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“Peter?” His mother was English. When she said his name,. it sounded like
“Pita.”

Peter rolled to his back and tried to make the sound of someone absorbed in
math homework.

“Daddy called. He’s canceling his office hours and coming home early. He
has somei:hing to tell us. He says it’s something hig.”

Peter sat up experimentally, The headache was almost gone now. For a
moment he could see a kind of flickering™®' from the corner of his eye, something
that disappeared when he turned his head.

“How big?” he called down. But there was only the of water
runsting and dishes clinking together in the kitchen sink.

Peter's father was a glaciologist. He studied glaciers®2.  Or, as Miles™® liked
to call them, big ice cubes. There were two parts to the job. One part was
teaching in New York. Petér knew that side of his father very well: He wore
V-neck sweaters with a shirt and tie underneath, had orange juice and seven-grain
toast for breakfast every day, and got home five o'clock, unless it was
Wednesday, when he played basketball with some professors. Most nights, Peter
could hear him clicking away on his laptop, writing an article about global warming
or making notes for a lecture.

The other part of a glaciologist’s job was fieldwork., Peter's father camped for
weeks at a time on arctic ice, where he d'roje éogsleds and snowmobiles, hoisted
himself up frozen walls, and fired flares to scare polar bears away. He had eaten
raw seal®*, ridden in helicopters, and tumbled into deep cracks in the ice. Peter
knew this father from stories, most of them told by graduate students who came
over for dinner. They were always talking about the time Dr. Solemn had grabbed
someone who almost got blown out of an old, doorless ﬁelicopter, or the 1;imé he

fired a rifle over the head of a bear to one of the dogs. It was a little

...__1_._.




like living with Clark Kent™5 but never once getting to meet Superman.

Peter’s father arrived home flushed and breathing'hard, as if he had run the
seven blocks from his office. He held a rolled-up newspaper in one hand, which he
.used to usher®® Peter and his mother to the living room couch, bowing theatrically.
.His forehead practically touched the floor.

“Oh boy,” said Peter's mother, throwing Peter a look, “it’s the queen’s
footman.” Peter sighed. ’I‘he more excited his father got, the less able he was to
talk normally.‘

5Peter settled himself next to his mother on the couch while his father dragged
the coffee table off to one side E he could stand right in front of them.

Center stage. He cleared his throat dramatically.

Peter groaned. “Can’t you just tell us {for once?”

Peter’s father sm'gled and shook his head. “It's a story.”

“When isn't it a story?”

Stili holding the rolled-up newspaper, Dr. Solemn began.

“Once upon a time, a good deal north of New York City - in Alaska, actually
— the foundation of a very expensive house began to buckle. It was a large house,
built over a two-year period by a wealthy philanthropist.”

He looked quickly at Peter, considering. Then he added, “A philanthropist is
someone who gives away a lot of his own money.”

“1 know, Dad.”

§§‘()f course. My humble apologies” "His father bowed again before
continuing:

“The philanthropist loved his big house, which he called his ‘retreat from the
real world” He had overseen every detail of its construction — f?"om his mansion
in Beverly Hills. He designed a gigantic ﬁreplace for the living room, big enough
for a grown man to stand in. He picked out the kitchen cabinets and the tile for

the bathrooms. He even had a discreet little ‘cell phones off” sign made out of

brass and mounted next to the front door.”
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“Good for him,” said Peﬁer’s, mother. She hated cell phones.

“Oh, please,” Peter said, “Dad obviously made that part up.”
B

Peter’s father ignored them. “The philanthropist stayed in his house exactly

once. When he got back to Beverly Hills, his caretaker cailed to tell him that
there was a large depression in the floor of the game room, as if something below
had been trying to suck down his custom pool table.”

Peter's mother made a clucking sound. "How terrible.” _

“Yes,” said Peter's father, nodding, “truly quite terrible. The whole house had
to be tear down. The philanthropist didn’t even get a chance to show it to any of
his friénds. Naturally, he sought explanations.” -

“Naturally,” said Peter’s mother.

“Naturally. And the philanthropist was told the strangest thing: It seemed that
the foundation of his house had rested on something called the permafrost®, and
that this permafrost had thawed. The frost was no longer perma, and this, he was
told, was the fault of something called global warming.” |

“Global warming?” Peter's 1110‘£]f{1)er shook her head. “Don’t believe T've ever
heard of it.” Peter rolled his eyes, though he was dimly aware that a year ago he
would have been plz;ying along.

“Yes, my dear,” Peter's father said, now speaking as if his wife might be hard
of hearing. “Glo-bal wavm-ing. The notion that gasses are inside the
earth’s atmosphere, you know. Warming the planet, melting the ice caps, and
generally wreaking havoc with®® the balance of nature as it now exists.”

He smiled. “The philanthropist, as it turned out, was quite a reader. And he
hegan to read about global warm%ﬁg. He had heard theifahrase before, of course,
but he had never given it much thought. The more he read, the more he thought

o ;
about his wonderful house, and the worse he feit. There had to be some sort of

healing process, he decided. Preferably involving a lot of money.”

“How much money?” Peter asked, trying to cut to the chase.
E

“I'm glad you asked,” his father said, unrolling his newspaper and holding it
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out for them to read.

It was the university newspaper. Peter read the headline out loud:
“Philanthropist Promises University $1.5 Million to Study Global Warming.”

His mother whistled.

“Yes,” said Peter’s father, in his own voice. “Big money. Part of it will send

13
me back to Greenland with a lot of state-of-the-art™ equipment. And there will be
enough for you two to come with me.”
Peter's mother stopped smiling. “Come with you?”

“Six weeks. It's March now., We can leave in April, and we'll be back before

the end of

Peter held his breath. He would climb ice walls. He would drive a dogsled.
uw

He might get to meet Superman.

b

“Peter has school ...” His mdther gestured toward Peter, 0 have forgotten
15 -

@ hisfather @ i @ hewas ® might ® as @ who..

“I know he does, Rory, But this is worth missing a few weeks of school.
G
And you can write your book up there.”

His mother groaned and closed her eyes. She hated to be reminded about _thg
book, It was six months late already. Peter’s mother was a molecular hiologistE10
—a job even harder to explain than a glaciologist’s. And her book was about
mitochondrial DNA, something even harder to explain than molecular biology.

Peter's mom opened her eyes and looked up at the skylights. “Why now?

Why not next vear? Peter will be thirteen next vear. ...”

“Things are changing .in Greenland, Rory.” His dad was all business now.
17

“More quickly than we expected.”

His mind was lracing, but Peter said nothing. He imagined the three of them
pla;iing_ Monopoly®' in a cozy tent, a giant bowl of cookies holding down a jackpot
of Free Parking cash in the middle of the board. He saw himself being towed on a
sled by a bunch of fluffy white dogs. No school, his brain chanted. No school, no

school, no school.



“I'm game, Dad.”

13

then

“Great, Pete. [ knew you'd be up for it.” His father flashed him a smile, and

looked up as Peter's mom got up and went into the kitchen.

They ordered pizza, but Peter was the only one who ate it. His parents

murmured on the couch, looking at maps and calendars that slowly mounted into a

pile on the coffee table,
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