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  Chapter 1




  West Virginia was home to many songwriters; the most famous was John Denver, and no poet described the feeling one gets when you’re in the midst of such beauty better than he did. The glare of the sun reflected off the chilling spring-fed river as the fog lifted over the placid and slowly moving water some one hundred miles outside of civilization. Tommy Callaghan could feel the reflection of the sun piercing his eyes as he slept. The irritability became too much as his eyelids flickered and he finally succumbed to the sunlight. He opened them briefly only to realize it was morning, and then, feeling the cold damp early spring air on his face, he quickly rolled over to escape it.




  He could feel the warm sun on the back of his head now as he huddled in his warm bag. The sounds of the forest acted as a snooze alarm he could no longer ignore. Birds flew overhead casting shadows like bomber planes, as squirrels chased each other and tossed acorns, pelting the tent like they were under attack.




  His older brother Shane was sound asleep, a former Seal who served in the Navy in Afghanistan and was used to sleeping on the Earth’s floor. They had planned this trip several months in advance even though it was practically in their own backyard. At first they wanted to travel to Colorado, but Shane’s wife was pregnant with their first and his son could be born any day now. Besides, West Virginia had some of the best whitewater in the world and was only a hundred miles outside of Arlington, VA.




  It was God’s Country, and you felt like you were in a whole new world in the deeper parts of the territory. Travel deep enough and you wouldn’t even recognize it as America—it could be some other obscure land from some wild frontier.




  Tommy knew if he started tossing and turning he’d set Shane off, so he tried to stay still and endure the pain he was feeling in his back from the root he’d slept on all night.




  There’s nothing harder than sleeping on the Earth, he lay there thinking, while hoping one of the acorns that the squirrels were flinging would startle his brother and wake him up.




  Fat chance, this is a guy who’s used to sleeping through mortar round after mortar round on the desert sands a thousand miles away.




  Tommy always admired his brother for his service even though Shane would rub it in his face from time to time. “Every man should serve his country for a period of time,” their grandfather always preached and Shane took it to heart. Tommy, on the other hand, was more interested in what civilian life had to offer, like whiskey and women. He loved his country and would go if ever called, but figured he’d leave that part up to fate.




  They were about a year and a month a part, and Tommy remembers the hurt he felt when his brother left for the war. They used to fight like hell as kids, practically kill each other. But something funny happens when you grow up and find yourself far away from those you thought you could live without—you find out real quickly that you can’t. And the guilt tears you apart and you promise yourself that you’ll tell them all the things that you never did, then once they return it all goes back to the same, and that bond that was once broken now runs thicker than blood.




  Suddenly, Shane awoke in panic, startling the hell out of Tommy.




  “Whoa, big brother! It’s just me, it’s just me…”




  Shane looked around the tent and quickly got his bearings straight. “Sorry…What time is it?”




  He was still having bad dreams even though he’d been removed five years from the war, but at least now they happened less often.




  “Time to hit the water...” Tommy replied. “I’ve been ready since we set up camp.”




  “Well, what the hell are you waiting for?”




  They scrambled from their sleeping bags which reeked from a mixture of cotton balls and beer farts. Tommy reached for the zipper and began unzipping the tent.




  “Ah shit! I cut my damn finger.”




  “God, you’re pathetic.”




  Shane was always bagging on him for being so damn clumsy. After fumbling with it a few more seconds while Shane just shook his head watching his brother, Tommy finally got the zipper unstuck while sucking on his bloody finger, and crawled out of the tent.




  They stood up and stretched and smelled the cold damp air, lifting their noses to the heavens as the sweet scent of pine, moss, and damp firewood filled their senses. Their gear was spread out all over the campsite, still damp from the morning dew as their boats leaned against a couple of tall pines, not far from the tent. It was obvious they had visitors in the night—a bag of half eaten bar-b-q chips were scattered on the forest ground near the fire pit with a trail leading to a single tree.




  Shane began peeling off his clothes immediately and hung them on a nearby branch while Tommy took his time, knowing that it was going to suck, stripping down and putting on the soaked gear.




  “Stop messing around; let’s go, it ain’t gonna get any warmer,” Shane jabbed. “Whatever, tough guy.” Tommy shot back as he slowly started to unclothe.




  “Tougher then you.”




  Tommy smiled and shook his head. “Yeah, you might be tougher, brother, but we know who the better paddler is.”




  Shane slipped on his wetsuit, obviously trying not to show any of the presence of the sharpness of the cold as he zipped up.




  “Cold?” said Tommy.




  Shane barely acknowledged him as he threw on his helmet and grabbed his kayak and flung it over his shoulder. He started heading to towards the water and shot a look over his shoulder.




  “Any day now, little brother.”




  Tommy scrambled to put on the chilly wetsuit, hating every moment of it; each new piece that touched his skin felt like a hundred bee stings. He finally got it over his shoulders and zipped up, as Shane just shook his head. Tommy looked over to a rock where his water shoes lay, soaked.




  “Come on, already!”




  Shane was getting irritated. Tommy was always late, and Shane couldn’t stand it. Tommy casually walked over and grabbed his shoes. He took the first one and it felt cold and clammy. Then he slid his foot into it as it squished from the sound from being water-logged. It stung his foot from the coldness, almost frost-like. Tommy tried to ignore it and slipped on the other as he began to lose sight of Shane walking up in the distance, unwilling to wait. Finally, Tommy grabbed his helmet and threw it on, then his life jacket. He grabbed his boat and threw it over his shoulder. He followed Shane, several feet behind him. He struggled to keep his kayak balanced on his shoulder as he chased after him. He felt the soreness in his shoulder that every paddler feels when lugging their gear; it always reminded him of Christ carrying his cross, and he always tried to remember to offer that to the poor souls of purgatory, although, he wasn’t very good at handling the suffering part. He always had a difficult time understanding the meaning of suffering, growing up in an Irish Catholic family. He was never big on it, not like Shane who seemed to go looking for it.
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