay. The buffalo’s four legs became two legs in a pair of jeans and it was my mom there trapped on the floor beneath Ray’s weight. I couldn’t see her face then, only the back of his lumberjack shirt.

			So much adrenaline pumped through me that I wanted to rush him right then and there, but, slow down I told myself.

			Slow the fuck down and pay attention.

			He had a gun in his right hand, his old 9 mm Smith & Wesson. I didn’t have a weapon on me and there was nothing in my truck either because guns aren’t allowed on the work site and I’d been fucking heading to work.

			Dad, I said, keeping my voice calm as shit.

			Calling him dad might give me an extra second or two, but what was I going to do?

			Ray looked over his shoulder at me and when he shifted a bit I could see that Mom had closed her eyes tight and was shaking her head back and forth and I didn’t know who she was saying no to, him or me.

			Ray held the weapon in the air so I could see it better. He released the safety and cocked the hammer. He didn’t bother pointing the damn thing at me. He pointed it at my mom.

			All of a sudden, I saw everything sharper.

			Ray, I said. And then again, in a quiet voice I repeated, Dad.

			I thought how typical of me, showing up when I wasn’t wanted.

			He turned around and sat his ass on the floor beside Mom but kept the gun trained on her.

			It’s me you’re mad at, I said.

			The deep lines on his forehead drew together.

			I took a step toward him.

			I’m the one that always messed up, I said.

			Another step.

			You and me maybe we can talk this out, you know, over a beer.

			Shut up, he said.

			He shook his head and rubbed his forehead, massaged the grooves between his eyebrows, like he was getting one of his migraines.

			I was as close as I was going to get.

			Like a spring released, I jumped forward and kicked the gun out of his hand. It rose up in the air in a high arc before it hit the floor and slid a ways down the hallway.

			Ray lunged for the gun, but so did I.

			I got there first.

			He tackled me, I twisted round and tossed the gun over the banister and we heard it clatter partway down the stairs.

			Ray let go of me and went for the gun. I tore after him. He was on the top step and going down. All those years with him pent up inside of me.

			Mom screamed, No, Robbie, no.

			But I didn’t hold back one bit. I punched that motherfucker in the back so hard that his head and torso shot out ahead of his legs and then he pitched over. For a moment, I felt like a hero delivering justice.

			Mom and I listened to him fall.

			He twisted and rolled and cracked.

			Seemed like it took ages for him to reach the bottom of the stairs, to come to stillness. So much time. I was an old man by the time my stepfather stopped falling.

			

			—

			Mom whimpered.

			God, fucking God, I hoped Mom was okay.

			I went to her. I’m fine, Mom said, and she crawled to the top of stairs, looked down at Ray. She reached for my hand and I pulled her to her feet. She leaned on me as we walked to the bottom of the stairs. One of us asked if he was alive and who asked that, me or her? I don’t know.

			Two fingers on his neck. There was a pulse.

			He’s alive, I said or she said, one of us said.

			Not our fault, I said to myself. Not our fault, I said to Mom.

			Mom said, We can’t be here when he wakes up.

			And then we were in my truck and on the road.

			

			—

			Just ahead of Doug, a window opened a crack.

			A plastic water bottle appeared through the gap, held by a child’s hand. I took it, checked if Mom was in the car, and when I saw she wasn’t, I drank half, then passed it to Doug. Moved on.

			Something on the side of the road burst into flames. Doug and I turned away from the searing air. Another water bottle passed to us, and then another—and we tucked those away for later. We came to a horse trailer. Six faces in the cab of that truck, three of them crying kids. The adults put on blank faces, trying not to hear the horses behind them, whinnying in fear. They pushed their long faces against the slats of the trailer. I looked at Doug and he nodded yes, so I brought out my water bottle, poured half into the mouth of the one brown horse and the rest onto the tongue of the speckled white horse.

			We moved through the swarming traffic like that, every vehicle packed like a clown car, most of the people looking away from us. Then this one big moving truck and the man in the front cab, an old man who met my eyes. When the passenger door opened, I froze for half a second before I grabbed the handrail, lifted myself up and looked into my stepdad’s sneering face. I tried to back out, but Doug shoved me from behind. Ray vanished and Doug climbed in and slammed the truck door. A soulful country song came out of the speakers, the plucking of a guitar and a deep voice crooning a song I knew, about herding a bunch of cattle and wanting to rest.

			Doug and I stashed our backpacks at our feet.

			The man who opened a door for us was as old as anybody I’d ever met. Only thin wisps of white hair left on his head, deep jowls, no beard and no smile. He shouted over the music, Took you long enough to climb in! What were you two numb-nuts waiting for? The end of the world? Look now, you let too much smoke and hot air into the cab.

			Doug was coughing and then so was I.

			The old man said he was keeping the air conditioner on high to keep the temperature down, but that burned the gas a lot faster.

			I felt like this was the place we should have exchanged our names, but we didn’t.

			The cab smelled like stale cigarettes. The music ended. In the pause between the songs, we could hear scratching in the enclosed trailer behind us.

			The truck inched forward.

			The next song came on.

			From the back came a bang.

			The sides of the truck felt too close then.

			We idled in place. The engine rumbled beneath us.

			A tremor started in my hands. I balled them into fists and punched my thighs a few times to get rid of it. The line of cars moved a little. The old man sent the truck ahead with a jerk and then stopped again as the next song told its tale about meeting the devil late one night.

			Doug reached out and turned the volume way down. He leaned forward to look across me and at the driver.

			You just saved our lives, he said.

			The day ain’t over yet, the old man said.

			He looked us over. He said, Run out of gas?

			Yeah, I said, then I coughed all that smoke out of my lungs, too.

			The old man and my uncle started talking over me about how there’d be a lot more people running out of gas soon, the way the traffic was clogged up.

			

			—

			The adrenaline left me and I fell asleep then, didn’t I? When I woke, the music had been shut off and the old man and my uncle were still talking. We were moving steadily forward. The were no fires burning on that part of the road although the clouds above glowed a pale orange and there was smoke rising ahead. The back of the truck was quiet.

			The old man was saying something about how he was doing someone a favour driving the truck across the northwest part of the country. He cleared his throat, said, Truth is this kid I’m helping out was a buddy of my son’s from high school. My son was killed in a car accident a couple years back, so this kid’s been as much of a son as I got left.

			Out the window was a stray dog, a black-and-white mutt. I watched it run up to cars until one opened its doors and let it jump inside. The old man passed us a battered cigarette package, bright red and held together with a rubber band.

			Take your pick, he said. There’s a couple of proper cigs in there and couple of something stronger. Some weed gummies there too if you dig for them. Whatever you need.

			I tipped the package over and three cracked red gummies fell into my hand. Passed the package to Doug and he took a proper cigarette, saying it’d calm his lungs after what we were breathing outside. The gummies tasted like sour candies.

			Where are we? I asked.

			Getting close to the glaciers, the old man said.

			Omega is out there, Doug said, but there’s too much of a smoky haze right now to see it.

			The old man said, On a normal day, you’d get out of the park in about forty-five minutes but at the rate we’re going now it’ll take a couple of hours, so long as the fires don’t get worse.

			The weed hit me quick and hard and I could barely keep my eyes open. Doug suggested we trade seats. You can lean against the door and sleep again if you want, he said.

			I thought how wild it’d be to see everything from my uncle’s seat and I giggled. Doug rolled his eyes. I climbed over him, curled up in the passenger-side seat.

			In the trailer in the back, I heard a shudder and a skitter, then something like panting or heavy breathing.

			I swatted the noises away with one hand.

			A car beside us stopped. I’d already checked that Mom wasn’t in the vehicle, that the car had been filled with what looked like two couples with their young babies. But the driver’s door opened and Ray got out and slammed the door shut.

			No, no, no, I moaned.

			Ray held his head at an angle that looked impossible. He locked eyes with me and grinned. Most of his teeth were rotten.

			Doug and the old guy were talking about the animals that were crossing the road in streams around us, the foxes, the wolf, and the deer—the birds flying over in small, messy flocks. None of them used the road as a path to follow. The old man waved his cigarette around, kind of pointing to everything, to the traffic and the smoke, to the bits of the valley we could see now. He said, Most these animals when there’s a fire they know where to go. They’ve been around fires for thousands of years. It’s instinct for them. Look at us, getting on this damn road together and hardly moving at all. Not one of us here knows what to do in a fire.

			Doug told him about the livestock trailer and spooked horses and then he got to asking about the noises from the back of the truck. The old man blew out a bunch of smoke and said, You won’t believe what I got in this little rig.

			On the other side of my window, Ray’s face loomed close—or what was left of it, because most of his face had been eaten away, as if he’d been buried for weeks or months. He raised a fist in the air. Bits of flesh on the back of the hand peeled off as I watched. Maggots squirmed in open wounds along the length of his wrists and forearm.

			No, no, no, I sputtered.

			I sat straight up. I was breathing heavily and Doug looked over at me but Doug, for the first time in his fucking life, had nothing to say.

			Ray smashed his fist against the window beside me. The glass cracked. His hand slid off the window, leaving a trail of blood and flesh and slime. I threw myself as far away from the window as I could, climbing over my uncle and grabbing the old man’s shirt.

			Ray hit the window again and again and again. The cracks grew and the glass started to give. I howled in terror. From the driver’s seat, the old man chuckled. Doug screamed at me to stop. But it wasn’t me; it was Ray.

			My stepdad slammed his decaying head against the window and shattered the glass. He reached through the shards and gripped my throat with both hands. He squeezed. I couldn’t breathe. The strength of those hands. I was dying.

			There was a lot of thrashing about from the back of the truck. Shit, said the old man and he pulled over to the narrow inside shoulder of the road, against a sheer rock face. I got to let that creature out, he said, and then he was out of the truck. Doug followed him out through the driver’s side of the truck and left me to choke to death in my stepdad’s septic hands.

			Then from the trailer there was a tremendous roar and another crack that shook the entire truck. Ray and I both jumped in fear or awe or both. Maybe it was the noise, but my stepdad loosened his grip. I rolled over the seat to the driver’s side door and was out of that truck that quick, leaving Ray to rot where he was. I’d almost died and shit, but the light out there was something else, like twilight. Beautiful man, but spooky as fuck.

			

			—

			Along the side of the road was a sign pointing to the parking lot for the glacier hike. Another showed the number of miles to the next town.

			I walked around to the back of the truck. The old man was saying to my uncle that he’d been offered money to drive.

			Kid offered me fifty bucks, but I didn’t want it, he said. Can’t help my son out no more, so why not help my son’s friend? The old man slipped a key into the handle of the truck’s sliding door.

			They noticed me.

			You okay? Doug asked.

			The thing in the back was making a racket.

			The smoke hung heavy in the sky and the light shifted between yellow and orange. The door rattled.

			The old man turned the handle. Slowly, he lifted the door. I saw hooves and the heavy leg chaps. A snorting buffalo pressed its body against the opening. The old man gave the door one more push and it slid to the top.

			The buffalo was magnificent. She paused in the rush of dim light from outside the truck.

			Her horns were elegant, the way they curved gently toward each other.

			The old man swore under his breath. Doug stumbled backwards. That’s when I knew I wasn’t making her up, that she was there.

			The buffalo stepped forward and the bed of the truck groaned beneath her weight.

			She’s something else, Doug whispered.

			Isn’t she? said the old man. And she’s pregnant. Ready to give birth anytime now, is my guess.

			Doug said he remembered reading about her in the news, the pregnant buffalo stolen from the research facility in the middle of the night.

			Yeah, she’s that one, said the old man, nodding.

			She had been trying to get out of the truck, had been charging at the enclosed walls of the trailer. There was another clatter of hooves on the tailgate as she moved further out of the truck’s shadows. An earthy smell reached me there on the side of the road, accompanied by the strong scents of urine and dung. I’d never been close to any animal as strong as she was. She was tall and broad, with thick shoulders. Her midsection was round as fuck and you could see she was near the end of her pregnancy. Her beard reached all the way to the bed of the truck. She snorted and tossed her head, showing her horns. She couldn’t have been more than a handful of years old but her dark brown eyes were ancient. She turned her head slowly back and forth and looked over the cars and the road and Doug, the old man and me. It was as if she was in deep thought.

			Doug backed up some more, dipping his head in an unconscious bow. The old man stepped to the side and out of her way.

			Her beauty shocked me.

			She scratched the truck bed with one hoof and rolled her shoulders to show her strength.

			I had never wondered what it’d be like to go back to a time when our people lived with the buffalo, and I’d never felt anything like this aching mix of longing and loss that slashed me open then, in that one moment.

			The buffalo backed up a couple of steps. She tossed her head as if she wanted to impale something with her horns.

			Get the fuck out of her way! Doug yelled.

			I wanted to get closer to her.

			You idiot! Doug yelled.

			He rushed up behind me, grabbed my shoulders and dragged me back just as she bellowed and jumped out of the truck onto the road with all the cars and the panicked drivers.

			I tried to shake my uncle off but he held on, shouting at me to keep back, keep back! I felt as if I knew that buffalo and she knew me. She landed on all four hooves, which I thought was amazing for such a big animal after the kind of ride she’d had in the back of that truck. I stopped struggling with Doug and he quieted down. She stood there and scratched the asphalt with a hoof for a bit, just watching us all. Then she walked across the road to the guardrail above the slope that dropped into the valley at the base of two glaciers. Looking at all that, she seemed to make up her mind. She backed herself up, giving herself room, I thought. Of course some asshole leaned out of their car and started yelling at her. Cars stopped and drivers honked. Some lady got out of her car and my uncle yelled: Keep your distance!

			She started toward the guardrail, with a trot. Then she picked it up into a gallop so she could get enough momentum for a jump. She ran straight for the edge and, at the very last moment, she cleared the fucking guardrail.

			She landed as light on her feet as a pregnant cow could. Then she galloped down the slope and into the valley towards the glaciers.

			Pretty soon she slowed to a steady trot.

			I could’ve stood there forever watching her leave us all behind.

			Doug had other ideas. He and the old man’d had a conversation while I watched the buffalo. He shoved my backpack at me. He said, There’s too much smoke in the sky ahead. Our best chance is to follow that buffalo, so let’s get off this road to hell.

			Cars started to crawl forward again. The wind had shifted the cloud and smoke cover just a little so we could see the stunning contours of part of a glacier and the dazzling shine of the ice.

			He said, I dropped your dad off pretty close to here. There’s two glaciers up there: Bison Tongue and Omega. Omega’s the one that doubled in size. Trigger Pass trail and Old Peak trail are up that way, I know them.

			Doug climbed over the railing and dropped himself down onto the slope. The old man did the same. I didn’t want to go. Even if we were driving the wrong way, the road was a connection to Mom, wherever she was. Maybe I could stay with the truck, keep driving on, I thought.

			I looked back at the truck. Shit, but there was Ray sitting in the driver’s seat. I closed my eyes but when I opened them he was still there. The flesh still on his face was charred and covered in oozing blisters. Blow flies and carrion beetles crawled out of his mouth and ears. From across the road, I felt his hands close around my throat again and I struggled to breathe. I bent over and spewed onto the road. Someone opened a window and jeered at me as I wiped my mouth with my shirt.

			Doug called out to me. I dragged my ass to the guardrail at the lip of the road. The pregnant buffalo kept on moving. She didn’t stop and didn’t look back. I caught the smell of winter and thought of my dad walking this way on his own, after Doug dropped him off. I stepped over the guardrail and onto the slope. The wind carried debris from the fires farther up the road. Behind me, ash rained down on all the cars. I slid the rest of the way down on my bony ass.

		

	
		
			Fourteen

			I was seventeen the second time my real dad knocked on our front door.

			There was a thunderstorm approaching, but I wasn’t paying attention to the weather. I was home alone for the weekend and I was getting ready for a little party with my buddies and a couple of girls so that I could have sex for the first time. I’d already put the chips and beer on the coffee table and was trying to figure out where the condoms should go when Mom called to tell me about the severe thunderstorm watch.

			There’s going to be lightning, she said.

			I rolled my eyes, but only because she couldn’t see me.

			She went through the precautions I should take: no laptops, no game systems, don’t turn on the dishwasher, don’t use the cord phone. Stack the backyard chairs and bring them in the house. If the thunder comes thirty seconds or less after you see lightning, it’s close enough to be dangerous to you. And stay inside, she said.

			I held the phone in one hand and a box of condoms in the other.

			Sure, I said.

			Are you writing this down?

			I threw the condoms on the couch and reached for a notepad and pen to write it all down. Anything to get her off the phone.

			I couldn’t decide where to stash the condoms so they’d be there when we needed them, but also so they wouldn’t be the first thing the girls saw when they walked in. Steve said only virgins worried about stupid shit like that and after the weekend me, him, and Tye were going to have with the babes he was bringing over, it wouldn’t worry me ever again. It was time to get my dick out of my hand and take my fantasies off the internet and into bed with a real girl. Steve was bringing three girls, and all of them cute, and all of them easy and eager, he’d said.

			When I heard someone at the door I thought it could’ve been Steve or Tye or one of the girls, because Steve could be random like that. I stuffed the condoms between the sofa cushions and walked, cool and super-casual, to the front of the house.

			I opened the door.

			This time, I knew him right away.

			It was like the past nine years hadn’t happened. Only it was a thunderstorm gathering in the sky behind him instead of a tornado.

			Hey Robbie, he said.

			He held a smoke in his left hand.

			Behind him and above his head, I glimpsed the back of a giant as he walked into the horizon and out of sight. I had gotten pretty good at not seeing the giant by then. Dark clouds were rolling in, covering up the bright blue sky and the giant was gone.

			My chest felt tight.

			It looked as if he was wearing the same pair of old jeans and the same denim shirt.

			He took a drag from his cigarette.

			What the fuck was he doing showing up all of a sudden?

			He was still a tree, I could see that, but a scraggly, struggling one.

			I told myself that I wasn’t that kid on the porch with my Legos anymore. I could handle my dad.

			I said, You want to smoke, better to go around to the yard out back. Mom doesn’t allow smoking in the house and she’ll sniff it out before she’s even got her coat off when she gets back.

			Even though I’d watched him go through the gate at the side, I wasn’t certain he’d be in the backyard by the time I’d walked through the house and stepped out the back door. I felt like maybe I’d imagined him. But it didn’t matter if I believed in him or not because there he was out back, standing in the gravel that bordered the flowers, looking over Mom’s garden.

			It’s another world back here, he said.

			Sure, I said and shrugged a shoulder as if this was annoying me—which it wasn’t; it was scaring me.

			His eyes, one green and one blue, never rested on any one thing for long. He stood in silence, looking at the old swing set, the bicycles, the carefully trimmed shrubs, the flowerbeds and the peas and the beans and the carrots.

			Your mom grows food, he said.

			Yeah, I said. What was there to say to that? He stubbed out his cigarette on the brick patio and went over, pulled a carrot out of the ground, came back and ate it, dirt and all.

			I said, Mom went to help Rose with the new baby and Ray and Brent are on their way to some baseball tournament.

			He nodded and went back to pick another carrot. What was he, goddamned Bugs Bunny?

			She happy?

			Rose?

			He nodded. Yeah, Rose.

			I guess so, I said. I mean, she got a moose last hunting season.

			Did she? Takes after your mom.

			Mom doesn’t hunt.

			He squinted at me. Not anymore?

			She would if—I trailed off.

			He finished my sentence:—she didn’t hate to kill things.

			His grin made it almost impossible not to laugh, but I held back and rolled my eyes.

			I said, She’ll do everything after the killing: the blessing to its spirit; leaving the offering of thanks; and she’ll skin it and cut it up. But she wants someone else to do the killing.

			You do any of the killing for her?

			Me? I don’t hunt. Mom wants me to go to university and get a good wage, not live off the land.

			He threw the end of the carrot to the ground and pulled two cigarettes from his jacket and he held one out to me. He said, I remember something about that now that you say it. Said it when she brought you home from the hospital, said this boy’s going to university.

			I took the cigarette. I didn’t smoke a lot then so it felt weird in my fingers, like it didn’t belong. I could tell he’d rolled his own cigs because it wasn’t tight and smooth like the ones Steve got from the store. He lit my cigarette for me.

			And Alicia? he asked.

			Oh, you know, I said, even though I knew he didn’t know anything about Alicia.

			Dad waited me out, staring at me until I finally said, Alicia’s travelling somewhere and when she’s not doing that she’s staying with Rose. They’re pretty close.

			Dad nodded and said, That’s sisters for you.

			I remembered my sisters saying to me, He’s more your father than ours, and how I’d argued back. How could that be, I said, We all share half his genes. They thought my outrage was pretty funny. It’s like he picked you, they said. We’re fatherless and you should count yourself lucky. They said I was chosen, not them. You could inherit it too, I said. I meant the schizophrenia, but the uneasiness I felt didn’t bother them, they were sure it hadn’t marked their genes. I worried it meant that the disease was in some crack in my brain, unpacking itself a little bit at a time. Rose had shook her head and said, You could go either way. Yeah, said Alicia, because of your eyes.

			Dad said, I was just passing through and I thought I should drop by and see if you were home.

			I felt like I should offer to put him up for the weekend, but I thought of the girls and my virgin dick and said nothing. My fingers itched for my fiddle. If I could play it, I’d be less nervous. Even though Mom was going to make me go to engineering school, she took me to all the fiddling performances and dances. I didn’t care one way or the other about the cultural stuff then. Only the fiddle said so many of the things I couldn’t say. And being good at the fiddle was starting to get attention from girls. After I played at an event or a gig, sometimes girls my age would approach with a friend, laughing and pushing each other forward, sometimes even older women, who stayed to chat, ask where I was from. The way I looked, I could say anyplace. Sometimes I named any country like Spain or Italy and sometimes I said I was Métis. Steve said it didn’t matter how I answered that question because all the girls thought I was dead cute and I could’ve been laid ages ago if I wasn’t so awkward. Now finally, everything was arranged perfectly. The house was empty. All three girls had told their mothers they were sleeping over at each other’s houses. I wasn’t going to let my dad ruin my weekend by showing up one time in nine motherfucking years.

			Dad breathed out a lungful of smoke and, like he’d read my mind, said I’ll be moving on after this. I think I’ll catch a ride up to northern BC.

			The wind took the smoke away. Sure, I said.

			I was just in Toronto but the computers that’ve got hold of my brain are all in BC.

			I looked up at the sky. The blue was all covered up. Look, I said, I’m uh, gotta head out soon, yeah, ummm, pretty quick.

			I’m just out of the psychiatric ward, he said.

			It’s only because my, umm, my buddy needs some help, I said. He’s moving and shit.

			I had to get out of the ward though because they wouldn’t let me hear the computers. Their pills blocked the voices. I mean, it was a nice rest from it, but I need to hear those voices if I’m going to find the computers and stop them from taking over the world. I can’t stop what I can’t hear.

			Maybe you could block that shit? There’s software that’d do it for you, I said and took a deep drag from the cigarette.

			He shook his head. No—won’t work. I have to shut the whole system down and not just for me, for everyone. Anyway, on my way through I wanted to come see you.

			Okay, I said.

			He said, I wanted to know if you were okay.

			I’m fine, I said.

			He nodded and looked out at the swing set that no one used anymore, not even Brent. I realized he’d never pushed any of us kids on any swing in our whole lives.

			See how the light’s changing, I said. A storm’s coming on.

			He said, I wanted to know if you were like me.

			He kept staring at the swings. The wind pushed the wooden seats a little like there was an invisible kid kicking his legs out to get it moving, calling for someone to give him a push. Dad didn’t look for the signs of the storm in the sky, but I did. And way up there I saw the back of the giant’s head, his overgrown black hair and one of his ears poking out. Took another drag and by the time I looked up again, the giant was gone. My father had not seen him.

			I watched my dad lift the cigarette to his lips again and inhale and I saw how he held his elbow down close to his ribs, how the last two fingers of his right hand curled over a little, how he closed his eyes and puckered just a bit when he inhaled, and licked his lips after. I tried it his way. When I closed my eyes the way he did the cigarette tasted more intense.

			Mom doesn’t know I smoke, I said after I opened my eyes again.

			Oh, she knows, he said. Your mother knows.

			He glanced at me briefly and the scar in his one eye reflected the muted light just a little.

			Do you see with that eye? I asked.

			I see everything you do, but not the same way you do.

			I wondered if he saw giants sometimes, but I didn’t want to ask. I shrugged.

			Dad said, Shit Robbie, think about it. How do you see?

			That stopped me. I thought, I just open my eyes and see what’s there, don’t I?

			He went on, How does your mother see things?

			I’d never asked Mom how she saw anything, the peas she grew, Stepdad’s tulips, her children’s faces. I tapped the ash off my cigarette the way he’d just done and watched the wind rush in and blow it away.

			Why haven’t you asked her?

			I don’t know, I said.

			You should ask her. She sees different, you know?

			Another shrug. I thought I knew how Mom saw things and it wasn’t very interesting.

			Dad said, It’s one of the things I loved about her, you know? He paused then and muttered, Love.

			I didn’t want to hear that. It embarrassed me.

			I hardly remember anything about getting the scar in my eye here, but I do remember after because when the patch came off the world looked different. I had to learn how to keep my balance with that new way I saw things.

			Oh yeah, I said.

			I was only half-listening to him, really—I kept expecting Steve or Tye to show up and I was such a little shit I didn’t want them to run into my dad.

			The voices started sometime after that. I think maybe the people in the hospital put computer tech in my brain so that they could control me.

			I nodded.

			I didn’t know how to get him out of our backyard. Seemed like the best way to move him along was to let him talk until he was done. Steve and Tye would be late for sure.

			He said, Not everyone knows.

			Knows what?

			That there’s more. To everything. So many things have been kept hidden. But I think you know.

			Dad, I said.

			He put a hand on my shoulder and said, It’s not what you think it is and it’s not what everybody says it is.

			I shrugged his hand off my shoulder.

			I don’t want you going through it without a guide like I’ve had to do, he said.

			I stepped closer to the house so I could hear if anyone arrived.

			Nothing wrong with me, I said.

			I didn’t say there was anything wrong with you, he replied.

			He said, Your generation, you all wear those t-shirts—like the one you have on now. No Fear, right? But you only wear them because you are scared.

			Not true, I said.

			You’re scared of so many things. Of people like me, he said, People who see the world different. Now, I slept rough in all the big cities in Canada and a few in the States. You gotta be afraid if you’re going to survive that. And you gotta be strong as a bull and quick as a cat and you gotta be those things or you don’t eat, or you’re left with nothing but the cheap coffee you buy with the change someone puts in your cup without looking at you. I see some of the kids who’ve run away from home or are kicked out for loving someone their parents don’t approve of or whatever. They’re the birds pretending to have no fear, ruffling their feathers and trying to fly. And some do, I’ve seen a couple of them fly. But then I seen the old predators too, the ones with claws and reflexes, sizing up the new fearless ones who don’t have the reflexes and the kids are there one day and then they’re gone and the predators are covered in feathers and smacking their lips like that, you know.

			And you are what? Predator or prey?

			Neither, Dad said.

			Right, I said, as if I knew. Mom always said to look for the grey.

			I’m not saying your mom’s wrong—I’d never say that—but for me it’s technicolour. Don’t you see so much more with the eyes you got? It’s rainbow and there’re colours some people don’t see at all. If you end up on the streets, you gotta see more than the other guy and you gotta get strong quick. That’s why I’ve been worried about you.

			Mike, I said and then stopped, trying to find the words. I’m like you. I’m not either of those things, not predator or prey.

			Yeah, you can choose. That’s why you got those two eyes.

			I’m like you, I said.

			Until you’re out there and on the streets, you don’t know, not really.

			A gust of wind knocked one of the pots of flowers off the deck. It hit the gravel and cracked into pieces.

			Dad went right over to it. He gathered the pansies in his hands and their spindly roots hung through his fingers. I grabbed an empty plastic pot from the shed and held it in place while he settled all that purple and white inside. Together we scooped up as much of the spilled soil as possible. Dad wiped his hands on his jeans.

			I remembered that Mom had asked me to prep the yard for the storm so I started stacking the chairs and stashing them under the deck. Dad moved a few more potted flowers to a more protected area. It only took a few minutes but by the time the yard was ready, the wind had driven dark clouds overhead and the air was heavy with that tangy, metallic smell that always came before and after rain.

			After, I sat on the edge of the deck. Dad stood beside me. In the distance, we heard a roll of thunder. Ever since I was a kid, the sound of thunder had been exciting.

			Well, Dad said, I guess it’s time for me to go.

			I’d been waiting for him to be done with his stories so I could get the condoms out from beneath the couch cushions and figure out what to do with them, but instead of saying yeah, sure, see you later, I asked him if he was on meds.

			He narrowed his eyes. What? he asked.

			Are you on any medication?

			Who told you to ask about that?

			No one, I said.

			Someone did, he said, and his voice was suddenly tight.

			I shook my head. I wasn’t sure how to convince him I hadn’t been spying for the tech companies.

			Let me check you for wires, he said. He left his cigarette hanging out of his mouth to free his hands.

			I nodded and didn’t crack a smile as I held out my arms to let him pat me down. It was weird to have him touch me this much, this man who should have been closer to me than everyone else except maybe Mom, this man I barely knew.

			No wires that I can find, he said.

			I wouldn’t do that, I said. I wouldn’t cooperate with them.

			He lit another cigarette, looking at me with narrowed eyes the whole time.

			It’s just you said you were at the psych ward so—

			His face relaxed and he thought he understood. You’re just checking up on my story? Want to pat me down for wires?

			I shook my head, said, I trust you.

			He nodded. He said, In the hospital, I took the pills just long enough to get them to let me go. Soon as I got out, I stopped. That stuff’ll make you crazy.

			I nodded.

			He looked at me with laughter in his eyes. If you aren’t already, he said. He blinked and then his eyes were serious again.

			Fuck, Dad, I said, laughing.

			Dad said, See, you’re a bird right now. All fluff and feathers. And shit, look at your nest here. It’s pretty good.

			I’m not a bird.

			My phone buzzed in my pocket. I took it out. A text from Steven, just being a dick. Usually it made me laugh but suddenly I wanted to go away with Dad.

			Can I come with you? I asked. The question, it just squeaked out of me. I must have sounded like a fucking baby.

			Yeah, he said, That’s what I came to tell you. That I want you to come with me.

			I felt like I had on that day with the tornado when I was a kid, when I was running into the big wind and it took the air out of my mouth and lungs and I had to turn away, gasping.

			But not now, he said, Because I have to know where the danger is coming from first. I have to get things ready and then I’ll come back for you. There’s so much I have to do.

			I almost said, I can help. My mouth opened to say it but then I knew that I’d be no help at all.

			He said, I have to find a place where the computers can’t get to me. Where they can’t get into my head.

			Whatever, I said.

			I’m looking. I’m looking. Been looking practically since the day you were born, kid. Anyway I went into the hospital to figure a few things out. In the psych ward in Toronto.

			To get better?

			Nothing wrong with me. I went to see if it’s the doctors who had the computer that controls my brain. I did it for you. So I’d know how to protect you.

			Me?

			They’ll try to get to you too. Whoever they are. They talk about you a lot you know—the voices do, I mean. You interest them. Your eyes, you know. But I’m going to stop them.

			For me?

			He nodded.

			He said, When it happens to you, if it happens to you, I want to be there for you. They’ll tell you all kinds of things, that it’s an illness, but it’s not. It’s a gift because you see things other people don’t. It’s not an easy gift but it’s a gift, one you don’t want to waste, okay? They’ll tell you how to make it go away. They don’t tell you how to see things properly, how to interpret this other language that comes to you, how to use this other consciousness. When it first comes, if it comes to you, it’s nearly impossible to figure out how to balance and you fall over a lot trying to carry it all. But I can help you out if you let me, if it happens to you too.

			He stretched then, blowing a smoke ring that wobbled around his head before the wind swept it away.

			I don’t need any help, I said.

			I looked up at the sky, thick and heavy with dark clouds.

			Now, you work on your survival skills okay? You gotta be ready.

			I blurted out, Mom says I see two worlds.

			You listen to her, he said. Like I said, she sees things.

			She says I’ve got a choice, just like you said.

			So they haven’t got into her head yet. Good.

			A clap of thunder then, and we both jumped.

			He looked up at the sky—no rain yet. I could see he was restless. He started pacing. I stood up too, not wanting him to leave, needing to keep him there a little longer.

			I said, What if I get like you? What if I get schizophrenia too?

			He walked right up to me, right into my personal space, until his nose was almost touching mine.

			His face cracked into a grin and I tried not to, but I had to grin back.

			It’s just a word, kid, he said. That word they use to understand what I am and what I see. They don’t know shit, though. If you’re like me, then good. The view of the world from here is beautiful.

			But—

			I didn’t know what I wanted to ask him.

			He said, You’re between Robbie. That’s all. Between. You got a lot of choices.

			Dad, I said.

			You chose me before you were born, when you were just a soul or a spirit. You did it. You chose me to save the world.

			Dad studied me in silence. Then he said, I got just one piece of advice.

			All right.

			Don’t get shot in the eye by a pellet gun.

			He threw his cigarette down and looked up at the sky.

			I won’t, I said.

			Then he walked back to the side gate and pulled it open so he could go and save the world.

			I went back into the house just as the storm burst. I ran through to the front door. Hail pelted the ground. I could see a curtain of rain approaching us.

			I stood at the screen door and watched my dad walk out of my life again, tall and unbending beneath the weight of his technicolour world. I watched until the rain swallowed him up, until he wasn’t there anymore.

		

	
		
			Fifteen

			I got to thinking about the only other time I’d been to a glacier, the one up in the Rockies in Alberta. I’d made the trip after that first phone call with Doug. Drove all the way up to Athabasca Glacier to see what was left after years and years of melt.

			I hated Doug so much that I had to go see the thing my dad loved, the glaciers.

			Unlike Omega, Athabasca was not growing or surging. That part of the Athabasca Glacier was pretty grimy after all the wildfire activity in recent years.

			Not sure what I was looking for then, not if I’m being honest with myself.

			Dad had seemed so strong on the day of the tornado. Ten years later, on the day of the thunderstorm, he’d been smaller. By the time I stood on the Athabasca Glacier, it seemed as if Dad had shrunk even more and that he was fragile enough to need someone’s help.

			I didn’t even go up onto the ice flow. I hovered at its edge, breathed it in, and then I walked away. That’s what I did in Alberta.

			Montana was a different story. I’d come here looking for my dad, too, but not only the idea of him—this time I was looking for a body and admitting that pissed me off.

			Sure had been useful to hate Doug so much. At first I didn’t really have a reason for it, just an instinct. I mean, I’d hated him before I’d ever talked to him, and sure, now that I’d met him I could say he was obnoxious half the time, but there was lots of that going around. When Doug told me that he’d been the one to drive my dad out to the national park, that he’d left him alone on the side of the road, in the grip of his delusions, with only a few supplies, I thought that was why I’d hated Doug all along, as if I’d known that story from the beginning. I was pretty satisfied with that.

			But now I wasn’t sure I was all that different from him. I’d sent my dad out in the rain that day when I was seventeen. And I’d done it for the same reasons Doug had: I had things to do and my dad had been an inconvenience. So, me and Doug, we shared that.

			We were both assholes.

			

			—

			We walked in a line at first: the old man, then Doug, then me. I checked my phone way more than I should’ve because the battery was getting low. Hardly any cellular connection, but whatever because Mom never texted.

			The cool air off the glacier was shoved around by the hot wind off the fires behind us. We stumbled through a flurry of charred snow. Heavy and wet, the ash stuck to the beads of sweat on our foreheads. When we tried to rub it away we only smeared it everywhere. We snorted and hacked and wiped the drip of snot with the back of our hands. The wind changed direction again so the snow didn’t last for long, and, because it was a warm spring, it only melted into the dirt and rock and the black fall of ash.

			Had Mom texted? No, no, and no again.

			And then I heard him breathing. I couldn’t see him, but I fucking knew the sound of that man’s breathing. Ray had come down into the valley after us.

			I’d let too much distance open up between me and Doug and the old man. I picked up my pace, doing double-time until I caught up with them, until I didn’t hear Ray anymore. But there was something else, and we all heard it. Out there in that moonscape we heard the sound of a crying baby, like it was right close to us. The old man and Doug and me went looking for the baby. We scrambled over a mess of rocks and boulders, but every time, the lonely crying moved to the next boulder and then the next.

			I don’t know how long we searched, but there was no baby anywhere. We said to each other maybe it’s an injured animal. Could be a ghost or spirit trying to lure us off our trail, said the old man.

			We heard a car door slam like it was right next to us, but it had to be from way back on the road in the distance. The crying stopped.

			After that, we arranged ourselves so we could walk side by side.

			The old man walked more slowly then and he scanned the landscape continually. Doug and I kept pace with him. The wind had lifted the smell of burning out of the valley and left in its place the witchy breath of ice. The glacier lay just ahead of us. The old man almost drunk on it, his mouth hanging open. Doug closed his eyes.

			Then—hallelujah!—my phone buzzed. Ripped it out of my pocket and turned around until I found a stronger signal and then there they were, the texts I’d been waiting for.

			Thankyouthankyouthankyou, I said to the ice up ahead, as if the glacier had somehow kept my mom safe.

			From Rose: mom’s safe she’s taking shelter right now at a school she didn’t text because she left her phone behind when they were evacuated but she borrowed a phone and called my number because it was the only one she remembered

			Alicia: mom’s okay brent heading down to montana to take care of mom, mom’s safe are you okay? pls txt

			I wanted to whoop and holler, to sprint after that buffalo until I couldn’t run anymore, until I fell onto my face, gasping and wheezing and laughing into the snow.

			I took a couple deep breaths and texted back, okay ty good i’m out on the glacier with uncle we’re safe.

			Cue my sisters texting me not to be stupid, to get back on the road and to a shelter. I savoured every stupid text because each one reminded me that Mom was safe, Mom was safe, Mom was fucking safe. Doug’s face split into that grin of his. He punched my arm.

			I knew it, he said, Your mom’s a survivor.

			Goddammit, my phone buzzed again, but when I looked it was only Brent, texting a guilt-ridden essay about how if I was going to be such a jerk and run off to a glacier in the middle of all this shit he was coming to get me, that he was already on his way, that maybe Mike wasn’t his father but I was his brother. don’t be stupid, I texted, which I think broke something in Brent, because he lost it, u act like im a moron or something but im not everybody but u says im smart my therapist asked me if i decided to go to university just to prove to u im not dumb to you!!!!

			I rolled my eyes out there on the ice, texted you werent dumb just a kid calm down.

			Brent, no u think im dumb dumb becase of my dad u think im just like my dad.

			Me, you okay? maybe you need to talk with your therapist?

			Brent, u have to talk to me u have to let me in let someone in for gods sake, its not my fault hes my dad i know what my dad did to everyone im so fucking scared every day of my life that im going to be like my dad that one day im going to have a heart attack and u all wont give a shit becaue i became like my dad I swear im not like my dad and I never Will be ill kill myself before I let that happen do u understand?

			Me: you sure your ok?

			The signal dropped away then and I was saved from another of his essays about his fucking feelings.

			can’t text anymore, I wrote, got to save battery

			

			—

			When Doug was happy, he liked to explain things.

			The silt that started to blow in our faces was called glacial flour.

			It’s rubbed off the rocks by the weight of the glacier, Doug said, But your dad used to tell people on those skiing tours that they could make glacier cookies out of it. A lot of tourists believed him and they’d empty their water bottles to fill it with the ‘flour.’ Your dad would have a good laugh then. Even I fell for it once when I was a kid and I filled my pockets full of silt and brought it home. I asked our mom to bake cookies with it. Mom had a lot to say about that, but what could she do? She shook her head and said it was just like Mike, that Mike was all ideas and I was all action. Mom would say that your dad and I could do anything so long as we stuck together.

			The closer we got to the ice ahead, the slower we walked.

			The panic was draining out of us then.

			Doug said, I learned a lot about glaciers from your dad. He showed me how to see the glaciers. How to read them, how to hear them—everything. Your dad had eyes like that—he could see what was happening to the ice beneath the surface. Your dad could see what I couldn’t.

			When Doug got to talking about glaciers, I thought how Alicia would write up some long-ass poem out of his stories.

			This here is the pro-glacial zone, Doug said. That’s all the rock and gravel that the glacier spits out during its seasonal melt cycles. It leads up to the glacier’s snout, which you can see ahead, the rise of ice out there. It’s the beginning of the glacier itself. Also called a moraine. Isn’t she something?

			Alicia, I said—in my head, not for real—you’d make all this into a poem.

			The old man and Doug had stopped to watch from the truck as the buffalo stepped off the rock and dirt and onto the ice sheet up ahead.

			The old man pointed at the glacier ahead and said, That’s the place where the glacier melts, that’s where all life began.

			The breeze off the sheet of ice, fresh, sharp, pushed the fire a ways behind us, like the fire and all that destruction didn’t matter one bit, not to the glacier.

			A shiver up my spine. The fire wasn’t calling the shots for any of us anymore.

			The old man shook his head and said, Do you hear that cracking sound? I’m not getting any closer.

			The buffalo stepped up onto the white tongue of ice. She picked up her pace as she headed deeper into the glacial valley.

			The old man said, This is not the time to bother the glacier.

			Doug ran his hand through his hair and asked the old man what he was talking about, What do you mean by ‘bother’ the glacier?

			You never know what it’s going to do, said the old man.

			They were afraid of the ice, but I was hearing the drag-step, drag-step of something creeping up on us. My heart throbbed in my throat.

			The old man was shaking his head and saying, Leave the glacier alone.

			Doug looked at me and said, Your father would have gone up onto that ice.

			Not me, said the old man.

			You told us that buffalo know how to get out of the way of a fire, Doug said.

			The old man said, That buffalo can go out onto that glacier all she likes, but not a man—and for sure not three men.

			Where are you going to go, then? Doug asked.

			The old man pointed away from the glacier, to a path that ran along the moraine parallel to the road. There’s a visitor’s cabin over that way, he said, or maybe I’ll climb back up, get back in my truck, take my chances with the fire and drive until I run out of gas.

			Well, I think we’re going up onto that ice, Doug said.

			Yeah, I said.

			Fair enough, the old man said.

			We shared our names when we said goodbye, and I thought how this fire had us doing everything ass-backwards. I wouldn’t have been surprised if the old man’s name had been Moses, or if he was named for a Greek god, maybe Hades. But his name was just Alex.

			Good luck, Alex, I said.

			We shook hands. Alex passed his package of cigs to me, the ones he’d rolled himself, the one with gummies in the bottom.

			To Doug he gave the rest of his regular cigarettes. Doug protested, but Alex shrugged and said, Plenty of cigarettes where I’m going.

			The old man accepted a couple of granola bars and a water bottle from Doug, but he didn’t like taking any of it. He turned one way and my uncle and I turned another.

			It wasn’t a long walk to the glacier. When we got there, when the ice was right in front of us, Doug cleared his throat, dropped his backpack to the ground, and said, If you want take a piss or something, now’s the time—I’m going to take a dump.

			I guess I wouldn’t mind a shit, I said.

			There wasn’t much cover around. Doug walked off in one direction and I went in the other. Just me and the horizon. I dropped my pants and squatted. The wind came back onto the ice just then, blowing the hazy air over the moraine. Then I noticed that, for fuck’s sake, of course I hadn’t grabbed something to wipe with. I twisted round. My backpack was a ways off. No patch of moss or leaves in arm’s reach. Shit.

			Doug was crouched behind a collection of rocks off the trail. He started to whistle some song without a tune. The way sound bounced there, it was like he was shitting and whistling way out ahead of us on the ice, freaked me out a little. My bare ass was hanging out there in the icy whip of the wind and even though it was streaked with splashes of my own excrement that I couldn’t wipe, it was the whistling that sent shivers up my spine. I pulled my pants up that quick.

			Doug! I yelled.

			What? he called back.

			He’d stopped whistling, but it was already too late then, wasn’t it?

			Would you bring me something to wipe my ass with? I shouted back.

			

			—

			Doug looked over the first stretch of dirty ice and snow lying on top of the rocks.

			The ice was about a metre tall.

			Doug squinted at it. He said, It’s also called the toe—this place where the glacier ends.

			He said, Your dad liked this part, where the glacier begins. He’d say it’s also where the glacier ends. Once on a tour he called all this a shroud. Tour guides weren’t supposed to say stuff like that, but your dad could always get away with it because of that smile of his. You know the way he grinned, right?

			I did.

			Doug said, Your dad would say glacier snouts were zombies because a shrinking snout can sort of spring back to life, it only needs a couple of cold winters with lots of snow. Like Omega here. Last year, it’d have taken days to walk to the ice, but today it’s been what, a couple of hours? So, yeah, your dad said glacier snouts are zombies. Mike was always making things up as he went along.

			I thought the snout of the glacier looked like an animal that’d buried itself in the mud and would come rising up again any moment.

			The wind, though, when it blew cold air into my face, I got a chill like I did back in that room asking for information on their John Does, as if we were outside a mortuary fridge waiting for one of the drawers to be pulled open.

			I went up first. It wasn’t difficult for me. Then I turned around, offered my hand, and pulled Doug up beside me.

			The first thing you notice when you step onto a glacier is how alive it is beneath your feet.

			It breathes.

			It’s messy up there, but on another scale. All those boulders were like marbles scattered by a giant’s hand, and there we were, walking into the middle of their game, clambering all over that glacial toe.

			It wasn’t long before we stopped for coffee.

			By then, my head was filled with a whispering I couldn’t understand.

			It’s nothing, I said. No need to feel nervous, I told myself.

			Doug and I checked both our phones but there was no signal. He got to melting snow over his camping stove.

			You can’t see the dangers on a glacier because it’s all below the surface, he said as pulled out a couple of instant coffee packets.

			He tossed me an energy bar. I peeled the wrapper off.

			You can’t trust your senses out here because of the way—

			All of a sudden my phone went into fits of buzzing—all the texts it’d been holding back coming in all at once.

			Doug pulled out his phone. Weird, Doug said, I still don’t have any connection.

			I didn’t tell Doug, but neither did I.

			The texts were there, though. My sisters asking questions I couldn’t answer and Brent fucking telling me he was going to be there for his big brother because that’s what brothers were for.

			And a number I didn’t recognize.

			Holy fuck, it was Mom.

			She’d got a hold of someone else’s phone.

			She didn’t start with hey or hi. She got right into the shit.

			The fire burned everything, Robbie.

			There’s nothing left.

			I texted right back, how do you know

			There’s nothing left. Not the trees, not the shed, not the house. It was on the news. Robbie, you understand what I’m saying?

			I’m not an absolute idiot, I thought.

			I texted, that doesn’t have to mean what you think

			I want you to know it’s my fault, not yours, okay? You understand? I don’t want you to think I blame you.

			i did it technically it was me

			The fire did it Robbie. That’s the truth. It wasn’t you or me.

			and what if he comes back next week and everythings just like it was

			I waited a long while for Mom’s next text: It can’t ever be like it was. I have nothing left anymore. Not even a shoe. Not even a plate. I met some people we’re related to while you were out with your uncle that day you were visiting the morgues. Well, their great-grandfather is related to mine. Only their family travelled down to Montana from the Red River back in the late 1800s and never kept in touch with their kin from north of the border. After I got to the shelter, I called them to let them know I was okay, and they want to come pick me up. I’ve been sleeping on a cot here, Robbie, a good cot, I’m not complaining. I’m safe and fed. But it’s been hard to sleep. They’ve asked me to stay with them for a while. You know I’ve been thinking. I’ve never had nothing before and it feels so light that I don’t want to have anything again for the rest of my life.

		

	
		
			Sixteen

			Our first evening on the glacier and Doug was being prickly about where to set up our tent. I thought it all looked the same and how could one place be better than another? The light was getting thin and Doug said, Ideally you want to be next to trees or a rock face.

			If conditions were ideal, I wouldn’t be here, I thought. I’d be in a warm bed with a hot woman.

			Doug turned around and around, squinting at the landscape. This drift of snow will have to do, he said.

			He unfolded all the nylon flaps and poles and told me how to help, where to put which peg.

			Double walls and insulation, he said.

			Metal poles and rigid exoskeleton, he said.

			Steep angled sides that could withstand winds that’d knock other tents onto their asses, he said.

			The last few words of each phrase bounced off the snow and the rocks and returned to us in a shaky echo.

			From the inner pocket of my jacket I felt my phone give a buzz.

			This tent’s a bomber, Doug said.

			I pulled my phone out. It was from an unrecognized number.

			The texts:

			
				xxxxxiixxixixixixi100000000h2oxxxxxiixxixixixixi100000000h2oxxxxxiixxixixixixi10

				h2o100000000h2oxxxxxxxiiiiiIm2iiiiiioldiiiiiiiixxxxxiiiixixxixixixixixixiiiiiiiiiiiixiiiiiiiix100100

				100000000h2oxxxxxiixxixiixixixi100000000h2oxxxxxiixxixixixixi100000000xiixxixixixixi100

				xxxxxiixxixixixixi100000000oxxxxxiixxixixixixi100000000hoxxxxxiixxixixixixi100

			

			Doug got to work arranging the poles and pegs into their correct position.

			A bomber’s a tent’ll take whatever mother nature throws at it and still keep you warm, Doug said.

			Another buzz.

			Unknown number: 1ooobbbb0oh2oxxxxxiixxixiixixixi1o0oh

			Wind, snow, storms, whatever comes you’re nice and warm, said Doug.

			And then: im not dying ur dying hahahsdhhdshshsh

			A chill crept up my back. The hairs on my arm stood up.

			Doug looked up and said, How the hell are you getting a message way out here? Is there a connection somehow?

			He pulled his phone out of his pocket and turned it on.

			My hands were none too steady anymore, but I managed a text: who r u?

			Doug shook his head, said, I don’t have a connection.

			Your mom? Doug asked.

			No, I said. It’s nothing.

			And then it buzzed again.

			Unknown number: no way u could pronounce my real name so forget it

			How are you getting texts? Doug asked, shaking his head.

			I’m not, I said, thinking that a lie was easiest here. My phone’s breaking down.

			I stashed my phone in my pocket.

			By then, dark had started to gnaw at us, so Doug handed me a tent peg, asked me to secure my side.

			From the other side of the tent, Doug asked, Do you ever miss your dad?

			I couldn’t get that text out of my head as I struggled to get the peg in the snow.

			Doug looked up and said, No, not with your hand.

			He came over with a mallet and with a couple of hits sunk the peg through the snow and into the ice below. He grabbed another peg and went to the back of the tent.

			My phone buzzed.

			I took the phone out again.

			My fingers were so clumsy I almost dropped it in the snow.

			Unknown number: ur tent is a bomber right?

			I looked up then and turned in a circle, scanning for someone out on the ice.

			Or something.

			It was nearly dark, but I thought I saw a shadow that looked like a bear or a dog, maybe? Scale was hard out there.

			Did you see that, I said to Doug, pointing into the distance.

			Doug squinted in the right direction, then shook his head and threaded a tent pole through the slots at the bottom of the tent.

			Across the ice, the bear-dog I’d been keeping track of turned out to be a bird. I watched it spread its wings and fly off. I grabbed the guy line and tied a bowline knot when a crack rang out. I dived for the ground and covered my head.

			Doug got a good laugh out of that. That’s just the glacier, he said. They say the ice speaks at night, but it’s just the temperature changes. You know like when you put ice cubes in a drink and they crackle.

			A song of cracking and creaking rose up from the ice.

			Doug snapped the last pole in place and tossed our gear into the tent.

			So Robbie, he said, Do you miss him? I pulled the last guy line taut, tied it.

			I shrugged and said, What’s there to miss?

			I was listening to the whatever the glacier was trying to say.

			Doug said, Having a dad is—

			A sound leaped up at us out of the shadows. It started like a moan.

			Doug shut the fuck up for once.

			We stood close together. Everything by then was smothered in shadow. The moan became deeper and transformed into a bellow. We saw the silhouette of her and she was much closer than we’d expected. Just a few lengths away. Her sides were heaving as she paced around in the snow.

			Maybe she’ll have that calf by morning, Doug said.

			Well, the tent’s ready, Doug said. He crawled in and started to pull on some layers and called out to me that I should do the same.

			The wildfires lit up the sky in the distance.

			The buffalo moaned and paced.

			I felt my phone buzz.

			I turned my back to the tent so Doug wouldn’t look out and see I was reading a text.

			Unknown number: good nite

			

			—

			The tent shuddered as if it were at the end of a wet dream, and the wind grunted and panted like it was about to come all over the gear, tent poles, and food—and my uncle dead asleep next to me, snoring.

			My phone buzzed, even though it wasn’t possible.

			Ignore it, I told myself.

			Flat on my back in the middle of the night on a field of ice in Montana and me all tangled up in insomnia’s limbs and I got a playlist going in my head. What was it now, four days since I grabbed Mom and ran, since I left my stepdad unconscious in his house and hit that bison Mom cried over? I let the growling vocals I loved tear a path through the noise in my head and drown out everyfuckingotherthing in my head. If I hadn’t left my fiddle behind in that truck, I could’ve coaxed a screaming metal tune from the bow and horsehair strings—get the music out of my head and into the real world.

			My phone buzzed again.

			Maybe it was down to exhaustion. There was no connection out here.

			I thought about the text that had appeared the evening before: im not dying ur dying.

			The music in my head shut down.

			I sat up in the tent. Was God trying to have a serious chat with me? Was I being judged over text? No, no, I told myself. God didn’t want to text me.

			Maybe it wasn’t happening. Maybe it was a delusion, even though it felt so real.

			Buzz, buzz.

			I wanted to throw the damn thing away.

			When I felt this presence enter the tent, as if someone or something sat down in the next to me, I started to freak out. I could hardly breathe.

			Next time my phone buzzed, I grabbed for it.

			
				Unknown number:

				xxxxxiixxixixixixi100000000h2oxxxxxiixxixixixixi10

				h2o10vvv the phone is not my favourite language but i can learn

				yyyydiuo daoi xxxxixiiiixxoooooxooxo

				h2o10vvvn so many possible words for everything

				Me: who r u?

				Unknown number: xxxxxiixxixixixixi1000h2

				vvvnc weather stealers were here before you

				How was I supposed to respond to that?

				Unknown number: and they left something behind

				Me: weather stealers???

				Unknown number: yes, your people. humans.

				Me: Okay?

				Unknown number:

				xxxxxiixxixih2o10vvv twelve people walked onto my ice

				they held a ceremony. read poetry about my coming death.

				sang songs. the whole bit.

				they called me Omega

				and one of them dropped a phone into my snow.

				they left a plaque behind. it itches.

				Me: i’m sorry?

				Unknown number:

				the plaque they left commemorated my death.

				a little premature, don’t you think?

				Me: ur not dead?

				Unknown number:

				i surged this past winter did you notice?

				i’m fat and thick again

				more weight and pressure than you can count

				you weather stealers say it’s like i’m young again

				no need to insult me

				i’m ancient older than shit but not dead yet

				you’ll see

				hahfdahdhahds

				Me: who r u?

				Unknown number:

				xxxxxiixxixixixixi100000000h2oxxxxxiixxixixixixi10

				h2o10vvvnc lets get the record straight my name

				isn’t omega

				you can’t hear my real name

				it takes decades of your years

				to sing my name

				pronounce?

				hahahahahahaahah

				don’t make me laugh

				my ice is thinning

				but anyway can you get this plaque out?

				it’s itching

				Me: Maybe?

			

			I wanted to talk to my dad just then. So many questions for him. Like, had he ever received texts from a glacier?

			Me: so ur a glacier?

			Unknown number:

			I’m pretty sure the weather stealers left the plaque behind on purpose.

			It wasn’t just something they’d dropped.

			The buzzing stopped.

			That was it. The glacier had only wanted to whine a bit.

			I huddled back into my sleeping bag and tried to relax when a spasm ripped through my calf. There I was flapping around trying to kick the cramp out of the muscle like a shiny fat seal flapping on a rock. By the time I got that under control, a gust of wind was clawing at the tent. I lifted the inside flap and looked out. I don’t know if I was expecting to see my dad or a giant, but the only thing out there was the stars and they were the kind you wanted to touch, made you want to reach up into the spilled ink of a sky and scoop a handful of, so you could hold all that dumb twinkling in your hands.

			One by one, I let my muscles relax.

			Which was a mistake because then my phone buzzed again.

			The glacier wanted to make a correction.

			Unknown number:

			xxxxxiixxixixixixi100000000h2oxxxxxiixxixixixixi10

			h2o10v the weather stealers and monument leavers were a little bit right.

			i’m not dead but, okay, about to die maybe

			i don’t think the word die translates properly

			transforming or metamorphosing are better words

			because here i am i’m definitely Still Alive

			Me: okay?

			Unknown number:

			000h2o3xxxxxiixxixixixixi100000000

			h2100000000h2oxxxxxxxiiiiiIm2iiiiiioldiiiiiii

			cellphone is my millionth language at least

			took me a few days to learn how to press send

			that was annoying

			but i think i like texting now

			Me: that’s all great and everything

			but what i want to know is have you ever chatted with my dad?

			Nothing from the glacier.

			Me: do you know where my dad is?

			There was only the creaking.

			Fuck. Why wouldn’t that slab of ice give me the only thing I wanted from it?

			Then: buzz, buzz.

			i just thought of something!!!

			i’ve decided to leave a monument too!!

			but not a dead monument

			i want to leave a monument that would change everything.

			a goddamned living and breathing and humping and shitting monument

		

	
		
			Seventeen

			I thought I heard a crowd of giants walking past the tent, like they’d slipped right off of Mom’s tongue when she was telling one of those bedtime stories and landed out there on the ice.

			Then Doug’s voice, calling my name, Robbie!

			I rolled over, pulled the sleeping bag over my head.

			Robert! My uncle shouted this time.

			It was the panic in his voice.

			I opened my eyes and was blinded by my uncle’s goddamn headlamp.

			Turn out the lights, I said.

			You’ve got to get out of the tent now! Doug said.

			Then that bastard unzipped the tent door and crawled out, taking the light with him.

			I liked to sleep in the nude. And after the glacier was done complaining, I’d thought the only way I was going to get any sleep was to strip down. It had worked. But there I was naked and struggling to get out of my sleeping bag and calling my uncle’s name as if he was going to come back. The back half of the tent collapsed then, and I found enough adrenaline to get me out of the tent and sprinting in the direction of my uncle’s headlamp. Dick and balls so cold they fucking ached. Hadn’t even grabbed a shirt.

			The sky, oh my God. Stars so close that I lowered my head for fear of being caught in the sharp points of them. Ghostly flakes hovered on a breath of air, swirling and drifting. No giants out there. Whatever was happening, it had nothing to do with my mother’s old bedtime stories.

			Doug looked right at me and the light from his headlamp lit me right up, making me the most visible thing on that fucking ice. Two more seconds and I was beside my uncle, shivering uncontrollably. Bare feet already going numb. Doug put his hand on my arm, and we both looked back at the tent. Something grunting and heaving.

			It’s the buffalo, my uncle muttered.

			Beneath the glaring light of his headlamp, my uncle looked old and tired, and his hands were unsteady as he struggled with the zipper of his hoodie, the neckline of his thermal undershirt, the strings of his pants. As he peeled off layers, he scolded me, saying things like, Never sleep in the nude when you’re on a glacier. That’s just basic, really.

			He put a thermal undershirt in my hands and I was wearing it by the time he’d pulled his hoodie back on. My feet were like blocks of ice, and I hopped from one foot to the other until he had peeled off one of two layers of socks he was wearing. As I pulled on those socks the buffalo pulled down the rest of the tent. I heard a strong stream of liquid and looked up. The buffalo was pissing on everything.

			Don’t worry, Doug said.

			We’ll be fine, Doug said.

			I wanted to believe him, but it was all I could do to wait for my uncle to get his pants off. He got down to his boxers and threw his pants over his shoulder. Then, blinding me with his headlamp again, Doug offered his still-warm, ultra-thin, green thermal underwear to me, without a word and in this matter-of-fact way, saving my fucking life.

		

	
		
			Eighteen

			There’s a whole lot of piss in a buffalo.

		

	
		
			Nineteen

			This one let out a good long stream right against the wall of the tent.

			Doug lost his shit about it.

			He charged at the buffalo, waved his arms and shouted, trying to drive her off and save some of the gear we needed to survive one more day out there. I couldn’t make sense of this version of my uncle, the one who’d stripped down to his underwear in the snow for my sake and who now was charging at a testy, pregnant buffalo in the middle of the night.

			The buffalo and I seemed to agree on one thing—that it was best to let Doug work out his rage in whatever way felt best for him—because that magnificent creature lifted her head and calmly watched my skinny uncle run straight for her. The only light we had—and what seemed like the only light in the fucking world right then—was attached to Doug’s forehead.

			When Doug leaped into centre stage for what must have been his career-defining performance, the dark he left behind opened its jaws and threatened to swallow me whole.

			The lamp’s beam lit only one big brown eye, then a horn, then the rise of a hump and then the breadth of a shoulder. The way parts of her kept sinking back into the dark, she seemed massive, as large as the glacier we were all standing on. She snorted and steam showed in the gleam of light. Then she pawed at the snow and prepared to charge.

			Doug backed off. It seemed like he’d pulled on a new skin only to find that it didn’t fit as well as he’d wanted. He hunched his shoulders forward to make his body smaller. From one moment to the next everything on the glacier was always changing, even a man, even my uncle. The buffalo took a step forward and Doug turned tail and ran back, and that fucking headlamp of his hit me full in the face.

			The buffalo dropped to the ground and rolled over all our stuff, using the weight of her gigantic body to press our tent and everything inside into the snow, and I thought at least she wasn’t pissing over our stuff anymore.

			Felt like that night was going to last a thousand years, that maybe we’d already been killed by that buffalo and all this standing in the snow was purgatory.

			I hopped from one sock foot to the other and the movement sent a thread of heat back into my legs. The warmth spread slowly.

			I gotta piss, I said.

			Doug’d been in the middle of an old-man panic attack, talking low under his breath so only a few words reached me—okay, dead, okay, survive, okay. My words pulled him out of his head. He flashed me with his damn headlamp again, saying he was busting to go, too. He turned away from the bison, but I elbowed him and said, We can’t turn our backs on her, can we? No, no, he agreed. He took off his gloves and fumbled in the front of his pants, looking for his dick. I lowered the front of the long underwear just enough to free mine and together we aimed our dark-yellow streams into the snow ahead. For something like thirty seconds there was only the two of us left in the world, and the arc of our urine, the hiss of the piss hitting the ice and snow, and the glacial air on our dicks.

			It was too cold to linger there with our junk hanging out. We shoved them back into the warmth of our pants almost before we were done pissing, like we’d both been caught with another man’s wife, and left piss tracks on our underwear.

			This buffalo behind us bellowed. Slowly so as not to alarm the mother-to-be, I turned to see if she had us in her sights. I couldn’t see anything.

			We need the light, I said, and I was surprised by the croak in my voice.

			Doug swivelled around, but we couldn’t see that pregnant lady at all. Our campsite was deserted.

			We waited there for a few minutes to see if she’d come out of the shadows again. The stars were too bright. A crescent moon hung over us and cold got into our bones, so we huddled close now and then wrapped our arms around each other, rubbing each other’s backs.

			That was how our bison left us.

			I felt a pang, which was strange after the damage she’d done to our stuff.

			The barest glimmer of grey came into the sky.

			

			—

			Fuckers tell you that morning always comes.

			They say that so you remember that whatever darkness you find yourself in, it’ll end, but whoever says that doesn’t know how the world really works. Because sure, morning came, but the light didn’t bring us hope like it was supposed to do; it only let us see more clearly how awful the situation was. I preferred the uncertainty of the night.

			Doug stood a long while, rubbing his face with his hands.

			The smell of it.

			All the piss and dung left behind.

			We reached through holes in the stained nylon of our flattened tent. Our coats were ripped up and soaked through with urine, but we were cold, so we pulled them onto our shoulders for the little protection they still gave from the wind.

			Both of my shoes were wet through and reeked with piss, but still wearable.

			The sleeping bag my uncle had given me, the one he said my dad had slept in as a teenager, the one that had smelled of winter the way my dad did, that was in pieces, and the larger intact piece had been smeared with manure.

			My jeans and t-shirt were nearly unrecognizable but I pulled them on over the thermal underwear Doug had given to me because I wanted whatever little warmth or coverage they might offer.

			Our food was mostly trashed. We shared one of the protein bars that had somehow survived. That left us five.

			Doug’s phone was safe because he’d zipped it into a pocket in the leg of his pants, so there was that. I pulled my cell out from under a hoodie that’d been torn in half and soaked through with piss. I wiped shit from the screen and held my breath as I pressed power. That damn thing flickered to life somehow, some unholy little miracle and, fuck, I don’t know if bison piss could even charge up batteries some because I swear the power bar was a little bit higher than it’d been the night before. But when I slid my thumb into place it wouldn’t recognize my print and it wouldn’t accept my four-digit code so there was no way to use it, but I tucked it into my pocket anyway, just like I always did.

			The braid of sweetgrass Mom’d given me on the bus had been trampled into pieces. I took one and asked Doug for his lighter so I could burn it and let the smoke drift over our gear, smell a little bit less like a shithole. Tucked the rest of it in my backpack.

			We folded the wet tent and stuffed it into its bag. We had to tie the backpacks closed.

			It was an unspoken agreement between us not to leave anything, not even the damaged stuff, so we packed our stinking bags just as if we were at the beginning of the backpacking trip Doug never took and everything was unspoiled and the shit-and-piss-covered gear was all we needed in the world.

			

			—

			On the other side of the remains of our campsite was the trail she’d taken. In a funny way, that buffalo must have been our hope, not the morning, because without exchanging a single word, we followed in the tracks of the pregnant bison. We didn’t smell human anymore. We scanned the skies for vultures. Ghosts watched us. We feared the approach of the creatures we already knew and the ones we had not yet encountered, the ones we could sense, but could barely imagine. When we left that campsite, we left our rational selves.

		

	
		
			Twenty

			I couldn’t handle being alone on that ice for any length of time anymore.

			When Doug went to take another shit, I was on edge and so freaking jumpy that I heard Omega breathing in every twist of the wind. I sat myself down against a low rocky outcrop that was hardly even there anymore because the ice and snow had nearly swallowed it up altogether. The sky was filling with smoke again with the way the wind was blowing. I was too worked up to take a dump myself, and I thought maybe I should try the trick I used a lot, other than music, to get my mind off things, jerking off. I closed my eyes and reached into my pants, squeezing from the base of my cock up in the way that always made me cum really quick. I had a go-to scenario playing in my head that always worked, but ten seconds of that and nothing, not a twitch, and I felt pretty dumb for having thought of it, never mind trying. There’s nothing sexy in the expanse of a glacier, no lush curves anywhere, no warmth in any crevice, it was all craggy cold angles, and I was half-blind from the flat light, the kind that plays tricks on your eyes. Wasn’t anything wrong with me, it was the ice. I cleaned my hand with snow, rubbing it over my palm and fingers until they were pink and numb with cold.

			For half a minute, Stepdad’s half-dead walk that’d been following me—shuffle-step, shuffle-step—blared in my ears, but then faded away just like that. It was so silent out there that I could hear the breath of the glacier and all these whispering anxieties started needling me: you’ll never find him, you’ll die out here alone, you’ll never find him, never, never.

			Doug, I shouted, You about ready to go?

			What? he yelled back.

			I didn’t repeat myself. I’d only wanted to hear his voice and to know that there was another human being there with me and that I wasn’t the last human alive on Earth.

			The small inhales and the groaning exhales of the glacier, the sniffs and the coughs and the melt and the long moments when there was no need for breath at all. The buzz of my phone didn’t surprise me. I’d been half expecting it. I took it out and read:

			Unknown number:

			m2iiiiiioldiiiiiiiixxxxxiiiixixxixixixixixixiiiiiiiiiiiixiiiiiiiix smoke

			xixixixixiiiiiiiiiiiixiiiiiiiix rattles me

			Me: It’s the fire.

			Unknown number:

			a fire is a funny way of being

			it doesn’t translatexixxixi02xixixixixiii

			Me: are you afraid of fires?

			Unknown number:

			no.

			fires are temporary i’m forever

			i rule from the end of things

			I don’t know why Ray came into my head, the way he looked when he stood over me, shouting. How many times had I tried to convince myself that I wasn’t afraid, even when I was.

			Me: what’s it like to melt

			Unknown number:

			xxixi02xixixwhat you’re really asking is

			what’s it like to die

			Me: yeah i guess

			A chilled breeze swirled around me and the smell of my dad came to me, from the day I’d pressed my face against his trunk when I was seven.

			Me: where is my dad?

			Unknown number:

			xxixi0i taught him about dying too

			A deep bellow came from way too close, and then a series of breathy grunts.

			I got to my feet, grabbed my pack, and stepped out away from the boulder, and right there was that damn buffalo we’d been following. She rocked on her back to pack down the snow. Her tail was raised up and away from her body. What was sticking out her back end? I stepped a little closer and saw two little hooves.

			I fucking whooped. Doug came running, holding his pants up with one hand.

			The whoop was a dumb move. The buffalo rolled back and was on her four hooves so quick that Doug only saw the back end of her as she trotted away.

			There was a calf coming out of her, I said, like a ten-year-old kid in a man’s body.

		

	
		
			Twenty-One

			Do you know why your dad wanted to save the world? Doug asked.

			We’d been walking most of the day. My feet were cold and my legs ached. When I complained of hunger, Doug had only offered an energy bar, when I thought that a steak or burger would’ve been heaven. Anyway, I tore off the wrapper and downed it in two bites.

			I didn’t want to talk to Doug about my dad just then. We were looking over the widest meltwater stream we’d come to so far. The buffalo had crossed there. There were a lot of them running over the ice, and we’d had to jump over a few already. Those little streams on the ice made a lot of noise, trickling and spilling and gushing.

			You jump first, I told him.

			It was wide enough that Doug didn’t want extra weight on him. He shrugged off his backpack and passed it to me. He made a clean jump of it and then waited for me to throw his backpack over. Then I threw mine to him.

			I need to piss, I told him.

			I walked to the edge of the water and aimed my piss so it’d fall into the clear current. The water on the glacier was that pure. That’s when I heard it again: scuffle-drag, scuffle-drag, shuffle-stumble. In barely five seconds I was all done, zipped up and on the other side of the stream, and had my backpack on my shoulders again.

			You know that’s your dad’s backpack, Doug said.

			No, I said, and snapped the clips in place across my chest.

			He used it in his early twenties, Doug said.

			I was relieved when he looked over my shoulder and got distracted by a gaping hole in the ice.

			Look at this, he said, and beckoned me to follow.

			We’d been walking right close to a sparkling ice shaft and didn’t know it.

			He said, That leads straight to the bed of the glacier. It’s called a moulin.

			You could hear the water deep below.

			When I looked, I felt dizzy. Had to step back. Don’t know why, but from my backpack I fished out the largest whole piece of the pissed-on, trampled sleeping bag that had once been my father’s and let it drop. The water sucked it in.

			After that, Doug said we had to be careful of holes in the ice. Because it was spring, the ice we were walking on wasn’t all that stable in some places. The ice was dangerous, but so long as the bison didn’t fall through, the ice would hold us, too.

			Doug talked about scientists who tried to save the glaciers by drilling holes and injecting chemicals that were meant to freeze the water under the glacier. So it wouldn’t melt so quickly. Science is a strange creature, Doug said.

			Exhaustion seemed to reach him then, because after that he only said, I’m tired.

			When the weight of the pack started to pull against his shoulders too much, he used a length of the rope to pull the backpack behind him, like a sled. When even that left him tired and panting, I took over pulling.

			We needed a rest. Doug rooted around in his backpack for the dented thermos that he’d filled with snow that morning. We each took a swig of the slushy water and then he poured a little over two squares of chocolate, to wash them.

			No way that could’ve cleaned off the bison piss, but I didn’t care.

			He packed the rest of the chocolate away like a holy man putting away his cross.

			I didn’t know why my dad wanted to save the world, and I wasn’t going to ask.

			Doug took out his phone. No signal. I took out mine, but it was dead. No battery power left. I couldn’t leave it behind, though. I kept it in my pocket and pulled it out now and then out to see if it worked, as if the phone were like the glacier and could be both dead and living at the same time.

			

			—

			Robbie, come here, Doug said.

			His voice was tense. He’d seen something.

			The buffalo had plowed a pile of snow into what looked like a windbreak and was packing down the snow, rolling over it, making a comfortable place from nothing.

			Doug had us set up camp downwind of her. We’d taped and tied the torn tent into a shape that held off some of the wind. By then it was around dinnertime. We’d been able to light the camp stove and heated some watery tea for us to slurp. He added hot water to a couple pouches of the camping food that’d survived, bean stew, and then he pulled out one miraculous bag of chips for us to share. We lifted each chip out one at a time, taking turns. Evening was coming on. The wind blew the smell of fire off the ice.

			

			—

			We’d agreed to give the buffalo space, but then Doug sat up straighter and said, I’m going to take a piss.

			I was feeling a whole lot better for the warm tea and stew, even if it came from a plastic pouch. If you spook that buffalo and she runs off, I’m not taking another step tonight, I said.

			I’m not exploring a new route this late in the day, he said and he started off in the direction of the buffalo’s windbreak, following the packed trail we’d already made in the snow.

			When I heard him call my name, I felt a shiver travel down my spine. I didn’t wait for him to call me twice. I got up and followed the same little trail he had. It didn’t take long to get to the buffalo’s windbreak. He was on all fours, scooping snow away with his bare hands.

			Robbie, come here, he said, quiet as anything.

			I went over. It wasn’t that dark yet so I didn’t need Doug’s headlamp to see the red stripe that had caught his attention and the broken piece of a black strap.

			What is it?

			It’s a ski, Doug said.

			Okay, I said. I saw it then, a single ski with a broken strap that wouldn’t hold a boot anymore.

			He covered his face with hands that were shaking and red with the cold. He was like that for too long, and when he looked up he stared into my face for too long, too, which made it weird. I looked away.

			Then he said, I’m pretty sure this was your dad’s ski.

			What do you mean pretty sure?

			I mean this was your dad’s ski.

			

			—

			I don’t remember digging up the entire ski and I don’t remember bringing it back to our campsite, but I know we did, because there I was sitting back in the stinking tatters of the tent, holding my dad’s ski in my lap. A white ski with a narrow red stripe down the centre.

		

	
		
			Twenty-Two

			My phone buzzed.

			I refused to take it out of my pocket. I knew it was the glacier and didn’t give a fuck.

			At first Doug sat there beside me and the ski, but he said we needed to eat more and he got up to heat another pouch of stew. He moved like an old man, shuffling between our gear and me.

			Eat, he urged.

			He was so tired. I felt guilty and I swallowed a few spoonfuls and told him to finish it.

			The glacier texted again and again.

			I took a quick look at my phone while Doug cleaned our spoons with snow and packed them away, but the glacier had texted nonsense, long strings of letters and numbers. I put the phone away.

			We need to sleep, Doug said.

			I set the ski lengthwise and lay down beside it. Doug brought me my backpack for a pillow. He unzipped his sleeping bag and spread it over us both and instructed me to tuck it around my body to keep some heat in for the both of us. We lay there shivering in the jaw of the glacier until just enough warmth crept in to let Doug fall asleep.

			The tent moaned and shuddered. The torn flaps whipped and snapped in the wind. From across the way came these huffs and whinnies, these mournful bellows. A calf was being born out there in the snow. The birth took years and the birth took hours.

			My phone buzzed.

			I kept my hand on my father’s ski.

			The buffalo’s noises changed and it took a minute for me to understand them: the new mama licking her calf; the new mama grunting a welcome; and the calf making sounds in return, a bleating, sometimes holding the high-pitched note like a whine and other moments a stuttering that broke off.

			My fucking phone buzzed again.

			I groped in the dark for the damn thing.

			It wasn’t possible for my screen to light up, but it did.

			A string of texts, all from the glacier’s unknown number:

			Unknown number: m2iiiiiioldiiiiiiiixxxxxiiiixixxixixixixixixiiiiiiiiiiiixiiiiiiiixs

			
				0ldiiiiiii it’s almost time for me to leave this world

				not yet though, i got visitors coming

				hahahsdhhdshshsh;)

				iiiiiix i asked the giants

				hafdoasxixixi to crack open the door

				between the spirit world

				xxixi02 and here

				m2iiiiiio wait until you see it

				a living monument

				straight out of the spirit worldxixi02xixixixixiii

				hahahsdhhdshshsh

				(^_-)

				:-\

				:-D

				hahahsdhhdshshsh

				ixxixixixixi10 you’ll love it i promise

				I skimmed the glacier’s fucking opus.

				I typed: do you know where my dad is?

				Unknown number:

				100000000h8oxxxxxiixxixixixixi100000000h2oxxxxxiixxixixixixi100000000xxixixixixixixixixixxxxxiixxixixixixi100000000h2oxxxxxiixxixixixixi100000000h2oxxxxxiixxihahahsdhhdshshshxixixixi100000000h3o100000000h2oxxxxxxxiiiiiiiiiiiiixxxxxiiiixixxixixixixixixiiiiiiiiiiiixiiiiiiiixxxxxxxxxxixixixii100000000ho2xxxxxiixxixixixixi100000000ho2xxxxxiixxixixixixi100000000xxixixixixixixixi

			

		

	
		
			Twenty-Three

			Breakfast: warmish water in a pouch of dry oatmeal with about three raisins, a square of chocolate, and the last of the tea.

			Doug and me in our ridiculous campsite, in a tent with a roof that’d been ripped open with that buffalo’s horns, wearing clothes she’d fouled, relying on gear she’d trampled, everything held together with every last bit of rope we could salvage.

			The damp stench of us—I could hardly stand it.

			Calf was born in the night, I told Doug.

			I didn’t tell him about the texts, and I’d left the phone where I’d flung it last night, near the back end of the tent.

			He’d looked at the clear blue sky the morning offered us and asked, Does it make sense to follow the buffalo anymore?

			The news about the calf had him stashing away our garbage, pouring water over our spoons and rinsing out our cups in a hurry.

			The glacier shone white and turquoise in the morning sun. A brisk walk over the snow and there was the buffalo’s windbreak. She’d dug around quite a bit to create this little birthing shelter. We peered over the top thinking we’d catch the mother and baby on their first morning together. We were shocked to see that the snow was marked in shades of red, from bright to coppery. We’d forgotten that blood was a normal part of birth. In the midst of it in the snow lay a tiny reddish-brown buffalo calf with a pile of scrawny legs.

			All was calm. All was still.

			God, we were proud.

			Didn’t matter to us that we’d had nothing to do with any of it. Except maybe being part of opening the back door of the truck—though how could we know if we’d helped her out then or made everything even more difficult. If we talked about it, which we didn’t, we’d have to admit that it was the buffalo who’d changed everything for us, and that we’d needed her all along. So it didn’t matter that we’d had nothing to do with the birthing of the calf and it didn’t matter that we should have been planning how to get out of there, we puffed out our chests and called for a celebration.

			We didn’t know what a healthy, newborn calf should look like. Or what it should sound like. We’d never been close to one. No idea at all.

			Back at camp we ate another piece of chocolate each. I pulled out the pack of smokes and gummies the old man had left with me. Doug took a smoke and passed me one. I popped a couple of hardened gummies in my mouth. We lay back and blew smoke like we’d done something tremendous, as if we still had everything we needed to survive, as if we weren’t already dead men walking. Scratch that, as if we were dead men laying around smoking whatever it was that old man rolled into those cigs. Smoked those things down to nubs and flicked them into the snow. Looked over our pissed-on shelter and stood near the nearly busted camp stove to melt snow and drink steaming glacier melt mixed with hot chocolate powder.

			What now? Doug asked.

			I was feeling a lot lighter than before. I stretched my arms out and looked up at that sky. It went on and on. Fuck, I loved a sky like that.

			It was then I realized we hadn’t seen the calf’s mama at all that morning.

			Did you see our buffalo? I asked Doug.

			He shook his head and gulped back the last of his drink.

			Let’s go take another look, he said.

			There was the faint smell of smoke hovering in the air then and getting stronger as the wind pushed it in from the road and the towns beyond. Smoke filling the sky in the distance and then the shuffle-step of Stepdad’s walk. Looked for him, and even though I didn’t see anything, I knew he hadn’t given up and that he never would.

			I picked up Dad’s ski and brought it with me across the snow. We watched for signs of movement ahead. We didn’t want to take the new mom by surprise. At the windbreak we looked over, but there was no mama anywhere, only the rusty-red fur in the snow and the blood.

			A few steps around and we were there in the packed-down wallow with the calf. Too close. Doug put his hand on my shoulder and we stopped. I dropped Dad’s ski in the snow. Horror held us in place. Growing out of its back haunch was a fifth twisted leg, so small it almost looked like a second tail. The calf’s narrow neck was twisted back at an impossible angle, as if it had been unable to carry so much weight. There were two heads lying in the snow, two eyes facing the sky. On the rusty-red head, the eye was closed. The other head was white, and its eye was open, looking up and up and up. We felt as if we were being watched. The horrible thing had been licked completely clean.

			At what point had the story changed for that mama? When did she realize that she would not be welcoming this new life, but was instead preparing the little misshapen body for death? And then, how long had she stayed with her calf? Right to the end, the warmth of her body coaxing a few minutes more of life into this thing that was no longer hers, or had she turned away sooner, knowing the elements would usher in a quicker death, maybe a kinder one but maybe not. I stepped away from the wallow and turned to look back at the cathedral of ice behind us, tracing the rise of the spires and cliffs in the distance.

			When suddenly we heard a high-pitched yip and then a bark, Doug got himself out of the wallow. Whatever it was, I didn’t think it belonged on the ice. The fire must have driven it onto the ice. Next a long, eerie howl surrounded us and, even in the clear light of day, every hair on my body stood on end. I rushed after Doug and, the windbreak behind us, we paused and squinted against the reflected light. Was there movement at our tent? I rubbed my eyes with my palms and looked again but there was only light, so much of it that my eyes teared up. I cupped my hands around my forehead and saw a four-legged shadow raise itself up on its hind legs. It lifted its snout into the air, sniffing.

			Did we smell like prey?

			Doug carefully lowered himself to the ice, making himself as small as an old man could.

			Shit, shit, shit, he whispered.

			I crouched down beside him. The animal looked too big to be a dog. Could it be a wolf or a coyote? Every muscle tense, I wanted to run, but where?

			Then from behind us: a low bellow, like a growl.

			Holding my body as still as possible, I turned my head and in my peripheral vision I saw the dead calf’s mama. Now we had a four-legged predator ahead of us and an angry, grieving buffalo at our rear.

			She snorted and scratched at the snow before launching herself forward. She charged directly at us. Doug tried to get back to his feet to get out of her way but something gave out, maybe his worn-out knees, and he collapsed onto his side with a groan.

			I jumped up, waved my arms, and shouted something stupid.

			Hey buffalo! I called.

			When I could see her eye focus on me, I turned and ran toward our camp.

			Hey buffalo! Hey buffalo!

			I looked over my shoulder. She’d tracked my movement easily and picked up a lot of speed. My heart was almost bursting in my chest. I was fucking scared, and if I hadn’t been so panicked I might have cried.

			It only took her a few seconds to catch up to me. She hit me with her forehead and horns. She lifted me up in the air and threw me across the snow. I hit the ground with a crack. The world around me swirled and my ribs screeched at me. I tried to stand up, fucking tried, because I knew she’d be circling back.

			Robert! Doug called.

			Gasping, I fought to stay conscious.

			Was she coming for me again? Yes, there she was. Things went into slow motion even as she came at me at full gallop. Sprays of snow cascaded slowly and beautifully around her hooves. There would be no running away from her anymore. I curled into a ball and covered the back of my neck with my hands. I held my breath. I heard her galloping toward me, toward me, toward me—and then past me. Breathe, breathe, breathe. When I looked up, she was in our camp charging at the wolf. The wolf evaded her, ran off.

			Doug and I stayed where we were, moving as little as possible, while the buffalo had another go at our stuff, snorting and bellowing. And then she walked back to the windbreak she’d made. We couldn’t see what she did in there. We waited and waited. Then we spotted her rump and tail leaving the windbreak and walking away.

			Doug rushed to me then, Are you okay, are you okay?

			I sat up, felt my ribs.

			I didn’t think anything was broken. Fucking bruised, though.

			Are you okay? I asked Doug.

			I don’t know, he said.

			The ski, I said.

			I’d left my dad’s ski in the wallow with the calf.

			

			—

			I didn’t need to go back for the ski. A single ski with a broken bootstrap wasn’t any use to us.

			Still, it wasn’t a long walk back to the windbreak and the wallow. Doug trailed behind me a little, scanning the landscape around us for any predators.

			Went in for the ski. I tried not to look at the calf, but I could see that the mama had pushed a protective layer of snow over its tangled body. It wasn’t entirely covered, but the one open eye was, and it seemed more vulnerable now than before.

			The ski was still there, on the far edge. It was partially covered in snow that the buffalo had pushed around. I crouched down and pulled at it. I shook the snow off the tip. The red stripe, the broken strap. Was the loss of a ski the beginning of the end for my dad? I’d never know. On my hands and knees then, I reached to scoop the snow off the end of the ski.

			When my hand encountered something solid and unyielding, I tried to push it out of the way but only moved more snow. I looked. I saw a width of grey flesh.

			Maybe a second dead calf. That’s what I told myself.

			I scooped snow until I uncovered fingers.

			Took out more snow, and then an entire hand.

			Ignoring the ache in my ribs, I lay myself down on my stomach, there on the inside edge of the wallow, and pushed more snow away.

			Doug, I called.

			There must have been something in my voice, because Doug stumbled in quickly, breathlessly.

			In front of me was a wrist and a hand and fingers. The sleeve of a coat, green with navy trim. The face was covered with snow, but I was sure I saw a shock of red hair.

			Who knew if the body in the snow had been partially dug out or covered up by the buffalo.

			My breath came in short gasps. My head swam.

			It was my uncle who made sense of what I’d uncovered.

			Mike, he called out.

			No, I said. No, no, no.

			Doug dropped to his hands and knees and started scooping out the snow from around the body.

			For too long, I couldn’t move. My mouth filled up with warm bile. Eventually, I spit it out onto the snow.

			And then I started digging too.

			

			—

			
				At first the gloves we wore made our hands clumsy, so we took them off and used our bare hands. I tore at the snow until my knuckles bled, until Doug remembered he had a little folding scoop-shovel that’d survived everything and he brought it over from our campsite with my backpack and an armful of food I couldn’t look at. After that, I returned my hands to the gloves and scooped slowly with the shovel, careful with that body.

			We uncovered a single silver-coloured glove. Doug said it’d been Mike’s.

			I put it on my father’s exposed hand, the left one.

			About then my uncle stopped digging. He sat in the snow beside me and my dad, staring into the distance. Every now and then he wiped his cheeks.

			I uncovered the rest of my dad’s body alone.

			I never found the other silver glove.

			Doug took his right glove off so I could put it on my father’s other hand.

			In death my father wore blue snow pants and his old green coat. His black ski boots were still on both his feet.

			He wasn’t wearing a hat.

			I dug out a shallow depression in the snow next to him and gently lifted his head onto my lap.

			I stroked his hair.

			I thought, This is the first time I’ve ever touched my dad’s hair.

			I wanted this day to go on and on.

			Doug crawled around my father’s body and put his cheek onto his big brother’s lap. He bawled.

			I studied my father’s half-frozen face.

			My uncle howled like an animal in distress.

			I lay my hand on my father’s forehead, so as to calm any voices that might still be haunting him.

			After a while, my uncle quieted. He fumbled for a piece of cloth to blow his nose. When he spoke his voice was steady.

			He said, Do you know why your father came here?

			I didn’t care what Doug had to say.

			It was for you, Uncle said. He wanted to save the world so you could live in peace just the way you were. You were his reason for saving the world.

			And then my uncle pulled himself away from his brother. He stood up. He walked like an old man then, as if all his years had suddenly fallen onto his shoulders, and it was too much weight to carry.

			I have to go back to get help, he said, You stay with him. I’ll alert emergency services as soon as I can.

			I didn’t offer any objections to his plan.

			He turned his back on his brother for the final time and walked away. I watched him until he was a speck in the distance and then nothing at all.

			I was alone with my father’s body.

		

	
		
			Twenty-Four

			Evening crouched close over my dad and I, and no help came.

			There was a spirit now to be set free, and I knew how to do it. Mom had taught me.

			Only, out there in the dark, Ray was heaving and shuffling in the snow. He wasn’t going to let me do what it was my responsibility to do.

			The slight weight of my dad’s body grounded me.

			I heard a flap of wings and a crow landed on the snow in front of me, its black feathers fading into the growing dark of approaching night. The bird folded its wings. It transformed into a man and stood there as my stepdad.

			The burns covering most of his body were both accusation and conviction.

			He was taunting me. He came closer. Scuffle-drag, scuffle-drag, shuffle-stumble.

			I wanted to show him I was stronger than he was, to get off my ass and beat him to a fucking pulp for one final time. But I looked down at my father, the way his body stretched out over mine.

			I am going to release my father’s spirit, I said to Ray. He’s been waiting for too long.

			Ray wore his blue jeans, his big shiny buckle, his boots, and his fancy shirt.

			What about me? he asked.

			Are you dead? I shot back.

			He smiled and a weeping scab fell off his cheek. Maybe, he said. Either way, I was more a dad to you than that man ever was.

			I’d never thought of Ray as a jealous man before. To me, he’d always seemed so confident, unreachable.

			As I looked at him, his clothes fell away and he stood before me completely naked for the first time.

			From the backpack Doug had brought over, the faint sound of a buzzing phone. Ray and I both looked at it and then looked back at each other. Ray shivered and covered his crotch with his hand.

			There’s one more cigarette in the pack over there, I said. Get it and sit down with me.

			Ray, even though he was naked, did what I asked. He took a smoke even though his lips were falling off.

			You know something funny, Stepdad? I said.

			He took another big inhale and giggled.

			I love you, I told him.

			Ray laughed at me.

			I smiled and said, You’ve always thought that was a weakness.

			A stream of pus oozed out of one of the burns on his face. I asked him to pass me his cigarette.

			He did and I inhaled.

			I said, You know what else? I’m sorry for you.

			I said, Imagine being surrounded by so much love for so many years and not being able to accept any of it. It must drive you out of your mind. No wonder you’re acting like this. Aren’t you embarrassed? Looks like you’re dead but I didn’t kill you. I wanted to kill you, but I didn’t.

			He was a crow again. He fluffed out his wings.

			I know what you want from me, I said. You want me to say your fucking name out loud, don’t you? Because who else will? Of course. Of course it has to be me.

			Okay, sure, fine, I said.

			Ray, I said.

			That first time shocked me because he twisted up, folded over into a mess of feathers.

			I kept on. Ray, Ray, Ray.

			I said his name with all the love I’d felt for him as a kid when he’d had the chance to be a father. I said his name with all the grief I felt for the father I held in my lap.

			The pile of feathers tried to lift off and fly away but it couldn’t. So instead, each time I said his name he faded away a little more and a little more until he wasn’t there at all.

			It was so dark then.

			From my backpack, my phone buzzed.

			This thing that was now my responsibility.

			To begin, I had to say his name in every way I knew it. I had to be strong enough to hold his body all night.

			The phone buzzed and I looked at the backpack again, but I had my dad to attend to. The glacier could wait, had been waiting for thousands of years.

			I said his first name. Mike.

			Then it was like there was less of him there; his head was lighter.

			Michael, Mike, Michael.

			A spark in his chest, glowing just a little.

			Mike, Mike, Mike.

			The spark moved up to his neck and then his mouth.

			Michael. Dad. Father. Payr.

			Then it rose from his lips and was carried up into the sky on a breeze.

			Mike, Mike, Mike.

			His body looked cold now. Above us, the stars burned. When I lifted my hand to the sky, I scorched the tips of my fingers in their light.

		

	
		
			Twenty-Five

			The buzzing was going to drive me crazy, even if nothing else that’d happened in the last five days had.

			The bag was within reach. With one hand I started to pull everything out. The pissed-on pieces of a shirt. An energy bar that still smelled of shit—I tore that wrapper off and ate it. The thermos with water—I took a swig. The phone, there at the bottom. It was glowing with messages.

			
				Unknown number:

				m2iiiiiio i told you it doesn’t hurt

				100000000h8oxxxxxiixxixixixixi100000000h

				2oxxxxxiixxixixixixi100000000xxixixixixixixixixixx

				102oxx my policy is to look it straight in the fucking face

				hahahsdhhdshshsh;)

				100000000h8oxxxxxiixxixixixi

				xi100000000h2oxxxxxiix

				there’s never been buffalo on earth like

				the ones that are coming

				your people think what I did last winter a surge?

				i’m just getting started

			

			How could I type all the anger I was feeling into the phone? There wasn’t a way.

			
				Me: what doesn’t hurt? look what in the face?

				Unknown number:

				h3o100000000h2oxxx

				m2iiiiiio dying death

				us glaciers are never done with it

				and never done living either

				i’ll come back you know

				Me: Like Jesus?

				Unknown number:

				hahahsdhhdshshsh

				no not bloody like Jesus

				i’m not religious

				:-D hahahahdaoishaha

				Me: i found my dad btw he’s dead

				Unknown number:

				I know

				h3o10000 is that hard for you?

				Me: what do you think?

				Unknown number:

				xxxxxiixxixixixixi1000h2

				xxxxxiixxixixivvvnc

				i think that in the spirit world right now

				a blizzard is fattening me up

				and herds of dead bison walk and snort and shit

				and all the dead calves crowd around the dead elders,

				calling for the story to begin

				Me: shut up

				Unknown number:

				0000000h2oxxxxxxxiiiiiiiiiiiiixxx

				xxiiiixixxixixixixixixiiiiiiiiiiiixiiii

				what do i think? that love is greater than death

				Me: shut up

				anyway you could say his name you know

				Unknown number:

				I could. I have a name for him.

				Me: it’s Mike

				Unknown number:

				The name I gave him will take me ten of your years to sing.

				Me: okay get started then

			

			The phone went dark. It’d finally died.

			Then I heard it—the crash and creak and crackle, the moan and sigh—it was the beginning of the glacier’s song, my father’s name. As the haunting notes soared, I saw visions: my dad coming to the door when I was seven; a red toboggan beneath me and my dad beside me; my dad smoking in our backyard when I was seventeen, and disappearing into the curtain of rain; him skiing across the snow, strong and tall; and then walking over the glacier, a limp favouring his left leg; and finally I saw the glacier gather him up in their snow and ice, and wait for me.

			The song didn’t stop, even as, around me, the ice started to lift up.

			It broke open and the centre loomed, popping and pulsing as it split into tremendous pieces.

			The glacier turned itself inside out.

			A cave of ice opened up, as tall as any goddamned office building I’d ever seen. Ice walls climbed over each other and pieces broke off and tumbled back down to the ground. Snow-covered mountain peaks exploded and columns of ice and snow rose up and collapsed. An avalanche rolled into the valley. Everything trembled.

			Only my dad’s body remained still.

			No way I expected those buffalo to come out of that cave.

			So many, they stretched out as far as I could see.

			Ice clung to their beards and snow had frozen on their humps: they’d come out of a recent storm.

			Herds and herds, a roaring, musky, river of them.

			All those bison stampeded out of that ice cave and onto the glacier.

			The cracking and booming and croaking of the ice. The galloping of the buffalo.

			I shut my eyes, but the noise didn’t go away, and when I opened them again the buffalo were still pouring out.

			And then I whooped. I fucking whooped and whooped until my throat was hoarse.

			How many hours like this?

			As the sun moved across the sky again the flow of buffalo thinned.

			Near me, I noticed a small movement. The little deformed calf was kicking one of its legs. I watched as it wriggled in the snow and then got its four hooves beneath it. It stood up, the fifth leg dangling alone from its rump. Its two heads were almost too much for it. The skinny little thing stumbled around a little before it figured out how to move and walked into the cavern that all the buffalo were running out of. On it went and it walked until deep into its icy throat, until I couldn’t see it anymore.

			Look at that, I said to my father.

			I opened a pouch of oatmeal and tried to eat it dry. Same with the bean stew. I couldn’t get much down. I was light-headed.

			The night was so long.

			Rescue could not come in the dark, I knew that. So when I saw a bright light in the distance, I understood that death had come for me, and no one else. I thought maybe I could be brave about it and that I could get up and walk toward it. But my dad’s head was so heavy. I could only wait for death to take me. The light grew, came nearer. I’m ready, I thought. I closed my eyes.

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			In the end, it was a snowmobile’s headlamp that came for me in the night, not death.

			It was Brent, coming to get me like he’d threatened to do. He showed up on the ice after persuading this random guy to let him rent out his snowmobile. Cost Brent six hundred bucks to take it for the night and he had to leave his credit card. Brent said he’d wasted more time than he liked to admit racing around the wrong end of the glacier, feeling like he was dumb and blind, before he found our trail. Stupid kid could’ve got himself killed—and then Mom would’ve killed me.

			Brent said how he’d been confused by the crowds of buffalo out on the ice, but that all the herds just flowed around him and let his fucking roaring machine pass on through. He said I’d collapsed and he’d thought I was as dead as my dad. Said he’d started blubbering like an idiot but then he’d found my pulse and grabbed an energy drink from the emergency ration pack he’d stashed under the seat. Said that he’d pointed the headlight full on at me and Dad so he could see what the hell was going on. He’d already used up so much gas and the spare canister was gone so the motor and light cut out as he was dripping some of that energy drink onto my tongue. Then we were all in the dark together, in the middle of the grunting and heaving mass of buffalo. Lurched around until he’d located the emergency blanket from the kit and covered us all. He said he didn’t know that help was on the way, that he hadn’t called anyone, that was down to Doug. He said for the first time in his life, he’d had no plan. Wish I hadn’t been unconscious for that.

			He said that the herds were like snowstorms, but stinky ones that left fresh steaming shit behind, and the next morning he’d had to walk through this soft warm manure until his boots were caked with it. He said he cheered when I regained consciousness but not as loud as he did an hour past sun-up when we saw the helicopter flying toward us from above. A ladder descended from the clear blue sky and two rescue workers shimmied down.

			One guy strapped me onto his back and up we went.

			I watched from above as the other guy hooked my father’s body to a stretcher. As it was lifted into the sky, my father’s body swayed back and forth as if he was on a swing.

			He must have been happy to see the buffalo racing across the ice, to see the whole world changing below him. I thought how it looked like he was flying.

			

			—

			Brent stayed with me in the hospital until they gave the all clear. He wouldn’t stop talking but it was a distraction from the smell and noise of the ward, so whatever.

			The Omega Glacier surged again, even as other glaciers melted into scattered pieces and were declared officially dead. People held funerals to mark their passing.

			Nobody heard anything from Ray.

			Brent grabbed a wheelchair and whisked me out of the hospital for a day so I could be there when Mom, Rose, and Alicia buried Dad’s remains beneath this tender little quaking aspen sapling. Rose was pretty pissed at me then, saying I deserved to be sucker punched for trying to pull an Elzéar on everyone, but she’d have to save it until the doctors gave me the all clear. Mom told Rose to give me a break and to look how everything had turned out. Your brother didn’t repeat the Elzéar story, Mom said, he added to it. Rose shot back that it was a miracle she still had two brothers alive on this earth and mom wasn’t taking it seriously enough. But a minute later Rose had grabbed my hand and held it tight while Alicia read a draft of a new poem about Dad dying alone on the ice. Our dad, Alicia wrote, not Robbie’s dad and even though I was on painkillers and my head was pounding, the way I heard her poem, I knew she meant Brent to be a part of it too. Alicia said I’d have to wait to read the poem until she was done with it, which might be only when the aspen had grown to its full height, about fifty feet. Last week, I hammered a new tree stake into the ground to give the tree more support. I don’t know how long that aspen will be able to live—what with the weather changing, fire seasons coming earlier and longer, and the droughts that have the rivers drying up by early summer around here.

			After I got out of the hospital, I convinced Brent that it wasn’t too late to learn the fiddle, if he wanted me to teach him. For a beginner, Brent’s not so bad as all that, but he’s not the kind that’ll ever be able to keep up with a room full of dancers with quick feet. Anyway, he can’t talk so much when he’s concentrating on getting the bow on the strings the right way.

			Other herds started appearing all over the place after that. No markings or tags, just wild, wandering bison. The first were the ones in Montana though. Millions of roaming bison—well it goes without saying that they’ve changed what this land is. There are scientists still doing research on all of this, what this means, why it happens, how to stop it, or how to make more of it happen.

			There was some talk of culling the herds but that went away real quick. I’m not sure if it was because of the people who took to the streets, or because of the scientists and their talk about the ecosystem, or because of the animal itself, just the feeling they give you in your chest when you look at them or how you feel like a different person when the wind blows the musky, mammal smell of them into your house, through the kitchen windows, maybe.

			They say the herds aren’t bringing the land back to what it used to be. They say there’s something different going on, that the buffalo are making something new out of what us humans have tried to build and the land that’s survived us so far. It’s coming easier these days, this walking between two worlds, the old and the new, as I wait, as we all wait, for the world that’s on its way.

			At night sometimes I hear all those hooves passing. It’s like a river, the way it just goes on and on. I think Dad would have liked that sound. I like to think that the river of bison would have quieted the voices he didn’t want to hear. Come summer, it might be that one of the herds travels this way and it could be that all those bison figure it’d be a good idea to stop for water down there by the river near Mom’s place and if they roll around in the dirt raising dust and making their wallows, could be they tear out my father’s tree and return it to the soil. Could be the seeds that were caught in their thick fur fall into the dirt, and that tall prairie grasses are going to rise up next spring, green and young and making room for wildflowers again, all those messy roots reaching for the remains of Dad’s life, ready to take what he always wanted to give.

			I played fiddle at that dance hall until I saw that woman again, and, yes, reader, I married her. My sisters told me I should write that, so I did. I don’t know how to explain it exactly but it’s like I wanted to be her tree.

			

			—

			A scrawny, two-headed calf walks onto the ice in the spirit world where a blizzard is getting started.

			The calf has two heads and watches the approach of a tall man with its four wild eyes. The calf expects no kindness.

			The man walks slowly over a glacier through the sheets of falling snow. He wears a snug pair of jeans and a denim button-up shirt. He is not cold. His hair is red and a little overgrown around the side and the wind blows it around until it looks wild. He has aspen branches growing out of his back and his shoulders. He shifts between tree and human.

			He crouches beside the calf. He puts a hand on one head and then on the other.

			Up here you can change your shape, he says, Look at my branches.

			The calf looks at the man with all its four eyes.

			Here, you can change shape, the man says. You can become an elder. Or a bear. You can be a bird or a beetle. You can heal yourself, if you want to.

			Each of the man’s eyes is a different colour. One is blue and one is green. There had been a scar in one of them once, but it is gone now.

			The aspen leaves of the man quiver and tremble in the terrible snow and shouting wind.

			The bison calf flickers into a polar bear cub that is round and white, with only one head. Now the calf-bear smells of winter.

			The man is pleased. Prairie grass begins to grow from his chest, golden green and smelling of hot, dry summers.

			Tree-man and the bear-calf walk deeper into the storm together.

			Who knows what they will do.
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