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      There are five stages of drowning: surprise, involuntary breath-holding, unconsciousness, hypoxic convulsions, and finally, death.

      Shawna’s hair spreads out in a halo of jet-black strands lit by the moon and rippling in the current. There is no fear or panic in her. I spared her of that. Her death is beautiful and silent as I hold her in my arms and cradle her beneath the surface. I put my lips to hers and inhale her very last breath before she gasps and draws my water into her lungs. She becomes heavy then seizes like a fish. My blood surges and thunders inside me. I have never felt so alive. Shawna finally relaxes, surrenders, and becomes mine forever. I hold and comfort her through it all. Binding her to me was easier than I thought. I should have done this years ago.

      I raise Shawna up. Her nose, lips, and tits break the surface, all slick and shiny in the moonlight. I give her one last kiss, then take her nipple between my lips and flick it with my tongue. I wish I could keep her longer, but she is losing her warmth. I take a clump of her jet-black hair and wind it tight around my finger until the tip of it goes numb. I yank it from her head. It is surprising how easily it comes out and hangs from my hand, as black and shiny as tar. It will be perfect.

      Shawna is mine forever, for I am the river, and the river is me. It is the fluid, and I am the flesh.
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      I guess I’m turning out just like everyone expected, but at least I’m not pregnant. Aiding in Amber’s escape will be the biggest crime I have ever committed. I don’t realize what a death grip I have on my steering wheel until I pull to the curb, put it in park, and turn my headlights off. A million butterflies flutter in my chest and up my throat. It is exactly four-fifteen in the morning, and Amber is not expecting me until four-thirty. She will be shocked that I made it on time.

      Everything I own in the world sits in the trunk, which isn't more than a single suitcase. I used to have more until three years ago. I was pissed that I had to leave my foster parents, Scott and Jeanette. I thought they loved me, and their house would be my forever home. I was so tired of packing up and dragging all my shit with me that I threw garbage bags of clothes, photos, notes, and keepsakes into the trash—which I now regret. I thought all the pictures were of former friends who I would never see again. It took me about a month to realize that the only two photos I had of my mom were mixed in with them.

      I don’t remember much about my mom. She overdosed when I was four. I do remember she had dry hands and a scratchy voice. She used to read to me from a Mother Goose nursery rhyme book with bright watercolor pictures. Other than the two photos, the book was the last thing I had from my mom, but it went missing at my eighth-grade parents’ house. I think one of the little kids stole it when they left.

      The neon blue numbers on my phone say it is four twenty-five. I step out of my car, press the lock button, and silently push the door until it clicks shut. I lived in this neighborhood—until last November when I turned eighteen. I lived in that house. Thanks to the state of Oregon, I’ve always lived in that house in any neighborhood. The one with the foster children—where kids come and go based on their behavior or personality. Sometimes, no matter how good you are, you have to move somewhere new. And you have no idea why.

      A few porch lights glow, and some houses have a window or two lit, probably for some child afraid to sleep in the dark—which I never understood. If your light is on, a peeping Tom could stand right outside your window and watch you sleep, even through the smallest gap in the curtains.

      My stomach clenches tight, and my heart pounds on the wall of my chest. I broke laws before, like staying out after curfew, drinking underage, egging houses, or stealing things I needed—but nothing like this. I am legally an adult and about to harbor a runaway. I can do hard-time for this. Amber and I have one chance, and we need to get it right.

      The group home is a two-story house with a basement, indoor and outdoor security cameras, and motion-activated floodlights—not to keep burglars out but to keep the children in.

      The second-story window of the girls’ room is dark. Amber better be there, watching for my signal. The girls’ room has two sets of bunk beds. Amber and I slept on the upper bunks, letting the two little ones, Willow and Susan, have the lower beds.

      The room always reeked like pee, no matter how often Amber and I washed and bleached Willow's sheets. The boys' room also has two sets of bunk beds and stinks like dirty socks and underwear. The three boys are all middle school skater boys with the typical cool-kid attitudes and bad grades to match. I miss them.

      I feel like a cat with heightened senses as I creep to the side of the house, avoiding the security lights in the driveway and taking out my phone. I flip it open and hold the glowing screen below my chin, which is our signal, so Amber knows it is me. The curtains in the girls' room flutter, so…just as we planned, I move beneath the bathroom window. It is one of the few without a security sensor and the one we always drop things out of to get them past our foster parents.

      Sharon and Mike treated us like inmates. They always patted us down at the door before leaving or entering. We had to sneak everything, except our school books and binders, in or out of the house. We were forbidden from wearing makeup and tank tops, so we kept all that in our lockers during the school year. Amber and I had an entire bag filled with eyeliner, mascara, foundation, our hair straightener, and skimpy tank tops that we would grab and head straight to the girls' restroom every morning. Amber and I had so many tardies to first period we were on permanent after-school detention every Tuesday and Thursday—but we didn't care. Who wanted to go home anyway?

      The two tiny basement windows are dark, but that does not mean much. Mike's creepy brother, Ed, could be sitting in there, watching me with his pants down around his ankles. He is in his forties and balding. The little hair he has left on his head is greasy, like he is afraid to wash it and make more fall out. He is the reason Amber is running away. I quit school the day I turned eighteen, so I could get the hell out of the house and make enough money to buy a car and save Amber.

      Sharon and Mike went out one time, leaving Ed in charge of all the kids. He lured Amber and me into the basement, where he had a trunk filled with skanky stripper clothes. He said he wanted to take pictures of us to send to a magazine, saying we looked like models. He promised us that we could make a lot of money. As soon as he pulled out the Zip Ties, I freaked out and started screaming—so he let us go back upstairs.

      Just before I moved out, Amber and I came home to him watching Willow and Susan play on the swing set. He sat there watching them with a disgusting boner under his jeans. We tried to warn Sharon and Mike, but they called us liars. Lately, Ed had been wiggling his fat purple tongue at Amber like he wanted to stick it inside her. It was only a matter of time before something happened. Last week, Amber heard the bedroom door open and close in the middle of the night. She knew it was Ed, standing there, breathing hard while he jacked off. She lay still, afraid to move until he finished and left the room.

      The bathroom window finally slides open, and the screen pops out. Amber's beautiful face peeks through, and she waves. This is the moment. I only need to get her duffle bag and put it in my car. Then, Amber will wait for Sharon to wake up and realize she is out of her French Vanilla coffee creamer. Amber had emptied it down the sink last night, knowing Sharon would send her out to the store for more. Like an addict, Sharon needs the creamer for her coffee every single morning.

      The end of Amber's purple duffle bag pokes out, filling the entire window frame. I move to where I think it will drop. It wiggles in the opening, inches out, then pops through and falls toward me. I flinch and turn my face away. It hits my arms and slips through, making a thud as it drops onto the dirt. I grab it and flatten myself against the wall. Amber's head sticks out the window, eyes wide and frozen. My breathing is so loud in my ears that I cannot hear anything. I try to hold my breath until my head feels light.

      The basement light clicks on. Shit! I slowly exhale through my nose. Please, God, don't let Ed come out to check. I draw in a breath and listen. A dog barks a few streets over. Should I go or wait? There is no way in hell I want to face Ed, so I nod up to Amber.

      She puts the screen back into place and slides the window shut. I try to listen past the pounding in my ears. The last thing I need is for some nosey neighbor to see me coming from the side of the house with a duffle bag, especially from the side of that house. The neighborhood is filled with stay-at-home moms who feel it is their duty to monitor us.

      I hurry back around the block, toss Amber's bag into the back seat of my car, and wait for the morning light. Ever since dropping out of school, I have been living with Jill, a single mom with two boys. She gave me a free room for some cleaning and babysitting. Her house isn't much different than foster care, but I can come and go as I please, and I don't have to worry about some pedophile living in the house. I could not tell Jill what we planned, so I didn't get a chance to say goodbye to her or the boys—or thank her for all she did for me. I also could not give two weeks' notice at the Shell Station or Burgertime, leaving them scrambling to fill my shifts.

      It feels like I have been sitting here forever, waiting for daylight and sliding down in my seat whenever a car or jogger comes toward me. As the houses come to life with lights, I can almost smell the fried eggs, Pop-Tarts, and toaster waffles. My stomach grumbles. After a while, people start coming out front doors, dressed in business suits. They head to their cars with their leather bags and thermal mugs.

      Where is Amber? Sharon must be up by now, throwing F-bombs all around the kitchen, cursing whichever kid touched her creamer, and threatening to ground them all if someone didn't confess.

      Finally, Amber appears around the corner, trying not to look nervous but walking faster than normal. She has long, sweeping bangs and amber-colored hair that comes to her shoulders. Amber is delicate, with thin wrists and ankles that always get twisted or wrenched too hard. We are both five-foot-three, but I have stronger bones and thicker hair than her.

      I wonder how long it will take for Sharon to realize that Amber isn't dawdling at the store but missing—only to check the girls' room and realize Amber's stuff is gone and she has run away. We thought about Amber leaving everything behind and sharing my clothes, but we decided it would be inhumane to let Sharon and Mike believe she was the victim of a serial killer or something. Plus, we will have less police after us since foster kids run away all the time.

      As she gets closer, I can see that her eyes and nose are red and watery. She opens the passenger door and hops in.

      “Is everything all right?”

      She nods, but tears run down her cheeks.

      “Did something happen?”

      She shakes her head and takes a few gasping breaths. “I’m worried for Willow and Susan. I feel bad leaving them.”

      My throat stings. Without Amber or me there to protect them, what will Ed do? But, we cannot take two little girls. They will come after us for sure.

      "They're young. I don't think Ed will actually touch them." I reach over and take Amber's hand. "We'll call and report him as soon as we're safe in Canada."

      Amber squeezes my fingers and nods.

      “We can even lie and say he raped you to make sure there’s an investigation.”

      Her eyes light up. “Can we do that?”

      "Why not? We'll be out of the country, and we won't tell them where we are. There will be nothing they can do to us."

      She gives me the saddest smile I have ever seen. I squeeze her hand before letting it go, turn the key, put it into drive, and press down on the gas. The engine races, but we don't move. Before I have a chance to let out a curse word or two, the car lurches forward, and we are on our way.
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      Unless Amber and I are sitting in the back of a yellow school bus, we are never up at the butt crack of dawn. The sun highlights a thin layer of clouds and turns the sky pink and yellow as we turn down all the familiar side streets, blending in with the herd of cars backing out of driveways on their way to work.

      We don’t say a word and hardly even breathe as we inch down 99W in my metallic blue Mazda, practically hitting every single red light. We pass at least half a dozen Starbucks, all with long lines of commuters willing to drop three bucks for their morning fix.

      As we merge onto Interstate 5 toward Portland, Amber cranks up the radio and rolls her window down. Her hair whips all around her head, and she slides on her sunglasses.

      “We did it,” Amber says with a big smile.

      “We did!” I lower my window and pull my hair tie out.

      Soon, Sharon will call the police and post Amber’s picture all over Myspace. But by then, we will be all incognito with our fake IDs and partying like twenty-two-year-olds.

      The freeway curves around and we have a beautiful view of the city and the snow-tipped peaks of Mount St. Helens and Mount Hood. We cross over the Willamette River and take the first exit into the city. I always heard that Portland was weird. They even have bumper stickers and t-shirts saying so, but I never expected to see a man riding a unicycle in a kilt and playing bagpipes with flames shooting from the pipes.

      “Holy shit!” I hit the brakes as a cyclist in red and black spandex makes a left turn right in front of us. “Did you see that? I almost hit him.”

      I slow down and grip the wheel with both hands. I have never driven in a big city, and people wander everywhere. We pass a homeless woman pushing a shopping cart. I try not to look at her because Amber and I are only one step away from living on the streets. I barely saved enough for the used car, cell phone, and enough money to stay in youth hostels and eat for two weeks. We need to start looking for work the moment we get to Canada.

      “You’ll have to keep a lookout for the hostel,” I say. “I’m playing Frogger with the bicyclists.”

      Amber keeps glancing down at the map I printed out, then up at the buildings. “Turn right at the next street.”

      We have a green light but have to wait for a couple dressed as a faun and a woodland fairy to clear the crosswalk. We drive past restaurants with seating on the sidewalks and people with tie-dyed shirts or checkered suit coats and skinny jeans.

      “Left at the next light,” Amber says, “then right on the street after that. I’m getting hungry.”

      When I gassed up last night at the end of my shift, I should have packed us some car snacks, but I was so nervous that I didn't think past topping off the tank.

      “Turn left at the stop sign, then it will be on the left.”

      The hostel is an old house with a wide front porch and grass growing on the roof—not moss like most homes in Oregon, but actual blowing in the wind type of grass. I pull down a narrow side street, entirely shaded by the trees on either side of the road, like a magic tunnel ready to transport us to another life.

      Amber squeals as I pop the trunk. “We made it! I’m surprised you didn’t kill any bicyclists.”

      "I may have. I felt a thump a few blocks back." I joke, then drop the keys into my pocket. "Once we unload our stuff, want to go browse through all the shops?"

      “Yes! And we need to get a beer.” Amber loops her arm through mine. “Since we’re legal now.”

      “Define legal.”

      “True.” Amber stops at the bottom of the porch steps. “How about illegally legal to drink.”

      “Yes, but we will keep that fact to ourselves.”

      Alcohol will be one of the best parts of the new us. We both bought fake IDs. Amber’s was from a girl I worked with at Burgertime, and mine was from a woman who always came into the Shell Station and looked like an older version of me. "Remember…we are no longer Emmy and Amber, but Nicole and Madeline."

      I swing open a wooden screen door and about gag. The lobby looks like an old lady's wet dream, filled with overstuffed chairs, pamphlets, crocheted table runners, and scraggly houseplants. Nothing matches. A tacky golden lamp with a fringed shade sits on an end table, and several umbrellas stick up from an empty flowerpot.

      A skinny girl with sunglasses and a scarf tied around her blonde curls comes in behind us. She has a gigantic backpack with a sleeping bag strapped to the top and is wearing loose, green khaki pants and a wife-beater T-shirt that is in desperate need of some Clorox bleach. She doesn’t have any makeup on and smells like a campfire and other disgusting body odors.

      “Are you a backpacker?” Amber asks, always overly friendly and curious.

      “I’m hiking the Pacific Crest Trail.”

      Behind a glass counter, a tiny girl with short black hair and steel bars pierced through her eyebrow and lip, has an old-fashioned pink phone pressed to her ear. A curly pink cord connects her to the part with the dial.

      She puts her hand over the mouthpiece. “I’ll be right with you.”

      The girl behind us unbuckles her backpack and lets it drop to the floor. She sighs, stretches her arms, then bends over and touches the floor. Amber grabs my hand and gives it a tight squeeze. "We're going to meet such exciting people!"

      “Are you done?” Amber asks the backpacker. “Is this your final stop?”

      “No, I’m trying to make it all the way to Canada. I just want to see Portland and get a shower.”

      The girl behind the counter hangs up the phone by hooking it onto a silver cradle. "You here to check in?"

      “Yes, the reservation is under Nicole Keefer.”

      I feel more confident as Nicole, like I can do anything. Nicole, well my version of Nicole, is a new person and I can make her into whoever I want.

      The glass counter is filled with random brochures, books, an old jack-in-the-box, a Sesame Street lunch box, and an old Monopoly game with masking tape on the corners.

      “My name is Alexy. As you can see, we are an eco-friendly hostel. That’s a compost bin out there in the garden, and I’m sure you noticed the eco-roof.”

      “You mean the grass?” I ask. “Do you have to mow it?”

      “It’s a vegetated roof that soaks up rainwater and keeps it from running into the watershed. We harvest the rainwater, store it in cisterns, and use it to flush the toilets and water the garden.”

      I make a mental note to buy some bottled water.

      As Amber fills out the registration slip, I pick up a Magic 8 Ball that sits on the counter. Will this be an unforgettable vacation? I think, sending my brain waves into the ball. I shake it and turn it over. The little white triangle rises to the surface through a blue liquid, revealing my fortune: Without a doubt.

      Amber slides the completed form back to Alexy and holds her hand out toward the Magic 8 Ball. “My turn.”

      She shakes the ball, closes her eyes, and puts it to her forehead. After a moment, she opens her eyes then turns it over to wait for an answer. A frown pinches her eyebrows together, and she plunks it down onto the counter. "Those things are stupid anyway."

      “What did you ask it?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “You should never put your lives in the hands of fate,” a tired voice says behind us.

      I turn to see the backpacker sitting on the couch with her dirty boots up on top of the coffee table and her hands behind her head, exposing two very hairy armpits.

      Alexy sets two room keys on the counter, both attached to green coiled wristbands. "You'll be in the girl's dorm upstairs. There are two sets of bunk beds. So far, the other two beds are empty, but we're expecting more people tonight."

      Not that I ever want to sleep in a bunk bed again in my life, but the difference between the dorm and a private room was thirty bucks.

      “The kitchen closes at ten o’clock,” Alexy continues with her memorized spiel. “Hawthorne Street has shops and restaurants. The Bagdad has cheap movies, and you can eat pizza and drink beer inside the theater."

      Up in our room, I throw my suitcase on a bottom bunk. Amber sets her bag on the other bed. We both prefer a bottom bunk because if you ever need privacy, you can drape towels down and make a little fort out of it.

      "We could do that…”

      “Do what?”

      “We can backpack. We can use the rest of our money for camping equipment and backpacks.”

      Amber's forehead wrinkles. "Neither of us has ever camped, and we both complain if we have to walk up a steep hill."

      I drop it for now. If we had a tent, we would always have a place to sleep. But then again, there is the hairy armpit problem.

      “Damnit,” Amber says and looks down into her shirt. “My bra strap broke, and I don't have another."

      We head down to the lobby and get a huge silver safety pin from Alexy. Amber fishes out her strap, and I hold it in place while she pierces the top of the cup and hooks them together. It is her favorite bra, a pink one with light pink embroidered stars.

      “Let’s see what Portland has other than rainwater harvesting and kamikaze bicyclists.”

      We link arms and go outside.

      We pass the Awareness Holistic Center with a white picket fence and stepping stones that barely show through the thick grass. Across the street is Red Carpet Vintage and Roof of the World Tibetan Clothing, along with an herb and bead shop, a hemp clothing store, and a microbrewery.

      “I feel out of place here,” Amber says.

      “How can you feel out of place?” I sweep my arm past people in camouflage, plaid, ripped jeans, newsy caps, and Rastafarian hats. Some have man-buns, beards, body piercings, or tattoos. “I think just about anything goes.”

      “I guess I feel out of place with my ordinariness,” Amber says. “I feel bland.”

      "We are bland—just like mushy canned peas. Oh God, remember that time Sharon would not let me leave the table until I finished my peas, and I just sat there for hours until she finally let me go?"

      “See, even you would rather be punished than eat canned peas.”

      A group of naked bicyclists—elderly naked bicyclists—pedal past us. Amber and I look at each other with raised eyebrows and wide eyes.

      “We need to get off the street.” I pull her toward a warehouse-sized antique shop. “Let’s go in here.”

      Every inch of the store is crammed with stuffed chairs, Polaroid cameras, trunks, cowboy hats, old clothes, ice skates, naked baby dolls with patches of bare scalp, Jesus figurines, and fake jewelry. Just a bunch of old crap that people bought and got tired of. Or maybe they died, and their kids threw out all their shit.

      “This place is awesome.” Amber picks up a long strip of fur with an animal head still attached. “Look at this thing.”

      "Put it down. It probably has fleas." An old Ouija Board sits on top of a stack of board games. I pick it up and shake it, feeling the pieces clunk around inside it. "Should we buy it?"

      “Have you ever used one?” Amber asks.

      "Yes, I did with Shelly Howell, but I think she moved it just to freak me out. Let's get it. I trust you to not make it move, and we can see if it really works." I flip it over, looking for the price. "It's only five dollars. I'm getting it."

      “Hell no,” Amber says. “I heard they open doorways for demons, especially if you don’t know what you’re doing. And we are the poster children for not knowing what we are doing.”

      “What? Look at us. We are in Portland on the adventure of a lifetime.” I set the Ouija Board back on the shelf. “By the way, what did you ask the Magic 8 Ball?”

      Amber shakes her head. “It’s stupid. I asked it if we’ll make it to Canada.”

      “What did it say?”

      She shakes her head again, then answers, “It said, Outlook not so good.”

      "Maybe you weren't specific enough. Hey, look." I point at a rack of shoes all bent up like tiny crescent moons with their laces hanging out or buckles undone. "They look like elf shoes."

      "Oh my God, look at that!" Amber picks up two brand new pairs of lime green Converse tennis shoes. "Both are size six. It's meant to be."

      “Sold,” I say. I cannot remember the last time I had a pair of new shoes. We usually get hand-me-downs.

      “I wish we could take pictures of our adventure and post them on Myspace,” Amber says. “Nobody can see our awesomeness.”

      “We won’t feel so awesome if we’re caught!”

      “True!”

      Back at the hostel, we look through stacks of brochures.

      “Here’s a Bohemian storytelling walking tour,” Amber says. “That could be interesting. Or, we could tour a microbrewery. I want to learn more about beer.”

      “This looks like fun.” I hold up a brochure with Whitewater Rafting Adventure in big white letters. People in rubber boats and orange and yellow life jackets hold paddles as they splash through whitewater on the cover.

      Amber ignores me, studying the brochures in her hand. “Here’s a riverboat.” She holds up one with a huge triple-decker steamboat with a giant red paddlewheel in the back.

      I open the rafting brochure.

      “Listen to this,” I say. “Thrilling rapids with scenic calm stretches through a rimrock-lined canyon where Native Americans hunted and fished for thousands of years. Experienced guides take visitors through class III and class IV rapids, beautiful swimming holes, and diverse wildlife. The Deschutes River Canyon is home to bighorn sheep, coyotes, eagles, cougars, river otters, and osprey.”

      “Maybe we should just get to Canada,” Amber says.

      “We came on this trip for adventure. We need to start living our lives on our own terms.”

      “I just have a bad feeling,” Amber says. “I don’t know why.”

      “Is it that stupid message you got on the Magic 8 Ball? Maybe you should try it again.”

      Alexy’s shift must have finished because a skinny guy, who is all elbows and a huge Adam’s apple, comes from a doorway and steps behind the glass counter. He wears thick black-framed glasses like they used to wear in the 1950s.

      “You ever been whitewater rafting?” I ask him.

      “Oh yeah, it’s a blast.”

      “It looks expensive,” Amber says, reading the back of one of the brochures.

      "If you're worried about the money, go to Lodell. It's not as popular as Maupin and farther off the main highway, but it's one big whitewater party. The hotel is cheap, the beer is cheap, and the bar is packed. They have a live band on the weekends, and most of the people are young and looking for fun."

      “How far away is it?” I ask.

      “It’s in Central Oregon—just a little over two hours east, on the other side of Mount Hood.”

      “That’s two hours out of our way,” Amber says.

      “I’ve never been on the other side of Mount Hood. Have you?”

      “No.”

      “We can’t leave Oregon before seeing what’s on the other side.” Taking on my new persona, I say, “Nicole and Madeline would love to see it.”

      Amber sighs. “You know I don’t like swimming.”

      “It’s not swimming. We will be in a raft with life jackets on.” I hold up the brochure. “And look how hot the rafting guides are.”

      She scans the brochure, and her eyebrows go up. "They are hot."

      “What do you say, Madeline?”

      “Maddy,” Amber says with a smile, finally loosening up. “I go by Maddy.”

      I knew it wouldn’t take her long.

      “So…what do you think? One side trip, then straight to Canada?” I take her hand. “I know! We will ask the Magic 8 Ball in the morning and let it decide for us.”

      “Oh God,” Amber rolls her eyes. “Fine, but if it tells us anything negative, it’s straight to Canada.”

      “Deal,” I say and give her the biggest hug. “We will never forget this trip.”
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      Our decision is in the hands of fate or a higher power. However you want to put it. People do that all the time, don’t they? And no matter what, it is better than leaving things in our hands. Sitting on the lobby couch with both of us feeling badass in our brand new green Converse sneakers, I hold the Magic 8 Ball between us.

      “Ready?”

      “I guess,” Amber says.

      We put our foreheads to the cold black plastic. Should we go whitewater rafting? I think, then pull it away, shake it, and turn it over. The plastic triangle slowly rises through the liquid, Concentrate and ask again.

      We do it again and get, Reply hazy, try again.

      “What did you ask it?”

      “If we should go to Canada,” Amber says.

      “We need to ask the same question. Let’s both ask if we should go whitewater rafting.”

      She nods, and I turn the ball over. We put our foreheads on it again, and I think, Should we go whitewater rafting? I shake it and turn it over. The triangle rises with, Better not tell you now.

      “Seriously?” We do not have time for an indecisive ball. We need to get going. I look around the lobby and don’t see anyone, so I drop the Magic 8 Ball into my bag.

      “What are you doing?”

      “We’re burning daylight,” I say, just like my fifth-grade foster dad used to, and I start toward the door.

      “Emmy…”

      I hurry and step out onto the porch in case they have security cameras and are watching us from another room. I pop the trunk and toss my suitcase in. Amber is right behind me, and her purple duffle bag flies into the trunk. I giggle as I jump into the driver’s seat and put it in drive. We are rolling forward before Amber even has her seatbelt on.

      “What are you doing? Emmy!”

      "I'm not Emmy anymore. I'm Nicole! And Nicole wants to leave."

      Amber rolls her eyes.

      I drive a few blocks, then turn into a gas station and get in line for a pump. I take the Magic 8 Ball from my bag. “Okay, one more time. If it’s a direct answer, we’ll follow it. Agreed?”

      “Agreed,” Amber says.

      “I will ask alone this time. It may not work with two people.”

      I put it to my head and ask, Is it my fate to go whitewater rafting? I shake the ball, then turn it over. Amber leans toward me, and we watch the triangle rise to the surface. It is decidedly so.

      I look to Amber. She shrugs and says, “I better not fall into the river.”

      The car in front of us moves forward, and I pull to the pump. The attendant, all skinny and in a hoodie even though it is not cold out, comes to the window just as I roll it down. When he sees us, a smile comes to his face. "What can I get you?"

      “Fill it up,” I say. “And can you tell us how to get to Lodell?”

      “His eyebrows pinch together.”

      “Lodell?” He moves to the gas tank and removes the cap. “I never heard of Lodell.”

      “It’s a whitewater rafting town.”

      “You mean Maupin?”

      Amber hands me a brochure. The attendant puts the nozzle into our tank and presses some buttons on the pump. I hold the brochure out the window. “No, it’s Lodell.”

      He takes the brochure and looks at the front cover just as someone at the next pump honks for him. He nods his head. “Oh, yeah, I went there once with my youth group.”

      The person honks again. He looks over, then back at me. “Take Interstate 84 east all the way to US 197 and go south. Follow the signs to Maupin. Once you’re there, you can ask how to get to Lodell.”

      He walks off just as the nozzle pops and our tank is full.

      “That was quick,” Amber says.

      “We didn’t need much, and I want to start with a full tank."

      The attendant returns and pumps some more until the numbers round to the nearest fifty cents. "That'll be five-fifty. You want a receipt?"

      “No thanks.” I hand him the exact amount and put the Mazda into drive. It does that thing again where the engine races, but we don't move for a moment, then it catches and lurches forward. As we roll away, the attendant yells something to us.

      “What did he say?” I ask Amber.

      She shrugs, “Trans something. Maybe transformation or transportation?”

      “Whatever.”

      We make it to Interstate 84 with Mount Hood just to the right. The peak is covered in snow even in the summer, just like a white-chocolate Hershey's Kiss. The Columbia River is on the left. As we drive into the Columbia River Gorge, steep cliffs rise up with waterfalls pouring down at least six hundred feet. Amber reads the road signs as we go. We zoom past Rooster Rock, Bridal Veil Falls, Multnomah Falls, Bonneville Dam, and the Bridge of the Gods. Windsurfers skim across the choppy river, and fishermen's boats bob up and down on the Columbia.

      “Remember that song we learned in elementary school?” I start singing, Roll on Columbia, roll on.

      Amber joins in, and we sing, mumbling when we forget certain verses but always singing the chorus aloud. The wind picks up, whipping the trees and pushing against our car in gusts. I move to the slow lane and grip the steering wheel.

      The gorge, filled with fir trees and wildflowers, eventually fades away to grasslands and rolling hills. Just as we pass The Dalles, a light comes on my dashboard. It looks like a tiny airplane with the word CHECK beneath it.

      “What does that mean?” I ask Amber, pointing at it.

      “I don’t know. Did you miss a payment?”

      “I don’t have payments. Look in the glove box and see if there’s something that explains it.”

      Amber searches, pulling everything out and onto her lap. She sorts through them twice, then picks up a single piece of paper and stares over at me.

      “What?”

      “Did you steal this car?”

      “No! I bought it. You know I did.”

      “There is nothing here that says you own it. The registration and insurance papers say, Jennifer Singleton.”

      "Duh! I paid for it, but I couldn't register it in my name—especially since we planned to escape. The police could put out an APB on my license plate. Do I look stupid?"

      “What about insurance?”

      “I can’t afford insurance.”

      “Oh my God!” Amber says.

      “What are you worried about? I only paid a thousand dollars for the car. I could almost buy another one for what I would pay for insurance. If I wreck it, I wreck it. I don’t need it replaced.”

      Amber shrugs. “I thought it is a law that you must have insurance.”

      “Seriously? You’re worried about insurance when you ran away, and I am harboring a minor? You don't go to jail for no insurance."

      “True,” Amber says. “And Nicole lives as she pleases.”

      “Right!”

      We finally make it onto US 197, which will take us south, behind Mount Hood. Once out of the gorge, the wind dies down, and we speed past nothing but grassland and isolated farms. Every now and then, a truck comes up on our ass, then speeds around us. I stay close to the speed limit. I'm not about to be caught because of a speeding violation.

      As we circle around the east of Mount Hood, Amber lowers her window, turns up the stereo, and blasts Teenage Flight by Amy James.

      Her hair whips around as she sings, “Let’s straighten our hair and line our eyes. Don’t ever go back, don’t ever go back.” She glances over at me and smiles.

      Now, I know that Amber is all in. She doesn't want to go rafting, but as usual, she never holds a grudge and has a great time once she starts. She isn't like some people who reluctantly go along and then make the entire trip miserable. I love that about her.

      I roll my window down and join in singing, “Skinny jeans and boy dreams. Don’t ever go back, don’t ever go back.”

      The landscape changes from grassland to high desert covered in dusty green brush and twisted trees, filling the car with a warm and sagey smell. The highway takes us down a canyon into Maupin, and we get our first glimpse of the Deschutes River.

      The entire main street is only five blocks of shops, restaurants, a small park, and a school. We pass a service station that looks like it was built in the 1920s with two gas pumps and an old rusty truck parked in front.

      The road drops down, winding deeper into the canyon toward the river. Below a bridge, people prepare for a barbecue on a big grassy lawn between the river and a hotel. We cross and drive along the other side of the Deschutes.

      Instead of climbing out of the canyon, we take a road that hugs the river. We stop where two cars are pulled over to watch some rafts going through the rapids. The river surges white through dark volcanic rock. On the other side, train tracks and telephone poles hug a ledge, barely squeezing in between the river and cliff.

      Several people sit in beach chairs on a big rock close to the rapid. Bright blue and red umbrellas shade them as they snap pictures of the rafts going through the whitewater.

      I pull the car off the road, slowly inching closer to the river and feeling panic rise up in my throat. “How close am I?”

      “Keep going.”

      “I’m good.” I put the car in park and set the emergency brake.

      “We’re not completely off the road.”

      “I don’t give a crap. It’s too close to the edge for me.”

      We step from the car and stand at the rim, where the volcanic rock drops straight down into the river. The rapids rumble, and something buzzes like electrical wires in the hot air.

      A blue raft with six people in orange life jackets drifts into view, bumping over the whitewater and around the rocks.

      The guide in the back yells, “Right side forward,” and the people on the right stick their paddles into the water.

      Just before the raft drops down into a churning hole, the guide yells, “Stop.”

      Everyone stops paddling, and the raft plunges through the rapid. When a big splash of water washes over the front, the rafters shriek and cheer.

      “Oh my God,” Amber says, but I do not look at her or answer.

      Several other rafts go through in a similar way, each taking the rapids at a slightly different angle. But all of them make it through with no difficulty. Right before we leave, an orange raft comes wobbling around the bend with people in mismatched life jackets and paddling wildly with nobody in charge. A man sits on the front of the raft with his legs dangling in the water. He holds onto a strap at the front with one hand with a can of beer raised into the air with the other as he takes the rapids like a bronco buster. A gush of water pushes his upper body back into the raft, but he pulls himself back up and yells, "Yah-hoo!”

      Amber looks over at me with her eyebrows raised high.

      “We wouldn’t go with them,” I say.

      “Maybe they’re from Lodell, and that's why it's so much cheaper."

      “Naw, they’re just a buncha drunk fucks,” a guy behind us says. He looks to be in his thirties and wears a faded orange and black baseball cap with Beavers written across the front. “Those are the type of people who flip their rafts or drown. At least these ones have life jackets on.”

      “People raft with no life jackets?” I ask.

      “You’d be surprised,” the man says. “I’ve seen idiots on inner tubes. Some people don’t realize how powerful the Deschutes is.”

      “Can you tell us how to get to Lodell?”

      He squints his eyes and gives us a strange look. “You going there alone?”

      “No,” I say just in case he is a creeper. “We’re meeting some people there.”

      He takes a moment to answer, then points to the top of the canyon wall. It’s an hour that way. Take 197 south. It will turn into 97. Watch for signs and follow them to Silverdale. Once you turn off the highway, you will see signs for Lodell.

      We climb back into the car and take a steep road up and away from the river. At the top, we have a bird’s-eye view of the little town of Maupin tucked against the crevasse of the canyon. We drive away into the lonely nothingness. We are the only car on the road for miles and miles of dry desert brush, driving parallel with the distant mountain range and snow-covered volcano peaks that divide where we grew up with where we are now.

      Amber blares the music, and we speed across the desert highway until the radio catches nothing but static.
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      Forty-five minutes south of Maupin, we turn off the highway and start our descent into Lodell. The desert transforms into green pastures filled with black and brown cows. We pass farms with big barns and small wooden houses or trashy trailers with beater cars parked out front. Fields have piles of hay covered with tarps and massive water pipes stretching across them.

      “Are you sure this is the right way?”

      “There’s a sign up ahead.”

      The road is nothing but blacktop between grass-filled ditches, not even giving us enough room to pull off to the side.

      We roll up to a post with a cheap wooden sign with Lodell painted in white, and an arrow pointing left. I follow it and drive until we come to another sign that looks like the first, except it has bullet holes shot through it.

      “Are you sure about this?” Amber asks, looking out her side window. “I’m getting a creepy feeling that we’re driving straight into a Stephen King movie.”

      She is right. I imagine some beat-up old truck a mile behind us taking down the Lodell signs and following us into the middle of nowhere. We keep driving, and the land turns back into desert with fields of dried grass and abandoned bare-wood shacks that look like old-time pioneer houses.

      The blacktop ends at another road sign that points down a dirt road and into a rocky canyon.“Maybe we should just turn around,” Amber says.

      “Any cell service?”

      She shakes her head. “I think we should go back. We can probably make it to Portland before dark.”

      We promised never to drive in the dark. It would be too dangerous if we got a flat tire or our car broke down.

      "We should never have gone off the main road. We are in the middle of fricking Narnia.” Amber's voice starts getting that high-pitched whine she gets whenever she works herself into a panic. "We only had to stick to Interstate 5 all the way into Canada, but no, we had to be impulsive. We had to drive completely out of our way to jump onto a raft and risk our lives in a raging river. We should have just stuck with our plan. This is how people get lost, murdered, or die of dehydration…”

      Beep, beep, beep. My heart jumps to my throat. An old silver pickup truck pulls up so close it almost takes off my mirror.

      “Everything okay? You got car trouble?”

      A strong and suntanned arm hangs out the passenger side window. I follow it up to an equally tanned bare chest and face with a smile so big that it makes his eyes squint. A girl with blonde braids and a blue headband, folded and tied around her head like a gangbanger’s, sits between him and the driver. The driver’s face is in the shadows, but I can see that he is wearing a cowboy hat.

      “You need some help?” The girl asks.

      “No,” Amber says, yelling past me and out the window. “We’re fine.”

      “Where are you headed?” The guy in the passenger seat asks. He has some nice beard stubble and looks like a cross between a mountain man and a firefighter—one of those guys who could shoot you an elk for dinner, then pull you from your burning house when you try to cook it. Oh my God, I might need someone to jumpstart my heart.

      I swallow, trying to get the lump out of my throat. “We’re going to Lodell to go whitewater rafting.”

      The guy looks at the sign directly in front of us that reads, Lodell in bold white letters, then back at me. “Looks like you’re in the right place.”

      I feel like an idiot.

      “That’s where we’re headed,” he says. “Follow us down.”

      As the truck rumbles past, three guys in the back lower themselves onto piles of orange and yellow life jackets. They hold onto the sides of the bed as it brings up a tail of dirt and turns down into the canyon, dragging a trailer piled high with five blue rubber rafts. An old yellow short bus also bumps past us, filled with sunburned tourists in caps and sunglasses.

      I turn toward Amber, then burst into laughter. “Oh my God, they were hot! You in now?”

      She does not answer but gives me a nod. I put the car in drive and follow them down into the canyon, hanging far enough back to stay out of their dust cloud. I stop at the entrance to a short cement tunnel beneath some train tracks. It is covered in graffiti. Someone spray-painted a skull with pitchforks instead of crossbones on one side and an owl with giant ringed eyes on the other.

      “Ready?” Somehow, this feels like our last chance to turn around.

      Amber only shrugs.

      I take my foot off the brake and push down on the gas. The engine does that racing thing, but this time, it does not move.

      “That doesn’t sound right.”

      I put it in park and then back into drive. When I step on the gas, it races, then catches with a clunk, and we lurch forward into the tunnel.

      We roll past more graffiti—not the beautiful graffiti you see on the side of a train or an overpass but artistically challenged graffiti. Sprayed in red, black, blue, or white is DEATH. Jason loves Candie, and a giant red penis and balls right next to Becky sucks dick.

      Once through the tunnel, we catch up with the short bus and pass over a creek lined with bright green trees. The road turns left at the base of a giant brownish-red cliff with layers of crumbly dark rock at the top. Everything seems unreal as we cross back and forth over wooden bridges and follow the creek through the canyon.

      Just under a gigantic steel railroad bridge, the land flattens out to rock and desert brush. Abandoned bare wood shacks and old rail fences with sagging barbed wire looped between them make the town look like an old pioneer ghost town. A few of the houses seem lived-in, but most have no doors, missing walls, and broken windows.

      Amber sits, staring out the window and not saying a word. The only sign of life comes from a one-pump gas station with flapping red, yellow, and blue banners where a man’s legs stick out from beneath a car. An old-fashioned sign says, Bud’s Garage in large red letters.

      “This is Lodell?” Amber asks.

      The bus turns left up ahead. “Maybe it gets better.”

      The road comes to a T at the river. More shacks and a campground with blue, orange, and green tents are to the right. We make a left onto a paved road alongside the river. It curves to the right, and as we round the corner, we come to the town of Lodell.

      Cars line the main street, parked in front of mismatched businesses. Most of them have a western look, but some are built with cement blocks or brick with giant store windows.

      “It’s cute,” I say, “for a such a little hick-town.”

      “It is, but could you imagine living here?”

      “Never.” We cruise past Lodell Community Church, a small elementary school, and a bunch of shops and restaurants. The silver truck with the hot guys turns at a sign that says Rimrock Outfitters.

      “That’s where we should book our rafting trip…since they helped us.”

      “Of course,” Amber says like she is in on the conspiracy. “…since they helped us.”
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