Post-critique group version

DANCING ON THE RIVER
                                                         (1,491 words)
 Jerry and I huddled under our blankets in the back seat of Dad’s 1952 Chevrolet. We were still shivering. 
 “You two are bloody lucky to be alive! Dad said for at least the tenth time since he came to get us. The car lurched as Dad shifted gears and it laboured up the steep coulee hill.  Jerry and I glanced at each other, an unspoken bond formed from our adventure. 
The day had started well. That morning, I was lured from sleep by bright sunlight seeping between the slats of the window blinds.  I lay there for a while, enjoying the warm comfort of my bed and listening to the noises of my mother making breakfast. Then, I remembered. It was Saturday! I leapt up and opened the window blinds to a cloudless blue sky. Yes! I’d waited through a long winter and a rainy early spring for a day like today. I’d pack my lunch into Dad’s old army knapsack that still had his military number, fill the canteen with water and head out. As I was leaving, Mom said,

 “John, stay away from the river. It’s dangerous at this time of year.” 
“Okay, Mom. Don’t worry, I’ll be fine,” I said.
I‘d walked a block or so when someone called,
“Hey, where are you going?”  
 I stopped and looked around. A boy about my age was sitting on the front steps of an older house that was kind of run down. I’d seen him at school. He was a new kid. 

“Where you going?” he repeated. 

“I'm going for a hike down to the river bottom.”  
“Can I come?” 
“Yeah, sure,” I said.  I was happy to have someone to share the adventure. “You need to bring a sandwich and water. We’ll be gone a while.”   

As we passed the last row of houses, prairie that seemed to go on forever lay ahead. 
“My names’ Jerry,” my new friend said as we walked. “I’ve just been here a couple of weeks. Me and my Dad live with Gran.”

“Yeah, so why’d you move here?” I asked. 

“My Mom and dad split up. My sister stayed with Mom.” He looked down and kicked at a clod of dirt as he spoke.  

“I’m going to be eleven next week,” he said, changing the subject. How old are you?” 
“Going on eleven,” I said, repeating what Mom always said. I thought it strange. I was never the age I really was, always ‘going on’ the next year.

It was about a half-mile walk to the edge of the coulees. We made our way down a steep slope and then crossed the bottomland. At river’s edge we stood for a while, watching the water flow and listening to the sounds it made. The river seemed like a living thing. Its waters ran slow and gentle near the bank, but fast and strong in the middle. Sometimes the noises it made sounded like a low voice. I wondered if that’s why they called it the Old Man River.
We wandered along the river bank, stopping to skip rocks or watch the ducks that nested in the backwaters.  After a time, we came to a bend. There was a pile of old tree trunks, branches and pieces of wood lying in a heap. They reminded me of a bundle of mismatched pickup sticks. We rummaged through the pile for a while and then we decided that it was lunchtime. As we sat on a log eating our sandwiches, Jerry said,

“We could make a raft.” The idea made total sense. We quickly finished our lunches and set to work. 

Working together, we dragged or rolled a few of the biggest logs to the water’s edge, put them side by side and tied them together with some old rope we’d found in the pile. We laid a couple of old boards and pieces of plywood on top to make a deck. Finally, we stood back and admired our work. 

“I think it’s finished,” I said. 
Jerry nodded enthusiastically and said, “Let’s get it floating.”

The raft was about four feet wide, six or seven feet long - and heavy. We grunted and strained and got ourselves soaked and muddy, but our efforts paid off and it finally bobbed free.  

We scrambled aboard and found that with both our weights, we were ankle deep in the cold water. 

“We’re going out too far,” Jerry yelled. We tried to push ourselves back with the long branches we were using for poles, but they just sunk into the mud. The current got stronger and pulled us in to mid-stream. Out here, the river changed. The rushing water sounded like a low, angry voice and made the logs of our raft rise up and down like piano keys. If anyone had been watching, our balancing and frantic poling would have looked like we were doing some crazy dance in the middle of the river.  

The raft came apart and we were plunged into the icy water.  My clothes were weights pulling me into the river’s cold underbelly. The warnings of my mother about the dangers of the river and kids who had drowned flashed through my mind. I was terrified.  I kicked with all my might, finally reaching the surface. A log bobbed close by and I grabbed it. Jerry came up, gasping for breath a few feet away and latched on to the other end. We clung to our life-log, safe for the time being, but still captives of the river.

We worked together, kicking our legs, trying to break the current’s grasp, but the river wouldn’t give us up. It seemed to take forever and we were numb with cold before our feet touched bottom. We slogged through the ooze near the shore and finally reached solid ground, free at last from the river. We were tired and shivering but we couldn’t stop long to rest. It was well past the high heat of the day and time was our new enemy. Shaking with cold and chilled to the bone, we had to find shelter and warmth. We scrambled up the steep riverbank, sliding back down a bunch of times. When we did get to the top, we had to fight our way through a thick growth of trees and bushes. We tripped over roots and got scratched by thorny brambles. We finally stumbled through and found ourselves at the edge of a field.  

 “Look, over there!” Jerry yelled. He was pointing at a thin column of smoke rising in the distance from behind a stand of trees. There was no wind that day or we’d never have seen it. We ran towards the smoke with all the strength we had left, hoping that it wasn’t just a little bush fire. As we got closer, we came to a dirt road and we followed it through the trees.  

“There’s a house!” I croaked through lips numb with cold. We barely made it to the door.

The farmer and his wife looked at us like we were from Mars. I guess the last thing they expected were two soggy and mud caked kids shivering uncontrollably on their door step. They brought us in and soon had us stripped down, wrapped in blankets and sipping sweet hot tea. We sat as close as we could to the penetrating warmth of the wood stove. 
When we’d warmed up a bit, the farmer said, 
“Well, you two are darn lucky that you got out where you did. There are no other farms past here on either side of the river and the banks get a lot steeper. Judging from the shape you were in when you got here, I don’t think you’d have made it through the night.” Our lucky day. 
As the car laboured on, Dad chewed us out all the way home.  Mom had another go at me as I soaked in a hot bath. I was of course, forbidden to go down the coulees ever again. Harsh punishment. After a couple of weeks, they relented if I promised to stay away from the river. I did for a while. On my first trip back, I went to where we built the raft. My backpack was still there, half covered with sand. 
Our friendship grew from our shared adventure and it gave Jerry and me bragging rights at school. One day, a few weeks later, Jerry didn’t show up at school.  After he’d missed a couple of days, I went to his house. His grandmother said that his dad took a job somewhere a long ways away. He’d taken Jerry with him and they weren’t coming back. 
I always thought that I would meet up with Jerry again sometime but it never happened. Time and life moved on. I’ve often wondered what became of the new friend that I’d danced with on the river. 
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