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            PROLOGUE

         

         It might not have been a beautiful day. In her memory, the golden leaves of a ginkgo tree shimmered in poignant juxtaposition to the harrowing splatters of blood. But in reality, it could have been an ordinary maple tree. And the blood, though it had been shed, pooled indoors, beyond her field of vision.

         Within moments of it happening, Imogen lost track of what was real, what was imagined. Had she heard screams? Or were those in her head too? Later, she could only tell the police her name, why she was there, what time she’d arrived, and other unhelpful details. When they asked what she saw, Imogen had shaken her head, distrustful of her awareness.

         Unsure of her faith and skeptical of organized religion, she’d been going to the Etz Chayim synagogue for only a month or so. Growing up, her Jewish mother had insisted she was Jewish—it being a religion of maternal lineage—but as a family they hadn’t really practiced anything or discussed their beliefs. Imogen was the only one among her old school friends who hadn’t gone to Hebrew school or had a bat mitzvah. She’d tried telling people she was half Jewish and half Christian, but even at ten that hadn’t made sense. She’d never liked that empty space of not knowing where she belonged.

         It wasn’t until Kazansky’s closed—the deli she’d relied on for matzoh ball soup and Reubens and kosher pickles—that Imogen even started thinking about the culture she didn’t know. The matzoh ball soup had satisfied an easy kind of hunger, and without it she wondered what else there was. The first book she read on Judaism made her blink as if she’d just awakened, emerging into sunlight after a long slumber beneath a dusty tarp. She’d never heard of a tree of life that mapped levels of reality, or the possibility that the soul might have five distinct planes. Judaism wasn’t opposed to the concept of God as a tree, or the universe; it didn’t exclude those who believed one thing in the morning, and another thing in the evening, and nothing the following day. The spirituality of it intrigued her.

         Curiosity killed the cat.

         Imogen didn’t die. But she hadn’t been the same since that October morning. She’d gotten in the habit of going early, as that was when a group of the older congregants arrived to socialize: men and women whose parents had gotten them out of Germany before it was too late; Pittsburgh-born seniors who reminded her of her grandparents, dead for over a decade. They were friendly and welcoming, happy that a “young lady” was rediscovering her heritage. Almost thirty-four, Imogen remained petite and youthful, with a smattering of delicate black tattoos (which she kept covered in the synagogue), and had been assumed younger than her actual age for much of her life. She enjoyed their attention and their eagerness to chat with her.

         The shooting had started as she’d approached the glass front doors.

         That was how she saw herself, in her memory of the morning. Her arm outstretched, her hand never quite making it to the door handle. Frozen.

         It was her first time in the vicinity of a human slaughter but she instantly recognized the sound. As loud as a cannon. (An exaggeration.) Flesh ripped through with bullets meant for a battlefield. (Not an exaggeration.) She couldn’t decide if her fragile early-bird friends had looked surprised, mouths agape, dentures exposed in shock. Or had they, in their wisdom, always known it was coming.

         A part of her had wanted to rush in, find the gunman, launch herself in front of his weapon or onto his back to tear out his hair, puncture his eyes. The part of her that lived in the real world scampered off to the side of the building to hide behind a bush.

         She kept trying to call 911 but her hands were shaking too hard and she couldn’t even unlock her phone. It didn’t matter. The sirens came anyway. And more sirens. And more. And the SWAT team. And television crews. She was still hiding behind the bush when the news alert first broke on the internet and her neighborhood plunged into mourning.
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         They were too busy to watch the sunset, or the moonrise, beyond the two-story windows of Beck’s Flagstaff living room: they would be getting up before dawn, and still had a lot to do. The cathedral ceiling was buttressed with thick timber beams that suited the rustic locale and made the space feel huge in spite of the heavy furniture and clutter. Night now hid the pine trees that made a perimeter around the house, but Imogen swore she could still smell them, even through the glass wall.

         It looked like a bomb had exploded. Ziploc bags filled with travel-sized toiletries, first aid gear, fire-lighting stuff. Puffy sleeping bags, backpacks, mattress pads—of both the egg crate and inflatable varieties. Hiking boots, padded socks, hoodies, adjustable nylon straps, compact flashlights, bamboo walking sticks, plastic bowls, protein bars, crushed rolls of toilet paper, fuel canisters, water canteens. Of some items there was only one: the small stove; the pot it fit in; the fluorescent orange plastic trowel for burying poop. Of some items there were many: lumpy freeze-dried food packages that turned into tantalizing dinners with the addition of boiling water.

         Imogen’s sister, Beck, had lured her out of her hermit’s cave with the promise that nature would be healing. The subtext couldn’t have been more obvious: Stop brooding and get out of the damn house. They’d talked about it on the phone four times in a span of two weeks. When Imogen questioned if she could fly all the way to Arizona by herself, Beck reminded her she’d done it many times before; when Imogen questioned if she was strong enough for such an arduous trip, Beck reassured her that backpacking was in her blood. For every doubt Imogen expressed, her sister was ready with a breezy counter. She’d said “You can do this” so many times that Imogen had started to believe it.

         In the months since the shooting, Imogen had cycled through bouts of overwhelming sadness, and fear, and maddening frustration at her own uselessness, all of which had made her reclusive tendencies even worse. She’d started ordering delivery instead of going around the corner to pick up her Vietnamese food. Once a week she headed up Murray to the Giant Eagle for bananas and snacks, and hurried home with her eyes on the sidewalk. The names of her lost friends were still posted in the storefront windows, another tragedy for the Jewish community to never forget. Crocheted Stars of David dangled from branches, parking meters, telephone poles, shipped to Squirrel Hill from around the country; a constant reminder that Imogen didn’t want to see.

         And yet, her hermit’s cave was no longer the sanctuary it had always been, where she could shut away the world and make productive use of her imagination. She hadn’t believed writer’s block was a real thing, but over the past year every story she considered felt empty, unworthy, too trivial to bother with. It was a miracle of good fortune that her second novel, Esther’s Ghost, had sold just weeks after the shooting; it gave her a slight distraction from the horror and lack of words. While Beck grew ever more cautious about inquiring about the “dry spell” or the “wordless hiccup,” Imogen knew it fueled her concern. No doubt that if Beck needed inspiration she’d find it in the Grand Canyon, but would it work for Imogen?

         The months of preparation—walking up and down her building’s stairs with a daypack full of canned goods—had brought back fond memories of backpacking with her family. (Though she couldn’t pretend she’d done nearly enough exercising; every time one of her neighbors exited their apartment she’d scurried back to her cave before anyone could see her.) She’d never had an apartment with so much as a Juliet balcony to stand on to watch a thunderstorm or get a breath of fresh air. But once upon a time, nature had been a balm, an essential thing that satisfied her soul. After Beck had first suggested the trip Imogen realized just how far she’d pushed nature to the back of her thoughts, as something she couldn’t have. Her world had been shrinking for many years, even before what happened at the synagogue. She appreciated that her sister wanted to give her a gift and return her to a place where she’d once felt at peace with her surroundings. But it came with its own hiccup, beyond having to leave the safety of her four walls.

         Tilda.

         Tilda, whose friendship had once filled a critical void and helped Imogen survive high school. No, she’d been more than a friend—the trio had been like sisters, present for each other as their home lives imploded. It was a formative time, their three reckless paths converging as they dog-paddled toward a future they couldn’t quite see.

         Tilda hadn’t called even once to check on her over the past year and it wasn’t like she didn’t know; the massacre was international news.

         Sometimes, when Beck and Tilda were back in Pittsburgh for a holiday, the three of them got together for a museum excursion or high tea at the Frick. Imogen and Tilda could smile at each other and speak in upbeat voices, but they were mere masks of civility. Imogen was better acquainted with Tilda’s public persona, which she followed on Instagram. Real-life Tilda scared her a little; Imogen often couldn’t read her. They hadn’t had a serious conversation in four years.

         Their relationship had gotten rocky after their first year of college. Imogen left the University of Pittsburgh during her sophomore year, a consequence of The Thing (though she would’ve denied that was the reason). They never talked about The Thing, but it left a residue, a rust-colored ring like a half-healed wound; Imogen understood it slightly better now, but only because of how society had changed.

         As Tilda and Beck surged forward with their busy, ambitious lives Imogen was alternately proud of their success, and envious of how easily they moved through the chaos of ordinary life. She harbored a more recent, more specific jealousy too; Tilda’s six-figure book deal was another thing they hadn’t gotten around to discussing. There were periods over the years when they grew closer, but it never lasted. Someone would say something that ruffled the other’s feathers, and they’d stop communicating again.

         The silences were getting steadily longer. Beck seemed confident she could function well enough as a bridge between them, and that spending real time together as a trio would bring them closer. But Imogen was less sure. Backpacking in the Grand Canyon was difficult enough without the added burden of personal baggage. Yet, here they all were.

         
              

         

         With the grace of a dancer, Tilda’s pedicured magenta toes found floor space amid the detritus as she held her phone over the scattered piles of gear and snapped photos. Tilda had been documenting her expedition prep on Instagram and YouTube for weeks: the purchasing of her pack, boots, clothing; scenic strolls in the San Gabriel Mountains with her boyfriend, Jalal. When Beck revealed that she’d planned the trip for the three of them, Imogen was certain Tilda would bow out, perhaps at the last minute. Her idea of a vacation was a five-star hotel with its own private crescent of beach. Could Tilda even survive being dirty and sweaty without the refreshing promise of the false-blue water of her Los Angeles swimming pool?

         Beck insisted Tilda had been game from the get-go, ready for an adventure and a chance to discover new things about herself: she’d never been so much as car camping or spent an entire night out of doors. (Rather than an “adventure,” Imogen thought it more likely that Tilda needed new material for her motivational speeches and videos—and possibly her book.) Imogen was well aware that Beck had cleverly manipulated them both into coming, suggesting to each of them how a week in the wilderness would benefit their personal situations—and tying it up with a bow at the reminder of the twentieth anniversary of their friendship. Dr. Beck liked to fix people, even when they weren’t her patients. Imogen didn’t want to invest too much thought in a grand reconciliation; she had no idea where Tilda stood on the matter. Even now, Tilda would barely make eye contact with her.

         The connection they’d shared as teen misfits was long gone, but for years it had been effortless. The week before the Blum sisters transferred to Beechwood, a private alternative high school run by hippies, Imogen had turned fourteen; Beck was crashing toward sixteen. They were barely past the threshold when Tilda Jimenez sashayed toward them, beckoning them in with her vintage cigarette holder, everything about her as flamboyant as a drag queen. While she was Beck’s age, the three had all bonded over shared feelings of parental abandonment: the Blums were workaholics even before the divorce, Mr. Blum a commercial photographer (who preferred his wife’s last name), Ms. Blum a local politician. Mr. Jimenez, an engineer, drowned himself in work too, after Mrs. Jimenez’s sudden death. At the time, their parents’ failings—avoidable or not—had been unforgivable.

         Tilda might’ve been destined for fame. And Imogen might have encouraged it, writing her a starring role in the school musical that earned them all their first press coverage. There was no question that both Blum sisters were impressed—amazed—by how much mileage Tilda had gotten out of finishing eleventh on her season of American Idol: she’d turned her fifteen minutes of fame into a twelve-year career. But the more of a public person she became, the less Imogen could relate to her. Tilda expressed things to strangers that sounded more personal than anything she’d say to Imogen. Now Tilda was the opposite of an outsider or a misfit. She lived for other people’s approval and couldn’t exist without a constant influx of Likes.

         Imogen wasn’t sure what to expect from her on this expedition—was Tilda just playing a role? Was this a performance piece for her followers? Would Imogen be expected to applaud? But given that they were going to be together for the next week, Imogen hoped they could avoid any awkwardness by simply being nice—a superficial solution, but potentially effective.

         “You look fit,” Imogen said, noticing Tilda’s muscle definition, even through her leggings.

         “Thank you!” Tilda beamed, and stopped taking pictures. “Extra yoga classes. Spinning. Plus my weekly hikes with Jalal. I may not be outdoorsy, but I can handle exercise.”

         Beck grinned. Imogen had almost forgotten how much game Tilda had when she was embracing a new challenge. She’d always had an enviable, curvy shape, and with the muscles packed on Imogen could admit to being a little jealous. Imogen was like a squished version of her sister: lean and short (bordering on scrawny) instead of lean and long (bordering on majestic). An image came to her of Beck and Tilda dressed as warriors. Beside them, Imogen felt like the hand servant who scurried after them to clean their weapons.

         “I like your hair—it changes with the light.” Tilda tilted her head, examining Imogen from different angles.

         Imogen touched her bobbed hair, which she’d dyed lavender the week before. “I was going for an inspired-by-the-sunset color, but I bet after a week in the sun it’s going to look really washed out.”

         Tilda shrugged. “It’s still cool. You were the only one of us to ever make brave hair choices.”

         That sounded mostly like a compliment, but Imogen wasn’t absolutely positive. (Brave, in this instance, could also mean questionable.) Beck had been wearing her sandy-brown hair short for more than twenty years, and for just as long Tilda’s nearly black hair could usually be found in a messy knot atop her head.

         “Who wants gorp?” Afiya, Beck’s wife, floated in from the kitchen, her smile a white gleam against her dark skin. She clutched pint-sized resealable bags in both hands, shaking them like percussive rattles. “I’ve got the high-protein mix with assorted nuts and seeds, the fruity extravaganza mix with almond pieces, and a big quick-energy batch of M&M’s and cashews.”

         “Ooh, I’ll take those.” Imogen reached for the baggies with the chocolate candies.

         “You can’t have all of them,” Beck said, irritated.

         “I wasn’t going to take all of them, but I don’t like the others as much.”

         The three of them descended on Afiya like vultures, stripping her of the proffered food. More calmly, they took a moment to divvy up the varieties of trail mix. Afiya crossed her arms and watched them, an amused smile tugging at her lips.

         “Everyone should keep at least one bag in an outer pocket, so when we take breaks it’s easy to grab.” Beck’s intensity softened as she caught Afiya’s eye. “Thanks, babe.”

         “Master Gorp Mixer, at your service.” Afiya gave a dramatic bow.

         Imogen grinned, relieved by Afiya’s presence. But then she started fantasizing about how much better the trip would be with Afiya along rather than Tilda, and her smile faded. Was this a mistake? Afiya wasn’t just a better human, Imogen trusted her with her life. The same couldn’t be said for Tilda.
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         Tilda and Afiya sat on the sofa performing an elaborate (or so it seemed) tea ceremony with fancy herbal bags that smelled like lemons and fresh-cut hay. Imogen stuck near Beck, sampling the M&M’s. She knew she should be doing more, but she wasn’t sure what, and she really didn’t love her sister’s approach to packing.

         Imogen had always been well organized when it came to projects, and this was a large project—with no room for error. Had it been up to her she would have made lists (just as she had to get ready to travel from Pittsburgh to Flagstaff), color-coded by pack and person. And if the lists had their own lists, all the merrier. But Beck was the leader of this expedition, the resident Grand Canyon expert, and her system was to inventory everything first, then claim personal items, and then divvy out the rest by weight.

         “Need help?” Cruncha-muncha-crunch.

         “You could stop eating our food.” Imogen hated it when her sister chastised her, but Beck shot her a playful smirk—and handed her a fuel canister. “This can go in your side pocket.”

         Instead of zipping it into one of the long pockets on either side of her forest-green pack—specially designed for the petite wearer—she tucked it under her arm and watched as Beck put the stove and pot in the main compartment of her own rust-colored Kelty pack.

         “Don’t you want them together?” Imogen asked. “The stove and the fuel?”

         “Too much weight.”

         “Well, we could distribute the other things in your pack differently, so you can keep them together.” Beck flashed her a flinty glare, chafed by her attempt to micromanage. But it made so much more sense to keep the items together that Imogen risked a harsher rebuke and kept pressing. “I’m just thinking, what if—”

         “I know what you’re thinking.” Beck cut her off. The cold look in her eye extended to her voice, but she spoke softly. “But we’re not going to get separated, so we don’t need to worry—”

         “Well of course we wouldn’t intend to get separated, but you know it’s theoretically—”

         “Imogen.” Beck cut a quick glance behind them to Tilda. In spite of the miles and years that moved between them, Imogen understood what her sister was trying to say: don’t scare Tilda. The set of Beck’s jaw, her unblinking eyes, made a plaintive case for not reminding their already-new-to-all-of-this friend that, if things went awry, even a hot meal might not be an option.

         As teenagers they’d shared Canyon stories with Tilda, including the one where their family had gotten separated for nearly twenty-four hours. Had Tilda forgotten those stories, or had she written them off as adolescent hyperbole? Beck was in charge now, as their dad had been then, and part of her responsibility was encouraging everyone to get mentally and physically ready. If she was this concerned about scaring Tilda over how they packed, had she kept other, more serious dangers from her too?

         Suddenly Imogen was certain Beck had left things out. If Tilda knew the entirety of the hazards that could befall them—and death wasn’t impossible—she might not have agreed to the trip. Or might have canceled, as Imogen had anticipated. Something electric short-circuited, sending skittering flames of anxiety through Imogen’s gut. It wouldn’t matter if Tilda was physically strong if she was mentally weak; there wasn’t an emergency exit if Tilda decided she wanted out. Had Beck done her due diligence in helping her prepare?

         (Or maybe Beck had realized that Tilda was only equipped for physical training and the mental training would be a lost cause.) Snarky. Be nice.

         If Imogen and Tilda had been on better terms, Imogen might have had a chance to talk to her about the things her sister wouldn’t say. But it was too late now and, unlike Imogen, Beck didn’t share a philosophy of preparing for the worst.

         “Okay, I was just trying to be careful,” Imogen conceded, a bit of whine in her voice. Sometimes (often) she hated how easily she played her old familiar role, as if her life were a theatrical production and certain voices prompted preset responses. She wanted to change that, but for now she put the fuel canister in her pack.

         “There are many ways to be careful, grasshopper.” Beck’s eyes sparked mischief, with the undercurrent of a challenge.

         Imogen accepted the bait. “If you say so, bull’s pizzle.”

         “‘Oh, plague sore! Would thou wouldst burst!’”

         Beck’s British accent was terrible, but Tilda, overhearing from the couch, erupted with laughter. “Oh my God, you still call each other that?”

         “Only on special occasions.” Beck gave Imogen a little wink.

         “What’s that from?” Afiya asked.

         “Shakespeare. They started it in high school,” Tilda explained.

         “Why?” Baffled, and a touch disgusted, Afiya looked from Imogen to Beck.

         “Because she was a genius,” said Beck, “the next Shakespeare.”

         “Hardly,” Imogen mumbled. (It used to please her that Imogen was associated with the play Cymbeline, but now such references made her feel like a fraud. She was pretty sure the Bard never suffered from writer’s block.)

         “She wrote a musical, the whole thing, play and lyrics, when she was only fifteen.” Tilda sounded proud, which made Imogen a touch nostalgic. “Our teacher discouraged profanity, so she worked in some Elizabethan insults instead.”

         “Oh that,” said Afiya, finally having context.

         “I saw you have the article framed, behind your desk.” Imogen was staying in Beck’s home office, on a foldout sofa, since Tilda was using the guest room. She hadn’t expected to see the article in a place of honor on her sister’s wall.

         “Really, you still have that?” Tilda asked Beck.

         Beck shrugged, but Imogen thought it was interesting too: of the three of them, only Beck had preserved—and displayed—the newspaper piece written just before Eighty-Seven Seconds had opened for its two-night run. The musical took place on an airplane filled with strangers who formed last-minute connections with the people around them when they realized they were about to crash. They talked (and sang) about the loved ones they were leaving behind, the mistakes they’d made, and the things they’d always hoped to do. While the first act had teetered between not bad and pretentious, the second act turned into a trippy hallucination of the afterlife.

         “Beck’s always had so much faith in your work.” Afiya said this with such earnestness that Imogen sifted through her words for the subtext, but couldn’t quite figure it out.

         “Did you get all your clothes in?” Beck asked Tilda, forever engrossed in the task at hand. Tilda bounded off the sofa and she and Beck chattered about socks and windbreakers and if they should bring a few tampons “just in case.” Seeing them so bubbly together made Imogen feel left out.

         
              

         

         Afiya strolled over and casually rested a lanky elbow on Imogen’s shoulder. Towering above her, Afiya had to hunch to whisper in Imogen’s ear, bringing with her a scent of soapy apples.

         “How’re you doing? You ready?”

         Those five words registered a kindness utterly different from anything Imogen would ever receive from Tilda, or even Beck. Only Afiya would openly acknowledge her agoraphobic tendencies, which hadn’t improved even though the shooting was almost a year behind her. At thirty-four, Afiya and Imogen were the same age, though Imogen always thought of her sister’s wife as older, wiser. Maybe it was her drive: Afiya earned a PhD at twenty-three and became the youngest tenure-track professor at Northern Arizona University. It took a few years, but she almost singlehandedly reshaped the cultural studies department, transforming it into the most intersectional program in Arizona. But it was more than that. Afiya carried an understanding of people, a maturity that struck Imogen as motherly.

         She saw the concern in Afiya’s eyes. “I’m okay.”

         “It’s not too much? All this—out and about?”

         Of course Afiya knew that Beck was trying to help her—fix her—and for all Imogen knew the whole trip could’ve been Afiya’s idea. But in demeanor, Afiya was by far the most sensitive to Imogen’s enduring trauma. She wondered, and not for the first time, if Afiya came by this naturally because of her own difficult start in life. She’d emigrated from Rwanda at three, with her brothers and her mom, and it had taken her mom some time to get the hang of their new country. Afiya’s father was never spoken of. The writer in Imogen liked to invent dark secrets for people, but it was also possible that Afiya’s goodness came from not being burdened with secrets, dark or otherwise.

         Imogen didn’t feel comfortable answering Afiya’s question in front of Beck and Tilda. Too often over the years she’d been at the receiving end of their scorn when they thought she was being ridiculous. They probably wouldn’t be so heartless now, given the circumstances, but she remained reluctant to let her guard down. Without being able to fully immerse herself in another world—an ability she’d taken for granted as a lifelong writer—she’d had no extended hours of peace or engagement. The last several weeks had been especially stressful. Even with the airport’s security protocol, she’d dreaded wading into the zoo of bustling people. She didn’t feel safe in groups; groups were targets.

         Afiya seemed in tune with Imogen’s thoughts—or perhaps Imogen’s face betrayed some semblance of fear. Afiya gave Imogen a quick squeeze, then spoke to her as Imogen imagined a mom might (though her mom lacked such warmth).

         “You’re going to be in one of the most beautiful places in the world, with your big sister and your oldest friend—”

         “I wish you were coming.”

         “This is for the three of you. You’ll challenge yourselves and see how strong you are. The Canyon’s going to give you a big hug and welcome you home.” That made Imogen smile. She wanted that. She needed that. “Why do you think we live here?”

         “Your dream home?” Imogen knew how proud Beck was to have provided her wife with this magnificent house, on its picturesque parcel of land.

         “The Grand Canyon’s our backyard. A place where we can forget the unimportant things, and remember the things we most need to know. When we start to lose track, we go there and remember.”

         Imogen nodded. “I’m ready.”

         “You are.”

         Unlike Tilda, Imogen knew how hard the journey would be. She’d backpacked in the Grand Canyon four times when she was younger, but hadn’t done any real hiking in over ten years. Still, Beck was counting on her. Beck needed her to be reasonably competent and helpful, and Imogen didn’t want to let her down. That was a worry she carried, almost as heavy as her pack promised to be, that some part of her weakness would jeopardize their trip.

         During the past year Imogen had been infected with loneliness, a new condition for her. It was far-fetched, but sometimes she fantasized about being an adventurer, someone at home in every corner of the world. She was a long way from being that person, but thankfully nature in general—and the Canyon in particular—had always made her feel more immune to the anxieties she experienced in her everyday life. Mentally, she could do it. Push through if she got tired or sore, but what if she really was too weak?

         A minor stumble in the Canyon could end the trip. A major stumble could send her hurtling toward her grave.
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         It was starting to look like a living room again, not a staging area for a six-night, seven-day trip beyond the reaches of civilization. Imogen dragged her pack over to the couch so she could sit, without anyone seeing the trepidation on her face, and attach her new sleeping bag to the frame beneath the main compartment of her pack. Afiya made a human Roomba of herself and zipped around picking up discarded packaging and stray bits and bobs that Beck confirmed they didn’t need. While Tilda played with her phone, Beck secured a Therm-a-Rest sleeping pad to Tilda’s burgundy pack. It was all getting too real. They were almost done.

         Upon hearing of Beck’s desire to go down the Hermit Trail and head out to Boucher, Imogen had balked, and suggested an easier trip out to Clear Creek instead. Her dad still loved to tell the tale of the first time he’d taken Beck, at seventeen, out to Boucher, and how he’d held his breath as she crossed the narrow passage—rock face on one side, an abyss on the other—hoping he wouldn’t have to call home to report that Beck had oops! slipped to her death.

         Beck had finally convinced Imogen that the trail out to Boucher wasn’t as death-defying as their dad liked to make it sound, that the narrow passage was, in fact, a super-short stretch and totally worth it and she needed to push past her fears. Imogen had a habit of letting her sister talk her into things, even when knowing that Beck, who’d backpacked alone at least twenty times, might not have the greatest understanding of other people’s fears. She’d promised them more beauty and greater rewards by heading deep into the backcountry, where they could admire the mighty Colorado at ground level, and might—off-season in October—have the desert to themselves.

         Imogen had been thinking about that precarious stretch of trail for seven months. She knew the strategy: keep your eyes on your feet. But it still worried her. What if she took one look at it and chickened out? Then she wouldn’t even be mentally capable. And she could almost hear Beck explaining it away to Tilda, “There’s just one tricky section,” as if the rest weren’t already going to be the hardest walk of her life.

         It wasn’t a helpful thing to be thinking about, but their dad really had almost died on their mom’s first—and last—Grand Canyon trip.

         Things had gone awry almost from the start as they’d descended the Hermit Trail. Beck, fifteen and on her third Canyon trip, and Imogen, thirteen and on her second, went at their own pace and were soon far ahead. When their dad blew his emergency whistle they’d feared their parents were in real trouble. They hurried back only to be told that their mom was wobbly on her feet and proceeding slowly; apparently stomping around the city in high heels was not effective preparation for clambering over rocks with a heavy pack on. Their dad told Beck and Imogen to hike the rest of the way on their own, and have camp ready when they got there.

         By the time they reached the Hermit camping area, Imogen had felt unwell. Hot. Hungry. Tired. But Beck was more worried than exhausted. Even at barely fifteen, she was already inclined to fix everyone’s problems: she decided to head back to Cathedral Stairs—a particularly difficult section of trail—and relieve their mom of her backpack. It was getting dark. Imogen didn’t want her sister to go. It was too dangerous, and Beck was the one person she couldn’t live without. She was alarmed by her sister’s sense of duty—her reckless grit—as she set off alone with only her walking stick and a tiny flashlight.

         Having backpacked in West Virginia many times, Imogen knew how to set up camp—how to hang all the food from a tree, and lay out the ground tarp and mattress pads so they could sleep when ready. But after that, she sat on her thin bed and cried, imagining her sister swallowed up by a cavernous mouth that only opened when the sun stopped looking, when the surrounding rocks loomed black in their shadows.

         She found out the next day that for some number of hours the four members of the Blum family had all been on their own in the dark. Two months later their mom filed for divorce. And six months after that, the Blum sisters started at Beechwood and told their new friend how their dad had almost fallen over a cliff, and they’d laughed and said he deserved it for being so clueless. Adult Imogen knew that wasn’t true. Though he might have miscalculated his wife’s abilities, when he realized they weren’t going to make it to camp he’d hurried ahead to find a level spot where they could bivouac. But night came on too quickly and he found himself racing back so their mom wouldn’t be alone. Careless in his panic, he’d stumbled off trail, and soon heard his walking stick go clattering off rocks as it plunged into the darkened emptiness.

         “You okay?” Beck asked her now, skeptical.

         Imogen realized her face had crumpled and she coughed the tightness from her throat. “Just thinking.”

         How had it not occurred to any of the Blums to just stick together? Though Beck had forsaken her mission to Cathedral Stairs and returned to camp safe and sound, they hadn’t been able to eat a hot breakfast the next morning—not without the fuel in their missing father’s backpack.

         Imogen wanted to excuse herself to go tongue a few drops of the medical marijuana tincture she used for anxiety. (Later, she’d slip it into her pack with the last of her personal things.) But they were all watching her. Maybe they thought this was what she did at home in the months since the shooting—randomly burst into tears. But these tears were for something else.

         Their dad had hoped that backpacking trip would somehow shore up the crumbling infrastructure of his marriage. It hadn’t. If anything, it accelerated its collapse. Could Beck do it better?

         
              

         

         Imogen and Beck took turns hoisting each pack onto their backs, checking for weight and balance. It would make walking even more difficult if one side was heavier than the other, or if stuff shifted around. But of particular concern to Imogen was that her pack weigh the ten or fifteen pounds less that she’d been promised. Tilda was the most solidly built of the three of them and they were counting on her overall physical ability. Beck, the tallest, was like a slab of wood, thin and hard and strong. Imogen could still buy children’s clothes (which she did on occasion to save money).

         “How’s it feel?” Beck asked as Imogen took a few steps.

         “Heavy.” But she’d tried the others, and knew hers was lighter. “How’s yours?”

         “Heavy.” Beck turned to Tilda. “Want to try yours?”

         Tilda set down her phone and leapt across the room. “Ooh, mine looks like a big burrito.”

         Hers was the only one of the three with an internal frame. Beck held it up, as if offering an overcoat. Tilda slid her arms through the straps, heaved the belt across her hips. She paced around a bit. “Not bad. Not as bad as I thought it might be.”

         The Blum sisters exchanged raised eyebrows. Suppressed grins. Yup, the city girl couldn’t imagine beyond the room, the level, manufactured floor. But there was no point in telling her. If Tilda still said “not bad” after arriving at Hermit Camp, Imogen would suggest a career change to an Olympian.

         “And it matches my toes.” Tilda stuck out a foot so they could admire her nail polish. Imogen rolled her eyes. Tilda ignored it, and resumed marching back and forth. “It feels good. Talk about downsizing. If I can fit all this on my back, maybe I should sell my house and live in a van.”

         Afiya cackled. “Maybe taking this a bit too far.”

         “Okay, Wonder Woman, don’t wear yourself out,” said Beck.

         Tilda took up the superhero pose, fists at her waist, then used her invisible wrist cuffs to deflect invisible bullets. Beck shot at her with an imaginary ray gun, complete with sound effects, pkew, pkew. Imogen sank into the sofa and watched them battle it out; they used to play like that together, the three of them, silly and unselfconscious (or stoned).

         “Okay children, I don’t think you should get this worked up so close to bedtime.” Afiya playacted the mom role well. Tilda and Beck groaned—disappointed, bratty imps.

         Imogen joined in only when it was time to line their backpacks against the couch, ready for the morning.

         “Don’t forget to brush your teeth,” Afiya said, walking her guests to their rooms.

         “You’re good at this,” Beck whispered, and kissed her cheek.

         After an exchange of good nights and sleep tights, Imogen shut the door to Beck’s office, glad to finally be alone. This was the last time and space she’d have to herself for a while. She plopped onto the edge of the foldout bed and took off her bra. Their alarms were set for four o’clock and she didn’t want to risk not being able to fall asleep; she dripped her marijuana tincture under her tongue.

         There it was again, the framed article, with its muddy black-and-white photo. Imogen was in the middle with a smug smile (and a messy mohawk), flanked by openmouthed Tilda (holding a microphone) and Beck, the director, glaring with her arms crossed (the photographer had wanted her to look authoritative). Imogen silently chuckled. At the time, they’d taken themselves so, so seriously—simultaneous to being utterly ridiculous. We had range.

         She laughed again at the thought. But it was true. They weren’t set in their ways then. They didn’t know where they were going or what life would throw at them. She realized, looking at her old self, confident without reason to be, that she needed some of that girl back. Was she out there somewhere? Perhaps, in the company of Beck and Tilda, she could find her again.

      

   


   
      
         
            4

         

         Dawn light slithered across the horizon, a molten stripe. The Flagstaff public radio station had been playing classical music since they left, but Imogen, in the backseat, spent most of the eighty-minute drive half asleep. She came fully awake as Beck angled her Jeep into the Hermit Trailhead parking lot, simultaneously turning off the radio.

         There was only one other car in the lot, but Beck parked some distance from it. Imogen unbuckled, eager in her sudden wakefulness to get going.

         “Cell phones?” Beck held out her hand.

         “Are you sure we can’t—”

         “I’m sure.” Beck had been ready for Tilda to try one last argument, even though they’d discussed it a dozen times. “They’re not gonna work anyway, it’s just dead weight.”

         Tilda had known this was coming, it was why she’d purchased a mini digital camera. Impatient, Imogen passed her phone to Beck, and stepped out into the quiet, cold dawn. She half hoped her friend would forget to use her little camera—not because she didn’t want Tilda to have “content” to share on social media, but because wonder was its own blessed distraction. And this was a wonder. Imogen remembered her dad telling her, decades earlier, how Nature preferred to reveal her gifts to the truly attentive, and technology would sully that.

         In her peripheral vision, Beck leaned over Tilda’s knees and slipped all the cell phones into the glove compartment. Imogen intentionally didn’t look to see if Tilda sighed or made some sort of pathetic frowny face. A minute later they were all at the tailgate, hauling out their packs. Silently they loaded up, tightened their belts, grabbed their walking sticks.

         After locking the doors, Beck zipped the car key into an internal pocket of her fleece, ready to let the Jeep hibernate for a week. “Everybody all set?”

         Imogen couldn’t wait to leave civilization behind, but the little wings of nervousness took flight in her chest—part excitement for the adventure, part fear of the journey.

         “Let’s do this,” said Tilda.

         
              

         

         They were a few hundred yards down the Hermit Trail before the view opened up. It wasn’t as expansive as the views from the tourist overlooks. But still. Hermit Trail clung to the eastern side of Hermit canyon, which meant some serious drop-offs, and impressive vistas, all the way down. The difficulty of the walking required eyes-on-feet at all times, so in order to look, really look, they needed to stop. They stood there in a row in all their gear, leaning on their bamboo poles, and took in the morning.

         Tilda looked as if she’d purchased her entire sporty and expensive (and colorful) trousseau from REI, and probably had. Imogen felt a bit like a pauper by comparison in her baggy cargo shorts and faded black leggings, but they were practical. As a well-paid general practitioner, Beck could’ve afforded any specialty apparel she desired, but favored a pair of comfy old jeans. They all wore shirts, hoodies, and windbreakers against the chill October morn, but it would probably be less than half an hour before they started peeling off layers. It was a temperate time of year for the Canyon, no snow on the rim, and no blistering temperatures at the bottom. Imogen preferred a bamboo walking staff that rose several inches above her head; she leaned on it with both hands. Beck still had her tried-and-true skinny stick. Tilda had wanted to get a trekking pole like the stores sold, one that looked better suited to a ski slope, but Beck convinced her to go to a garden center and buy bamboo; Tilda’s stocky pole came just to her chin.

         This was what you did in the Canyon, whether it was the first visit or the thousandth: stand.

         Look.

         Absorb.

         There were no words, so none of them spoke.

         Here was a masterpiece, and Imogen was awestruck by the Creator’s vision. How had a painter painted this? With so much depth and so many hues? Gray, lavender, sand. Smoky colors that blended and bent and rippled, and, from so many places along the rim, went on for as far as the eye could see. How had a sculptor sculpted this? With its infinite layers and formations, endless temples for countless gods. In some places the universe revealed its soul. A many-chambered heart, the inner canyons carried the tributaries of the Colorado River outward like branches, diminishing yet infinite.

         From everywhere along the trail the view would be different. But even if they stood as they were all day the light would change, and with each passing minute a new landscape would emerge. The artist would dip her brush into a vast palette throughout the day—pastels would bleed from blue to pink to buff to the electric shades of sunset—until finally it would be the moon’s turn, though she preferred more secretive silks, in tones of ink and silver. It was a view that reminded Imogen of the complexity of time, how water and wind and the forming continents might summon an especially pleasing surprise. And it was a comfort, this spectacularly dissimilar evidence that if the universe made everything—even this great canyon—it had made her, too.

         She hoped she possessed even a speck of greatness. As if in response, her skin tingled as something inside her shivered back to life, thrilled that she was really here.

         The true beginning of a journey was a daunting task, almost sacred. After an appropriate amount of time, Beck resumed the lead and headed on down the trail. Imogen waited for Tilda to follow after her. For a moment, in Tilda’s hesitation, Imogen really recognized her old friend—a girl with a big personality who’d sometimes hovered at the fringes of a room, unsure if she was welcome. But a second later she strode ahead, leaving Imogen to take up the rear.

         The first mile and a third of the Hermit Trail descended a toe-crunching thirteen hundred feet in elevation. Ahead of her, Tilda prodded cautiously with her walking stick and watched her feet, acclimating to the conditions. She didn’t know yet about the thing that happens to a person’s calf muscles after walking downhill for seven steep miles. The agony really couldn’t be duplicated through exercise—even by people whose workout routines required them to leave the house. Imogen remembered being barely able to squat for a pee the day after a descent into the Canyon. Yet, it wasn’t the sort of pain she feared. Unlike bullets.

         
              

         

         “Oh my God.” Tilda came to a full stop where a section of trail became a slanting rock over an abrupt two-foot drop.

         Beck was already a little way ahead, so it was Imogen who stood beside her and examined the ground beneath the drop-off. They made hesitant eye contact. Imogen could almost sense Tilda wishing that Beck were here to guide her. Imogen reminded herself she had been good at this once—good at dancing across the stones in a creek bed, good at gauging the distance her legs could handle when maneuvering along footholds.

         “You can use your stick to brace yourself. Then you can step onto…” Imogen pointed with her walking stick to a rock barely the size of an eggplant. “Maybe that one. Do you want me to go first?”

         She wanted to prove to herself—and Tilda—that, rusty or not, she wasn’t a liability.

         Tilda studied the terrain, considering her options. “That’s okay. I’ll try it.”

         “Make sure your stick is wedged tight so it doesn’t slip.” Imogen had made that mistake once—once—at nineteen, crossing a pair of boulders farther down this very trail. The pole had shifted midleap, slamming against her ear.

         There’d been no one close enough to see what had happened (or hear her cry out), and Imogen had half collapsed, her ear ringing, her head throbbing, certain she was bleeding. Tentatively, she’d touched her ear canal with her pinky finger, unsure what she’d do if her brain was oozing out. It wasn’t. After a few minutes she was back on her way, but all these years later if she slept on that side too long her inner ear squawked in distress.

         Apparently unimpressed with the eggplant-rock, Tilda sat on the edge of the slab and lowered herself over. Up ahead, Beck had stopped and was watching them.

         Once safely down, Tilda raised her walking stick above her head in triumph. It wasn’t quite a curtain call begging for a standing ovation, but close enough. Imogen kept any uncharitable comments to herself, though she uttered an “oh dear” at Tilda’s back before nimbly traversing the drop.

         “Are there a lot of places like that?” Tilda directed the question to Beck as they caught up to her, but Imogen couldn’t hold back.

         “Yup. Lots. You might not be able to sit on your butt for all of them.” She hadn’t meant to sound snide, but Beck and Tilda heard it that way and shot her a cold gaze.

         “She’s not as experienced as you,” Beck said, using the tone that made Imogen feel like a bad child.

         “I didn’t mean it like that,” she mumbled as they resumed hiking. Imogen felt herself blushing as something devilish wormed around inside her. No, the thing that had bothered her was the celebration, Tilda’s expression of conquest after crossing a relatively small hurdle. What would come next? Would they have to congratulate her after every obstacle?

         In spite of the beauty all around them, Imogen was aware of an unfriendly bitterness hovering within her lungs, too easy to express. And this wasn’t the place to let something as stupid as envy endanger anyone’s safety.

         Maybe she hadn’t been paid as much money as Tilda for her book, but Imogen was proud of her second novel, Esther’s Ghost. Sure, Tilda could write a how-to-live-your-best-life book filled with lots of glossy photographs and fat words of inspiration. But she couldn’t touch what Imogen had learned to conjure after years of practice and thousands of pages of effort. Esther’s Ghost’s second miracle (after finding a publisher with relative ease) was that it needed little in the way of revisions—which was fortunate, considering the state of her muse. She’d worked on it long and hard before showing it to her agent, getting feedback from Beck and a couple of online writer friends between drafts. It was a little darker than her debut novel, with a gothic feel, and she’d wanted to get it just right. Her protagonist, Esther, became consumed with finding her assailant after she was assaulted in her bed in the middle of the night. When the clues suggest her attacker was an honest-to-god ghost, Esther’s friends start to question her sanity, but she knows the rape wasn’t her imagination.

         It was now seven months from publication—though, the way things were going, Esther’s Ghost might be Imogen’s last book.

         It abruptly dawned on her what her sister had really said: Tilda didn’t know how to do any of this—and Imogen did. If she wanted to feel good about herself, a worthy member of the expedition, she could play the role of teaching assistant. And maybe that was what Beck, disinclined toward expending too many words, envisioned for her. If Imogen wasn’t sure who she was supposed to be in Tilda’s life, at least she could do what Beck expected of her.

         “This is probably the steepest section,” Imogen said now, trying to make up for her earlier cynicism. “But you should anticipate a lot of rough spots ahead, especially once we’re past Santa Maria Springs. But we’ll be able to rest there for a bit to get refreshed.”

         In truth, Imogen didn’t remember every piece of the trail that well, but part of her own preparation had been talking to her dad. He knew it helped her to visualize things, so her imagination wouldn’t run amuck, and he’d happily answered her gazillion questions. Now she had a good portion of their hiking days outlined in her head.

         Both Tilda and Beck glanced at her. Tilda seemed to get that she was trying to redeem herself, and flashed a grin. Beck shot her a patented look of disapproval. Imogen was tempted to shout ahead to her, “Use your words!” She was sick of her sister’s weighty judgments, made in silence, leaving Imogen to question what she’d done wrong.

         She suspected Beck had avoided describing anything as painfully steep or scoot-on-your-butt rough, or mentioned that Hermit Trail was extremely difficult on a scale of already hard. Beck could be merciless in her belief that people should figure things out for themselves. As a teenager, she’d expounded philosophically about her reticence, claiming that people too easily let someone else’s rhetoric color their expectations. At sixteen, that sounded sage and geeky, but in recent years Imogen had wondered if it went deeper, if Beck really was afraid to express herself on some level.

         Stop thinking! Too much baggage. Backpacking was supposed to be about packing light, but Imogen had brought a ton of extra shit, none of it useful.

         Turning her attention to more constructive things, she watched Tilda on the trail ahead of her. She placed her feet carefully, but Imogen could see her muscles straining against the fabric of her two-tone hiking tights; they’d hardly started, and Tilda was already struggling.

         “Keep half an eye on Beck,” Imogen said. “See how she maneuvers down the trail. You’ll get more of a feel for the pack soon too, and how to move with the extra weight.”

         “Okay. Maybe I’m stupid”—Tilda paused to catch her breath, her eyes on the scenery—“but I didn’t expect it to be quite so…”

         “You’re not stupid, you’re just used to the word trail meaning something smooth and more or less easy to walk on,” said Imogen.

         “Yes. That. But…it is pretty fucking incredible.”

         They exchanged grins, unselfconscious for once, and continued on.

         “Remember those stories we used to tell you? About tourists we’d come across who were totally unprepared. Thought if it was a tourist destination it must be as safe as Disneyland?”

         “Yeah, I get it now. Honestly, if Beck hadn’t advised me I probably would’ve been the same way. Headed off on a day hike in running shoes with a little bottle of water and a protein bar—like I did in LA! I get it. This is some real shit. Some not-something-everybody-can-do, don’t-take-it-for-granted shit. And I’m glad we’re doing this.”

         From the switchback below them, Beck radiated joy as she called up, “This is the real life.”

         “The real world,” Imogen agreed. The better world. Nature didn’t fuck things up the way people did.

         The three of them smiled in unison.
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