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One for sadness, two for mirth,


Three for marriage, four for birth


Five for laughing, six for crying


Seven for sickness, eight for dying.


Nine for silver, ten for gold


Eleven for a secret that will never be told …


—Scottish folk saying about seeing crows







To my students







They found Mary’s body in Round Pond. It had been washed downstream, the authorities assumed, from the last set of rapids, a Class III set of quick water that bent slightly to the northeast. The Allagash River had claimed a number of lives over the years, so no one imagined it as anything but an accident. Two fishermen in a canoe found her just before sunset on the tenth of October and reported her to the ranger station. Her down jacket collected an egg of air between the shoulders, sufficient buoyancy to bring her to the surface. Her face peered down into the water as if she might spot something she needed passing beneath her. Leaves collected in her long hair; her Mad Bomber hat had fallen free and drifted away. One Teva sandal had also come undone, but the Velcro binding strap had somehow found her black wool sweater and had attached itself near her belly, a remora fish, or barnacle, the current stirring it no longer.


She did not wear a life jacket.


They brought her body to the Round Pond Ranger Station—across the lake—and temporarily set it out on two picnic tables in front of the cabins that served as the rangers’ bunk room. The chill air, the full moon, the scent of woodsmoke: she would have liked that, I knew. She would have liked the men circling, their fingers around cups of coffee and whiskey, the radios crackling, the hubbub of officials trying to act decorously.


They asked the usual questions. Name, date of birth, and so forth. A few people made sounds of acknowledgment when they heard her name. She hadn’t been to the Allagash in some time, but they remembered her. Had heard something about her. They recalled someone saying something about a Mary who loved the Allagash.


Your wife? A conservation officer named Barnes asked after the details of the body had been arranged. He was a tall man with a broom-brush mustache and a dozen Maine Fish & Game patches on his mackinaw. He put his foot up on the bench of the picnic table where I sat. Something Henry, a young guy, short and stout and bullet-headed, stood next to him. Something Henry liked being in on the action. You could tell that by a glance.


Yes, my wife, I said. We were both doing research.


That was our story. I had rehearsed it many times.


Were you two together? Barnes asked.


Yes, I said.


Were you with her when her kayak tipped?


No, I said. She was alone for that.


Did you two fight?


No, I said.


Then why weren’t you with her when she ran the rapids upstream of here? Barnes asked.


She wanted to run them herself, I said. She was leaving to get back home ahead of me.


Leaving you?


I nodded.


So, was this a big domestic fight? I mean, I’m trying to understand… . Something Henry said.


That’s when they pulled me off him. That’s when they told me if I tried anything like that again, they’d stick me in cuffs; they didn’t care where we were or what they had to do to get us out of there. Just chill out, they said. They were sorry, Something Henry had been a bit indelicate, sorry, let it go, sorry, everyone is tired. Barnes made us shake hands. He said you can’t have enemies in a logging camp, an old Maine saying about the need to put trouble behind you when you are in the woods.


I stayed that night beside Mary’s body. They planned to airlift it the next morning by helicopter to Bangor or Millinocket. Whatever the downstaters wanted, they said. Officer Barnes had covered Mary’s body with a green blanket and they had tied it—like a roast—with brown twine to keep the wind from blowing the blanket off her. Mary would have had a good laugh out of that, too. Death as a rib roast. A young officer, Sarah, sat up with me. She was tall and angular and calm. She came from Wyoming and had a prairie quiet about her. We made a fire in the Allagash fireplace—a horseshoe of deep, heavy stones that had been made famous on the Allagash from Thoreau’s travels there—and fed it through the night, burning pine mostly. Sarah explained she had been on duty by the dam when she heard about the accident. A woman victim usually required a woman warden. Silly, probably, she said, but probably better, too. She didn’t mind staying up, she said. A good moon always made her restless. And, besides, how many soft, quiet nights did you get in Maine? Indian summer, these rare days and nights, she said.


The fireplace gave a sweet, gentle light. The moon banked slowly and threw a white path across the water. A few fish, chubs, mostly, ran and jumped in the black beyond the shore. I did not turn and watch Mary. She was not there. She promised me she would not remain in her body. Instead I watched Sarah make coffee in an old, tin pot. She boiled the grounds in the water. When she finished, she grabbed the handle of the pot and swung it in a circle like a softball pitcher winding up, forcing the grounds to the bottom. Then she poured us two cups.


“Careful,” she said. “That’s what we call hobo coffee out West. It’s been known to bite.”


“Smells good.”


She turned and looked at Mary. Then she raised her cup.


“To your wife,” she said.


I touched my cup to hers.


We sat and sipped our coffee awhile. I could not keep my eyes from the place where the dark trees met the pale light of the fire. The bears’ changing room, Mary called that particular ring of shadow. Bears who wanted to come to a campfire to warm up, or sometimes to dance, changed themselves into humans in that half-light.


“You know,” I said to Sarah, half-thinking aloud, “Mary thought bears sometimes came into town to dance. She thought she had danced with one once at her cousin Maurice’s wedding.”


“Seems possible,” Sarah said and I liked her for that.


“She said the man smelled overpoweringly of honey,” I said, “but could dance very well.”


“I have heard they are gentlemen, too,” Sarah said and smiled at me.


“Absolutely,” I said.


“I like this Mary,” she said and turned to look at the picnic tables.


“I’ve never met anyone like her,” I said. “I don’t expect to again.”


“You loved her, didn’t you?”


I nodded. A deep, solid plug caught in my throat.


“The real deal?” Sarah said.


I sipped the coffee. Then I toed a piece of pine that had slid out of the fire. I pushed it back into the flames.


“It’s difficult to talk about without sounding like a cliché,” I said. “You know. True love, true soul to soul stuff. Silly, right?”


Sarah shrugged.


“No, not necessarily silly. I believe it exists,” she said. “But it’s rarer than people might guess.”


“Have you ever experienced it?” I asked.


Sarah smiled and sipped her coffee.


“No,” she said, shaking her head. “I don’t think I have.”


“In a universe, on a continent, in a country, in a state, in a county, on a river, in a small yellow boat,” I said. “That’s what Mary used to say to explain the odds of us meeting. And you have to be born in roughly the same period. Those are the odds. And probably you need to speak the same language.”


Sarah nodded. We sat for a while listening to the fire and to the wind. Then Sarah said in a soft voice, “This wasn’t an accident,” she said. “Her drowning. She wasn’t wearing a life jacket.”


She moved her chin slightly toward Mary.


“No,” I said. “Not an accident.”


“You think she turned the boat over herself ?”


I shrugged.


“Unofficially,” Sarah said.


“She didn’t have long to live,” I said. “She would have preferred that her body hadn’t been found. She made a choice. I went along with it because I loved her.”


“You let her go,” Sarah said. “I respect that.”


“Nobody let Mary do anything.”


“I meant,” Sarah said, “that you acceded to her wish.”


“She wanted the crows to make use of her body. To have her after her death. Mary loved crows and ravens. Corvids. She brought earrings into the woods to end a crow situation.”


Sarah studied me. She reached over and poked the fire with a branch. Then she poured us each a bit more coffee.


She said, “We’re here together and we have a good fire. I’d like to hear about Mary. Whatever you want to tell.”


And in this universe, on this planet, in this country, in this state, in this county, beside this river, I told her.








MAINE
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I FIRST SAW MARY ON THE HIGHWAY well before we reached the Allagash. I saw her near Millinocket, the old logging town on Maine Route 11. I noticed her truck first, a red Toyota, and I noticed the yellow kayak strapped on the bed. We both had New Hampshire plates. I also had a Toyota truck, green, and a yellow kayak strapped on top of a truck cap.


Toyota love.


She pulled into an Exxon station. I passed slowly and watched to see her get out. But she fumbled with something on the seat next to her and I couldn’t see her face.


Her hair was the color of cord wood. She wore a red bandanna that sometimes waved with the wind.


THE ALLAGASH WATERWAY RUNS ninety-two miles northward from Chamberlain Lake to the St. John River on the border of Canada. It is surrounded by public and private lands, thousands and thousands of acres of pine and tamarack and hardwoods. To get to the starting point on Chamberlain Lake, you must pass Baxter State Park and Mount Katahdin. Mount Katahdin is the beginning or end—depending on the direction you hike—of the Appalachian Trail.


The indigenous people did not climb Mount Katahdin until late in the nineteenth century. The world, they said, had been built by “a man from the clouds,” and he lived at the summit in snow.


I stopped for gasoline at the last service station before entering the Allagash preserve. The station catered to rafters and kayakers who ran the Penobscot, a wild, dangerous river that churned white water in spectacular rapids through steep cataracts. Three blue buses—with enormous white rafts tied to the tops—idled in the parking lot. A bunch of kids loitered around the door to the service station, all of them wet and soggy. It was a warm day for September in Maine, although the cold held just a little way off, somehow up in the branches of the trees, waiting to fall. The kids went barefoot mostly. A few ate ice cream cones.


I filled my tank. I felt good and unscheduled, but also a tiny bit nervous. Ninety-two miles through a wilderness by kayak. As Dean Hallowen said when I proposed my plan for a sabbatical from my teaching post at St. Paul’s School, a secondary prep school outside of Concord, New Hampshire, “That sounds like an undertaking.”


And it did.


But he had approved the plan, even contributing funds for a trip to Concord and Walden Pond to research Thoreau’s activities there. Now I planned to follow Thoreau’s path into the Allagash, a trip he had undertaken in 1857. Thoreau went no farther north in Maine than Eagle Lake, a still-water camp I hoped to reach my second night. I did not know what I hoped to gain by standing on the same land as Thoreau, but it seemed necessary for the paper I hoped to write about his adventures in Maine. I also thought—and Dean Hallowen concurred—that it would be a useful footnote in any future class I gave on transcendentalism.


Leaning against the flank of my truck, though, the entire project seemed hopelessly academic. Why bother researching a writer who had been researched to death? Did the world really need another appraisal of Thoreau? It seemed hideously theoretical. The river, by contrast, had become more real with each passing mile. Ninety-two miles, solo. Three enormous lakes, two portages, one Class IV rapids, cool nights, warm days. Not easy. Any time you went solo in the wilderness you risked a simple injury or mishap developing into something much larger. Dump my kayak, wet my matches, turn turtle, and what I had drawn up as a seven- or eight-day trip would turn into something more frightening and real. I had promised myself to be brave but cautious, intrepid but level-headed. Prudent and sober. Smart.


“Hurry gradually” was my motto. It had become a little buzz phrase I used with everyone when I described the parameters of my proposed trip.


Ninety-two miles alone on a river! marveled various people—men, women, fellow faculty members, family, friends—when they asked what I intended to do on my sabbatical. I can’t imagine, they said.


Hurry gradually, I answered.


That’s what I was thinking about when Mary’s truck cruised by. I saw it more clearly now. Red. Beaten. A yellow kayak with duct-tape patches. Obviously one of us did more camping and kayaking than the other. And it wasn’t me.


I nodded a little with my chin. Then I ducked as though I had to adjust the gas nozzle, trying to see into her cab. She drove past without braking, and I gained only a quick glimpse of her hair again.


A bumper sticker on her tailgate caught my eye.


A HEN IS ONLY AN EGG’S WAY OF MAKING ANOTHER EGG.


SAMUEL BUTLER


I BOUGHT THREE LOTTERY tickets for luck, a Diet Coke, two bags of Fritos, and stuffed as many packs of paper matches in my pocket as the checkout girl—a dark, Gothy-looking girl with a large stud in her right eyebrow—allowed. When I finished, I nodded to her. She had no interest in me. She watched a pair of boys her age who sat in the doorway, flicked their hair repeatedly, and talked in quiet voices. Dreamy boys, I’m sure she thought.


“Heading down the Allagash,” I said in one of those lame moments where we feel compelled to explain ourselves.


Or maybe I simply wanted human contact.


“Hmmmm,” she said, her eyes on the boys.


I left before I could embarrass myself further. I checked the kayak straps to make sure nothing had jiggled loose along the dirt roads, then climbed into the cab.


As I started the engine, I wondered if this hadn’t been a mistake. I also wondered what it would cost, psychically, to back out. I wasn’t afraid, exactly, but uneasy, a little out of my element. I turned on the radio and found an oldies’ station. I wanted someone to go with me, but it was a strange time of year. Most of the people I knew—teachers, primarily—had already returned to school. If they weren’t already in school, they had to prepare classes, get a new academic year under way. I had stepped out of cadence by having a sabbatical. Everything in my training pointed me toward school, the bells, the new classes, the fresh notebooks, the whistling radiators, but instead I was heading down a river I didn’t know. I kayaked confidently on flat water, but going down a river, through rapids, setting up camp—it made me edgy to think about it. What I needed at that moment was a buddy, a companion, someone to kick a foot up on the dash and pump his fist that we were heading into the wilderness.


Instead I listened to Marvin Gaye sing, “Let’s Get It On.”


But that didn’t make me feel better.


A MOOSE BROUGHT ME out of it. Driving along, eating the orange curls of corn chips from the bag I held between my legs, a moose appeared from the right side of the road. A black, dark mass. At first I thought I had somehow seen a stump walking freely through the scatter woods at the roadside. Then the moose turned and angled as if looking down the road the way I had to travel. A male. Enormous palmate antlers. A string of grass and mud dangled from his left antler. His shoulder came well above the top of the Toyota.


I slowed.


He didn’t move. He didn’t respond to me at all. He stood with his nostrils streaming two tubes of white air into the first evening chill, and his body blended into the woods behind him. If I had looked away at that moment, perhaps I could have let my eyes lose him in the forest. It seemed fantastical that a creature carrying a TV antenna on its head could maneuver through the puckerbrush of Northern Maine. I turned down the radio and braked. Then I slipped the truck into neutral and climbed out.


The bull moose could not have posed more perfectly. I had a moment when I thought, Oh, come on. The whole thing seemed a bit too much: crisp air, black moose, yellow maples, bright white breath. I felt no fear, despite knowing the rut had begun. The moose had no interest in me. As if to prove it, a female suddenly broke out of the woods perhaps a quarter mile away and crossed the road. She did not stop or look back, but the male, becoming vivid, suddenly trotted down the road. He ran with the classically awkward moosey gait, his bottom shanks throwing out with each step. He disappeared into the woods approximately where the female had disappeared. I heard him for a second clatter through the slag piles of brush at the roadside, then nothing.


Okay, I said as I climbed back in the truck. I turned on the heat a little higher. I looked for the moose when I passed their point of disappearance, but the woods had covered them.


YOU REQUIRE A PERMIT to run the Allagash.


I pulled over at four thirty to a small government building with a sign that said: Permits Here.


Mary’s truck took up the best spot. I parked behind it and a little off to the side.


I checked myself in the mirror. Quick smile, quick hair brush, quick glance at my jeans. I climbed out. The office appeared closed. I also realized that the temperature had dropped way off. What had been a warm day had changed in the course of an hour. I made a mental note to remember how fast the temperature sank once the sun went behind the pines. Travel early, camp early. Everything I had read about the Allagash had stated that as a basic survival law. If you left late in the morning, you risked facing the wind as it inevitably rose throughout the day. If you didn’t find a place to camp sufficiently early, then you risked missing a convenient spot and having to set up a tent and campsite at night. Learn to pace yourself, the books said. Think ahead.


I would also need a fire going, I realized. Every night.


I climbed the stairs to the office and pushed open the door. I looked for Mary, but instead a large, raspy woman with a bright yellow shirt stepped out of a back room at my appearance. I understood that the woman lived in the quarters beyond the front desk. Her daily commute averaged around ten feet. She wore a name tag identifying her as Ranger Joan. She wore a baseball hat, army green. The patch on the forehead crest said State of Maine.


“What movie did you want to see?” Ranger Joan asked.


She paused for effect. Then she laughed—a large, smoky laugh. A pinochle laugh.


I supposed I looked as dazed as I felt.


“Don’t worry,” she said. “It’s just my way. A little joke. People show up here a little high-strung. I loosen them up.”


“Good to know,” I said, trying to recover.


“’Course we’re not showing movies here,” she said. “We’re holding a square dance!”


She laughed again, but this time she pushed some papers toward me.


“Okay, you’ll be wanting a permit, I guess,” she said. “Standard stuff we ask. We like to know when you go in, when you come out. Be sure to sign the logbook at each end so we can track you. You going all the way?”


“Yes,” I said. “I guess so.”


“Ninety-two miles,” she said. “Best time of year to do it. No bugs, no no-see-ums. Good crisp air and the water is still reasonably warm. You can still take a quick dip after a day of paddling. You picked the right time of year, I promise.”


“Thank you,” I said, as if I deserved congratulations.


“I suppose you know already that the moose are mating?” she asked. “We like people to know what’s ahead of them.”


“I’d read about it.”


“Just give them room, especially the males. They can get a little funny this time of year. Spring is worse with the mothers and babies. You don’t want a mother moose thinking you’re going to bother her little one.”


I looked up. Slowly she realized I couldn’t fill out the forms and have a conversation at the same time. She smiled. I smiled, too. Then she went up on her toes to see my truck. She nodded.


“From New Hampshire?” she said, happy to talk even if it did distract me.


“Yes.”


“Well, you might want to think about camping here for the night. Once you enter the waterway, you have to camp by boat. In other words, you’d have to start tonight, even if it’s dark.”


“I thought I’d camp by my truck,” I said. “Once I arrive at the Chamberlain Lake landing.”


“Can’t,” Ranger Joan said. “Ranger in there is a man named Coop and he is a bug about the rules. He’ll push you right into the water to get you going. Rules are rules to Coop.”


“But if I camp here?” I asked, trying to move my pen on the form at the same time.


“No problem. You get a fresh, early start tomorrow. That’d be my advice. Sun will be down shortly.”


I looked out the window. Under a small group of pines, I saw a woman setting up a tent. She had backed the Toyota into position so she could unload it without difficulty. She had slipped into a red-checked mackinaw; she wore a Mad Bomber hat, the kind with fake rabbit fur earpieces that buckle under your chin.


“I’ll stay,” I said. “Is there a charge?”


“Ten dollars,” Ranger Joan said.


I paid for the permit and for the ten dollar camping fee. Ranger Joan stamped a few things, tore a piece of perforated paper off a long form, then folded it all and handed it to me.


“You should keep this with you,” she said, nodding at the forms. “If a ranger along the way asks to see your permit, that’s what you give him. This time of year, though, you won’t find many people on the waterway. The rangers are out patrolling deer season. The Chungamunga girls are out there somewhere, but that’s the only group that came through this way in the last day or so.”


“Chungamunga girls?” I asked, fitting the paper into my rear pocket.


“Oldest girls’ camping school in America. They run it every year, sometimes twice a year. They do it for school credit. Just girls, no boys. You don’t want boys and girls in the woods together if you’re a supervisor.”


“I guess not.”


“They take their time,” Ranger Joan said, pulling the pad of permits back to her. “Learn crafts as they go. Read history, natural science, mythology books, a little of everything. We schedule a few talks with naturalists and the like. Some of the girls have never been out of their backyards before. They get a little homesick and a little crazy before they finish, but it’s a great experience for them. They say it’s good luck for a lifetime if you run into the Chungamunga girls on the Allagash.”


“Well, then, I hope I run into them,” I said.


“You’d be surprised who’s been a Chungamunga girl. Presidents’ daughters, captains of industry. And so forth.”


I couldn’t help wondering if anyone used the term “captains of industry” anymore, but I nodded in any case. Ranger Joan walked around the counter and pointed to a camping spot near where the woman had set up camp.


“You can camp right by her,” Ranger Joan said. “Just pull your truck beside her. Johnny cut up some scrap pine and you’re welcome to burn some for a fire. It’s going to get downright nippy tonight.”


“Thank you,” I said.


“She’s a pretty little thing,” Ranger Joan said, jutting her chin at the campsite. “Her name is Mary Fury. Everyone around here loves Mary Fury.”
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SATURN HAD CLIMBED FREE OF THE pines by the time I maneuvered my truck into position. The planet dangled on the eastern horizon, a bright white flicker that seemed to draw the final light of day into its center. To the north, Ranger Joan had flicked on a lighted sign, but it shined away from us, toward the road. Stepping out of my truck, I had the sudden realization that now, this moment, I needed to know how to set up my tent, get a fire started, arrange a bedroll. I had practiced plenty of times in my living room, going quietly over a checklist in front of my fireplace, some of the students—young men taking a study break, or a few of the outdoor club guys clucking around my gear—but I had never actually set up camp in near darkness. Not with my new acquisitions bought specially for the trip. Not with the temperature dropping in quick bumps that registered in my spine.


And not with a stunning woman in the campsite beside mine.


At least I thought she was stunning. I couldn’t tell for certain. Backing the truck in, stepping out, slipping into my mackinaw, I couldn’t quite get a full look. Instead I gave what a friend of mine, Bobby G, called the horse look. You employ a horse look when you are sitting at a bar and someone attractive—you suspect—moves in beside you, and you can’t turn and look, and you can’t catch her eye in the bar mirror, but you can slip your ears back and let your eye move as far to one side in the socket as possible. Then you open your nostrils a little, because that pushes your eye farther to one side, and you look. You glance. You look as a horse looks at a man approaching with a rope, and you don’t look for particulars, or for any details, but take her in as an impression.


That’s a horse look.


Carrying my tent to a flat spot beside the picnic table and clunking it down, I wondered if she had given me a horse look. A pretty little thing, Ranger Joan had said.


I put the permit and the Allagash map on the picnic table. A short breeze pushed it off immediately, and I had to retrieve it before it rolled toward Mary’s campfire. The second time around, I weighted the map down with a rock. On the spot where I placed the rock, the State of Maine had included a caution:


CAUTION


THE ALLAGASH WILDERNESS WATERWAY IS NOT


THE PLACE FOR AN INEXPERIENCED PERSON TO


LEARN CANOEING OR CANOE CAMPING.


LACK OF EXPERIENCE AND ERRORS IN JUDGMENT


IN THIS REMOTE REGION CAN CAUSE CONSIDERABLE


PERSONAL DISCOMFORT AND ENDANGER


ONESELF AND OTHERS.


IMMERSION IN COLD WATER, FOR EXAMPLE, CAN


BE FATAL IN A MATTER OF MINUTES.


“There you have it,” I said under my breath. “Couldn’t be clearer.”


“NO REASON TO MAKE TWO fires,” Mary called to me from her camp, a pot in her hand. “You’re welcome to cook on mine.”


“Thanks,” I said.


Then I added: “I’m all set.”


As soon as the words cleared my lips, I wanted to bite them back. All set? An attractive woman in the Maine woods invites you to join her campfire, and you say no? I could rationalize that it had been a refusal out of politeness, but the voice, honestly, felt as if some larger, dumber self had squeezed through my ribs and answered for me. Why in this world would I say no?


Instantly I felt stupid and embarrassed. With a well-timed horse look, I watched Mary peer in my direction, her face not quite clear in the soft firelight. Beautiful, I realized. She looked like Saturday morning, as my dad used to say.


“Okay,” she said, “but if you change your mind, you’re welcome.”


“I’m all set,” I said again. “Thanks, though.”


I raised my hand. Waved a little.


I grinned, but my face slowly swiveled toward the ground—where I had nearly finished pounding in tent stakes—and grimaced at the dirt. The second time, I understood, I spoke to cover the stupidity of the first refusal. If I had been all set the first time around, wasn’t it incumbent on me to still be all set? Simple logic dictated as much. But she had gracefully extended the invitation twice and I had refused both times.


“One for sadness,” Mary called, bending back to her fire, “two for mirth.”


I looked up.


“What’s that?”


“A folk saying,” she said. “About crows.”


I gathered my courage.


“Why am I saying no thanks to an invitation I want to accept?” I asked.


“Because you’re being shy?” she asked, her voice rising at the end a little. “And because you’re all set.”


WOODSMOKE. PINES. DARK EARTH. Sparks scattering into the night. A wind rising in the south, the trees sipping the air, the pine needles flinging themselves into space. A gray picnic table.


I walked over to Mary’s fire. She stood in front of the large horseshoe-shaped fire pit, her front side bronzed with light and heat. The fire cast her shadow backward, up into the lower branches of the pines, and she appeared, for an instant, as a mythical creature, something bright and inviting and skilled with flames.


I carried a camp fry pan and a Tupperware container of black beans and rice. I put them on her picnic table.


“You’re not a bear, are you?” she asked, turning her head from the fire to regard me.


“A bear?”


“You wouldn’t admit it if you were, would you?”


“If I were a bear?” I asked, trying to understand.


“Oh, you’re playing it cute. You are cute, as a matter of fact. Come closer.”


I stepped around the picnic table until she could see me. She stood up straight from the fire.


I looked at her. She looked at me. Our eyes didn’t move.


“Animal behaviorists,” she said, her eyes still on me, her mouth forming the words slowly, “call this a copulatory gaze. Don’t flatter yourself. We’re sizing each other up. The gaze helps continue the species, that’s all. It is a million years old, so don’t flatter yourself too much. It’s just Darwinism paying a visit.”


“It’s still nice,” I said, hardly able to move. My mouth felt dry. Neither one of us had looked away.


“But it wouldn’t be honest if you are a bear.”


“I’m not a bear,” I said.


“I smelled honey when you stepped into the light.”


“How do I know you’re not a bear?” I asked. “Maybe it’s a trick you’re pulling on me.”


“I only have raven tricks,” she said. “Bears are too needy.”


“I’ve always thought so.”


“You’re not bad,” she said. “So far so good.”


“Good to meet your approval.”


“I didn’t say that. I said so far so good.”


“And you said I wasn’t bad.”


She looked away. Then she looked back. Our eyes did the same thing. I had the feeling they would always find each other that way.


“If you help me pull the picnic table closer,” she said, “we could have it next to the fire.”


“Okay.”


She circled to the far end of the table and put her hands on either side of the top. I mirrored her at the other side.


“Ready?” she asked.


“Yes.”


We turned the table and moved it so one of the benches rested a few feet from the fire. It wasn’t easy to move. Someone had made it to last with broad metal legs. We rocked it a little between us to get it level.


“Mary Fury,” she said, when we finished, holding out her hand to shake.


“Jonathan Cobb. People call me Cobb.”


“Like Ty Cobb, the baseball player?” she asked, her hand still in mine.


“Exactly.”


“How tall are you?”


“Six feet two. Why?”


“I couldn’t tell for sure. Your hat is puffed up.”


She motioned to the bench and raised her eyebrows. I nodded. But something about the position of the fire pit and the nearness of the bench to the heat caused us both to move awkwardly to sit down. Absurdly, our foreheads hit. It wasn’t a light hit, either. We bonked. Mary stumbled a little backward, and I put a hand out to steady myself. A bright white star clicked for a second in my vision, then disappeared, only to be replaced by a quick, throbbing pain.


“Holy mackerel,” Mary said, rubbing her head. “Are you okay?”


“I’m not sure,” I said.


Then we looked at each other. And we began to laugh.


IT HAD BEEN A long, long time, I realized, since I had laughed so hard.


The absurdity of our situation, the incredible awkwardness of hitting heads with a person you have met two minutes before, the evident nerves I felt about soloing down the Allagash fueled it for me. Mary, for her part, sat slowly down and bent over, rubbing her head and laughing at the same time. She had a great laugh, full and hearty, without any self-consciousness. Each time we looked at each other, we began again. Sometimes it started to fade, then resumed again without warning.


“How’s that for a first impression?” she asked when we had slowed enough to breathe.


“Perfect.”


“It kind of is, isn’t it?” she said.


“Hard to take things too seriously afterward, I guess.”


She took a deep breath. Then she looked at my container of rice and beans.


“What do you have to eat?” she asked.


“Rice and beans.”


“Can I have some? I’m a lousy cook. I usually eat peanut butter and jelly when I camp. And instant oatmeal. And hot chocolate, and that’s about it.”


“We could probably do better than that.”


“Are you a good cook?”


“Yes, as a matter of fact,” I said, “I’m pretty good.”


“Cobb?” she said. “I’ve never known anyone named Cobb before.”


“Well, now you do.”


“Do people make jokes? You know, corn on the cob? That kind of thing?”


“Sometimes.”


“Are you going to start cooking soon?”


We looked at each other. I nodded. She smiled. Her smile was irresistible.


“Sometimes I don’t filter the things I say,” she said. “Some people find it charming, but others find it annoying. How are you feeling about it?”


“On the charming side, I think.”


“Okay,” she said.


“Do you like beans and rice?”


“Yes. Especially if I don’t have to cook them.”


I opened the beans and rice. I realized I needed cooking oil.


“Do you have cooking oil?” I asked.


Mary looked at me. I understood she wasn’t going to have cooking oil anytime soon.


“You’re very beautiful,” I said, “but you probably know that.”


“Thank you,” she said.


“For a bear,” I said.


She stared at me.


“Okay,” she said.


“I’ll get the oil,” I told her.


She ate three platefuls of black beans and rice and would have eaten more if I had served it. She hardly spoke as she ate.


“Good,” she said finally, pushing away her camp cup.


“You were hungry,” I said.


“I forget to eat sometimes,” she said. “Strange but true.”


“That doesn’t happen to me,” I said.


“Were you saving it for down the trail?”


“No,” I said, not sure if I told the truth. “It’s fine.”


“The Chungamunga girls will have plenty of food,” she said. “They always do. We can mooch some meals off them. They’re always way overstocked. And the rangers make a couple deliveries to them.”


“Do you know the Chungamunga girls?” I asked.


She smiled.


“It’s good luck,” she said, her face toward the fire, “to run into the Chungamunga girls on the Allagash.”


“So I’ve heard.”


“I’m giving a couple talks. On corvids—crows and ravens. That’s my specialty. I do it whenever our schedules match. I have this semester free. And you know, it’s good to get girls interested in science.”


“How do they take it?”


She turned back to me. She smiled and began stacking the dishes.


“They hate it at first. Then they warm up to it. I throw in a bunch of mythology. You know, the blessed triangle. Wolf, man, crow. Sacred hunting and scavenging. Every culture has a relationship with the crow. I get them hooked with that, then I sneak in the science. I convert them.”


“And you have raven tricks?”


She regarded me. Not many people look attractive in a Mad Bomber hat, but she did.


“Now would be a good time for our first kiss,” she said. “I mean, if we are going to kiss anyway, sometime, tonight or some other time, right now seems like a good moment. It is for me, anyway. How do you feel about it? Or maybe you don’t want to kiss me and I’ve overstepped. I do that sometimes in other areas of my life. I guess what I mean is, I want to kiss you and so there you go.”


I kissed her. My body wanted to go toward hers, but I held back. Wind tucked the fire back into itself. A few shadows climbed our lower legs. Her lips opened the smallest bit, then closed again. She smelled like woodsmoke and pine and peppermint.


“Was that okay?” she asked when we stopped, her face not far from mine.


“Yes,” I said.


“I haven’t kissed anyone in 374 days.”


“You keep track?” I asked. “But you forget to eat sometimes?”


“I count days,” she whispered. “I like to keep track.”


“Okay,” I said.


“I’ve been alive for 12,680 days. I like to know things like that.”


I nodded. She moved away.


She picked up the dishes and disappeared from the fire.


“ONCE ALL THE BIRDS in the world met to decide how the food should be apportioned,” Mary said, her voice sleepy and warm. We were in our sleeping bags on a blue tarp she had spread near the fire. She still wore her Mad Bomber hat. We lay side by side, looking up at the stars. The fire had quieted and now only burned brighter when the wind touched it.


“This is a tale from Somalia, East Africa,” she said. “Are you awake?”


“Yes, I’m awake.”


“Well, when the birds convened, the crow recommended that any bird larger than a crow should eat meat. Smaller birds should eat plants. The rest of the birds saw that as a fair division, because a crow is a medium-sized bird. What they didn’t know, of course, is that a crow’s brain is 2.3 percent of its body mass. A human’s brain is only 1.5 percent. So crows actually have more brains than they strictly need for survival. That’s why they make up games to play and argue at the drop of a hat. Do you know the story of Abel and Betty?”


“Not yet,” I said.


She bumped my shoulder with her shoulder.


“Abel and Betty were two New Caledonian crows in an Oxford laboratory run by Alex Kacelnik. They were given a tube of food and two wires, one hooked, the other straight. You needed a tool to get to the food, so it was a little puzzle. Abel flew off with the hooked wire almost immediately. But Betty bent a new hook to get at the food. Not only that, but she improvised, sometimes bending the wire with her feet or beak, sometimes applying pressure until it bent on a second object. When they tested chimps and monkeys on the same puzzle, the primates failed.”


“Made those chimps eat crow,” I said.


She slowly rose from her sleeping bag and put her head on her hand. She looked at me.


“You’re a wise guy, aren’t you?” she said.


“Sometimes,” I said. “But I like your crow story.”


“Corvus moneduloides,” she said. “Latin name for the New Caledonian crow. I’m not being pretentious. I repeat the Latin names so that I don’t forget them. It’s a little dementia test I administer to myself.”


“And so?” I asked.


“What?” she asked.


“Do you think we should kiss again?” I asked.


“Not yet,” she said.


She slid back down onto her back.


“So the crow suggested that the birds divide the food,” I said, reminding her. “East Africa.”


“Right,” she said. “So at the meeting the crow put that proposal forward. The other birds looked at their relative sizes, then figured it seemed fair. So they agreed. Then they all flew off. A few weeks later, they saw the crow eating plants. The smaller birds complained that the crow should be eating meat. The crow reminded them that birds smaller than a crow were allowed to eat plants. The same thing occurred when the bigger birds saw the crow eating meat. That’s why the crow eats both meat and plants. That’s a classic crow tale.”


“I like your crows,” I said.


“Stop me if I go on too long. I get carried away by things. My father called me an enthusiast. I am enthusiastic about things. A lot of things.”


The night had turned as dark as it would be. I guessed the temperature had dipped into the forties. We had been talking for hours. We had kissed only once. It had been her recommendation to sleep outside on the blue tarp. It wasn’t going to rain, she said, and the insects had already been killed by frost. She said it made no sense to sleep indoors until you had to, and even then she planned some day to have a sleeping porch where she could sleep outside every night. She had investigated Gore-Tex coverlets, a kind of all-purpose duvet that would shed water and permit one to sleep in a full bed outside.


“I don’t want to sleep yet,” she said, although she sounded sleepy. “We’ll never meet for the first time again. If we fall asleep, then it’s no longer the first time.”


“I’m trying,” I said.


“Tell me about Thoreau.”


“What do you want to know about him?”


“I want to know why you admire him.”


“I guess,” I said, “because he talks about living simply. ‘A man is rich in proportion to the number of things which he can afford to let alone.’ And he got the environmental thing as early as anyone else did in America. And he climbed into canoes and traveled to Maine, which probably struck him as a true wilderness. But I think mostly because he sought something important. He probably failed at it, but it never deterred him.”


“I’ve never read Walden Pond. I’m pretty sure I’ve read parts, but not the whole thing.”


“It’s a great book. It’s easy to look at it now and see its flaws, but it was revolutionary for its time. I’d like to live simply. I try to.”


“And you’ll write about him?”


“Yes,” I said. “I’ll try. Just some papers.”


“Do you like teaching?”


“Yes,” I said. “I do.”


“Me, too,” she said. “When I think of other things to do, other kinds of jobs, I can’t imagine them. Schools live with the seasons. That’s what I like, I think. Other jobs never end. Teaching ends in the spring and begins again in the fall. I can’t imagine a job that never ended.”


“And you like the research?” I asked. “On corvids?”


“I like crows,” she said. “When I was little, I read a story in the paper about a man who had a crow for a pet. He claimed that if you slit a crow’s tongue, it could speak. I thought that was the cruelest thing I had ever heard, so I wrote the man a letter. I got his address from the phone book and I wrote him and told him I thought it was terrible to do such a thing to an animal. He wrote back. His name was Floyd Jebins. Great name. Floyd wrote back and said he would never hurt a crow, he loved crows, and he included a small book about crows. He could tell I was a whacky kid. But that book, holy mackerel, it got to me. That’s the whole thing about teaching, isn’t it? You never know when you nudge someone’s boat if it won’t change them in an important way. You can’t predict the outcome. Floyd Jebins got me started studying crows by something that probably took him ten minutes to do. And crows were everywhere, so they became a perfect subject for a kind of kid field research. But I think of Floyd often.”


“Did you write to tell him?”


“I did. Years later. But the letter came back as undeliverable. He had died, I guess. I don’t know. End of story.”


I began to drift off. But it was sleep mixed with the trees over us, and the cold wind coming across Chamberlain Lake. I pulled the sleeping bag as high as I could under my chin and listened to the sounds around our campsite. We did not have the hum of the river yet, but the trees sieved the air and made a sound like early snow falling against glass. Later, a barred owl began to call.


Who cooks for you, who cooks for you, alllll?


I had nearly fallen off for good when Mary’s voice came to me.


“Thoreau slept under these same stars,” she said quietly. “That’s why you’re here. That’s reason enough.”
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COOP WORE HIS RANGER HAT WITH the earflaps down. He wore a green jacket with a dozen patches on it, and underneath it, peeking out, bright red suspenders formed a goalpost on his chest. A brown mustache lived under his nose, and his eyes, a bit rheumy, had the red tint that distinguished long drinking.


He bustled out of the ranger station as soon as he saw our trucks pull next to the unloading dock. We were his only customers.


“I’ve got big news for you, Mary,” Coop said, hurrying down the dirt path that connected the station to the lake, his walk slightly bowlegged and round. “Joan called down to say you had arrived. No sooner did I get that news than Glen called from over on Eagle Island to report a moose carcass. Fresh, too. Not sure what happened to it, but it’s only been dead a day or two. So you’re in luck.”


“That’s terrific, Coop,” Mary said, her pleasure in the news genuine. “This is Cobb. He’s here to research a little about Thoreau.”


Coop studied me, apparently decided he didn’t need to bother with me much, nodded, and then went back to Mary.


“You know that raven colony will be on that moose like gravy on corn bread,” Coop said. “I mean.”


“It’s perfect,” she said. “I can bring the girls to study it.”


“You read my mind,” Coop said. “They’re over on Eagle Lake, last I heard. ‘Course, they take their time, but maybe they moved on. Like a small, crazy army, they are.”


“I’ve always heard,” I said, unable to resist, “that it’s good luck to run into the Chungamunga girls on the Allagash.”


Coop studied me.


“That’s what they say, all right,” Coop said. “’Course, like most things, it depends on your point of view.”


Coop and Mary spent a few minutes talking about the precise location of the carcass while I unloaded my kayak from the truck. I had a strange sense of déjà vu, but I imagined it came from planning a trip so often in my mind, then finally arriving at the water. My hands moved automatically, but I found I kept looking at Mary. She wore the earflaps of her Mad Bomber hat up, and her hair rolled out in beautiful waves along her flannel shirt. She wore L.L. Bean boots and a pair of old jeans, and she could not have been more exquisite. I felt a giddy lump in my stomach. How in the world had this happened? We had kissed only once, but when I woke I found my arm over her, her body pushed back into mine to spoon. I felt like a man who has lived in a house all his life who, opening a door he expects to lead him into a closet, finds the house possesses other, more gorgeous rooms. Rooms he had not dreamed of, rooms he had not imagined.


I caught her eye. I pointed to her kayak, asking if she wanted me to unload it. She nodded. Her kayak had a dozen decals depicting ravens.


“THIS IS CHAMBERLAIN LAKE. It’s the biggest lake,” Mary said, her boat beside mine. “It’s deep, too. People come here to troll for togue.”


“It’s beautiful.”


“Don’t trust this lake,” Mary said. “Two men drowned in it the spring before last. Their motor quit when they were trying to cross to Lock Dam and the wind pushed the waves over their stern and the boat went down. Two of them clung to the boat as long as they could. A third made it to shore but he nearly froze to death before people found him.”


“It’s deceiving. It’s calm now.”


“The wind blows up here. The strongest wind ever recorded on earth occurred over on Mount Washington in New Hampshire. It’s the same wind here.”


“Duly warned,” I said. “I’ll keep an eye to the weather.”


Mary paddled a dozen strokes. She had a strong, confident style. Her top hand pushed. Most people kayaked incorrectly by using the paddle in a canoe stroke, yanking on the bottom half and trying to drag the blade through the water. Mary exhibited perfect style: she employed her bottom hand as the center of a fulcrum, then pushed the top hand over it. It was a technique I had been lucky enough to learn from the first person who showed me how to kayak, an old timer named McGee who taught water sports at St. Paul’s.


“I’m not staying with you tonight,” Mary said, her kayak gliding next to mine.


“Bad first kiss?” I asked after a moment.


She looked at me.


“Amazing first kiss,” she said. “But you came here to do something solo. I don’t want to insert myself into your plans.”


“I like you in my plans,” I said. “You have more or less become my plan.”


“I was going to leapfrog up a little ahead of you. I’ll go and meet with the Chungamunga girls. You want to investigate Eagle Lake and spend some time on the Thoreau site. Maybe you want a night alone. Maybe a couple nights.”


“You’re a mind reader on top of everything else?”


“I’m being serious, Cobb,” she said. “You’re being polite now, but you came to feel something about Thoreau and his experience here. I’d get in the way of that.”


“I’m pretty sure you will starve to death without me.”


Our kayaks had drifted close enough so that she could reach a hand to the gunwale of my boat. She pulled our boats together, then put her hand over mine. She lifted my hand and kissed it.


“I haven’t liked someone so instantly and so strongly ever in my life,” she said. “I don’t know why it’s happening. It shouldn’t happen, really. But it is.”


“I know,” I said. “I know. I feel the same way.”


“All morning I thought how strange our meeting was. I mean, we have to be in a universe, on a continent, in a country, in a state, in a county, on a river, in a small yellow boat,” she said. “Long odds. And we had to leave our homes at the right time, drive at such and such a pace, stop for lunch, or not, get gas, or not. A thousand coincidences that arranged themselves so that we would meet. And then, of course, we have to be attracted to each other. When I was little, my girlfriends and I called it Yeti love. You never expect to see it, but you’ve heard it’s out there and it might just be a legend. But you keep looking for it anyway.”


I turned her hand over and kissed it.


“I have to go away from you for a night or two,” she said. “That’s the truthful thing. I’m feeling too much too fast and I don’t want to be confusing a fantasy with this extraordinary man who came into my life.”


“Okay,” I said.


“We don’t know each other well. I understand that. But I think you may be my Yeti and I didn’t expect to see you. I need a little time to collect myself.”


I held her hand. We had stopped moving forward or going in any direction at all.


AT NUGENT’S CAMP, MARY made me a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. Nugent’s catered to fishermen and birders, but now, this deep into September, the management had boarded it up. We sat at a picnic table a dozen yards from the lake. The sun had strengthened throughout the morning. I glanced at the tiny thermometer attached to the zipper of my fleece. Fifty-two degrees. Mary sat in the sun. She had removed her Mad Bomber hat and had spent a few minutes combing her hair. I had washed my face in the lake and cleaned my hands. The water had been cold and green.


“There,” she said, handing me a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. “Blackberry jam. I hope you like it.”


“I like blackberry jam,” I said.


“After lunch we should swim.”


She took a bite of her sandwich. She turned it around as she ate it, spiraling in toward the center. I watched her. I had never seen anyone eat a sandwich that way before.


“If you eat it in a circle,” she said, seeing my perplexed expression, “then you are traveling ever so slightly on each bite toward the heart. If you eat it across, as you’re doing, you have to finish with the corner. Everyone knows the corner is the least talented part of a peanut butter and jelly sandwich.”


“What if you prefer the crust?”


“Oh, you can pretend to like the crust, but no one will take you seriously. Spiral is the way to go. At least it is for peanut butter and jelly sandwiches.”


“Did you discover this yourself?” I asked.


“Years of study.”


“Any other tips?”


“For improved living?” she asked, still turning the sandwich. “Too numerous to mention.”


“You’re a righty kisser,” I said. “Did you know?”


“How?”


“You tilt your head to the right to kiss. Most people do. We have a dominant kissing side. If you meet a lefty kisser, you probably would have a problem.”


“Are you a righty kisser?”


“No,” I said. “Actually, I am a spiral kisser.”


She looked at me. She slipped her feet out of her sandals and propped her heels on my legs.


“KNOCK KNOCK.”


“Who’s there?”


“Owl.”


“Owl who?”


“Owl you know unless you open the door? Knock knock.”


“Who’s there?”


“Otto.”


“Otto who?”


“Otto know, I can’t remember. Knock knock.”


“Who’s there?”


“Dishes.”


“Dishes who?”


“Dishes the FBI, open up.”


Mary laughing, delighted at her own jokes. The sun, the lake, the trees turning.


“SO LISTEN,” MARY SAID, “we’ll be naked in the water in a few minutes and it doesn’t have to be a big deal. I mean, we don’t have to kiss and go all shivery and make it into this momentous moment. We can just swim and clean off. I have biodegradable soap.”


“You’re a buzzkill,” I said.


“I’m going to take my clothes off in front of you, Cobb. So just give a girl a break.”


“And if we do kiss, it has to be righty.”


“We’ve kissed only once, you know.”


“Why is that?” I asked.


“It’s the Thanksgiving rule. That’s another life tip.”


“Explain,” I said.


“Oh, Thanksgiving is this massive meal that usually takes someone about three days to prepare, and then everyone sits down and eats it in about fifteen minutes. The trick is to learn to take your time with Thanksgiving. You have to get everyone to promise that they won’t get up for anything for at least an hour. Maybe two.”


“So don’t rush things is the moral of this story?”


“I prefer to think of it as taking pleasure slowly.”


“You have a lot of notions,” I said.


“I am the anthropologist of my own life,” she said. “Are you ready to see me naked?”


“Yes,” I said.


“I’m just a girl with the regular girl parts.”


“I gathered that.”


“Now?” she asked.


“Pretty much now,” I said.


MARY PUT HER LEGS around my waist. The water held her weight and I kissed her, righty, again, righty, our mouths open and willing. I held her tight against me and she pulled herself closer with her legs, kissing me, her lips always on mine, her body pushing to be inside me, to be through me. She kissed my neck, my cheeks, my shoulder. We kissed again and again, over and over, and the water stayed chilled around us, and the wind passed by and pushed at the trees, and I felt something wild and primitive in my heart. Something good, and full, and it climbed me and had nowhere to go except toward Mary, and we kissed hard, subsided, kissed again in a rush and anguish of yearning. Her skin perfect, her eyes closed, her hair damp, her body, rib, hip, shoulder, spine, all mine, all given over and taken back and given again.


WE DID NOT MAKE love. But we lay for a long time on the blue tarp, our clothes back on, the sleeping bags spread out under us, the late afternoon sunshine slowly moving toward the west. We kissed a thousand times. The edge of the breeze held a chill, but the sun pushed it back.


“I’ll leave tomorrow,” Mary said at one point. “I can’t leave you today.”


“Okay,” I said. “Tomorrow it is.”


“It is the sensible thing to do. We’re not teenagers.”


“Okay.”


“I mean it,” she said. “According to Coop, the Chungamunga girls are on Priestly Point. That’s one of the first stops on Eagle Lake. I can make it there tomorrow. And you can stay at the Thoreau site, which is just before it. You know, we have only come about three miles today. We are complete slackers.”


“I don’t want you to go.”


“I don’t want to go either, but I need to clear my head.”


“Am I supposed to try to talk you into staying? Because I will.”


“No,” she said. “I need to catch my breath, that’s all. But don’t stay more than two nights on the Thoreau site. Do you promise?”


“I do.”


We kissed again. We kissed deeper and deeper until our bodies strained against each other. When we stopped, she rolled on top of me and made herself comfortable. She supported her chin between her two hands.


“Where did you come from?” she said.


“I was waiting around for you,” I said.


“Were you ever married?” Mary asked, her eyebrows drawing together for an instant. “I want to know a little of your past, you know, with women, but not too much.”


“I’ve been married four times,” I said.


She bit my ear.


“Tell me. Tell me you’re not living in your parents’ basement and trying to write comedy skits. Tell me you don’t have a girlfriend waiting for you.”


“I’ve never been married,” I said. “Not even very close. I dated a woman named Carol for about a year. I suppose she was my major deal.”


“How long ago?”


“Maybe a couple years ago. A year and a half ago. She was a visiting teacher on exchange from a school out West. It was one of those sort of inevitable things. Same age, same school, same kids goading us on. Sometimes it felt like we were playing out something for the benefit of the people around us.”


“And what happened?”


“She wasn’t my Yeti,” I said. “I wasn’t hers.”


“Was she the only one you almost married?”


“And Mary-Jo Simmons in sixth grade,” I said. “And there is no girlfriend waiting. It concerns my father, probably, that there is no girlfriend waiting, but that’s the way it is. I spend a little too much time on my classes and working with the students. My father is worried I’ll become an Irish bachelor. You know, married to my work and a little too tidy.”
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