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BREAKDOWN
  I turned the key in the ignition of my decrepit, two-tone-green 1976 Chevy camper van, and nothing happened. I tried again. And again. The starter wouldn’t even turn over. My older sister, Tatyana, gave me a worried smile from the passenger’s side. It was the end of July, the first day of our epic three-week, four-thousand-mile road trip up to northern Saskatchewan from Southern California and back with her four kids; our younger sister, Tashina; and that dusty old bag of bones we like to call “Mom.” We’d made it barely a hundred miles up the road from Tatyana’s place in Fallbrook, California, before we had to stop for gas. Now the van wouldn’t start. The temperature was ninety-eight degrees and climbing, the occasional gust of wind just an oppressive wall of heat, the kids sweating and hungry and starting to bicker. I punched the center of the steering wheel, hard. The horn didn’t honk, because, like almost everything else on the van, it didn’t work.


  “Put it in neutral,” I said under my breath to Tatyana, climbing out of the driver’s seat. Tatyana slid across into the vacated seat, and I circled behind the van to push it clear of the gas-station island.


  For some idiotic reason, I had talked my family into making this pilgrimage back to Saskatchewan in the van for our family reunion. For some idiotic reason, they had all consented. The entire venture was riding on my shoulders, and it was coming apart on the very first day.


  
NO USE GOING THIS WAY
  I’ve been hooked on the road since I was a kid. I blame my mother. In 1987, when I was ten years old, my mother loaded my sisters and me into her Ford Aerostar minivan and drove us up to Alaska. From New Mexico. And back. Just for kicks. The trip took the entire summer. It felt like an epic quest out of one of the books I’d been reading, The Black Cauldron or The First Two Lives of Lukas-Kasha. Catching baby prairie dogs in the shadow of the Grand Tetons in Wyoming, gawking at the bizarre, brutal badlands of South Dakota, snag-fishing for spawning salmon in Valdez Bay while bald eagles and grizzly bears loitered nearby . . . It was the greatest experience of my young life.


  And it ruined me for anything else. When we returned home, I found life to be a hamster wheel of routine: school, soccer practice, homework, all repeated ad nauseum. The road was possibility: you could go anywhere, do anything, be anyone. When I was fourteen, a friend and I drove up to Canada from New Hampshire. When I was seventeen, I hit the road with a buddy, hitchhiking to Alaska from Massachusetts. We tapped out once we got to Seattle, but that only furthered my illness. I drove cross-country the next year. Each time, the road gave my life purpose. I had a destination; I was headed somewhere. Daily, I eked out progress toward my goal. The road promised holy transformation: when I returned, I would be someone different—bigger, deeper—than I had been before.


  Each trip changed me a little, but somehow it was never the transformation I had hoped for. With each longer, crazier, more grueling venture, I felt I got closer before what I needed slipped away over the horizon. I wasn’t sure exactly what I was chasing—maybe the ragged newness of that first mind-blowing trip to Alaska?—but I knew the only way to find out was to catch it. I never did. So, I went out again and again and again. At twenty-six, I gave up my apartment in Brooklyn, moved into a Toyota minivan, and hit the road as a touring songwriter for a year.


  Something happens on the road. You marvel at the majesty and cruelty of the highway, at the terrifying duality of human nature, at your luck, your weaknesses, your approaching doom. It’s mass hypnosis, chaos magic, a vision quest; it strips you down to your core. The road is a psychedelic so subtle, you forget you’re on drugs. But you’re definitely on a bender, out of your head; you’re getting high, and you’re coming down, euphoric to enraged to weeping in the blink of an eye. It’s too much, but still somehow never enough. The road is dangerous and destructive and hollow, and I will choose the hardships of the road over a stable relationship and a nice house and a swimming pool every goddamn time.


  Was it the road or the drinking that broke me? I’m not sure, but in 2008, I hit the wall. In 2009, after long years as a busted alcoholic songwriter, I found a way to keep myself sober: long-distance running. For five years, I abandoned my music and the road for my long-neglected writing. Between fifty-mile trail races, I frantically churned out a string of bestselling mini-memoirs for Amazon. Was this the transformation I had craved? It did feel great, almost enough. I got a book deal. I wrote a book—the fulfillment of a lifelong dream—and I knew this was it, the final destination. The book flopped. It felt like every doubt, every fear, every self-hating laceration of my entire life, had been publicly confirmed.


  For a couple of rootless years, I fell back into scratching out a living as a touring singer-songwriter. I abandoned my writing, abandoned running, abandoned basically all the healthy, positive habits I’d established after getting sober. I got a tattoo on my ring finger—the hobo symbol for no use going this way—and entered into a monogamous relationship with the lonely asphalt. I worked the road till it wore me down to a nub. Then I met Mattie. Mattie had pure darkness in her past like me. Mattie had gotten sober without AA like me. Mattie ran to stay sane like me. Mattie had actually read my book and understood it deeply. I swore to her that I’d give up the road, and I moved down to Atlanta to be with her. I was thirty-nine—what seemed to me a useless age, merely a sad by-product of my failure to die young. I felt like I’d entered an Empire Strikes Back phase of my life and wasn’t sure if there would be a triumphant third chapter. At least I hadn’t started drinking again. Yet.


   


  One year later, a camper van fell out of the sky: a one-ton 1976 Chevrolet G30, avocado with Sherwood green racing stripes and shag carpeting to match. My friends Mary and Jeff Pearson had used it to tour a gaggle of degenerate stand-up comics around the country for a documentary called The Unbookables. Jeff and Mary had preserved the original fake-wood paneling but had redone the interior with green shag carpeting, hazard-orange seat cushions, and accents of gold lamé. The van had become the mascot of the documentary, an unmistakable symbol of the despair, hilarity, and alcoholic chaos that had fueled The Unbookables. I had contributed my music for a soundtrack that brought new life to the documentary, so Mary and Jeff wanted me to have the van. Even better than getting paid, right?


  In February 2017, I flew out to Seattle from Atlanta to pick up the van from Jeff and Mary’s home in Tacoma. It roared like a wounded water buffalo, guzzled gas, and stank of exhaust. It was always too hot or too cold. It felt unsafe at any speed, sort of like driving a haunted old insane asylum from a second-story window. But Jeff and Mary had evicted the squirrels that had nested in the engine, replaced the battery that meth heads had stolen, and made sure the van was mechanically sound. They’d even made a custom tire cover for the spare: it featured my name in bile yellow against a fake-wood-paneling background.


  Mattie gasped when she saw it. She met me in Seattle so we could tour the van down to Tatyana’s in San Diego County over the next ten days. She couldn’t wait to drive it, to sleep in it. We christened the van “Lucia” after the writer Lucia Berlin, a mentor of mine when I was just a teenaged alcoholic shithead at the University of Colorado. Lucia had grown up in mining camps from Alaska down to Chile and had endured poverty, addiction, and abuse. Her rough life left her with incredible empathy and unbelievable strength. When she died in 2004, I was in such bad shape that no one told me, but I carried her with me everywhere I went like a Saint Christopher medal.


  The very first morning on the road, I broke the door handle off while pulling the driver’s side door closed. I fumed about it until Mattie made me a peanut butter sandwich: we had no utensils, so she used the broken door handle as a knife.


  By the time I rolled into Tatyana’s place in Fallbrook ten days later, I was exhausted. Bits and pieces had literally been falling off the whole trip, from tiny crumbs of seat foam to the entire sliding door coming off in my hands when I had dropped Mattie off at LAX for her flight home. I was fed up with my new prize.


  Tatyana joked about taking Lucia up to the family reunion in Saskatchewan the next summer. I felt something flicker to life inside me . . . but that would never happen. We’d fly up there separately if we went at all. I parked Lucia in a quiet corner of Tatyana’s property, unhooked the battery, and walked away, ready to forget about the van for a while.


  
THE SEVENTEEN
  My mother is the second of seventeen children: Anita, Elaine (my mother), Janet, Marilyn, Irene, Eugene, Olive, Sylvia, Jerome, Aline, Roderick, Normand, Rose, Michelle, Albert—and the twins, Bernard and Edward. When I was a child, my mother’s humongous family felt not just legendary but mythic: the Seventeen, everyone called them. As I got older, my huge redneck Canadian family alternated between being a source of pride and a source of embarrassment.


  In the spring of 2017, one month after I’d dumped Lucia in Fallbrook, Edward died. Tatyana and I lost our favorite uncle, a man we’d known our entire lives. My younger sister, Tashina—Edward’s daughter from his first marriage who came to live with us when she was four—lost her father. In a family where everyone has a problem with someone, Ed was adored by everyone. His death was immediately, specifically, heartbreaking, but it was also a harbinger of more grief to come. For me, Ed’s death was a grim memento mori: The Seventeen will die. Your mother will die. Your sisters will die. Everyone you love will die.


  Edward’s death sealed it in my mind: the following summer, all eight of us—my sisters, my mother, my nephews and nieces, and I—would pile into Lucia to drive two thousand miles to northern Saskatchewan for our family reunion. We’d mourn Edward’s death, celebrate his life, draw comfort and strength from our great grieving army of a family. I’d pay for it all, or most of it, or as much as I could. Hell, if I had to put a rope between my teeth and drag us all there like some ’70s meathead strongman, I would do it. I prepared for a fierce battle with my mom and Tatyana and Tashina. We all knew it would be a long, hot, boring, unsafe nightmare, and it would take all my powers of persuasion to win them over. I was stunned when they all quickly assented. Were we really going to do this?


  We were really going to do this. I told myself that the van would save us, that I would save us, that something would happen at the reunion. We would draw together again. A moment would crystallize—we would all laugh or scream or cry in unison—and that shared experience, raising our voices together in some tribal howl, would forge us into a unified thing, the thing that means more to me than anything else: a family.


   


  After Ed died, things got worse. When Tatyana returned to Fallbrook from his funeral, she finally mustered enough courage to leave the abusive marriage she’d endured for sixteen years. She and the kids relocated to a smaller, dustier property nearby, a basic little bungalow perched on the side of a hill, baking in the heat of the Southern California summer. The girls, fourteen-year-old Brianna and twelve-year-old Koko, each got their own tiny room, but sixteen-year-old Mika wound up with his bed in the garage, and eight-year-old Kai slept on a tiny mattress in Tatyana’s room.


  When Tatyana filed for separation from Omar, her husband, my mother lost her home, too. Single and seventy-one, she’d been living in a 1980s camper on the property, struggling to retire after losing her job and her home in the last recession.


  My mother’s old off-white camper was towed over to the new place and set up under a huge oak tree in what had been a horse paddock. At an age when many people are enjoying the fruits of their labors, my mom was living in a rehabbed meth trailer with no heat, no air-conditioning, and no plumbing on top of a pile of horse shit. She put a brave face on it, as she always does. All the shit she’s been through—divorce, losing her home, unemployment, the increasingly frequent deaths of her friends—has only made her positive attitude absolutely bulletproof. When any hardship rises up in front of her or in front of any of her kids, she just smiles and says, “We’ll get through this.”


  She posted a picture of herself on Facebook one night. She was sitting in the claw-foot bathtub next to her trailer in her swimsuit, grinning and holding a glass of wine. It made me smile and shake my head. And it made me want to murder someone for making her life so hard.


  Tashina inherited a little bit of money after her father’s death. A couple of months later, she quit the menial job at Whole Foods she’d labored away at for eight years and gave up on San Francisco. My mom flew up and helped her move her stuff down to Tatyana’s. One month of sleeping on the floor in my mother’s camper stretched into three. Everyone’s patience ran thin.


  I was feeling low, but then I was almost always low. “Oh, Mishka?” the comic Josh McLane said one day, describing my career. “He’s . . . professionally sad.” My sadness mushroomed out of my family’s dissolution when I was fifteen, something virtually every adult has had to get over by now. I haven’t. My sadness has thrived in my failure to build any kind of family. I want desperately to belong to a family, but it seems I’ll do anything to prevent starting a family of my own.


  When I moved to Atlanta, I promised Mattie that I’d stay off the road. I couldn’t do it. My compulsive touring made Mattie unhappy. That made me unhappy. Rather than figure out why I was compelled to live like I was on the lam, I informed Mattie that I was ending the relationship. When I left for two months in the spring to tour my new record, I would be leaving for good. We cried for days. And then we stayed locked in this slow-motion death spiral together for months, loving each other and resenting each other and losing each other a little bit each day.


  In California, Tatyana’s landlord suddenly decided to sell the property. Everyone had to go. Two months before we were to set off on this epic pilgrimage to our family home in Saskatchewan, we were all dangling in the wind: Tashina crashing with relatives in Canada, Tatyana searching frantically for a place in Fallbrook she could afford for four children and three big dogs, my mother couch surfing in her seventies. Never mind making it to Saskatchewan; it seemed doubtful we’d even make it to the starting line.


  
CRYING AS FAST AS I CAN
  The last thing Mattie said to me before I left Atlanta—this time for good—was “Please don’t go.” She started crying. I got in my battered red Toyota minivan and drove away.


  I had back-to-back seven-hour drives the first two days. Four hours into that second punishing seven-hour drive, I looked down at my phone, because that’s what you do when you’re hurtling down the highway at eighty miles an hour—you look at your fucking phone. The first thing I saw was a picture of Mattie on Instagram, smiling and holding a big painted turtle on the side of the road. I wonder if the Germans have a word for this specific sadness, the fishhook-in-your-heart you feel the first time you see a picture of your ex on social media and she looks so beautiful and so happy without you. Mattie had tried to be a home for me. And I’d failed us both; I’d let us both down. I started crying really hard, heaving and convulsing with rage and grief.


  I took my foot off the gas pedal, not because I didn’t want to die in that moment—I absolutely wanted to die—but I didn’t want to die in an unsexy way like a car accident. I must have slowed down for a minute, because the person behind me honked. Without even thinking about it, I just yelled, “Fuck you, I’m crying as fast as I can.”


  
FIRST REUNION
  Home, my uncle Normand loves to say, is the place where, no matter what you’ve done, they have to take you in. Dragging my baffled, villainous heart all over Europe, I’d imagined reuniting with my family to be the great unburdening, an oasis of love and safety. But I had been so narrowly focused on the chaos in my own life that I’d forgotten Tatyana had moved into a tiny apartment with no room for me to crash. When I walked in the door, her face was so pinched with worry that I winced and almost turned around and left.


  Hugging my big sister—my best fucking friend, the center of my universe—for the first time in months, I felt strangely disconnected, like we weren’t even touching, two strangers in the bland, cramped living room of a building that was home to neither of us. She was too fried to deal with me, and I was too fried to deal with that. I booked myself a room at the busted little Rodeway Inn in town for the next couple of days.


  I was worn raw. Sixty-five days on the road, sixty-five days of dragging my aching body out of a strange bed, sixty-five days of coaxing my weary old Toyota down another endless stretch of highway, sixty-five days of trying to escape the same pain I carried with me everywhere I went.


  A week earlier, I had emailed Tatyana about Mattie, about how I couldn’t shake my sadness, how I was worried for Mattie, how I was worried for me. When she didn’t respond, I texted her that she was letting me down. She texted right back, apologizing, and said she wanted to talk it over, that she would call right away. I was already mad by then, and I knew it wouldn’t go well. I said we should just wait and sort it out in person. But it festered.


  When we were younger, the incongruence of our lives impacted our relationship, my drunken nihilistic melee colliding against Tatyana’s success and popularity. As a teenager, I felt that she’d sold out, capitulated to the same forces I waged constant war against. We’d bickered and fought our entire lives, our differences finally culminating in a huge blowout when she kicked me out of her house the day after Brianna’s birth. Yeah, I know having a baby is exhausting, but didn’t she understand how hungover I was? And then seven years of silence.


  We reconnected after I’d been sober for eighteen months, tentatively at first, then fiercely, in a way we’d never connected before. We started running together whenever I visited, perfectly in sync, sorting out decades-old grievances on our feet. The sister I’d known my entire life became my best friend. We talked or texted nearly every day, had long heart-to-hearts on our runs. The winter before my book came out, I’d lived in a trailer in her backyard, and we’d run together nearly every morning. It had been a rough winter, but running with my big sister, I was safe.


  But in my cramped, sweaty room at the Rodeway Inn, I felt like I was on the edge of a psychotic break. Only months after I got sober, I had taken up running, and it quickly became my pacifier, my punching bag, my sedative, my meditation, my therapy, my identity. At thirty-seven, I ran fifty-four miles and suffered only one small blister. But the last couple of years had brought injury after injury—my hamstring, my hips, my butt, my back—till even a little three-mile run made my entire right side lock up. It was too hard to train on the road, and I wasn’t quitting the road, so when I left Atlanta, I hung it up for good.


   


  The next morning, I went to retrieve Lucia from some friends. Even two months out from our breakup, climbing into that van felt like climbing into the tomb of my relationship. Since leaving Atlanta, I’d done everything I could to steer my brain away from Mattie—I couldn’t indulge in too much self-pity; I was the one who had broken it off with her—but in the van, Mattie was everywhere. On the dashboard were the gnarled piece of driftwood we’d found on the beach in Washington, the lichen-covered branch she’d snagged off a friend’s driveway in Oregon after a storm, a handful of polished stones we’d picked out of a creek off the Pacific Coast Highway.


  That night, the night before we left, I locked all the doors on the van, something I rarely did, because the locks were old and only one of them opened with the key. Omar had been insane since he and Tatyana split, bombarding her with emails and text messages all day long, gaslighting her, harassing her and my mother. He’d even come by her house late one night, ringing the doorbell nonstop. When my mother, making her way up the driveway from her trailer to the bathroom, came upon him in the dark and asked him what he was doing there, he called her a cunt. It wouldn’t have been a huge leap for him to come and fuck with the van the night before our trip, so I locked the doors.


  The van had come with two sets of keys, only one of which opened the doors. Of course, in one of our many moves in the months previous, that set had gone AWOL. An hour before we were to leave, Mika, my nephew, stacked our bags in a growing heap next to the van as I tried and failed to unlock the van doors as my frustration mounted. I never really know who to be around my namesake. He’s a full inch and a half taller than I am, massive for a sixteen-year-old, and still growing. He’s also curiously young, the world’s largest child. I would kill for him and I would die for him, but I had no idea what we were going to talk about for three weeks together.


  “Mika, go see if your mom has a metal coat hanger.”


  He came back with a long piece of twisted wire.


  “Will this work?” he said. “It’s for roasting marshmallows.”


  “It’ll have to. Okay, Mika, pay attention. This is how you break into a car.”


  I shoved the twisted part of the wire through the crumbling seal next to the triangular ventilation window, then pushed the latch up. I pushed the window open, reached my arm in, and pulled the lock up. Mika’s eyes widened. We were in.


  “Uncle Mishka, where’d you learn how to break into a car?”


  “I’m not going to tell you. But don’t forget that you learned it here and now from the World’s Greatest Uncle. Now, go bring out the rest of the crap.”


  I tucked the slightly mangled marshmallow stick into the custom tire cover on the spare. We’d probably need it again. I felt good about solving the problem I’d created until I realized that I’d broken into the van with a piece of wire in less than thirty seconds. We were headed out for three weeks, and none of our stuff would ever be secure.


   


  From my anxious isolation in Atlanta, I had imagined a sprawling, epic adventure like our trip to Alaska, snaking in and out of national parks and mountain ranges, seeing friends around the country. Maybe we’d head west from Fallbrook, run north along the coast, show the kids the Pacific Coast Highway, in some places just a black ribbon of asphalt tacked to the side of a mountain above the ocean. Northern California and then the temperate rain forests of coastal Oregon and Washington would be hard to beat for natural beauty in July. That is, until we crossed the border into British Columbia and zigzagged up through Banff and Jasper before heading east through Edmonton to Victoire. Or we could just follow I-15 north till we hit I-40 east, run through Flagstaff to Albuquerque, then up through all the national forests New Mexico and Colorado have to offer: Carson to San Juan to Rio Grande to Pike and San Isabel, Arapaho and Roosevelt to Medicine Bow-Routt. Then through Wyoming to Montana or South and North Dakota? Montana and the Dakotas were three of the six states I hadn’t yet played a show in. Maybe I could knock one or two of those out on our trip? No matter what route we took, our point of arrival would be Uncle Roddy’s store, formerly my grandfather’s store, full of penny candy and generic canned goods, with its singular intoxicating scent of powdered sugar and secondhand smoke and old coffee and road dust and ancient linoleum.


  Of course, all of those routes had gotten nixed. After fighting tooth and nail, Omar had only granted his permission for the kids to leave for the bare-minimum time we would need to make the trip. Fifteen minutes from my sister’s place, we’d get on Interstate 15 and plod north through Nevada, Utah, Idaho, and Montana, then dribble off onto US Highway 87 and up into Saskatchewan, the most joyless, utilitarian route possible. Then, Omar was intent on stalling our departure, insisting that Kai and the girls stay at his house the night before we left and insisting that they wouldn’t be ready till ten o’clock the next morning. I griped about his interference until my mother beckoned me aside and quietly clarified how much more was at stake. Tatyana and Omar had been hashing out an arrangement for shared custody of the kids, and just when it sounded like they had come to an agreement, Omar had thrown it all away in a fit of fury and filed for full custody. Then, despite a court-appointed psychiatrist’s recommendation that all the kids remain with Tatyana, Omar had bullied the psychiatrist into assenting to let the two oldest kids choose which parent they wanted to live with. He had been bribing and charming and manipulating their oldest daughter, Brianna, and now might succeed in splitting up the kids. “We’ll get through this,” my mom said, “but you’ve got to be at your best; you’ve got to stay focused on what’s really important. Omar is desperate to get back at Tatyana, and he’s happy to twist Brianna’s head up in knots to do it. If we lose her to him, he will poison her against all of us.”


  When we pulled up to Omar’s house, Mika hopped out to get the other kids and perform some arbitrary chore his dad had insisted must be done before Mika left. We’d decided to take my mom’s tired old Toyota Solara, too. It had air-conditioning and was a little more reliable as it was only seventeen years old. When Brianna and Koko and Kai came out, I asked for a volunteer to ride with their grandma. No one spoke up. They all wanted to ride in the big crazy van. I looked at Tatyana. She shrugged.


  “Hell, I’ll ride in the AC with Mom,” she said with a grin.


  Brianna called shotgun and then hesitated.


  “I guess Mika should probably have it.”


  Mika was still in the house, folding his socks or alphabetizing his video games or whatever dumb chore his dad had decided couldn’t wait till we were back.


  “Why, because Mika’s a boy?” I rolled my eyes. “Eff that, you were here first. Hop in.”


  Brianna gave me a beautiful shy smile, then climbed up front. I got Koko and Kai buckled up in the long seat that ran along the side of the van. When Mika came out, he took the single seat in the back. When everyone was settled, I dug out a huge box of Sauza-branded rainbow-mirrored aviator shades some bar manager in Lafayette had gotten in some Cinco de Mayo tequila promotion and later gifted me. I handed them out to the kids, a pair for each of them, and they lit up, all of us together in our cheap crappy sunglasses.


  And then somehow, the trip I’d been obsessing about for more than a year finally began. I punched the gas; the van leaped forward, and I zagged the wheel back and forth till Kai and the girls shrieked in delight. Lucia groaned and bounced along the winding roads leaving Fallbrook. At a stoplight, the guy in front of us didn’t move when the light turned green. The horn didn’t work, so I pounded on the wheel, then shouted, “Beeeeeep! Beeeep, motherfucker!” and the kids gasped and tittered. Hey, they gotta learn how to swear somewhere.


  On the ramp leading to I-15, the highway that would carry us all the way to Montana, I slowly pushed the accelerator down. The engine growled, then snarled. Lucia may have looked bloated and slow, but she had a 350 V8 engine, the heart of a ’70s muscle car. I mashed the gas pedal to the floor and howled my best redneck war cry. Lucia roared. The kids squealed. Pleasure surged up the back of my neck like an opiate coming on. We were on our way, at last.


   


  But we’d hardly gotten rolling when we had to stop for gas. After we filled up, Tatyana hopped in shotgun with me, and one of the girls, already too hot as the thermometer neared one hundred, jumped in with my mother. The van wouldn’t start, wouldn’t even crank. I didn’t want to panic anyone, so I quietly mumbled to Tatyana to take the wheel, then went back to push us clear of the gas pumps. Fuck me, the first fucking day, letting my family down like I always had, like I had let Mattie down, like I’d let everyone down my entire fucking life. When I got to the back of the van, Mika was already there.


  “What are you doing?” I said, already pissed at him for being out of the van.


  “We need to push, right?” he said.


  We leaned our shoulders into it and strained hard. Damn, that van was heavy. But we got it clear of the gasoline island and into a corner of the parking lot. My mom pulled over to us; she’d been waiting for us to pull out ahead of her.


  “Everything okay?” she said, her way of observing that everything was not okay.


  “Everything is totally fine,” I said, my way of telling her it wasn’t. “Why don’t you run over to the Chipotle we passed on the way in and grab food for everyone? We’re just taking a little lunch break.”


  “Lunch breakdown,” Tatyana said quietly, and smiled.


  When we finished eating, I turned the key and pumped the gas hard a couple of times. The van started. I looked at Tatyana; she looked at me. Then we shrugged, and she hopped into the driver’s seat.


  I had been dying to reconnect with Tatyana in the van, to bridge the gulf that had grown between us. I knew she was in the fight of her life. I wanted to swallow my pain and be the best brother I could. But my heartbreak over Mattie and confusion about the way forward were sometimes more than I could bear. To reach out to her and have her ignore it only multiplied the pain. I just needed her to address this growing distance between us, not even to admit fault but simply to say she had heard me so we could get past it.


  As we were pulling out of the gas station, Tatyana said, “I just felt those first drops of boobsweat trickle down my stomach.” The kids snickered. It was funny to hear my serious, uptight sister say “boobsweat.” Then Brianna coined the word “humidi-titties,” and they giggled again. I relaxed a little. Tatyana and I would work things out once we got rolling and the kids were lost in their phones and iPads.


  But once we got on the highway, the van was a howling, shaking wind tunnel, too loud for us to even hear ourselves talk. What were we going to do, just scream our feelings at each other directly and come to some miraculous resolution?


  “HEY, TATYANA, I’M WORRIED ABOUT YOU. YOU’VE FELT LIKE A GHOST TO ME LATELY, LIKE YOUR IPHONE IS A WINDOW INTO HELL AND PART OF YOU IS TRAPPED THERE AND YOU’RE TRANSFIXED BY WITNESSING YOUR OWN TORTURE. I’M WORRIED ABOUT ME, TOO. I JUST BLOODLESSLY DUMPED A WOMAN I WAS TERRIBLY IN LOVE WITH, A WOMAN I’M STILL IN LOVE WITH. I’M AFRAID I’VE RUINED MY LAST CHANCE AT REAL HAPPINESS, AFRAID I’VE GOTTEN ON A MALIGN MERRY-GO-ROUND OF TOURING I CAN’T GET OFF, AFRAID THAT THE ROAD HAS WARPED ME SO MUCH THAT I CAN’T SUSTAIN ANYTHING BEYOND A ONE-NIGHT STAND, AFRAID I’M GOING TO CRUMPLE AND START DRINKING AGAIN AND THAT THERE WILL BE NOTHING STANDING BETWEEN ME AND OBLIVION.”


  “DON’T WORRY, BRO. SHIT’S BEEN ROUGH, BUT YOUR SCREAMING AT ME IN THIS BOILING CAULDRON OF VEHICULAR SUICIDE HAS SNAPPED ME RIGHT OUT OF IT. LET’S TALK MORE ABOUT HOW HARD YOUR LIFE IS AS A FORTY-ONE-YEAR-OLD MAN WITH ZERO RESPONSIBILITY, BECAUSE I CARE FAR MORE ABOUT YOUR PROLAPSED ADOLESCENCE THAN THE LIVES OF THESE FOUR ACTUAL CHILDREN I BROUGHT INTO THIS WORLD. THOSE KIDS LOVE YOU UNCONDITIONALLY ALTHOUGH YOU ALWAYS FORGET THEIR BIRTHDAYS AND CHEAP OUT ON CHRISTMAS. DON’T EVEN SWEAT THE APPROACHING VOID, BECAUSE WE ALL CAN’T WAIT TO CHANGE YOUR BEDPAN AS YOU GET FRAILER AND WEIRDER AND MORE HELPLESS. WE GOT YOU, BRO. YOU’RE NUMBER ONE.”


  No. We got back on the road. We rode in, well, not even silence, just the baking, useless cacophony of Lucia barreling down the highway with all the windows open.


  
DOOM
  Between the weekend traffic outside of Las Vegas and Lucia’s refusal to start for forty minutes every time we stopped for gas, the day ran long, eleven hours in transit before we finally stopped in Mesquite, Nevada. I dropped two hundred bucks on a couple of rooms at the Rising Star Sports Ranch Resort, which just sounded like a list of things that I have zero interest in. The clerk made sure to give us adjoining rooms, so I lay awake, listening to the kids bicker and fart through the thin walls.


  We were on the road by eight o’clock the next morning, a full three hours before I’d even wanted to get out of bed. I made Tatyana drive. I couldn’t enjoy driving—even if my back didn’t hurt almost instantly, driving lost its fun for me long ago. Riding shotgun was worse. Lucia was too spacious inside, and I kept imagining the kids’ bodies being flung around after some tragic high-speed impact. I knew Lucia was unsafe, but listening to her chittering and clattering like a clothes dryer full of stones tearing itself apart, I became convinced that we were doomed, that something was going to go horribly wrong, that a door was going to spring open and one of the kids would fall out, that a wheel would come off and Lucia would roll and everyone would die except for me. God, this was a far cry from driving up to Alaska in 1987 when all I had to worry about was whether to get a burger or chicken nuggets in my Happy Meal.


  Tatyana’s mood swung in the opposite direction. She seemed to come alive behind the wheel, driving fast with a big grin on her face. Did she really love driving Lucia? Did it give her the sense of freedom, of control, that had been so lacking in her life? Or was she just happy because she couldn’t constantly check her phone for bad news?


  Tashina met us in Salt Lake City on the second day of our trip, unmistakable in the seedy motel’s parking lot with her impossibly thick black hair and dark, intense eyes. She had suffered from acne, but her skin was now clear and glowing, and it bothered me that I couldn’t recall whether her skin had cleared up recently or years ago. We were hot and fussy from driving all day. Tashina was hot and fussy from flying all day, down from Calgary where she’d been visiting with her First Nations family. Almost immediately, she and Tatyana clashed—something about Tashina’s suitcase? I didn’t quite catch it, but I saw the tears in Tashina’s eyes after. Tatyana and the kids filed off to one room, and we filed off to another. Things would be okay, my mom assured me; Tashina would mostly ride with her. We would get through this.


  We fell into a cycle over the next few days: hammering for a couple of hours first thing in the morning, breaking for gas and breakfast, hammering a couple more, breaking for gas and another desperate cup of coffee, hammering a couple more, breaking for gas and a futile paper-towel bath in a filthy restroom to wash the grit of dried sweat away, hammering a couple more.


  I worried there was a divide growing—Tatyana and me in the van and Tashina and my mom in her dinged-up gray Solara. Tashina was avoiding the van for a host of reasons—she wasn’t comfortable driving Lucia, the air-conditioning in my mom’s car helped combat her car sickness, and the kids all wanted to be in the van. But I didn’t need to worry about a divide forming, because a divide was already there. It had been there for decades.


  Tashina is adopted and of mixed race, half white and half First Nations, the child of two divorces, abandoned by three of her four parents, raised in two different countries and an uncountable number of schools. We followed my father’s jobs from Canada to New Mexico to New Hampshire, where he finally ditched us, and then we scattered to the wind. When we moved to New Mexico from Canada, the locals thought she was Mexican. When we moved to the Virgin Islands from Colorado, the locals thought she was white. When she came down from Canada to visit me in New York, my friends were like, “Yo, why didn’t you tell me your sister was Puerto Rican?” She’s spent enough time on her home reserve in Saskatchewan to understand that, though she treasures her Cree heritage, life on the reserve is so brutal that if you’re lucky enough to move off, you don’t go back. She has given up trying to adapt herself to fit any country, any color, any family. She wants only to create a life and a family of her own.


  But, at thirty-seven, she’d been unable to meet a man who could give her the stability and the family she craved. She’d struggled, and she’d suffered. Like me, Tashina was headstrong and quick to take offense. We were good at hurting each other’s feelings, accidentally and on purpose.


  Tashina and I had clashed that spring when I was visiting out in California. She was depressed and unemployed and sleeping on the floor of my mom’s trailer. I was worried that, in her current state, she was just going to end up dribbling away the money she had inherited from her father and then really find herself down a hole. Over omelets one morning, I pushed her to make a plan.


  “I’m not telling you what to do with your money. I’m just saying you should make a plan.”


  I could feel her tightening up, so I tried to say something funny.


  “I’m not your father. Thank God for both of us, I’m your brother, not your father.”


  I had landed on the exact wrong thing to say.


  “You’re not even my brother,” she said.


  It stung a little bit, there in the Rainbow Oaks diner, but I swallowed it. A couple of hours later, I was sobbing behind the wheel in my mother’s car.


  When I was eight and Tashina came to live with us, I felt like I’d understood the task ahead. I figured out quickly on my own that my skin wasn’t “normal” and hers wasn’t “Indian”; we both had normal skin. I didn’t call her my adopted sister or my adoptive sister—I didn’t try to hyphenate or diminish our connection or her role in our family. She was my sister. If people wanted to know why we looked different, they would have to ask that uncomfortable question. I wasn’t going to diminish Tashina by breaking it down for them. When a neighbor boy threw a rock at her, I threatened him like a good older brother should (and then got beaten up by the neighbor boy’s older brother for my trouble). I’d done everything I could to be a good brother to her . . . until my dad left, and drinking took over my life. Then everything had gone to shit, for all of us.


  At every turn, I’d failed to see that, although we were side by side, living in the same house with the same parents, sharing the same experiences . . . the entire time, her life had been radically different from my own because she was adopted, because she was a woman of mixed race growing up in a white family, because she knew that her mom and dad were not her mom and dad, because she knew that my sister was not her sister and that I was not her brother. More than thirty years later, she had finally spoken the words. In the moment, it felt like proof that the entire venture had failed, that we had failed her, that I had failed her.


  
TEN MILES TO THE GALLON
  Each day on the road brought new crises. Lucia began to buck and shake when we were accelerating. The heat from the engine scalded Tatyana’s foot. My mom locked her keys in her car. Mika’s bag of clothes got left at a hotel.


  “We’ll get through this,” one of us said when each obstacle rose up in front of us, and we did. Tatyana and I learned to allow for Lucia’s uneven acceleration. I hosed Tatyana’s foot down with a water bottle while she drove. A guy at the gas station had a slim jim and got my mom’s door open in five minutes for twenty dollars. We bought Mika a bag of new underwear at Target, and I loaned him some clothes. The brutal beauty of Utah gave way to the high, open plains of Idaho, then the lushly forested mountains and glittering streams of Montana, as pretty and as unreal as a screensaver photograph.


  I adored the van for its kitsch, but it was such a pain in the ass, so impractical, constantly in need of gas because it only got ten miles to the gallon, constantly slowing us down. The kids suffered mostly in silence during our long, baking drives, rejoicing each night in the cloudy hotel pool or the creek near our campsite. But even on the hottest, noisiest, most miserable days, Lucia was a fount of joy for them. Lucia recalled perfectly the green station wagon driven by Chevy Chase as Clark Griswold in National Lampoon’s Vacation, and they loved the looks we got. They loved the way the engine roared when Tatyana floored it, whooping each time we pulled back out onto the highway, giggling when the engine backfired. At one stop, I watched Kai actually hug Lucia, trying to wrap his skinny arms around her hood.


  “Kai, what are you doing!” Koko tittered, and looked at me. Then she rolled her eyes and hugged Lucia, too; she just couldn’t help herself.


  I laughed at her, and she turned to me.


  “Uncle Mishka,” she said, sweat beading on her high, delicate forehead, “I really love your van.”


  “If you could change one thing about the van, Koko, what would you change?”


  She looked around, wrinkling her forehead, then shrugged.


  “Nothing,” she said, and smiled again.


  “You’re my favorite kid, Koko. You know that?”


  “Uncle Mishka, you say that to all of us.”


   


  After a few awkward days, I got Tashina to ride in Lucia with me for a little while. It was nice to have her there, and I was able to make her smile a couple of times, but it was too loud for us to really talk. Too loud for me to get out the apology I knew I owed her for not going to Edward’s funeral.


  In the same way that I don’t remember meeting my mom or dad, I don’t remember meeting Uncle Ed. He just always existed, and in that way, he felt eternal. He lived with us for a while in our first house on Dalton Street in Canada when I was really little, maybe three or four. I remember him baking bread, and I remember him taking us sledding, and I remember him waking us up by tickling our feet, something I relish doing to just about anyone to this day. It’s annoying-to-creepy when I do it now, but when he did it, it was just sweet. Edward was my godfather, and he always reminded me of that. Even the last time I saw him, when I was thirty-eight, a grown man, Ed made it clear that there was a special bond between us, that he had a responsibility to me that ran even deeper than blood. I can’t think of one time he was anything less than totally kind to me.


  Later in life, he struggled with type 2 diabetes, obesity, blindness, and the depression that comes with being in general ill-health. He died slowly, and then in awkward, abrupt jags like a bird with a broken wing fighting to stay aloft as he suffered through congestive heart failure, then strokes, seizures, and comas. He kept dying and being brought back to life, posting cryptic messages on Facebook, then dying again. Each time, less and less of him remained. By the end, I think he knew what he was facing. One message just said, “Pray hard for me.”


  Just before Ed spiraled for the final time, I fell while running in Atlanta with Mattie. My entire right side locked up, from my right calf to my neck. Even lying in bed on ice packs or heating pads, swallowing handfuls of Advil, there was no way to arrange my body that didn’t hurt. I told my family I couldn’t make it to his funeral on account of my back. My mom was worried, but I told her I was fine, that I would be fine—years ago I’d made peace with his impending death. Then I lay in bed and cried for three days. Death is always sudden, always shocking, always a surprise.


  Even if I had been healthy, I wouldn’t have gone. I was mad at Ed. His diabetes was a condition he could have prevented, and then a condition he could have managed. Instead, it led to his catastrophic seesawing in and out of death. The last time, he came back a vegetable. Tashina had to make the decision to pull the plug on her own father, a horror we’ve never discussed, a horror I still can’t fathom.


  When Tashina came to live with us when we were still in Canada, I was curious: Why wasn’t she living with her mom and dad? My mom explained to me that Ed’s ex-wife drank too much to take good care of her and that Ed wasn’t able to take the best care of her either. Ed wasn’t letting her come live with us because he didn’t love her, but because he did. I believed my mom . . . but I also knew that it was bullshit—you couldn’t just make a kid and then pawn her off on someone else.


  Ed still called and visited as often as he could, even after we followed my father’s job to New Mexico and then to New Hampshire. We were always delighted to see him—a little fatter, a little more stooped over, shuffling along with his dark glasses and cane as his eyes worsened. When I got older, it became clear not just that Ed couldn’t take care of his kids, but that he couldn’t really take care of himself. I started to find him a little pathetic.


  I didn’t see much of my mother’s family in the chaos after my parents split up when I was fifteen. I did get a birthday letter from Ed when I was probably twenty-three, getting my MFA from Columbia. I had a rough time while I was there and not just because I had no money and my drinking was out of control. I had naively thought that Columbia would be full of life-loving idiots like me from all walks of life. With few exceptions, they were wealthy blue bloods, somehow both smarter than I was and painfully boring. I hated them for their privilege, and I hated my family for our plain roots.


  When that letter from Ed found me, I was living in a tent I had made in the living room of my Columbia housing (I was illegally renting out the bedroom to save money). I read it, lying on a ragged sheet on a single mattress next to a cupboard I’d hauled in off the street that housed my Carlo Rossi and hand-me-down porno mags my friends had exhausted. Ed’s letter was difficult to read because his handwriting was so bad, and even harder to parse due to the poor grammar and spelling mistakes. But the message was clear: he was writing because he remembered it was my birthday and because he loved me and because we had a special bond because he was my godfather. I wept over that letter because I hated my family for being uneducated rednecks, and because I hated my fancy university for making me hate my family for being uneducated rednecks, and because I loved my family, and because I missed my uncle.


  When Ed died, I wanted desperately to reread that letter. But I couldn’t because I had no idea where it was. All my shit was in storage, and I’d been living out of a duffel bag for two years. I realized, weeping in Mattie’s bed in Atlanta while my family was burying my uncle, that I should have forgiven Ed for bailing on Tashina, that I should have gone to his funeral. I was right as a judgmental little kid—it’s wrong to bring a child into this world if you can’t take care of them. But I was wrong, too. Turns out it’s a lot harder for a grown man to take care of himself than I imagined. I should have been strong for Tashina and gone to the funeral, if not for Ed, then for her. I was so angry at Ed for not being there for her, for hurting her, that I wasn’t there for her. I hurt her.


   


  You make a decision to become a parent, or at least you make a decision to be irresponsible and have a little fun, and then you become a parent. You have no say in becoming an uncle; it’s just something that happens to you. Then you have to decide to lean into it or not. World’s Greatest Uncle doesn’t come easily to me, but I’m doing my best.


  Tatyana named her firstborn after me, a gesture so touching, I still have a hard time fully accepting it. Mika and I look enough alike that he’s often mistaken for my son. But he’s finally outgrown me, six-seven to my six-five, and with his wispy mustache, he looks sixteen going on twenty-five. It’s eerie to see myself in Mika’s body but not his mind, to have no inkling of what’s going on in that head that looks so much like my own. He’s reserved, thoughtful, and polite. He’s diplomatic, secretive about his opinions, calm, quiet—not like me at all.


  When I massaged his shoulders one day on a bench at a campground, he winced at every touch, not because I was trying to hurt him but because I knew exactly where his back was tight because it was exactly where my back was tight. Just looking at his boyish, overgrown body hurt me because I loved him so much, but I didn’t know how to tell him so that he would understand me. Three weeks after we returned from Saskatchewan, he was leaving for Russia to study abroad for a year on his own. I felt worried for him and excited for him and terrified that he would come back a man, that the boy he was now would be gone forever.


  I understood Brianna’s struggles a little better; we were both the second born, and I remembered how that meant feeling like you were always second best, always getting screwed, always patiently waiting to be first—a day that never comes. Brianna had taken her parents’ divorce the hardest. She couldn’t see that Tatyana was forced to leave because her husband was controlling and manipulative and refused to stop treating her like an underling. Omar had exploited Brianna’s vulnerability, bribing her and spoiling her and lying to her about Tatyana, about our mother, about me. It angered me that Omar had indoctrinated her so well in misogyny that she’d give up shotgun for her older brother but treat her mother like the hired help. I knew I had to try to get through to her.


  After we pitched our tents near a creek in the wilds of Montana, I invited her to take a walk with me. As we wound through the campground, I tried to draw Brianna out, tried to find out how she felt about the divorce, tried to get her to talk. She gave me the fourteen-year-old-girl equivalent of name, rank, and serial number. I shared how I felt when my parents divorced—I had hated them both; I resented them for their juvenile bickering; I couldn’t understand why they couldn’t just keep the promise they’d made—to try to get her to open up. Nothing. The sound of my own voice blathering against her continued silence made me anxious, and instead of shutting up, which I should have done, I said fuck it and went in deeper.


  I recalled for her the time I had explained the concept of “spin” to her when we were listening to an NPR program about corn syrup. The program showed how lobbyists and marketing executives had used spin to make corn syrup seem like a dangerous toxin and cane sugar seem like a safe alternative when, in reality, both sugars are bad for us, marketed to us by huge corporations that care nothing for our health and only about our money. I explained to Brianna how her father was manipulating her by spinning everything he did and everything her mother did to make it seem like he loved her and my sister didn’t. I told her that my sister loved her to death, that my sister would happily watch me bleed out for Brianna, that Tatyana would gut me herself in order to protect Brianna.


  I told Brianna that if she wanted to be mad at anyone about the divorce, she should be mad at me because of a day, on the way to the airport, when I had forced her mother to confront how fucking unhappy she was. Finally, I told Brianna that if she chose to go and live with her father, that if her father was given custody of her, he would make it incredibly hard for her to see me or my mother or Tashina ever again, and that doing something amazing like this trip up to Saskatchewan for the family reunion together would most likely be a total impossibility. She sniffled and she huffed, but she didn’t say a word.


  I know that fourteen-year-old girls can be hard on their mothers at the best of times, but to throw us all out just so she could hurt her mom? I wanted to grab her by the shoulders and shake her. Brianna, don’t you realize we are your family?


  When we again approached the campsite, Brianna fled me for the safety of her tent, only pausing to glare at her mother. Great job, Uncle Mishka. You are driving your niece right into the arms of the father who will poison her against you forever.


  And then I realized that, no matter what I did, no matter what she did, this would probably be the last trip we all made like this, together. The same chaos that was making us all insane—no jobs, no relationships, nowhere to live—had also meant that we were free to spend three weeks on this madcap family adventure. I’d assumed they were vengeful stars that aligned to burden us all with trouble at the same time, but those same stars had made it possible for us all to be here. Those stars probably would not align again in my lifetime. That kind of broke my heart.


  
CROSSING THE LINE
  I looked at our banal little campsite in the Red Cliff Campground, right off the highway in Big Sky, Montana, trying to really take it all in: Lucia tucked under the shade of a pine tree; my mom’s dusty Solara nestled up next to her; three little tents scattered around a battered old picnic table; Mika and Kai taking turns whacking away at a huge old stump with my dull, rusty hatchet; Koko with her nose buried in a book; Tatyana and Brianna and my mom all holding their phones up in the one corner of the campsite that got a smidge of phone reception; Tashina fixing me with an exhausted smile. Time only moves forward. I needed to move forward with it. But I didn’t want to. As we got closer, I realized Saskatchewan wasn’t where I wanted to go at all. I wanted to go back in time.


  With Tatyana consumed by her divorce, I had become the de facto captain of our trip, a role I didn’t want and handled poorly. Tatyana and I kept clashing because she expected me to lead, to be responsible, to take charge, to make decisions . . . until one of the kids was tired or hungry, and then my decision went out the window. I knew I should be doing more—driving more, giving up my bed for the floor, entertaining the kids more—but I’d been tapped out before we even left Fallbrook.


  Mom had always been the nucleus of our family, even before my dad split. As Tatyana’s family had grown, the gravitational center of our family shifted from my mother to her. My mom, Tashina, and I were okay with it . . . mostly. But after years of being treated somewhere between a pack animal and a domestic servant, Tatyana was reluctant to lead. Time after time, the adults would meet up in the shade of a gas station to figure out the way forward, only to stand around, hemming and hawing. As much as we hated to admit it, each of us held ourselves prisoner to some dumb daddy fantasy, a lingering outdated dream that a strong, commanding man would come and take charge, tell us what to do, and lead us to safety. All of our men—my father, Edward, Omar—had failed us. I certainly wasn’t up to it; I was barely keeping my own shit together.


  Though we had planned on camping our last night in Montana, and though I wanted to camp, I knew Tatyana’s mind. It took ten minutes of careful needling and entreating to get her to finally voice her opinion: if we couldn’t find a campground with real showers and real toilets, we had to get a couple of rooms at the Motel 6. But the flinty little town of Malta, Montana, didn’t have a Motel 6. As the last jumping-off point before Saskatchewan, it didn’t have much of anything. What it did have was both gnarly and overpriced. The reviews were brutal: “rude staff, sketchy neighbors”; “mildew and BEDBUGS”; “this town is unfriendly, move on.” We talked the clerk at the Riverside Motel into just a hundred dollars for one double room and got her to turn a blind eye to our parking the van and pitching a tent in the grassy parking-lot median. It embarrassed me to haggle with her, but I’d been trying to cover all the gas and hotels, and, with Lucia’s squeaking out about ten miles per four-dollar gallon of gas, some days approached five hundred dollars in expenses. Six days there, six days back, just sitting and sulking and sweating and staring at our phones in silence as we hurtled down the highway . . . surely there were cheaper ways to alienate my entire family.


  My mom and Tashina shared one of the beds, as they had all trip. Koko and Brianna shared another bed. Mika made a bed on the floor. Tatyana and Kai pitched the tent, and I took the van. The van was the last place I wanted to be, but I had to be alone.


  As I had each night, I took too many sleeping pills—Benadryl, pain meds, a muscle relaxer, Ambien—and tossed and turned for hours. There was no way to position myself so my back didn’t hurt; there was no turning off my brain. Alone in the dark, lying where Mattie and I had lain on that magical trip through the redwoods together, I felt like I was being flayed alive.


  Each time I’d gone on tour, Mattie had made me a one-a-day book, folded Post-it notes dated and bound with a bobby pin, one memory from our time together for each day I was gone. Remember the first time we went running together in Vermont and it started raining? Remember in the camper when I had a nightmare, and you pulled me in like a mama cat and held me till I was okay? Remember when we got a pint of ice cream, and you let me eat all the little bits out of it? It felt like I had a skull full of hornets. Remember when you made me cry? Remember when you broke your promise? Remember when you abandoned me and broke my heart? Was this what it was to be an adult, living with constant pain?


  Morning came too early, as it had each day. Tatyana and Kai had had a miserable night. It had rained, and the nearby trains had run all night long. Too late, I recalled an irate online reviewer who had counted nineteen trains in fifteen hours. Whoops. Loading up was always laborious, but everyone seemed extra cranky today, moving so slow, as if we were underwater. While Tatyana and I tried to scrape Cheetos crumbs out of the shag carpet and mop up the wet spot where the cooler had leaked, Mika and Koko swatted mosquitos and needled each other.


  “You kids knock it off,” she said.


  They put their hands down. Then I saw Mika’s arm go up, his long, pale forearm flashing at me in the morning sun.


  “Mika,” I said. Stern, but just a warning.


  “Everyone just stop! Don’t say another word!” Tatyana shouted.


  She had made sure I was included in that “everyone.” But I wasn’t a kid. And certainly not her kid.


  “Don’t yell at me.”


  I tried to keep my voice low.


  “I’m the mom,” Tatyana said, glaring at me.


  “It’s my fucking van,” I said.


  It was an idiotic thing to say. Idiotic and juvenile and selfish. I hated myself for it the moment it left my lips. But by then, it was too late.


  In six years, since we’d made up in my early sobriety, Tatyana and I had never fought. But we were fighting now. I got out of the van and walked away. I was so fucking angry, at my wit’s end. How many days had we been out on the road? How many hours had we devoted to talking about the intricacies of her divorce? How many opportunities had she had to ask me just fucking once how I was doing, how I was feeling about Mattie, if I was okay?


  By the time I got back, they were packed and ready to go.


  “T, I’m sorry.”


  “I’m sorry, too.”


  “I wish I hadn’t said that, and I’d take it back if I could. But we really need to talk.”


  “Okay,” she said, not looking at me.


  This was going nowhere.


  “Maybe I’ll ride with Mom for a minute,” I said, and walked away.


  At the border into Saskatchewan, the guard had Tatyana turn Lucia off while he asked her and the kids a few questions. When he waved them on, I saw the running lights go on, but nothing happened. Moments later, Brianna and Mika piled out of the van to push it across the border into Canada.


  Against my will, the kids got me laughing that day. When we stopped for gas after crossing the border, I discovered Canadian currency was worth only slightly less to them than pirate treasure. The ancient, cracked, and yellowed bug screen on the van was plastered with layers of splattered insects. For two dollars Canadian, I got Kai to eat a dead bug. For six dollars, I got him to lick the length of the bug screen. Money well spent, as far as I was concerned, or at least better than doing something lame like kicking in for their college funds. I laughed and ran my fingers through my hair, and it came away greasy—when was the last time I had bathed?


  “Mika, did you shower last night?”


  “No.”


  We would be at the lake tomorrow.


  “Solemn pact: no bathing till we leave Canada?”


  Mika did that cute little half smile he does, then raised his massive paw in the air. I high-fived him as hard as I could.


  
BEFORE THE WIND
  Smoking in the van late that night, I realized that we were on the cusp of success. Even if the van broke down now, we would make it to the lake tomorrow, and we would make it to the family reunion. Then I realized that I had become so obsessed with this trip that I had no idea what I was going to do when it was over.


  With no job, no wife, no house—not even a fucking houseplant—I had total freedom. Living the dream, I was told. People assume freedom to be a positive thing, not just a goal but something to worship, to idolize. But for fifteen years, I’d been the victim of a recurrent vision, a subtle hallucination: after six hours of howling down the highway in New Mexico or Colorado or Kansas, I could see the curve of the earth, and I felt not free but untethered, like nothing was holding me to this planet and I was just going to drift off into space. If I was living the dream, I was ready to wake up.


  Sure, I was sober, but so what? Getting sober was impressive nine years ago, but how long could I coast on that? “I don’t make any money. I can’t run or write anymore. I don’t have health insurance or even clean socks, and I haven’t bathed in four days . . . but I’m not shit-faced, so I’m still a gleaming miracle.” No. It was time to do the next thing. I had no fucking idea what that was.


  My records, my live show, my endless touring . . . When I was a child, whenever our parents had company over, Tatyana and a friend would disappear into her room, come out in leotards and face paint with streamers connected to curtain rods, corral my parents and their friends, and subject them to a recital against their will, a performance during which the adults were intended to ooh and aah and then break out in exuberant, explosive applause. I have become the nine-year-old girl in the leotard with the glitter and face paint. Except that I am a forty-one-year-old man. It’s not charming or even forgivable. It’s pathetic.


   


  One night when I was twenty, my mom confronted me while I was stumbling up the steep driveway on my way home from the bar, bloody knuckles on both hands.


  “Oh, my son,” she said, putting her arm around my waist to steady me, “how many people in this world need to love you for you to stop hurting yourself?”


  “Ha. One more.”


  “And then?”


  “Just one more.”


  When would I be satisfied? How many records did I need to make? How many T-shirts did I need to sell? How many tours, how many shows, how many more long, lonesome drives? How many nights alone in hotel rooms or on strangers’ floors or couches?


  Just one more.


   


  The last hour and a half of our trip was on gravel roads that made the front doors on the van jackhammer up and down like they were going to fall off. My apology to Tatyana had been sincere—I did wish I hadn’t said, “It’s my van” like some idiot teenager—but so was the caveat I’d thrown out afterward, that we still needed to talk. We had needed to talk for a couple of months. She had ignored it, just as she had for the past couple of months, instead persisting with this fake cheer. It made my blood boil.


  By the time we pulled into the parking lot of my uncle Rod’s general store in Victoire (population: thirteen), I was so sore and so fried and so sick of every single person in my immediate family that I was wishing we hadn’t come. It had been a mistake, an expensive, exhausting, demoralizing mistake. How ironic that the same experience I had hoped would pull us back together might just end with some high-volume histrionics and then none of us speaking to each other for six months. Or more.


  Rod’s store was thickly layered with memories, like a wind-torn old billboard with generations of messages peeking through, my memories and those of everyone else in my family. When I was little, it was Grandpa’s store. When we stayed in the apartment upstairs when we came to visit, Tatyana and my cousins and I would sneak downstairs at night to raid the penny candy, gummy bears, gummy worms, Swedish Fish, black licorice pipes, and cigars. I worked at the store the summer I was sixteen, a raw time for me, pumping gas and stocking shelves and breaking up parking-lot fights between local drunks.


  Walking into the store was like walking back in time: the dusty green-and-white linoleum floor, plastic wrappers around the novelty T-shirts flapping from the wind of the fan, the dazzling rack of chips by the ancient register, the First Nations teenager zoning out behind the post office counter, the scent of burned coffee gone cold in Styrofoam cups and cigarette smoke and Listerine and fresh leather moccasins and powdered sugar.


  Bernard, the twin brother of our dear departed uncle Ed, was working the register. Bernard was the mean twin. While Ed was alive, he had struck me as the opposite of Edward, but now I could see Ed in every part of his body: his skinny legs, his faded jeans slipping off his skinny ass, the cataract covering his bad eye, his enormous belly hanging over his belt like an apple ready to fall from the tree. Bernard was neither terribly articulate nor terribly patient. He had been a real hard-ass when I worked at the store, and the other employees had mocked him behind his back for his poverty, his politics, his lack of education, and his rinky-dink little farm up the road, calling him “Uncle Barnyard.” I pulled Bernard into me and hugged him as hard as I could.


  After a brief hello, we piled back into the van and slowly made our way toward the lake. We had known it as Devil’s Lake and delighted in our T-shirts from the store printed with a confused devil asking, “Where in the hell is Devil’s Lake, Saskatchewan?” For maybe thirty years now, it had been Morin Lake Regional Park, and there was some bland smiling teenager at a tollbooth, collecting money. I didn’t stop to pay, just waved at her as we drove past. Fuck you, my grandfather gave this land to the province, I thought silently, and immediately hated myself for it.


  As unchanged as Rod’s store had remained over the years, each time I came back, the lake was transformed, compromised, worse. There were more camping spots, more cabins, more powerboats and pontoon boats and Jet Skis, so many people that when a young misanthrope was finally able to get out in the canoe for a couple quiet hours of fishing, there were no goddamn fish. Still, somehow, it retained its magic, and we kept coming back. I kept coming back. Weeks earlier, my mom had told me that the lake had been hit by a plough wind, a strong straight wind with the strength of a hurricane. There had been some damage to boats and trailers and cabins, she said, but I’d been consumed with my disastrous UK tour and hadn’t had time to look at pictures or even really think about it. Hundreds of the trees alongside the road to the lake were leaning or toppled or just broken off at the stump. I had wandered through these woods for thirty-five years, suffering mosquito bites as I picked and ate dusty Saskatoon berries. Driving slowly down the gravel road felt like walking into your grandparents’ living room—overstuffed chairs, well-worn, outdated carpet, ancient TV, end tables with plants sitting on crocheted doilies—with the roof torn off.


  Of course, the lake was the lake, implacable, unchanged, glittering and shimmering like a 3-D postcard. The lot where our grandfather’s cabin had stood that now belonged to our uncle Jerome was clear, and the cabin that had belonged to Uncle Eugene had been spared, but Tatyana stifled a gasp at the destruction as we wound down the tiny dirt road. The character of the entire lake had been changed dramatically in ten minutes of howling wind.


  In my childhood, the Family Reunion grounds were known as the Greasy Pig grounds where, yes, the grown men in my family got piss drunk one morning during the family reunion and then ran around in the muck, trying to catch some unfortunate young pig. I had missed participating in this redneck ritual when I was sixteen only because I’d been drinking till 6:00 a.m., then passed out under Rod’s kitchen table and slept until noon.


  As soon as we pulled into the Family Reunion grounds, I saw family: my cousin Neal, my uncle Norm, my auntie Michelle. But when we piled out of our van, I noticed a lot of my mother’s cousins, too: Gerard and Armand from Alberta, Gilbert and Sybil from Montreal, our truck-driving conservative political pundit, Trent. I looked at my mom.


  “I didn’t know all the cousins were coming.”


  “Oh yeah,” my mom said, smiling, “this is the big one.”


  I had been so self-absorbed with all my bullshit—my breakup, my move, my busted tour—that I had missed everything. I’d forgotten Tatyana had moved. I’d glossed over the custody battle with Omar. I hadn’t absorbed the enormity of the plough wind . . . and I had somehow forgotten that this gathering wasn’t focused on my grandparents, Albert and Ruby Lalonde, and their descendants. It was the fifty-year anniversary honoring my great-grandparents, William and Marie Lalonde, and the descendants of their twenty-two children.


  I love my mother’s family. I’m into it. I think it’s cool. I can recall the names of all seventeen of my grandfather’s children without help. I’m pretty sure I would recognize most of my sixty-something cousins and remember their names. But my mother’s cousins and their husbands and wives and children . . . holy shit, it was hopeless. I shook hands. I hugged. A couple of times, I even did that weird thing the French side of the family does, pressing cheeks and kissing the air. I talked. I chatted. I visited. I drank coffee after coffee after coffee. I visited some more, from morning till midnight for three days till I was so exhausted, my eyes were crossing.


  It was like speed-dating for sixteen hours a day for an entire long weekend. Everyone had just gotten married or engaged or divorced or had buried a spouse. They had a new baby or diabetes or both. They worked hard jobs: farming or nursing or construction or extracting oil from the tar sands in Saskatchewan or Alberta. I had some great laughs, some great visits, some great connections. I spent an hour catching up with Andy Cyr, husband to my mother’s sister Irene. That last hopeless summer before I quit drinking, I had worked pouring concrete for Uncle Andy. I was thirty years younger than him and a foot and a half taller but the tough, sweet little Frenchman had nearly worked me to death. For most of the reunion, though, I felt like I was hovering above it all, reporting on it instead of engaging in it, trying to record the conversations in my head instead of just talking and listening, gathering data to prove or disprove some convoluted thesis about family instead of being a son, a brother, a nephew, a cousin, a human being.


  Trying to filter it all was hopeless. There was just too much stimulation. Some moments stuck with me, moments of pure connection with my people. I stayed up too late playing guitar and talking about John Prine with my cousin Tim. I tried to coach my fourteen-year-old nephew Aidan to follow his dream of playing professional baseball although I suck at following dreams and baseball. I got my ass whooped at lawn golf by my cousin Matt. I talked Montreal strippers with Giles and party fouls with Clarence and how to raise cool kids with Sonia. Trying to analyze it late one night while I waited for sleep to overtake me, I realized that in every single example I turned to in order to unlock this riddle of family and the power it had over me, well, the individuals were family, but they weren’t blood. Tim, Aidan, Matt, Giles, Clarence, Sonia—every one of them was adopted.


  Finally, the dam broke. Tatyana asked me to run her from the store over to the Family Reunion grounds so she could break down their tent. I was tired and sick of her melodrama, and I was about to go fishing, but it was a quick drive. I couldn’t say no.


  The minute we were in the van together, Tatyana started talking about the reunion, how much the kids loved the store, how much junk they had eaten, how she was dreading the trip back to California, how she couldn’t wait to return. We were finally alone together, with no one else around, in relative silence (save Lucia’s persistent grumbling), but we still weren’t talking.


  “T, I’m going to stop you here. I know you’re going through shit, and I’m doing my best to be there for you, but, Jesus Christ, how many times do I need to tell you I’m in pain, that you and I aren’t okay, before you’re finally going to hear me?”


  “You’re not okay? You’re not okay?” Her voice started to break. “Mishka, I’m losing my fucking mind! I am hanging by a fucking thread and just doing everything I can to keep it together!”


  When I parked the van at the reunion site, she flung open the passenger-side door and ran off. I got out and ran after her. And then we were screaming at each other. And then crying. And then hugging at the stupid Family Reunion grounds like we were in some dumb Lifetime drama.


  “Mishka, I miss our runs together,” she said between sobs.


  “T, I can’t run anymore! I don’t know what I’m going to do. Where do I go now? I don’t know where I’m going to live. I don’t even know how to live now.”


  “Mishka,” she said, pushing me away from her and holding me at arm’s length, “how are you? I know you loved Mattie, and I know you’re hurting. Tell me what’s going on. How are you?”


  And then all of a sudden, what had seemed really complex got really simple.


  “T, I’m just . . . I’m sad. I’m really sad. I’ve been crying all the time. I can’t stop crying. I cried onstage when I was in England. I’ve never done that before—it made me scared that I’m coming unwound. It’s hard to let yourself love someone, and it’s so hard to let yourself be loved, and then it’s over and . . . I’m just sad. I’m really fucking sad.”


  We stood there for a minute, hugging and crying and holding each other. And then we did what we had to do. We blew our noses and packed up the tent and stuck it back in the van. The bugs were getting bad.


  
HOME AGAIN
  Before we left Victoire, Tashina and I decided to visit Edward’s grave. She wanted to burn some sweetgrass and sage. I asked Brianna if she would like to come, and I thought she was going to say no, but she smiled nervously, looked at Tashina and then at me, and said, “Okay.” I grabbed some sunglasses and a lighter, and we walked across the road to the cemetery together in silence. I wondered how I was going to deal with Tashina crying at her father’s grave.


  Edward had disappeared from my life in shades, incrementally, an inch at a time, receding into his blindness, his diabetic fog, his depression. The last couple of times I saw him, he seemed barely able to string a coherent sentence together. But somehow, his death seemed to liberate the Edward of my memories. I remembered him laughing around the campfire. I remembered him cradling Tashina in his arms when she was little. I remembered him hamming it up at a family reunion twenty-five years ago as fat Elvis, dressed in a white bell-bottom pantsuit and lip-synching into a hairbrush.


  Edward was a simple man. He enjoyed baking bread and fishing and watching hockey, and he loved the chuck wagon races. He loved his big black cowboy hat. He loved his brothers and sisters. He loved his children. He loved his nephews and nieces. He loved his entire family. He loved all children. He adored his First Nations and Métis friends up north, and they had widely accepted him as one of them. When our family came out of the church after his funeral service, a group of ceremonial First Nations drummers had gathered there for Edward. They drummed his body from the church to his grave.


  I should have been there. Ed had loved me, purely, with all his heart. I wish that I had been able to love him the same way.


  Tashina laid a woven strand of sweetgrass on Edward’s headstone and crumbled bits of sage onto it while Brianna and I hugged and sniffled.


  “What are we supposed to do?” I said. “Do you just, like . . . leave it here?”


  “You light the end of it,” Tashina said, and handed it to me.


  “Am I allowed to do it?”


  “Sure.”


  I kneeled down behind a neighboring tombstone to shield the flame from the wind and tried to light the strand of sweetgrass. It smelled amazing, yes, sweet and smoky and aromatic, but also wet and living, something growing out of flames instead of being consumed by them. I rubbed my thumb raw, spinning the wheel on the lighter again and again as the wind blew it out again and again, but I couldn’t get the damn strand of grass to burn on its own. Finally, I got an ember going in the sage, and I handed it to Tashina.


  Tashina smiled, tears in her eyes, and circled Edward’s grave twice, slowly waving the smoking sage over his final resting place. Then she looked at me.


  “You wanna do it?”


  I am not big on ritual. I am not big on ceremonial displays, and I’m certainly not big on white folks stealing rituals from First Nations. I felt like an idiot and an asshole, but I took the sage from my sister and did my best to wave it solemnly over Edward’s grave.


  “I don’t know, Tashina. It looks a little more convincing when you do it.”


  She laughed, and I handed the sage to Brianna. Brianna looked at me nervously, then waved the little nubbin of sage over her great-uncle’s grave and handed it back to Tashina.


  There is so much unfortunate writing by white folks about indigenous people in North America in which they are described as beautiful and strong and stoic, but, goddamnit, as Tashina caressed her father’s headstone one more time, she looked beautiful and strong and stoic.


  As we walked back to the van with our arms around each other, I said, “Jeez, Tashina, how are you the only one not crying?”


  Brianna squeezed me a little tighter.


  “I knew you would be the first one to cry, Uncle.”


   


  The day before we crossed the border back into the US, I texted Mika.


  Did you shower?


  No.


  Are you going to?


  When we’re in the US maybe.


  I really love you. You are my favorite kid.


  Thanks, I’ll let the girls know.


  Mika and I made it nine days without showering, just swimming in the lake. We made it back down to Fallbrook safely—to everyone’s surprise.


  Before he left for Russia, I gave Mika some solid World’s Greatest Uncle advice—if you have to drink, drink beer instead of vodka; don’t get anyone pregnant—and then managed to say goodbye to him without crying.


  After Lucia got my family home safely, she broke down twice in quick succession, first with a burned-out starter, then an alternator belt. Suffering for six hours on the side of the highway in heat that rose to 123 degrees only made me grateful that my family wasn’t going through it with me. My uncle Andy Cyr died on August 27, less than a month after our visit. He was seventy-two, one year older than my mother.


  We didn’t actually do anything that incredible. We drove for an incredibly long time, day after day, in the noise and the heat. What’s incredible is what we didn’t do: we didn’t kill each other. For the most part, we got along. But I never got that moment I wanted, that moment where I felt like my family forged itself back together again, and it bothered me.


   


  When I lived in New York, many of my friends were alienated from their families. We threw the words “brother,” “sister,” and “family” around liberally. We learned to refer to our friends as our “chosen family” after reading some article on the internet. Having been out of NYC for four years, I can see now that that was bullshit, that “chosen family” is an oxymoron.


  No one in this world has hurt me more than my family. Tatyana, Tashina, my mother—each one of them has hurt me more than everyone else in this world put together. As I have hurt them. I doubt that many of us would choose the families we have. I think that a lot of us spend much of our time wishing we could have a different family, any other family at all. “Chosen family” is bullshit, because the point of family is that you can’t choose your family. Though “friends and family” are often grouped together, they are not similar—they are opposites. With friends, you like them first, and then you allow yourself to love them. With family, you love them first and then force yourself to like them. Sometimes you delight in them; sometimes you hate their fucking guts; sometimes it takes all your physical strength just to not throttle them, but at no time do they stop being your family.


  “We’ll get through this,” my mother, my sisters, and I constantly say to each other. When my mother and my sisters and I were falling apart, I imagined that something would pull us together at the reunion; we’d engage in some primal group ritual that would fuse us back into what we had once been: a family. What I finally realized is that we had been that singular entity the entire time and that this mantra we repeat, “We’ll get through this,” leaves off the most important word. When we say, “We’ll get through this,” what we mean is that we’ll get through this together. We had bickered, and we had fought, and we’d hurt each other and let each other down, but we had been suffering together and pulling together the entire time, and that is, by definition, exactly what makes a family.


  



  The author, pictured with his copilots. From left to right: Brianna, Mika, Koko, and Kai.
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