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PART ONE


Ice shards plaster the windshield of the F-150. Spring in Ohio is winter. Gail’s eyes are glued to the road, she’s driven in this weather before. Michigander. Ahead, the road blends with the horizon, both pallid ash. Slush everywhere.

A week ago I dreamed I flew over mud, into a grey void. Eerie.

She spends an hour convincing me that the weather isn’t so bad, that there are buds on the tree branches. She points them all out, the shoots. No sprouting anywhere, I only see dead wood.

Not a single car since we left. That’s good, I say. Back in Bula, no one would have noticed us gone yet. We will reach the border before midnight.

❖

I picture you a lifetime ago, tracing the shore in Galveston. You were so young, so pregnant. Freeing a crab from a green fishing line. That was three weeks before the slap. A year later, I was sentenced.

Seventeen years in Ohio and I have never seen a lake.

❖

“Have you ever crossed at St. Lawrence?” I ask.

“If you mean through the checkpoint, yes, with my parents when I was a child. But we aren’t going anywhere near a checkpoint. Tell me you know that.” She smiles.

“I figure that, yes.”

“Good.” She continues, “We need to scout the residential crossings. Half a backyard in Quebec, half in Vermont. It’s quite doable.”

“How could that be? Filing property taxes would be a nightmare.” The thought amuses me. I haven’t done taxes in a long time.

“I dunno babe, you work it out, that one’s beyond me.” She reaches for my leg.

We go through the options and one by one we dismiss them. They are all a no go. Ice, currents, marshes, radars, thermal cameras, seismic sensors, drones, air pockets, vigilantes, bears, cops.

Vermont it is, then.

Roadkill lies on the shoulder. Wings, twigs, mud, snow. Still as death, its back turned to us. Frozen out there for days.

We coast a hundred feet past the animal, she makes a decision, the tires rattle over the line marks. Braking takes forever but we finally come to a halt. She switches the engine off. Bad idea to stop here.

I scan around the truck, a reflex from inside. She waits for me to register we are safe and climbs out. Gone before I can catch her.

Her blue-grey coveralls blur into the fog.

“Duck’s been snap-frozen.” Gail examines it as if inspecting a pair of hands for open wounds back at the facility. Cherries attested to her rigor. She tugs at the cold wings, dries her palms on the coveralls. The snow turns her beanie white.

“Help me out here, will you? Grab the meat bag from the back seat.”

I reach behind for the blue and yellow bag. It reads IKEA. I climb out of the truck and join her as she finishes petting the corpse.

“It doesn’t have a head,” I say.

“It’s not like we’re fattening it up for foie gras babe. We’ll need food, don’t be precious and load it.”

I pry the bird loose from the road and lift it. Eight-pounder at least, all dead weight. Frozen feathers sharp as claws, wiry legs, head snapped off clean. Veins, arteries, nerves exposed. Vivid in death. I stuff it in the bag, legs first.

Snow pounds down, sideways, upwards. Relentless. Blinding. I hoist the bag and toss it in the truck bed.

❖

“Determined to mess up the Xi are we?”

A squeaky male voice. Canadian. I am unsure where it comes from. I can’t see past my feet.

Ahead in the truck cabin, she’s oblivious.

Fuck.

“You may not want to pick me up buddy. What’s with youse tourists taking advantage of compass failures? Last week, same thing. Two Belgians picked up a groundhog just for fun, an hour later the whole county combustulates. Nightmare,” said the headless bird inside the meat bag.

“Not a tourist partner.” The Keds and orange coveralls should’ve given that away. Can’t blame it, no head.

“Acting like one for sure. Not that you’d understand, but what you both are doing is quite illegal up here. Not allowed to transport farm animals on a truck bed.”

“Pardon me, Professor Duck. You may be the authority on traffic laws but without a beak it’s a stretch to take you seriously.”

“Well, it isn’t a traffic matter per se sir. It’s basic husbandry. And while we’re at it. Stop calling me duck. I’m a snow goose.”

“To be fair, you’re roadkill, so, you stay put, shut up and enjoy the bag.”

I should have stuffed it neck first.

“Insults aside, you should just take my advice. If you really want to make it out of here, tell your colleague, wife, dominatrix, or whatever she is to you that you’d rather put me in the back seat.”

She winds the window down. “Come on, we need to get going.” Her voice is soft. The car idles.

The goose has a point, a traffic stop would undo everything.

I can’t go back.

❖

The sound.

Metal on metal, doors on jambs, keys, cuffs, clasps, spoons, tables. All clashing. Incessant.

The counting.

Adding. {24 /7 / 12 / 52 / 365 (366)} 8,767.

Subtracting. 1,571 (yesterday)

I will not be pulled over for transporting a frozen goose without a head.

I will not go back there.

❖

“Do you mind if I put the goose in the back seat? Ohio probably has regulations about open carry of roadkill.”

“Knock yourself out, just be quick, will you? At this pace we will never reach the border. Also, keep it down, sound carries out here. The wind is blowing south.”

I throw it in the backseat and climb in at the front.

We drive further east. Ahead of us, flat, leaden, dead.

The seat warmer reminds me of the south.

❖

Until this morning she wasn’t a criminal. Hardly a crime to train men to cook for nobody. Teaching hospitality in an inhospitable place. Manipulative men playing kitchen with tethered knives.

Boredom softened Gail. Coded, lusty kites written on single-ply napkins turned her. A freeworlder with unlimited attention inside. At home, a lifer.

I am the criminal.

❖

The duck remains stowed inside the IKEA bag.

“Stop calling me duck.”

“I didn’t say anything,” I reply.

“You thought it.”

“Who are you talking to?” she asks.




PART TWO


A thud.

We crash, my neck whips forward, missing the dashboard. The engine lodges into brown fur, the truck stalls and everything stops. Gail isn’t hurt. Her hands shake at the wheel. She composes herself and asks if I’m hurt. I’m not.

The wipers drag against a red, wet mess. We’re wedged half inside a body.

“Serves youse well,” the goose voice muffled from inside the bag.

“Get lost,” I reply.

“We’re done. We’ll never make it to Vermont.” Her voice cracks.

Guts press against the side panels. Innards harden against the windshield. Rigor mortis sets in within seconds in the Midwest. We hurry to get out before the beast turns solid and snap-freezes with us inside. The truck is a write-off, but the engine cranks, it runs well enough to reverse before the cold grafts us to it permanently.

The giant deer takes up both lanes, its head pillowed on one shoulder, hinds on the other.

“I told you. The Xi is a mess right now, you got a problem, I don’t know how you are gonna handle it,” says the goose.

“Drop it,” I say.

Gail sees me arguing with myself. She thinks I am visualizing, talking myself up. She sees me as smug.

❖

Arizona almost got me once. Snakes. Scorpions. Cacti. The smug thrive there.

Ohio plays a different game. Underhanded, sly, patient. It wears me down.

❖

She gets out and grabs an orange tow strap from the back. Directs me to tie it around its neck, then hook it to the hitch ball.

Half-frozen crimson stalactites hang off the wrecked grille. Merciless snow pounds down. I lasso the deer’s head, cinch the strap. The clasp’s metal-on-metal makes me jump.

The strap tightens, the tires shriek, the head snaps clean. Catapulted into the white. The rest of the animal does not budge, it’s fused to the asphalt like ground beef on a freezer tray. It won’t thaw until August. We don’t have until summer. It’s April. Our time is measured in hours, not in months.

The 17:30 count has just happened. They are looking for me now.

❖

Inside, I counted time either in seconds or in decades.

With you, time wasn’t a consideration at all. We had all the time in the world.

❖

Gail keeps her hands on the wheel, shoulders forward. Her coveralls are stained with blood and mud. A headless beast in the rearview mirror.

She decides that there is no hope of reaching Vermont. We must continue north on foot. She knows where north is. The terrain will run flatter, the sky bleaker, the ground colder. I tell her to reconsider. We will die out there.

Gila monster. Javelina. Cactus. I am far from those.

❖

“I says to myself, ‘these ain’t people who understand where they are.’ Everything is bamboozled. You think a deer that size is a coincidence?” The goose again.

“What did we do to bamboozle anything? Give me a break,” I reply.

“How about not listening, putting me in a meat bag?”

“You are roadkill!”

“Yes? And how’s picking up roadkill going for you? Lucky you didn’t put me at the back, that would have been a disaster. Last week, same thing. My colleague Lydia, enjoying an easy training flight out of Nebraska, flies over a chemical facility and falls from the sky. A middle-aged cyclist picked her up, stuffed her in his bibs. Poor thing, a hundred miles inside an ass pocket would have been disgusting. The whole kerfuffle triggered a derecho across Iowa. Every inch of land from the Mississippi to the Missouri, flattened. Hundreds of them cyclists dead in their spandex.”

“The bird is talking.”

Gail thinks I lost the plot. Not listening. Tells me to get ready.

❖

We are only a couple of miles from the marshes, she says. With some luck the water will be frozen enough to walk over to Ontario. We’ll need everything to go our way. The sensors, the satellites, the drones, the bears, the ice.

I bring up the goose again. It seems to know things. It may be able to help. She’s not having it.

We leave the F-150 behind, wipers still scraping against the windshield. We take what fits in a plastic bag: a can of Mountain Dew, Cheetos, a mandarin. I am wearing her husband’s hoodie. Carhartt. XXXL, in pale charcoal of course.

She promises me the weather is not that bad.

It is bad, but we must head north.




PART THREE


The ground smells like rotten eggs, acid burns my nostrils. A mess of twigs, tall grasses and grey-blue mud appears ahead. The marsh. Beyond it the solid St. Lawrence.

A flock of waterfowl, three hundred strong, mired in the ice.

The reeds whistle against each other, they are nothing but thin bones. Gail points out buds on branches again. Spring is settling in, she claims. There are no buds, only dead wood.

She warns me away from the reeds. Vegetation heats the water, melts the thin ice. Wet is dead, she says. Underneath the surface the mud makes stomach noises. It heaves and swells. Its game is to soak my Keds’ canvas, to drown the nerves in my toes, to disable me.

It tempts me to quit.

It meanders underneath.

Wet means death.

❖

A gust catches on the Carhartt. Every step upwind costs. I ask how long we have to go, sounding like a spoiled child.

Less than a hundred feet, she says.

The gale is relentless. Everything turns pale. The drones will see nothing. The sensors won’t work. Bears won’t venture out in this cold. It doesn’t kill you. It grinds you down.

The reeds close in ahead, not far from the shore now. The grasses shield us. It’s warmer among them, I am incredulous.

Beneath me, the mud gurgles up. It smells of iron.

A hairline crack develops. It spreads ahead, branching like lightning. It stops short at the shore and turns back toward us.

The ice sheet is gone.

Only twenty feet from Ontario, nothing ahead but frigid shards and thaw.

I consider leaping.

❖

Spring, TX.

The three of us hopscotching on the street. You were wearing your yellow sundress, the one you found at the Goodwill on that road trip to Lake Charles. The smell of chalk dust. The cottonwoods.

Not hopscotching for me, at fifty-two, over thawed mud, in laceless Keds.

No chance for us now.

❖

Gail’s tears fall on the ice, I fear they will punch through it. Her face turns hollow. She covers both eyes with gloveless hands, her fingers are turning blue and she doesn’t care. A drafty weatherboard house and a sick husband don’t seem so bad now. I don’t have anything to offer.

She regains control for the second time. How many more times does she have in her? We have no choice but to turn back.

The crack stalks. It traces around us.

It’s cruel.

❖

The waterfowl wrench themselves free from the shards, one by one, in formation. The flock flies north above our heads.

We head south into the fog.

❖

In the paleness we hope we can find the road. We are hungry and we are done. We know that turning back is dangerous, there would be patrols and search parties all over the place, but we need shelter.

The never-ending grey emboldens us. We don’t see past a few feet. We assume they won’t see past a few inches. We don’t hear them. They won’t hear us.

I hear the wipers in the distance. They are still going strong. We head toward them and jump inside the truck.

The seat warmers again. If I get caught, the sensation will haunt me forever.

“So much effort wasted. It is not up to you now. You’ll never be allowed to cross on your own,” the goose.

❖

Gail is hungry and when she is hungry she can’t think straight. She gets out of the car, heads to the back, and opens the side panel. A plumber’s truck, her husband’s, before the accident. Blood stalactites fall to the snow.

Inside the compartment there is nothing but garbage. She rummages through food wrappers, coffee cups, dress shoes, empty cans of Purina puppy food (did she ever mention a dog?), an old Quebec license plate ‘Je me souviens’, kids’ clothes, a duffel bag she doesn’t open, Tupperware, old prescriptions. No food.

I tell her I’m sorry.

She knows I am. At some point apologies get old.

She hands me more oversized clothes to layer on. Keeps some for herself. She finds a red fuel can, grabs it along with the child’s clothes and a small knife.

“We might as well eat before we’re caught,” she says. “Grab the duck.”

“For heaven’s sake. Goose!” It corrects her from the back seat.

I understand the plan and tell her it would take forever to boil it.

“We only need to melt small bits,” she clarifies.

I heave the goose onto the truck bed and grab the knife.




PART FOUR


“No need to be so dramatic. You don’t have to eat me.”

“Oh, but we will.” I poke its left wing. I am cruel for no reason.

“Buddy, please. I can get you both to Canada. I have a commercial license. Rated to carry up to two hundred pounds. How much do you weigh?”

“A hundred and eighty. So, are you a Cessna now?”

I poke the right wing. Frozen solid. Does nothing.

“Half-Embraer, half-Bombardier. No Cessna in me. Listen, one-eighty is well within my rating. I’ve carried heavier. It’s only a short haul across the lake. It will take five minutes.”

“Shut up, you don’t even have a head.” I poke its left wing harder this time.

“Avionics are intact inside the neck,” it says. “Stop poking, will you?”

❖

I relay the offer. By now she regrets every decision from the past three months. The madness of eloping with a prisoner sinks in. I mention that the goose has a proposition, she ignores me, soaks the kids’ clothes in fuel. Tells me to hurry up.

“Cut its belly open,” she says.

I turn the goose over. Belly-up now.

“Are you really going with her stupid plan? Eat me, and then what? Wait for the cops to come catch you? There are five cruisers heading here from Potsdam. You better cut me, pluck me, boil me, eat me and head out to the marshes in less than fifteen minutes.”

“You’re bluffin’, Cessna boy.” I poke its belly.

“There is no need to be racist,” it says.

I tell her that the cops have left Potsdam. She wonders how I know Potsdam exists. The goose, I say. She goes quiet, gives me a defeated smile.

She knows we’re out of time.

❖

By now they will have summoned every freeworlder. COs, civilians, admins, contractors, volunteers. All of them, down to the Chaplain. She is not answering her phone. The husband won’t know where she is. They will question him, get a warrant, turn her house inside out, find the kites.

A hostage defense won’t fly.

❖

She’s lit a small fire next to the truck. The flame-resistant kids’ clothes burn in layers: the Pokemon bib chars first, a size-four Baby Shark t-shirt follows. She enjoys the warmth, eats some Cheetos, downs the Mountain Dew.

She no longer cares that I haven’t started cutting open the goose.

We’re out of time.

❖

I poke its belly harder.

“Stop! Are you crazy? A fuel leak and you are done. What good would that do? Just say the word and I’ll get you there in no time. Picture yourself at Tim Hortons.”

“Who the fuck is Tim Hortons?”

“Fine dining across the border.”

The goose is convincing.

“You have nothing to lose, she already thinks you’re an idiot anyway. Turn me around and jump on. Five minutes. Best coffee on earth. Now, seriously, stop poking, we don’t want to be grounded on a mech technicality.”

She does think I am an idiot.

I lay the goose belly-up on the snow.

“What about her?”

“What about her? If you just stopped asking and jumped on, I might have enough time to come back and fetch her.”

“And why exactly would you do that?”

“Ethics matter. Plus, I am not going to lose my license over a short-haul infraction. Tell her to stay tight. I assure you I will get her.”

❖

Gail is by the fire, her coveralls a tiny blue-grey dot among the immense white. She’s resigned herself to the cops catching her. She isn’t watching for me.

❖

I crouch and flip the headless goose belly-down.
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