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Chapter 1: The best place.
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“Okay,” Sami drones from the other side of post-apocalyptic North America. “Picture your best place, where you click in like the last piece of a puzzle.” 

Robin shifts his scuffed satellite phone to his other ear and winces at the wheezes punctuating his old friend’s monotone sponsor voice. 

“Drink your tea, Sami.” 

Robin’s in Montana, Sami is in Ontario, and they are both in the middle of December. Christmas is two weeks away and no one’s seen a snowflake. Not here, at the summit of Whitefish Mountain Resort, and not where Sami sits in his squeaky wheelchair at the Terrapin Chateau, a few hundred miles north of the Canadian border — or, of where it used to be, anyways. No snow. Not nowhere, not no-how.

Robin drains his World’s Most Adequate Dad mug of cold coffee and looks over the foggy, still-green folds of Whitefish Mountain, a.k.a. Big Mountain. Chilly morning air wafts through the former resort’s restaurant, where Robin’s set up his winter bachelor pad. Before America ended 30-ish years ago, the Summit House Restaurant was full of ruddy-faced skiers downing pork-belly BLTs, waffle fries, and a variety of alcoholic beverages. Now, streamers of cobwebs swing from the once-amber light fixtures that hang on dust-caked chains above a mess of bistro tables, shoved willy-nilly to accommodate Robin’s lines of travel through the vast space. All of them lead to the bar. Up on the ex-restaurant’s mezzanine level, his rumpled orange sleeping bag lies on a sweat-stained remnant of foam angled to catch the sun as it rises through the high windows overlooking Glacier National Park. The wind may stream through the building’s many chinks with a pitchy whistle, but Robin never tires of being able to see forever when the fog lifts (mountains beyond mountains sit stoically still beneath the ever-churning sky). And when the fog doesn’t lift, he enjoys being in the clouds, unscrutinized and at his leisure, such as it is.  

“Robin? You called me, Bud. I got no skin in this,” the old man grunts.

“You’re right, Sami. I called you. Continue, my friend.”

Sami resurrects his monotone: “Picture yourself free of bedevilments: trouble with personal relationships, your emotional nature, misery and depression, feeling useless, fear— ”

“Okay, okay,” Robin interrupts the recap of his litany of woe, which is also every alcoholic’s litany of woe. “I’m doing it, Sami.”

He pictures Christmas morning by his parents’ two-storey stone fireplace as he stares through the morning’s remaining wisps of fog down the mountain and across Whitefish Lake at the dot that is his family’s compound.

“Where are you, Robin? A beach? A bed? Missoula? Kingston?” Sami’s voice bounces off the brick walls of his generous quarters in the French-styled Chateau several hours’ drive from Kingston, Ontario, where they’d met at an AA meeting eight years ago when Robin was 41. How old was Sami then? Sami has always been old.

Robin closes his eyes to re-attempt the exercise in earnest. This time, he pictures his ex/wife Kendra and their son, Artoo, on the deck of Near Cabin at the Whitefish Compound, but he can’t hold it. It morphs into an image of his Mom smoking weed in her wood-fired hot tub. Then he imagines munchies, and then he thinks: cheese. 

“I’m picturing neon-orange cheese, Sami. Was there any cheese in Cheese Whiz, or was it all just Whiz?” 

“I ask you to picture your personal paradise and you come back with fake cheese?” Sami growls on the other end of the line.

“Watching shiny orange cheese melt on a bagel through the toaster oven door, that’s my best place, Sami. That’s my Shangrilandia.” This is their pet name for the hard-to-envision place free of bedevilments.

Sami sighs. “Hang on, Bud. I’m chilled to the bone. I need to find that spot near the fire where the phone works and then we can dig into your, ah, cheese thing.” His wheezes cut in and out as he labours about. 

Meanwhile, Robin wanders over to the junk-cluttered Summit House bar and pours himself more coffee (made from beans grown hydroponically in his parents’ house). Its steam helps him locate a draft by the picture windows. As he jams a taxidermied yellow-bellied marmot up against the window with a bistro table to block the breeze, he spots three cyclists labouring up Big Mountain. 

His stomach churns.

“Aw, shit,” he says to the cold room. He hurriedly texts Sami — Company’s coming. Gotta go. TTYL — and grabs his binoculars.

What-the-fuck are they doing? And why is she with them?
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Chapter 2: Looking down is so different.
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Artoo, Deeje and Celia find Robin in his rocking chair on the haphazardly repaired Summit House deck. The youngsters drop their bikes beside the deck, stagger across the splintering walkway and collapse against the side of the building. Celia peels off a green faux-shearling jacket Robin remembers her Mom wearing it way back when. It was loose on Juanita, who dropped a size or two after the world blew up, but it’s tight on 18-year-old Celia, who is best described as strapping. Artoo, 10, crawls over on wet-kneed jeans and touches Robin’s leg. In their circles, such a move means that the tagged person is now a group’s De Facto leader.

Artoo’s too young to be acting tagging anyone. 

“They made you De Facto because you knew the way up?” Robin asks his panting son. Artoo squints up at him and nods. “Your Mom doesn’t know where you are, does she?” He pats Artoo’s sweaty, shorn head. Artoo likes it like that. Kendra must have shaved it for him just after Robin went up the mountain. Still breathless, his son nods, one eye closed against the glare of the sun. Robin isn’t sure that means, yes, he told Kendra, or, yes, he didn’t tell her. “How long did it take you to get here? Where did you tell them you were going?” Deeje and Celia look at each other. Deeje passes a water bottle to his cousin, and she takes it. “Take your time,” says Robin. “Supposing you’ve reached your destination, of course. Why didn’t you bring the e-bikes?”

Deeje at 20 looks so much like his father, Sal — the thick dark hair, the round face, the brows perpetually arched in interest — that Robin sometimes likes to pretend he is in the presence of a younger version of his late best friend, as if he could time-travel back to re-meet Sal and enjoy another decade of his company. Other times, it hurts to see the Sal in Deeje. In it, he feels the irretrievable loss of his spent time, minutes and moments he’d squandered only to realize at Sal’s end that those were the days of Sal’s life. The thought pulls him back to these kids and this warm winter day in their young lives. 

Look at Deeje, all grown up. Artoo, watching Deeje. These kids...

“We just took off,” says Artoo, pulling himself into a cross-legged seat on the deck to enjoy the sun now lighting his serious face. “They’re loading up the RV for the trip to Puerto Vallarta. Aunt Letty put the e-bikes in there already.”  

Artoo has his mother’s long neck and Robin’s resting look of perpetual doubt.

“Well, well, well. You made it up Big Mountain on your own steam, Kiddo... Way to go. Anytime, you’re ready, I’m waiting on that explanation. You know the bears are bad this year.”

Celia hands the scuffed red water bottle back to Deeje. 

“I’m here for the winter,” she declares with some force. “Per protocol, I needed someone to come with, so Deeje came. And Artoo had to come so there was someone to go back with Deeje. Per protocol.”

“And I wanted to see you,” says Artoo, who isn’t really old enough to act as Deeje’s plus one for trips outside the Compound. The protocol makes no reference to age, so technically, they’re within the rules. Robin turns his attention back to Celia, his brother Kermit’s daughter, and takes in her discerning eyes. She wears a defiant half-grin on her face as her Uncle assesses her, daring him.

As if in response, Robin raises the sat-phone and opens the Whitefish Compound group chat. 

He and Celia have butted heads since she slapped his hand at the dinner table when she was two years-old. He’d been reaching for a second bun before the bread basket had made its first round. His toddler niece had caught him red-handed, fair and square. She’s a lot taller now. 

“Go ahead. Tell them I’m here,” her low voice rumbles through clenched jaws. “I’m not leaving.” 

They lock eyes. He can’t hate her, she’s kin. He lowers the phone and looks toward the Whitefish Compound. Getting up to Summit House is no small feat. Getting anywhere in broken America is risky. A person has to have a plan, supplies, a route and an alternate route and an alternate plan, a weapon or two and a whistle... 

“I hope you brought more maple syrup. You best come on in. I’ll toast us up some oatmeal bread. Did you bring butter?”

“I don’t know. Did we?” Celia asks the boys. Deeje nods and gets up. He tugs on Artoo’s elbow. The kid reaches his hand out for his cousin’s help up, and the two of them trod back toward their abandoned bikes laden with over-stuffed panniers. 

Robin’s mouth is watering. That Earl Co-op butter is a treat. They salt it. Lately, Juanita has been marking her family’s pound to monitor their usage.

“You know your Mom’s going to blame me for this,” he tells Celia as he pulls the Summit House door open with a fierce tug leaving her alone on the deck. 

As he cuts oatmeal bread behind the hastily tidied bar, he watches her out there taking in the view through the dissipating fog and reminds himself: Celia’s never been here before. Celia’s never been anywhere. 

***
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They eat buttered oat toast and rabbit stew at the window-side bistro tables. Mid-meal, Robin goes up to the mezzanine to get Artoo a fleece blanket and throw some more wood in the wood stove, though he knows it won’t make a lick of difference. Summit House is too leaky to hold the heat. 

He hears Celia say:

“Looking down is so different from looking up. You can see everything from up here. I knew we were in the mountains, but look at them. They go on forever.”

“Except they don’t,” says Deeje. “I can’t wait to see the ocean. Uncle Angus says walking on the sand barefoot is like walking on brown sugar.”

“Whatever that means,” says Artoo, looking over his shoulder for his Dad, warming his hands in his armpits. 

“Brown sugar was like maple sugar,” Deeje explains, though he’s never seen it himself.

“I know what brown sugar is,” says Artoo. “What it was.”

“They might even have some down there. I’ll bring it back for you.” 

“I don’t want it,” Artoo tells him. “I’m going down there when I’m 20.”

Robin wraps the ski patrol fleece blanket tightly around his son, trapping his spindly arms and folding it over his face, transforming him into a red mummy. Artoo remains still as Robin takes his seat, and they all watch the mini-red mummy not move as they slurp what’s left of their soup. 

“So, you’ve packed for Mexico and y’all are heading out tomorrow?” Robin asks Deeje, knowing full well. He’d timed his return to Big Mountain to avoid having to see Deeje and the Texans off. Last Christmas, Deeje’s Mom, Merry, promised him, her Dad (Frasco) and her best friend, Letty, that they’d spend this Christmas with Angus and his husband, Simon, in Mexico. 

It’s been eight years since Deeje and Robin twice crossed the continent in the Hudson Personnel Carrier with Merry and Toni, an orphan they picked up en route. Deeje is well aware of the perils of the journey, but it hasn’t stopped him from wanting to take to the crumbling roads of post-civilized America. Robin only hopes the eight years was time enough for the neo-wild West to run out of bullets. 

People should not be allowed to leave, Robin transmits through hard eyes to Deeje. Except me when I need to, he mentally continues to himself, knowing he’s all kinds of wrong about everything, but just wants what he wants, as usual. 

“We’re just here to drop Celia off,” Deeje says, deciding to keep it light. “We won’t hardly have to pedal at all going home. I figure we can be back in an hour and a bit. I needed the exercise anyway, to burn off my nerves. I wanted to say Bye.” Deeje reaches for another slice of oatmeal bread, and Robin bangs his teeth awkwardly against the side of the young man’s head, trying to bring him in for a squeeze and a smooch. 

Robin lets his arm slide from Deeje’s shoulder and moves it to the back of Artoo’s red-fleece-covered head, which he cups in his dirty hand.

“I’m going to call Kermit. They can come get you in the DMV. There are a couple of grizzlies roaming around the Village.”

“Please, Uncle Robin, get Dad to pick them up at the Base Lodge. I don’t want to see him or any fucking one of them,” Celia hisses, stiffens, and clenches her jaw. Artoo wrestles his head out of his mummy-fleece. Celia softens as his alarmed face emerges from the red cocoon. “I left them a note.”  

“I hope you brought a copy for me,” Robin peels folds of fleece away from his young son’s face and runs his thumbs over Artoo’s messy arched brows, trying to press the concern out of them. “I sure would like to know what’s going on.”

“It’s because of Rosario,” offers Artoo, swinging his still-bound legs under the table.

Celia shoots up and storms out onto the deck. Robin looks to Deeje to fill him in on Rosario, the 25-year-old Earl Co-op resident who’d come to the Whitefish Compound to learn about hydroponics, ham radio, battery production, and energy storage. Robin knew there’d be trouble with Rosario, before he even showed up. But the shaggy young man was very studious and, initially, only had eyes for Robin’s parents, Stacey and Ron, who are both Ham-radio famous. (Ron for knowing everyone in Ham-land and Stacey for being the hot-tub-dwelling boss-wife of Ron.)

“You know how Celia was going to move into Big Cabin with Toni while we’re gone and Rosario was going to move into Letty’s boathouse?” Deeje asks, and Robin nods (it used to be his boathouse, but nevermind). “Well, Toni and Rosario are in love now, so my Mom said Rosario could move into Big Cabin, too, if that’s what Toni wanted and that is what Toni wants, so yesterday, Toni asked Celia if she’d mind moving into the boathouse instead of Big Cabin.” Deeje gestures toward Celia with his lanky arm. He must be six-feet tall now. A stretched-out, handsome Sal, seriously worried about his cousin. 

“Celia went ballistic,” says Artoo, who wants in on the drama. “She kicked a slop pail, and she kept throwing a hatchet at the Big Cabin hot-tub. Grandad Ron had to grab her by her arms to get her to stop, and Toni was all, like, What the fuck? to Celia, like she didn’t get why Celia was mad even though she definitely knew why she was. Is it lying if you do that?”

Robin shakes his head, cups the back of his son’s fuzzy noggin, and feels his heart swell as Artoo pushes against it. “People don’t always know how to be, Son. Toni hasn’t had much experience... disappointing people.” 

Deeje watches Celia, shivering out on the deck, and stretches his long arms above his head.  

“She’s going through it, Uncle Robin. She was so excited about finally getting her own room and living with Toni. She packed her bags last week. I went over to Big Cabin to find out what happened, and Toni was lying on the couch with a pillow over her face. Rosario said she shouldn’t feel bad. He said people at the Co-op Farm are always sleeping around and there’s lots of fights like this all the time. Rosario says it keeps life interesting, and it’s a good way to practice society, and it’s good for Toni to know that nobody’s conscience is ever clean forever, and that you have to make choices to get what you want. Toni told Rosario he was full of fucking bullshit, but she smiled when she said it. Toni said, since everything’s wrecked with Celia already, she doesn’t see the point in changing her mind. She said: what’s said can’t be unsaid. Celia really didn’t want to stay in the boathouse, Uncle Robin.”

“What’s wrong with the boathouse?” Robin asks. Its upstairs apartment had been his bachelor pad for years after he and Kendra split up. A good number of his favourite days had been spent on its balcony, drinking his fortified morning coffee and shooting the shit with Sal and Deeje as they looked out over the lake and up at Big Mountain. 

If Sal were alive, Robin would probably still be drunk on the boathouse balcony. 

The night his best friend died a decade ago, Robin went to Kendra for solace. That was the night they conceived Artoo. Timing being what it was, Robin had taken off with Komo to the Co-op Farm early the next morning to compete in the Co-op's skijoring contest to win the Hudson solar-powered armoured personnel carrier. Robin was a champion ski-jorer, and the Hudson was a worthy prize, but Kendra was jealous of Komo, Robin’s ski-joring partner, and had told him not to come back if he went, so he’d stayed gone after he’d won, and worked at the Co-op, angry, sad, confused and oblivious to his ex/wife’s pregnancy and Artoo’s birth. Two years later, and in need of the Hudson to go in search of medical help for Deeje, they’d come looking for Robin and found him at the tail end of an epic bender. The very next day, Robin, Deeje, Merry and Toni headed off cross-country in the Hudson stopping only to charge the vehicle, but even those few stops were enough to further whet Deeje’s appetite for adventure. In the end, it had turned out that Deeje wasn’t sick at all, that he’d lied about the source of his nosebleeds, or, rather, had let his people think what they thought about them — that his nosebleeds were like Sal’s and that he might have cancer like his Dad had cancer. By the time 12-year-old Deeje had confessed to being a liar not a die-r, they were close to the hospital in Kingston, Ontario, and, at that point, Robin was hallucinating in alcohol withdrawal. The Kingston doctors had helped him through detox and, with the support of AA and his sponsor, Sami, he’d gotten sober. When they’d returned to Whitefish, he’d moved his stuff from the boathouse into Near Cabin so he could live with Kendra and Artoo, and that’s when Letty’d moved out of Near Cabin to the boathouse. 

Robin’s killed people, been shot at, ski-jored behind Komo’s galloping horses with reckless abandon, flown down Big Mountain’s many slopes drunk at a billion miles an hour, and has twice crossed post-apocalyptic America, but moving into Near Cabin with his ex/wife and toddler son sober still rates as the scariest thing he’s ever done.

“The boathouse is great,” he says, thinking on this. “The boathouse is awesome.” He watches a look pass between Deeje and Artoo, who have been eyeing their enraged cousin out of the drafty Summit House window. “What?”

“Celia says the boathouse is where rejects live,” Deeje admits. 

“Don’t tell Aunt Letty,” Artoo tells his Dad. “She doesn’t need to know.”

“Know what? That you kids think she’s a reject?” Artoo nods. “But it’s okay if everyone thinks I’m a reject?” Artoo sticks out his lower lip and considers this.

“Well, you are an alcoholic.”

“That doesn’t make anyone a reject, Artoo. No one is a reject. Not Aunt Letty, neither. You know that, right?” His son shrugs.

“I didn’t say that’s what I thought. That’s what Celia thinks,” Artoo mutters into the table. 

“That is what Celia thinks,” Deeje confirms. “She asked to come up here, though, so you can’t be that big a reject. It’s not really about the boathouse. She’s just past due for her adventure, Uncle Robin. She’s 18. She’s been sleeping in a twin bed next to her kid sister for eight years.” 

“In Aunt Juanita’s house,” says Artoo, widening his eyes in emphasis. Deeje nods his head in sympathy with the sentiment. Juanita runs a tight ship. 

“Wouldn’t Celia be more comfortable at the Co-op Farm?” Robin asks, looking for the loophole that will get him out of hosting his brother’s gnarly teenaged daughter. 

“Ask her. She begged us to bring her up here. Maybe she didn’t want to ask for a drive to the Co-op Farm? You know how she is.”

Yes, Robin does know how Celia is. The young woman has Juanita’s platinum will and Kermit’s physical might, and no one likes to see her angry, which she most often is, except around Toni (short for Antoinette).  

“Toni and Rosario, huh?” Robin says. 

“No longer G-rated,” grins Deeje, referencing a term that’d been defunct lo these 30 years. Robin feels his little heart pang for the G-rated world, but he won’t hold that against Toni and Rosario. Fresh love is sacred, or should be. He watches Celia look down at the space she’s made room for fresh love to bloom, and feels the agony of her gift in the tightness of her shoulders. It’s going to be a long winter. He sighs heavily and shifts his eyes to these boys.  

“Is Rosario really hot for Antoinette or was he just tired of living with my parents?” he asks and the three Whitefish Compound men share deep and knowing looks. 

If there’s one sure thing about the Whitefish Compound, it’s that nobody wants to live with Ron and Stacey.
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Chapter 3: All the Moms
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After sending the boys to look to see if there are any sugar beets or green tomatoes left in his mangy garden up the hill, Robin makes his way out to Celia on the deck with his grimy sat-phone in hand.

“We’re going to call your Dad. You can stay, but I want you to talk to him, okay? This is just about keeping the lines of communication open.” The girl leans on the railing, dwarfed by her height, and stares out at the spot they both consider home and do not want to be. 

“Blah-de-blah-de-dah,” Celia says. 

“You’ll talk to him, though?” Robin clarifies, his finger poised over the button.

“If it’s required.”

Kermit picks up on the first ring. “She’s up here with me. Can you come get the boys at Base Lodge in the DMV?” 

Celia straightens up to watch her Uncle listen to her Dad. Robin catches her eye as he listens and then hands her the phone. Now, it’s his turn to watch her react to Kermit. 

“It’s in the note,” she says. “It’s on your pillow... It’s not my fault you didn’t look there... I’m staying here. I’ll come for Christmas,” she says. “Okay,” she says. “Okay... Okay... O dot K dot. Stop it, Dad. I love you too. And certain others... I know. Goodbye.” She pokes the phone, and it’s over. 

Robin stands by for her update.

“He’ll be at Base Lodge in half-an-hour,” she says and lets the phone fall listlessly from her hand into his. It is during this exchange that Robin realizes she is even taller than him. She steps back and rests her chin on her hands on the railing. 

“And?”

“And it’s none of your fucking business.” She turns her back on him.

His ire rises so fast it rocks him back on his heels. To avoid confrontation, he takes two steps back and lets momentum carry him away from the cranky teenager. It is, as his sponsor Sami has often suggested, very freeing to excuse ones’ self from a fight by simply walking away.

How simple, he realizes, to turn your attention you merely need to turn. 

“Come back, boys,” he bellows, energized by his revelation and running up the hill. “Kermy’s coming.”

***
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Celia watches Deeje and Artoo prep to leave, waving her legs from the cold metal seat of the creaky chairlift beside Summit House. Robin asks the boys to hold on a sec and goes in to pour some dried huckleberries into a flannel pouch for Kendra who likes them in her porridge. When he comes out again, they’re over at Chairlift 7 (a.k.a. Big Creek Express), hugging Celia goodbye. Deeje pulls her ear, which is weird, but okay. Fast hugger Artoo jumps on his bike and skids to a stop in front of Robin with an excited grin. 

“You be careful on the way down. Use your whistle. Let those bears know you’re coming. I want to hear you the whole way. I’ll be watching.” Artoo is trying to hug him without getting off the bike, but it doesn’t really work and Robin, in a fit of love, pulls his boy up and off it, squeezing him like toothpaste. 

“I can’t breathe,” grunts Artoo. The matte blue helmet hanging from his wrist is the same one Robin used when he was a kid. He hopes it has a few knocks left in it. 

“Just five more seconds,” says Robin, sniffing his son’s filthy neck. “You need a bath.”  He lets him down, and Artoo stands beside him as they wait for Deeje. 

“I wish you were coming, too,” says his son. 

“I just got up here myself. We need to give Mom time to miss me.”

“My Mom or your Mom?” Artoo asks. 

“All the Moms,” says Robin, picturing Deeje’s Mom, Merry, who’d saved his life during his dangerous detox eight years ago. He chastises himself for heading up Big Mountain before the Texans set off for Mexico, but you never know when it’s going to snow and the AA group needs him here. At least, that’s the story the Whitefish Compound residents have settled on to explain why Robin has to live up the mountain in winter. That’s the official story.

“Is he ever going to let her go?” Artoo asks, waiting for Deeje to release Celia. 

“How’s your Mom doing?” Robin remembers to ask. 

“She’s okay. She was training Rosario in archery, but she let Toni take over so she could sit on the boathouse balcony with Letty before the Texans leave. She likes to drink when you’re away.”

“I know. That’s okay. Don’t worry. She’s not like me.”

“I’m not worried. I’m just saying.” Artoo goes still, releases his Dad and steps back to where Robin can take in the gap between the bottom of his son’s raggedy black jeans and the tops of his raggedy red Converse sneakers. “I really don’t think you’re a reject, Dad.”

Robin kisses Artoo’s forehead to reassure him, but can feel that the idea has taken root in his son’s fuzzy head.

Five minutes later, he’s standing on the deck using binoculars to watch the boys fly down the mountain on their bikes when he feels Celia mosey up beside him. They were singing Talking Heads’ Road to Nowhere when they pushed off, but this has devolved into hoots, moans, and whistles punctuated by bumps in the path as they move onto the Freebird Trail. Didn’t he ask Deeje not to do that? Freebird’s a tough trail and it only leads to other tough trails.

“Can I see?” Celia asks. He reluctantly gives her the binoculars. As he lets go of them, it’s as if the boys’ hoots have been turned down with a volume dial. The two of them disappear around a bend and are all-but specks when they re-emerge. He covers one eye to help focus on the Base Lodge, below. Sure enough, there’s Kermit with the DMV (short for Dual Mode Vehicle — a bus that can run on tires or click onto train tracks). It’s almost there.

He didn’t squeeze Deeje hard enough. That can’t be the last time.

“Did you text Kendra?” Celia asks, knowing full well.

He hurries inside to find his sat-phone. He texts: Sending Artoo down with Deeje to meet Kermy & DMV at Base Camp. We have eyes on them. He rushes back to Celia’s side and motions for her to pass him the binoculars.

“I so just saved your ass,” she says, flicking her tightly drawn ponytail over her broad shoulder.

He aims, focuses, and sees what she means. Kendra is pacing beside the DMV by the Base Lodge, wearing his long parka over the black leggings she’d found in a ditch last year. 

“O dot K dot,” says Robin. “Thanks. I owe you.”

“Stick around,” she says. “I’ll teach you how to think like a mother.”

Through the binoculars, he watches his ex/wife read his text on her sat-phone. She passes it to Kermit and sits on the stairs to the DMV to wait. Kermit reads it, shrugs, then looks up toward the Summit House and waves. Celia waves back at him with both hands. Robin does not. 

The boys finally emerge onto the roadway by the Base Lodge and roll to a stop by the DMV. Kendra runs her hand over Artoo’s scalp after he takes his helmet off and he tries to duck her.

“I love how Kendra came, but my Mom didn’t,” Celia huffs beside him, and he gets a whiff of some of what’s roiling through her tightly bound head. He doesn’t like the way she says his ex/wife’s name, like it’s a bad taste in her mouth. It takes less than a minute for Deeje and Kermit to load the bikes onto the DMV. Kendra and Artoo follow them up into the trusty old vehicle and away they go, like it’s 2027. Honk. Honk.

Robin spots Opie waving them off from his Adirondack chair on the Base Lodge balcony, like he’s any-old-body and this is any old day in the ruined world — which it is, technically speaking. He thinks of his various people sitting in their various spots taking in the glorious day under the unregulated Big Sky. His mind’s-eye drifts to his Dad, Ron, in his basement lair in the Compound’s Main House and then back outside to his Mom, Stacey, in her wood-fired hot tub, overlooking the lake.

“My Mom didn’t come either,” he tells Celia. “I guess they don’t love us.” He throws his arm over her shoulders in a gesture of solidarity, but she shakes him off with such vigour that he feels like a lech. 

It’s going to be a long couple of weeks.
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Chapter 4: Chimney
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Celia asks him where she should set up her bed, as if he’d been expecting her. 

“It’s cold in here.” Her beady teenage eyes move from the taxidermied animals crammed against the window sill, to Robin’s desk, piled high with open books, dirty plates and a collection of pine cones he once had plans for, and then up they go, following the beams of dusty sunlight to the mezzanine where his clothes lay in three heaps: tops, bottoms and undies. 

“I usually move to the ski patrol building after it snows. It’s a lot easier to heat. You could set up there. I prefer this view and the sun warms Summit House up nicely... when there’s sun.” 

“Does the ski patrol building have a wood stove?” She asks in a tone that implies she doesn’t suppose it does. “And wood?” she follows up as she picks up her bike pannier and waits for his reply with feigned patience.

He’s been doing the dishes behind the bar. The steam coming off his wet fingers drifts into her pinched face. 

“Are you angry with me?” he asks, placing his World’s Most Adequate Dad mug onto the ancient dish rack. She rolls her eyes, grabs another pannier and heads out the door. He finishes the dishes and lets his hands warm in the water a spell before grabbing the sat-phone and sitting one of the dining chairs parked in the middle of a glorious sunbeam
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The mountain was his escape.
And then she showed up.
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