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				Born and raised in Canada, Sarah Leipciger lives in London with her family, and teaches creative writing to prisoners. Her short fiction has been shortlisted for the Asham Awrad, the Fish Prize and the Bridport Prize. The Mountain Can Wait is her first novel.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Praise for THE MOUNTAIN CAN WAIT:

				‘The heart of this story is the love between father and son, and the backdrop is spectacular; Leipciger’s descriptions of the scenery are splendid and intensely evocative’ The Times

				‘Leipciger beautifully captures the volatile relationship between father and son’ Good Housekeeping

				‘A tragedy about a silent father and a wounded son . . . rigorous beauty’ New York Times

				‘It’s a mesmerising story of misunderstandings set against the beautiful backdrop of the Canadian woods, poetically described by Leipciger’ Sunday Express

				‘A hauntingly brilliant tale of a father searching for his lost son’ Heat

				‘Clear and beautiful, like swimming in a mountain lake’ Mark Haddon

				‘The Mountain Can Wait is a taut, psychologically gripping novel populated by original characters constantly at battle with nature, family, society, and themselves. This is a book that kept me up at night. Leipciger has Margaret Atwood’s rare flair for crafting an intelligent and suspenseful novel’ Nickolas Butler, author of Shotgun Love Songs

				‘The Mountain Can Wait is as haunting, wild and compelling as the landscape it describes’ Claire Cameron, author of The Bear

				‘Haunting and beautiful’ Hannah Beckerman, Huffington Post

				‘Leipciger beautifully captures the tender and mercurial relationship between father and son. These are characters you care about, flawed and haunted, existing in the hard yet undeniably radiant world of the Canadian Mountains’ Michéle Forbes, author of Ghost Moth

				‘Despite being a first novel, the author already displays a powerful facility with language, setting, and character that in future work will undoubtedly make her a master’ Quill & Quire

				‘Throughout this simple, stirring story she writes with great poignancy and invites the reader into a colourfully rendered world of looming trees, ominous mountains and natural hazards’ Optima Magazine

			

		

	
		
			
				

				ABOUT THE BOOK

				A young man is driving home from a party through the Canadian woods when suddenly a girl appears in his headlights. In an instant, he hits her, and in another instant decides to keep driving, leaving more than one life shattered.

				Tom Berry is a hunter, a man who would be most content living out his days in the wilderness with just enough ammunition and kerosene to last the winter. A single father, he has raised his children, Curtis and Erin, with the same absolute dedication he brings to his forestry business, but now he’s discovering that might not have been enough.

				When the police contact Tom to tell him that Curtis has gone missing, Tom knows at once that only he can find his son. Tom must come down from the mountain to embark on a journey thorugh a stunning yet scarred landscape that ends on the rocky shores of a remote island, where old hurts will finally come to light.

				A haunting story of a family in crisis, The Mountain Can Wait introduces Sarah Leipciger as a talent to watch.
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				The night was still black when Curtis pulled his Suburban away from the curb and turned toward the mountain highway, leaving his apartment, his sleeping street behind him. He would have preferred to ride his bike but the tire was flat and anyway it was too cold, and rain was coming. He would find some side road up the mountain where he could park and stay warm until the sun rose, and then he’d hike for as long as his legs could carry him. Ascend to a place where the view was different and things that towered and loomed down here would narrow to pin shadows and then to nothing.

				With his windows rolled down, he tickled the curves slowly, and the high that had been fading in him came back up. Calm poured through his body and the wind was music. The cold, dewy air tasted like spring moss, like pine. The needle on the speedometer slipped across seventy kilometers and he slowed down to forty. But minutes later, when he glanced at the needle again, it was back up at seventy. The road began a long-curved descent and he pulsed the brakes.

				He engaged the dashboard lighter and lifted his right thigh, and wedged his fingers into his back pocket, feeling for his small tin box. It wasn’t there. He reached farther and excavated the gap in the back of the seat. The road was a tunnel. He glanced at the passenger-side footwell but saw only a badly folded road map and a refillable plastic coffee mug that he had stopped using because he’d lost the lid.

				Her face in the headlights flashed like a coin, the features etched in silver blue. She was an instant, the sulfuric flare of a match, and though he had time to hit the brakes his foot found the accelerator instead. And there was a dull slap. Something white seemed to pause in the air. The sound of a broad, square nose of metal pummeling muscle and bone was flat and without ring. He stopped the truck with its nose pointing into the middle of the road and, confused, felt for his tin in the other pocket, as this somehow still seemed important. Looked for it in the footwell. In his bag. In his lap. The dashboard lighter sprang. He turned off his headlights and the ignition and listened to his own breathing and the ticking of the engine, and then peered out his window for many minutes into the dark. There was nobody there. He got out of the truck and walked slowly up the road; no one in the ditch, no one on the pavement. He looked back at the truck, askew in the road, the door hanging open like a crooked tooth. He continued along the opposite shoulder, low mist in the trees, the crunch of gravel. Up ahead in the ditch, two white, high-top sneakers, one pointing up, the other toward him. A pair of bare legs. He thought: It’s too cold out here for that. The rest of her was hidden by the mountain pines.

				Curtis stood very still in the road, shivering, then bent at the waist with his hands on his knees and tried to spit. He stood back up and turned around andpressed his feet deeply into each step so that the world might not hear his retreat. When he pulled the door shut on his truck, the hinge bit loudly into the night. The clunk of the cold metal latch. He drove home at a crawl, passing no one, the engine rattling his teeth in their sockets.
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				The dog had been sick for three months when Tom decided to end its life. It was January when they noticed something was wrong – the first time in fourteen years that Rocky rejected meat from the table. His portion of roast beef went untouched for twenty-four hours in his steel bowl before Tom gave up and scraped the woody slab of dry meat and coagulated gravy into the garbage.

				The dog didn’t eat for another three days, so Tom took him to the vet and the vet had a look at his teeth, smelled his breath, palpated his abdomen. He suspected it was kidney failure and took a sample of Rocky’s blood and urine to be sure. He phoned Tom at home later that day with the results, something about the proteins in Rocky’s blood being ten times what you would expect in a dog. Given Rocky’s age and the advancement of the disease, the vet recommended against treatment and predicted that the end would come in weeks. It was clear that Rocky knew what was happening. Tom took the dog’s soft, dry muzzle in his palm and looked deeply into his eyes and said, “What we’ll do, dog, is we’ll just wait this one out, eh? We’ll just let you do this your way.” Tom could wait.

				But by April, Rocky was still alive. In the mornings when Tom went downstairs, he expected Rocky to be gone, through his flap in the back door, gone to die alone the way a dog should. But every morning he was there, crumpled like an old coat under the kitchen table. Erin wouldn’t touch him anymore, said she could feel all his bones rolling under his skin. Tom heard her complaining to Curtis over the phone, saying that Dad was barbaric, and asking how she could convince him to take Rocky to the vet and put him out of his misery. But Tom wasn’t going to do that. Rocky was a bush dog, a mountain dog. Wouldn’t be right for him to end his days in some clean and clinical place.

				But the dog wouldn’t die. His loyalty got the better of him, Tom was sure, and the poor bastard couldn’t leave. It was in the dog’s eyes, his plea to be let go. Tom tried to move him along. He’d say things like “Go on, dog, take yourself off now. We’ll get on without you” or “It’s your time, old buddy. Go on an’ git!” But Rocky left the dying too long, and in the end was too weak to muster up the energy for it.

				So on a Wednesday morning, after Erin left for school, Tom went down into the basement with the key to the gun cupboard in his fist. He unlocked the metal door and stared hard at the big-game Remington and at the long rifle that he used for rabbits and raccoons and any other varmint that looked fat enough to eat. And though it was a little on the heavy side, he chose the Remington because it would have been a hell of a thing to have to shoot twice. From a trunk under the stairs he pulled out a box of soft points and slipped two rounds into his coat pocket.

				Upstairs, Rocky lay curled up on top of the heating vent in the living room. Unable to look at him, Tom held the rifle close to his body, away from the dog’s gaze, and took it out to his Ford, stopping in the kitchen to retrieve a half-empty mickey of Jack Daniel’s. He came back in and wrapped up Rocky in a knitted blanket and carried the limp, forty-pound bundle out to his truck and laid him gently in the passenger seat. The hardest part, harder even than what was coming, was Rocky’s total lack of interest in what was happening to him. The dog curled himself deeper into the blanket and his eyes closed slowly, but not completely, as if he didn’t have the muscle power to keep them shut.

				Tom drove to the north end of town, over the Nechako and past the hulking pulp and paper mill. It was a sunny morning and the last surviving islets of gritty snow shone hard and wet on the grassy roadside banks. He soon reached the Forest Road, a potholed dirt track that wound half a dozen kilometers northeast into the bush before ending in a teardrop-shaped lot. He rolled down his window a few inches and navigated the truck gently over bumps and ditches while Rocky dozed silently next to him. Tom made up a tune in his head and hummed it.

				This was Tom’s country, Rocky’s country, and he could drive the Forest Road with his eyes closed. For years he came up here alone with his mountain bike, and later, when Curtis and Erin were small, after Elka left, he brought the dog with him on his rides. Rocky was almost fully grown when he was a year old, and by the time he was two, his black coat flowed over his hard muscles like oil and he weighed sixty pounds. When they went riding together, Rocky carried the water and repair kit in a pack tied to his back. He never tired. If he smelled big game up the trail, elk or bear or moose, he ran ahead, and by the time Tom caught up to him, the bush would be cracking and vibrating with the animal’s retreat.

				Once Rocky’s antics with a bear nearly got them killed. Curtis, eleven by then, was riding with them. They were pedaling slowly, asses off their saddles and in granny gear, ascending a steep slope, when Rocky ran ahead. He crested the hill, and by the time they got close, they could hear him growling. Something big was huffing back at the dog. Tom told Curtis to wait while he rode on. He had to dismount and lift his bike over a log and then push it around a tight bend in the narrow trail. A large black bear stood full height on her hind legs several meters ahead. Her cub, glinty-eyed, clung to swaying branches midway up a pine just to the left of where Tom stood. Rocky was in an attack position, halfway between Tom and the long-nosed bear.

				“Come on, Rocky,” he whispered, patting the dog’s haunch. The bear went back down on all fours and took a step closer, sniffing the air and showing her spotted pink gums, her strong teeth. She swung her head and scratched the dirt with paws big enough to take a man’s scalp, preparing to charge. She lifted her nose and rolled her top lip, hissed. Rocky’s growl crawled to an even deeper, more ancient place. Again Tom commanded him to come, angrily, from the back of his throat. “Get over here, dog.”

				“Dad?” Curtis had come around the bend and was there on his bike, splatters of mud on the soft, rosy skin of his cheeks. His skinny shins, under a pair of bony, square knees, were streaked with dried blood from an earlier crash.

				Rocky faked a lunge at the bear and then backed away again. Fucking idiot dog.

				“Curtis, go,” Tom said. His throat had gone dry. Curtis got off his bike to turn it on the narrow trail and pushed it, moving away clumsily. The bear huffed and, with her massive head swinging low, galloped a few steps toward them. Tom squared his shoulders, tried to make a wall out of his body with his son on the other side, and coughed out a loud bark. The bear stopped in midstride, dug her claws into dirt and dry leaves, and rolled her head away from him, pacing.

				She would bluff a charge once, maybe twice, but they had to get out of there. Tom pushed his bike backward. The agitated bear puffed and grunted. Lifting his bike back over the log, he misjudged the height and caught the chain, popping it off the sprocket. He leaned over the bike and pushed the derailleur forward, creating slack so the chain could be maneuvered back into place. A drop of sweat prickled his nose and dropped coldly onto his arm, and he was suddenly aware that everything had become brighter. The dog and the bear made guttural sounds at each other, sounds that were getting closer to him. The cub bleated desperately in the tree. Tom waited for the wet thunk of a claw in his exposed neck, the back of his head, for the grate of tooth on skull. The derailleur slipped from his sweaty fingers and the chain fell back between the cog and the frame. One of the links jammed and he yanked it, jamming it further. He stopped. Reminded himself that the link got stuck with little force, so it would take little force to release it. He hoped that Curtis was well away. With greasy fingers, he gently pulsed the chain back and forth until it slipped free and then pushed the derailleur forward again until there was enough slack to loop the chain back onto the cog. He caught a whiff of bear, the musk in its fur and gamy piss. When he stood back up, Curtis was still there, one foot on the ground. “Go,” Tom whispered fiercely. “Don’t wait for me.” Curtis hesitated, then clicked into his pedals and disappeared over the lip of the incline. Rocky yelped and ran past him at full pelt, and disappeared over the lip as well. Tom had no control over what might happen next. The bear would decide how this was going to finish, and to the sound of cracking branches, Tom mounted his bike and followed his son and dog down the hill.

				He’d heard of bears stalking people; he didn’t think a sow with a cub would, especially not one so well fed, but they rode without stopping until they got back to the truck. Rocky was acting strangely, running too close to their tires, his tail between his legs. He would run ahead of them, then behind, then ahead again. Dog didn’t seem himself for days after that.

				Now, in these last minutes, Tom parked his truck at the top end of the teardrop lot and settled down into his seat. Rocky raised his head half an inch, opened his eyes partway, and then sank back into himself. Tom reached into the backseat for the bottle of Jack Daniel’s and poured a hot gulp down his throat. He leaned over and massaged Rocky’s ears, the back of his head, and then got out of the truck and retrieved the rifle from the backseat. He moved away so Rocky wouldn’t hear the schuck of the bolt being pulled back, or the clink of the rounds being loaded into the magazine. Or the slide of the bolt pushing a round into the chamber.

				Around him, the bush waited patiently, all stillness and quiet in the water-blue morning, while Tom prepared, not for the first time in his life, to do something he didn’t want to do.
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				A few weeks after Tom buried Rocky, Curtis came home. Tom was at the barbecue in front of the garage when Curtis pulled into the driveway in his Suburban. When he cut the engine it sputtered and whined. Surprised to see his son, Tom squinted at him through the cooking smoke.

				“Shouldn’t you be at work?”

				“I asked for a few days off.” Curtis peered around the lid of the barbecue at the grill.

				“Why’d you do that?”

				“Wanted to see you before you took off to the bush, and you know, Rocky. Sorry I couldn’t make it earlier.” He stretched his arms up behind his head and twisted his body side to side. “My back fucken hurts, though. I drove straight through.”

				Tom eyed the vehicle. “You take the Duffey Lake Road in that thing? There any snow left?”

				“A bit on the switchbacks. No hassle, though.” Curtis’s face turned soft and sympathetic. “But how are you, Dad? That must have been pretty bad, doing it yourself.”

				One of the pieces of meat was stuck to the grill and Tom worked at it with a pair of tongs. He shrugged. The shot had been clean. “Had to be done.”

				“You could have taken him to the vet.”

				Tom pointed toward the Suburban with his tongs. “How long has your truck been making that noise?”

				The three of them – Tom, Curtis, and Erin (the girl out of her room for the first time that day) – sat elbow to knee at the kitchen table. To make the food go around, Tom rustled up a pasta and cucumber salad and shared the meat between them. They ate in silence until Erin reached across the table for the ketchup, revealing a blackened thumbnail.

				“What’d you do to your thumb?” Curtis asked.

				“Unlucky with the hammer. I was trying to put a shelf up in my room.”

				“You what?” said Tom.

				“Why didn’t you get Dad to do it?” asked Curtis.

				Tom got up with his plate and scraped the bones into the garbage, hiding a smile that Erin would mistake for sarcasm, spurring her to bolt like a deer to her room. In spite of the injury, he was glad that she had identified something she needed and hadn’t asked for help. And when he thought about it, she hadn’t asked him to do anything for her in a very long time. Even if it was only because she didn’t want him around, he welcomed this hardening, this growing of teeth and claws.

				Tom appreciated having Curtis home; it had been a rare thing in the few years since he’d gone. But his bag in the hallway, the emotional hang of his face – it was too much. His turning up unexpectedly brought a strangeness to the house, the feeling of something being different. After dinner, in search of a job that he could do with precision, with an empty head, Tom went into the basement and got his long rifle out of the gun cupboard so he could clean it.

				Mixed with the hollow hum of television chatter, the comfortable rhythm of Curtis and Erin’s conversation floated down to Tom through the vent under the ceiling.

				He removed the bolt and clip, then secured the rifle to the table by tightening the barrel in a vice and supporting the buttstock on a rubber block. From a cabinet under the stairs he took out a neatly packed tackle box that contained cleaning instruments and cans of kroil oil. He laid an old towel on the table next to the rifle and placed the instruments on it, one by one.

				Erin and Curtis were laughing up there, hard. Maybe even at Tom’s expense. They were so easy together, could hurl mean jokes at each other and not get hurt. Curtis could behave with her in a way that Tom would never dare – could pull her up when she was doing something stupid and she wouldn’t hate him for it.

				He laced a small patch of white flannelette with cleaning solvent, folded it over the pointed tip of a jag rod, and pushed the rod through the barrel. Now a grayish blue, the flannelette popped out of the muzzle and fell off the end of the jag. He repeated this with squares of clean flannel until the cloth came out white, unsoiled by residue.

				He taught both of his kids to shoot when they were young. Curtis didn’t have the grit to kill an animal, but even when she was twelve Erin could pick a marmot out of a tree without a trace of sentimentality. She hadn’t gone hunting with him in a few years, but maybe this fall, when he was home from the bush, he would try to get her out for a weekend. Take her up to the cabin he had his eye on in Smithers, see what she thought of it. Both his kids knew he’d been thinking about it, but he hadn’t told them yet how close he was to buying the place, and maybe the news would go down better if they could actually see it. Walk the land with him, sit on the porch, eat the pheasant they would shoot themselves, the fish they would catch.

				With a brass brush, he pushed more solvent through the barrel to retrieve the last specks of fouling and then dried the barrel carefully with a flannelette. He dried the muzzle and, using a flashlight, inspected the bore for any traces of metal fouling. He lubricated the inside of the barrel with oil and rubbed down the metal components – inside the chamber, in and around the trigger mechanism, the rear and front sight apertures – with a clean rag doused in oil. Clean as a whistle.

				What the hell were they laughing about? He leaned on the table with both hands and listened hard with his head cocked toward the vent. If he went up there, right now, would they let him in on the joke? This was the way it was, every time those two got back together, like lifting a folded corner from a page in a book. A loud thump vibrated through the ceiling, as if one of them laughed themselves right off the couch. He shook his head and looked down, dismayed, at his towel and cleaning instruments, now shining with a slick of kroil oil glugging from a can that had been knocked on its side. He mopped up the mess with a rag.

				The following night, home alone with Curtis, Tom cooked a pot of chili. Erin was out babysitting twins who lived at the end of the road. She’d been doing more of that lately and saved her cash in a small wooden box of Tom’s that had once contained nails.

				After Tom and Curtis ate, they went out to the driveway and Curtis smoked a joint.

				“So you think you’ll ever get another dog?” Curtis asked. He crossed his arms over his chest, dug one hand deep into his armpit, and dangled the joint in curled fingers by his chin.

				Tom shrugged. “Haven’t thought about it.”

				“I was trying to remember when we first got him. Wasn’t Mom threatening to give him away?” He took another long pull from the joint. As he exhaled, he said, his voice pinched, “He kept pissing in the house?”

				“We got Rocky just after your mom left, when we were staying with Grandma. She was the one who wanted to get rid of him.”

				“You sure it wasn’t my mom?”

				“She was gone.”

				Curtis squatted down and picked up a handful of small stones, and skipped them one by one down the length of the driveway. He had become so broad across the back. A strong, perfectly curved spine, defined lateral muscles in a Y shape that rolled and flexed and shifted with every stone he tossed. A man’s back that would one day begin to tire, would soften and sink like land without trees. And his neck, with fine, golden hairs, rolled with the strong ligaments underneath his skin.

				“Did you fix that thing at work?” Tom asked. “Those shifts they didn’t pay you for? No one’s going to do that for you.”

				“Yeah, it’s fine,” Curtis said, and scooped another handful of stones. He stood up and sifted them through his fingers, letting them drop to the ground.

				“Have you thought any more about that carpentry thing?”

				“Can’t afford it.”

				“Not washing dishes, no. Find some work on a site.”

				Curtis ground out the joint on the stoop and put it in his pocket, rubbed his bare arms. “It’s fucken cold.”

				Back inside, Tom made a pot of strong coffee and settled into the couch next to Curtis, put two mugs on the table at their knees. He reached down to the floor for a wool blanket that lay at his feet and threw it over Curtis’s legs.

				“I could lend you the money for the apprenticeship,” Tom said.

				Curtis shook his head, his nostrils slightly flared. He pulled the blanket off his legs and reached for the remote control. They watched half an hour of news.

				“So, hey,” Curtis eventually said. On the television, the weatherman stood with his hands clasped behind his back.

				“So, hey what?”

				“I’ve been sort of hanging out with this girl for a bit. For a few months.”

				“Oh yeah? Only one girl?”

				Curtis looked at him with a partial smile. “What do you mean by that, old man?”

				“Usually there’s more than one.”

				“Bullshit.”

				A commercial came on and Curtis turned down the volume.

				“So what’s her name, then?” Tom asked, because it seemed that Curtis was waiting to be asked.

				“Tonya.”

				“She your girlfriend?”

				Curtis shrugged. “She’s why I didn’t make it up here before.”

				Tom shook his head. “Be careful with that.”

				“You still haven’t seen my place. I was going to ask you to come down, maybe meet her.”

				Tom sat back and stretched deeper into the couch. “I’d come down to see you, check out your place.”

				“And her?”

				“If she’s still around.”

				Curtis turned the volume back up on the TV, his face flat.
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				May came and with it the earthy smell of new growth after long months of cold, sun warm on exposed skin. Tom’s foremen started calling with problems and requests. They would be leaving for the Takla Lake camp in two weeks, and he still had to make arrangements with the rental place for the shower and outhouse facilities; the generator needed to be serviced, the crew vans hauled over.

				He was about to begin the second phase of a three-year contract for the spring and summer tree-planting season, and if he delivered again, the name of his outfit would be held in high regard. It would be worth enough that when he sold it at season’s end, with one year’s solid work remaining on the contract, he could buy the land in Smithers, and there’d still be enough left over for Erin to go to the university. And there’d be a good chunk for Curtis too, maybe for a down payment on a place of his own, or for the apprenticeship.

				The day before he left for Takla Lake, a Sunday, Tom mulled over all this again while bent under the hood of his truck, gently wire-brushing the contact points inside the distributor cap. After every few strokes, he took care to blow the corrosion dust off the cap before it fell back into the distributor. The kitchen CD player was outside as far as the cord would stretch; punk music jumped thinly from the speakers. Erin sat on the cement stoop outside the kitchen door, a pair of old jeans lying across her knees. She pulled roughly at a needle and thread, sewing a patch onto the seat of the jeans. Every now and then she stopped to watch him work.

				Her legs were even longer than they had been the last time he looked. She was taller than most of the boys her age, and skinny as a rod, as Elka had been. Even before she was twelve, her little-girl roundness had begun to morph into awkward angles. Her nose grew a fraction too big for her face; her shoulder blades popped out like wings. When she was thirteen, her forehead and chin shone with oil. She knew everything there was to know about zit cream. She spoke to her friends on the phone and sounded like the TV, using words like “astringent” and “blemish”. The cupboard under the bathroom sink became off-limits to Tom, stacked neatly with Tampax, absorbent pads, bottles of clear liquid. Tweezers and clippers and files. This knowledge, this under-the-sink arsenal (as esoteric as anything he possessed having to do with silviculture or mechanics), was collected secretly. While he never found out how she’d learned all this, or who from, because it sure as hell wasn’t him, it was a load off his back to know that she could take care of herself. He had watched her closely, most of her life, for any signs of the dark thing that had afflicted her mother. He kept his vigil from a distance, as if through binoculars, so as not to scare her away. Had been wary of how long she kept her bedroom door closed, of what she ate, of what she stored in her closet. And now, at seventeen, she was strong and sleek as a boat, ready to pull anchor.

				He asked her if she wanted to help him replace the fan belt or, because she had a knack for it, get her hands into the wiring loom and try to fix his heater.

				She gripped a fistful of hair in one hand and inspected the tips so closely that her eyes crossed over the length of her nose. When she found a split end, she bit it off and spit it out. Without looking away from the tips of her hair, she shook her head no.

				The day Curtis and Erin’s mother left for good was the hottest day of the summer. That morning, Tom found her note propped against the bathroom mirror. He read it, folded it neatly into quarters, and tucked it into the back pocket of his jeans. He drove Curtis and a three-month-old Erin to his mother’s house.

				When they arrived, Curtis, five, was upset about something, the wrong T-shirt, and refused to get out of the truck. Tom ignored him and lifted Erin out of her car seat. Holding her in the crook of his arm, he touched her cheek with the edge of his calloused thumb, his skin so thick he couldn’t feel hers.

				His mother was at the far end of the backyard, pushing a lawn mower twice her size with her wiry arms. She finished the last two rows of lawn before greeting Tom where he stood by the back door. Wiping her forehead with the back of her hand and walking up the grass toward him, she said, “You need me to have the boy today?” She looked over Tom’s shoulder, squinted into the darkness of the house. Then, with a sigh, her tone flat: “Where’s Elka?”

				He moved the baby to his other arm and dug the note out of his pocket. She read it with a grim smile as if this were something expected.

				They took the sleeping baby inside and laid her on a blanket on the floor. Tom took his usual place at the kitchen table, with legs outstretched into the middle of the floor. Fruit flies were settled into a bowl of peaches on the table. He waved his hand over the bowl and the flies rose, scattered, then settled again.

				“Curtis eat anything yet this morning?” Samantha said.

				“I told him we’d camp out in the backyard tonight. He’s too excited to eat.”

				She cracked eggs into a glass bowl. “She always comes back,” she said, whipping the eggs with a fork.

				“Not this time. I don’t think so.”

				Curtis came in then, his T-shirt off and his hair sweaty from the time he spent sitting in the truck. He stood by the kitchen door waiting to be noticed.

				Erin woke up and, after rolling her head and stretching, started to bleat.

				“Will she take a bottle?” Samantha asked, picking Erin up. The baby was calm for a moment, bouncing her face off Samantha’s chest, nuzzling, her mouth puckered for Elka’s breast. When she realized there was nothing, she started hollering again.

				“Can we set up the tent now?” asked Curtis.

				After two circuits of the drugstore, Tom located the section for baby feeding. Faced with a wall of powders, plastic bottles, and rubber teats, he randomly grabbed several types of each. Better to figure out the process himself than to ask the girl behind the till. He’d gone to high school with her, and she knew Elka. A long line of people stood at the counter. Each one of them, he figured, accounted for another few minutes his baby would have to wait.

				“How’s it going, Tom?” the girl behind the till asked when it was finally his turn.

				He nodded, licked his lips. His cheeks felt hot.

				“Kids okay? Elka?”

				“All fine,” he said, spilling cartons and packages from the crooks of both arms onto the counter.

				She inspected each item as she rang it through and stopped when she got to one of the egg-shaped packages containing two rubber teats. She looked at him. “You sure you want these? They’re for twelve months plus, see?” She pointed out the numbers on the packaging.

				He shrugged and tried to laugh. “Elka didn’t tell me what to get. What about these other ones?” He fished through the items for another, similar package with a different label.

				“Well now hold on a sec,” she said. “Wait here.” She squeezed through the gap in the counter and went down the aisle. A man directly behind him in line shuffled his feet, cleared his throat.

				“Them ones there don’t go with the bottle you’ve got,” she said, squeezing back through the gap. “These are the ones you want. Right age, right bottle.”

				He scratched the stubble on his chin. “I’m clueless with this stuff,” he said.

				“Aw, sweet.” She scrunched her nose, made eye contact cautiously. “Now, you know you have to sterilize these first, eh?”

				As he rushed out, catching his plastic bag on the door, she called after him to say hello to Elka.

				Erin refused it. Turned her head away from the bottle as if the formula were laced with skunk piss. Samantha and Tom passed her back and forth, each suggesting that they might try something that the other hadn’t thought of yet, like two people trying to coax a truck out of a muddy ditch. They even tried to spoon the formula into her mouth. By the middle of the day, Erin’s throat was so hoarse that her crying was more like a wheeze; her thin hair was plastered to her head. At one point Tom took her out back to walk under the trees. In calmer times this was something she seemed to like, to watch the leaves fluttering, and the soothing sway of branches. But she was too angry to be distracted, so he bounced her off his forearm and watched Curtis run naked through the sprinkler.

				Around midnight, she stopped crying and became difficult to rouse, so Tom took her to the hospital. The triage nurse asked him how long it had been since the baby had eaten, or taken any fluids at all. He wasn’t exactly sure. Elka had woken up with her that morning, maybe seven o’clock? She fed her in bed, like she usually did, then got up to have a shower. Then she was gone.

				“Let’s have a look at her fontanel,” the nurse said, pulling the blanket away from Erin’s head. The soft, vulnerable patch at the top of her head, the place that had scared Tom when he first explored the anatomy of his babies, was sunken in, a rounded triangle. It pulsed deeply and rapidly. “Okay, then,” the nurse said casually. “So, not surprisingly, what with this heat, she’s a little dehydrated. Let’s just take you through and get some fluids into her.”

				Erin was taken from him and he watched while a young, tired doctor worked slowly and calmly, inserting a drip into a blue, tributary-like vein in the back of her small hand, a vein so faint it almost wasn’t there. Blood clouded back up the tube and the doctor secured it to Erin’s hand with white tape and a splint. He then filled three small vials with blood from the crook of her arm, her protests weak from a dry, round mouth.

				Later, formula disappeared into her nose through a feeding tube, stimulating her lips to make little kisses in her sleep, now peaceful. Once Erin had been given what she needed, Tom became aware of his surroundings. They were alone in a tightly spaced, curtained cubicle. Erin lay in a crib and somewhere close by a machine beeped. There were no chairs, so he stood.

				At six in the morning, a square-shouldered nurse with a cigarette-lined face came in through the curtain. “Is this baby Erin?” she said. She brushed Erin’s cheek with the backs of her fingers, leaned over the cot, and smoothed Erin’s thin, moist hair to the side of her head. Continuing in a deep, soothing voice, she looked at Tom and said, “Where’s her mother?”

				At first he thought he should lie, cover for Elka, but his mind was all twisted and tired. I don’t know, he thought, and may or may not have said the words aloud.

				The nurse’s eyebrows raised slightly and she jangled a bright toy just out of Erin’s reach. “Okay, so we’re going to move you guys to the ward. We want to keep her here for twenty-four hours, make sure she starts feeding properly. She looks fine, though, don’t you, baby? Don’t you? I’m going to take this nasty tube out, and we’re going to give you a lovely warm bottle.” She turned to Tom. “She was just too upset yesterday. She’s calm now. She’ll take it without too much hassle.”

				On the ward, the nurse came back and coaxed and coaxed until eventually, with all the tumult and loss she seemed to sense was now ahead of her, Erin stubbornly, abjectly, drank from the bottle.

				He reported Elka missing to the police and wrote to her mother, who still lived on Aguanish, the island where Elka grew up, and spent the next months searching. Motels and dark bars in places like Quesnel, Vanderhoof, Fort St. James, 100 Mile House. He never expected to find her, but because it was the right thing for his kids, and because he was bound to her whether by love or by obligation, he looked.

				Eighteen months after she left, a guy Tom had known at the mill called him from Toronto saying that he was pretty sure he’d seen her in a pool hall. She’d cut her long hair to the neck and was a lot skinnier than he remembered, but either it was her or a cousin at least. She was acting pretty drunk, he said, but it seemed an awful lot as if she was pretending. When he asked her if she knew anyone in Prince George, she got up from the stool she was sitting on and walked out.

				And even though it was a long shot, Tom got on a plane. Like turning over the last stone. It was the first time he’d been east of the Rockies, and on the drive from the airport into Toronto, what he noticed was the flatness. The landscape was bone gray and leafless and cold enough to hold on to the thin flurry of snow that blew darkly out of the iron sky.

				He checked into a hotel just east of downtown and the next morning he found the pool hall. It was closed until later in the afternoon, so with Elka’s worn-edged photograph in his palm, he started up the block. A doughnut shop, corner grocery and florist, a video rental place. The morning was sunny and cold, the previous day’s snow a dry powder that puffed out from under each boot step, leaving a cloudy set of tracks on the sidewalk. A shoe repair and key cutter, pizza by the slice, a barber’s, bank. For lunch he ate soup with dumplings in a Chinese restaurant and then continued systematically up and down each street, fanning away from the pool hall. He showed Elka’s picture to street cleaners and shopkeepers and a couple of women pushing their kids on swings; they eyed him pitifully and he moved on. By three o’clock, he went back to the pool hall and showed her picture to a guy who was lifting upturned chairs off the tables. He had never seen Elka but said it was worth hanging around for other staff members to come on shift. Tom ordered a soft drink and sat at a round table in the corner. A man and a woman played at one of the half-dozen pool tables, and the music was low enough that he could hear the soft clacking of their game. They shared one cigarette between them, passing it back and forth between shots.

				If he had found her, she would have gone back with him. She’d told him enough times that for her, he was like some kind of shelter. If it could have been that easy, if someone in that pool hall had looked at her picture and said, “Course I know her. I’ll show you,” he would have dug her out of whatever hole she’d crawled into, brought her home, and settled her back in. And maybe she would have even been able to love their kids for a while without turning to mulch, like tissue paper in water.

				He waited around until late into the night, when the tables filled up and smoke colored the room blue. He showed her picture to everyone.

				He fell asleep on the flight home the following morning, waking just as the snow-covered Rockies unfolded silently under the plane. From thousands of feet up he could see how the mountains had been formed, could imagine the thrust of the earth’s crust as it rose into the sky, creating these tidy ridges repeating and interconnected like the veins in a leaf. In his life and the lives of his kids, and in the lives of their kids, the mountains would mark no time. They were unflappable, a quiet comfort. They would always be there.

				Erin was six when she fell through the ice one afternoon during those weeks between winter and spring. When the wind blew a certain way and there was a turn to the air that suggested new growth in a world where the ground was still frozen and the tree branches black and without bud. Curtis had wanted to go snowshoeing but Erin complained that it was too cold, and snowshoeing too hard, so Tom dressed her up and covered her face with a scarf and pulled her behind him on the wooden toboggan. The sky had been clear for days and the going was easy, the old snow glazed over with an icy crust. He was sweating under his coat. Under the trees, the snow was pocked with drip holes. They moved slowly through the bush, making their way to Black Pond, where they’d skate and drink the hot chocolate he carried in a thermos. They left after lunch and got to the pond at three, the forest shadows long and well-defined across the ice. Tom let go of the toboggan and stretched his tired shoulders. Curtis was lacing up his skates and Tom was taking off his coat to remove a sweater when Erin jumped onto the ice, running and skidding in her boots. She disappeared around a corner where the bank curved and the heavy boughs of a tall fir reached out over the pond, and there was no sound for a moment, just Curtis pulling at his laces and complaining about cold fingers, the whump of a load of snow falling from a tree branch to the ground. Then came the sharp crack. Tom went out onto the ice calling Erin’s name, and when he came around the fir tree, he saw her floundering in a jagged hole of the blackest water. Water so black that it swallowed the arm of sunlight that crossed it. With the force of her panic, her head dunked under, and when she came up she was choking from the cold water she’d taken into her throat. Tom dropped onto his stomach and inched toward the hole, the ice wheezing and clicking under his weight. She waved her arms above the water. Her eyes rolled like a trapped animal’s and she was panting.

				“You have to breathe, Erin,” he said. “Slow down and breathe.” He called for Curtis to bring the toboggan. “I’m going to get you, but you have to breathe.”

				Her eyes were on him, black as the water. Her small mouth stretched back in a grimace as she raked and gulped for air. He moved closer but could feel the surface of the pond bowing under his weight. Freezing water seeped onto his chest and he knew he wouldn’t be able to get any closer.

				“Breathe slowly, Erin, calm down. Good girl. Get yourself to the edge where you fell in. That ice held you before; it’ll hold now. Get your arms up over the edge.”

				Curtis was behind him with the toboggan. “You’ll be okay, Erin,” he yelled, the words scared, tight.

				She dog-paddled to the far edge of the hole and grabbed at it. Jags of ice fell away and bobbed and slushed in the water and the hole grew bigger. She screamed and coughed and cried.

				“No, Erin. Turn around and come to this edge. The ice is stronger here, towards me. Hurry.”

				She turned and paddled and got her arms up over the edge of the hole and it held her.

				Tom pushed the curled end of the toboggan toward her. “Wrap your arms around it.”

				She was calmer now, blue-lipped. She wrapped her wet arms around the toboggan and he pulled. He moved her a few inches out of the water but then she let go, slipping back into the hole.

				“I can’t,” she said, her voice slurred.

				“You can.”

				“Too hard.”

				“It’s not. You try harder, now. Get both arms right around it and hold your hands together.”

				“I can’t.”

				“There’s no time. Come on, now, both arms right around it.”

				She tried again and slipped once more, this time up to her neck. She got her arms back over the edge and laid her head on them.

				Tom started to shiver, was wearing only his cotton shirt. He closed his eyes. Okay, he thought, okay. He breathed in deeply as if to make himself lighter and spread his legs to distribute his weight, and shuffled closer and closer until his face was inches from hers. The ice moaned under him. She’d been in the water for at least three minutes and now she had no strength; all her blood had rushed to the middle of her body, leaving her limbs heavy and numb.

				“Get her out,” Curtis yelled, his voice wet.

				“Shut the hell up.”

				“I can’t feel my body,” Erin said, her voice small, the words without beginning or end, one long word.

				Without thinking too much more about it, he plunged his hands into the water and grabbed her under her arms, heaving her out and rolling away from the hole in one swift movement. Sliding in his boots, he carried her to the other end of the pond.

				He took off her clothes and also his shirt, pulled her against his skin, and wrapped his coat over them both. He held her like that until her lips turned pink and then dressed her in his own and Curtis’s dry clothes and bundled her onto the toboggan. They covered the distance back to the house in an hour, and while Curtis loaded the fireplace, Tom again undressed himself and Erin and wrapped their bodies together in blankets. He lay with her close to the fire, her cold skin pressed into his, and imagined his body heat radiating through her. She shivered for more than an hour, and when that subsided she was mostly still, shaking periodically as if her body, now warm, moved with nightmares of a remembered cold. Curtis was asleep on the couch and Erin slept too; Tom rocked with the rhythm of her breathing, unsure of how to move away. He wasn’t in the habit of holding his children.
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