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FOR SALE: WOW! Don’t miss this! Woodchuck Rafting Co., very established business. All rafts, gear, shuttle buses, and boat barn included. Dedicated, perennial guide staff. Owner stays on for 1993 rafting season (May through Sept) to show the ropes to new owner/operator ready to LIVE THE DREAM! Bring the whole family. Life-changing opportunity. WOW!
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One

THEY WERE HALFWAY THERE. THEIR NEW HOME IN THE WOODS. SAM Brecht pulled the brand-new twenty-three-foot Winnebago Brave to the gravel shoulder of County Road A. Darren needed to pee. Sam stepped out into the long grass with his son and took a deep breath. Even the ditches up here smelled the way ditches should, just the way he remembered them smelling, sweet and sandy, with pine in the air. There were pines all over this far north, white pine and jack pine and spruce bordering leaning barbed-wire fences, abandoned cow pastures Sam knew would fill with goldenrod and Queen Anne’s lace by summer’s end. The setting sun made a perfect orange-and-purple sky behind all that fresh northern pine. The sun would rise over it too. New horizons.

Sam stepped into the tall grass with Darren. At ten years old, the boy had only known the city, and was a bit shy at first about peeing roadside. North of Green Bay, Sam had had to set the example and go first. The camper had a toilet, but Darren didn’t want to use it while driving, and as long as they had to stop, Sam thought they may as well conserve the water tank. “Let her rip,” he said, and Darren smiled and did so. This move up north was going to be good for him. Sam had purchased Darren a folding green compass that the boy wore around his neck. The compass swayed on its lanyard as Darren leaned forward over the ditch grass. There was so much to show the boy and his little sisters.

Sam finished first and buckled his belt. “See those shoots growing there?” he said. “You know Queen Anne’s lace is really a wild carrot? You can dig down and pull up a little clump of carrots. Your great-uncle Chip from Woodchuck taught me that when I was a kid. Can’t wait for you to meet him.”

Darren pushed his lower lip out and raised his eyebrows, looking at the wild carrot shoots and pulling the waistband of his sweatpants back up.

Swami leaned out the high passenger window of the Brave.

“Check for ticks,” she said.

“No ficks!” yelled Dell, Sam and Swami’s three-year-old daughter, standing with her hands on her hips at the open side door of the camper. Dell had her mother’s dusty blond hair. Darren had his father’s red. The new baby had a tuft of strawberry-colored fuzz.

Darren strode toward the door, shaking his head at his little sister and knotting his pants back up. “No Dell. Ticks with a T,” he said. “T. Tuh, tuh. Ticks.”

“No ticks!” shouted Dell, and then made T sounds—tuh, tuh—as Darren corralled her back up into the camper. Swami peered out the window again, irritation on her face, her arms looped around the baby, pulling the child in close to nurse. “We need to get there, Sam. The kids are going to need supper and bed.”

Sam nodded, took another deep breath, and trudged up the ditch. It smelled good. Sam hoped someday soon Swami might like to stand out in one of these fields with him and smell the sweet grass and pine and agree how wonderful it was. They could be in love again, the way they were in the summer of ’79, when they both had summer jobs as raft guides down in West Virginia. This journey north was a bit of a last chance for them, and more than Swami even knew. The thought of what was at stake made Sam feel like holding his breath, like he had swum out to water too deep and the silty bottom was no longer there. He reassured himself that they had fallen in love near a river, and maybe another river could make everything right again.

Sam walked around the front of the idling Brave. Its new motor idled smoothly. It was nice to have something in his life that worked. Sam ran his hand across the warm, truncated hood as he passed, brushing a peppering of dried mosquitoes from the smooth paint. The paint job was incredible. Sam loved it. Darren loved it. Dell loved it. DeeDee loved it, even though she couldn’t lift her head or talk. The Brave was tan with teal and blue stripes, plus a hot pink dealer-installed water splash decal that ran up along both sides. It looked like something right out of one of those Juicy Fruit commercials. Driving it made Sam feel younger and more fit, like an extreme skier carving down the freeway in bright ski pants. He’d carved up from Chicago, through Milwaukee, up through Green Bay, onto Highway 41—up past the palm and thumb and up to the fingertips of Wisconsin, straight north, true north, as he explained it to Dell. Darren showed his little sister which way north was on his compass, the big N.

“What’s at the fingertips?” she asked her dad.

“Marigamie County,” he said. “Forests and rivers and sky.”

“And deers?” she asked.

“So many deers,” he said.

“Baby ones?”

“Baby ones too,” he said, and Dell smiled at him.

Sam opened the driver door and pulled himself up into the cab. Swami had the baby pulled up into her breast.

“Do you want me to wait?” he asked. They had car seats, and Sam usually insisted on them.

Swami shook her head. “It’s okay,” she said. “I’m buckled, and I’ve got her.” She looked tense, like she always did when she nursed, like the world beyond her baby bothered her, Sam included. “The kids are going to get overtired.”

Sam pulled the Brave into gear. “Off we go! Home to the woods!” he called back to his kids, hopefully. He was speaking of the campground where they planned to stay May through August. What Swami didn’t know was that he’d actually booked it beyond summer—as a precaution only—all the way until the park closed in late October.

“Home to the woods!” shouted Darren, too loudly. His little sister echoed him. They both sat on the bench at the fold-out table in the galley, eating a stack of flaxseed crackers Swami had chosen for them.

“It’s not home, you guys,” Swami corrected them. She looked right at Sam. “It’s camping, and only for a few weeks until we can figure out a more permanent situation.”

Sam winced. He knew Swami didn’t like him filling the kids’ heads with ideas, but Sam couldn’t resist their enthusiasm. He liked watching them light up when they asked him about how long they could stay up north, or the baby deer, or if the river could really tear a raft in half. He’d just give them a wide-eyed shrug that they knew meant, Who knows? Maybe. Probably.

“It gives them false hopes,” said Swami. “Don’t say it if it’s not true.” Swami had studied geology in college. She knew about fixed layers of rocks, the way they formed and the way they didn’t. Sam was an art teacher with a degree in ceramics. He knew about clay.

“Well,” he said, peering toward the shoulder to read a road sign. “We could live in the woods forever if we wanted to.”

“We don’t,” she said.

“But we could,” he said, and Swami just looked at him and then at the road.

Jack pines and white pines marked several silent curves in the road. Dogwood grew in the ditches and sumac atop the sandy bluffs. Sam’s seat belt fluttered in the breeze of the open window. He hoped this would work. He needed this to work.

“Swami?” Sam asked in a quiet voice.

He waited for her to look at him. She did, hunched over their youngest.

“I love you,” he said.

Something softened in her neck and she looked out the window.

“Thank you,” she answered.

County Road A seemed narrower in the dark, just a faded yellow line, a grass shoulder, and cedar trees in the headlights. Sam muscled the Brave through a few slow curves. It wasn’t far now. The older kids turned the light on at the galley table behind them. Sam and Swami and the baby sat in relative darkness in the cab.

“Hey, Dell?” Sam called back.

Dell looked up from a travel brochure Darren had picked up from a gas station in Crivitz. Sam had gotten a look at it while they pumped gas, a trifold of images of river bluffs and bridges and creeks, people riding tractors and snowmobiles and horses.

“What, Dad, what?” she said.

“You want Daddy to take you to your uncle Chip’s deer farm this week?”

Darren looked up. “What’s a deer farm, anyway?” he asked.

“What, Dad?” Dell yelled. She spoke a lot of words for her age, more than Darren had when he was three, but Dell was working on volume control. She either whispered secrets or yelled.

“It’s like a petting zoo,” he said. “But with deer in it. You can pay a few quarters for alfalfa pellets and feed the deer. You guys want to feed the deer?”

Darren pushed out his lip and nodded.

Dell screamed, “Yay!”

“Don’t get her riled up before bed,” said Swami. She held the sleeping baby now. The baby’s name was Deidra—DeeDee—after Swami’s mom, but it had taken Swami four weeks to name the girl. She’d insisted on getting to know the child. Sam had insisted it was hard to know a child without a name, and still found himself referring to her as “The Baby.” The baby hung in Swami’s arms now, like a plump rag doll, her belly full of milk, her mouth hanging open in bliss.

“I’m not riling her up,” Sam said. “I just want her to see a baby deer. My uncle still has the deer out at his place. I’m not sure if it’s still open to the public. I went there as a kid.”

“I hole a baby deer!” Dell shrieked with glee.

“I know, Dell,” Sam said. “Stop yelling, honey.”

Darren said, “Not hole, it’s hold. D. Duh. Duh.”

Dell yelled, “Duh! Duh!”

Swami gave Sam a cool look. Sam looked away from it, out at the road ahead. The sky had been red behind the pines, and now it was black, the moon hanging in it. Sam sank in his seat. He knew what Swami’s look meant. It meant, You are not doing a good job. That’s the way it felt, anyway. Those looks started coming not long after the first teaching job, then their first baby and lack of sleep, more opportunities to disagree, Sam’s worsening anxiety and bad moods. Swami’s raised eyebrows made Sam’s body tense. There had been too many fights. Sam promised himself there would be no more fights. Fresh starts. Home in the woods. He could hear the kids yelling now, and feel Swami’s gaze growing more intense.

“Mom, Dell’s poking at me!” yelled Darren.

“No!” yelled Dell.

Sam looked into the rearview mirror just in time to see Darren whack Dell with the travel brochure, and then Dell lean in to try to bite Darren, her mouth wide as a shark’s. Then Swami huffed, and Darren whacked Dell again, and Dell howled, and then the baby squawked. Sam looked up in the mirror and took a deep breath to bark at the kids.

And then the deer jumped out.

Sam gripped the wheel, instinctively stomping the brake as the animal leapt from the shadows into the light. The deer’s mouth hung open, its leaping body stretched out in flight, crossing the path of the Winnebago, its black-and-white eye wide, angled unnaturally backward and downward at the charging headlights of the Winnebago.

The kids’ crackers slid from the galley table. Swami reached out for the dash with her free hand. A set of nested pans slid from a shelf. It was them or the deer, Sam knew, and so instead of swerving he clipped the animal midflight, its rear quarter, and watched the animal spin violently off into the shadows. He felt the collision in the steering wheel as much as he heard it, and his heart sank as he maneuvered the Brave to a rolling stop on the thin gravel shoulder.

His left headlight was out. The short hood steamed. Sam looked at the temperature gauge, and watched the needle spike to boiling and then fall dead. He shut the motor off.

Dell was crying, but Sam knew she was more startled than hurt. He’d seen her plop off the bench to the carpeted aisle the way she sometimes slid from a kitchen chair. It was a gentle enough bump. Darren stood gripping the table.

“What happened?!” he asked.

Swami pursed her lips and shook her head. The baby was crying, and she bounced her, looked back at Darren and Dell. “Sam, get Dell!” she demanded.

Sam twisted from his seat and began to step over the carpeted center console in time to see Darren jump over his crying sister and dart forward.

“What happened!” he asked again, peering through the windshield.

Sam couldn’t get past him. “Darren, move back,” he said.

“Did we hit a car?” Darren demanded. He was as wide-eyed as the deer.

“Sam!” demanded Swami.

“I’m trying!” Sam yelled, one sandaled foot still held midstep over the console. Maps and a foaming soda can and crackers were all over the floor. “Darren, back up!”

Dell cried even harder, really screaming now. The baby yelled. Darren craned his neck to try to get a view out the windshield. The Brave smoked. Swami smoked. Sam smoked. He brushed past Darren and scooped up his screaming daughter. She was pure, sobbing weight. He pulled her to his shoulder and bounced her and said, “Shhh,” as much to himself as to her.

Darren was standing on the center console, arguing with his mom about wanting to see, and Swami was saying something to Sam at the same time, and Dell shuddered and shook, and it was all too much noise now, the way the art class mess and lunch duty and bad teacher coffee and pay and life itself all made too much noise. Sam felt it rising, a hot fog threatening to burst from his mouth, so he quickly unlatched the side door and escaped into the cool night air.

The moon was large and round and the stars were bright, and something about stepping out into that darkness and sweet-smelling air made Dell stop crying immediately. She picked her head up from his shoulder and sniffed and looked out at the dark cedars. She held her head really still as she heard the singing frogs. She looked at the moon and then at the glow of the headlights, her wet cheeks shining.

“You okay? Are you hurt?” Sam asked her, and she buried her head in his neck again to dry her face on his T-shirt. She shook her head.

The Brave gave a sharp hiss. A final shot of steam burst into the air.

“It broke, Dad?” she asked him.

Sam walked closer to the front end and groaned.

“Yeah, sweetie. It’s broke,” he said, and the two of them just stood there in the dark for a time, staring at how broken it was. It smelled hot. Like rubber and steam.

“Fix it, Dad,” she said.

Sam surveyed the sizzling Winnebago, the dented hood and shattered headlight. Inside the cab he heard Swami and saw her make a grab for Darren’s arm while she clutched the baby to her chest. Darren bolted, and Swami made to chase him but remembered the baby. Sam knew she couldn’t see him holding Dell just outside the beam of the headlight. She slumped back in her seat and clenched her eyes shut.

“Fix it,” Dell said again.

As Sam stood there, only feet from his wife, but so far away, while their potentially permanent home smoked on the side of a dark road, he couldn’t bring himself to tell his daughter he would fix it. He didn’t know if he could. What his family didn’t know was that he wasn’t entirely certain his teaching job would be there for him after this summer break. The week after they purchased Woodchuck, the school board and superintendent announced that arts funding was “being reviewed.” Arts and metal shop might be cut. Sam still hadn’t received a contract for fall. His throat felt too tight to speak. Sam felt that familiar fog in his body, that looming shadow of frustration and fear that Swami’s looks had a way of amplifying. The fog became even thicker when Sam held one of his crying children, because he knew that child depended on him to tell them life would somehow work out and that they would be happy.

Sam looked at Dell and nodded his head. He looked up at his wife, leaning back in the passenger seat. For the space of several breaths, Sam just closed his eyes too.

* * *

BACK IN JANUARY, WHEN SAM first brought up the idea of buying his uncle’s whitewater rafting company in northern Wisconsin, Swami was washing a few dishes. The winter night was cold beyond the window, and the dishwater felt warm on her hands. Swami was eight months pregnant.

Sam held a clipped ad from Thunderwater Realty. His uncle had mailed it to him, he said, the listing circled, the first time Sam had heard from him in years. It was snowing heavily outside in the streetlights. The bushes still held Christmas lights Sam failed to take down even though it was three and a half weeks after New Year’s. Swami stopped washing. Sam had had these bad ideas before. He was always dreaming, coming up with some “new vision,” instead of just living in the present and helping to live well where they were. Like the blueberries. The previous fall, Sam came home from work after visiting an apple orchard with the school, and already had a plan to start a pick-your-own blueberry farm. He had it all written out, his art teacher math scribbled in the margins. We could plant next spring, he said, find the land, move out there. There aren’t many blueberry farms near Chicago because the soil is too alkaline. But, he said, I looked into that today too, and if we bring in a truckload of sulfate per acre—probably twice every season—we should be able to yield about ten pounds of berries per bush. His eyes widened, as if what he’d say next would knock her over. That’s ten grand an acre, Swami.

Swami didn’t know what to say to him then or now. After they’d had Darren, Swami’s annoyance with Sam’s dreaming had grown exponentially. Sam’s annoyance at her refusals grew too. She’d watch him wrestle the garbage cans out to the road and stare at the sky, shake his head at the air, mope for days. When they first met, Swami liked to play along. She never thought he was serious, but she’d humor him. The summer after his first year of student teaching in college, Sam mused over a bottle of beer that he wanted to move to West Virginia near the New River and sell pottery from a van in winters and raft in summers. They could live in the van, he said, in Fayetteville. Swami stole his beer and took a drink. I’ll be your pottery model, she said, and they laughed, and then they stopped laughing and made love instead. It wasn’t like that anymore. Swami had lost her ability to humor him. They couldn’t daydream about living in vans.

Swami scrubbed a cutting board beneath the warm dishwater. Her back ached. She’d sit down soon and Sam could finish.

“Just think about it,” he said. “All I’m asking is to think about it. We could go up there for one summer, get it really rolling again. It’s an investment. We could resell it. This is me thinking of our future,” he said.

“And what about Darren’s school year, and yours? You can’t leave in May.”

“I’ll take some vacation. And we can take Darren out early just once. It’ll be educational. My uncle is off-loading this place cheap. I already spoke with him.”

Swami spun around. “You already spoke with him?” she asked.

“Well, I wanted to know details,” said Sam. “Before I talked with you.”

Swami shook her head while he tried to say more, turning back to the sink. She heard Sam shift his weight for a moment. He stood and walked away to the living room, where Dell begged him to read a book. It was bedtime. Darren was reading in bed. Dell had brushed. Swami looked out the window at the Christmas lights, drained the sink, listened to Sam read the story to Dell too quickly and tersely.

“You’re skipping, Daddy,” Dell said. “Don’t skip.”

The next morning, Swami called her mother to talk it out.

Her mom sighed. “Oh, honey,” she said. “I watched your father do this. It was always this or that. Don’t let it grow. You were only seven, but you remember. Don’t let California happen to you too.”

Swami remembered. It was fun until it wasn’t. Her dad convinced their mother to sell their home and move the family to Encinitas when Swami was seven. He wanted to surf, he said, wanted his family to have sun on their backs. He turned them poor instead. They moved back to Chicago when the money dried up. Swami wished it was different with Sam. But it wasn’t. Sam wanted to go. Needed to go. He was thirty-five and already wilting in his teaching job, no longer the guy she’d met down in West Virginia, happy as a wet dog shaking river water out of his shaggy hair. Maybe rafting in summer would do him good, keep him grounded in winters. Maybe saying yes would be like a controlled burn to prevent the coming of a larger fire. It wasn’t California. It was just a summer business.

“Listen,” her mom said, after a long conversation. “I wouldn’t entertain it. I entertained your father when I was expecting you, let him start subscribing to surfer magazines, and it landed us in a hut we couldn’t afford and took us twenty years to build back what we left behind.”

“But there were sea lions,” Swami tried.

“No,” her mother told her. “You’ve got a baby coming. Just tell him no.”

Swami could hear the woman shaking her head on the other end of the phone, and her mother was still shaking her head when they packed the new camper later that spring. Brave, it read, in bright teal letters. Swami didn’t know quite what made her say yes to Sam—it was almost a whim—but two weeks after the baby came in February, something in the little girl’s gray eyes, the very gift of them, opened Swami momentarily to other possibilities. Something about the sleeping face of her new baby allowed her to say yes to Sam. He kissed her lips when she did.

Sam unwilted, busy each night after putting the older kids to bed, planning what they’d need for the summer, ordering river gear from catalogues, a new paddle, a helmet, life vests for the family. The day he leapt from the brand-new camper in their driveway, arms held wide with pride, Swami quickly carried DeeDee into the house to take a few breaths. Maybe her mom had been right. Sam sold his car and used some of their retirement savings to make down payments on everything. He reassured her that the moment they returned in the fall, he’d sell the RV and put the money back where it belonged. He said something about a tax write-off covering depreciation—basically half the camper is free, he beamed. By fall, they’d have the extra income from a season with the outfitter. Swami kept breathing deeply for several days, held her baby very closely.

Swami took one last walk around their home before they left, inside and out, while Sam double-checked the bikes strapped to the back of the idling camper. Sam seemed nervous, eager to get there. Swami was nervous about leaving things behind. The lilies by the foundation had their full leaves now and were just beginning to push up bulb-tipped stems. It was a shame she’d miss them this year.

“I put all the houseplants in the tub,” she told her mom as she handed her the keys.

Her mom folded the keys into her crossed arms and gave a stern look at Sam as he climbed the steps of the Brave. He didn’t notice. He leaned out from the steps and waved like a sea captain leaning out from the rigging. Swami’s dad clapped his hands, waved at the kids looking out the sliding side window. “Living the dream!” her dad called to them. He still had a long gray ponytail. “Wish I could come with you!” he said to Swami.

“You’ll visit, Dad,” Swami said. “You know the campground where we’ll be.”

“We’re coming,” he said.

“Maybe,” her mom added. She looked at Swami, tried to smile, softened a bit.

Swami hugged her. “Wish me luck,” Swami whispered into her mom’s perfumed, dyed hair.

Her mom hugged her back, only a little of the old fear in her eyes. “Call if you need me,” she said.

“I will,” Swami said.

* * *

“DAD, WE HIT A DEER!” Darren yelled, plowing into Sam in the darkness.

“What, Dad? What?” asked Dell.

Sam shook his head, told Darren to wait, just wait a second, which was all too often his automatic response when he felt overwhelmed. He tried to hear the frogs again. He hoisted Dell farther up his side and gave her a squeeze. The way Dell trusted and loved so freely often made Sam feel like crying—Dell the shining miracle with glitter in her hair. He loved her.

“Dad, a car is coming,” said Darren.

Sam walked to the road and watched the approaching headlights illuminate the mound of deer lying in the road fifty yards back. It was a big pickup truck on tall tires. It slowed, drove around the deer, and came to a squeaking stop beside them. Sam peered up into the open passenger window. Two young men in their late teens or twenties sat inside with a huge dog between them. The cab smelled like beer. The radio was loud.

“You cream that buck back there?” said the driver, more an acknowledgment than a question.

The passenger smiled and lifted a can of beer from between his legs and took a sip. The dog shifted in its seat, a big Siberian husky.

“We did,” said Sam.

“What, Dad?” asked Dell.

“Nothing, sweetie,” Sam told her. “We’re in a bit of a bind,” he said to the men. “Any chance you know of a tow truck in town?”

The driver leaned forward to take a look at the steaming front of the Winnebago. He winced. “Oh—buggered your rig!” Sam heard a hint of accusation in the words, as if he were the negligent owner of some lame horse. He didn’t know how to reply. Darren asked his dad what the man meant.

Then the driver adjusted his ball cap. “Well, hey,” he said. “I got some tow chains in back. How far you headed?” the driver asked.

“Thunderwater,” Sam answered. “But really, if you could just let me know of a tow driver in town.”

The driver opened his glove box, grabbed a big Maglite, then stepped from his cab. He rummaged around in the bed of the truck for a moment and came back around front holding two beers. He smiled a warm smile. Sam relaxed a bit.

“I’m your only tow at this time of night,” said the driver. “Coldie?” he asked.

“What?” asked Sam.

“Want a coldie?” the man asked him again, and held out one of the beers.

“Thanks,” said Sam, reaching out for the beer with a free hand. He didn’t want to be rude, even though he didn’t drink much anymore. Swami didn’t like it, unless it was a craft cider or maybe some red wine, and then no more than two or three ounces. Sam held the unopened beer in one hand and his silent daughter in the other. Dell just watched everything, quiet, wet eyes blinking.

The man turned to Darren. “Hey, bud, hold this for me, eh?” The man handed Darren his open beer, turned his ball cap backward, and lay down beneath the front of the Winnebago with his Maglite. He wore Carhartt coveralls with grease on them, boots with mud, and Sam hoped that maybe this man scooting around on the gravel was a mechanic. Darren stared up at his dad with a wondering grin on his face, holding this stranger’s beer in the darkness.

Then the man in the cab turned the radio up a bit more. It was Def Leppard, “Pour Some Sugar on Me.” The man bobbed his head a few times, cracked open another beer.

“You gonna want that buck?” he called from the window.

Sam didn’t know what he meant.

“That buck you hit. You want him? My name’s Pete. That’s Randy. And this is Bear,” he said. “She’s a good girl, husky mix,” he said, ruffling the dog’s thick mane. Pete held his hand out the window to shake. He was brown-skinned, a bit older than the other man. He wore a flannel and had two long black braids of hair trailing from his camouflage hat. Sam shook, introduced himself, and reassured Pete he didn’t want the dead deer. The huge dog nuzzled Pete to be pet again. Pete ruffled her hair again. The dog was massive, colored like a husky but thicker, taller. Sam saw Dell just stare at it with wide moonlit eyes.

“What kind of mix is . . . Bear?” Sam asked.

Pete shrugged. “Wolf,” he said. “Uh-oh—Radio drink!” He chugged his can of beer as he turned up the knob of the stereo. His bobbing head got away from him, and he spit foam on himself before barking along with the chorus. He turned it back down again and chuckled. “Every time that song says ‘sticky sweet,’ you gotta drink,” he said. “Hey, Randy!” he shouted out his window.

Randy didn’t answer from underneath the Winnebago. Pete went on.

“This guy says—What’d you say your name was?—Sam says he don’t want that buck back there.” Randy shouted something from under the camper. Pete leaned farther out of the cab. “I said we gotta get that buck back there! Sam don’t want him!”

Swami leaned her head out the cab window above Sam at this point. “Sam?” she said. She was worried. Sam could hear it. He didn’t blame her.

Randy popped up from under the Winnebago and dusted himself off with his cap. “We can tow her,” he proclaimed. “She’s got some solid frame down there. Man, this is a beauty,” he said, patting the hood. “Brand-new?”

Sam nodded.

Randy whistled in admiration, and then he reached down to Darren for his beer. “Didn’t drink her all, eh, bud!”

Sam heard Swami give a gasp.

Darren just stared at these men, in fear or wonder or admiration. Something new in the galaxy was being revealed to the boy. Darren had the same look on his face the first time he saw the full T. rex skeleton in the Chicago Field Museum.

“Sam.” It was Swami’s voice, both stern and worried now.

Pete and Randy looked up at her.

Sam nodded. He didn’t know how to speed this along. “This is my wife, Swami,” he said. “And this is Dell and Darren. So how far of a tow would this have to be?”

“Swami,” Pete said slowly. He paused for a moment as if adding her name to the list of possibilities. His galaxy was expanding too. “Where you guys from?” he asked.

“Chicago.”

Pete gave an unimpressed nod. His dog just stared. “Well, welcome to the Northwoods.” He said the word North as Nort. If it had been Dell who said it, Sam knew his son would be correcting him.

“Swami, you need a coldie up there?” Randy asked. When she didn’t answer, Sam told him she could share his coldie. Randy shrugged and drank. Sam felt so incredibly helpless, so at the mercy of the night, the steaming camper, Swami’s frustration, and these two good old boys. He could only imagine Swami’s reaction if she knew the whole truth about the possibility of his job being cut. Sam was too afraid to tell her. The rafting company, Sam hoped, would be a bridge, a financial buffer. Sam wanted to save their family. He wanted to save their marriage. He just didn’t know if he could do it, and now he cursed himself for creating this much of a mess. The summer, he knew, would take a miracle.

“Holy smoke!” Randy yelled, tipping his beer back down. “Would you look at that moon! Oh, wow!”

The husky barked. Sam looked up. And above him he saw Swami look up, the profile of her face lit bright. Darren stared up. Dell was silent. The moon seemed so incredibly enormous and bright and full. It hung above the pines like the bright, calm palm of a hand. Sam felt himself take a full breath. If only a hand that large could hold it all, guide it, take over. He had to admit, for a moment, he felt hope that everything could come together.

“All right, then!” said Randy, tossing his can into the back of the truck and digging for another. “Let’s roll. I’d tow you to Smitty’s, but he’s closed up till next week, unless you got another mechanic in mind. Smitty’s right in Thunderwater.”

“How far is the state park?” Swami asked him.

Randy shook his head. He did seem slightly more sober than Pete. Sam was thankful for it. “They close the gate after ten.”

“What about Woodchuck Rafting?” Sam asked. “You know where that is?”

“Know it!” laughed Randy. “I work there! Me and Pete were just doing a beer run. Pete here works for the power dam. River’s up. You guys coming rafting tomorrow?” His voice was bright and happy as he asked it.

“Actually . . .” Sam hesitated; he didn’t want to explain it all right now, so he just said, “Yes, we are,” which wasn’t really a lie. He hoped to be on the water as soon as possible.

Swami was silent at the mention of Randy’s employment at Woodchuck.

“Sounds good,” said Randy. “I’ll get you hooked up, you put your blinkers on, and we’ll give ’er. Woodchuck ain’t far. I gotta warn you, though, the guides are having a sort of bonfire tonight, so I’m gonna park you off in the alfalfa instead of up by the barn. It’ll be quieter for your family.”

“Gettin’ tuned up!” said Pete.

Sam nodded. “We just need a place to go.”

Randy gave the general scene a thumbs-up and hopped back into the cab. Sam stepped with Dell and Darren back to the shoulder of the road, while Randy rumbled the truck down through the ditch, spinning mud, and chirped the tires back up onto the pavement. He roared back to the dead deer, got out with Pete, thumped the carcass onto the tailgate, and roared back in front of the Brave. Randy hooked up the chains while Sam got back in the Brave, situated Dell in a car seat, Darren in a seat belt.

“I do not want these men pulling us,” Swami hissed as he climbed up front. DeeDee had fallen back to sleep. Swami had her buckled into her car seat on the floor between her legs.

“We need a tow,” said Sam. “They’ll go slow. And I can still use the brakes.”

“And these guys work for Woodchuck?”

Sam hesitated. “Well, one of them does. You remember how raft guides can be. We just haven’t been around them in a while. And besides, we are the owners, right? My uncle Chip will be there. It’ll be fine.”

Sam waited in silence with the cold, unopened can of beer between his legs, waiting for another of Randy’s thumbs-ups. Sam flashed his blinkers, the chains grew taut, and with a gentle jerk, they were back out on the road, rolling. Pete leaned out his passenger window, laughing and waving Sam forward. Swami glared ahead, gripping the handle of the baby seat. Randy’s truck gently weaved between the centerline and the gravel shoulder, attached to the camper with a rusted chain like an old tugboat. In the illumination of the Brave’s flashers, the truck showed all its rust and spray paint, gray primer patches. The truck’s rear window revealed a shotgun rack with a canoe paddle and a rifle in it. The window glass wore a big silver Metallica sticker, a sparkling trucker girl silhouette, and an NRA decal the size of a dinner plate. The dog kept turning in its seat, pausing to look out the rear window with its big paws on the backrest. In the truck’s bed—Swami’s mouth gaped open in horror for the first half mile—were a dozen empty beer cans, a chain saw, and the roadkill deer carcass with its hind leg up in the air, its stubby antlers in velvet.

Randy did drive slowly. Incredibly slowly.

“How much farther?” Swami finally managed to say. She sat with her eyes closed tight.

“Not too far,” said Sam.

“Can I see the deer again?” asked Darren.

“What deer?” said Dell.

“Stay buckled up,” said Sam, quietly now.

Randy’s diesel pickup whistled and burped black smoke as it chugged up a long hill. Its taillights illuminated Swami’s face a deep red as the vehicles coasted down the other side. They soon passed a row of small houses leading into the town, and Randy slowed. Sam recognized the houses, but they’d aged. Their paint had peeled. Porches drooped. The trucks in their driveways rusted and sagged on their springs. In one yard Sam could make out in Randy’s headlights a collection of cardboard election signs. Several faded ones read Clinton/Gore. One with a black ribbon read: We’ll remember you, Sheriff Patcher, Marigamie Co. Sheriff, 1957–1993. Several shiny new ones read, Quit whining and start the mining!

Thunderwater, Sam knew, had always been a paper town, its small collection of square homes trailing like a tail along the riverbank downstream of the pulp mill that built them. Things had changed since he was a kid. It looked rougher. Like hard times had come, or a river flood. But then Sam caught a glimpse of the river shining blackly through a few of the trees. The river hadn’t changed, nor had the broad rock bluff along its far side. The pines on the bluff’s top blocked a few of the stars. And there was the giant moon too, more permanent and older than all of it.

One last bend and Sam saw the town’s official entrance, but he didn’t triumphantly shout out their arrival as he’d envisioned he would. The kids didn’t cheer, and Swami didn’t smile at him. The kids stayed quiet, and Swami’s eyes stayed closed. A single streetlight illuminated a big, faded sign hung between two poles, painted with images of pines and a river, a tiny pulp mill dam, and a huge copper-colored musky chasing a spinnerbait. Beneath the musky in yellow letters the sign read:

WELCOME TO THUNDERWATER. POPULATION 284.





Two

SAM FIRST HAD THE THOUGHT HE WANTED TO MARRY SWAMI DURING a rainy shore lunch on the banks of the New River in West Virginia. They were both on summer break from college, 1979, training to be river guides for Valley Rafts, a newer operation with a handful of neoprene boats and blocky, bright orange life vests. Sam was holding a sodden bologna sandwich on white bread, still shivering from the adrenaline and cold beneath a green canopy of dripping oaks, when Swami—he knew her name now, two weeks into guide school, Swami from Illinois with the bright green helmet and dusty blond pigtails, eyes as blue as the rafts—looked at him from where she sat in the wet gravel and said one word.

“Good,” she said, and smiled at him, which made Sam feel less afraid of the river that had nearly killed him, less afraid of life, and he had the thought he wanted her to look at him and smile and say good forever.

During the first week of guide school, seasoned guides steered the rafts, pointing out river features, drilling the trainees with the names of rapids. They taught paddle strokes, the draw and the pry. They taught rope throws and knots and “live bait” rescues, the trainees taking turns leaping out into rushing water and bear-hugging fake victims, dragged back in by shore crews. Morning and afternoon, the rafts drifted and spun and beat their way downstream between steep green hills and over steep green waves. Sam paddled, ate, swam, then wrapped himself in his damp sleeping bag before the sun went down and studied the names of rapids. Thread the Needle had mild whirlpools. Lower Kaymoor had a deadly hydraulic named Teacher’s Pet. A bright-bearded guide named Lucas who kept a bag of candy in his helmet said, “If you go out of the boat in Kaymoor, swim left or die.” A guide named Peaches said, “Swim right at Pig-Farmer’s, and at Beury’s Hole.” A Valley Rafts founding guide named Goddess, in her fifties with two silver braids sticking out of her helmet, told them to not swim too far right at Beury’s. “Too far right and you’ll suck under Vulture Rock,” she said. “Lights out.”

Beneath all of these warnings, Sam could always sense a sort of veteran’s mirth. Lucas and Peaches enjoyed scaring them, acting like old salts. But no one ever joked about Keeney’s. They spoke of that rapid with reverence. It was the river’s gatekeeper. It had a house-sized pile of submerged rock to avoid, a sieve named Meat Grinder that let water through but not trees or rafts or bodies. One day Lucas sat in the back of the bus with the trainees during the ride up the narrow switchbacks from the takeout. Sam sat with his helmet on his wet lap. Lucas cracked open a beer and ate a leftover bologna sandwich, pointing out things through the windows—where to get a cord of wood from a man named Rob, where to hunt deer if you knew who to ask.

“You guys know the difference between a raft guide and a Sasquatch,” Lucas asked. “One is big and furry and smells like hot garbage, and the other is a mythological creature.” And then he guffawed, and the bus bounced, and he spilled a little beer on himself. Someone a few seats up asked Lucas if he ever saw anyone go into Meat Grinder. Lucas’s face stiffened. He stopped chewing his sandwich, rolled his tongue around inside his mouth for a second, nodded.

“I seen it once,” he said, and then slouched back up to the front to sit with Peaches and Goddess.

In the second week of training, it rained. The river rose, angry, erratic, milky, new. The rafts bobbed downriver each day like tiny corks connected by some invisible coil, their proximity expanding and contracting as they snaked their way through currents and eddies, popped over waves. Goddess called an all-girls boat one morning, which launched in front of Sam’s. Sam watched their bright helmets bobbing back and forth between the white tips of waves as they paddled expertly, in perfect unison. Sam especially watched the girl in the green helmet. She first caught his eye the day he saw her stand next to a beached raft and squeeze river water from her braids. He didn’t mean to stare. It was just the way her eyes sparkled. She seemed so sure of herself here in the mountains, a bit too much sun on her freckled skin, the river itself in her laughter and movement. Her name was Swami. Looking at her felt to Sam like looking at a massive wave about to break over the bow of a raft.

It was clear to all the guides and trainees that Swami possessed hints of what Goddess had in full, a certain poise or grace on the river, a sort of givenness out there on the river. On an evening off, Sam and some of the other trainees watched a VHS guide tape in the boathouse. They pulled a raft close to the TV and sat on its tubes with beers. The tape revealed that even the guides like Peaches, who had been at it a few seasons, weren’t above a certain degree of panic out there. A wave would push them off course, and Peaches would overcompensate. You could see him hollering too many paddle commands, first one way and then the other, like a driver trying to muscle his way out of a skid. But then Goddess would drop into that same rapid, her toes barely tucked under the thwarts, her eyes bright at the splashes, her silver braids flashing in the sunlight. She’d lightly pick her way down invisible paths amidst class-five pillows of water, explosions all around her. She looked as calm as a woman eating a muffin on a park bench.

“How does she do that?” said Billy, a trainee from South Carolina who spoke in a slow Southern drawl. “Dang,” he said, sipping a beer in the blue glow of the TV.

In his art classes, Sam felt competent. He loved the term confidence of stroke, and was always after it, even achieved it sometimes. But usually he just ended up trying to control his paintings, and when he couldn’t they’d fall flat. So far, Sam rafted like he painted.

Dan nodded too. Dan was a Methodist seminarian who everyone called Preacher. He lowered his beer and pointed it at the set. “It’s the numinous,” he said.

Preacher had the tape on slow motion now, the VCR ticking frame by frame, Goddess sliding her raft up the face of a twelve-foot-tall wave.

“Noomi-what?” asked Billy.

“Numinous,” said Preacher. “Divine presence. Burning bushes. The ocean. A naked woman. Moses. That.” He tipped his beer can toward Goddess on the TV. They rewound the tape. Watched it again. Sam recognized the need for artfulness in the water. And it was more than art too. It was composure. The greatest guides, the silver-bearded and silver-braided, possessed a composure amidst any circumstance that Sam could not imagine. They rode waterfalls. He drank his beer down, stood up, and hiked down the hill to the Coal Chute, Valley Raft’s log cabin bar and grill.

“Tell me how to do it the way you do it?” Sam asked Goddess, feeling himself leaning a bit too heavily on the bar. Goddess was eating dinner with a Budweiser. Swami sat at the corner of the bar with a girl with dreadlocks named Laura. Sam tried his best to be polite as he interrupted Goddess’s meal, but the alcohol made him stumble over his words and come across a bit too adamantly. The bartender smirked and wiped a glass. Everyone knew Goddess was like the river, benevolent until she wasn’t. There was a story of a time a hungover rafting guest didn’t want to listen to the “girl guide.” This went on for five or six river miles. Then Goddess stopped the trip, pulled her raft over, and walked the man into the forest. Those who saw it said the man’s face was drained white and that he listened precisely after Goddess walked him back out.

“I mean,” Sam went on, “I’ve listened to everything you’ve said—angles, momentum, back ferries, eddy lines, undercuts—I’m not here just to hang out in the tents and drink. You might think I am, but I’m not.”

Goddess had been eating a chicken leg, and slowly put it down on her plate. She wiped her mouth, took a drink from the white can of Budweiser. She looked at Sam just long enough to make him wither. Sam’s eyes met Swami’s, and he felt his face get red. Swami looked down at her taco and smiled.

“You’ve been watching the guide tape?” Goddess asked.

Sam nodded.

“Well, what’d you learn?”

“That you don’t flip rafts out there, and I do. I panic.”

Goddess smirked, looked at Swami and Laura now too.

“You guys want to know the one thing that makes a good guide?”

They all nodded.

“A good guide holds his angle in the holes. There’s one half second. It’s that moment the raft is buried, and you’re up to your neck in water, punching through the horizon of a big wave. Think of the wave as east and west, the centerline of your raft as north and south. If you can hold your angle squared up and due north through that one half second, keep your stick in the water instead of panic, you’ll become a good guide.”

“But how do I not panic?” Sam asked.

Goddess looked at him, then at her beer. She lit a cigarette.

“The river will teach you that. I can’t. You remember how ferrying felt the first time you pulled it off, the way those invisible forces just seemed to show up, send you across?”

Sam nodded. He remembered pulling hard to rudder the nose into current, then the eddy forming downstream of the raft, the raft rocketing across the river like a ship tacking into wind.

“It’ll feel like that when it shows up. One day you’ll be halfway down a waterfall or down in a hole and you’ll suddenly realize you feel calm, you’ll see it all slowly, you’ll see through. It will feel like a path opening that was there all along but you couldn’t see it.”

Everyone sat very still. Sam swigged his beer. Laura spoke up.

“Do you, like, always talk about it like that?” she asked.

Goddess laughed at herself, blew out a jet of smoke. “I have spent many years alone in a tent in the forest.”

“The river will teach me,” Sam said.

“The river and time,” she said, and then she put out her cigarette and left a ten on the bar and got off her stool. “Speaking of which,” she said to everybody. “Time to stop drinking. Try to sleep. All the rain they got upstream is going to arrive in the gorge tomorrow. Biggest water you’ve seen so far.”

Sam watched her go. Looked at Swami. Slid his half-finished beer across the bar.

* * *

THAT NIGHT, SWAMI COULDN’T SLEEP. She left her tent, took a deep breath of night air, then strode up the gravel path out of the guide camp. The frogs had grown louder. It was late enough now, or early enough, that mist had begun to collect on the trees and drip, a small microclimate beneath the canopy. Swami had been studying in the sciences. Her early life in Southern California—and the rest of it near Lake Michigan—had made her become interested in the ecotone between water and land. She liked beaches, marshes, the way river carved rocks. Here, copperheads sunned themselves on riverbanks, and the land was thick with pine, oak, laurel. The New River was the world’s second oldest. Swami liked the thought of rafting that water. The river guides were interesting too, shaggy, unwashed, intoxicated by all things. She found them beautiful the way she found other wild things beautiful, admired their freedom from a distance.

When Swami told her mom over the phone about her new summer job, her mother said river guides sounded like surfers and told Swami she’d mail a pepper spray. Swami had spent most of her life in the Midwest but was named after that famous surf beach in Southern California. When her father had an early midlife crisis, he moved them—drove the family, took it captive, as her mom told it—from Chicago to Encinitas. The man bought a brand-new VW bus—it was 1965, and Swami was seven, which proved her father had been daydreaming of beach breaks well before her birth—and drove out across the plains and mountains and deserts, and then parked the VW next to a one-bedroom love shack three blocks from the ocean. He had dreams, vision, he called it. He said he wanted Swami to grow up running across the hard-packed sand, dreamed of her running around with a pail, collecting shells, the sea lions barking, the air filled with gulls. He worked at a surf shop for six months, until the money dried up, along with his wife’s patience. They drove back across the deserts and mountains and plains. Swami remembers driving east more than she remembers driving west, how her parents were silent across the width of a continent.

Swami hiked out of the camp down a misty gravel path, until she arrived at a ledge of rock that hovered above Keeney’s Rapid. She quickly swept the rock ledge with her flashlight before turning it off and letting her eyes adjust again. No snakes.

Swami took off her sandals and stepped out onto the rock. The stone felt warmer than the air. She stepped carefully in the moonlight—the black mountains, the vivid stars, the river pounding below. A second river, one of fog, snaked its way through the canyon. Somewhere very far off, a train whistled across the dark, coal-wrinkled skin of Appalachia.

Swami closed her eyes and took a deep, slow breath of the stars and tree frogs and river rocks, and then sat down with her legs crossed. She stared at the river. It moved in an easiest path, piled up against a bank, and then straightened and flowed downriver again. It yielded to what was. Something rose in Swami. Some insight right on the tip of her tongue. She wanted to say that the tree frogs yielded too, to the day and the night, and the earth yielded in its orbit. The mountains yielded to the continents she’d driven across with her silent parents. Swami sighed. She wanted to be more like the river, just flowing through life, like her dad. But she was much more often hard-driving, like her mom. Swami paddled hard in guide school, too hard at times. Her problem wasn’t that she couldn’t hold her angle. Her problem was she wouldn’t let her angle go. Goddess told her in the raft that she fought the river and paddled harder than she needed to.

Swami heard a snapping branch behind her, and then a flashlight swept the ledge and caught Swami in its glare.

“Sorry!” said a man’s voice.

Swami shielded her eyes.

“Turn your light off,” she scolded.

“I didn’t expect anyone to be up here,” said the man. It was Sam from the bar.

“Neither did I,” said Swami, with a bit more venom than she intended. Being interrupted like this felt like someone blundering into your dorm room when you were on the edge of sleep, or, even worse, plopping down on the other side of a library study carrel and eating chips—Swami’s pet peeve.

Sam shifted his weight.

“You can sit,” she said, and immediately Sam plodded over and sat with his backpack, cross-legged, just a few feet away.

“I came out to see what Goddess was talking about,” he said. “Wild stuff.”

Swami looked at him. He wore a flannel and shorts and flip-flops. Swami could smell his deodorant. He’d showered and seemed to have sobered up a bit.

“Me too,” she said.

“Well, what’s the river saying.”

“I think it works better if we’re quiet,” she said.

“Right,” he said. “It’s Swami, right?”

Swami looked at him.

“I’m Sam,” he said.

“Sam.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Shhh.”

He nodded. A new current of fog piled up in the canyon. It rolled over the top of a giant boulder, rolled down river, turned. Swami smiled to herself in the starlight. She liked telling Sam to be quiet. She liked that he listened. She took a long, deep breath of the river and rocks again, Sam’s deodorant too.

“You know,” said Sam, reaching into his pack and rattling his hand into a bag of pretzels. “I think I am learning more from that mist than I am from the river.”

“What?” Swami huffed. Sharp frustration sparked within her, the way it did when someone aced a test she did not.

Sam crunched a pretzel, swallowed it. “The mist,” he said. “The way it moves. That feels important, yeah?” He rustled his hand in the bag again. “You know, in my ceramics class—”

“Are you eating pretzels?” Swami asked, incredulous.

Sam looked at the bag, then at her. “You want some?”

Swami was already standing, brushing off her shorts. Swami picked up her flashlight. “Pretzels!” she said. She turned on her light and blasted him with it. But then something made her freeze. There was his flannel. The pretzels. The gray rock. But something else too. She fumbled to turn the light off.

“Sam, don’t move!” she said. “Do not move, Sam, not an inch.”

“Why are you so mad?” he said.

“Sam, there is a snake in your lap.”

Silence.

“What?” he whispered.

“I’m going to turn my light back on for a second, okay?”

“Okay,” Sam said.

She clicked it on and off again. In that split second of light, she saw Sam holding his yellow bag of pretzels in the air with both hands, a big tense frown on his face. A half-coiled snake nestled under and over his lap, diamond-patterned, wide head.

“Swami?” Sam hissed in the dark.

“It’s a copperhead,” she said. The air stiffened at the very mention. A copperhead was the worst possible snake to have in your lap. Peaches had given them the rundown on some local snakes their first night in camp. The copperhead venom caused necrosis. Peaches hadn’t used that word. Necrosis is what Peaches meant when he said, “A copperhead’ll make your leg plump up hard as a pecker. And then your leg’ll die right off.”

“Swami,” Sam whispered. “What do I do?”

The snakes weren’t aggressive unless aggravated. The best course might be to do nothing. Let the snake move. She whispered as much to Sam.

Sam very rigidly shook his head. “I’m warmer than the rocks,” he whispered. “It might sit here all night. I can’t hold my arms like this forever.”

Swami clicked
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