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NEENA CUT THE engine, and the speakers went silent. Mid-lyric. The trail was straight ahead, but her gaze could only follow it to its first bend. The overhanging forest, a drab and washed-out green that presaged the end of summer, obscured the rest of the path. “How many days do you think we’ll last?” she asked.


“How many hours,” Josie said.


“If I die out there? I’d be honored if you ate my body.”


“I would never let a bear get to your body first.”


“Oh my God.” Incredulity tainted Neena’s laughter. “Would you please stop it with the bears?”


“Only if you promise not to mention their existence for the next seventy-two hours.”


“I didn’t! You brought them up. Again.”


Josie shuddered, darkening. “I’m serious. I don’t know if I can do this.”


“Just think of them as big Winnie-the-Poohs.”


“Shut your hole.”


“Paddingtons. Baloos. Fozzies.”


It was a joke—it was always a joke—but Josie jerked open the passenger-side door and got out. It slammed shut behind her. Neena grabbed her phone off the charger and followed her best friend into the parking lot.


“Berenstains,” she said, digging in. Neena always dug in.


Her hiking boots crunched against the wet gravel. The rain had just stopped. In these mountains, it rained most afternoons during the summer—violent downpours in the early season, irksome drizzles in the late—but cleared quickly. It was the third week of August. The Little South Chickadee River burbled and sang nearby. Insects hummed and clicked their wings. The lazy breeze smelled of sun-warmed pine.


Josie pivoted with sudden interest. “Ooh, did you ever have a thing for Brother Bear? I mean, before you realized they were über-Christian hillbillies.”


“What are you talking about?” Neena asked, confused.


“Brother Bear. With the red shirt and blue pants.”


“I know who Brother Bear is. The Berenstain Bears were Christian?”


“There were numerous books with the word ‘God’ in the title.”


“Huh,” Neena said. “I guess my parents didn’t check those out from the library.” She popped the Subaru’s hatch. Everyone in Asheville drove a Subaru, the preferred mode of transportation for modern hippies and outdoorsmen, among which the girls were neither. Neena’s parents had purchased the Impreza because it had a high safety rating. Their backpacks crowded its hatch like monstrous, bloated caterpillars. Very hungry caterpillars. Neena realized her thoughts might be stuck on picture books.


She moaned. “I don’t wanna.”


Josie copied Neena’s moan. “I don’t wanna, either.”


The packs didn’t budge, refusing to help. These were not their school backpacks, retired from service and recently replaced by more stylish backpacks for college. Josie’s brother and his girlfriend had loaned them a pair of backpacking packs: a boggling assemblage of padded straps, hip belts, bungee cords, mesh pockets, and bulging compartments. Neena prickled with renewed trepidation. Not only were these packs borrowed, but so was the equipment inside them. Even her boots—an outmoded pair, heavy and ugly—were borrowed from Josie’s mom, who wore the same size.


Unfortunately, they had no one to blame but themselves. The trip had been concocted only two days ago during their morning shift at Kmart, a pre-Amazon relic where customers often exclaimed in astonishment, “I thought you went under years ago!”


Alas. The chain clung on for its meager life. Their particular location had a whopping 1.5-star rating on Yelp. Its shelves were largely empty and in permanent disarray. Clothing hung askew on broken racks, dented cans lingered past expiration dates, sports equipment was shellacked in off-putting colors, and the book selection was a smattering of religious overstock and failed themed-mystery series. The Thanksgiving Murders. The Body on the Badminton Court. ’Til Death Do Us Sudoku. The store looked like a former roommate had never returned to pick up the last of his boxes.


That Saturday shift had been Neena’s last. In one week, she would be moving to California for college. Josie was staying in North Carolina.


“We should do something,” Neena had said.


“We are doing something,” Josie had replied flatly. “We’re restocking the shampoo aisle.”


“Something significant. Something just the two of us.”


“It’s always just the two of us.”


Though her gaze had remained detached, Josie’s eyelids twitched at her own slip. It wouldn’t always be just the two of them. The impending separation pressed against them like a loaded shotgun. Josie was acting glum and bitter, as she had been all summer. Neena longed for the old Josie, who was lively and game. She needed the old Josie. She’d tried again. “Something big, I mean. Maybe we could drive to Dollywood.”


“Roller coasters give you migraines.”


“We could go camping. Like Galen and Kyle.”


“We hate Galen and Kyle,” Josie had said. They hated everybody; it was one of the things that had sealed their friendship. But their teenage redneck coworkers were particularly loathsome. They spat watery brown dip onto the break-room floor, ignored calls to the registers for backup, and viewed feminism as a threat to their masculinity. “And we don’t know shit about camping. Nature is for . . . other people.”


Their classmates had all taken advantage of the mountain lifestyle. They had always been off tubing and kayaking down the French Broad River, hiking and camping along the Blue Ridge Parkway. A lot of beer, weed, and sex had been involved. It was a local rite of passage. Neena and Josie had never been interested in any of that, excepting the sex. But, regrettably, neither of them had ever had a boyfriend.


“Yeah,” Neena had said, “but if they can do it, so can we. Didn’t you used to go camping with your family?”


“When I was a kid. And my dad and Win did all the work.”


Josie’s father had died when she was in the eighth grade. Win was Winston, Josie’s older brother. It was unnecessary to point out that Neena had never been camping. Everyone in her family was strictly an indoor type. Despite this, Neena unexpectedly latched onto the idea. “Okay, but Win goes all the time. We could borrow his gear.” Her reasoning crumbled into pleading. “I mean, haven’t you ever wondered if maybe we missed out on a vital high school experience?” Josie had snorted with disdain. But she’d stopped restocking.


“Soon I won’t even have the option to do things like this anymore,” Neena had said. “Not in the city. This is my last chance.”


Neena wasn’t sure why Josie had eventually come around. Maybe because Neena had continued to monologue, hyping the excursion with notions of enlightenment. Being in the woods would be freeing! A technology detox! A chance to commune with Mother Earth, Mother Nature . . . whatever her name was! But by the time Neena had clocked out for the last time from the not-so-superstore, Josie had switched enough shifts so they could do it. Of course, they still needed permission. They had wanted to leave the next morning, but it took longer than that just to convince Neena’s parents.


I won’t see Josie again until Thanksgiving.


You will not see us until Thanksgiving, either.


I’m an adult.


You are eighteen.


I’ve never gotten into trouble.


You have never been given the chance, because we keep you safe.


Neena’s father had relented first. Maybe it was because he’d spent more time with Josie, driving the girls around before Neena had gotten her license. Fixing them hot dogs and jhal muri after school. Watching every season of endless sitcoms with them. As the primary witness to their friendship, perhaps he held deeper compassion for their situation.


Our daughter is right, Baba had said, wearily rubbing his brow. Neena had been surprised to be right. She is responsible and trustworthy. She has earned this.


The trip would last three days, and the girls had decided to go backpacking, which, best they could tell, meant “hiking with camping.” Camping-only sounded boring. Josie’s brother had helped them select a trail, and, ever the diligent students, they crammed their research—reading articles, watching videos, scouring message boards. They’d organized an itinerary and printed out copies for their families. They’d downloaded trail-map apps onto their phones and marked the waypoints.


But Neena’s parents still wouldn’t give their final blessing until the girls proved they could use the equipment. Earlier that morning, all three parents had stood in Josie’s overgrown backyard, scrutinizing them as they pitched the tent, lit the stove, and filtered water under Win’s tutelage. The girls were unskilled and clumsy, and everyone had a good chuckle at their expense, but they’d passed the test. They excelled at passing tests.


And now they were here. And so were their enormous backpacks.


“Do you remember how we’re supposed to put them on?” Neena tried to recall Win’s backpack demonstration, but it blurred with all his other demonstrations and instructions.


Josie frowned. “Something to do with the knees. Or a knee? There’s definitely some kind of knee-to-shoulder transfer. I think.”


They glanced at each other. The absurdity of not even knowing the very first step broke them into nervous, hysterical giggles.


Neena reached for her pack. “Here goes nothing.”


Literally nothing went. The pack was leaden.


“Well,” Neena said. “Shit.”


They cracked up harder. Using all four hands, together the girls scooted and grunted the behemoth forward, until Neena’s pack was half on the car, half off. They were in tears from laughing.


“Was it this heavy when we put it in here?” Josie asked.


“I think it birthed a baby hippopotamus.” Neena unzipped the pack’s hip-belt pocket and squeezed her phone inside. Service didn’t exist out here, but they’d packed a charging device so they could still use their cameras and GPS. They had been surprised to learn that GPS would still work. Win had explained that it connected to satellites, not cell towers. The girls’ last texts had been sent from a remote highway on the outskirts of Canton, just past a guzzling old paper mill. The cell signals had vanished soon after. Their families did not expect to hear from them again until they returned.


Josie pointed at the pack’s straps, which were dangling above the ground. “Can you get underneath, maybe? Could you try to slip those on?”


Neena glanced around to ensure that no one else was watching. But it was a Monday, a weekday, and this wasn’t a popular trail. Another Subaru was parked at the east end of the lot, because of course it was, and two pickups were parked at the west. The rest of the lot was empty—the weekend hikers and campers had already gone home.


Crouching below her target, Neena turtled it onto her body. Her arms threaded through the straps, her right foot took a labored step, the pack dislodged . . . and then slowly, steadily pushed her straight into the ground.


Josie lost her mind. She buckled over again, clutching her abdomen.


The crush was so alarming that Neena laughed, too, out of shock. Her clothes sponged up the sodden earth. “I don’t recommend this method.”


“I’ve never seen actual slow motion in real life.”


“Hey. Help a gal out?”


It took a full minute for Josie to roll Neena over, and then for Neena to rock back and forth to gain some momentum. But, finally, Neena heaved upward.


Josie grabbed Neena’s flailing hands. Their matching rings caught in the sunlight, glittering like miniature galaxies. The rings were all stone, no metal—carved ultramarine with clouds of white calcite and flecks of gold pyrite. Last winter, the girls had purchased them at a mineral shop downtown because the sign had claimed that lapis lazuli was a symbol of friendship. The rings had adorned their right index fingers ever since.


Josie lifted Neena to her feet and didn’t let go until Neena was steady. “You look fantastic,” she said. “Like you’re ready to summit Everest.”


Dampness muddied Neena’s clothing. Gravel stuck to her cheek. “Ugh, this thing weighs a thousand pounds. People do this for fun?” She brushed the grit from her jeans.


Josie was wearing jeans, too, to shield her legs from ticks, which were abundant here and carried Lyme disease. “Cotton kills,” Win had warned, a favorite refrain of the outdoor community. But he wasn’t talking about protection from bloodsucking arachnids. Cotton was dangerous because it absorbed moisture and lacked insulation. Unfortunately, their choices were either jeans or leggings—the girls didn’t own any other types of pants—and leggings weren’t warm enough. Because he’d also said it got cold out here at night, even in August, even though they were only fifty-five minutes from home.


Neena snapped her hip belt together. “Your turn.”


Josie wished it weren’t. She had only agreed to this trip because Neena had begged, and because their days together were at an end. The trip almost hadn’t even happened. Josie had allowed Neena to believe that Neena’s parents were the holdup, but the truth was that Josie’s mother had been equally resistant. She’d only relented after Win had intervened. Josie had overheard his muffled appeal from the other side of her bedroom wall. Her best friend is moving away. Just let her have this. It stung to hear her circumstances described so plainly.


Everything about this summer stung because Neena was leaving, and Josie was staying.


Neena was going to attend the University of Southern California, and Josie was going to attend the University of North Carolina Asheville.


Neena was going to live in a dormitory, and Josie was going to keep living at home with her mother.


Neena was going to have new friends and new experiences, and Josie was going to be surrounded by all the same people and places.


It wasn’t that Josie didn’t love their hometown. Asheville was beautiful and open-minded and had multiple concert venues, independent cinemas, and organic farmers’ markets. It had Arts and Crafts neighborhoods and an Art Deco downtown. It had character and history and integrity. But it was also small—the kind of city that adults chose to live in after they’d explored the rest of the world. Neena was about to see the world without her. Josie was about to become a human Kmart. Abandoned and forgotten, but still here.


“Sorry I can’t help you anymore,” Neena said, shuffling toward her.


Josie startled. “What?”


“With your pack. We should have moved yours, too, before I put on mine.”


Sometimes Josie believed, sincerely, that Neena could read her mind. She was glad this wasn’t one of the occasions. Putting on a show of false enthusiasm and roaring with exaggerated strength, Josie hefted her pack to the edge of the hatch.


Neena blinked at her. Mystified. “How’d you do that?”


“You’ve got the food. I’ve got the tent. The food weighs more.”


“Fuck that. You’re taking the food tomorrow.”


Josie grinned, for real. “After we’ve already eaten some? No problem.”


“You devious, devious wench.”


“That was the deal. You got the lady backpack, so you got the extra pounds.” Josie shoved her pack into an upright position. It took several attempts before it stayed.


“I got the lady backpack because I’m shorter than you. And I still think the lady backpack should necessitate fewer pounds.”


“The lady backpack distributes the weight more evenly across the lady’s body.”


Neena waddled in a circle. Her hands were posed like she was modeling. “Now, tell me. Is it this luscious shade of purple that makes it a lady backpack?”


“Luscious lavender.”


“Ladies in Lavender... wasn’t that a movie with Judi Dench?”


“And Maggie Smith. They nurse a sexy, young violinist back to health.”


“When we’re old,” Neena said, “I want us to be surrounded by sexy, young violinists.”


“I’d settle for us just being Dames,” Josie said. Her pack was navy blue and stained from years of rugged use. Win had started solo backpacking after their father’s death. Their father had loved the outdoors, and, in his grief, her brother had found refuge there. He’d been seventeen then, only a few months younger than Josie was now. It was a surprising realization. Now Win was twenty-two, but it seemed like he’d been an adult forever.


Meegan, owner of the lavender pack, had only taken up backpacking when she and Win started dating. Josie hoped she would never stoop to something like that. But if a guy ever showed any interest in her, maybe she’d take up a dumb hobby to impress him, too.


“Obviously we’ll be Dames,” Neena said.


Josie loved talking with Neena like this. Like their future was certain. Like they would always be friends. She backed up neatly into her upright pack, slipped the straps over her shoulders, snapped it all together, and stood.


“Aw,” Neena said. “That’s not fair.”


Compared to Neena, Josie was tall. Practically brawny. She had the type of body that could have real, natural strength if she put forth even a modicum of effort. But she never had, so it didn’t. The burden on her back—the sheer resistance to her effort—was staggering. She balked. “Oh my God. People do this for fun?”


“That’s what I said!”


Panic flooded through Josie. It hadn’t occurred to her that they might not be physically capable of this trip. “How are we supposed to carry these for three days?”


Neena shook her head. “I have no idea.”


“How?”


“I don’t know,” Neena said. But the joking had stopped. Whenever one of them freaked out—and, admittedly, it was usually Josie—the other went calm. “We just will.”


Josie was sure that if Neena could have shrugged right now, she would have shrugged. Not condescendingly. The gesture would have been comforting. Josie’s panic dulled back into an uneasy, unidentifiable dread. “Right. People do this all the time.”


“Yeah. And we’re people,” Neena said. “Surely we can do this, too.”


“Did you see us in gym class?”


Neena slammed the hatch closed. Birds squawked and took to the humid air. “I kept my eyes closed in gym class.”


“That explains a lot.”


After double-checking that they had everything, Josie stuffed the car keys into the top of Neena’s pack.


“Oh, jeez,” Neena said. “Don’t look.”


Moving to investigate, Josie whacked Neena with her pack. “What?”


Neena oofed.


“Sorry. What? I don’t see any— Oh.”


“I told you not to look.”


A plywood notice board stood beside the trail. In large type on a sheet of copy paper protected by plastic, a faded sign read: BEAR CANISTERS REQUIRED.


“It’s okay,” Neena said. “We’ve got one.”


A second notice with smaller type was tacked beside it, and Josie toddled over to read it. The unwelcome words raked across her skin so viciously that she felt marked. “It says if we don’t have a canister we can get fined. Or even get jail time.”


“Again. We have a canister.”


“It’s from the Forest Service. ‘Emergency requirement to use bear-resistant canisters in . . .’ And great. It lists Frazier Mountain, Deep Fork, Misty Rock Wilderness, and Burnt Balsam Knob. That’s our whole itinerary.”


Neena sidled up to her and pointed. “What are those?” Several different sets of handwriting were scrawled directly onto the splintered plywood.


5/20 bear walked through Misty Rock campsite at 9:40 PM


6/2 Meadow Ridge Cove 2x bears


6-9 saw one bear cross Misty Rock Creek


6/17 meadow ridge cove 1 bear 6 pm


6/29 one bear in Misty Rock Wilderness


7-7 Burnt Balsam 2 bears


Josie’s head wrenched away, trying to avoid absorbing the information. Primal anxiety swelled within. In her mind, a lumbering beast snuffled outside their flimsy tent. The hackles of its shadow rose. A ferocious claw slashed through the defenseless nylon, attacking with frenzied black eyes and snarling white teeth.


“No activity since July,” Neena said. “See? They’re already hibernating.”


“We’re so getting Revenant-ed.”


“That was a movie.”


“Based on a true story!”


“Okay, but it happened, like, two hundred years ago in Canada or Alaska or whatever. And he was attacked by a grizzly bear. No one gets hurt by black bears.”


Actually, in this decade alone, ten people had been killed by black bears in North America. Josie had looked it up. None of them had been on this part of the continent, but still. In recent years, black bear traffic had increased significantly throughout Asheville. Heavy rains due to climate change meant it took longer for nuts and berries to ripen, which meant that bears were emerging from the woods in search of other food. Trash cans were gashed with claw marks. People were hospitalized after accidentally interrupting feasts. And then there was the man who had weaponized his own mountain bike to fend off an aggressive mama bear. That had happened here, inside this very forest. Where there were no cars or houses or buildings to provide protective shelter.


“Oh, shit.” Neena punched Josie’s arm. “Smokey Bear. How did we forget him? He’s a park ranger. He saves lives. Think of them as helpful Smokeys.”


But Josie didn’t want to think about bears at all. She desperately wanted to stop thinking about them. She couldn’t admit, not even to Neena, that The Wizard of Oz had frightened her as a child—not because of the Wicked Witch or her squadron of flying monkeys, but when Dorothy and her friends had chanted, “Lions and tigers and bears! Oh my!” as they’d skipped into the dark wood, they had introduced Josie to the concept of being eaten alive. Flesh ripping. Teeth gnashing. Watching your own meaty chunks be swallowed down the throat of another carnivorous mammal.


Lions...


Black panthers had long been part of state folklore, but they were as likely to be discovered as Bigfoot. Bobcats did live here, though they only attacked humans if they were sick or rabid. However, once upon a time, mountain lions had also lived here—and some believed they still did. Sightings of long-tailed cats with tawny-colored fur remained rampant among hunters, though experts claimed if they did exist, they were simply exotic pets that had been released. This didn’t make Josie feel any better. A pet mountain lion was still a mountain lion.


. . . and tigers ...


At least there weren’t any tigers. Although Josie had once read that there were more tigers in captivity in the United States than in the wilds of Asia, a fact that distressed her on multiple counts.


. . . and bears!


But bears. There were definitely bears out here. Oh my.


Josie shifted to her mental checklist: Keep the campsite clean. Make noise. Place everything that smells out of reach. Watch out for scat and tracks and rubbed tree bark. Urinate far away from the tent. Her palms were clammy. She didn’t want to do this. Why were they doing this?


“Where’s your phone?” Neena asked. “We need to commemorate the moment.” She nodded toward the other sign, the one beside the notice board. It was large and proud and distinctly American with its National Forest typeface and specific shade of brown.


WADE HARTE TRAILHEAD, it said. PISGAH NATIONAL FOREST.


Josie tugged the phone out from her jeans—her hip belt didn’t have a handy pocket like Neena’s—and they took dozens of selfies in front of the sign, hoping that at least one would make them look good. Giant smiles. Sunglasses on, sunglasses off. The screen blurred because Josie’s glasses were prescription. To conserve the battery, she switched the phone to airplane mode, and then Neena stowed it in the top of Josie’s pack so that it wouldn’t dig into her thigh. It barely fit. Josie wondered if the weight would lighten as they consumed the food or if it would grow heavier with their exhaustion.


“Nothing to it but to do it,” Neena said, quoting their least-favorite teacher because they liked reminding each other how awful he was. “Keep calm and carry on,” Josie said as they set off down the trail. “Too blessed to be stressed.”


“Oh God. Why do they all have to rhyme?”


Their banter continued as they rounded the first bend. Josie glanced back. The burbling river softened and then silenced. Neena’s car disappeared.


The woods swallowed them whole.




ROBUST EVERGREENS TOWERED overhead and deciduous hardwoods preened, dappling the midday light. Rhododendrons spiraled with leathery leaves. Wildflowers dipped their heads in greeting. Those, smooth and red. These, frilly and white. A weedy vine tangled to form a wall of electric-orange blooms. It was a dramatic contrast from the tired vegetation that had edged the parking lot, yellowed by car exhaust and human presence. The inner forest was lush and vigorously alive. Even the air smelled better here, pristine with fresh oxygen and perfumed by rainy loam.


Neena would have been awed . . . if only her backpack wasn’t trying to murder her.


The Wade Harte Trail had been challenging from the start. It began with a climb and then continued to a steeper climb. The ascent was unrelenting. Roots, rocks, and downed trees were scattered everywhere across the path, treacherous obstacles lying in wait to roll their ankles. It was exactly what Neena had expected but also somehow worse. Hunching and huffing beneath her pack, its straps dug nastily into her shoulders. No amount of adjusting them or cinching the belt helped. Her limbs dragged with unparalleled fatigue. They had been walking for eight minutes.


“Fuuuuuuuuuck,” Neena said, for the fifth time.


“At least we’re only doing half the trail. Can you imagine?”


“Who is Wade Harte, anyway?”


“No idea, but I read somewhere”—though neither girl had much life experience, they’d always read something, somewhere—“that hikers call this a mini-AT.”


“A mini-what?”


“Appalachian Trail.” Josie pronounced it correctly, like a Southerner. Latch-un, not lay-shun.


“Oh. Doesn’t that run nearby? Or am I thinking of the Mountains-to-Sea Trail?”


“Both, I think.”


Neena bragged. “Look at us, knowing stuff about hiking.”


“We’re hiking geniuses.”


The girls were traipsing up Frazier Mountain, the tallest of several mountains that crested six thousand feet in these woods, but they weren’t hiking to its peak. Thank God. They planned to ascend two-thirds of the way up the mountain before descending into a clearing called Deep Fork, where they would set up camp and spend the night. Measured from the parking lot, the elevation gain was over two thousand feet.


Due to the ascent, today’s hike would be more physically challenging, but tomorrow’s mileage would be more than double. In the morning, they would head into the Misty Rock Wilderness, which sounded like a location on a Tolkien map, and then eat lunch at Burnt Balsam Knob, which sounded like a penis that had been caught in a forest fire. After that, they’d turn around and come back, looping onto a different trail for scenic variation. Tomorrow night, they’d sleep somewhere back in the Misty Rock Wilderness before returning to the trailhead on Wednesday afternoon.


Round trip, the journey was nearly twenty miles. A through-hike on the Wade Harte was just over thirty—stretching from Frazier Mountain in the north to the town of Brevard in the south—but Neena and Josie had wanted this trip to be theirs, completely. They didn’t want another person dropping them off at one end and picking them up at the other.


The trail would eventually cross through a protected wilderness area where signs and trail markers weren’t allowed, but, so far, the path had been well-worn and easy to follow. Neena prided herself on a strong internal compass. Her parents, however, had also made them pack an actual compass, a printed trail map, and further printouts about the trail sections and water sources.


But mainly they were relying on technology. Their phones already had compass apps, and GPS was even easier.


Neena wobbled over another supine tree decomposing across the trail. Behind her, Josie’s footsteps halted. “Did you look?” Josie asked.


“At what?”


“You should always look before stepping over a log. In case of snakes.”


Neena shuffled around to face her, wielding a deadly stare.


“I know.” Josie blushed as she peered over the log. “But seriously, timber rattlesnakes and copperheads. You need to be careful.”


Neena wondered if their entire trip would be peppered with these lists of lethal fauna. She changed the subject to something far more pressing. “I need to pee.”


Josie’s response was exuberant. “Yes! I’m dying, but I was afraid to say something. I mean, if it weren’t for the trees, we’d still be able to see your car.”


The girls had “pre-hydrated”—they despised this word, cudgeled into the English language by coaches and jocks—by consuming a liter of water each on the road. Supposedly, this would give them a head start on fluid loss. Win had advised them to drink slowly, because chugging would make the liquid pass faster, but that didn’t seem to have mattered. Their bladders were already bursting.


Neena unsnapped the sternum strap and hip belt, slid out, and gasped as the pack almost ripped her arms from their sockets. The pack thudded straight to the ground. She teetered with the drastic shift in her center of gravity.


Josie made a similar gasp and teeter.


“Okay,” Neena said, massaging her shoulders. “We’ll find a better way to do that.” But the freedom was rapturous. They were like a sagging mule team lugging supplies into the Grand Canyon. Two liters of water per day, per person, was required, so they’d secured one-liter bottles to both sides of each pack, which they planned to refill along the way. Only luck had kept the bottles from cracking in the fall.


“Do you need the shovel?” Josie asked.


“Thankfully”—Neena shuddered—“not yet.” Win had been remarkably unperturbed as he’d given them the instructions about defecating in the woods.


“Toilet paper or are you gonna air-dry?”


“We have to bury it if we use it, right?”


Josie scratched behind an ear. “Probably?”


They decided to air-dry.


Neena climbed uphill, off the path, and ducked behind a boulder—but not before first checking for venomous snakes. Damn you, Josie. Positioning herself so that the stream would travel downhill, Neena tugged her jeans and underwear down to her knees.


The forest canopy swayed overhead. The wind chilled her exposed flesh.


Josie piped up from behind a nearby conifer. “I read that this land used to be part of the Biltmore Estate, and the Vanderbilts were the ones who sold it to the Forest Service.” The Biltmore was the largest privately owned house in the United States, and, at the time of its construction, the Vanderbilts were the country’s wealthiest family thanks to the fortune they’d made in shipping and railroads. Now their house was Asheville’s main tourist attraction. It looked like the Downton Abbey house on steroids. “Apparently, Pisgah was one of the first national forests in the east.”


“How was this even theirs to sell? Surely, it belonged to the Cherokees.” Neena’s parents were Indian, but strangers often mistook this for American Indian, which, around here, meant Cherokee. Unless they presumed her family was Mexican. Which also happened to a ludicrous degree.


“Surely.”


“What does ‘Pisgah’ even mean? It sounds so ugly. I used to think it was Pig-sah.”


“I did, too,” Josie said. “I think it’s biblical.”


Neena’s squat was careful. Her legs trembled. Nature finally overtook performance anxiety, and she sighed with relief as the trickle turned into a gush. But when she waved her hips to shake off, a watery red droplet splashed onto her thigh. “Shit,” she whispered.


“What?” Josie called out.


“When you’re done, I need the toilet paper.”


“Oh, you have to shit. I thought you saw something.”


“No,” Neena said. “I’m spotting.”


“Oh! Shit.”


Neena’s period wasn’t supposed to start for another week. Hopefully, this was as heavy as her flow would get. Foliage rustled, footsteps scuffled, and a pack unzipped. Josie hustled up the bank. “I have something better,” she said. An arm materialized around the boulder holding out a puffy object in a rosy pink wrapper.


The sight instantly soothed Neena. “You’re a gem.”


“Be prepared,” Josie said. “The Boy Scouts were talking about menstruation, right? I’m not looking,” she added, shuffling backward until Neena could grab it.


Neena was grateful they subscribed to the same philosophy regarding privacy. While they didn’t mind peeing beside each other in public stalls, neither wanted to be seen with her pants down. Their philosophies split, however, when it came to products. Though a real pad was far superior to folded toilet paper, Neena still felt as if she were wearing an adult diaper. But Josie’s periods were lighter, and Neena knew tampons were uncomfortable for her—Josie said it was like hard-packing her vagina with dry cotton balls.
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