

    

    [image: Cover: The River at Night, by Erica Ferencik]


    


    

		

			ADVANCE PRAISE FOR


			The River at Night


			“Raw, relentless, and heart-poundingly real, this book knocked me off my feet like a river in spate.”


			—Ruth Ware, New York Times bestselling author of The Woman in Cabin 10 and In a Dark, Dark Wood


			“A dark, twisting, unrelenting thriller that kept me frantically turning the pages well into the night. Ferencik skillfully combines jolting plot twists, lyrical prose, and a beautifully brutal setting.”


			—New York Times bestselling author Heather Gudenkauf


			“A white-water thrill ride, to be sure. But it’s more than that.  Ferencik digs deep into friendship, midlife angst, and how we can surprise ourselves when the worst things happen.”


			—New York Times bestselling author Lisa Unger


			“Ferencik pushes her characters to the edge in a starkly beautiful and unforgiving wilderness, where their worst nightmares be-come all too real. A harrowing, devastating, and superbly written thriller.”


			—A. J. Banner, bestselling author of The Good Neighbor and The Twilight Wife


			“Terrifying and wholly visceral, The River at Night will leave you gasping, your heart racing, eyes peering over your shoulder to see what follows from behind.”


			—Mary Kubica, New York Times and USA Today bestselling author of Don’t You Cry and The Good Girl


			“A twisting, turning thrill ride of a novel, The River at Night will sweep you along, pull you under, and not let you come up for air until you’ve turned the last page. Ferencik expertly captures the wild, untouched Maine landscape and the ferocity of both nature and humankind.”


			—Jennifer McMahon, New York Times bestselling author of Promise Not to Tell and The Night Sister


			“Ferencik’s writing pulses with a dangerous energy.”


			—New York Times and USA Today bestselling author Vicki Pettersson


			“High-octane. A thriller that combines the watery adventure of Deliverance with the twisting psychological suspense of Lisa Unger.”


			—David Bell, bestselling author of Since She Went Away and Somebody I Used to Know


			“The River at Night is both a haunting, twisting thrill ride through the Maine wilderness and a story of friendship, humanity, and the will to survive.”


			—Megan Miranda, New York Times bestselling author of All the Missing Girls


			“A gal-pal vacation goes over the falls and into hell. You won’t put it down.”


			—Kirkus Reviews


			“[An] adrenaline rush of a novel.”


			—Publishers Weekly


		


	



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.


Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP







Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.









[image: The River at Night, by Erica Ferencik, Gallery Books]







		

			For George


		


	

		

			There was clearly felt the presence of a force not bound to be kind to man. It was a place of heathenism and ­superstitious rites, to be inhabited by men nearer of kin to the rocks and to wild animals than we.
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			Early one morning in late March, Pia forced my hand.


			A slapping spring wind ushered me through the heavy doors of the YMCA lobby as the minute hand of the yellowing 1950s-era clock over the check-in desk snapped to 7:09. Head down and on task to be in my preferred lane by precisely 7:15, I rushed along the glass corridor next to the pool. The chemical stink leaked from the ancient windows, as did the muffled shrieks of children and the lifeguard’s whistle. I felt cosseted by the shabby walls, by my self-righteous routine, by the fact that I’d ousted myself from my warm bed to face another tedious day head-on. Small victories.


			I’d just squeezed myself into my old-lady swimsuit when the phone in my bag began to bleat. I dug it out. The screen pulsed with the image of Pia Zanderlee ski-racing down a double black diamond slope somewhere in Banff.


			My choices? Answer it now or play phone tag for another week. Pia was that friend you love with a twinge of resentment. The sparkly one who never has time for you unless it’s on her schedule, but you like her too much to flush her down the friendship toilet.


			“Wow, a phone call—from you!” I said as I mercilessly assessed my middle-aged pudge in the greasy mirror. “To what do I owe the honor?”


			Of course I knew the reason. Five unanswered texts.


			Pia laughed. “Hey, Win, listen. We need to make our reservations. Like, by tomorrow.”


			I fished around in my swim bag for my goggles. “Yeah, I ­haven’t—”


			“I get it. Nature’s not your thing, but you’re going to love it once you’re out there. Rachel and Sandra are chomping at the bit to go, but they have to make their travel plans. We all do.”


			With a shudder, I recalled my frantic Google search the night before for Winnegosset River Rafting, Maine.


			No results.


			“Just wondering why this place doesn’t have some kind of website. I mean, is it legit?” I asked, my voice coming out all high and tinny. Already I was ashamed of my wussiness. “I’d hate to get all the way up there and find out this is some sort of shady ­operation—”


			I could feel her roll her eyes. “Wini, just because some place or something or someone doesn’t have a website doesn’t mean they don’t exist.” She sounded windblown, breathless. I pictured her power walking through her Cambridge neighborhood, wrist weights flashing neon. “It’s a big old world out there. One of the reasons this place is so awesome is because no one knows about it yet, so it’s not booked solid before the snow’s even melted. That’s why there’s space for the weekend we all want, get it? This year, it’s the world’s best-kept secret—next year, forget it!”


			“I don’t know, Pia . . .” I glanced at the time: 7:14.


			She laughed, softening to me now. “Look, the guy who runs the white-water tours is a good friend of my dad—he’s my dad’s friend’s son, I mean, so it’s cool.”


			“Can’t believe Rachel would want to—”


			“Are you crazy? She’s dying to go. And Sandra? Please. She’d get on a plane right now if she could.”


			With a wave of affection I pictured my last Skype with Sandra: kids running around screaming in the background, papers to correct stacked next to her. When I brought up the trip, she’d groaned, Hell, yes, I’m game for anything—just get me out of Dodge!


			“Wini, listen up: Next year—I promise, we’ll go to a beach somewhere. Cancún, Key West, you choose. Do nothing and just bake.”


			“Look, Pia, I’m at the pool and I’m going to lose my lane—”


			“Okay. Swim. Then call me.”


			I tucked my flyaway dirty-blond bob—the compromise cut for all hopelessly shitty hair—under my bathing cap, then hustled my stuff into a locker and slammed it shut. Do nothing and just bake. Did she really think that was all I was interested in? Who was the one who rented the bike the last time we went to the Cape? Just me, as I recalled, while all of them sat around the rental pouring more and more tequila into the blender each day. And my God—we were all pushing forty—shouldn’t awesome and cool be in the rearview mirror by now?


			•   •   •


			I crossed the slimy tiles of the dressing room and pushed open the swinging doors to the pool. The air hit me, muggy and warm, dense with chlorine that barely masked an underwhiff of urine and sweat. Children laughed and punched at the blue water in the shallow end as I padded over to my favorite lane, which was . . . occupied.


			It was 7:16 and frog man had beat me to it. Fuck.


			For close to a year, this nonagenarian ear, nose, and throat doctor and I had been locked in a mostly silent daily battle over the best lane—far left-hand side, under the skylights—from 7:15 to 8:00 each weekday morning. Usually I was the victor, something about which I’d felt ridiculous glee. We’d only ever exchanged the briefest of greetings; both of us getting to the Y a notch earlier each day. I imagined we both craved this mindless exercise, thoughts freed by the calming boredom of swimming and near weightlessness.


			But today I’d lost the battle. I plopped down on a hard plastic seat, pouting inside but feigning serenity as I watched him slap through his slow-motion crawl. He appeared to lose steam near the end of a lap, then climbed the ladder out of the pool as only a ninety-year-old can: with careful deliberation in every step. As I watched the water drip off his flat ass and down his pencil legs, I realized that he was making his way to me, or rather to a stack of towels next to me, and in a few seconds I’d pretty much have to talk to him. He uncorked his goggles with a soft sucking sound. I noticed his eyes seemed a bit wearier than usual, even for a man his age who had just worked his daily laps.


			“How are you?” I shifted in my seat, conscious of my bathing cap squeezing my head and distorting my face as I stole the odd glance at the deliciously empty lane.


			“I’m well, thank you. Though very sad today.”


			I studied him more closely now, caught off guard by his intimate tone. “Why?”


			Though his expression was grim, I wasn’t prepared for what he said.


			“I just lost my daughter to cancer.”


			“I’m sorry,” I choked out. I felt socked in the soft fleshy parts; smacked off the rails of my deeply grooved routine and whipped around to face something I didn’t want to see.


			He took a towel and poked at his ears with it. A gold cross hung from a glimmering chain around his thin neck, the skin white and rubbery looking. “It was a long struggle. Part of me is glad it’s over.” He squinted at me as if seeing me for the first time. “She was about your age,” he added, turning to walk away before I could utter a word of comfort. I watched him travel in his flap step the length of the pool to the men’s lockers, his head held down so low I could barely see the top of it.


			My hands trembled as I gripped the steel ladder and made my way down into the antiseptic blue. I pushed off. Eyes shut tight and heart pumping, I watched the words She was about your age hover in my brain until the letters dissolved into nothingness. The horror of his offhand observation numbed me as I turned and floated on my back, breathing heavily in the oppressive air. As I slogged joylessly through my laps, I thought of my own father rolling his eyes when I said I was afraid of sleepaway camp, of third grade, of walking on grass barefoot “because of worms.” As cold as he could be to my brother and me, not a thing on earth seemed to frighten him.


			I had barely toweled myself off when my phone lit up with a text from Pia. A question mark, that was it. Followed by three more. Methodically I removed my work clothes from my locker, arranging them neatly on the bench behind me. I pulled off my bathing cap, sat down, and picked up the phone.


			My thumbs hovered over the keys as I shivered in the overheated locker room. I took a deep breath—shampoo, rubber, mold, a sting of disinfectant—and slowly let it out, a sharp pain lodging in my gut. I couldn’t tell which was worse, the fear of being left behind by my friends as they dashed away on some überbonding, unforgettable adventure, or the inevitable self-loathing if I stayed behind like some gutless wimp—safe, always safe—half-fucking-dead with safety. Why couldn’t I just say yes to a camping trip with three of my best friends? What was I so afraid of?


			Pool water dripped from my hair, beading on the phone as I commanded myself to text something.


			Anything.


			I watched my fingers as they typed, Okay, I’m in, and pressed send.
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			The lurch and grind of the Green Line trolley, Monday morning, inbound to Boston. Sunshine filtered through grimy windows, warming the solemn faces of nine-to-fivers dressed for the office, coffee cups in hand. My phone beeped with a new message from Pia, titled Our fearless leader! :), CC’ed to Rachel and Sandra. Attached were photos of our white-water rafting/hiking guide, twenty-year-old University of Orono student Rory Ekhart.


			Shoulder-length dreadlocks, eyes the exact green of an asparagus mousse we’d featured in our March issue. And that bursting-­wide smile—as if whoever took the photo caught him laughing or in a state of joy. Rangy and loose-limbed in a mud-spattered T-shirt and shorts, he stood straddling a narrow stream banked by white birches. An ax dangled from one hand. The tagline read, “Third-year SAG undergrad Rory Ekhart on the trail maintenance crew this summer at Orient Ridge.”


			In another shot he could have been anyone: a man in a cyan-­blue parka, hood up and slightly cinched, face in shadow as he held a hiking pole up in victory or salute against a setting sun behind a snowy mountaintop. In the last photo he wore his biggest grin yet; he was beaming. In full camouflage he knelt on some treeless ridge, the butt of his rifle jammed into the dirt next to his kill: an enormous moose lying on its side, its expression even in death both ferocious and sad.


			I finally got around to Pia’s actual message, where I found myself scrolling through a bottomless list of camping gear needed for the trip: thirty-nine must-haves, not including optional stuff such as playing cards and a sun shower, whatever that was.


			I looked up to see I’d traveled two stops past my own. I jumped to my feet, my mind a whirlwind of wicking shirts, water-­purifying tablets, carabiners, Dr. Bronner’s soap, and bags with hooks I imagined suspended from trees and batted about by the giant paws of nine-foot bears on their hind legs. Excusing myself through jam-packed commuters to the platform, I hoofed it hard back up toward Beacon Street and my office, regretting my choice of stacked heels and narrow skirt, which shortened my already-­short stride.


			I leaned into the heavy doors of our charming but drafty 1920s brick building. Yanked skirt into place, tucked wind-whipped hair behind ears, jabbed at the going-up button. Five floors later the doors sucked open on the fancy new marble-floored lobby, which had felt empty since we let our receptionist go. An antiquated concept, receptionists, we’d been advised at our last come-to-Jesus meeting. Nobody wanders in from the street, after all, and those with appointments know to expect their visitors at the agreed-upon time. With our numbers so low overall, it was time to cut the wheat from the chaff, or whatever expression was used to send this lovely and kind—if a bit scattered—single mother of twin girls packing. But in the end I didn’t have much to say, considering my position as a graphic designer at Chef’s Illustrated had been cut in half just months before, my benefits shredded, and my corner office lost to our new Web developer, a toothy, twenty-five-year-old MIT grad named Sarah.


			I tossed my purse on my desk, picked up the phone, and dialed.


			“Pia Zanderlee,” she answered breathlessly.


			“You okay?” I tapped my machine awake and inhaled the smell of hot German spice cookies and bûche de Noël. We’d been testing Christmas recipes from around the world the past few weeks. “You sound like you’re running.”


			“I’m trying to make this eleven o’clock flight to Chicago.”


			I heard muffled airport sounds in the background: kids crying, flight announcements, snippets of conversation amid the bustle of travel; sounds from lives I imagined were immeasurably more exciting than my own. “Should I call you back?”


			“No, just . . . what’s up?”


			“Well, I got that list and . . . what’s ‘wicking’?”


			“It’s fabric that pulls sweat away from your skin, so you don’t get cold and get hypothermia.”


			I googled wicking. An athletic young woman jogged across the screen. Animated steam flowed out of her shirt and shorts. “What about coming with me to REI sometime, help me pick out some of this stuff?”


			“I don’t know, Win, maybe. I’ve got a pretty full schedule till we head out.”


			But you live one town away, I thought. What’s the big deal? Help me navigate this terrifying list you sent. “You traveling a lot these days?”


			“Just this one trip for work. I’m back Thursday.” I heard her drop the phone, then pick it up. “Everything okay, Win?”


			“Yeah, great, just . . . you know, wanted to be ready for the trip.” I cleared my throat. “So . . . will there be bears, do you think?”


			Pia laughed. I pictured her: tall and graceful as she stood in line for her flight, chestnut hair shining under bright airport lights. Confidence emanating from her; an utter lack of self-­consciousness making heads turn. People mused, How do I know her? From television? The movies? Somewhere . . . “We’re gonna be fine, Win. Bears don’t care about us. You leave them alone, they leave you alone.”


			“What are water shoes?”


			“Can I call you when I land?”


			“Sure,” I said, knowing she would forget. A few taps on my keyboard brought up shoes, amphibious.


			“Go to REI. You’ll be cool. I’ll see you in a few weeks.” She hung up.


			Loneliness occupied the air around me, even buzzing as it was with chatter, with activity, with sounds and smells. I thought it would be fun, I mentally said to the dial tone, to go to REI together. To laugh about amphibious shoes. To hang out and catch up before we go on the trip. You know, like friends do.


			•   •   •


			Alissa, one of an endless parade of college-age interns we cycled through Chef’s, joined me at my desk. She wore a sad black dress inexplicably off the shoulder, an odd choice for such a cold morning, her pale flesh sprayed with freckles. I tugged at my turtleneck, trying to remember the last time I’d even made a stab at such a casually sexy look.


			“So,” I said as I pulled up the May issue, “what brings you to graphic design? Are you a closet fine artist?”


			Her eyes were bright blue but oddly sparkless. “No. I can’t draw at all.”


			“But you want to be a pixel pusher? A Photoshop queen like me?”


			“I guess,” she said. “I couldn’t think of anything else to do.” She crossed pasty white hands in her lap and stared at my screen.


			Wow, I thought, if you’re this uninspired by life at your age, you’ll be a corpse by the time you’re thirty. But I held back from sharing how I mastered graphic design in the dark ages with T squares and X-Acto knives. I’d learned through experience that kids don’t think it’s cute or even interesting—who can blame them?—that you happen to be a dinosaur. It frankly scores you no points at all.


			I also spared the poor girl my history as a fine arts major at the Massachusetts College of Art, where I met my now ex-husband, Richard Allen, a printmaking student I used to make love to in empty classrooms redolent of oil paint and turpentine. I didn’t disclose to Alissa that we knew our union was forever, that we swore to be artists no matter what it took, and that we were going to change the world.


			Instead, I pulled out some “before” and “after” proofs. “My job is to make the food look even better than it is—better than Suzanne can make it look, even with all her lenses and filters. See? I toned down the red in the red velvet cake here, got the frosting to glisten, sexed up the greens in the arugula, painted some dewdrops on the tomatoes . . .”


			Alissa cocked her head and doled me out a real smile. “Pretty cool.”


			For a second I almost felt hip, pitiful as that sounds. I shuffled the proofs into piles, sat back, and regarded her. Hell, maybe she had something to teach me. “So, have you ever been white-water rafting?”


			Her eyes grew wide, and for a moment I thought I detected life there. “Oh my God, no, I would never do that.”


			I felt validated, terrified. “Why not?”


			“I just think it’s stupid. It’s so dangerous.”


			“But—you’ve never been?”


			“No. And I don’t hang glide either, or go skydiving.” She recoiled a bit. “Why, you’re not going, are you?”


			“Actually, yes,” I said. “I’m afraid I am.”


			•   •   •


			I was brain-deep in an ad for oatmeal raisin cookies around three that afternoon when a rush of mortality flooded over me. I felt my face flush as a vague nausea suffused my body. It felt almost like embarrassment, as if I were caught deleting raisins as I was waiting, at age thirty-nine, for my life to begin. I’d tasted whiffs of this particular despair in the past, but never like that day. Maybe it was the swimmer and his dead daughter, maybe it was Alissa’s horrid youth freshly in my face.


			All I could bring myself to do was gaze out the window, marvel at how a few flakes earlier in the day had gathered forces into an early-spring blizzard of stunning beauty. I tried to recall—couldn’t—the last time I’d taken up a paintbrush with any joy, or for how long I’d forced the square of my creativity into the round hole of graphic design. The day Richard left, I’d stuffed my paintings-­in-progress, sketchbooks, easels—every last brush and tube of paint—in the back of my closet. I wanted no more to do with that part of myself.


			So I forgot about beauty—not only what bloomed in my head and wanted to be on canvas, but the wild, flawed kind all around me. In fact I’d been whoring up the imperfect for a paycheck for so long I couldn’t face the real anymore: my aging body, the crash and burn of my marriage, the unfathomable loss of my brother, Marcus.


			I gathered my things, made some noises about not feeling well, and left the building.


			Snow swirled around me, making magic every detail of the city. No cornice, streetlamp, awning, or tree branch had been left unadorned. Packed trains rumbled by as I trudged along Beacon Street, but I had no interest in climbing aboard—even in my office clothes and heels—to arrive at my lonely apartment sooner than absolutely necessary. Block after block, all I could think about was Marcus and how much he had loved the snow.


			One winter night, when Marcus was five and I was eleven, we built a snowman together in our front yard in Lee, Massachusetts, by the light of a full moon. I picked him up in his snowsuit and held him—his face flushed with excitement—as he popped in buttons for eyes, poked in a carrot for a nose, and with profound concentration arranged pebbles in a crooked smile.


			I set him down and we stood back, admiring our work. He signed, red gloves moving quick, “Is snowman alive?”


			Snowflakes melted on his cheeks, stuck to his long black eyelashes. I said and signed, “No.”


			Brow furrowed, he signed, “Is it dead?”


			“No.” I shook my head slowly, wondering.


			“It’s alive!” he signed, then smiled and clapped and ran off into the yard. Snowsuit swishing, he pelted me with snowballs.


			That night I tucked him in. It was something I did a lot since Mom slept most of the time and Dad worked constantly. Marcus signed with a hopeful smile, “No school tomorrow?”


			I looked out at the driving snow and wind. “Probably not. But don’t get too excited. Just go to sleep.” I smoothed his hair and kissed him on the head. He was asleep in seconds.


			In the morning, Marcus thundered down the stairs and leapt on the couch to look out the window. He made a small, agonized cry and sprinted to the door. Before I could stop him, he flew outside in his Bugs Bunny pajamas, barefoot. The world of white was gone and our yard had turned muddy and green again. The temperature had risen in the night as a rainstorm blew past; our snowman had melted into a gray lump, eyeless, carrot nose drooping into the dirt.


			“Snowman dead!” he signed again and again, his face contorted with panic. He tore off to the far corners of the yard, frantically gathering the pitiful lumps of snow that remained. Suddenly he stopped, overwhelmed by the futility of it all.


			I ran outside and caught his arm as he raised it to hit himself in the forehead, already bruised from some earlier disappointment. I wrapped my arms around him, straitjacketing in all his little-boy rage and pain, feeling his hitting energy ripple through him in cycles until he had worn himself out. Shirtless, Dad stood in the doorway, a hulking shadow. “He okay?”


			“It’s all right, Dad. He’ll be fine in a few minutes.”


			Marcus smelled like warm milk and Lucky Charms. With hot, sticky fingers he signed into my chest, “Want snowman alive. Sad, sad.”


			I tucked his body tight into mine, my knees wedged in the cold, muddy ground. He felt like part of my body, the part that cried and laughed and let myself be silly. “It’ll snow again, Marcus,” I whispered. “And we’ll make an even better one.” I held him as long as I could, knowing that sooner than I wanted to, I’d have to let him go.
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			I am usually the lightest of sleepers, but the night before we left for the river I sank so far down a black well of dreams that I had to claw my way to the surface to wake up. I dozed through the polite chirp of my alarm and would have gone on except for a windstorm that blew in just before dawn. Dry, cool gusts howled through my open window, shuddering the panes. I slept caged in a dream of violence with no narrative, like a scrap of old film with only a few frames still visible. On a clothesline, a torn linen dress twisted in the wind. A haggard face of a woman turned away again and again, always in shadow, an endless loop. I never got to see her eyes. I jerked awake in a sheen of sweat to the frantic clanging of a wind chime over my kitchen window, a set of bells inside an oblong pine box my mother had given me that only ferocious storms brought to life. It was as if she were trying to tell me something.


			Through all this, my cat, Ziggy, snored on, all eighteen pounds of him slung across my feet like a sack of warm sand. As I slid out from under him, he gave me this look, a mix of How dare you and What the hell are you doing, it’s just past five and we usually sleep till at least six thirty. When I reached down to scratch his head, he gave my hand an uncharacteristic swat of his hefty paw, claws in evidence. I snapped my hand back and sat up, regarded him. Saw the lion in him clearly.


			I spoke softly to him, cooed my eternal adoration; watched the lion fade and my kitty return. He thumped to the rug and swaggered toward the bathroom, resigned now to the early hour, then leapt to the counter for his morning brushing. Feeling the same tug of routine, I followed him there, but with a silvery jolt of joy down my spine, I let it go.


			•   •   •


			I buzzed in my friends. First came Pia’s laugh, big and hearty, followed by several sets of clomping footsteps up my uneven, narrow back stairs; more laughing, then a clattering sound as if something ceramic had broken. A heavy sound, full of wood. I remembered the dead ficus I’d stashed there and forgotten to take out to the garbage, and ran to open the door.


			All six feet of Pia burst through the doorway and rushed to hug me with abandon—nothing ladylike—she even lifted me a little off my feet and held me there for a second, knocking the wind out of me. She smelled like Dunkin’ Donuts and lavender shampoo. In jeans, a flannel shirt, and sneakers—despite her height and ropy length—she managed to look feminine and even a touch gamine. Behind her, Rachel, a blur of kinky-curly black hair and glasses and red fleece, flew up the stairs and threw her arms around the two of us. Sandra, carrying the remains of the potted plant, set the wedges of shattered clay on the kitchen counter and smiled when she saw us with our arms wrapped around each other. She joined the hug party, and we all stood screaming and laughing with a kind of joy that is simply not a daily event.


			“I broke your pot!” Pia said, still jumping up and down.


			“Fuck the pot!” I said, jumping with her.


			Soon we loosened our clinch but stayed in a tight circle as we held hands. “It’s been so long!” Rachel said.


			“Forever!” Sandra said, breathless. “Wow, look at us. We’re all so beautiful!”


			“What’s our secret?” Rachel said. “We get younger every year.”


			“Chardonnay,” Pia said as she let go of my hand and Rachel’s. “And adventure!” Face flushed, she reached back to free her auburn hair from a tangled ponytail. It tumbled down, still damp, to her shoulders. With no pretense at a style, she swooped it back, knotting it into the rubber band. As the rest of us poured ourselves coffee and chose our favorites from a box of Italian pastries I’d picked up in the North End the night before, Pia rummaged in her day pack, extracting a dog-eared map of Maine, which she flattened with her palms on my kitchen table. I loved how it looked: a tangled burst of roads, rivers, lakes, and towns and no onus on me to pretty it up or make sense of it.


			I placed our coffee cups on the map’s four tattered corners. Every part of it wanted to scroll up—keep the secret of where we were going—but under Pia’s hands the mountains rose up, the streams flowed and became real. Lush forests rang with life, and blue rivers snaked north to Canada. I squinted at the map, blurring everything so I could picture the curvature of earth, water, and sky, conjure the creatures that crawled, swam, and flew there.


			“So listen up,” Pia said, quieting our chatter. “Today we drive to base camp, which is in this tiny town called Dickey, here. About nine, maybe nine and a half hours.” Pia’s long finger skimmed across two feet of map, stopping at a small black dot where all the red and the green lines—roads—ended, as if by agreement. Just a blip on the map surrounded by swaths of forest and wriggling blue lines. I felt some of my old terror, but—with my friends around me—drawn to these mad green places and rushing waters, I thought, This is my world too; don’t I deserve the chance to see it?


			“Excuse me while we join the twenty-first century here.” Rachel flipped open her iPad and tapped at her screen. “Find out a little more about where the hell we’re going . . .” Funky horn-rimmed glasses exaggerated her already large blue eyes, while the chronic worry lines between her brows deepened. She found Dickey and pulled out the detail with her thumb and forefinger. It looked like an intersection, not much more.


			Rachel frowned as she scrolled up and down. An emergency-­room nurse for over a decade, she possessed both an affection for detail and a mounting exhaustion with surprises. So really, who could blame her for preferring her rare time off to be trauma-free? There wasn’t much, life-and-death-wise, she hadn’t seen. I almost couldn’t bear to listen to some of her stories about horrific wounds or accidents, or the things people did to themselves—or each other—that landed them in emergency rooms. But her sharing of these episodes was the preamble to most of our visits. Listening seemed the least I could do.


			“Holy crap,” I said. “Maine is freaking huge. I never realized . . .”


			“Ogunquit. That’s as far north as I’ve been. Remember?” Grimacing, Sandra pointed to a red dot only an inch of map space north of the New Hampshire border. “Ugh. That’s where Jeff and I spent our honeymoon.”


			“So what’s up with the ole Jeff-ster?” Rachel said, smirking.


			“Please,” Sandra said, waving her away. “Let’s not go there yet.”


			“Just think,” Pia interjected, oblivious. “Over five thousand square miles—”


			“—of trees, trees, and more trees—” Rachel said, shaking her head.


			“—and gorgeous wild rivers. And we’re going to explore one of the least traveled ones. See places no one’s ever seen before. In fact, it’s possible we won’t see anybody but each other for five days.”


			I wasn’t 100 percent sold on why any of that was a good thing, but I nodded along with everybody else as we sat down at my kitchen table. Unphotoshopped maps were one thing, zero civilization another.


			Rachel flipped her glasses on top of her head, folded her arms, and leaned back in her seat. At about five feet five inches she was just a touch taller than me but wiry; the stress of her job no doubt kept her slim. “Funny thing, Pia, you never mentioned Rory’s little scrapes with the law.”


			Pia took a healthy bite of her chocolate-dipped cannoli. “He sold some pot. He’s human.”


			Rachel swiped through a few more pages on her screen. “Disorderly conduct, trespassing, vandalism . . .”


			I watched a vein throb on Rachel’s forehead, imagined the blood pulsing there even as I tried not to. As per her habit, one leg bounced over a crossed knee. My stomach tightened down.


			“That was years ago.”


			Sandra stiffened. “Like, how many years ago?”


			“Ask Rachel,” Pia said as she stood up and stashed her coffee mug in the sink. “She’s the one with the stats.” She turned, facing us. “Look, he’s twenty now. He went through a bad stretch—he told me all about it—but he’s cleaned himself up. Back in school, going for his degree, trying to start his own business, all that good shit. What are we, fucking angels?”


			Sandra reddened and looked away. Rachel shook her head, issued a profound sigh, and leaned back over the map. “Where do we actually get in the river? Show me.”


			Pia pointed and we all stared at a blue line on the map, then the topographical view on Rachel’s iPad, as if this blip of color told us anything.


			A hollow feeling bloomed in my chest. “Where’s the closest town?”


			“Eagle Lake. Thirty miles east, plus or minus.”


			“Do cell phones work up there?” Sandra asked. I thought of her eight-year-old boy, Ethan, born with one leg shorter than the other but recently clocked at an IQ of 158. His thirteen-year-old sister, Hannah, was his fierce protector at school, where kids bullied him without mercy.


			“We are venturing into the Allagash, my friends, part of the unorganized territory.” Pia slipped on her day pack, squinting into the sunshine that streamed through the window. “Lots of stuff doesn’t work up there. We ready to rock and roll?”


			Rachel shook her head and got to her feet. “Oh, screw it, Pia. You may be one crazy bitch, but you know in the end we follow you around like a bunch of little ducklings.”


			The tension left the room as we all broke into laughter. Pia and Rachel gathered themselves at the door.


			Pia glanced back at Sandra and me. “Ladies?”


			“Go ahead,” I said. “We’ll be down in a second.”


			Sandra collected pieces of the ceramic pot into a pile, scooping up the dirt with her hands. “So”—she smiled up at me—“tell me the truth, Win. You nervous about this trip?”


			“Me? Nervous about taking off to the middle of nowhere for five days? Never.”


			We shared a laugh as she tossed the shards of clay into the bin, slapped the dust off her hands. “There’s nothing wrong with a little fear. Keeps you sharp.”


			“What about you?”


			“I’m more afraid of not going, I think.” She planted her hands on ample hips and gazed into the middle distance. A stunning mix of Japanese and Polynesian, Sandra Kato-Lewis (we called her Katy-Loo sometimes, or just Loo) had a face like a heart and shining black hair almost too thick to braid. Some mistook her dreamy quality for spaciness, but fifteen years of knowing her had taught me that nothing got by her. Speaking up for herself was another matter entirely. So was grasping her own beauty, so brutal was she to herself about carrying some extra pounds on her petite frame. “Don’t you want to break away for a while, have a big adventure? With the kind of year you’ve had, honey, this may be just what you need.”


			She, of everyone, understood best the depth and breadth of my grief for Marcus. How Richard’s abandonment had slapped me senseless.


			“I guess I am a little nervous.” My shoulders sagged. “What’s my problem, Loo? Why can’t I just go with the flow?”


			She laughed and hugged me. “You can do this, Win, you’ll see. Fresh air, the woods, nature, every second not planned to death—you’ll love it! And don’t worry, I’ll protect you from the bears, and from everything else too. Come on, let’s get out of here.”


			•   •   •


			After Sandra disappeared down the back stairwell, I watched Pia and Rachel mill about as they waited for us in the grassy courtyard. I knew that no one and nothing can keep you safe; still, I let Sandra’s words comfort me as I huffed my cumbersome pack up to my shoulders. Resting it on the kitchen counter, I said my good-byes to Ziggy, who had jumped up, purring his loudest. He rubbed against me hard, falling on me with all his weight as if to say, What are you, nuts? Stay here with me. I kissed his head, inhaling his delicious Ziggy smell, assured him a neighbor would be by to keep his bowl brimming till I returned, took a good look at the place that had seen far too much of me lately, and left.
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			We jammed ourselves into Pia’s Chevy Tahoe, which had been meticulously packed with ground sheets, extra tents, groceries, wet-weather gear, emergency rations of dried (astronaut!) food, even a fly rod. She was always fanatically prepared for any eventuality. None of us had ever lacked for sunblock, a lifesaving Chap Stick, an extra sweater, raincoat, or beach umbrella. But the obsession with preparedness was tempered by her lust for risk. At the dude ranch in Montana we visited one summer, Pia put in a bid to ride “the most crazy-ass horse on the playa,” so she could, as she put it, “challenge” herself. Conversely, I couldn’t bring myself to saddle up even the most ancient mare because I couldn’t get over that horses weighed thousands of pounds, as well as my certainty that whichever one I chose would sense my terror and hurl me off like the cowgirl wannabe I was.


			But Pia actually did it. After pestering the head cowboy at this place, threatening to never come back, hinting she’d post negative reviews, and finally agreeing to sign away all liability, she climbed up on this unbroken horse the cowboys were afraid to touch, this Appaloosa demon that snarled and bucked, in seconds tossing her up and over its gorgeous head. I watched her do a complete flip in the air, landing hard on her hands and ass. I stopped breathing as I waited for the dust to clear. She got up and walked away, though she’d sprained a few fingers and bruised her tailbone badly. That was it, she declared, “for the day.” But I got this feeling, talking to her about it later over beers at the ranch’s Horseshoe Saloon, that she almost wished something more dramatic had happened, something that would have somehow freed her from herself.


			I hoped there wouldn’t be too much bucking-bronco craziness this time around. My wish—the one I always had when we four were together—was that our energies would balance each other out. Sandra’s tact and level head would temper Rachel’s sharp wit and knack for speaking the truth, regardless of the consequences. As for Pia—and I could only guess about the others—being with her made me feel buoyant, more robust somehow. In shape by proxy. Because as much as she drove me to distraction, she always seemed to be vaulting toward the unknown with her own brand of wonder and a fearlessness utterly foreign to me. It took me out of myself. I was looking forward to that.


			As Pia navigated the city streets, I found myself gazing from the front passenger seat at all the things I would no doubt appreciate later: telephone wires, streetlights, houses with running water, indoor toilets, and warm beds. I wondered what kind of snakes Maine had, what sorts of stinging insects. A large part of me wanted to back out, feign sickness, make my phone ring with some sort of emergency: “Wini, we can’t get these carob chips out of this month’s Devil’s Food Vegan Brownies! Get in here now!” I forced myself to do none of the above, but still felt shivery even in the morning sun.


			We crossed the Tobin Bridge, following signs to points north. Boston receded quickly behind us in a blue-gray haze.


			“So, Pia,” Rachel said, leaning forward from the backseat. “What are the chances we freaking croak on this river?”


			Pia laughed. “Statistically? You’re in more danger driving home from work than you are camping or white-water rafting. Some drunk asshole could be flying at you the wrong way and, splat, it’s over! And it’s only a long weekend, for crying out loud. Rachel, seriously, what are you missing by going on this trip?”


			“A little weeding,” Rachel answered gamely. “Was going to clean out the shed with Ryan. Maybe hit the mall on Sunday.” Ryan was her third husband, a maxillofacial surgeon with a couple of teenage daughters a few years older than her two sons. She tended to marry well—divorce even better—but never seemed to truly settle into domestic peace.


			“Sounds life changing!” Pia said. “Sandra?”


			“Correct papers. What else? Maybe sort out the kids’ school clothes for fall.” Sandra taught undergraduate English and philosophy classes at her local City College of Chicago.


			“Win?”


			“Get some food for Ziggy. Swim. Scare up some freelance work.”


			Pia’s hands flew up from the wheel to dismiss us before she settled her sunglasses down over her eyes. “I rest my case.”


			Pieces of the northern suburbs slipped by, places so familiar I failed to see them anymore, so with a kind of gladness I felt myself letting go and drifting off. Sometimes the engine’s rumbling beneath us lulled me into a misty consciousness through which I watched Pia drive—one of her favorite things to do—then felt myself falling off again into a firmament of my own design. I woke as we crossed the bridge from Portsmouth, New Hampshire, where I gazed down at the sparkling blue water of the Piscataqua River and sailboats bending under a brisk wind.


			“We almost there?” I mumbled, mouth sticky.


			Pia laughed. “Not exactly. Two hours down, seven to go, not counting pee stops.” She glanced at Rachel and Sandra, fast asleep in the backseat. “So, you’ve been swimming?”


			I made a dismissive sound and slid back in my seat, suddenly aware of my girth. Pia worked out like a demon, CrossFitting and triathlete-ing her way through her weekends. I’d never heard of her embarking on a bike ride less than twenty miles long, or taking it easy in any way, and she dieted herself down to a slapping slimness, like she could slip into the stingiest size 8 but could also lift a Volkswagen off a small child if necessary, because she would know how to use her back and legs in such cases, and she’d be able to commandeer the proper help—I pictured stunned passersby doing her bidding—on the fly.


			“I do my laps a couple times a week. For whatever good it does me. Look, Pia, I’ll never be you—”


			Her jaw tightened. “Just getting older stresses out your body. You need to be ready for that, get a jump on it. Besides, I want to be ready for when the shit hits the fan in this crazy-ass world.”


			“So you can what, outrun global warming?”


			“So I can outrun what global warming will do to so-called civilization.”


			I pictured Pia sprinting gazellelike from tsunamis and rising ocean tides, from famine and disease. “So you’re going to be one of those survivor types who lives in the woods and shoots at whatever happens by?” Don’t know why I was being such a priss. Maybe part of me thought she might actually try it, and it scared me. “Live off the land?” I teased a little more gently.


			“Something like that.” She downshifted as roadwork narrowed the two-lane highway to one. An actor-handsome cop waved us by, his eyes resting an extra moment on Pia’s face. She didn’t seem to notice. “Don’t make fun of me.”


			“I’m not, Pia, I just don’t really get what you’re planning here.”


			She looked at me with such intensity. “It’s like this, Win. I’m sick of everything, you know? I’m sick of dragging my ass around the world to fucking sneaker expos, hanging around with hip-hop”—finger quotes—“ ‘stars’ and hawking the latest line of bullshit miracle insoles guaranteed to make you run faster or lose weight, some lie like that. I’m dying of boredom tweeting about ankle support and bubble soles and how the right sneaker can make your life worth living.”


			“I spend my day making photos of flank steak look juicy.”


			“So you know, then, what we’re up against.”


			I thought I knew, but watching her face, I wasn’t sure.


			“That’s why I go on these trips,” she said with a shrug, “because what I do is meaningless.”


			I gave her a look. Impatience, I guess; a touch of Pia-­exhaustion, already.


			“Don’t you get it? The world we know is dwarfed by the worlds we don’t. Why not explore them all? Being out there in the wilderness, you have no idea what’ll happen, really. It could be just you and this gorgeous night sky, or maybe you’re surfing and some big-ass wave comes at you, and if you don’t ride that sucker, it’ll pull you under and have you for lunch, or you might turn a corner on a hike and there’s some beautiful deer and her little fawn—now that has meaning, all of those things, and I need more of that and less of trying to make money so I can pay bills to live in a way I just don’t care about anymore.”


			“But money lets you go on all these trips.”


			“I get it, yeah, still—I don’t need half the crap I have. I don’t need my fancy-ass condo. I’m never home anyway. I’ve saved a little money. I could quit my job tomorrow and live out somewhere on my own for a couple years”—she gestured at the passing trees, rolling farmland—“and just make it on my own. I feel good out there, by myself, not having to count on anyone or anything.”


			The “anyone” comment cut me. How could she think she didn’t need people, didn’t need her friends? The “anything” bit struck me as bullshit as well. I studied her as she drove, planning some sweet life under the moon and stars where she was magically fed, kept warm, clothed, and entertained.


			“God, I want a cigarette.”


			I laughed and loved her again. “When did you quit last?”


			“Two weeks ago.” She shook her head in disgust. “Ever been in a room with thousands of high-tops? It’s hell. Sneakers reek, you know. The rubber. The chemicals.”


			“Just quit the stupid job.” I held up her fancy phone.


			She finally laughed. “Let me get through this trip. Then I’ll give notice. Dump the condo. Disappear. Get off the grid.”


			“Do you even know what that means, Pia?”


			She gave me an odd look. “Of course I do, Wini.” She shrugged. “You’ll see.”


			•   •   •


			Minutes later we pulled over at a rest stop and tourist-information area. Bored middle-aged and older women in green vests milled around with too much information to give and not enough travelers to give it to, so they loaded us down with all manner of maps and brochures. Sandra and I couldn’t tear ourselves away from a floor-to-ceiling map of Maine on one wall that showed all the collisions with moose over the past year. Each red dot a crash. There were so many on our route—straight up into the Allagash—it looked as if someone had splashed blood from Portland to Canada.


			Sandra stared at the red dots as she gnawed on the black licorice she’d bought at the gift shop. “This can’t be real.”


			“Afraid it is,” said one of the women in green. “My best friend’s sister and her new husband died on their wedding day in 1973, right after the ceremony on their way to the reception. Boom, like that. Gone. But it was fall, you know, rutting season. Moose are crazy then.” She let go a creepy laugh. “One whiff of something good, and they just tear across the road, don’t look both ways!”


			“Jesus Christ,” Rachel said under her breath as she walked around a nine-foot monster plastic moose in the middle of the room, its antlers grazing the twelve-foot ceiling.


			“You’ll be fine,” the woman said. “It’s summer. Just keep your eyes out.”


			I trailed behind as Sandra, Pia, and Rachel burst out of the building, howling and wisecracking about rutting season and two-ton mammals hurtling across highways for hot moose action. As we settled back into the car, it occurred to me that we were already dressed for this new world. Rachel in her red fleece vest, multipocketed hiking shorts, and ankle-high boots; Sandra in her purple Patagonia jacket; Pia outfitted head to toe in REI’s finest. Already I sensed a profound separation from the normal, even from the people we had been that very morning in my cozy apartment in Boston.


			A thought came to me that I couldn’t force away: What we are wearing is how we’ll be identified out in the wilderness. This middle-aged woman in this blue jacket, these nylon pants, these Timberland boots. I noticed for the first time a small zipper on my new hiking shirt and counted three cunningly hidden pockets, one on either side of my waist and one on my sleeve, where I could put things like keys, or maybe a note telling someone what had happened to us. I imagined what I might say, if I’d be able to conjure anything profound. All I knew was that no one expected us home for five days, and no one I knew expected to hear from me at all.
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