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Chapter 1



If you want to put me in Hell, plunk me down in the middle of a party where I don’t know anyone. If you want to be really thorough, fill the place with drunken college kids. And make sure every other one manages to spill a drink on me. Don’t tell me about the party in advance, so I show up in sweatpants and ponytails. While you’re at it, put a bubble-gum pink cat carrier under my arm. With a pissed-off mini dachshund inside.


Actually, don’t. Because then you’ll turn into my brother Duncan. And trust me: You don’t want to be Duncan.


Here’s what he did this time. He said he’d watch my dog, Pickle, while I was out of town for three weeks. I reminded him that she was a bit of an ankle-biter and not a huge fan of the human race. Or the canine one. Or living creatures in general. Still, Duncan swore he wanted to with such sincerity that even after knowing him for a lifetime, I said okay. He swore to devote himself to her comfort the whole time I was gone. He even teased me that he’d burn a meat-scented candle to help her feel at home.


We agreed I’d drop Pickle off the night before I left, but by the time it was time, Duncan had forgotten the whole plan as if it had never existed. Instead, he’d decided to host a “small gathering of good friends” with his roommate, Jake, bartending. Jake, for his part, had invented a drink called “the Lambada” mixed with homemade moonshine that he swore would get you laid if you even just sniffed it.


Suddenly a hundred people were crammed into an apartment the size of a refrigerator. And one of them was me.


The worst part wasn’t even that Duncan kept doing this kind of thing. It was that I kept falling for it. And now my emotionally challenged pet had to suffer.


Duncan, as always in these moments, was nowhere to be found.


I pushed my way through to his room, which was empty. Not empty of dirty boxers on the floor, or three-week-old Chinese takeout containers, or posters with girls in bikinis—just empty of Duncan. In the corner, the recliner he’d rescued from the heavy trash was piled taller than me with dirty laundry. A six-month-old tangle of Christmas lights hung from a sad nail, flashing on and off like Vegas.


I picked my way over to the unmade bed, set Pickle’s carrier down, and tilted it up to peer in at her face. Her top lip was caught on the teeth. The ears were drooping. The eyes were all betrayal.


“You don’t want to live here, do you?” I said.


To my surprise, a voice behind me answered back. “I don’t mind.”


It was Jake. Housemate, bartender, and Duncan’s best friend since tenth grade. But it took me a second to register, and not just because he was standing in a corner, somewhat out of sight. He looked different—radically different—than the last time I’d seen him. When had that been? I had no idea. Long enough for him to grow like a foot taller, and to fill out in all those good boy places, like shoulders and arms, and to get a vast improvement of a haircut that spiked up in the front. I knew it was him, of course—but he looked so unlike the person I pictured on the rare occasion that I thought of him, I couldn’t help but confirm: “Jake?”


He raised a hand. “Hi, Helen.”


“Were you hiding back there?”


“I wasn’t hiding,” he said with a frown. “I was in the nook.”


“The nook?”


“Yeah,” he said, turning to gesture behind him. “We turned the closet into a nook. Video games, music. I use it mostly for reading.”


“You and Duncan built a nook?”


“It’s awesome. It’s like a spaceship in there. Want to see?”


I gave him a look: really? I had never liked this kid. Everything that made me crazy about Duncan? Jake made it worse. After Duncan met Jake, he did half the dishes, half the homework, and twice the dope-smoking that he’d done before. I’d hoped they’d lose touch when they went off to college, but, instead, they became housemates. For four years. Now it was the summer after their senior year—though Duncan hadn’t quite graduated—and they were still living like idiots.


Apparently, Duncan didn’t have time to graduate, but he had time to build a spaceship nook. No, I did not want to see it. Nope.


Jake was staring at me in the way he always stared at me when we were in the same room: mouth slightly open, as if he were not just looking at me, but beholding me, somehow. From anyone else, it would have been flattering.


I finally had to say something. “You cut off your ponytail.”


He nodded, remembering. “Yep,” he said. “Yep. Grabbed a big pair of scissors and snipped it right off. Duncan keeps it in a coffee mug on the shelf and calls it our pet.”


There was a pause, while Jake kept nodding.


“Was that for graduation?” I finally asked.


“No,” he said, switching to head-shaking. “That was freshman year.”


That got my attention. “You’ve had your hair short since freshman year? Haven’t I seen you since then?”


“Oh, yeah. A bunch of times.”


I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen him. I’d certainly never noticed he’d cut off all that nasty hair and spiked it into a dark Speed Racer look. I guess sometimes you just get an idea of a person in your mind, and that’s what you see when you look at him, no matter what.


“It could be the glasses,” he offered.


I frowned.


“The new glasses,” he said, tapping them. “I never wore glasses before this year.”


“Oh,” I said. “Right.” It was becoming quite clear to me—and likely to him, too—that I’d never really looked at him before. He might have insisted he’d always worn a pirate patch, and I couldn’t have argued.


“I like them,” I said then.


“They’re very Nixon administration,” he said. “Duncan’s started calling me Apollo Thirteen.”


So there we had it. Haircut, hipster glasses, and the mysterious addition of all kinds of muscles. Three was a magic number after all. “Well,” I said, looking away. “It’s a thousand times better.”


“Thanks.”


Another pause.


“Are you looking for Duncan?” Jake asked then.


“Yes!” I said, and it all came back—how mad I was. “He’s supposed to dog-sit for me.”


“That’s a dog in there?” He peered in. Pickle growled.


The music outside the bedroom seemed to get louder. “We were supposed to do a drop-off tonight,” I said. “Duncan was not supposed to be hosting Girls Gone Wild.”


Jake wrinkled his nose in apology. “He probably forgot.”


“Of course he forgot,” I said. “It’s Duncan. And that’s why I’m leaving. But first I want to thank him profusely for letting me down. Again.”


Jake nodded like he really got it. “He’s big on the offering, not so big on the actual doing.”


I shook my head at my own stupidity. “I never should have agreed.”


“It’s hard, though,” Jake said. “He really means it when he offers. You just have to train yourself to say no. I’ve got it on a tattoo: ALWAYS SAY NO TO DUNCAN.”


I tilted my head. “Really?”


He smiled like I was adorable. “Not really. I’m kidding.”


I sighed.


“Great ponytails, by the way,” he added.


Pickle started barking then—loudly, over and over. “Do you know where Duncan is?” I asked.


He nodded. “He’s in my room. That’s why I’m here.”


I shook my head. “Why aren’t either of you actually attending your own party?”


“Um,” Jake said, turning his eyes up to the ceiling to think. “Well, I’m in the middle of this great book, so I took a bartending break to see what happens next, but I’m pretty sure Duncan might be getting lucky.”


I put my hand over my eyes. “Please tell me you’re kidding again.”


“Nope,” he said. “I seem to be sexiled.”


I dropped my hand to look at him.


“That’s when you’re exiled from your room,” he explained, “because someone else is having sex there.”


“I know what sexiled is,” I said. “They had that word even way back when I was in college.”


Jake nodded approvingly.


“Why is he in your room?” I asked.


Jake gestured around like it was obvious. “You can’t bring a girl in here.”


I scanned the bikini posters. “But yours is okay?”


He shrugged. “My filth level is lower.”


I sighed again. There were very few things Duncan could be doing that I wouldn’t be willing to interrupt right now, but “getting lucky” was one of them. “Can you give him a message for me?” I asked.


“Sure,” Jake said. “Anything.”


“Tell him he’s a moron, and he can kiss my ass.”


Jake nodded as he committed it to memory. “Got it.”


“Don’t forget,” I said, as I bent down to lift Pickle’s carrier.


He crossed his heart. “I won’t forget,” he said. “Especially the part about your ass.”


Was he flirting with me? He was ten years younger than I was! Uppity behavior like that demanded an icy stare-down. But, in honor of the fact that he’d cut off that greasy ponytail, I let it slide.


I was at the door when he said something that stopped me. “Thanks for the ride, by the way.”


I turned back with my hand still on the knob. “What ride?”


Jake looked flummoxed for a second, then frowned. “The ride?” he said. “Tomorrow?”


“I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m actually going out of town tomorrow, so I can’t give you a ride anywhere.” Not that I would have, anyway. Had I ever given him a ride to anything? What was he thinking?


“I know,” he said. “You’re going to Wyoming. To go hiking. On a survival course.”


“That’s right,” I said, surprised that Duncan had conveyed so many details correctly.


“I’m also going to Wyoming tomorrow. To go hiking—”


And then, with dread, I knew what he was going to say.


“—on the same survival course.”


I set Pickle down. “I’m sorry. What?”


“We’re going to the same place,” he said, like it all made perfect sense. “Duncan said you wouldn’t mind giving me a ride.”


It didn’t make sense. Why would this kid Jake be going on the same trip as me? How could the universe even let that happen? This was something I was doing for myself, on my own. A Back Country Survival Company course, no less. BCSC courses were famously hard-core, invariably grueling, and occasionally life-threatening. It was a big deal for me. It was supposed to be a spiritual journey. It was supposed to signify my bouncing back after the worst year—or six—of my life. Duncan’s goofy friend could not be coming, too. He was not invited.


“But this is something I’m doing alone,” I said matter-of-factly, in a mind-melding tone that always worked beautifully on the first graders in my class.


“Well,” he said, “it’s twelve people plus the instructor, so you won’t exactly be alone.”


Not a first grader, then. “But, I mean, alone like on my own.”


“On your own with eleven other people,” he confirmed. “And me.”


This was crazy. “How can you be coming on my trip?”


“Technically, you are coming on my trip,” he said. “Duncan only knew about it because I was going.”


Duncan. This was all his fault. Again. As usual. “But he never said anything about you,” I said.


“I think at the time you signed up, I thought I couldn’t go. But now I can.” He shrugged, looking pleased.


This was not the plan. The plan, as I had fantasized for the last six months, was to drive out to Wyoming and have a brave adventure with a bunch of strangers that would totally change not just my life, but my entire personality. The plan was to set out alone into the world, conquer it, and return home a fiercer and more badass version of myself. The plan did not include anybody but me—especially not, of all people, Jake.


I made an apologetic face. “I’m so sorry,” I said, like this settled things, “but I’m supposed to stay with my grandmother on the trip out.”


“Grandma GiGi? She loves me.”


“She couldn’t,” I said. My grandma GiGi didn’t love anybody except me. And Duncan. On occasion.


“She does. I swear. Call her.”


“I’m not going to call her. I’ve got things to do. On the drive back, I have to go to a bar mitzvah to see some old friends.”


He nodded. “The son of your high school boyfriend and your high school best friend. Right? Why would you go to that?”


I gaped. This kid knew way too much about my life. “I’m going,” I said, “because we’re friends on Facebook now, and because they asked me to, and because it’s not healthy to hold a grudge.”


“You’re friends on Facebook?”


“Yeah. Except I never, ever go on Facebook.” I blinked. “Why do you even know about any of this?”


“Duncan told me,” he said with a shrug. “That’s fine. I don’t need a ride back. Just out.”


“You’re not coming back?” I said.


“Eventually I’m coming back,” he said. “But first I’m going to Baja. Like four days after the BCSC trip ends. I fly out of Denver.” He paused. I guess he expected me to ask him why he was going.


I didn’t.


He continued. “I snagged a research assistantship for a field study on whales.”


I stared at him.


“We’re going to row out to their breeding grounds in little fishing boats and study how they interact with humans.”


I gave in to curiosity. “Why?”


“Because it’s fascinating.”


“Is it?”


“It is. The whales swim up to the boats—voluntarily. People pet them.”


“Why?”


He frowned like he couldn’t imagine how I could ask that question. Like I should get it. Which in truth, I did. Why would you pet a whale? Because it wanted you to.


“It’s powerful,” he said. “People cry. People burst into show tunes.”


“Show tunes?”


“People say they are never the same again.”


“I don’t see what’s so great about petting a whale.”


He leveled his gaze at me. “Yes, you do.”


“No, I really don’t.”


We stared each other down.


After a minute, he went on, as if that tangent about whales had somehow settled the ride-to-Wyoming question.


“So it’s just the ride out. You won’t even know I’m there. I’ll even sit in the backseat, if you want. Or you can strap me to the roof rack. I thought about making a music mix—but then I was like, ‘No way, dude, she’s got her own music’—so I’ll just stay out of your way and not even make a sound and we’ll listen to whatever you want. Even Carly Simon, or whatever—”


“No!” I almost shouted. I felt a rising sense of panic. Here was my life, proceeding without my consent. Again. “Look, I don’t know what Duncan told you, or promised you, but I’m sorry: I cannot give you a ride. You’ll just have to go on a different trip.”


“But it’s non-refundable.”


I knew that, of course. “Then you’ll just have to take the bus. Or something.”


Jake studied my face. “Okay,” he said. “No problem.”


I exhaled. “Good. Great! I’ll see you in Wyoming.” I bent down to grab Pickle’s carrier.


“Except …?” he added.


I stood back up empty-handed. “Except what?”


“Except I’m pretty short on cash,” he said. “I don’t think I have enough for a bus ticket.”


I closed my eyes. “You’re short on cash?”


He shrugged. “We went over budget on the nook.”


I glanced at the nook for confirmation. Then I looked back like, Seriously? “What about your parents?” I asked.


“Parent,” he corrected. “Just my dad.”


“Can’t he help you out?”


“He’s in Texas,” he said, shrugging like he was on Mars. “And he doesn’t exactly know I’m going on this trip.”


I put my hands on my hips and tried to come up with another answer. Any other answer. Down at my ankles, Pickle was whimpering.


“It’s cool,” he said. “I can see it doesn’t work. I’ll just hitch.”


“You’re not hitching,” I said.


“No, I’ve done it before—”


“You are not hitching,” I said, in my teacher voice, and it felt for a second—before I realized the opposite was true—like I’d won.


“Okay,” he said, shrugging. “I’ll ride with you.” Then he gave me a half grin that I couldn’t help noticing made a very high-caliber dimple. “If you insist.”





Chapter 2



It’s a thousand and one miles from Boston to Evanston, give or take. You can drive it in a day, but it’s a long day. A fifteen-hour day, according to Google.


That’s why I’d wanted to leave early—before the sun was up. That’s why I’d wanted to get Pickle set up with Duncan the night before. If I made it home fast enough, I’d get a good visit with my grandmother. My grandmother who’d raised Duncan and me after our mother lost interest. My nothing-short-of-fabulous grandmother, who wore a bun with chopsticks in it, who I adored.


As it was, though, I had to wait for the vet to open so I could bring Pickle in for boarding.


Pickle was never happy about much, but going to the vet made her positively suicidal. As I waved a falsely cheerful good-bye, I felt a squeeze of regret and wondered if I should have left her at Duncan’s place after all. But I couldn’t have. That dog didn’t know how lucky she was. If nothing else, the party last night had likely saved her life. If I’d left her with Duncan, I’d no doubt have returned weeks later to a desiccated pile of fur and a befuddled-looking brother, scratching his head, saying, “I thought she got awfully quiet.”


Walking back to my Subaru after the drop-off, I realized I’d parked so hastily that I’d left one tire partway up on the curb. I hadn’t even noticed at the time, but, back out front, the wonky tire was the first thing I saw. The second thing I saw was Jake, standing right next to it, holding a Starbucks coffee.


“Nice parking job,” he said, handing me the cup.


“What are you doing here?” I asked.


“Thought I’d save you the trouble of picking me up.”


“What if you’d missed me?”


“Well, that would have been the opposite of saving you trouble,” he admitted. “But that’s not what happened.”


I took in the sight of him: bed-head hair, cargo pants with no belt, and a surprisingly clingy T-shirt with Snoopy on it. His duffel bag leaned against the car.


“Worried I’d skip town without you?” I asked.


That made him smile. “You bet,” he said.


“I thought about it,” I said.


He rummaged in his backpack and pulled out a book with a whale on the cover. “I’ll read the whole time,” he said. “You won’t even know I’m here.”


I gave him a look. “Right.”


“Ready to go?”


“Not really,” I said, but I unlocked the door anyway.


As I watched him shove his bag into the way back, I wondered how he’d known where to find me, but then I remembered the Pickle packet I’d assembled for Duncan, with a highlighted map to the vet’s.


“Duncan showed you the packet,” I said.


Jake nodded and slammed the hatchback closed. “You’re very thorough.”


I was. In fact, I’d truly gone overboard. Letters of explanation to the vet. Letters of explanation to Duncan. More information than anybody needed. I felt a sting of shame that swung right over to resentment at Duncan for forcing me to be that way. “When it comes to Duncan, I am.”


“Want me to drive?”


“No.”


No, I did not want him to drive. If it were up to me, he’d be crammed back there with his duffel, and I’d be up front, alone with all the music I’d collected for the journey: Joni Mitchell, Nina Simone, Indigo Girls. The plan had been to sing my lungs out on the drive west, to team up with everybody from Annie Lennox to James Brown and belt out every emotion in the human repertoire. And then, hopefully, by the time I hit Wyoming, to be done with them all.


Of course, I wouldn’t be belting anything out in front of Jake. That’s not the kind of singing you do with a stranger. Or a friend of your brother’s. I glanced over at him. Driving a thousand and one miles today in songless silence while this kid played video games on his phone was not what I’d signed up for.


But there it was. Life never gives you exactly what you want. That didn’t change the fact that it was time to go. We buckled up and I edged us out into the street.


“So,” I said, as we joined the flow of cars. “It’s one thousand and one miles from here to Evanston.”


“One thousand and one?”


“Roughly.” I nodded. “Google says it’ll take fifteen hours and twenty-two minutes,” I went on, glancing at the clock on the dashboard, “and it’s eleven minutes after nine now, thanks to Duncan, so we won’t make it in time for dinner. We should arrive at my grandma’s house—”


“After midnight,” he finished.


“Right,” I said, giving a little sigh. I wondered if I should call and tell Grandma GiGi not to wait up. She was a night owl, but she wasn’t literally nocturnal.


“I bet we can still get you there for dinner,” Jake said. “A late one, anyway.” I could see him thinking. “Google’s assuming we’re driving sixty-five miles an hour. But we’ll be doing eighty or ninety, at least.”


“Seventy,” I corrected. “Or whatever the speed limit is.”


“Okay,” he said, still calculating. “You’ll be driving the speed limit, and I’ll be driving whatever gets us up to an average of eighty.” He turned and checked the backseat. “Yup. Duncan predicted you’d pack a cooler of snacks.”


I felt like I was being teased, but I wasn’t quite sure about what.


“So,” he went on, “we won’t have to stop for meals, which’ll save some time.” He tilted his head back to look at the ceiling while he did the math. “Eighty miles an hour into a thousand—and one—is more like twelve hours. Ish. Fewer if we pee in bottles.”


“Girls can’t pee in bottles,” I said.


He glanced over. “I bet you could. If you tried.”


Was he complimenting or insulting me? I shook my head. “That’s where I draw the line,” I said. “At peeing in bottles.”


He gave in with a nod. “Probably a good place for it.”


“But the rest of the plan,” I said, adding a tiny shrug as I realized it was true, “I love.”


He looked pleased with himself. “Thanks.”


So he had a can-do attitude. So he’d brought me a cappuccino. So he was willing to pee in a bottle to get me to my grandma’s on time. Also: I had to admit the morning sunshine around us was insistently cheery. Maybe the drive wouldn’t be so bad, after all. I lifted my coffee and took a sip just as he decided to strike up some more conversation:


“So,” he said. “How’s life without your dickhead ex-husband?”


My response was to choke on that coffee so violently that Jake had to take my cup in one hand and grab the wheel with the other.


“Sorry,” he said, when I’d resumed command of the wheel. “Guess that’s a tender subject.”


“No,” I said, defiantly pawing at my watering eyes. “It’s not a tender subject.”


Here, to underscore the point, I used another favorite teacher voice—the Mary Poppins. This one implied that every problem had a solution, that the world deep down made perfect, comforting, and pleasant sense, and that if you carefully maintained the right spoonful-of-sugar attitude, you might even one day find yourself traveling over London by the stem of your parasol.


The Mary Poppins was the only voice I ever used to talk about my failed marriage, and I sat up straighter to execute it properly. “The guy I happened to marry,” I went on, channeling Julie Andrews so hard that I almost went British, “later turned into a raging alcoholic. When his problem began to impact our marriage, I gave him several chances to pull it together. Unfortunately for everyone, he just couldn’t manage it.”


In conclusion, I took a successful sip of coffee, as if to say, End of story! Spit spot! And now I am enjoying a delicious hot beverage.


“So you divorced him,” Jake said.


“So I divorced him,” I confirmed. I did not add: After I lost our first baby at thirteen weeks pregnant. And he was nowhere to be found.


“A year ago,” he added, as if to say he was already up on all the details.


“A year ago,” I confirmed. Almost to the day. And I was fine now. Ish.


“And how that’s going?” he asked.


“How’s what going?”


“Being single.”


“Fine,” I said. “Great.” But I was hardly anything as adorable as “single.” I was just alone.


“You’re okay?” He was frowning at me.


“I’m always okay,” I said.


“Nobody’s always okay.”


“I am,” I declared. This conversation was beyond useless. Of course I wasn’t okay—not “always,” or, lately, “often.” But even if I had wanted to discuss the infinite ways I’d felt utterly broken this year—which I frigging did not—Jake the bartender, inventor of “the forbidden drink of love,” would be the very last person I’d turn to.


I could feel his gaze traveling along my face.


I sat up even straighter. I kept my eyes on the road. I imagined the angle of Julie Andrews’s chin and lifted mine to the very spot.


“Okay,” he said at last, unconvinced but willing to drop it. “If you say so.”


“I do say so,” I said.


“ ’Cause I was wondering if you might want to kill yourself.”


I coughed. “Kill myself?”


“What were you thinking, anyway? Signing up for a BCSC course?”


I shook my head. “I don’t know. Probably the same thing you were.”


“You weren’t thinking what I was,” he said, as if the idea were ridiculous.


I let it slide. “I want a challenge. I want to do something really hard. I want to push myself beyond my limitations.”


“Or maybe you just want to kill yourself.”


I looked over. “I do not want to kill myself.”


“People die on these trips all the time.”


“No, they don’t.”


“Of all the outdoor adventure courses you could have chosen, you picked the most terrifying, the most reckless, the most lethal of them all. What’s that about?”


“Duncan suggested it,” I said.


“Duncan suggested a course. Not this course.”


“He showed me the catalog.”


“You never do anything Duncan suggests.” Jake shook his head. “Why start now?”


It was true. But the fact that Duncan had suggested it was incidental. What got me hooked on the idea was a People magazine human interest story I stumbled on a few restless nights later about a guy who had lost a leg in Afghanistan and brought himself back to life by completing this very course. With one leg! He did it—and did it well enough to earn one of their prized “Certificates,” which were only given out to the top three participants. The article had echoed in my head for days afterwards: “I was lost,” the guy had said, “but I found myself out there.”


Was I lost? Not technically. But I had lost something that I couldn’t even articulate—and I’d gone far too long without finding it. Was it waiting for me in the Wyoming wilderness? Probably not. But I had to start somewhere.


Clearly, Duncan also thought I never did anything he suggested. When I’d told him I’d signed up, he’d coughed in disbelief and tried to talk me out of it, insisting a course like this was no place for someone like me. In his view, it was both pretty extreme and kind of phony. It attracted the worst of the worst. Real hard-core hikers, Duncan had argued, knew what they were doing and organized their own trips. BCSC was for hard-core wannabes. They didn’t want to study the terrain or buy the proper gear or actually take the time to know what they were doing—they just wanted to sign up and do it. Which made them not just daredevils, but lazy daredevils.


I glanced at Jake. “You signed up for it, too.”


“I’ve gone camping every year with my dad since I was three. I have tons of experience. Plus, I’m coordinated.”


“You’re saying I’m not coordinated?”


He tilted his head. Yes. That’s what he was saying. And he wasn’t wrong, either.


“I’ve been camping,” I said at last.


“When?” he demanded.


“I drove to Colorado with my high school boyfriend.”


“That’s not camping. That’s a slumber party. I bet you ate fluffer-nutters on white bread.”


“We did not!” I said. We’d eaten beef jerky. And Oreos.


“The point is,” Jake went on, “this is totally over your head.”


“They took my application. They let me in.”


“That’s because they don’t care if you die.”


In truth, several people had died—or at least been maimed—on trips with this group. Duncan had Googled it hoping to convince me to do Outward Bound, instead—or something more sane and reasonable. But I didn’t want sane and reasonable. I wanted crazy and unreasonable. I wanted to amaze everybody, including myself. My own personal campaign of shock and awe.


“They’re under new management now,” I said.


“I think they like it when people die,” Jake said. “These guys have cornered the market on hard-core nut-job wannabes, and a clear-and-present threat of death just improves their appeal. To crazy people.”


Was that me? Maybe.


I had signed about fifty waivers, declaring BCSC blameless for every possible life-threatening, or life-ending, situation I might encounter out there, including bear attacks, avalanches, hypothermia, and “fatal diarrhea.”


Nothing about this course should have appealed to me. BCSC was notorious for taking the steepest slopes, following the rockiest paths, and exploring the most remote locations. Google “BCSC,” and there’s article after article of broken collarbones, rockslides, bear attacks, missing hikers, and hypothermia. That’s how they’d become the patron saints of crazies, thrill-seekers, and people with nothing left to lose. Which, needless to say, wasn’t me. I was a first-grade teacher, for Pete’s sake!


I couldn’t believe the tone in Jake’s voice. “Why are you asking me about this? This has nothing to do with you.”


“Well,” he said, “it kind of does. Since I’m here.”


“I didn’t ask you to be here!”


He closed his mouth and looked away.


“I’m going to get a Certificate,” I said.


“You think you’re going to be one of the top three on this trip?” he said, in a tone like, Come on.


“Yes.”


“Well, I don’t. I think you’ll be lucky to survive.”


“That’s because you’re looking at the old me. This,” I patted myself on the head, “is the former me. The me I’m about to become is someone else entirely. You wouldn’t dare patronize her. She’d claw out your eyeballs and feed them to her dog.”


“I can’t wait to meet her.”


“She’s going to ruin your life, man.”


“I don’t doubt it,” he said.


And despite the unabashed mockery in his voice, a quieter, raspier sound had crept in, too. One that made me wonder if he maybe, really, actually thought she would.





Chapter 3



We fell quiet as we made our way out of the city. Jake read his whale book and let me concentrate on navigating the roads and roundabouts of Boston, which are so convoluted my ex-husband Mike used to joke they were laid out by ferrets.


Ex-husband. It had taken me so long to get used to the word “husband,” but “ex-husband” was taking even longer. At the thought of him, my chest got that familiar squeeze—as if all the sorrows of the past year were still in there, still collapsing inward like my own personal intergalactic black hole.


Mike. He was the reason for this crazy trip, though I wasn’t fleeing him, exactly, so much as the person I’d become in the wake of our marriage. I’d met so many women this year who swore their divorces were the best things that ever happened to them. It was time—past time—to become one of those women. I needed to do something wild and brave and stupefying, though how I had settled on a survival course, I still wasn’t sure.


In hindsight, it seemed far too literal.


But it was the cure I’d chosen, and I was going to try like hell to do it right.


I mentally reviewed my list of goals for the coming weeks. I’d actually taken the time to write them down on some old stationery. In my neatest print, I’d written “In the Wilderness I Plan to:” and then, below, made a bullet list with little optimistic boxes to check off:




	Find a deeper spiritual connection to nature


	Push myself beyond my physical and emotional limitations


	Rise up from my own ashes like a phoenix


	Toughen the hell up


	Become awesome


	Kick the wilderness’s ass


	Earn a damned Certificate




I really, really wanted a Certificate.


I really, really wanted to be the kind of person who could dare to want a Certificate without seeming utterly ridiculous.


I really, really wanted a slip of paper that proved, at last, that I was okay.


I just wanted to be good at this. And competent. And tough. And, ultimately, just: anybody but me. I was tired of being a disaster. I was tired of being a trampled-on flower. I wanted to be awesome. That wasn’t too much, was it?


My first act of business after registering had been to write down my goals, and I’d rifled through several storage boxes in the basement before I’d found the perfect paper to write them on: notecards from college with H E L E N • C A R P E N T E R embossed at the top. So far, having my old name back had been the best thing about getting divorced. Because guess what Mike’s last name was? “Dull.” Okay, so the original old-world pronunciation had been “Dool.” But even the family had given up trying to correct people.


It was amazing that I’d been willing to take a name like that. It would have been so easy to keep Carpenter. But Mike had wanted us to have the same last name, arguing that we wouldn’t feel like a family otherwise. And I had wanted to feel like a family with him, truly. Isn’t that a reasonable choice when you’re starting a life with somebody? Try to please him and hope like heck he’ll try to please you back?


Duncan had teased me about the name constantly. I’d rolled my eyes, but there was no denying that it was a downgrade. Helen Dull was a terrible name. I tried to see it as a personal challenge—to prove the name wrong in every way. In the end, I failed: Helen Dull had been a much diminished version of Helen Carpenter. Though that was hardly the name’s fault. It takes a lot more than just a name to bring you down that low.


So both the list and the paper it was written on felt profound to me, even though I’d made a last-minute decision to cut my name off the top of the page for the sake of anonymity. I didn’t seem to have any clothes with pockets, and so I kept the list folded up in my bra, relishing both the roughness of it against my softest skin and the vague naughtiness of using my underwear like a pocket. And that, friends, is how I set off for the wilderness: with a tribute to the person I once was, and a simple checklist for the death-defying superhero I planned to become, folded up and stuffed into my C-cup.


Right then, if I’d been alone as planned, I’d have reached in to pull out the list—if only for the pleasure of resting my eyes on it. But I wasn’t alone. And somewhere near Framingham, the person keeping me from being alone finished his book, snapped it closed, and decided to strike up some more conversation.


“I liked that smile you gave me back there, by the way,” he said, out of nowhere.


It startled me to hear his voice. “What smile?”


He waved in the direction of the city behind us. “Back in town. You gave me a smile.”


“Did I?” I asked. “I didn’t mean to.”


“I know,” he said. “That made it even better.”


“Okay.”


“Think I’ll get another one?” he asked. “Because that thing was like sunshine.”


He had to be up to something.


“I’m just saying. You should smile more.”


“I smile all the time,” I said, not smiling. “I smile constantly. From the moment I wake up until the moment I go to bed. Sometimes I get cheek cramps from smiling so much.”


He knew I was joking, but he wasn’t sure how much. “I can count on one hand the times I’ve seen you smile,” he said, “including the night of your wedding.”


“You only ever see me around Duncan,” I said. “Who vexes me.”


“I’ll say,” he agreed. “You’re the meanest big sister I know.”


“I’m not mean,” I said. “In real life, I’m nice.”


“If you say so.”


“I rescued Pickle, didn’t I? And I let people through in traffic. And I always clap really loud at plays.”


“That’s your version of nice? Clapping at plays?”


“That’s not my only version of nice.”


“What about nice to Duncan?” he asked. “What’s your version of that?”


How had we gone from silence to this? “Are you picking a fight with me?”


“No, I’m just making conversation.”


“You weren’t making conversation ten minutes ago,” I said.


“I wasn’t finished with my book ten minutes ago.”


I glanced over at the closed book on his thigh. “Don’t you have another one?”


“Nope.”


“So I have to talk about Duncan because you don’t have anything left to read?”


“It’s a long drive to Evanston.”


“And you’re making it longer.”


“It just seems like a rich topic,” he said.


“Well, it’s not,” I said. “It’s a poor topic.”


He tilted his head at me like we both knew that wasn’t true. “Is it because of what happened in your family?”


I felt a sting of alarm. Did he know about that? I glanced over. “What do you mean?”


He studied me, like he wasn’t sure how to put it. “The tragedy,” he said at last.


The tragedy. So he knew about our family tragedy. Of course he would. He was Duncan’s best friend.


“Is what because of our family tragedy?” I asked.


“The fact that you don’t like Duncan.”


With that, Jake stumbled into a restricted area. “I like Duncan!” I snapped. “And I’m not going to talk about our family tragedy with you.”


“Why not?”


“Because I don’t talk about it with anybody.”


“Maybe you should,” he said with a cheery shrug.


I tried to keep my voice un-irritated. “What are you,” I demanded then, “a therapist?”


“No,” Jake said. “But that’s actually not a bad idea.” He considered it for a minute. Then he pushed on. “So what’s the deal with you guys?”


I sighed. Between “Duncan” and “the Tragedy,” Duncan was no doubt the lesser conversational evil. “The deal is,” I said, “Duncan’s a pain in the ass.”


“Granted.”


“And he makes me crazy. He doesn’t make you crazy? The way he loses his keys? The way he never arrives anywhere on time? Or finishes what he starts? Or keeps a promise?”


“Not his strong suits,” Jake said. “True.”


“But you’ve been best friends for five years.”


“Six.”


“Why?”


Jake thought about it. “He has other good qualities.”


I knew he did, of course. But I couldn’t call them up at the moment. “Like?”


“Like he is hands-down the funniest person I have ever met.”


I frowned. There was nothing funny about Duncan. “That can’t be right,” I said.


Jake shrugged. “Sometimes he makes me laugh so hard, my lunch comes out my nose. Once it was a full-length spaghetti noodle.”


I pushed away that visual to scan back for a memory of Duncan making me laugh, ever. “Duncan never makes me laugh.”


“That’s because you’re always mad at him.”


“Not true! There are lots of times when I’m not mad at him. I’m not mad at him most of the time, in fact.”


“As long as he’s nowhere near you, you mean.”


He had me there. “Fair enough.”


He smiled. There went those dimples again.


“You seem to get along very well with him, though,” I said, shifting the focus.


He shrugged. “I don’t have any brothers or sisters.”


“So you picked Duncan?”


“He picked me, actually.”


I hadn’t known that.


“He dared me,” he went on. “He bet that I couldn’t throw a Ping-Pong ball against the side of the gym and catch it in my mouth.”


“And could you?”


“I could.”


“And did you?”


“I did.”


“That’s how you became friends? On a dare?”


He nodded. “Sure. I can never resist a dare. Plus, he offered to teach me how to juggle.”


“I didn’t know Duncan could juggle.”


“He can’t. But by the time I figured it out, it was too late. We were already pals.”


“A bromance,” I said, just to see if it would irritate him.


He nodded. “Of the highest order.”


“And Duncan’s a good friend?”


“The best. He always defends me.”


I couldn’t imagine Jake needing to be defended. “Against?”


“Myself, mostly,” he said, giving that half smile.


“And what do you defend Duncan against?”


Jake frowned. “Death, I suppose.”


I coughed. “Death?”


“Oh,” he waved, “you know. He wants to jump off a roof at three in the morning, and I suggest it might not be the best idea. Or he wants to throw a match into a box of firecrackers to see what will happen. Or he wants to stare into a flashlight until he has a seizure. That kind of thing.”


“See, now,” I said, “I always thought those were your ideas.”


“Nope. That’s all Big D.”


“So you’re the straight man.”


He thought about it. “In terms of not getting killed, I am the straight man.”


“But you’re not always the straight man?”


“We take turns, I guess,” he said.


He was so earnest. So thoughtful about it all. He was nothing like what I would have imagined, if I had ever thought to imagine him.


“So Duncan brings near-death experiences to the relationship—” I began.


Jake nodded. “That’s his area.”


“What’s your area?”


He shrugged. “Everything else. Talking to girls. Swing dancing. Harmonizing. Accents.”


“Why would you have to do accents?”


“I don’t have to do them. It’s just fun.”


I had known so little about Jake for so many years that almost everything he said surprised me. He could do accents? He could swing dance? He could talk to girls? Who knew?


Without meaning to, I shifted into Q & A mode, asking him question after question like we were on TV. Partly, it was an offensive play to keep the focus off me. But, I must confess—I’d also suddenly become curious. As we cruised west on I-90, I gathered a whole raft of trivia about Jake. Like he was allergic to almonds and pecans, but not peanuts. He’d double majored in English and pre-med, writing his thesis on Nathaniel Hawthorne. He just got in to medical school but had decided to go see the world, instead—starting now. With Wyoming. Then, off to Baja to pet the whales. After that: The ice caves in Juneau. The Tianzi mountains of China. The ruined mines of Cornwall. The Black Forest. The Taj Mahal. The northern lights. Not necessarily in that order.


“You’re taking a year off?” I asked. “Before med school?”


“Actually,” he said, “I’m just not going.”


“What do you mean, ‘not going’?”


“Not going at all.”


There he went again, surprising me. “You got into your first-choice school,” I said, “but you’re not going? At all?”


“That’s right.”


“Why on earth not?”


He looked out the window. “It just turns out not to be a great fit.”


This was the vaguest answer I’d heard from him all day. “You’ve spent years doing coursework and prerequisites, you’ve taken the MCATs and gone to the trouble of applying, and you’ve gotten in—and now you decide it’s not a great fit?”


“That’s about right,” he said, like we were done.


“But what changed?”


“I changed.”


I was ready to press him for more. It was, as he himself had pointed out, a long drive to Evanston, and if he could make me talk about Duncan then I was happy to make him talk about anything I pleased. But he must really have wanted to change the subject, because before I could ask another question, he caused a diversion.


“You know what?” he said. “I need to pee.” Next thing, he was rolling down the window and emptying out his half-full water bottle.


The wind came in like a roar. “What are you doing?” I shouted.


“Emptying this out,” he shouted back.


“You’re not going to pee into that!”


“Sure I am!”


“No, no! There’s an exit right up here!”


“It’s cool! I have great aim!”


“It is not cool!”


“But I’m fine with the bottle!”


“But I’m definitely not!”


The bottle was empty now, and he rolled his window back up. The car seemed suddenly too quiet. “I’ll make a little shield with my book,” he said then. “You won’t even see.”


“Stop!” I said. “Do not unbutton, unzip, or even think about your pants. We’re pulling over!”


He shook his head. “It’s a waste of time.”


“But guess what?” I said—not lying, exactly. “I need to pee, too. And we need gas, so we’re stopping anyway.”


“Oh,” he said, letting his hands fall from the top button of his pants. “I guess you’ve got a point there.”


I veered toward the exit without even using the blinker. This, I reminded myself, was exactly the issue. This guy wasn’t just a twenty-something: He was a toddler, and not even potty-trained. I had forgotten who I was dealing with for a minute there. All that talk of Nathaniel Hawthorne and medical school had obscured the essential facts: This kid was not someone I could relate to. He adored my awful brother. He had ditched medical school for no apparent reason. And he was about to unzip his pants and relieve himself into an Evian bottle. In the passenger seat of my Subaru.


Ramping off, I turned right, then right again, then stopped by a pump at the gas station. “When I said I drew the line at peeing in bottles, I meant for both of us,” I said, yanking up the parking brake and turning to meet his eyes. “For this to work,” I added, “you’re going to have to keep your pants on.”


He suppressed a smile like I was terribly funny.


“Got it?” I asked, giving in to an impulse to reach over and knock him on the forehead.


“Got it,” he said, and his smile broke through. “I vow to keep my pants on,” he said, offering a little salute. “Unless you command me otherwise.”





Chapter 4



We made it to Grandma GiGi’s before nine, surpassing all expectations.


Jake didn’t want to drive at night—something to do with his new glasses—and so, after the rest stop, he took the remaining daylight shifts and kept us steady at ninety miles an hour. By the time the sun went down and I slowed us back to sixty-five, we were impressively ahead of schedule. We were so pleased with ourselves that we high-fived on arrival. In fact, we accidentally hugged.


When we knocked on Grandma GiGi’s door, though, she didn’t answer. I had to go hunt for the hidden key in the garden. And when we let ourselves in, instead of my white-haired grandmother in her red kimono with a glass of pinot noir in the hand with her dragonfly ring, we found a note on the kitchen table:


Duncan says you got a late start and won’t make it for dinner. I’ve gone out to book club. Don’t wait up!


XX! GG


P.S. Helen, rumple that cute boy’s hair for me.


Jake read the note over my shoulder. “I told you she loves me,” he said.


“I’m not rumpling your hair,” I said.


“I’ll tell if you don’t.”


“It’s self-rumpling,” I said. “It doesn’t need me.”


Dinner—spaghetti Bolognese—was warming in the oven. A bottle of wine sat on the table.


“This is a great wine,” Jake said, examining the label.


“I’m too tired for wine,” I said.


“Not this one, you’re not.”


I rolled my eyes at Jake and plunked down into a kitchen chair. “You don’t know about wine.”


“I do. I took a class.”


I frowned at him. “Why?”


But then I figured it out, and just as he answered, I answered, too, and we said, in unison, “To get girls.”


“That’s right,” he said. “The same reason I learned to juggle. And took swing-dancing lessons. And read The Beauty Myth.”


“You read The Beauty Myth to get girls?”


“Sure.”


I put my hand over my eyes. “You used The Beauty Myth for evil?”


“Not for evil,” he said, looking over. “For good. A whole lot of good.”


“I’m going to bed,” I said.


“Nope,” he said. “We’re having dinner.” And as he said it, he carried two plates waiter-style to the back door and let himself outside. When I didn’t follow, he poked his head back in. “Come on,” he said.


“Where are you going?” I asked, but he was gone again.


A minute later, he came back for the wine. “We’re having a picnic,” he said, pulling me by the hand out the back door, across the yard, and out to the old tree house that my grandpa had built back when my mom was a kid.


I stopped at the base and looked up. At just below shoulder-height, it wasn’t as tall as I remembered, but it was still taller than anything I felt like climbing.


“I’m not going up there.”


The words were hardly out of my mouth when Jake brought his shoulder down to scoop me into a fireman’s carry. He hoisted me up and sat me neatly on the tree house deck before I could even protest. A second later he landed beside me, handing over my plate and a glass of wine like we ate this way every night.


“You’re awfully lively,” I said.


“I love this tree house,” he said. “Duncan and I used to spend whole weekends out here. I had my first kiss here.”


“Not with Duncan, I hope.”


“Leah Pearson. Redhead. I tried to French her and she bit me on the tongue.”


“I like her already.”


The dinner was warm, and the night was cool. Being outside in the fresh air woke me up. I picked up my wineglass, and lifted it in Jake’s direction. “To biters,” I said, and we clinked and sipped.


“To first kisses.”


“To driving like a bat out of hell.”


“To letting your little brother’s pain-in-the-ass friend ride with you cross-country.”


“I don’t mind,” I said, as I realized it was true.


We fell quiet for a few minutes while we gazed at GiGi’s house. It was an actual prairie-style Frank Lloyd Wright house that my grandparents had bought for a song when it was listed as a tear-down back in the 1960s. My grandpa, who died before I was born, was an architect, and he and GiGi kept the house exactly in its original 1912 condition, except for a few kitchen and bathroom updates. GiGi had raised their four kids here before taking in Duncan and me. It had all the gravitas of a stately old home that had seen it all and then some.


I hadn’t been back in a long while, and as I listened to the summer crickets, I swung my feet back and forth over the tree house ledge like a kid. The moon was out, and plenty of stars, too, and the kitchen lights made a warm glow in the windows across the yard. Even before we’d moved here for good, I’d spent lots of nights at Grandma GiGi’s, and this yard held just about every connection to my childhood I had left.
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