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      I saw the helicopters first. Three small black dots down the valley.

      The afternoon sun was behind them, making them shimmer through the haze. As they got nearer, the three shook themselves apart and became five. As they passed low in front of the old ski jump towers, they became seven. By now I could see the predatory shape, recognizing them from movies and TV newscasts, and from some long-ago personal experience. Blackhawks. Attack helicopters.

      They were about two kilometers away, following the highway in from the mountains. Something—intuition, experience, luck—made me slump down in front of a scrub willow. There’s not much cover on Nose Hill, the largest urban park in Canada.

      There are a few clumps of trees, where white tail deer lounge in the shade. There are gullies and dry creek beds, eroded by spring rain but in late summer colonized by dry brown grass. Some burrows made by rabbits, one enlarged into a den by coyotes. The meadow blazing stars had just raised their purple spikes, the spring flowers long since finished. This was August. The dog days. A hot dry summer afternoon drifting into a hot dry evening. All quiet on the western horizon. Except for seven attack helicopters.

      I could now hear the chattering thump thump thump of the rotors. They were moving right to left across my line of vision, heading towards the city. Then the pitch of the engines changed. The formation broke apart.

      Two kept going straight, towards the city centre. Two rose and peeled left, passing to my side and over the ridge behind me. Two peeled right, following the highway down across the river and to the south of the city. One seemed to pause, just holding its position between me and the university campus. Then the rockets came.

      I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. In front of me, less that a kilometer away, the tower of the university library suddenly exploded. The walls appeared to lift upwards for a split second, then the whole edifice collapsed. To the east of my viewpoint, the revolving restaurant symbolic of the city simply disintegrated, leaving the pinnacle of the tower. The glass frontage of City Hall took a direct hit, as did many of the office towers that housed the oil companies and financial giants of the western economy. In the far distance, columns of smoke rose from the southern reaches of the city. Critical infrastructure, I supposed. Bridges, interchanges, tunnels for the suburban train lines. That’s what I would have done.

      Behind me I heard explosions. The airport, I guessed, and perhaps the refinery that lay just north of the city. The helicopter in front of me turned a lazy arc, away from the university, and then casually strafed the cars and trucks still streaming down the highway. I hunched deeper into my willow.

      When the firing stopped, I expected silence. But the noise was still there, even louder now, and discordant in its lack of purpose. Car horns and vehicle alarms wailed, explosions continued to reverberate, the whump whump of the helicopters grew louder. I realized that they were regrouping, coming together over the river. They circled twice until all seven were present, then turned in a line and flew west.

      I watched them pass in front of me again, this time left to right. The sun had dipped down towards the mountains. It must have been almost directly in the eyes of the pilots. The land below was the crackling brown of a western summer. The sky above was an intense but washed out white. Only the mountains held their form.

      The helicopters diminished in size, then appeared to merge momentarily with a larger blur. That blur continued to advance through the haze. As it came towards the old ski jumps it too took shape. Large black planes, each with two engines. The signature pot belly fuselage of the Globemaster was missing, so I guess these were Hercs. Three of them.

      Like the helicopters before them, the group peeled apart in front of me. One came back and across to my left, towards the airport. The second maintained its heading, over the city centre. The third cut south, towards what used to be the Canadian Forces Base. This was now decommissioned, but I knew that in addition to the upscale housing and trendy farmers’ market that had replaced the parade squares, it still housed the headquarters of the 41 Canadian Brigade Group. I could guess what would happen next.

      Sure enough, from the back of each plane a series of black dots appeared, falling away before the parachutes opened. From where I sat, the setting sun which was slowly reddening the landscape also highlighted the white silk. It was strangely beautiful. The targets seemed to be the airport, the city centre, and the army headquarters. The paratroopers descended into the smoke and chaos of a city in turmoil. It must have been one of the quickest and easiest occupations in history.

      The sun disappeared, leaving an afterglow to backlight the mountains. I stood up carefully, used my boot to scuff some loose dirt back into the coyote den. In the dusk I picked my way down from the hill.

      I had been out for an afternoon walk so my clothes were dry and comfortable, but they wouldn’t do for a prairie night. I could already feel a chill. Once on the streets I kept to the back alleys. I could hear people outside their doors, talking over the fences, asking each other what was going on.

      By the time I got to the house I had heard that there had been similar attacks in Vancouver, Edmonton, Saskatoon, Regina, Brandon, and Winnipeg. All of western Canada, it seemed, had been invaded. I slipped inside and bolted the door behind me. I left the lights off, as I tried to figure out what to do next.
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      First, I called my wife. Estranged wife. Such an unusual word, estranged. Lots of definitions. In our case, it meant “I don’t like the west, I don’t like Calgary.” The dryness of the air. The electric crackle of the thunderstorms. The crowds in the streets. The casual racism. The ongoing quest for money. The pseudo cowboy culture. Men in big black Stetsons and women in stilettos. Everyone from somewhere else, and wanting to go somewhere else, to retire to the mountains or the coast. The neoconservative religious ethic held by men who frequented casinos and strip clubs. The huge trucks. The permanent rush hour. The macho disregard for anyone other than self. But I had a job.

      She took the girls to visit her parents. Northern Ontario. Pine trees and cold clear lakes. Small town bonhomie. Proper winters, where the snow came and sat for three months. No chinooks. No icy wide streets with the winds howling. Solid brick houses with their own front and back gardens. Friends from an earlier life. The girls like it here, I’ve enrolled them in day camps. We might stay a bit longer. You have a job.

      It took three tries before I got through. The cell system was down, so I used the landline. Are you OK? What on earth is happening?

      Nothing here, it’s quiet in the Soo. The news says that the Americans are fed up with having to import coal and lumber. They need fresh water, and we won’t let them buy any. The natural resources are wasted in the north, nobody lives there. We’re shipping oil to China and the eastern provinces, they need it in California. So, they’ve decided to come and take it.

      What, the oil?

      Everything.

      There’s a road block at Falcon Lake, the highway between Ontario and Manitoba has been cut. The news shows lots of soldiers, theirs and ours. Tanks. Barbed wire. Airspace has been closed over Ontario. Planes are being rerouted, to Montreal, Halifax, Gander. What are you going to do?

      I don’t want to be an American. I don’t want to be occupied. My job was at the university and I’ve just seen it bombed. I miss my girls. I miss you. I’m going to get to the Soo. I’ll see you soon.

      They’ve closed the border. There are no planes. The roads are blockaded. The trains are cancelled. What are you going to do, walk?

      Yes.

      It was a pretty easy decision, really. And once it was made, it set, like a new concrete sidewalk. It might take some time but it was better than sitting in this dark suburban house, waiting for a knock at the door.

      It’s miles. Hundreds, no thousands, of miles. Three thousand. Kilometers. Remember it took us three days of driving. No, four days. Calgary to Regina. Regina to Winnipeg. Winnipeg to Thunder Bay. Thunder Bay to the Soo. Four days of driving. Ten hours a day.

      But that was in the car, with the kids. The actual driving was less than that.

      The distance was the same, though. And we made about a hundred klicks an hour. Clear roads. No army patrols. No helicopters shooting up the traffic. It’s not like that now.

      I know. And I won’t be walking down the highway. Listen, I have to go.

      But

      No. I can’t stay here. I’m going to leave my phone, someone could track me. So you won’t hear from me for a while. Maybe a few months. But I’m coming, to see you, to see my girls.

      It’s crazy.

      Listen, I saw it happen. I was in the park, up on Nose Hill. I saw them bombing the Tower. I saw them strafing the cars on Crowchild. I saw the paratroopers. It’s crazy to stay here.

      But how

      Remember the traders? Remember Samuel Hearne and David Thompson? Peter Pond? They came here from Montreal, for god’s sake. They had no cars, no phones. They didn’t even know where they were going. I have maps, I can figure out a route. I have better clothes than they did. Better dried food. I think maybe three, four months. I’ll be there for Christmas.

      No you won’t. I’ll never see you again.

      You’ll never see me again if I stay here.

      But

      Set a place for me at Christmas dinner.

      But

      Look, I’ve got to go. Give the girls each a big kiss from me. Love you.

      Love you too, but

      No buts. See you at Christmas.

      But

      I have to go. Like I said, I’m leaving my cell phone here but I’ll get in touch when I can.

      Christmas?

      Yes.

      Promise?

      Yes.

      I hang up and take a deep breath, then go down to the basement. All the hiking and camping gear is there. I take out the things I think I’ll need, pack a rucksack. It weighs about a hundred and twenty pounds. I doubt if I can carry it to the end of the street. I unpack it and start again.

      In the end I have a small backpack. Two changes of clothes, one to wear and one to wash. Two pairs of walking boots, one to wear now and one for when those wear out. A good hunting knife. Fork, Spoon. Cup. Dish. Water purification tablets. Matches, lots of matches, which I put in little zip-lock bags. My small hand axe. A lightweight sleeping bag and tarpaulin. Some fishing line, a dozen hooks and lures. A couple of maps showing the main river systems of the prairie provinces, including the north. A camping saucepan and frying pan combination. I know that I have probably forgotten something.

      I leave my phone, my camera. I take a small notebook, a few pens. It would be good to keep some sort of diary. It’s a long way. I add a second notebook. Another pen. A compass would help. I search around and find it, eventually, in the bag with the tent pegs. I leave the tent. I go through my wallet and take out all the loyalty cards. I keep my health card, driver’s licence, social insurance card. My bankcard. I leave the rest, then put my credit card back in, just in case. I think I’m ready. I take my backpack and go upstairs.

      Will I have enough food? There is nothing in the fridge, some wilted lettuce and two slices of cold pizza. There is stuff in the big white chest freezer but I can’t take that. In the cupboards I find some sachets of dried food, past their sell-by date but hopefully still edible. I put them in the pack.

      It’s nearly dark and the streetlights have come on. The house lights are still off. I hear an engine and see an armoured car slowly drive past, a searchlight seeking out the dark corners alongside houses and behind hedges. I duck down behind the couch, even though I know they can’t see me. I’m trembling.

      The noise of the engine dies away. I see the glint of a reflected streetlight from a bottle of Ardbeg on the side table. I pour a small one and sip it, slowly. Think back to the movies I’ve seen. Gloves. And some black shoe polish. I won’t put that on now, though. It goes in my backpack. A baseball cap, and some bug spray. I find three half-used cans and stuff them in. What else? Toilet paper. I have room for two rolls, after that it will be leaves.

      I sip my scotch, the smoky taste lingering. Should I take some? No, I’ll need a clear head. And a plan. Getting out of the city will be the hardest part. I go back to the basement and look at my map of Calgary. I’m in the northwest. The main roads will be blocked. I use my finger to trace out a route. Before I turn off the light, I remember something else. A flashlight. And a couple of extra batteries. I turn off the switch and go back upstairs.

      My backpack feels heavy but not too bad. I pull on a black fleece. Find a dark toque, a scarf. Shoulder the backpack and check that all the doors are locked. Go out through the connecting door to the garage. Lock it behind me. That’s it, I’m committed now. My keys are on the small table next to my chair. Next to my unfinished scotch. I open the small back door of the garage and peer out into the garden. Nobody there. The streetlight in front of the house doesn’t reach here. The one in the alley is burned out.

      Back in the garage I turn on the low wattage bulb and look at the electric bike. It is an old model but charged up. I take off the headlight and taillight cover and remove the bulbs. There is an identification disc attached to the frame. I bang it with a hammer, trying to snap it off, but it is welded on and simply bends. It will be harder to read now, at least.

      I turn off the overhead light. Open the back door again and gently ease the bike out into the garden. Close the door behind me. Walk to the back fence, open the gate. Nobody around. I climb on the bike, adjust my backpack so it’s sitting comfortably. Start to pedal. The engine kicks in, and I glide rapidly to the first cross alley. Down it to the next. And the next.
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      Money. That’s what I need. There’s an ATM in the convenience store next to the coffee shop. I sit on the bike and watch for a few minutes, then ride down the alley and park next to garbage bins. The coffee shop is quiet. Two old guys sitting in a corner. The girl rinsing out a coffee pot, someone else moving behind her in the back kitchen. I buy a small double double and add sugar, I think I’ll need the energy. Next door I pick up a chocolate bar and make two withdrawals from the ATM. There’s a limit on each one, and a maximum for the day, but eight hundred bucks should see me for a few days at least.

      “Who was that masked man?”

      Outside the store are the two old guys from the coffee shop. I’d forgotten to take off my scarf, wrapped around my face to try and stop me swallowing dust. The old men looked at me but spoke to each other.

      “What’s a young man doing out on the street alone at this time of the evening?”

      “They said on the news they wanted everyone under fifty to report to a police station.”

      “Not valligant.”

      “Gallivant.”

      “Whatever. Not be out getting money from a cash machine.”

      “While wearing a backpack.”

      “Like he was going somewhere.”

      “Running away?”

      “Like that Cohen song. ‘I slipped across the border, when the soldiers came’.”

      “No gun, though.”

      “Money to buy one.”

      “Yup.”

      They stopped talking and looked at me. One to each side of the sidewalk. A bit younger than I had thought. Not much, but enough. Late fifties or early sixties, probably. Straight backed. When I reached into my pocket they tensed and moved slightly further apart. Ex-military, I decided. If I go for one, the other will get me.

      “Relax,” I said, pulling out my wallet.

      “Can I donate a twenty to each of you, for the Legion?”

      The one on the left smiled a little.

      “Nope.”

      “Forty?”

      “Each?”

      “Yup.”

      “Nope,” said the one on the right. He didn’t smile.

      “A nice round number would be better.”

      I sighed, peeled off five twenties, handed them over. They nodded at me, then walked off into the darkness.

      I went back behind the coffee shop. My bike was still there, thank god. I eased it off the stand and pedalled silently away, the motor kicking in. As I crossed the first alley two shadows peeled away from the wall. They watched me glide past. One raised his arm.

      “Hi ho, Silver, away!” he called.

      They melted back into the darkness, and I rode silently through the quiet streets until suddenly I was past the last row of townhouses and into open country. I stopped and looked back. There was a slight knoll, the rich houses at the top, facing out across the prairies. The rows of townhouses massed beneath them, a blank area of grass dividing the two worlds.

      The houses at the top looked like a herd of muskox, standing shoulder to shoulder, gazing outward in search of danger. Beneath their feet the lemmings, crammed together, moving in a mass each morning and afternoon, now safely tucked into their burrows. I looked at my watch. It was just after eleven. There was a small sliver of a moon, and what seemed like a lot of stars. I turned back to the road, kick started the bike, and began heading north.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    

    
      I figured that I would get fifty or sixty kilometres from the bike before the battery failed. That would get me nearly to Didsbury, as long as there were no problems along the way. I was on the old range road, cutting straight north. It ran between the scenic foothills route of Highway 22 and the six lane expressway between Calgary and Edmonton.

      I hoped that any security would be on those roads, not on this thin line of asphalt running between huge fields of canola, cattle, and grain. Not that I could see any of that detail. The stars provided some faint light, enough to see the road, but even the fence line beyond the ditch was difficult to discern.

      Now and then I saw the yard light of a farmhouse, set a few hundred feet back from the road. Twice a dog barked as I rode by, but they were disinterested barks and no households were awakened with a blaze of light. I surprised a skunk on one stretch but swerved to avoid him, and got past without being sprayed.

      The only real incident came when headlights appeared in front of me. They were some way away, so I stopped the bike and jumped off, then walked it down into the ditch. The spring runoff can be heavy in central Alberta, and the ditch accumulates the excess water and leads it away down the edges of the fields. Sometimes there are culverts, where an access road leads to a field for the farmer to check the crop, or an oil company worker to service one of the nodding donkeys that scatter the countryside.

      But I didn’t have time to find a culvert. I stepped into the ditch, which in late summer had accumulated coffee cups, beer cans, bottles, fast food wrappers, and the other detritus of rural life. I laid the bike on the road side of the ditch, hoping that the edge would cast a shadow over it, then lay down a few metres further north.

      I could hear the vehicle now, approaching quickly. A shimmer of light seemed to fill the air, and as it intensified, I tucked my face into my hands and lay as still as I could, hoping no bare skin was visible. The truck roared past, its headlights passing over both me and the bike, and then it was gone.

      I lay in the ditch for another ten minutes or so, my heart racing, wondering if a passenger had happened to look out and see something, and was even now encouraging the driver to stop and turn around. But nothing happened, and after a while I sat up and looked around. Silhouetted against the stars, two horses peered at me across the top of the fence. One puffed a breath of air, as if to ask me why I was lying in a ditch, while the other simply shook its ears and walked away.

      I walked back to my bike and picked it up. It didn’t seem damaged from having been thrown to the ground. I hunched over and pressed the button on the side of my watch, hiding the illuminated screen. It was just after one in the morning. I got back on the bike and started peddling. The battery clicked on, and I continued north.
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      It was an hour or so later that I saw a soft glow on the horizon. At first I thought it was the dawn, but it was too early for that, and lay to the north not the east. The light grew steadily bigger as I pedalled towards it, and soon I identified it as the small town of Didsbury. Once I got there I would have travelled about sixty kilometers, and it would be time to turn east. However, I had no idea of the situation in Didsbury, or anywhere else for that matter, so I didn’t want to simply go cruising into the town.

      I slowed down even more from my steady fifteen kilometers an hour, although by now my knees hoped I would slow down to a stop. I continued along, paying more attention to my surroundings. I was looking for something specific and it wasn’t long until I found it. The bulk of an old farmhouse stood across to my right.

      There were no lights on, except for a security light on a pole in the yard. There were no cars or trucks in the driveway that I could see, no farm machinery parked up against the barn. As I approached, I saw that there was an old five bar gate, hanging between two tall poles. The gate was closed. Over my head the poles were linked by a massive beam, which probably bore the name of the ranch, etched into it with a branding iron, although I couldn’t see that detail in the dark.

      What I could see, though, was a small rectangular board nailed to the gate. It was white, and the writing was legible. “For Sale” it said, together with the name and telephone number of the realtor. The double strand barbed wire fence came up to the posts on each side, but I lay the bike down and pushed it under the gate. I clambered through the bars myself, pulled up the bike, and cautiously approached the house. I kept stopping to listen, but other than the sounds of my feet and the wheels on the gravelled drive, there was nothing.

      Once I got into the yard, I left the bike leaning up against the side of the barn, and walked slowly around the house itself. No dog started barking, no light came on. The shadows from the security light bounced about and made me jump a couple of times, but it was obvious that the house was empty. At the back door I risked bringing out my flashlight.

      The door was locked, of course, with one of those combination locks that control access to people who have the code, but down to the side I found what I was looking for, an outside socket. I went back to the barn and got my bike, then wheeled it up to the back door. The cord from the battery charger reached, and I was delighted to see the amber light start flashing. I left the battery on charge, covering the blinking light with a small piece of plywood I found lying in the grass. I had to hope that no potential purchaser came out to the farm today, there was no way I could hide the cord hanging down from the socket.

      I took the bike back to the barn. The side door was clasped, not locked, and with the edge of my knife I soon had the screws undone. I carefully opened the door and edged inside. Something rustled away to my left, and from above me I heard restless cooing from what were probably pigeons. I brought the bike inside, closed the door, and turned on my flashlight.

      I was cautious about the light shining through chinks in the walls, so I masked the light with my hand. That didn’t work too well, so I pulled my spare shirt from the backpack and used that as a filter. The light was dimmed, but I could see enough.

      The barn was basically empty. There were a couple of old tires and some tools stacked along one wall, some clumps of straw on the concrete floor at the far end, just in front of a small door, and a large plastic drum of some kind sitting over by the main door. That was it. No car waiting quietly to be stolen, no truck to blend into the Alberta landscape. Nothing.

      I went back to the yard and looked around the yard again. From this angle I could see the side of the house, and I recognized the coiled shape of a hosepipe. I went over and checked and, sure enough, one end was lying on the ground and the other was attached to a tap about three feet up the wall. I turned the tap, it was stiff but opened, and a trickle came out the other end of the hose. I went back to the barn and got my cup, and a saucepan. I filled my cup first, in case the water was shut off and I was only getting the residue, then left it to flow for a few minutes.

      The water splashed onto the farmyard and after three or four minutes I filled the saucepan. I rinsed out the cup, refilled it, and took a drink. It tasted OK, like water should, and I realized that I was thirsty. I drank the cup, refilled it, and turned off the tap. There was nothing to be done about the water splash, glistening softly in the early light of dawn, so I left it and took my containers back to the barn.

      I kicked some straw together and covered it with my tarpaulin, then laid out the sleeping bag on top. I went back to the door and edged it a little bit open, then put a brick against the back to keep it in place. I put the saucepan of water carefully on top of the door, resting across onto the lintel. That would confuse someone who came in, I thought, and wake me up so that I was not totally surprised. I checked the small door behind me, it creaked open without difficulty. I felt more comfortable now that the main access was alarmed, after a fashion, and the secondary exit was close by. I put my knife under the poncho I had rolled up into a pillow, climbed into my sleeping bag, and fell asleep.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      When I woke up it took me a minute to remember where I was. It was dark inside the barn but not black – more a dull grey, like a foggy morning on the coast. A thin sliver of light came in from the door and made a bright sharp line across the floor like an abstract painting. My watch showed me it was nearly four o’clock, I had slept for more than ten hours.

      All that fresh air and fun, I supposed. My legs ached and I was hungry. I eased out of the sleeping bag and stood up, slowly trying to stretch muscles that had not been used to so much pedalling.
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