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			About This Book

			You don’t seem close to death. Why are you here?

			A breeze brushed my skin, and I shivered. “It’s a long story.”

			Story! Tell the story! The sea lions levered bulky bodies to front flippers and rocked from side to side.


			In 2045, an earthquake ravages the Pacific Coast of North America and the world shifts. Suddenly people and animals can understand each other, while the chaos of climate change combines with the destruction of the earthquake in terrifying ways. Inland, where she should be safe, Del Samara finds her life spiralling out of control. Struggling with addiction and with her ranch in ashes, Del decides her family would be better off without her. Leaving her daughters behind, she retreats to her father’s fishing cabin with her dog, Manx. When she emerges three years later, she finds the world since the earthquake has become a very different place and she begins a dangerous journey to Vancouver Island to find her family and, perhaps, find peace.






			Praise for Katie Welch

			“Katie Welch has crafted a complicated and unforgettable protagonist in Del, a woman who survives both global and intimate disasters, and who tells her fascinating story after a lifetime of barely speaking. Ladder to Heaven is finely and beautifully written, and asks us to consider our individual roles in a world that can totally destroy us.” – Jen Sookfong Lee, author of Superfan: How Pop Culture Broke My Heart
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			Epigraph

			The ladder to heaven has only one rung. 

			– attrib. Ted Poole, BC poet

			People say animals cannot speak. Of course they speak. They speak to us all the time. The only thing is that we don’t really listen.

			– Eva Meijer

			Clinical names are taking all my friends away. 

			– Sam Tudor

		


		By Land
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			The Juan de Fuca Plate

			Imagine pie crust floating on hot filling, except in some places, the pie is underwater, and in others, it’s decorated with pastry lumps: This is the lithosphere. 

			Two hundred and fifty million years ago, Panthalassa, the Mesozoic era’s superocean, covered the whole planet except Pangaea, the supercontinent. It was a time of togetherness. Land was land, and sea was sea. 

			Like a dysfunctional family, Earth’s crust broke up and drifted apart. Pangaea cracked into the continents, and the ocean divided into oceans. Juan de Fuca started life as part of the nifty-sounding Farallon Plate and chilled in the Pacific Ocean with Gorda, Cocos and Nazca. 

			Juan de Fuca was relatively small, but all tectonic plates have pizzazz – on land, volcanoes and in the ocean, hydrothermal vents spewing plumes of lava-heated seawater. Mineral deposits around these vents crystallize, creating immense cylindrical towers that reach toward air and sun. Crystal towers soaring, down in the dark with tubeworms, limpets, deep-sea crabs and bioluminescent fish, Juan de Fuca felt mighty, invincible. 





		
			Tish and Tosh

			I was naked, balanced on the edge of the world. I stood on a stretch of blue-grey stones, gazing at the sea. Beaches curved like fingernails to the north and south. A long line of silver driftwood formed a border between stones and scrubby vegetation; beyond this grassy verge rose a mixed forest of red-trunked arbutus, bright-green balsam, smoky-blue fir and broad-leaved maple. The trees concealed a primitive campsite in a small, muddy clearing. 

			I had tucked my filthy socks behind the red fleece tongues of my battered hiking boots and hidden my trousers, plaid button-front shirt and threadbare underpants under a log. Cumulus clouds rimmed the horizon like whipped cream around a blue bowl. A line on the water separated light from dark, shallows from depths, and a pair of sea lions with bulbous bodies and vaguely cruel smiles were sunning themselves on a flattish rock where the ocean got deep. I watched them and felt vicariously warm, as if I were out there, too, absorbing solar energy stored in the rock. 

			Three years earlier a tsunami had slammed this peaceful coast. The wave had drowned land creatures and sucked everything from teacups to tennis balls out to sea, objects that washed up daily along the ravaged shore, faded and draped with seaweed. I curled my toes, tickling sensitive skin between digits. My feet were tendinous and flat like hind flippers. Like a sea lion’s, my body was long and hairy, and I was spotted with scars, moles and sun splotches, but I lacked insulating flesh; since the earthquake my soft, round places had wasted away, and my lean, square frame was slack only where my belly had stretched to bear children. The face I remembered – broad nose, prominent cheekbones, bold eyebrows and brown eyes flecked with gold – had changed too; in rare glimpses, I had seen a hardened, angular woman, all girlishness gone. I was no sea lion, but I craved the same comforts: refreshing swims, sun baths, fish dinners. A bubble of sound rose from my chest, and I realized I was laughing. 

			Nothing had been funny for a very long time. 

			I dipped a hand in cold, scummy water. Swimming out would be bracing, brutal even, enhancing the reward when I reached the rock. I waded out until I was thigh deep. When low waves lapped my labia I hopped to escape the ocean’s chilly slap, then dove in and frog-kicked, thrusting my arms in broad opposing circles. Once upon a time I had been good at the front crawl, but malnourished, I swam slowly and stopped often to tread water. Close to the rock, sea lions raised their heavy heads and sniffed warily.

			“Don’t leave. I want to lie in the sun with you,” I said. 

			You’ve got the whole beach.

			And this rock reeks of guano.

			I spat a jet of salt water through my front teeth. One sea lion was large and grey, the other small and a glossy chestnut. I couldn’t tell which one had spoken first.

			I liked it better before. When they left us alone.

			“Plenty of room on that rock.” 

			Listen to her. Knows all about rocks in the sea. 

			The rock was smooth and flat where the sea lions lay but encrusted with molluscs at the high-water line and slippery with purple starfish below the surface. I considered mounting the rock sea lion–style, flopping on my abdomen, but intuition warned I lacked the requisite core strength. A cloudy plastic water bottle bobbed in the only crevice that could serve as a handhold. I grabbed the bottle and tossed it with Anthropocene guilt: humans had trashed the planet. Fingers grasping wet rock, toes curled on a slimy ledge, I hauled my body onto the rock and crawled like a missing link. I gasped like a beached fish, and my skin was numb; warming up was a biological imperative, not the romantic notion it had been from shore. 

			I slit one eye open, blinked droplets from my eyelashes and licked salt from the corners of my mouth. Five years ago the sea lions would have fled but that was then. I rolled over and stretched out. Sun caressed my front, and rock toasted my bottom. For a long time no one spoke. The angle of the sun changed, warm beams slanting in from the horizon.

			This rock will get cold.

			“I know. I wish I could stay out here.” 

			As a rule, animals were bemused by the chronic dissatisfaction to which humans were prone, and didn’t respond to wishes and hopes. Things were or they weren’t. Speculation was nonsensical. 

			Why swim out at all? You’re not very good at it. 

			The sea lions barked harsh little laughs, and I tensed. I had come from a plateau criss-crossed with creeks and dotted with lakes but far from the sea, and had guessed sea lions would be taciturn, like deer, but maybe they were more like coyotes, hoodlums who cracked jokes and encouraged each other. A band of water sparkled westward, a golden road to a promised land. Seagulls spiralled overhead. I made a pillow with my hands, knuckle-bumpy and finger-ridged yet warm and familiar. My left hand was just a thumb and two fingers. Pink stumps, the tips wrinkled like breakfast sausages, protruded where pinky and ring fingers had been.

			“I wanted to swim in the ocean one last time,” I said. 

			Are you dying? 

			The sea lions observed a polite silence. A lackadaisical tide lapped the rock. Crawling away somewhere private to die was a shared rite of existence, behaviour that commanded respect.

			Will you die soon? 

			I wanted to tell them that if I had the courage to end my life, I would already be dead. I had survived three bitter winters, huddled in a shack on a remote lake. I could have plunged from cliffs and split my skull on rocks. In Vancouver, I had paused on the twisted remains of the Ironworkers Memorial Bridge and considered jumping. I had chickened out. A force stronger than my will insisted that I continue to live. 

			You don’t seem close to death. Why are you here?

			A breeze brushed my skin, and I shivered. “It’s a long story.” 

			Story! Tell the story! 

			The sea lions levered bulky bodies to front flippers and rocked from side to side. I could smell them, a curious mixture of dog and fish. Sun touched the ocean and the golden road turned vermilion. I sat up and brushed minuscule rocks and bits of shell from my breasts, leaving a rash of red impressions. I hugged my knees to my chest. My bones ached. A stretch of cold water lay between me and the shore. I longed for my bed of cedar fronds and the fungal aroma of my sleeping bag. 

			“I have to swim back. I’ll freeze out here.”

			Put your skin back on.

			“It’s not skin – they’re called clothes.” 

			If you die without it, it’s skin.

			Tell the story.

			The grey sea lion reared her head, revealing long yellow teeth in a gaping black mouth, and I stood up to defend myself. What a fool I was, putting myself in this ridiculous situation, ignorant about sea lions and naked with two robust specimens. Sea lions were carnivores, I suddenly remembered, as strong and agile in water as they were graceless and hobbled on land. The pair of sea lions grunted. Fear rippled across my shoulders and dried my mouth. 

			“I’ll come back tomorrow,” I said. 

			If there’s sun. We don’t come here on rain days.

			“I’ll come back the next sunny day, then.”

			You’d better, bitch.

			I was shocked until I realized that by bitch the animal meant unnamed female. I smiled. 

			“I’m called Del.” 

			Tish, said the small one. Tosh, said the big one.

			The sea lions slipped nose-first into the sea. As if they’d been keeping the day alive, the sky darkened and the water became less welcoming. I rubbed my limbs to stimulate circulation. A gentle tapping came from the crevice where the plastic bottle had eddied out and bumped against the rock like a taunt. I dove over the trash, brisk shock of frigid ocean. Haunted by the flash of pointed teeth I swam vigorously, kicking up froth with flipper-feet. I reached the shore and straightened in stages, like an evolutionary echo of my ancestors. Stars dotted the darkening sky over Vancouver – a broken city – and the flooded Fraser River Valley. I closed buttons with fumbling fingers, slid pants over chilly thighs and swished through tall grass into shadowy forest. I palpated plastic bags in my backpack to identify the contents and ate food that tasted like dirt: pockmarked corn, dandelion leaves, flaccid roots. 

			Sticky with the sea, I slithered into my sleeping bag. 

		


		
			Geography

			Whoosh-hush, whoosh-hush, waves breaking on a shore. Seaside air is a balm, the very breath of life on Earth. Filtered through cedars and infused with ocean, each inhalation healed my sore body, but chilly white mist enveloped the trees, seeped inside my skin and drifted through me like despair.

			Once upon a time I had ten fingers, a home and a family. That was before the Juan de Fuca tectonic plate sprang free of its sticking place, releasing centuries of stored kilojoules, and an earthquake measuring 9.3 on the Richter scale shook the west coast of North America like a colicky infant in the hands of a raging parent. Fissures swallowed neighbourhoods. Bridges collapsed and tossed cars into chasms. Glass and steel filled the streets. Nuclear waste tainted water supplies. Dams fractured, releasing floods, and landslides buried roads. Tsunamis battered harbours and toppled buildings. 

			The earthquake brought death and destruction. I should have been safe. 

			Once upon a time I lived on a farm in the Okanagan Valley with my husband, Prax, and three half-grown children. When the earthquake struck Amelia had been a feisty and rebellious teenager, Thane a sullen adolescent and Cleo a quirky twelve-year-old. Manx, our golden retriever, had also lived on the farm, and two horses, Math and Duchess, and a dozen sheep, more or less, depending on cougar attacks and the toughness of the lambing season. Our life had been enviable, marbled with imperfections but overwhelmingly rich and good. We’d been living far from the epicentre yet I had lost everyone and everything. 

			How was it possible? 

			Not lost, as in dead. Lost, as in lost track of.

			After the earthquake, animals spoke. I heard them in my head and answered them out loud. Animals are better listeners than talkers and their expectations are refreshingly low. A bull snake once listened to me for hours, yellow-black eyes unblinking. Yesss, the snake had said, then slithered into the sunset and never returned. Sea lions weren’t like snakes; Tish and Tosh wanted to hear why I was alone on the coast, preparing to die. The truth would feel good, like a deathbed confession. But where should I begin? Could I relate events coherently, without mistakes and omissions? My story was blurry because when the earthquake struck I had been stoned. 

			The drugs were because of a fall from a horse. The horse was because of Henry. 

			…

			My parents, Gus and Helen Campion, made a fortune as oil exploration consultants in Alberta. In their late thirties they semi-retired to Vancouver Island, close to beaches, hikes, bike trails and kayaking routes. Tall, tan and brashly confident, Gus managed investments from our spacious home in Sooke, cocktail in hand, cursing when tech markets took a nosedive. Helen left business behind in Alberta and in a burst of domesticity bought cookbooks, aprons and a stand mixer. She wore pearls and pink button-down shirts and jotted ingredient lists with one small freckled hand splayed on a polished granite countertop. In an attempt to be cool and progressive, our parents asked Henry and me to call them Gus and Helen. 

			When Helen sighed at rain-streaked windows Gus shouted, “Stop complaining! Island life was your idea!” But sunk in a leather armchair and sipping his second scotch, my father would admit he had also longed for snowless winters, fresh seafood and year-round camping trips. The Campions’ West Coast fantasies had omitted rain pooling in the driveway, clouds spoiling the view, moss and mould in every cranny. Their vacation plans ended when their firstborn became a sickly toddler. Slight and pale, Henry’s skin burned rapidly to livid red. Diagnosed as a toddler with asthma, he would gasp and turn watery blue, precipitating dashes to the emergency room. “No asthma on my side of the family,” Helen often reminded Gus. “Sure, blame everything on the mystery genes,” Gus would reply. Adopted and fiercely loyal to the family that had raised him, Gus refused to get his DNA analyzed. 

			I came along when Henry was two. Gus said my coffee-bean eyes, thick black hair and olive skin all came from him. “Only pasty white Scots on your mother’s side,” he sniffed. They named me Delphine, a pretty name soon shortened to a single syllable. There used to be a video of Gus tossing me in the air. On the audio track, a baby screeched. Gus caught my pudgy body on the descent. Henry scowled in a corner; my mother held the phone camera. “If I dropped her she’d bounce,” Gus bragged. 

			Henry’s ego was as resilient as a winter tire, but his body was frail and ginger, and his skeleton snapped under light strain. In my memories, he is always sporting a cast, yet he was the king of caustic comebacks and could make bullies weep. 

			“Henry’s a tough little customer,” Gus used to say. “Del needs to grow a spine.” 

			Gentle criticism sent tears coursing down my cheeks. 

			“Del’s just sensitive,” Helen said. “It’s okay to be sensitive, Augustus.” 

			“She cries at the drop of a goddamn hat.”

			At eight years old, I watched Henry paint red dots on the propulsion components of an intergalactic vessel. “Is that a spaceship?” I peered over his shoulder. “It’s really good.” 

			“It’s the Enterprise, stupid.” 

			“Want to play Frisbee?”

			“Mom! Del’s pestering me again!” 

			“Leave your brother alone. Go outside and get some exercise.” 

			Gus and Helen loved their possessions. They owned an Emily Carr original, crystalware in an antique mahogany hutch and two hybrid vehicles. They loved their things more than they loved us, Henry said. I had only Stella’s two-person family for comparison. I met Stella in kindergarten and we stuck to each other like craft glue. Stella had brown braids and a sunny disposition. She lived in an apartment with her mom, Cherie, who made delicious shortbread cookies but was usually at work. Stella came to our house most weekends. We built driftwood houses on the beach, collected crabs and slugs, made Zen moss gardens in the forest. On rainy days we watched SpongeBob SquarePants episodes on repeat and imagined living in a pineapple under the sea. With Stella at our house I was happy, occupied and uncomplaining. 

			“Can Stella sleep over?” 

			“Invite someone else for a change,” Gus said. 

			“Don’t put all your eggs in one basket,” Helen added.

			Stella and I were like bald eagles: mated for life. Without her, I sulked and begged for a puppy or kitten. Demands for a pet were denied because of Henry’s asthma. In August my parents sent me to camp, a strategy that failed to produce fresh friends. I would rebuff the other campers and stick googly-eyes on pine cones by myself. 

			Giddy with freedom on the last day of grade six, I skipped home. A tantalizing, lazy summer lay ahead. Stella had come on our family vacation to California the year before, and strangers had mistaken her for a Campion. I hoped Stella was coming to Italy with us. Helen was in the kitchen, refilling the crystal pepper grinder. She folded a stack of linen serviettes. I drank a strawberry smoothie. “We’re going camping in Tofino this weekend,” she said.

			“Can Stella come?” 

			Helen exhaled heavily. “She didn’t tell you?”

			“Tell me what?”

			Helen clucked her tongue. “Cherie Manson got a job in Toronto. They’re moving. Stella was supposed to tell you. Don’t look at me like that. What did I say about having only one friend? You have to make new ones, Delphine. What about that redheaded girl, Poppy, the one who took first place at the science fair? Or those twins down the block? Oh, go ahead and have a good cry if you must, just stop before your father gets home from the golf course.”

			Summer was terrible. Henry teased me incessantly, Ding dong Del. On the first day of seventh grade I sat under fluorescent lights, cheese sticks and fruit roll-ups in my thermal lunch bag, digging a blue ballpoint pen into my jeans. Ms. Cahilty ran a polished fingernail down a wall map of North America, tracing an invisible line over pink-and-yellow land shapes cross-hatched with longitudes and latitudes. “Before the colonizers came, the Coast Salish people of the T’Sou-ke Nation lived in natural abundance. Fish, berries, deer, ducks, trees and clean water. It sounds wonderful, but things weren’t always perfect. First Nations oral histories tell us that a big earthquake came along every five or six generations. Until recently, white settlers ignored this history. Now we know that just off this coast, an underwater ridge of rock called the Juan de Fuca tectonic plate is pushing into the continental plate in a process called subduction. Geological tension has been building for three centuries. Pretty soon there will be a massive earthquake and tidal waves.” 

			“How soon is soon?” Eddie, the class bigmouth, asked. 

			“Could be a century from now. Or a decade, or maybe next week.” 

			Ms. Cahilty turned off the lights and projected her laptop screen. She flicked through a slide show of Indigenous paintings: canoes lodged in treetops, drowned villages, grieving survivors. “This art represents the aftermath of an earthquake and tsunami in 1700. White settlers had access to these images but failed to understand what they meant. The tsunami created ghost forests, stands of dead trees poisoned by salt water. It seems a clear danger now, but settlers didn’t realize until the 1980s that earthquakes were possible in the Pacific Northwest, so they built towns, bridges and even nuclear reactors in regions susceptible to massive tremors. Yes, Sarah?” 

			“What were the white people thinking?” 

			“We don’t know for certain.” 

			“Arrogant as fuck,” said Eddie. 

			“Elevate your language, Edward.” Ms. Cahilty closed her laptop, turned on the lights and addressed the class, fluttering her eyelashes for emphasis. “We are a community threatened by calamity, yet we treat this imminent earthquake like a distant abstraction. We are gambling our lives for the sake of living somewhere temperate and picturesque. A Cascadia subduction zone seismic event is inevitable. A megathrust earthquake.” 

			Pubescent boys tittered: megathrust, wink-wink. 

			“What will happen to Victoria?” Sarah asked.

			Ms Cahilty shrugged. “Throughout history, great cities have come and gone. You learned about some of them last year: Pompeii, Vijayanagar, Angkor, Xanadu. Cities reduced to rubble. Humans are easily distracted by pride and industry. We could be wiped out in an instant.” 

			“I’m gonna take up smoking,” Eddie said, and his friends laughed. 

			Theoretical and historical lessons complete, Ms. Cahilty moved on to the practical. We walked to the school’s emergency mustering station and listened to a recording of tsunami warning sirens. We practised crawling under our desks and holding on for dear life. “It isn’t funny,” said Ms. Cahilty, but we were on hands and knees under the furniture, and it was hard not to laugh. 

			Walking home, I stomped crunchy leaves and thought about the boys saying megathrust. I asked about the earthquake over dinner. 

			“An asteroid like the one that wiped out the dinosaurs could blaze through the stratosphere and annihilate life on Earth anytime,” said Gus. “No point worrying about an earthquake.” 

			“Oh, well done. That should help her anxiety,” said Helen.

			“There’s worse stuff to worry about,” said Henry. “Polar ice melt. Dead oceans. Forest fires.” 

			“Can we just once –” said Helen. 

			“Get on with the business of living,” said Gus.

			“Why do we live here if it’s so dangerous?” I replaced my fork, bite of salmon uneaten. 

			“The winters are lovely and mild,” said Helen. “Gardens are lush and productive.” 

			“Everyone wants to live here,” said Gus. “Everyone loves the beach.” 

			“I don’t,” said Henry. 

			“Let’s change the subject,” Helen said primly. 

			“I would happily have stayed in Alberta. It was your mother who insisted we take early retirement and move to Vancouver Island. So if we die in a natural disaster, you can thank her.” 

			“You just told Del not to worry,” said Helen. 

			“Never mind,” I said. “I’m not worried.” 

			“It’s the big one!” Henry seized the dining-room table with both hands and shook. Gus gave his son a stagey, affectionate wink. Earthquakes were forgotten and the mood lightened but later I woke to slammed doors, heavy footsteps and muted angry voices. 

			After Henry and I went to bed, Gus and Helen fought. Fighting parents usually got divorced but mine seemed to thrive on their midnight disagreements, or maybe sleep distilled nocturnal hate into daytime love. I learned from these arguments that discomfort, unacknowledged, would settle and decompose in the swamp of time; I could make bad things go away by ignoring them, so I stored unpleasant facts like earthquakes and extinctions deep in my subconscious. Signs of cracks in this strategy came home in the comments section of my report cards. 

			“Listen to this crap. Del is shy and awkward among her peers. She is slow to make friends and needs to learn to take risks.” Gus tossed the report card aside. “Whatever. These idiots have never watched you climb a goddamn tree.”

			Climbing trees wasn’t dangerous, I wanted to tell him, compared to your best friend leaving town and creating a black hole that sucked happiness. Avoiding closeness meant avoiding pain; I planned to keep my vulnerable tentacles tucked up tight. 

			“Delphine, for pity’s sake. Get some friends and stop talking to yourself,” Helen said.

			“I’m not. I wasn’t.” 

			“Your lips were moving and you were making noise. It makes you look crazy. Gus had a colleague like that who was terminated. If you have something to say, say it out loud.”

			People thought I was shy. Inside, opinions accumulated like tectonic plate pressure. I began nodding off in class and got sent to Mr. DiMarco, the guidance counsellor. Kids called him Dimmy behind his back. Mr. DiMarco put out a pathetic hipster vibe: mutton chops, red plastic-framed glasses, blazers, stovepipe jeans. Going to the guidance office inferred you had behavioural or mental problems. I acted normal, so my peers assumed I was nuts.

			“Susan Jankowicz tells me you fell asleep in Math again,” said Mr. DiMarco. 

			I winced. Ms. Jankowicz was my Math teacher, and Susan was too intimate a name, like a glimpse into her underwear drawer. 

			“I’m tired. I had a bad dream. A scorched-earth, climate change kind of thing.” 

			Dimmy looked eager; analyzing dreams was his specialty. We had done a mind map, and he loved pairing nightmares with psychological frailties. 

			“We have spoken about your tendency to catastrophize,” he said.

			“Okay but the world is on fire?” 

			“A blatant exaggeration.” 

			“Dozens of species go extinct every day. The planet is doomed. How is that not a catastrophe?” 

			“There you go again, Del. Focusing on worst-case scenarios while hopeful alternatives exist.” Dimmy tented his fingers and leaned back, warming to his deluded optimism. “Carbon capture technology is coming along. Electric vehicle sales are booming.” 

			“Only cockroaches and rats will survive. Maybe some hardy varieties of mould and bacteria.” 

			“Where do you get your information?” 

			“My parents are geophysicists.” 

			Mr. DiMarco sat up straight and placed his hands palms down on his desk, signalling my session was over. “It’s admirable to care about global issues, but your primary concern is your education. Go back to class and pay attention. It seems convenient that you lose focus in Math but not Art.” 

		


		
			Puffer

			On a Saturday in October, soon after I had started eighth grade, Gus and Helen took us on a family hike to China Beach. Cirrus clouds streaked a deep blue sky. Frost evaporated in swirls from green hollows. My parents bickered in the kitchen, souring the trip before it had begun. I ground my teeth. Gus swivelled on a leatherette-and-mahogany stool.

			“Helen, exactly how long are you going to dither?” 

			“You could help. Instead of making nasty comments.” 

			“We’re going for a walk, not staging a moon launch.” 

			“Is there gas in the tank?” Helen arched a pale eyebrow. 

			“The gas station is on the way out of town. Do you want me to drive there and back? Oh, maybe you haven’t heard – the planet is incinerating. So.”

			Helen clucked. “Why don’t you do something useful, and go find Henry? He’s skulked off again. Del, stop moping and go outside.”

			“Driving kills the planet,” I said. “We should just stay home.” 

			“We drive hybrids,” Gus said unctuously.

			“Children are used as forced labour in lithium mines,” I said. 

			“See how your pessimism affects her?” Helen asked, as if I were invisible. “No wonder she doesn’t have any friends.” 

			China Beach was my favourite hike but driving west, the excursion had already lost its lustre. Gus was post-verbal with pique. Henry, who had begged to stay home, gamed on his phone. The map display on the console screen rotated sickeningly. Helen drove because Gus took corners too fast, which made Henry puke. 

			An hour of S-turns and quibbling brought us to a shady parking lot, old-growth cedars and firs dwarfing the trailhead and just two other cars. I was pleased; China Beach could be busy, and I disliked crowds. Gus shrugged a backpack over his wide shoulders. Helen, inexplicably perky, took the lead. A sun-dappled, cedar-fragrant trail snaked steeply down to the beach past tree trunks the size of houses and ferns taller than me. I ran a finger under a fern frond: tiny spore-bumps, a message in Braille. 

			“Ferns were around when there were dinosaurs,” I said. 

			“Tell us something we don’t know,” Henry sneered.

			It is the last day of the dinosaurs. Fire burns in the background. Bare, desiccated ground fractures and cracks open. An apatosaurus asphyxiates on scalding air. It stumbles and falls, its long neck collapsing in segments like a bridge in a hurricane, whump-whump-whump. The dinosaur’s head whips skyward in a final snap, then smacks down hard. A gigantic lizard body hits the dirt with a sound like thunder. 

			Sheathed in new runners, my feet navigated the springy trail, a network of roots that gave gently under my weight like a trampoline. Halfway down I heard shouting, caught a glimpse of orange fabric and suddenly the trail was dominated by a family of six, mother and father and four chubby kids with sweaty faces and rolling gaits. Shepherding her brood uphill, the matron rolled her eyes in mock exasperation: Can you believe this shit? I stepped aside and let them pass, waiting for Henry to catch up; he was flailing a curved stick, taking ill-tempered swipes at trees. Farther uphill, fresh air had repaired our parents’ relationship. Helen said something softly; Gus chuckled and replied in a carefree tone. Congestion in my rib cage loosened a little. I skidded and sidestepped, encouraged by glimpses of gold sand and blue water, hurrying down to the beach and the surf’s soft rhythm. Forest ended at the proscenium of a coastal stage. Green curtains opened, revealing yellow sand framed by deep-blue ocean and spiky treetops. Four specks, two humans and two gambolling dogs, moved north into the distance. The screams of seagulls and oyster catchers were dampened by the crash of waves. I twirled; nothing but water between here and Japan. Nothing except underwater volcanoes, billions of sea creatures and the Mariana Trench, another subduction zone. 

			Henry commandeered a sand canvas and traced a round, complex shape with his stick, the Death Star maybe, or a cryptic rune-language intended for invading aliens. Helen and Gus emerged from the forest holding hands. I went to the water’s edge where sparkling ocean smashed fine sand. In the ebb of waves, tiny crabs shimmied, translucent spiders danced and plovers ran full tilt to nowhere on spindly feet. Bubbles formed, and I pictured molluscs flexing fleshy feet. 

			A pleasant hour passed. We convened on a sun-bleached log for sandwiches squirting mayonnaise, bruised apples and a bag of granola. After lunch, Henry returned to his sand sculpture. Wading in shallows, I scooped up a pink, cylindrical object and quickly dropped it: a plastic tampon applicator. In a heartbeat the piece of trash destroyed the mirage of pristine wilderness and transformed my sanctuary into a despoiled paradise. Garbage was everywhere: aluminum beer cans, used condoms, styrofoam chips, white plastic bags draped on rocks, nylon netting tangled in tree roots. I jogged to catch up with my parents who were laughing uproariously. 

			“Where’s the trash island?” I asked. 

			“Trash Island is a terrible name,” Gus said, his smile fading. 

			“You know – the place where all the plastic collects.” 

			“Jesus. Did they tell you about that at school?” 

			“I guess. I don’t know.” 

			“There’s a kid from Holland who’s going to clean it all up,” said Helen. 

			“One kid? Not likely,” said Gus. 

			“Not single-handed, dummy. He invented a contraption that floats where all the plastic collects and filters it out of the ocean.” Helen glanced at me, her expression troubled. “It’s really sad about the plastic, isn’t it, sweetheart?” 

			I looked west. A swirling mass of single-use bags and multicoloured bits of plastic lay between me and Japan. Thousands of seabirds soared over this toxic mess, searching in ignorance for a meal. Turning away from the unbearable thought, I spotted Henry, a hundred metres down the beach, putting the finishing touches on a sandcastle. I ran to join him. He was pressing black pebble windows into crenellated turrets; the castle featured a shell courtyard, a deep moat and feather standards flying from conical towers. Deafened by roar of surf and wind, I barely heard my father’s tiny shout, Time to head home. Henry added a stick drawbridge. Gus and Helen drew closer, no longer holding hands. 

			“We don’t want to be driving in rush-hour traffic. Let’s go, buckaroo,” said Gus. 

			“I’m not done.” 

			“I say you’re done, so you’re done. It’ll get ruined when the tide comes in anyway.” 

			Gus strode toward the trailhead. Joy visibly ebbed from Helen’s slight frame. Henry brushed sand from his hands and glared at our father’s receding back. A warning flush of crimson climbed his too-white neck. A first savage kick caved in the portcullis. Pivoting, Henry booted the castle again and again, spraying sand in wide arcs. 

			“Hen, Hen! Stop it – calm down!” Helen shrieked. 

			“I told you not to call me that!” 

			Henry’s eyes were wild. His hands twitched; his body was electrified with rage. Gus returned, hairy forearms folded over his chest. “You need a good thrashing,” he shouted over the surf. “And I’d give you one, too, if you weren’t so goddamn fragile.” 

			I held my breath. Would Gus finally administer “a good thrashing”? He often invoked the threat but never followed through. I was embarrassed for Henry, who was too old for tantrums; the couple and their dogs, heading back to the trailhead, had slowed to observe my brother’s snit, and their mouths hung open with undisguised shock. 

			“I’m sorry I called you ‘Hen,’” Helen said, using a meek monotone designed to placate. “It’s just that it’s getting late, sweetie, and it’s stressful being on the road at rush hour with everyone driving too fast. Please, dear.” 

			“For fuck’s sake,” said Gus, and he stalked away. 

			My mother continued to wheedle and plead. An onshore breeze blew strands of copper hair across Henry’s pimply skin, nature scribbling disapproval on his face. I sprinted to the forest and caught up with my fuming father. His stride and posture were suffused with frustration, and I adopted his stress, neck tendons tautening. Why did my family always sabotage happy outings? I dreaded the strained car ride home. A strangled yell reached us through the trees. 

			“Puffer! He doesn’t have his puffer!” 

			I jogged to a switchback and peered downhill. Henry’s complexion was pale green; his skin seemed to be picking up chlorophyll from the surrounding forest. One of his hands was splayed like a large white spider on the corked ridges of a grandmother cedar tree. Gus sprinted past me, barrelling along the trail, arms pumping. It felt wrong to watch from afar; reluctantly, I joined my family. Helen looked on anxiously while Gus inverted the backpack and shook. Balled-up plastic, a bruised apple, a small flashlight and a package of throat lozenges tumbled to the ground. 

			“You must have packed a puffer.”

			“I forgot. You were nagging me to hurry up, remember?” 

			“So this is my fault?” 

			Henry’s lips opened and closed silently, like a fish dangling from a hook. 

			“No puffer,” said Gus. “No goddamn puffer.” 

			“Okay, Hen. I mean Henry! Shit, sorry.” Helen wrung her hands. “Let’s take it nice and slow. We have to get back to the car. You set the pace, dear, and just take your time.”

			Getting to the parking lot took an excruciating forty minutes of baby steps and tense silence. I made myself invisible in the SUV and averted my eyes from Henry’s wheezy distress. Helen watched her son in the rear-view mirror and jerked the steering wheel around sharp corners.

			“It was your idea to hike China Beach,” Gus said. 

			“Why is packing and planning for these trips always my job?” 

			“Why doesn’t Henry remember to bring his own goddamn puffer? He’s practically an adult. It’s about time he started acting like one.” 

			“Shut up. Don’t upset him right now. Can’t you see he’s in trouble?” 

			At the Emergency Department, I stayed in the waiting room. Henry was admitted overnight for observation. We picked him up the next morning. A physician met us on the pediatric ward. Her ID tag read Dr. Serena Delacruz beneath a photograph of a cheerful woman who didn’t resemble the dour person before us, mouth a grim line, black hair wound tightly on her crown. Henry’s skin had reverted to its usual orange-white, like the underside of a mushroom. He was smiling, and a strand of affection for him unhooked in my heart. 

			Dr. Delacruz pursed her lips. “You know your son has persistent asthma, right?” 

			“Of course we’re aware,” Gus began, but the doctor interrupted. 

			“You have to tailor your activities to his disability. Henry says he wanted to stay home but you forced him to go. Even with his puffer, hiking the China Beach trail would have been too much for him. Your son is very lucky the consequences of this outing weren’t more severe.”
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