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      Frankie

      Shannon ran a tight training day, which meant we'd been on the crags since seven and Jake had already been told to shut up twice.

      "I'm just saying, if you offset the anchor by eighteen inches you get a cleaner pull on the redirect."

      "And I'm just saying, set it the way I showed you or don't set it at all." Shannon didn't raise her voice. She never needed to. "Colton. Check his anchor."

      Colton walked over, inspected Jake's work, and moved one of the cams without comment. Jake watched him do it and opened his mouth and then closed it again, because even Jake wouldn't question Colton. Nobody questioned Colton. The hierarchy of anchor positioning expertise was undisputed.

      "Better," Colton said. That was generous.

      August in the high country. Blue sky, the kind that went on until it forgot to stop and left the rock warm under my hands. We were at the Elk Ridge crags, south-facing walls, sixty to ninety feet of clean sandstone, popular with sport climbers on weekends and mostly empty on a Wednesday morning. For the first time in an age we were all together on a school day.

      Shannon had us running rope drills — anchor builds and changeovers, litter-lowering practice. SAR bread and butter. The stuff that had to be automatic, so when a hiker went over an edge or a climber took a fall, you didn't have to think about the system, only the person.

      I'd taken the morning's first rappel and jugged back up, fed rope for Colton's descent, and now I was on belay for Kowalski, who was over the edge practicing a mid-face changeover and swearing about it.

      "Martinez, how much slack?"

      "Plenty. You've got room. Just commit to the transfer."

      "I am committing."

      "You're hovering. Hovering is where people get hurt."

      "Hovering is where I live," Kowalski muttered, but he made the transfer. Clean enough.

      Shannon was at the command point with Kep at her feet, clipboard in hand, watching the edge. The Hernandez brothers were on the adjacent wall, arguing about rappel speed. Three years of disagreements and they'd never once agreed on technique, only that the other one was wrong.

      Kowalski came back over the lip, breathing hard. I unclipped him, checked the anchor, stretched. Eight a.m., and I'd been on the rope since we started.

      Shannon glanced at me. "Take a break, Martinez."

      "I'm fine."

      "Wasn't a question."

      I walked away from the edge. Found a flat rock on the summit and sat. Drank water. The top of the crags was broad, scattered with our gear: rope bags, harnesses, litter frame, the portable radio kit Shannon insisted on for drills. Below us the valley floor spread out in dark green and dust. Up here, just hawks and the sound of Jake chewing a protein bar.

      Sitting still was the hard part. Not the drills, not the heat, not managing Jake. The sitting still. Because sitting still meant thinking, and thinking meant the gap where a person used to be, and the gap meant Dee, and Dee meant three months of silence in a cabin where the coat hook was empty and the bed was too wide and I'd stopped buying two of anything at the grocery store because the second one sat there going off, reminding me.

      Three months. Everyone had moved on. "Frankie told us about Dee, made a joke, moved on. What a trooper. How well she's coping." And I was coping. Eating, sleeping, working, showing up. All systems operational. If the systems felt hollow from the inside, that was between me and the quiet.

      The dog appeared from the south trail.

      He came up alone, trotting with purpose. Small, tan and black, wiry coat, terrier build. No collar. No leash. No owner behind him on the trail. He'd been feeding himself for a while and doing a mediocre job of it. Ribs just visible. But he moved with his head up, scanning, and when he reached the summit and saw seven people in helmets surrounded by rope, he sat down at the edge of the group and considered his options.

      "Stray?" Colton asked, phone halfway to his pocket.

      "Or dumped," I said. "No collar. He's not feral, though. Feral dogs don't sit and assess you. They bolt or they charge."

      Everyone had paused. Ropes slack, drills on hold. Shannon raised an eyebrow at me. Go check him out.

      I went. Not fast. Not direct. Wide arc, body angled away, giving him distance. I'd done this in classrooms with shy kids, in the field with nervous animals, on creek banks waiting for a dipper to surface. The principle was the same: don't be the biggest thing in the room. Don't be a threat. Be weather. Be air. Be so boring that curiosity wins.

      Fifteen feet from him, I sat down. Cross-legged, hands in my lap, eyes soft, averted.

      He watched me. His tail still, ears forward. One paw lifted, then lowered. He was weighing me up: she's big, she's close, she's not moving, what does she want?

      I waited. I'd said the same thing to a class of eight-year-olds last week, belly-down on a creek bank. Patience was the whole curriculum. Everything I taught came down to one thing — slow down, let the animal decide you're safe.

      He moved first. Stood, shook himself, walked toward me. Considered, three steps at a time, pausing to check I hadn't changed the terms, or was about to surprise him. When he reached my knee, he stopped. Sniffed my boot. Sniffed my hand. And sat down beside me, not quite touching, close enough that I could feel his warmth through my cargo shorts.

      "There you go," I said. "Nothing terrible happened."

      His tail moved. Once. A single wag.

      I sat. He sat. Two strangers sharing a patch of summit in the August heat, and then he leaned. His ribs against my thigh, his whole body letting go, and he sighed. Weeks of carrying his own weight, and here, a solid place to rest it.

      Before I realized, I was wearing a lopsided grin, and my chest relaxed in a way it hadn't in months.

      "He came to you?" Shannon said, with a nod, her voice low.

      "Yeah. No collar, no chip I can feel. He's thin but getting by, or at least that's how it seems. Two, three weeks on his own, I'd guess." I scratched behind his ear. He closed his eyes. "He's not going anywhere."

      Jake materialized at my shoulder. He wanted to help, but he knew he'd make it worse. At least he was self-aware enough to keep his movements slow.

      "Should've brought Dee up here," he said, then let out a quiet chuckle. "I'd have pushed her off for what she did to you."

      The air changed. Colton became interested in his phone. The Hernandez brothers found a sudden need to inspect their ropes. Shannon's jaw tightened a fraction, but she didn't intervene. She knew the difference between protecting and interfering.

      "Subtle, Jake." I kept my voice light. "I'll save the cliff-based revenge for someone worth the paperwork."

      Jake's face went through its stages. Regret, panic, deeper regret. "That came out wrong."

      "It came out exactly the way it was going to, because it came out of your mouth." I handed him my water bottle. "Here. Drink. The heat's making you worse than usual, and usual is already a lot."

      He took the bottle. Didn't drink. Stood there radiating guilt. He'd bring me a six-pack by Friday and apologize with all the grace of a man returning a borrowed lawnmower at the end of summer.

      The stray had settled against my leg. Eyes closed, breathing steady, like he'd come home.

      Then a hand appeared over the edge with a grunt.

      Chalk-dusted. Long-fingered. It found the lip of the rock and gripped, and then a second hand, and then a forearm, tanned and scratched, and a woman pulled herself over the edge of the cliff and stood up among our gear like she'd arrived playing by an altogether different set of rules.

      No harness. No rope. No helmet. Climbing shoes on sandstone and a chalk bag at her waist and nothing else between her and the eighty feet of air she'd just climbed through. She straightened, rolled her shoulders, and looked out at the valley like she'd earned the view and wasn't going to be rushed.

      We all turned. Nobody moved.

      She was sharp-jawed, dirty blonde hair pulled back, forearms scratched and chalked. She had the build of someone who carried nothing unnecessary, but god, the muscle. Her breathing was controlled, the climb barely registering. She stood in the middle of seven people's safety equipment and none of it was hers.

      "Jesus Christ," Jake said.

      I couldn't speak. My whole professional life was built on the principle that you don't go up without protection, that the mountain doesn't care how skilled you are, that the rock will kill you the same whether you're a novice or a veteran. And this woman had just climbed eighty feet of sandstone with her hands and her wits then stepped over the lip like she was getting off a bus.

      It took a while but then she noticed us. Took in the ropes, the helmets, the litter frame. Her eyes moved across the group and landed on me, sitting on the ground with a stray dog against my leg, and the corner of her mouth lifted.

      "Busy up here," she said.

      "We're SAR," I said. "Running drills." My voice worked. Good. "You just free soloed that face."

      "I did."

      "Without ropes."

      "That's what free soloing means." There was no edge or defensiveness in her voice, just matter of fact.

      "That route's a 5.10a."

      "On a good day. Today it felt easy. Rock's warm, holds are dry." She tilted her head. Half-smile. "You seem concerned."

      Shannon opened her mouth to speak but I got there before her. "We run rescues on these cliffs. I've hauled people off who thought they didn't need protection."

      "With ropes?"

      "With ropes."

      "Then their equipment failed. Not their climbing." She held my gaze a beat longer than casual. "I don't fall."

      The way she said it wasn't arrogance, although it should have been — eighty feet. No, the way she said it was like telling me her height or her hair color. A fact confirmed so many times it had stopped being remarkable. I wanted to argue. I wanted to say the rock didn't care, that confidence changed like weather, that I'd seen enough stretchers to know certainty was the gap before the error. But she wasn't a tourist, and she wasn't posturing, and the way she stood among our ropes and anchors having done what we couldn't, without needing any of them, wasn't how people stood when they were lying to themselves.

      The stray lifted his head from my leg, tail twitching.

      "Nice dog," she said. And crouched, right there at my feet, and held out her hand. He sniffed her fingers and she ran her thumb along his jaw and his eyes half-closed.

      Then she paused. Turned her hand over. Looked again.

      "She's thin," she said.

      I blinked. "He."

      "She." She glanced up at me, half-smile holding. "Your boy's a girl."

      I glanced down. The dog glanced up. And heat rushed to my cheeks, a wildlife educator who'd just been corrected on basic anatomy by a random woman covered in chalk.

      "In my defense," I said, "I was focused on his — her — emotional state."

      "Sure." She scratched under the dog's chin. "She forgives you."

      She'd just climbed eighty feet without a rope and her first instinct on the summit was to crouch down, be gentle with a stray, and notice what I'd missed. Not awkward.

      "Found her today. I think she's maybe been a couple of weeks on her own," I said, adjusting. "She wandered in and decided I was the answer."

      "Smart dog." She stood. Her eyes stayed on mine. "You must be an animal person."

      "Wildlife educator," I blurted out. "I run the program out of the conservation center. School visits, field trips." I held her gaze.

      "I meant if she trusts you… she knows you like animals. But I don't think she'll mind you're a wildlife educator either." The woman winked. An actual wink that set my cheeks burning.

      "And SAR volunteer," I stuttered, digging my hole deeper. "We are."

      "The fluorescent vests were the giveaway." She touched her own vest. "Which means I spend a lot of time on the end of a rope on these walls. The ones you just climbed without one."

      "5.10a." She shrugged. "Warm-up grade."

      "From the bottom it's still eighty feet."

      "From the bottom everything looks dangerous. Doesn't mean it is."

      Behind me, Jake had frozen mid-gear-coil. Shannon was watching from the command point, arms folded, leaning against the table.

      "I'm Frankie," I said. "Martinez."

      "Bridge." She offered her hand. Dry, warm, chalky and rough. Calluses across the palm and the first two fingers. She held on for exactly long enough. "I'm around for the season. Training."

      "Training for what?"

      "Moonlight Buttress. Zion. Twelve hundred feet, nine pitches, 5.12d." She said it the way someone else might say I'm running a half-marathon. "No rope."

      Twelve hundred feet. No rope. 5.12d. My brain ran the numbers and hit a wall of its own.

      "That's a death route."

      "Only if you fall." She held my gaze one beat longer. "Nice dog, Frankie Martinez. Give her a good name."

      She walked to the trailhead, rubbing chalked hands against the side of her shorts, and didn't look back. At the bend she dropped below the ridge line and was gone. No goodbye. No number. No see you around. Just: nice dog and the dust from the trail.

      I sat on the summit holding a stray terrier who turned out to be female and a kick behind my sternum that I hadn't felt in months. Longer. A part of me I'd written off after Dee. I'd filed it under decommissioned. Not broken. Shut down, the way you shut down a program when funding runs out and pretend you chose to end it.

      It wasn't shut down. It was right here, inconvenient and alive, because a woman had climbed eighty feet of sandstone without a rope and then crouched among our gear to scratch a stray dog under the chin and tell me I'd got her gender wrong.

      "Martinez." Shannon, from the trail. "You coming down?"

      "Yeah. I'm coming."

      The dog sneezed. I picked her up and started down.

      "You and me both, girl," I said. "You and me both."
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      Frankie

      Rosie's on a Saturday night smelled of deep-fried food, spilled beer and the scent of overheated bodies that came with a Colorado summer. The jukebox was playing country, because when was the jukebox not playing country at Rosie's, and Jake was already on his third drink by the time I got there.

      "You're late," he said.

      "I had to feed the dog."

      "You kept her?"

      "She's staying with me until I can get her to the vet for a proper check." I slid into the booth. "She ate half a can of sardines and fell asleep on my boot. I didn't have the heart to move her."

      Shannon watched me from across the table. Colton was beside her, nursing a whiskey and minding his own business. Colton's default setting.

      "Don't," I said to Shannon.

      "Didn't say anything."

      "You were about to."

      "I was going to say you look tired."

      "I look amazing."

      "You look tired. And you're filling every free hour with work, SAR drills and now a stray dog. Anything that'll stop you sitting still." She held my gaze. "I know what you're doing and so do you."

      She would. She did. She'd done it for years after losing Angie.

      "I'm fine, Shannon."

      She held my gaze for a beat, then let it go. You could count on Shannon to know when to push and when to back off. It came from years of managing volunteers who were allergic to being managed, but also from Tess, who didn't let anyone get away with anything but did it without noise, so you forgot to be annoyed.

      Speaking of Tess, the door opened and she came in, in a sweater that August didn't warrant but Tess ran cold. Shannon straightened in her seat by half an inch. Shannon's version of lighting up.

      "Sorry," Tess said, sliding in next to Shannon. "Call ran long. Portland." She kissed Shannon's cheek, brief and easy. "Hi, everyone."

      "Tess." Jake raised his glass. "You know, every time you walk in, Shannon gets about fifteen percent more human."

      "Twenty," Colton said, without looking up.

      Shannon ignored them both. Her hand had found Tess's under the table. I saw it happen. I saw everything. That was the problem with the seeing — you couldn't choose what to notice. You notice who reaches for who, whose laugh changes register when someone walks in, whose body angles toward the door. You build a map of every room you're in and you know where the warmth is and where the gaps are, and the trouble is you can't turn it off, so you also know exactly where your own gap is, and how cold.

      "First round," I said, and stood up. "Same as usual?"

      Shannon wanted a beer. Tess wanted white wine, which Rosie's served from a box. Tess knew this and ordered it anyway, which told you everything about how settled she was in Elk Ridge. Jake wanted another of whatever he was having. Colton covered his glass to indicate he was fine.

      I went to the bar.

      Three stools down.

      It took me a second. The climbing shoes and chalk bag were gone. Jeans and a green shirt with the sleeves rolled to the elbow, hair down, dirty blonde past her shoulders. But the forearms gave her away. Scratched, tanned, and the lean muscle that came from holding your own body weight by your fingertips. Phone in one hand, bourbon neat in the other, alone.

      I ordered the drinks. While I waited, I became aware, the way you become aware of being watched, that she had put her phone down.

      "Frankie Martinez," she said.

      I turned. "Bridge."

      "The wildlife educator who thinks 5.10a is dangerous."

      "The free soloist who thinks eighty feet without a rope is a warm-up."

      She smiled. Not the half-smile from the cliff. Fuller. "How's the dog?"

      "Asleep on my kitchen floor. Ate half a can of sardines and passed out."

      "She settling in?"

      "She's been there two days. I'm not sure 'settling in' is the right term for a creature who sleeps twenty hours a day and judges me with what looks suspiciously like an eye roll for the other four."

      "Sounds like she's settling in just right." Bridge picked up her bourbon and moved one stool closer. She did it the same way she'd approached the dog on the summit, except Bridge knew what she was doing and wasn't pretending otherwise. "You here with your team?"

      "Back booth. Saturday tradition." I gestured vaguely behind me. "You?"

      "Just me."

      "In Elk Ridge on a Saturday night? Must be the nightlife."

      "Must be." Her eyes were on me the same way they'd been on the cliff face — reading the surface, finding the holds, deciding on a route before committing. "I've been at the crags all week. Sandstone here is good. Different grain from Red Rock, less polished, grittier. It's helping."

      "Helping with Moonlight Buttress."

      "You remembered."

      "Twelve hundred feet, 5.12d, no rope. That's not the kind of thing you forget."

      "Most people just say 'that's insane' and change the subject."

      "Is it insane?"

      She considered this. Took a sip of bourbon. Her eyes didn't leave mine, and I became aware that I'd stopped paying attention to the drinks the bartender had set down.

      "It's the most logical thing I do," she said. "Everything else has noise. Climbing is quiet. You're either on the wall or you're not. Your body either knows the move, or it doesn't. There's nothing to interpret."

      "So, you climb to stop thinking."

      The words came out before I'd vetted them. Occupational hazard, I suppose. I read people and then I said what I'd read, and sometimes that's useful and sometimes it's the conversational equivalent of walking into a glass door.

      But Bridge didn't flinch. She tilted her head. Held my gaze. "You do that with everyone? See through them in thirty seconds?"

      "Professional habit." I gave her a shrug. "I'm a wildlife educator. If I can't read body language, I get bitten."

      "And what's my body language telling you?"

      I opened my mouth to answer and then stopped, because I suddenly understood what it was telling me. The stool she'd moved closer. Her body angled toward me, not toward the bar. Her glass held low, open, no barrier between us. The steadiness of her attention: not casual, not aggressive, not anything I could file under friendly.

      She was flirting with me.

      And I was standing at the bar with ice melting in my team's drinks, my pulse doing its own thing, and the realization spreading through my chest that I was not only being hit on by the woman who'd climbed eighty feet of sandstone without a rope, but that I was enjoying it. That I wanted to stay right here on this barstool and see what happened next. That the gap where Dee had been, the cold one, the three-month one, now had a current running through it that I hadn't felt coming.

      "My body language is telling you that your friends' drinks are getting warm," she said. Half-smile back.

      "Right." I gathered the glasses. "Right. Yeah."

      I carried the drinks back to the table like I was floating. Placed them down. Sat.

      "Took your time," Jake said.

      "Queue," I said.

      Shannon's gaze went to me. Then to the bar. Then back. She didn't say a word, and her silence had paragraphs in it.

      Tess sipped her boxed wine and said, "Wasn't someone going to order food? I thought Jake wanted nachos."

      "Wings," Jake said. "I wanted wings."

      "You definitely said nachos," Colton said.

      "I said wings. I always say wings."

      "Then why did I hear nachos?"

      "Because you're sixty-three and your hearing is going."

      "My hearing is fine. You said nachos."

      I should have been following this. I should have been in it, refereeing, adding commentary, doing what I always did. Instead, I was aware of the back of my neck, warm, and the bar behind me, and the woman at the bar, who I was not looking at. That took more effort than looking at her would have.

      "I'll go order," I said. "Wings for Jake. Anyone else?"

      "The jalapeño poppers are good here," Tess said. Shannon made a face. Tess ignored it. "Poppers, please."

      I went back to the bar. Bridge hadn't moved. Her bourbon was lower.

      "You just can't keep away," she said.

      "I've got the food order."

      "Oh, yeah?"

      "Wings and jalapeño poppers. It's life or death."

      "Must be."

      I ordered and the server said she'd bring them across when they were ready. And then I should have gone back to the table, but I didn't, because she was looking at me again and my feet had apparently unionized and were refusing to move.

      "Your team keeps looking over here," she said.

      "They're nosy."

      "The woman with the short hair. She your boss?"

      "Shannon. She's our SAR coordinator. The woman next to her is Tess, her partner."

      "She keeps watching you like she's a protective lioness, and you're her cub."

      "That's just her face." I leaned against the bar. "She worries."

      "About you?"

      "About everyone. But yes, about me. I went through a breakup a few months back and she's been, well, concerned ever since."

      I hadn't meant to say that, about the breakup. But the way I said it surprised me: flat, factual, stripped of the weight it carried before now. Three months of silence and a coat hook and I'd just handed it to a stranger in a bar like a food order.

      Bridge didn't offer sympathy. Didn't tilt her head with concern. She just held my gaze and said, "And are you okay?"

      "I'm great. I'm at Rosie's on a Saturday night drinking beer and talking to a woman who climbs buildings without a rope. Living the dream."

      "Cliffs."

      "What?"

      "I climb cliffs. Not buildings." Half-smile. "Buildings would be weird."

      I laughed. A genuine almost girly giggle, unlike anything I'd managed for the last three months. It started in my stomach and caught me off guard, and Bridge watched it happen with complete attention.

      "I'm going to the restroom," I said. "Don't go anywhere."

      I wasn't sure what I expected — or why I'd phrased it like I was giving her an order.

      I walked past the table, caught Shannon tracking me like a radar installation. No eye contact. Not a chance.

      The restroom at Rosie's was two stalls, a cracked mirror, and soap that smelled like industrial cleaner. I washed my hands as though the action might calm me down and checked the mirror. My reflection stared back with the panicked expression of a woman who had walked into a bar expecting beer and nachos and was now experiencing feelings.

      The door opened behind me.

      I knew before I turned around who was there. The jukebox dropped to a muffle as the door swung shut. My spine registered her presence before my eyes confirmed it.

      Bridge stood with her back against the door. She'd brought her bourbon. She took a sip, watching me over the rim, and set the glass on the edge of the sink.

      "You told me not to go anywhere," she said.

      "I meant at the bar."

      "You meant what you meant."

      My heart was rebuilding. I could feel it in my ribs, in my throat, in the backs of my hands. Three months of shut down and my whole nervous system had decided, in the restroom of a bar in Elk Ridge on a Saturday night, to come back online.

      "Bridge," I said. Nothing after it. No follow-up. Just her name in a small room.

      "Frankie," she said. And took a step toward me.

      One step. That was all. One step cut the distance between us in half, and she stood there, close enough that I could smell the bourbon and anticipation. Her eyes were on mine, and her mouth had that half-smile, but she didn't take another step, because she was waiting. Giving me the choice. Here if I wanted her. Gone if I didn't.

      I wanted her.
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      Bridge

      The lock on the bathroom door was a deadbolt. Old, brass, slid into place with a thunk. I reached behind me and turned it without looking away from her.

      Frankie Martinez had brown eyes. I'd noticed that on the cliff, in daylight, when she'd been standing above me like I was the most alarming thing she'd seen up there. In the fluorescent light of Rosie's restroom they were darker, wider. Fixed on me with an expression I recognized because I'd felt it on my own face every time I was at the base of a route I hadn't committed to yet.

      She wanted to. She just hadn't decided to.

      I took another step. Close enough now to see the tremor in her lip. She pulled it between her teeth and bit down.

      "You locked the door," she said.

      "Uh-huh."

      "That's presumptuous."

      "Is it."

      Her back was against the sink. Her hands gripped the porcelain on either side of her hips. Holding on. To the sink, to her composure, to the last inch of space between us. I could see the fight in her, her body leaning toward me while her arms braced her in place.

      As for me? I don't do this — don't follow people into restrooms, don't pursue. I climb, and climbing is simple: you read the rock, you find the route, you commit or you walk away. People are not rock — they shift, have textures you can't read from a distance and holds that give way without warning.

      But she'd laughed. At the bar, when I'd said buildings would be weird. She'd laughed and it had started in her stomach and come up through her chest and broken across her face, and for a half-second I saw her.

      I put my hand on the sink beside hers. Not touching. Close enough.

      "Tell me to go," I said. "And I'll go."

      "I don't want you to go."

      "Then tell me to stay."

      Her eyes dropped to my mouth. Came back up. The pulse in her throat was hammering now. "Stay."

      I kissed her.

      Not gently. Gentle would have been wrong for this, for her, for the charged space between us that seemed like it had been building since I'd pulled over a cliff edge three days ago and found her staring at me like I'd materialized from the rock itself.

      I kissed her like I climb: committed. My hand came up to her jaw, fingers sliding into her hair, and I felt her gasp against my mouth and then her hands were off the sink and on me, pulling me closer, fisting the front of my shirt, and the restraint she'd been holding shattered.

      Her mouth was warm and tasted of beer, and she kissed me back with an urgency that sent heat down my spine. Her hands were everywhere. My shoulders, my waist, the back of my neck. Frankie touched like she talked: fast, instinctive, covering every bit of ground. I slowed her down. Caught her wrists. Pinned them against the edge of the sink behind her.

      She made a sound. Low, involuntary. Her hips pressed forward against mine.

      "Slow down," I said, against her mouth.

      "I don't want to slow down."

      "You will."

      I held her there. Her wrists in my hands, her body arched against the sink, her breath coming shallow. I kissed the corner of her mouth. Her jaw. The skin below her ear where her pulse was going wild. She turned her head to give me access, and a sound came out of her that she hadn't planned, half sigh, half swear.

      I let go of one wrist. Ran my hand down her side, over the curve of her hip, and found the strip of skin between her shirt and her waistband. Her whole body moved into it. Her stomach muscles contracted under my palm and her free hand came up to my hair and gripped.

      "Bridge." My name in her mouth sounded good. Like it had always lived there. "If you're going to do this, do it."

      I pulled back far enough to see her face, eyes almost black now. She had no idea what she looked like right now, which was the point.

      "I'm going to do this," I said. "And you're going to let me take my time."

      Her breath hitched.

      I unbuttoned her jeans with one hand. Watched her face while I did it, because her face was telling me everything. Every micro-reaction, every place where control gave way to need.

      My hand slid inside. She was hot and wet and when I slid my fingers down either side of her clit, she dropped her head back against the mirror with a sound that would have carried through the door if the jukebox hadn't been playing.

      Thank god for country music.

      I pressed my forehead against her temple. Her breath broke in my ear. I found a rhythm, reading her responses, adjusting. Her fingers dug into my shoulder. Her hips moved against my hand.

      "You're—" she started.

      "Shh."

      "Don't shh me, I⁠—"

      I changed the angle, slid in farther, used my thumb. She stopped talking.

      Her whole body was trembling now, pressed between me and the sink, her hand gripping my shoulder hard enough to bruise. I could feel the tension building in her, stomach muscles tightening, breath shortening to small, caught sounds that she was trying to control and failing. I kept the rhythm steady, like I was threatening to keep it going for hours, because that's how long I wanted it to be.

      On the wall, your body tells you when a hold is about to go. There's a vibration, a shift in weight distribution, a fraction of a second where everything is balanced and then isn't. Frankie's body did the same thing. I felt the moment before it happened. The stillness. The suspension. And then she broke.

      She came with her mouth against my neck, teeth sinking into my shoulder. Her body convulsed, hips jerking, hand fisted in my shirt so tight I heard the fabric strain. I held her, easing her down, until she sagged against me and her forehead dropped to my collarbone.

      Her breath came in shudders. Her heart slammed against my chest.

      I withdrew my hand slowly. She made a small sound of protest, then a breathless laugh.

      "Jesus Christ," she said, into my shoulder.

      We stood there. Her weight against me, and I turned us. My back against the sink now, my arms around her. The jukebox was playing something slow. Garth Brooks, maybe. Someone was laughing in the bar.

      Frankie lifted her head. Her hair was wrecked. Her eyes were glazed and bright and she was looking at me the way people look at the mountains at dawn, like she was seeing far more than she'd expected to find.

      "If you want more," I said, "you're going to have to invite me home."

      She stared at me. Then she laughed again, this time louder, and the sound filled the small space.

      "You just did that in under ten minutes?"

      "Under five. If we're being accurate."

      "You're—" She shook her head. Buttoned her jeans. Looked at me with an almost amused expression, but the desire was still there. "My cabin's twenty minutes from here."

      "Twenty minutes I can do," I said as the door pushed against the lock.

      "If you're fucking in there, have the decency to use a stall so the rest of us can pee!" a voice shouted.

      We looked at each other and laughed. She ran her hands through her hair, trying to salvage it. Gave up. "I have to go back out there. Shannon's going to take one look at me and know exactly what happened."

      "Probably."

      "You don't care."

      "I don't know Shannon." I picked up my bourbon from the edge of the sink. Still half full. The ice had melted. "Go. Tell them you're leaving. I'll be in the parking lot."

      She started toward the door, then stopped. Turned back. Crossed the two steps between us and kissed me. Different from before. Slower. Her hand on my face. Brief, but deliberate, and when she pulled back she held my gaze.

      "Open the goddamned door!" The desperation in the voice was getting louder.

      She unlocked the door and walked out. I listened to her boots on the floor, the swell of jukebox and voices as the door swung open, then smiled at the forty-year-old woman with incontinence issues. A quick scowl and she went straight to a stall leaving me alone with my reflection.

      My shirt was creased where Frankie had fisted it. My hair was down, tangled. Chalk still under two of my fingernails from the afternoon's session at the crags. The woman staring back at me was someone I almost recognized. A woman who followed people into bathrooms.

      I washed my hands. Straightened my shirt. Drank the rest of the bourbon in one swallow and set the glass beside the soap dispenser.

      In the parking lot, I sat in my truck with the engine running and the windows down. The night was warm. August in the mountains. Stars you couldn't see in Boulder. I could hear the muffled bass of the jukebox through Rosie's walls, and beyond that, nothing but crickets and wind.

      I pressed my fingers together. Still felt her.

      The door of the bar opened. Frankie came out fast, keys in her hand, hair still wrecked. She scanned the lot, found my truck, and walked to the passenger side.

      She climbed in. Pulled the door shut, smelling of beer and a hint of what I'd noticed in the bathroom.

      "Drive," she said. "Take a left out of the lot. I'll tell you where to go."

      I drove. She directed me through the dark, her voice low, her hand resting on her own thigh like she was keeping it from reaching across the console. Left at the junction. Past the fire station. Up a gravel road that narrowed through pines.

      Her cabin was at the end of the road. Porch light on. No neighbors.

      I cut the engine. The silence settled around us, thick with altitude and pine resin and the fact that we both knew what was about to happen and neither of us was pretending otherwise.

      Frankie looked at me. "You coming in?"

      I was already opening my door.
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      Frankie

      I couldn't get my key in the lock.

      They were in my hand. They'd been in my hand since I'd walked out of Rosie's, and now I was standing at my front door with Bridge behind me and my fingers had forgotten how keys worked. She didn't rush me. Just stood close enough that I could feel her heat, and waited, and that patience was almost worse than if she'd pinned me against the door.

      Finally, I got the key in the lock. Turned it. Pushed the door open.

      The cabin smelled of dog and sardines. A bowl of water on the kitchen floor. The stray's blanket on the couch. I had half a second to think about how this wasn't the seduction setting of the century before Bridge stepped in behind me, kicked the door shut and her mouth was on my neck. Then none of it mattered.

      Her hands on my hips as she pulled me back against her. I felt her whole body pressed along my spine, her breath hot below my ear, and every rational thought I'd been assembling on the drive dissolved. I turned in her arms and kissed her, and it was nothing like the bathroom. The bathroom had been deliberate, Bridge testing every boundary before she crossed it. This was just want. Pure want.

      We hit the back of the sofa. My hip caught the arm of it and I didn't care. Her hands were under my shirt, sliding up my ribs, and I was pulling at her belt loops, dragging her closer, wanting more of her than the space between us allowed. We were breathing hard, and neither of us spoke. There was nothing to say that our bodies weren't already handling.

      She turned me around.

      One hand on my hip, the other flat between my shoulder blades — firm, unambiguous. I bent forward over the end of the sofa, and the position alone sent a pulse through me so strong my thighs clenched. Three months. Three months since anyone had touched me and my body had been so shut down I'd barely bothered with my own attempts, and now every nerve ending I owned was lit and screaming for her and she hadn't even started yet.

      Bridge kicked my feet apart, wider. I braced my hands on the sofa cushion. She pulled off one boot, then the other, tossed them behind her. Reached around and undid my jeans from behind, pulled them down. I stepped out of one leg and the other got stuck at my ankle but neither of us cared enough to fix it. My underwear went with the jeans. Socks still on. Dignity somewhere on the floor with my boots.

      The air hit my skin, and I felt exposed and alive and I wanted her hands back on me so badly my hips tilted of their own accord, pushing back toward her, searching for contact. I could feel how wet I was, how obvious my need was, and I didn't care. Let her see. Let her know what she was doing to me.

      Her hand slid up my back, gathered my shirt and bra together, pushed them both up to my shoulders. My breasts hung free and my nipples tightened in the air and a shudder ran through me that had nothing to do with temperature.

      "God, I love tits," she said, and both hands came around to cup me from behind, palms full, fingers working, and I dropped my head and let out a primal sound that came from the very pit of me. I didn't even know I could make noises like that, and right then I didn't care as she squeezed and rolled and found my nipples. Each pinch sent a line of heat between my legs and I pushed back against her, my ass grinding against her hips, because the friction wasn't enough but it was contact, and I needed contact or I was going to lose my mind.

      "Bridge." It came out strangled. "Please."

      I don't beg. I have never in my life begged for sex. But my body was so far ahead of my pride that the word was out before I could catch it and I didn't want it back.

      One hand stayed on my breast. The other traced down my stomach. Slow. Over my hip. Around. Her fingers grazed the crease of my thigh and I jerked and then her hand was between my legs and I stopped breathing.

      Two fingers slid inside me and my arms nearly buckled. Full. Finally full. Well, almost. She started to move, slow at first, and the drag of her fingers hit every nerve I had. I pressed back into her hand, wanting deeper, needing more, and she gave it to me. A third finger. The stretch burned for half a second and then it was just fullness, just pressure in the right place, and I heard myself moan and the sound was raw and unfamiliar and belonged to a woman I hadn't been in such a long time.

      She fucked me. There wasn't a gentler word for it and I didn't want one. Her hand on my breast, her fingers buried inside me, her hips pressed against my ass giving her leverage, and I could feel every thrust in my whole body, the impact rippling up through my stomach, my chest, my throat. I was bent over the sofa with my jeans around one ankle and both socks still on and it was the hottest thing that had ever happened to me.

      The hand left my breast. Slid down my stomach. Found my clit. Fast, rough flicks with two fingers while the others kept moving inside me and the combination detonated through me like a circuit completing. I couldn't breathe. Couldn't think. Could barely hold myself up. My arms were shaking. My thighs were shaking. The pressure was building low in my belly, dense and heavy and relentless, coiling tighter with every stroke until my whole body felt like a wire about to snap.

      "Are you going to come for me?" she asked. The only words she'd spoken since the tits comment, her voice was low and rough and it sent me over.

      I came so hard I thought my teeth were going to fall out. My whole body locked, every muscle seizing at once, and then released in a wave that started where her fingers were and rolled up through my stomach and chest and out of my mouth in a sound I would have been mortified by if I'd had the capacity for mortification. I didn't. I wasn't even sure I'd had the capacity to breathe. All that was left was aftershocks pulsing through me and the sofa holding me up and Bridge's hand still inside me, barely moving now, easing me down, and each movement sent another tremor through my legs until I was shaking so hard I thought I might collapse.

      For a full thirty seconds I just stayed there. Bent over the arm, ass in the air, sweaty forehead buried in the cushion. Breathe. I had to remind myself, as Bridge's hand rested, warm and still, on the small of my back.

      Dee had never made me feel like this. Not once. Not even close. Dee had been considerate, had always asked what I wanted and I'd always told her and she'd done exactly that and it had been fine. Fine. Like a lukewarm bath you stay in because getting out seems like too much effort.

      Bridge hadn't asked me what I wanted. She'd known. I'd been upgraded to a jacuzzi with the full spa treatment.

      I straightened up, eventually. Slowly. And the blood rushed back to my head and the room tilted and then steadied, and I became acutely aware of the state of myself. Shirt bunched up under my armpits. Bra shoved up with it. Breasts out. Jeans and underwear tangled around my left ankle. Both socks, inexplicably, still on.

      Bridge was fully clothed. Belt still buckled. Shirt barely creased. She could have walked in from a casual evening. I, on the other hand, had been through a car wash on foot.

      "Well," I said. "This is a look."

      She smiled. A slow, warm smile that crinkled the corners of her eyes and undid something in me.

      "I'm standing here dressed like a scarecrow that lost a fight with a washing line, and you're still in full outdoor gear." I pulled my bra down. It pinged off one breast and settled at an angle that made things worse. "It's fine. I'm fine."

      "Would it help if I stripped too?"

      She was already unbuckling her belt. The green shirt was over her head in one smooth movement and dropped on the floor. No bra underneath. She hadn't been wearing one all night and I somehow hadn't noticed, which said a lot about the power of her eye contact, because her body was the kind that demanded attention.

      Small breasts, taut against her ribs. Shoulders carved from years of pulling her own body weight up vertical rock. Arms roped with muscle. And her stomach. Christ, her stomach. Defined and tight. Mesmerizing.

      She pushed her jeans down. Stepped out. No underwear either. Wow.

      Bridge naked was a problem I had not prepared for. I worked with climbers. I trained with SAR volunteers who could carry a grown adult down a mountain on their backs. I was surrounded by fit women, and men, on a weekly basis. None of them looked like this. Bridge was in a different league. Her body wasn't just toned. It was functional, purposeful, every muscle built by use rather than vanity, and the result was something that made my mouth go dry.

      My mouth was, in fact, hanging open. I became aware of this at approximately the same moment Bridge became aware of it, and the smile she gave me was smug, knowing, and unfair.

      "You're staring," she said.

      "You're naked in my living room. Staring seems the appropriate response."

      She laughed. Then she closed the distance between us and took my hand. Not to hold. She lifted it, guided it down between her legs, and pressed my fingers against her.

      The sound I made was involuntary and undignified. She was soaked. Hot and slick and my fingers slid against her and my brain short-circuited.

      Bridge watched my face while I touched her. That steady, unblinking focus. Then she took my other hand, lifted it to her mouth, and slid my thumb between her lips. Held it there. Her tongue pressed flat against the pad of my thumb and her eyes didn't leave mine.

      She released it slowly. My thumb dragged across her lower lip, wet, and she tilted her head and looked at me with an expression that rearranged my internal organs. Twice. Not back to their original position.

      "You might look even prettier on your knees," she said.
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      Frankie

      I dropped to my knees.

      Not like a woman in a film. My knees hit the floorboards, and I didn't care because Bridge was standing above me, naked, and I was kneeling in front of her in the living room and every synapse I owned was firing in a single direction.

      I pressed my mouth to her stomach. Felt the muscles tighten under my lips. Kissed lower. The jut of her hip bone. The dip below it. She smelled of skin, and want, and faintly of chalk, even now, and I followed the scent of her down. She widened her stance as her hand found the back of my head. Fingers laced through my hair with a lightness that contradicted the rest of her body. Just enough for me to feel it against my mouth.

      I tasted her and the sound she made went through me like a humming voltage. I wanted to take her apart. Wanted to find out what she sounded like when she lost control.

      I inhaled and went back to her. Slow, flat strokes with my tongue, then focused, then circling, reading her body. Her fingers tightened in my hair. Her breathing shifted, shallower, and her hips moved in small involuntary rolls that she kept catching and correcting, like she was trying to keep control.

      Not tonight, Bridge.

      I gripped her hips and pulled her closer, buried my face deeper, and found the rhythm that made her hand clench in my hair hard enough to sting. She was close. I could feel it in the tension running through her thighs, her weight shifting forward onto her toes, her stomach contracting with each stroke.

      And when she was almost there, I pulled back. Stood up. Her eyes flew open and the look on her face was worth everything.

      "Stairs," I said. I put both hands on her hips and walked her backward. Three steps to the bottom of the staircase. She hit the second step and fell back and I followed her, pushing her shoulders back until she lay against the stairs, the carpet rough under us. Her legs opened as I pushed her knees apart, knelt between them and put my mouth back on her and didn't stop.

      She arched. One hand found the banister and gripped. Her other hand was back in my hair and this time she wasn't gentle about it. I slid two fingers inside her and felt her hips buck and heard the breath leave her in a rush and I curled my fingers and sucked her clit and her composure shattered.

      She came hard. Her back pressed into the stair edge, her hand white on the banister, her thighs clamping around my head, and she wasn't quiet.

      Jesus, she wasn't quiet.

      The sound was raw and wrenched from her gut.

      I stayed as I was, same movements, just gentler. The grip in my hair loosened, went from fisting to stroking, and her breathing came in long uneven pulls. I rested my cheek on the inside of her thigh and looked up.

      She was a wreck. Hair fanned across two stairs. One arm draped across her face, forearm over her eyes. Her ribs rose and fell, and her stomach did that thing where every muscle was visible and relaxed, and I wanted to trace each one with my tongue.

      "I can't believe you stopped," she said, from behind her arm. "In the middle. I was right there."

      "You were too close, and I wanted you on the stairs."

      She lifted her arm and looked at me. Her eyes were dark and dazed and incredulous. "You edged me."

      "I redirected you. That's different."

      She laughed. It echoed up the staircase, bouncing off the cabin walls and I felt it in my chest.

      "Bedroom?" she said.

      "Can you walk?"

      "I can crawl. It's essentially climbing. I'll be fine."

      We made it to the bedroom. I don't remember how. There was stumbling, a wall, her mouth on mine in the hallway. The bedroom was dark and the sheets were cold and we fell into them and her body covered mine and I gasped and she swallowed the sound and we kissed and it was different now — slower, less frantic.

      Bridge broke the kiss and started working her way down my jaw, my throat, the soft dip between my collarbones. She took her time with my breasts, because apparently she hadn't been lying about loving them, and I arched into her mouth and fisted the sheet and let her.

      Lower, down my ribs, my stomach. My hips lifted before she even got there and she pressed them back down with both hands, firm, holding me still, and the authority of it made my breath catch.

      "Hang your head off the edge," she said.

      "What?"

      "Trust me. Move up. Let your head hang over the edge of the bed."

      I shifted up until my head dropped backward over the mattress, my hair hanging toward the floor, the blood rushing gently to my skull. The ceiling tilted above me. It was disorienting and exposed and I felt every inch of my own vulnerability and then Bridge's mouth was between my legs and I stopped thinking.

      The angle changed everything. My back was arched, my body open, and the blood pooling in my head made every sensation sharper, louder, more. Her tongue found me and the first stroke sent a jolt through my body. Her hands gripped my thighs, holding me open and steady, and I had nothing to anchor myself to except the sheets bunched in my fists and the sound of my own breathing which was somewhere beyond ragged.

      Fingers. Two. Sliding in slowly while her mouth kept working and the combination of the angle and the blood rush and her hands and her tongue was too much. I was going to come fast. I tried to slow it down, tried to hold, and my body ignored me. Three months of nothing and now this, now her, and I had the resistance of wet tissue paper.

      She curled her fingers and pressed. I made a sound that wasn't a word in any language and my thighs clamped around her head and my back came off the mattress and I came with my head hanging over the edge of the bed while a woman I barely knew took me apart with her mouth.

      Aftershocks. Waves of them. Rolling through me while Bridge gentled her mouth, slowed her fingers, brought me down with the same patience she'd shown going up. My legs were trembling. My stomach muscles ached. My head was buzzing with the blood rush and the orgasm and the stupid, overwhelming reality of what had just happened.

      I lay there. Eyes closed. Chest heaving. Head still hanging off the bed because moving seemed too ambitious.

      "You are," I panted, "fucking incredible."

      A long exhale. Everything humming. The sheets damp under me. My whole body liquid.

      "Seriously. I don't even... how do you... that was⁠—"

      Something wet and rough swiped across my face. Not Bridge's tongue.

      I opened my eyes and the stray was standing beside the bed, her nose an inch from mine, and she licked me again, an enthusiastic drag from chin to forehead.

      "Oh my god." I jerked upright, which sent the blood rushing back from my head and the room spinning and I grabbed the mattress for balance. The stray wagged her tail and tried to lick me a third time.

      Bridge was already working her way up from between my legs, kissing a trail up my stomach, and she lifted her head to see what was happening. Saw the dog. Saw my face, wet with saliva. The wagging tail.

      "I'm all for extra playmates," she said, "but I draw the line at women with excess fur."

      I laughed so hard I nearly fell off the bed. A bark, delighted by the chaos, and Bridge rolled onto her back beside me, grinning at the ceiling.

      The stray put her chin on the edge of the mattress and watched us with hopeful brown eyes, unaware that she'd just interrupted the most spectacular sexual experience of my adult life with a tongue bath.

      We lay there, breathing, naked, the stray huffing beside the bed. The cabin quiet around us and Bridge's hand found mine on the sheet and held it. Just held it. An ordinary thing that she did without thinking, and I let myself have it.
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      Frankie

      The stray needed to pee. So did I. So, it turned out, did Bridge.

      I went first because it was my bathroom and my bladder was making executive decisions. Bridge waited in the hallway, leaning against the wall, still naked, arms folded, as if nudity were her default setting and clothes were an inconvenience she tolerated for society's sake.

      "All yours," I said, coming out.

      She went in. I heard her pee, heard the flush, heard the faucet run. She washed her hands for a proper amount of time, which I noticed, because when you work with children and animals you notice these things, and apparently that extends to the hygiene habits of women who've just had me bent over the furniture.

      By the back door, the dog was waiting, her tail doing small hopeful circles. She hadn't barked, hadn't scratched. Just sat there looking at me with an expression that was one step away from crossing her legs.

      "I know," I told her. "Two seconds."

      I opened the back door and she trotted out into the dark. The night air hit my skin and I sucked in a breath. Cold. The mountain cold variety that finds you everywhere and reminds you that standing on your back porch at midnight without a stitch on is not a decision your body endorses. Goosebumps ran up my arms and across my stomach and down my thighs. I folded my arms across my chest, which did nothing useful.

      Stars shone above the tree line, dense and indifferent. No moon, or at least not one I could see. The pines were black against a sky so clear it could have been painted on. The creek at the end of the yard was running, faint, constant, the sound I fell asleep to every night and forgot about by morning. An owl called from the ridge. Two notes, a pause, two more.

      I stood there longer than made sense. The cold felt good after all that heat. My body was still humming, still registering aftershocks at unpredictable intervals. My inner thighs were tender. My shoulders ached from gripping the sofa, the mattress and anywhere that I could reach. I could smell pine resin and cold earth and, underneath it, the fading trace of Bridge on my skin. I could hear the stray snuffling around the yard, checking every corner, every shadow. Like she'd spent her life scanning for threats.

      I knew that feeling.

      Footsteps came from behind me. I didn't turn around. Bridge appeared at my shoulder, still naked, and stood beside me in the open doorway. Neither of us spoke. Her gaze went to the sky and mine went to her, and the moonlight caught the ridge of her collarbone, the flat plane of her stomach, and I lost my train of thought again.

      It wasn't just the body. It was the ease of it. Arms loose, still. Her skin prickled in the cold and she didn't flinch. Just Bridge, breathing the same mountain air I'd been breathing alone for three months.

      She turned and walked into the kitchen. I heard the fridge open.

      "I'm starving," she said.

      I followed her in and closed the back door and found her standing in the light of my open fridge, scanning the contents with furrowed brows.

      "Eggs," she said, pulling out the carton. "Spinach. Is this ham?"

      "That's ham, two peppers, half an onion, and I think there's cheese in the door."

      She pulled it all out. Set it on the counter. Found a pan in the first cabinet she opened, hadn't asked, which was either because my kitchen was so small she didn't need to, or I was a highly predictable character.

      She cracked the eggs one-handed into the pan until there were none left. Then started on the onion. I watched, my mouth hanging open.

      "That's my food for the week," I said.

      "You were going to eat six eggs, a bag of spinach, a block of ham, two peppers, half an onion and a piece of cheese across seven days?"

      "I was going to make it last, yes."

      "You were going to make sad meals." She opened the bag of spinach and set it aside. "Small, sad, single-portion meals, rationed out across a week of self-denial? You serious?"

      "I was going to meal prep."

      "That's depression rations." She found another knife and started dicing the ham with a precision that made me wonder what other skills her hands had that I hadn't discovered yet. "Sit down. I'm making you food."

      I sat on the kitchen stool, naked, and watched Bridge cook in my kitchen. Also naked. The overhead light was off. She'd found the lamp on the counter and switched that on instead, and the glow turned the kitchen golden. The whole thing felt like a weird, but hot, porn movie. All my favorite things in one scene. She moved around the space without hesitation — opening drawers, adjusting the heat on the stove. The gas ring cast a blue circle beneath the pan and the eggs hit the surface and sizzled, the sound sharp in the quiet cabin.

      She tore the spinach and dropped it in. Stripped the peppers with a few quick cuts and added them with the diced ham. A handful of cheese, grated off the block with a speed that would have her hired as a short-order cook at Rosie's.

      The smell built — butter first, then the savory richness of ham and melting cheese. The warmth from the stove reached me on the stool and I pulled my feet up onto the rung and hugged my knees and watched her and realized I hadn't eaten since before I'd left for Rosie's. My stomach clenched.

      "You cook," I said.

      "I eat five thousand calories a day when I'm training. Cooking is survival."

      "Five thousand?"

      "Climbing burns through everything. If I don't eat, I fall off."

      She said it. Like falling off was a real and routine possibility, which for her, I realized, was. I focused my energy back onto the food.

      She slid the omelet onto a plate and cut it in two with the spatula. Set one half in front of me and took the other to the opposite stool. We sat across from each other at my kitchen counter, naked, at nearly one in the morning, eating eggs, the stove still ticking as it cooled. And the weird thing was that it wasn't weird at all.

      It was the best omelet I'd ever had. She'd found smoked paprika I'd forgotten I had. The eggs were set, not dry, the spinach wilted into the cheese so it came apart in long green strands. I ate my half in under two minutes and considered licking the plate but decided that four orgasms had already used up my dignity allocation for the evening.

      Bridge ate hers in silence. She chewed without talking, without scrolling. Just eating, with full attention, until the plate was clean. She sat with one foot tucked under her, her elbow on the counter, unselfconscious, and I thought about how strange it was to feel this comfortable with someone whose surname I didn't know.

      She looked up at me. Her eyes were sleepy and her hair was tangled and she had a piece of spinach on her chin.

      "You've got—" I reached across and wiped it away with my thumb.

      She caught my hand. Held it there. Turned her head and kissed my palm, then let go and stood up, lifted both plates to the sink and washed them.

      She washed the plates. After midnight. In my kitchen. Naked.

      I sat on my stool and watched her and had this odd warmth inside me that had nothing to do with sex, or eggs. She rinsed each plate under the faucet, set them in the rack, wiped down the counter where the cheese had left a greasy smear. And I sat there and watched her.

      The stray pushed the door open, padded into the kitchen, toenails clicking on the floor, and circled her blanket on the couch three times before settling into it with a huff. Bridge dried her hands on the dish towel, folded it, and hung it back on the hook.

      "Bed?" she said.

      "Bed."

      She held out her hand. I took it. Her fingers were warm from the dishwater, and they laced through mine as she led me down the hallway to the bedroom. The floorboards creaked under our bare feet and I followed her into the dark.
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      Bridge

      I should have been on the road two hours ago.

      The sun was coming through the gap in Frankie's curtains, a blade of light cutting across the bed. Dust particles hung in the warmth, not going anywhere. You and me both, I thought as I watched them ease through the morning.

      Frankie was lying on her side, facing me, her fingers tracing a slow path down my arm. Along the line of my bicep, over the ridge of my shoulder, across the flat of my chest. She wasn't trying to start anything. Just exploring. Her fingertips moved like she was memorizing me by touch, and her eyes followed the path of her hand with an expression of fascination that made my stomach tighten.

      "You're ridiculous," she said. "This body. It's absurd."

      I found climbing at nineteen. Late, by any standard that matters. But my body took to it with an urgency I never questioned, and within a year I was leading routes that took most climbers three seasons to attempt. By eighteen I was soloing. My body had been shaped by vertical movement ever since, built through use and the demands that come with pulling my weight up surfaces that weren't designed to hold me. I had an understanding with it. Where it was strong, where it compensated, where the weaknesses hid. How my lats connected to my shoulders and how my forearms carried more than my frame suggested. I felt all of it under Frankie's fingers, each muscle group responding to her touch. Her fingers traced across my collarbone. Down between my breasts. Over my ribs, counting them.

      "If you keep touching me like that," I said, "I won't be responsible for my actions."

      She grinned. Didn't stop. If anything her fingers slowed down, tracing lower, across my stomach, following the line of each muscle with deliberate, infuriating patience. She knew what she was doing. Her eyes came up to meet mine and the grin widened and she dragged one fingernail across my hip bone.

      I was on top of her in seconds.

      Her back hit the mattress and I pinned her wrists above her head and her gasp turned into a laugh and then the laugh turned into something else when I pressed my thigh between her legs.

      "You are really asking for it," I said.

      "I thought I was pretty clearly asking for it."

      I held her there. Pinned beneath me. Frankie Martinez in the morning was a challenge I hadn't expected. Her hair spread across the pillow, tangled from the night. Her eyes wide and bright, the last traces of sleep burned away by want. A body built for movement, curves over muscle, a waist my hands kept finding. Hot. Undeniably, distractingly hot. A heart that took in strays and fed them sardines. And she was funny in a way that caught me off guard because the sharpest lines came wrapped in self-deprecation, aimed at herself before anyone else could aim first.

      I could spend all day in this bed. All day with her legs wrapped around me, or mine around her, or any configuration that kept her making the sounds she'd made last night. By rights I should be driving to Boulder, packing my gear for the project. The route wasn't going anywhere. Frankie was right here, and right here was where I wanted to be.

      So I stayed.

      I kissed her neck. Her collarbone. Worked my way down until she was arching beneath me and her fingers were in my hair.

      "Do you have any toys?" I said, against her skin.

      She went still. Then a flush crept up her chest and spread to her throat and her cheeks and she bit her lip and the coyness of it, from a woman who'd buried her face between my legs four hours ago, made me press my hips against hers.

      "Bedside drawer," she said.

      I reached across and opened it. Inside: a small collection. Two dildos, one purple silicone, one smaller. A couple of bullet vibes that had seen better days. No strap. Slight disappointment, but I could work with what was available. I picked up the purple one and turned it over in my hand. Silicone, curved, good size, not too ambitious. And not like the last one a woman in Phoenix had produced from her nightstand, which had been so aggressively realistic, veins and all, that I'd had to excuse myself to the bathroom to laugh.

      "This one," I said.

      "The batteries are dead in the⁠—"

      "I don't need batteries." I set the toy on the bed beside us. "I can make you vibrate all by myself."

      Her mouth opened. Closed. The flush deepened.

      Last night, when I'd had her bent over the sofa, she'd made a sound I'd never heard from another woman. Low, wrenched from somewhere deep, involuntary. Like I'd reached inside her and tuned her to a frequency nobody else had ever found. A pitch too high for the average human ear.

      I'd been in control of her body in a way that went beyond technique. It was rhythm. Instinct. The same thing that happened on a rock face when everything aligned and my body moved without instruction, each hold flowing into the next, everything working in concert. Frankie had responded to me as a route responds when you read it right.

      I wanted to hear that sound again.

      I lay back against the pillows, stretched out, set the toy within reach on the mattress and looked up at her.

      "If you want me to use this," I said, "you'd better get your ass up here."

      She stared at me. "Up there as in⁠—"

      "As in sit on my face. Yes."

      A beat. Two. Then Frankie moved, swinging one leg over me, and I guided her hips until she was positioned above my mouth, her thighs either side of my head, her hands braced against the wall.

      Her stomach, her breasts, the taut line of her throat as she tilted her head back, balancing herself. I gripped her thighs, pulled her down, and put my mouth on her.

      She swore. Loudly. Her hips jerked and then steadied and then began to move in slow, grinding rolls as I worked her with my tongue. Above me, her breasts swayed with each roll of her hips, her hands flat against the wall, her head tipped back and her mouth open. Her chest flushed. Her nipples tightened. The tension built in her stomach as her rhythm sped up and her breathing went ragged.

      The mountain could wait.

      I used my tongue, slow then fast, reading her body as I read granite. Close. I could feel it in the tension of her thighs against my head, the shortening of her breath, her hips no longer rolling but pressing, grinding down against my mouth.

      I stopped.

      Pulled back my mouth and pressed her away. Then I kissed the inside of her thigh, casual.

      "Are you—" She looked down at me, breathless, incredulous. "Are you getting me back for last night?"

      I smiled up at her from between her legs. "Who's edging who now?"

      "I swear to god, Bridge⁠—"

      I flipped her. Hands on her hips, twisting, and she went over onto her back with a yelp that turned into a moan when I climbed over her and settled between her legs. I picked up the toy and held it against her inner thigh, not where she wanted it.

      With my free hand I found her clit. Circled. Slow, teasing strokes that made her hips lift off the bed and her hands fist the sheets. Soaked, swollen, every nerve primed from being brought to the edge and denied. I worked her until she was moaning, until her head was turning side to side on the pillow and her thighs were trembling, and then I positioned the toy and slid it inside her.

      One inch. Her eyes widened.

      Another. Her mouth fell open.

      Deeper. I watched her face with every fraction, reading every micro-expression. Her eyes were dark. Her chest was heaving. Her hands gripped the sheets above her head and her back arched as I pushed deeper and her body opened to take it.

      Fuck, she was hot.

      All the way. I held it there. Let her feel it. Then I started to move, slow, deliberate thrusts, and brought my thumb to her clit and pressed and Frankie made the sound. The sound from last night.

      Fuck, this could get addictive.

      She came hard. Her whole body bowed off the mattress, her thighs clamping around my hand, her mouth open in a silent cry that found its voice halfway through and tore out of her. I kept going, riding her through it, feeling the contractions grip the toy, watching her face as the orgasm rolled through her in waves.

      I eased the toy out. She flinched, oversensitive now, and I gentled my hand and kissed her hip and her stomach and her ribs and lay down beside her on the wrecked sheets.

      Frankie stared at the ceiling, breathing like she'd just run a race. Her hair was everywhere. A bite mark on her shoulder from last night and a flush across her chest that was still spreading.

      From somewhere downstairs, a sharp, purposeful bark. Then another.

      I laughed. "I think she needs a walk."

      Frankie didn't move. "I'm not sure my legs will hold me upright."

      "I'll take care of you."

      She turned her head on the pillow and looked at me. "Promises, promises."

      I kissed her. Slow, warm. Letting her taste herself on my lips. Then I rolled off the bed and started hunting for my clothes and the mountain could wait another hour. Maybe the whole day.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Frankie

      The stray was waiting by the back door when we came downstairs, tail doing its hopeful circles. She hadn't barked. Hadn't scratched. Sat there with her chin on her paws and an expression that said she'd been patient long enough and would appreciate us getting our priorities in order.

      Fair point. I'd been upstairs having my brains rearranged while she'd been down here crossing her legs.

      I opened the door and she trotted out into the morning. The air was warm already, dry and resinous, pine and dust and the faint sweetness of wild grass baking in the sun. Eleven in the morning. I hadn't slept past seven since Dee left. Hadn't stayed in bed past eight since my twenties. Bridge had cost me an entire morning and I couldn't account for where it went. She came out behind me in her jeans and boots, wearing one of my tank tops because she'd pulled it from the laundry pile without asking. It suited her better than it suited me, which was annoying.

      We walked without a destination, just following the trail behind the cabin that wound through the aspens and along the creek. The stray ranged ahead, nose to the ground, investigating every rock and root and patch of dirt like she was flicking through her Insta reels. Memorizing every scent, hitting the heart, squatting to comment.

      "She needs a name," Bridge said.

      "No."

      "No?"

      "If I name her, I'll get attached. And if she leaves, or somebody claims her⁠—"

      "Then you'll be sad for a bit and then you'll be glad you had her." Bridge said it like it was obvious. "You can't half live your life worried about what ifs, Frankie. She's here now. You're here now. That's all any of us get."

      I opened my mouth to argue and closed it again. She had a point. She also had a way of saying things that sounded casual but landed pretty deep, like she'd thought about it more than her words or tone suggested. Like she'd come to that conclusion the hard way and wasn't going to explain how.

      "What about Scout?" I said.

      "Scout's a border collie name. She's not a border collie."

      "Pepper?"

      "She's not a seasoning."

      "You suggest one then, since you're so picky."

      Bridge watched the dog nose through a stand of wild grass, tail up, ears forward, absorbed in whatever scent she'd found. "What about Maple? She's the color of syrup. And she turned up in the aspens."

      I watched the dog. Tawny coat, warm gold in the morning light, moving through the trees with a quiet, focused grace. Maple. It was right. The name found her, and the bright ache that came with it because naming her meant keeping her, and keeping her meant caring, and caring meant it would hurt when it ended.

      "Maple," I said. "Yeah. Okay."

      Maple lifted her head at the sound, ears pricked, and went back to her investigation. Named and indifferent to it. Dogs were good at that.

      Bridge was smiling. Not at either of us. At the connection between the two she'd watched form and was satisfied by. Her eyes narrowed and the smile turned wicked, all edge, and she was looking at me with the focus she usually reserved for rock.

      "What?" I said.

      "Live in the moment," she said. "Like right now."

      She took my hand, pulled me off the trail, and pushed me back against the trunk of a ponderosa. The bark was rough through my shirt. Her body was warm against the front of me. Her mouth was close to mine and she had that grin, the one I was beginning to understand meant I was about to lose all higher brain function.

      "How do you feel about a little outdoor action?" she said.

      My head snapped left, right, behind her. Down the trail and through the trees toward the cabin. I swiveled like a startled owl.

      "There's nobody here, Frankie."

      "There could be hikers. Dog walkers. Bears."

      "Bears aren't going to judge your orgasm." She took my hand and pulled me further from the trail, through a stand of aspens to a hollow where the ground dipped and the trees grew close enough to screen us from every direction, private and sheltered.

      She kissed me. Sensuous, her hands on my jaw, tilting my head where she wanted it. My spine went liquid, my hands found her hips, for stability as much as anything. The trees and the sound of the creek and the heat of the day all softened into background noise as her tongue found mine and the kiss turned so good my knees loosened.

      God, she could kiss.

      Then her hands were at my jeans. Button open, zip down, fingers sliding inside, and I gasped against her mouth. She positioned herself either side of my clit, pressing, stroking. My back arched against the tree. My breathing came in hard pulls.

      "What if someone comes?" I managed.

      "The only person coming is you."

      I laughed and then stopped laughing because her fingers shifted and thought became a luxury I could no longer afford. She pushed my tank top up, my bra with it, freeing one breast. The sun hit bare skin and the breeze off the creek followed and I felt exposed but that just made it hotter. Her mouth closed over my nipple and the wet heat of it made me swear. She sucked, bit, teased with her tongue while her fingers kept working, steady and relentless. My hips tilted toward her hand, wanting more, and I reached down and pushed my jeans further down my hips to give her access, dignity be damned, any passing bear be absolutely fucking damned.

      Bridge took what I offered. Her fingers skimmed my entrance, circling, reading what I needed before I knew it myself. Then she slid inside, two fingers, and brought her thumb to my clit, and the pressure of her mouth on my breast and her hand between my legs was so much I grabbed the back of her neck and held on.

      She fucked me against a tree in broad daylight on a Sunday morning with the creek running six feet away and birds singing overhead like a goddamned nature documentary, and I came so hard I had to bite down on her shoulder to keep the sound from echoing off the mountainside. My body clenched around her fingers, my legs shook, and I clung to her with both arms and whispered don't move, don't move, please don't move until the aftershocks stopped rolling through me and I could breathe again.

      Bridge held still. Her forehead against mine. Her fingers still inside me, just there. Patient and steady. I wanted her inside me forever.

      When I loosened my grip on her neck, she eased out and kissed me, soft, on the mouth.

      "I love fucking outdoors," she said, looking pleased with herself.

      I pulled my bra and top down with as much composure as a woman with her jeans around her thighs could manage. "You don't say."

      She grinned. "It's better under the stars, though."

      "You're telling me there's a superior version of what just happened?"

      "I'd like to make you come while you stare at the stars." She said it like she was suggesting a restaurant. "You should see the sky from the Flatirons at midnight. No light pollution. Just you, the rock, and about four billion stars."

      "And the hypothermia."

      "I'd keep you warm."

      I buttoned my jeans. Pulled my top straight. Tried to look like a woman who hadn't just been taken apart against a pine tree, which was hard given that my face was flushed, my legs were unsteady, and I had bits of bark in my hair.

      Bridge could have passed for a woman on a pleasant morning stroll. Not a mark on her. I was starting to think she had some kind of deal with the universe where physical disarray didn't apply to her.

      Maple came trotting back through the trees, nose first, tail high. She circled Bridge's legs, then mine, then sat and looked up at us.

      "She's getting fat," Bridge said, scratching behind Maple's ears.

      "She's working through my grocery budget at speed."

      "I thought you liked it when women did that to you." The grin was back.

      I hit her on the arm. "You're incorrigible."

      "You're blushing."

      "I'm windburned. There's a difference."

      But I looked at Maple again. Really looked. She had put on weight, even in the few days since she'd appeared at training. Not the lean, hungry look she'd had when she first wandered up. Her belly was lower and fuller, round in a way that didn't quite match the amount of sardines and kibble she'd been putting away.

      I got down on my hands and knees. Maple stood still, patient, letting me run my hand along her side. Under her ribs. Over the swell of her belly. I pressed. Felt the firmness beneath the fur. My stomach dropped.

      "Oh no," I said.

      "What?"

      I sat back on my heels and stared at the dog. Maple stared back, tail wagging, oblivious to the fact that she'd just detonated the next several weeks of my life.

      "I think we're going to need more than one name.
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      Frankie

      We went back to bed after the walk. Stayed there until hunger won.

      I stood in front of the open freezer in my tank top and underwear, surveying the wreckage of my provisions. The options were a Screamin' Sicilian Bessie's Revenge — a cheeseburger pizza I'd bought in a moment of deranged optimism six weeks ago and never touched because even my lowest moments had standards — a quart of Ben & Jerry's Half Baked that was my official post-Dee therapy and was down to the last third, and a Tupperware container of something I'd cooked and frozen eighteen months ago that had turned a color somewhere between medical waste and baby food. I couldn't remember what it had been. Soup, possibly. Curry, at a stretch. Nothing that should be that shade of bluish yellow.

      I put the pizza in.

      Bridge was on the sofa when I came through, legs stretched along the cushions, remote in hand, flicking through channels as though television was a new concept to her. Which, given that she lived either out of a van or hanging off a cliff for most of the year, was probably true. She'd found my AC remote before she'd found the TV one, and the unit was humming in the corner, doing its best against the August heat. The cabin was still warm. We were both in tanks and not much else, and even that felt like too many layers.

      She flicked past a cooking show, a reality dating program, a news channel. Landed on a documentary with mountains and kept it there.

      "Is that pizza going to be edible?" she said without turning around.

      "Edible is generous. It's a cheeseburger pizza."

      "A cheeseburger pizza."

      "There's a pickle relish drizzle."

      "I'm choosing to believe you're lying."

      "I wish I were."

      I grabbed two beers from the fridge, came around the sofa, and slumped down beside her. Bridge put the remote down, reached for me, and pulled me onto her lap. I settled against her, my back to her chest, her arms loose around my waist. She kissed the side of my neck, unhurried, like she had nowhere to be and no intention of going there.

      I tipped my head back against her shoulder. Reached up and touched her face. Traced the line of her jaw and cheek, the ridge of her ear. My fingers drifted down her neck, along the tendon, and found a small raised circle at the base of her throat. A scar, maybe the size of a five-cent piece, slightly puckered at the edges, the skin smoother than the skin around it.

      "What's this from?" I said, tracing it with my thumb.

      Bridge's hand came up under my tank and found my breast. She pinched my nipple, precise, and a jolt went through me that rerouted every thought I'd been having.

      "You're easily distracted," she said.

      "You're very distracting."

      I let it go. She was warm behind me and her hand was still under my tank and my question drifted sideways. Probably caught herself on a carabiner. God knows I'd done that enough over the last few years.

      Maple padded through from the kitchen, licking her chops, trailing the unmistakable scent of canned fish.

      "Christ, Maple." I waved a hand in front of my nose. "You reek."

      She sat at Bridge's feet and looked up with an expression of innocence as her tail swept the floor.

      "Where did you even get this many cans of sardines?" Bridge said, turning her head away from the smell.

      "My dad brought them. He drove down from Pueblo last month with his truck bed full of stuff. Sardines and rice and beans, enough canned tomatoes to build a shelter. He does this every time I'm between relationships. Shows up with supplies like I'm about to be besieged." I reached over to the coffee table, grabbed the bottle opener and cracked both beers. "Carmen, my sister, she sends the ice cream. She has a subscription service. Every month a new flavor arrives with a note that says something like hang in there, mija."

      Bridge smiled. She took the beer, drank, and settled back against the cushions.

      "What about yours?" I said. "Family."

      "Boston." She took another drink. "My parents and my brother."

      I waited for more. It didn't come. She was watching the television with an attention that hadn't been there thirty seconds ago. I twisted around to look at the screen. A nerdy-looking guy was tapping a rock. Our conversation had reached a border.

      "Your brother a climber too?"

      "Conor? No. He's a doctor. ER." A flicker of genuine warmth. "He thinks I'm insane."

      "Smart man."

      "Don't tell him that. His head barely fits through doors as it is."

      I laughed. She smiled into her beer and I saw it again, the warmth, quick and private, gone before it could settle. She loved her brother.

      The mountain documentary had ended and the channel had rolled into a hospital drama. Two doctors in scrubs running down a corridor with someone on a gurney. The usual. Bridge picked up the remote and changed the channel before the first line of dialogue landed. A baseball game appeared, and she left it there.

      "You like baseball?" I said.

      "Not even slightly."

      The oven timer went off. I extracted myself from her lap and went to rescue the pizza, which had gone from frozen to volcanic in the way only cheap pizza can, the cheese bubbling in orange pools, the pickle relish drizzle now visible in all its lurid green glory. I cut it in half, put it on two plates, and carried it through.

      Bridge stared at her plate. Picked up a slice. Examined it. The cheese stretched in a long, reluctant string. A circle of what might have been a pickle slid off and landed on her thigh.

      "This is genuinely the worst thing I've ever eaten," she said, taking another bite.

      "Then stop eating it."

      "I can't. It's terrible and I can't stop." She picked up the fallen pickle and ate it. "It's like watching a car crash."

      "You should try the mystery Tupperware. That's the sequel."

      "Can't you tell what it is by the color?"

      "I'd describe it as jaundice meets swimming pool."

      "I feel unreasonably lucky."

      We ate the entire pizza followed by the rest of the ice cream. Maple lay between our feet, farting sardine farts with no visible remorse, and the baseball game played to nobody. The light through the windows went from gold to amber, and Bridge's hand rested on my thigh like it had always been there, like it belonged, and I let it because I was too full and too warm and too content to question it.
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      Bridge

      Maple sat between us on the bench seat, her chin on Frankie's thigh, her tail brushing my leg. She still smelled of sardines.

      I'd pulled into the first drive-through we'd passed. I ordered an egg white wrap with grilled chicken, black beans and avocado. Frankie ordered a breakfast burrito with everything in it — including green chile — and a side of extra bacon. She ate it with both hands, chile dripping down her wrist, and I watched her lick it off her thumb and envied the hot sauce. I ate my wrap in four bites and drank the coffee too fast and felt the protein hit my bloodstream like a mercy.

      "Thank god," I said. "I have a seventy-foot climb this afternoon and I needed to work off the cheeseburger pizza and the ice cream before I got back on the wall."

      Frankie raised an eyebrow. "Is that all you need to work off?"

      "The pizza was the most physically demanding part of the weekend."

      "I'm choosing not to be offended by that."

      "The ice cream was a close second."

      She laughed. Maple lifted her head at the sound, decided nothing interesting was happening, and put it back down.

      The road into Elk Ridge was quiet. Monday morning, early enough that the commuters had just started and the tourists hadn't woken up. I drove with one hand on the wheel and the window cracked. The August air coming through dry, carrying the butterscotch smell of sun-baked ponderosa. The mountains sat ahead of us, blue-gray in the morning haze, and I could feel my mind shift. Route conditions, weather window — I'd checked the app earlier. The project I'd been working on for six weeks and the crux sequence I hadn't cracked. My fingers twitched against the steering wheel, mimicking holds that weren't there.

      This was how it went. The wall pulled me back. Two days in a cabin with a woman and a dog and a cheeseburger pizza, and the wall was already reminding me what I was built for. I let it. The transition from person to climber was what kept me safe, and I'd never minded the narrowing before. The world got smaller on the wall, and smaller was where I functioned best.

      Rosie's parking lot had three vehicles in it. Frankie's truck was the one with the SAR permit on the window. I pulled up beside it. Kept the engine running.

      Frankie gathered the wrappers and empty cups and the napkins she'd used to wipe egg off Maple's chin. Tidied them into a pile on the dashboard. Stalling, maybe. Or just being Frankie, who left things better than she found them.

      "I'm taking her to the vet," she said, scratching Maple behind the ears. "Get the pregnancy confirmed. Find out how far along she is. Figure out how many we're dealing with."

      "We?"

      She glanced at me, quick and unguarded, then away. "I meant me. Obviously."

      "Obviously."

      Maple yawned. The engine hummed.

      Frankie opened the door and stepped out and turned to grab Maple. She placed her other hand on the frame, leaning in. The morning light was behind her and her hair was loose. Her eyes had the softness of someone about to say goodbye but hadn't quite decided how.

      "Hey," she said. "What's your last name?"

      "Bridge." I quirked my eyebrow, then smiled. "Cahill."

      "Cahill." She tried it out. Nodded once, like she was about to write me a review. "Bridge Cahill."

      "Frankie Martinez."

      "You already knew mine."

      "I pay attention."

      She stood there for a second longer than the conversation required. Then she popped Maple on the ground, leaned in and kissed me, warm.

      "Don't fall off anything," she said, straightening up.

      "That's the plan."

      She closed the door and walked to her truck, didn't look back, which I respected, because looking back would have made it a different kind of goodbye that neither of us had signed up for. I watched her pull out, Maple beside her.

      I put my truck in gear. Turned right. Eldo was forty-five minutes. The crux sequence was still unsolved, and I had seventy feet of sandstone that required my full attention, and I was still thinking about Frankie Martinez nodding at my surname like she'd just decided something.

      The wall would fix that. It always did.
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      Bridge

      The approach to the Redgarden Wall took twenty minutes from the parking lot and I used every one of them. The trail switchbacked through scrub oak and ponderosa above South Boulder Creek, the water running low and clear in the August heat, and I walked fast enough to feel my heart rate climb without arriving winded. Preparation was ritual. I'd learned that early. You don't rush the approach because the approach is where you leave everything behind. By the time you touch rock, you should be empty, clean. Nothing in your head but the route.

      The canyon opened up as I gained elevation. Eldorado's walls rose on either side, maroon sandstone streaked with lichen, the rock catching the afternoon sun and holding it like a furnace. Across the canyon the Bastille stood in full light, its north face busy with a rope team working Bastille Crack. I could hear their calls from here — the clipped shorthand of climbers, the metallic ring of gear. Below them South Boulder Creek was a white thread between boulders. A couple sat on a rock near the bridge, eating sandwiches and watching the climbers above them with the happy bewilderment of people who couldn't imagine doing it themselves.

      I found my boulder at the base of the south face and set up. Shoes on, laces snug but not choking, the rubber soft enough to feel the grain through the sole. Chalk bag on my right hip. Water bottle wedged in the shade of a crack. I'd driven here with the radio off and the windows down and my mind already running the sequence, my fingers tapping holds on the steering wheel the whole way from Elk Ridge. The project had been mine for six weeks and I was close. The crux was the only unsolved section and today was supposed to be the day.

      I stood back and studied the wall. Seventy feet. The line ran up a shallow corner for the first fifteen feet, stepped right through a technical face section and followed a thin crack up to the traverse at forty-five. After the traverse, the crux. A sloping pinch to a dynamic throw through a blank section to a jug I couldn't see from the ground. Everything below the crux was wired. I'd climbed it on a rope so many times the holds felt like familiar furniture. The crux was different. I'd stuck the throw twice on rope, fallen off it four times. Those were not free-solo numbers.

      But I could feel it was close. The kind of close that lived in my forearms and my breathing, in how my weight settled into my hips when I rehearsed the sequence. The throw was there. I just needed one clean run where everything aligned.

      I pulled on. Right hand to a horn, left foot high on a dime edge, and the world narrowed to the width of my body and the six inches of rock in front of my face. This was what I came for. This compression. Every synapse firing, every muscle tuned to the texture under my fingertips, and nothing else. No history, no calendar, no name. Just up.

      The opening corner was easy and I moved through it without pausing, hips in close, feet and breathing steady. The sandstone was warm under my hands and the friction was good. August heat on Fountain Formation rock was ideal. Too cold and the sandstone felt glassy. Too hot and your skin sweated through the chalk. Ideal conditions — dry air, warm stone, fingers sticking to every crimp.

      At fifteen feet I stepped right onto the face. This section was balance climbing. Tiny footholds, fingertip edges, my center of gravity shifting with each move like a needle finding north. I placed my feet. Left toe on a crystal. Right toe on a ripple. Weight distributed so evenly that a gust of wind was a bigger threat than the angle. I didn't rush. Rushing on a solo is how you die. Doubt is the thing with teeth.

      Thirty feet. The crack thinned and the climbing changed character. Ring-locks, thumb-stacks, delicate shuffles where my feet worked in opposition against a rib of rock barely wider than a matchbox. My forearms were warm but not pumped. My breathing was slow. The world smelled of chalk and iron-rich sandstone and the faint creosote-and-dust scent that Eldo carried in summer like a signature.

      I thought about breakfast.

      Nothing specific. Just a flicker. The taste of coffee, the weight of a burrito in someone's hand, a color that might have been chile. I pushed it away the same way I'd push away a gust of wind — acknowledge it, adjust, move on. It was nothing. A loose thought. The approach hadn't been long enough, that was all.

      At forty feet I entered the traverse. Hands on a shallow rail, feet smearing on micro-texture, body stretched horizontal across the face. This was the committing section. Below me the wall steepened into a slab that offered nothing to slow a fall. I didn't think about falling. You couldn't think about falling and stay alive. You could acknowledge the exposure like you'd acknowledge weather, and then you set it aside and climbed.

      Left hand to the two-finger pocket. Solid. I rocked onto it, set my feet on a pair of edges, and looked up at the crux.

      The sloping pinch sat right there. Chalked and familiar. I'd held it on rope, felt how my hand had to torque against the grain to keep purchase. Above it, the blank section. Five feet of featureless stone where the feet disappeared and the only option was a dynamic throw to a jug I'd never seen from below. You threw, and you either caught it or you fell seventy feet to the talus.

      I could feel the sequence. The timing, the explosive pull through my shoulders, the slap of palm on the jug. My body hummed with the rehearsed pattern of the throw. I was ready. I was close. Today was the day.

      Frankie Martinez had green chile on her wrist.

      The thought arrived without warning. Not a memory. A sensory ambush. The color of the chile against her skin, the quick lick of her thumb, and she'd looked at me sideways while she did it. Knowing what she was doing. Her eyes holding mine while her tongue cleaned the hot sauce off her skin and the entire front seat of my truck shrank to the width of that gesture.

      I blinked and refocused. The pinch was still there. The blank section was still there. Five feet of nothing between me and the jug. I breathed in, settled my weight, and reached for the pinch.

      My hand landed and my fingers torqued and the hold was good. Solid. I had it. Now the throw. Generate through the legs, explode through the core, release with the right and fly.

      Frankie's laugh in the front seat. Maple between us with her chin on Frankie's thigh. The nod. The way she'd said Bridge Cahill like she was committing it to a file she hadn't labeled yet. The softness in her face when she leaned in and kissed me and I tasted coffee and chile and something underneath both that was just her.

      My right hand stayed on the pocket.

      I stood on the wall at fifty feet with one hand on a sloping pinch and the other in a two-finger pocket and my feet on holds I could trust for another thirty seconds, and I did not throw.

      The downclimb was methodical. I reversed the traverse first, moving right with hands back on the rail, feet finding the smears in reverse. Climbing down is harder than climbing up. The holds felt different, the angles were wrong, and your body fought the instinct to look at the ground. Looking down was not an option. I reversed the face section move by move, found the crack, worked the ring-locks in the opposite direction, and down-climbed the corner to the ground with the slow, deliberate focus of someone managing a problem that couldn't be rushed.

      My feet touched dirt. I stepped back and sat on my boulder. Seventy feet of maroon sandstone rose above me, the crux halfway up, the jug somewhere above it, invisible, patient.

      My hands were steady. That was the part that disturbed me. My hands were always steady. That was the gift, or the curse, depending on who you asked. Conor called it pathological. My mother called it something worse. Steady hands at fifty feet on a free solo with no rope and a sheer fall below me and the crux unsent and a woman in my head who had no business being there, and my hands were steady. My mind was the problem.

      The wall had always been the fix. When my parents called and the conversation circled toward the thing it always circled toward, I climbed and the noise stopped. When Conor left voicemails that were too careful, too measured, I climbed and the care couldn't reach me. When certain dates came around on the calendar, I climbed and the numbers dissolved into chalk and friction and the simplicity of up.

      I'd been climbing away from things for nine years. The wall was where I went to be nobody's patient, nobody's survivor, nobody's cautionary tale. Up there I was just a body on rock and the body worked and that was all that mattered.

      Today I'd brought someone onto the wall with me — not deliberately, not with her knowledge or consent. But Frankie Martinez was at fifty feet on the Redgarden Wall, and she had green chile on her wrist and a laugh that carried, and I had no idea how to get her down.

      I chalked my hands. Stared at the crux. The jug was up there, waiting. It wasn't going anywhere.

      Neither, apparently, was she.
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      Frankie

      The red-tailed hawk wanted nothing to do with the children. That made two of us.

      I was running a raptor education session at the Elk Ridge community center, which meant standing in front of twenty-three eight-year-olds with a hawk on my glove and a microphone clipped to my collar. The hawk's name was Dolores. She'd been with the wildlife center for four years, grounded by a healed wing fracture, and was usually the most reliable bird in the program. Calm and unbothered by noise. Today she kept turning her head toward the window like she was plotting an escape, and I sympathized.

      "Miss Martinez, can hawks eat people?"

      "No."

      "Could she eat a baby?"

      "Also no."

      "Could she eat a hamster?"

      "In the wild, a red-tailed hawk would eat small mammals, yes. Dolores eats prepared food. She's very well looked after."

      "My hamster died," the boy said, with the casual devastation of an eight-year-old delivering news. "My mom said he went to heaven but I think the cat ate him."

      Twenty-two heads swiveled to look at me for confirmation. Dolores chose this moment to spread her good wing and let out a screech that sent the front row scrambling backward.

      "Okay," I said. "Let's talk about wingspan."

      I got through the session. I answered questions about whether hawks could see in the dark, whether they were smarter than dogs, and whether Dolores — and I — had a boyfriend. I said no to the last one and a girl in the second row said "good for you, Miss Martinez" with the conviction of a forty-year-old divorcee. I laughed. The laugh came out wrong. Like it had been startled out of me by something that had nothing to do with the conversation, and I covered it by adjusting Dolores on my glove and talking too fast about tail feathers.

      The problem was Monday. Monday was the problem. Or more specifically, the problem was that Monday existed and Sunday didn't anymore, and the person who'd been in my cabin on Sunday was somewhere between here and Boulder in a truck that smelled like sardines and breakfast burritos, or worse still up a rock face. And I didn't have her number. I didn't have her last name until two hours ago. I didn't know where she was climbing or how long the climb would take or whether she'd come back to Rosie's or whether the weekend had been what it looked like, which was two people scratching an itch and moving on.

      It hadn't felt like scratching an itch. It had felt like more. But I didn't have a word for the more and I wasn't going to find one standing in front of twenty-three children with a hawk on my arm.

      After the session I packed Dolores into her travel crate, loaded the education kit into the truck, and tripped over the folding table on my way out. One of the center staff caught my elbow.

      "You okay, Frankie?"

      "Fine. Just tired."

      "You look distracted."

      "I'm not distracted. The table moved."

      She gave me a look that said the table had been in the same place for six years but she wasn't going to argue. I drove to the vet where Dr. Alvarez confirmed what I already suspected. Maple was pregnant. Four weeks along, give or take, which meant the puppies were coming in roughly five weeks. She ran her hands along Maple's belly, feeling for size and position, and Maple lay on the examination table, still, resigned to being prodded.

      "She's in decent shape," Dr. Alvarez said. "Underweight, but not dangerously so. We'll want to get her on proper prenatal nutrition. High-quality puppy food, frequent small meals. How's she been eating?"

      "Sardines."

      Dr. Alvarez looked at me.

      "She likes sardines."

      "Sardines are fine as an occasional supplement. They shouldn't be the primary diet. Especially not now. Too much sodium, not enough calcium." She scribbled a list on a prescription pad and handed it to me. "Puppy formula, prenatal vitamins, and this brand of food. She needs the calories, but she needs balanced calories. How many sardines are we talking?"

      "My father brought approximately forty cans."

      "Okay." Dr. Alvarez gave an understanding nod, she'd met my father. She added a note to the pad. "Start her on this today. Wean her off the fish over a week. And bring her back in two weeks for an ultrasound so we can get a puppy count."

      I paid the bill, stopped at the pet store on Seventh Street for everything on Dr. Alvarez's list, and drove home with the windows down and a bag of puppy-formula kibble on the passenger seat and a dog in my lap who smelled of sardines.

      The cabin was quiet when I got back. Not in the missing Dee way, another way. Bridge's coffee cup was still in the sink. The sofa cushion held the dent where she'd sat. The AC was still set to the temperature she'd chosen, which was two degrees cooler than I kept it, and I hadn't changed it because, well, maybe I liked that temperature.

      I'd feed Maple her new food and some sardines because the vet had said to wean her off them over a week, and one more can wasn't going to hurt, and because I needed to do something with my hands that wasn't checking my phone for a message that couldn't come from a person whose number I didn't have. Or didn't have mine.

      The cans caught on the cabinet door as I pulled it out and a neatly folded piece of paper fell from the stack onto the counter.

      I looked at it. Picked it up. Unfolded it.

      The handwriting was small and angular, the letters leaning forward like they were in a hurry to get somewhere. The note had been written on the back of a receipt from a gas station in Golden.

      Get Maple onto proper food! Let me know what the doc says.

      Below that, a phone number.

      No name. No sign-off, no pleasantries. Just instructions about the dog and a number and the assumption that I'd know who it was from, which I did, because nobody else on earth would leave a note inside a stack of sardine cans, and nobody else knew she was called Maple.

      I read it twice, put it on the counter, fed Maple. Read it again. Picked up my phone, put it down, picked it up again, and typed out a message.

      Vet says four weeks pregnant. Puppies in five. She also says to get her off the sardines but I think you already knew that.

      I stared at the screen. Sent another.

      This is Frankie.

      Then deleted it because she'd know — then added it again because maybe she wouldn't — then deleted it again because of course she would, who else would be texting her about a pregnant dog.

      I hit send and put the phone face-down on the counter. Went to take a shower. Took my phone into the bathroom, put it on the sink, stepped into the shower. Got out after three minutes, checked the phone, got back in. Washed my hair. Got out and checked the phone, got back in and shaved my legs. Got out. Checked the phone.

      Nothing.

      I got dressed. Made dinner. Checked the phone. Fed Maple her new food, which she regarded as a personal insult after five days of sardines. Checked the phone.

      At nine-thirty, when I'd given up and was lying on the sofa with Maple across my feet watching a nature documentary I couldn't concentrate on, my phone buzzed.

      One message. No name attached yet, just the number.

      Good. Tell Maple I said proper food means proper food. No more fish unless it's earned.

      I read it twice. Waited. The three dots appeared, disappeared, appeared again.

      "How do you earn fish?" I asked, looking at Maple.

      I replied. Earned how?

      The dots appeared. Disappeared. Appeared again.

      Good behavior.

      I stared at my phone. Bit my lip.

      Define good behavior. Because based on Saturday night I think we have very different definitions.

      The pause was longer this time. Long enough that I wondered if I'd overplayed it. Then came her response.

      That was excellent behavior.

      I grinned at my ceiling like an idiot. A second message followed.

      You were very well behaved.

      I read it and chuckled out loud, to myself. Then typed: And the fish?

      The question was about the dog. Obviously.

      Obviously.

      I was smiling. Lying on my sofa, phone in my hand, smiling at a conversation about sardines with a woman whose last name I'd learned just ten hours ago, and Maple was asleep on my feet, and the cabin didn't feel quiet anymore.
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      Bridge

      The apartment had taken four years to get right. Not furnished, but right. There was a difference. Furnished was what you did when you moved somewhere and needed a place to put your body at the end of the day. Right was what happened when you'd learned, slowly and by subtraction, which things earned their space and which were weight you'd been carrying without noticing.

      The result: a mattress on a low wooden frame, a kitchen table that seated two but usually seated one, three shelves of books organized by frequency of reference rather than any decorative logic, and a cactus on the sill of the one window that got light. The window faced a parking lot. The apartment was ground floor, a converted unit in a building that was mainly storage and a tire shop, cheap enough that the month-to-month lease had never felt like a commitment. I'd lived there four years.

      The gear lived in the second bedroom. Ropes and hardware, three pairs of boots sorted by use and condition. Harnesses hung from pegs by their buckles, the habit of any climber who'd ever had to trust a harness in a hurry and couldn't afford to find a twisted strap at altitude. The rack was organized by size, smallest to largest, carabiners sorted by gate type.

      I'd made coffee. Opened my laptop. I coached two days a week: technique sessions at the gym, guiding contracts in summer when the alpine season ran. It paid enough. I confirmed a booking from a client who wanted to move from rock climbing to mountaineering and had, in my assessment, unrealistic expectations about what that transition involved.

      I'd eaten breakfast while doing paperwork, fueling up for the day. Frankie was in Elk Ridge, probably at work. I was definitely not thinking about that, or her.

      I pulled up my training schedule and decided I needed to rethink Thursday's session. I was building a footwork clinic for intermediate climbers and the problem was always the same: how to make people unlearn something they'd been doing wrong long enough that it felt correct. You couldn't just show them better technique. You had to make the wrong technique uncomfortable first.

      I texted Frankie at nine forty-seven. Hope the vet appointment went okay. I read it, sent it, put my phone down, and opened my laptop.

      By eleven I had three responses. The vet confirmed five weeks pregnant, puppies in four. Maple on a new food protocol, unimpressed. There was a photo of Maple's expression beside the bowl — one eyebrow raised, leaning away from the kibble as if sardines were a basic nutritional right and not a privilege and one that had apparently been revoked.

      I put the phone down and opened the laptop. Closed it, retrieved the phone, and typed: Tell her the sardines were a privilege, not a right. Then sent a second message: How many puppies? Then I put it down and went to the gym.

      The Movement Boulder facility occupied a converted warehouse off Mapleton, four thousand square feet of wall and a competition section and a bouldering cave that went on longer than you expected when you first walked in. I'd been a member since I moved to Boulder and I had a standing Tuesday afternoon slot that the desk staff had stopped noting because I always showed up, went to the same wall, and stayed until my skin couldn't take another session.

      I warmed up on the slab. Slab climbing was unpopular, which was why I started there. Unpopular walls were quiet, and quiet meant I could think.

      I was not thinking about Frankie. I was working through the footwork clinic — the sequencing problem, how to structure the first drill so the compensation revealed itself before I named it. If you named it first, the climber got defensive. If you let the body find it, the correction landed differently.

      I taped my left ring finger, which had been threatening since Sunday, and moved to the lead wall.

      Three hours passed. My phone had seventeen notifications, which was fifteen more than I'd expected.

      I read them in order.

      Maple had sniffed the new food, tried it, apparently eaten it, but wanted me to know this was happening under protest. Six photos. I opened all six.

      Followed by: The protest ended when I stopped watching. She's been at the bowl for four minutes.

      Followed by: She's fine. In case you were worried.

      Followed by: I wasn't worried either.

      I was not smiling… much. There was no reason to smile at someone narrating a dog's dinner in real time, which was the funniest thing I'd received on my phone in several months. I changed my shoes and rolled my tape into a ball. Texted back.

      Relief. I was on the edge of my seat.

      I'd answered more texts today than I usually sent in a week. Eleven from Frankie, three from Conor, one from the mountaineering client. The Conor texts ran: Are you coming home anytime soon, then Mom's asking, not me, obviously I know better, then call me back, Bridge, I know you see these.

      I called him back on the walk to my truck.

      "Finally," Conor said, answering on the second ring. "I've been leaving you messages since Sunday."

      "I've been busy."

      "You're always busy. That's not a reason, that's just you." I could hear hospital noise behind him, the PA system, the low chatter of a busy corridor. He was on a break, which meant I had ten minutes before he had to go back. "I'm coming to Boulder."

      "When?"

      "Three weeks. I've got four days. Don't say you're away because I've already checked your competition schedule and you don't have anything."

      "I don't compete anymore."

      "I know, I checked anyway. Four days, Bridge. I want to do the Flatirons thing you keep describing and never actually show me."

      "You're not fit enough for the Flatirons."

      "I run."

      "That's not the same thing."

      "I run a lot." He paused. "Mom wants to know if you're coming home for Thanksgiving. I told her I'd ask but that the answer was probably complicated."

      "The answer is I don't know yet."

      "That's what I said. Complicated." Another pause, shorter. "You sound different."

      "I sound the same."

      "You don't. You sound—" I heard him move, a door closing, the corridor noise dropping. "Are you seeing someone?"

      "I'll think about Thanksgiving."

      "Bridge."

      "Three weeks is fine. Text me the dates."

      "You're deflecting."

      "Goodbye, Conor."

      "That's a yes," he said. "That's absolutely a yes."

      I hung up. Got in the truck. Sat for a moment in the parking lot. Conor had been my closest friend for eleven years, which was long enough that he could read me through a phone call in ways that still surprised me. He had a talent for diagnosis, one I'd have found irritating if it were less accurate.

      By the time I drove home and made dinner and spoke to the cactus, I'd picked up and put down my phone more times than I'd admit.

      Nothing from Frankie in two hours. That was fine. We were just two people who had great sex over a weekend and were now communicating about a pregnant dog. That was all.

      I answered two emails from clients. Reorganized my climbing schedule for the following two weeks, then organized it back again. Looked up the weather at Rifle Canyon. Good conditions, still warm.

      At nine fourteen, my phone buzzed.

      "Maple has been asleep on my feet for two hours. I'm watching a documentary about deep-sea creatures and I can't feel my left foot."

      I sat up. "Move the foot."

      "Then she'll wake up and look at me."

      "This is your problem?"

      "I know." A pause. "The documentary's about bioluminescence. There's a fish with a light on its head and it looks like it knows something nobody else does."

      "Does it look smug?"

      "So smug. It's incredible."

      I read the exchange twice. "What are you doing after the fish?"

      "Nothing. In bed. You?"

      "Reading."

      "What?"

      I told her. She asked why. I explained. The explanation ran longer than the original text. She asked a follow-up question that showed she was interested and not just being polite.

      At ten forty, Frankie's message said: I should go to sleep.

      I typed: Probably.

      A pause.

      I'm in bed. In case that's relevant information.

      I stared at the screen but another came through before I could reply.

      Naked, in case that's more relevant.

      I dumped my laptop on the floor and started typing.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Frankie

      I sent it and stared at my phone.

      Naked, in case that's more relevant.

      Who says that? Who lies in bed on a school night with a pregnant dog asleep at their feet while watching a documentary about bioluminescent fish and texts a woman forty-five miles away that she's naked?

      I did. Apparently. I was now that person.

      Maple stood, stretched, and jumped off the bed, heading for her blanket, as though she couldn't believe it either. The anglerfish glowed from the screen in judgment.

      My phone buzzed.

      It is… relevant.

      My pulse climbed and I was suddenly, acutely aware of the sheet against my skin and the warm air from the open window and the fact that I was, in fact, as I'd admitted, naked… and Bridge Cahill was miles away in her apartment and she was typing again because the three dots appeared and disappeared and appeared again.

      What are you thinking about?

      I could have deflected, sent a message about Maple or the weather. Instead I typed the truth, because apparently the part of my brain responsible for self-preservation had clocked off for the night.

      You. Specifically your mouth.

      The dots appeared instantly.

      Where?

      I pressed my thighs together. The sheet suddenly felt heavy. I kicked it off and typed back.

      Everywhere. But if I had to narrow it down. My neck. That spot below my ear where you⁠—

      I stopped. Deleted the last four words. Sent it without them. Let her fill in the gap. She'd been there. She knew what she'd done.

      A pause. Ten seconds. Fifteen.

      I remember.

      Two words. Bridge was nothing if not efficient, and she didn't need to say more.

      I was wet. Had been since I'd typed the word naked, if I was being honest, and I was being honest tonight because the alternative was pretending I wasn't lying alone in my bed thinking about a woman's mouth on my body while a fish judged me from the TV screen.

      My phone rang.

      An actual call. Bridge's number on the screen, and my heart slammed into my ribs so hard I fumbled the phone and it bounced off the mattress and I caught it an inch from the floor. At least my hand-eye coordination was still working.

      But I didn't say hello.

      "Typing wasn't working," Bridge said, her voice low and unhurried. Sexy, right against my ear, stripped of everything except the sound itself and what it was doing to me.

      "No," I said. "It wasn't."

      Silence. Not awkward but loaded.

      "Tell me what you're doing," she said.

      "Lying in bed."

      "What else?"

      "Thinking about Saturday night."

      "Which part?"

      "The part where you bent me over the couch."

      A breath. Enough to tell me I wasn't the only one being affected by this exchange. Bridge Cahill was losing a fraction of her composure, and the power of that rushed through me like a bolt of heat.

      "What about it?" she said, her voice steady but I could hear what lay underneath.

      "Your hands. On my hips. The way you—" I closed my eyes. My hand was on my stomach and I hadn't put it there consciously, or maybe I had. "You didn't rush. You held me there. I could feel you behind me, just waiting, and the waiting was⁠—"

      "I know what the waiting was."

      "Tell me."

      "The waiting," Bridge said, and her voice dropped half a register, "was me deciding how long I could keep you there before you started begging."

      I made a sound. Involuntary, from deep in my chest, and I didn't try to cover it because we were past that. We'd been past that since the bathroom at Rosie's.

      "Touch yourself," she said.

      "I'm already—" I laughed, breathless. "I've been waiting for you to join me."

      "I can catch up." I could hear her smile. That faint, dry curve in her voice that told me she was amused and turned on in equal measure. "Where are you touching?"

      "Where do you think?"

      "I want to hear you say it."

      I swallowed. "My clit. Light. Circling. The way you did when you had me against the sink."

      "Slower than that," she said.

      I slowed down. My hips protested, wanting friction, but her voice was overriding what my hand was doing. She was directing this remotely and my body was listening to her the way it had listened all weekend.

      "How wet are you?" she asked.

      "Soaked." I ran two fingers through the slickness and my legs fell open wider and I made a sound that was half laugh, half groan. "This is your fault."

      "Tell me."

      "I'm dripping. My thighs are wet. If you were here you could⁠—"

      "I could what?"

      "You could feel it. How much I want you. I want your fingers inside me so badly I can't⁠—"

      "How many?"

      "Two." My breath hitched. "Two, like Sunday morning. Deep and slow and you curled them and I grabbed the headboard."

      "I remember the headboard."

      "I left fingerprints."

      "You left marks on my shoulder too."

      I slid my fingers down. Pushed two inside myself and my back arched off the mattress and the sound I made was unabashed and I should have cared that the windows were open but I didn't.

      "I'm inside myself," I said. "But it's not the same. Your hands are — you have this⁠—"

      "This what?"

      "Like this way of knowing where I need it before I do. Like you're reading me."

      "I am reading you. Right now. I can hear it."

      "Hear what?"

      "Your breathing changed when you pushed inside. It went deeper. You're not moving yet. You're adjusting." A pause. "Now move."

      I moved. Slow at first, matching some internal rhythm that her voice was setting, and my free hand gripped the sheet beside my hip and I could feel myself clenching around my own fingers and it was good but I wanted her weight, wanted her body over mine, wanted the press of her against me.

      "Harder," I said.

      "That's my line."

      "I'm stealing it. Harder, Bridge. Tell me what you'd do if you were here."

      "If I were there." Her voice dropped and deepened and I could hear her breathing shifting, less controlled now. "If I were there I'd have my mouth on your tits, flicking your nipple with my tongue until you lost your mind. I'd be inside you with my thigh bracing my hand so I could push deeper."

      "Yes—"

      "And I'd be watching your face. I always watch your face. You don't know what you look like when you're close."

      "What do I look like?"

      "Wrecked. Like you're giving everything to me."

      I fucked myself harder. My hips rising off the mattress in a rhythm that matched her breathing, matched the cadence of her voice. The phone was slipping against my ear from sweat and I pressed it harder and I could hear her, could hear that she was touching herself too. The subtle change in her breathing, the way words were coming between breaths instead of with them.

      "Are you touching yourself?" I asked.

      "Since you said my mouth."

      "Tell me."

      "My clit. Two fingers. Slow."

      "How does it feel?"

      "Like you." A ragged breath. "Like your tongue on Saturday night when you had me on the stairs and I couldn't—" She stopped. Started again. "I couldn't think. It felt so good."

      I groaned. The image of her on those stairs, her hand gripping the banister, her back arched, looking down at me between her legs with that expression of stunned, furious want. I'd replayed that image so many times this week it was worn smooth and it still hit.

      "I want my mouth on you," I said. "I want to taste you right now. I want to be between your legs and feel you come against my tongue."

      "Fuck, Frankie⁠—"

      "You make this sound. When you're close. This tiny sound in the back of your throat like you're trying to hold it together and you can't. I want that sound."

      "You're getting it." Her voice was strained now, the composure gone. "You're getting it right now. Keep talking."

      "I'd spread you open. Use my tongue flat, then tiny hard flicks, the way that makes your hips buck. And when you were right there, I'd push inside you with my fingers and I wouldn't stop. I wouldn't edge you. I wouldn't tease. I'd just⁠—"

      "Don't stop⁠—"

      "—I'd fuck you and taste you and feel you come and I wouldn't stop until you⁠—"

      "Frankie. I'm close."

      "Me too. I'm right there. I'm⁠—"

      My hand was moving fast now. Fingers inside myself, my thumb on my clit, slippery and urgent. My legs were shaking. My breath was gone. I could hear Bridge's breathing fracturing on the other end and we were both climbing toward it and the intimacy of that, two women in separate beds building toward the same edge at the same time⁠—

      "Fuck, I want you to come in my mouth, oh fuck, Bridge!"

      My voice broke on her name. Because my body broke first. The orgasm started low and rolled up through me in long, deep waves that made my thighs clamp and my back bow and I cried out, raw and unguarded, pressing my face toward the pillow, and the phone was still against my ear and I could hear Bridge's breathing shatter on the other end.

      She came seconds after me. A sharp exhale, half-bitten, and then a sound I hadn't heard over the weekend. Quieter, more private, stripped of the body language and the eye contact and reduced to just a voice in the dark. The most intimate sound I'd ever heard another person make.

      I followed the aftershocks. Small waves, diminishing, my hand gentling. I could hear Bridge doing the same. Both of us easing down from the same height, still synced, miles apart and breathing in time.

      Neither of us spoke. Just breath. The hum of the AC, the faint clink of Maple's tags from the hall. Bridge swallowing. A rustle of sheets. The sound of two women lying in separate beds with nothing between them except phone signal and whatever this was becoming.

      "Frankie," Bridge said. Just my name. Low, warm, with a weight underneath it that I couldn't identify and she wasn't going to explain.

      "Yeah."

      "That was⁠—"

      "Yeah."

      A breath of laughter from both of us. The kind where you're grinning at the ceiling and glad nobody can see your face.

      My stomach growled.

      A full, prolonged, furious protest from somewhere deep in my abdomen that shattered the silence so completely it might as well have been a third person joining the call. It went on for approximately six and a half years.

      Bridge was quiet for two seconds. Then: "Frankie."

      "Don't."

      "Have you eaten today?"

      "We were having a moment. We were in the middle of a post-orgasmic moment and my digestive system just⁠—"

      "Have you eaten?"

      I stared at the ceiling. My body was still humming. My skin was still flushed. And Bridge Cahill, who thirty seconds ago had been coming in my ear, was asking me about dinner.

      "I had lunch," I said.

      "When?"

      "Noon. Twelve thirty-ish."

      "It's after eleven."

      "I got distracted."

      "By what?"

      "By you! By this! By the woman who just — you can't pivot from orgasm to nutritional inquiry, Bridge, that's not how this works⁠—"

      She was laughing. Low, warm, and genuine.

      "This is your fault," I said.

      "My fault."

      "Someone made me come so many times this weekend I forgot to go buy more groceries. The eggs are gone. The cheese. The veggies. I had to buy dog food and forgot to buy people food and now my cabinets look like a crime scene after the evidence has been removed."

      "How many times?" she said.

      "I lost count."

      "I didn't."

      "What? Did you write it down?"

      "I didn't need to. I have an excellent memory." A pause. "The tree counts, by the way."

      "The tree absolutely counts. I came so hard I grabbed bark."

      "You grabbed my hair."

      "I grabbed bark first. The hair was a secondary grip. I had bark in my palm for two days, Bridge. The tree counts."

      We were both laughing now. Me flat on my back, boneless and spent, and Bridge in her apartment arguing about whether a ponderosa pine constituted a legitimate sexual venue, and the absurdity of it made me laugh harder and the laughing was so good, almost as good as the sex, I didn't want it to stop.

      "Eat something," Bridge said.

      "I'm too relaxed to move."

      "Eat something, Frankie."

      "The cabinets are bare. I even defrosted the sludge in the freezer but I opened the lid and then had to toss it before the CDC knocked on my door."

      "No kidding." A pause. "When I come to see Maple this weekend, I'm bringing groceries."

      My hand stilled on my stomach. I opened my mouth but didn't say anything, not immediately. It wasn't the groceries. It was the words this weekend. The assumption in it. The future tense, stated like fact, like of course she was coming, like the distance between us had an expiration date and she'd already marked it on whatever meticulous calendar she kept.

      "Okay," I said.

      "Okay."

      Several beats of silence followed.

      "You need to eat something before you sleep," she said. Quieter now.

      "I'll search my bags for a cereal bar."

      "Make sure you do." She paused again, and the concern in her silence sat heavier than the conversation. Then it was gone.

      "Goodnight, Frankie," she said.

      "Goodnight."

      Neither of us hung up. Three seconds, five. I listened to her breathe.

      "Sleep well," she said finally. And hung up.

      I lay there. Phone on my chest, screen gone dark, the warmth of it hot against my skin. The anglerfish had timed out and the TV was black. Maple's steady snore was slow. The cabin was quiet, and I should have felt empty or hollowed out but I didn't. I felt held. Which was absurd because no one was holding me. I was alone in my bed in my cabin with a pregnant dog and a dead television about to search for an old dry cereal bar in my backpack. But Bridge's voice was still in my ear, the trace of it, and the goodnight sat warm inside me.

      She'd said this weekend. She'd said groceries.
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      Bridge

      I bought groceries at the Whole Foods on Pearl Street. Salmon, chicken thighs, brown rice, quinoa, sweet potatoes, spinach, avocados, eggs, Greek yogurt, blueberries, almonds, olive oil, lemons. Two bags, organized by temperature requirement: cold on the left, ambient on the right.

      Elk Ridge was forty-seven minutes from my apartment. I'd driven the route once before, Saturday in the dark and then Monday, in the other direction, leaving. That was enough for me to recall highway to canyon road to the turnoff where the aspens started and the air changed. I didn't call ahead.

      When I reached the cabin, Frankie's truck was parked at an angle that suggested she'd gotten out in a hurry or hadn't been paying attention. Both equally likely. A wind chime made of flattened spoons hung from the porch railing and moved without conviction in the warm air.

      I parked. Grabbed the bags. Knocked once and the door swung open within seconds, which meant she'd seen me pull in or she'd been near the door or both. Maybe she'd been waiting.

      She was in cutoff shorts and a tank top that had seen better decades. Her hair was up. There was a fresh scratch on her forearm, thin and raised, the kind that came with talons. She had a dubious taste in birds.

      "Bridge."

      "You need food," I said.

      She looked at the bags. Looked at me. Looked at the bags again.

      "You drove forty-five minutes to bring me groceries."

      "Forty-seven." I walked past her into the cabin and set the bags on the counter where I'd beaten eggs at one in the morning and started unpacking. Cold items first.

      Maple emerged moving slower than the last time I'd seen her. The pregnancy and the nutritional kibble gave her a belly-heavy gait. She waddled up and pressed her nose into my leg. I scratched behind her ear without stopping what I was doing.

      "You didn't call," Frankie said from the doorway. She hadn't moved.

      "No."

      "You just drove here."

      "You said your cabinets were a crime scene. Your words."

      "That was a joke."

      I opened the trash bin lid and looked at her. "The CDC line wasn't."

      I opened the fridge. Three condiment bottles, a carton of oat milk with a sell-by date that had passed with dignity, and half a lime going gray and curled at the edges. I closed it. Opened the cabinets. Twelve cans of tomatoes, one of black beans, ten of sardines, and the bag of puppy-formula kibble Dr. Alvarez had recommended. Plenty of cans. Nothing that constituted a meal.

      "Frankie."

      "I was going to go shopping."

      "When?"

      "This weekend. Possibly. I had a plan."

      "Your plan on Tuesday night was a cereal bar from your backpack."

      She opened her mouth. Thought better and closed it. Then leaned against the doorframe and watched me fill her kitchen with food she probably wouldn't have chosen, based on her pizza choice, and was, I could tell, reluctantly impressed by.

      I worked through the bags in order. Proteins in the fridge: salmon on the middle shelf, chicken thighs below, yogurt and eggs on the door. Rice and quinoa in the cabinet beside the tomatoes. Sweet potatoes on the counter. Spinach in the crisper drawer, which had been empty for long enough that the liner had dried out. I replaced it with a paper towel.

      "You're reorganizing my fridge."

      "I can't reorganize what's not there."

      "I had a system."

      "Condiments and a dead lime isn't a system."

      She laughed. I kept unpacking. I knew what I was doing. I was aware of it in the same way I was aware of my hands on rock: the action was deliberate and purposeful and I did not need to examine the impulse behind it. Frankie wasn't eating properly. I'd heard it on the phone. Her stomach had made the case louder than she would have. So, I'd gone to the store and bought food and driven it to her cabin. It was straightforward.

      Except I'd also bought chiles because she'd had chile sauce on her thumb on Monday morning and the smell had hit me at the crux of a climb two days later. But that was incidental.

      "Can you cook?" Frankie said.

      "Can I cook?"

      "I mean I've seen you make eggs, but eggs are entry level."

      "Sit down."

      "Bossy."

      "Sit down or help. Those are your options."

      She chose help. Frankie didn't sit down for things she could participate in.

      "I need two knives and two cutting boards."

      She opened a cabinet and pulled them out. I'd remembered where they were from last time but I wanted her involved. She placed them on the counter, and I slid one of each toward her along with two sweet potatoes and told her to cut them into half-inch cubes.

      "Half inch."

      "Half inch. Consistent size. They cook evenly."

      "You're very specific about potato dimensions."

      "I'm specific about most things."

      She started cutting. Her knife work was decent, which I hadn't expected. The cubes were irregular but close enough. I watched her hands while I seasoned the salmon, noting the way she worked: competent, and fast, but impatient. She chopped the way she talked. Everything at once, correcting on the fly.

      I heated olive oil in the skillet I'd found hanging from a hook above the stove, set the rice going, laid the salmon skin-side down and adjusted the flame. The kitchen filled with the smell of hot oil and fish and the paprika I'd brought because I'd remembered she had some but suspected it was older than Maple.

      Frankie was at the counter, her back to me. Cutting board in front of her, knife moving in steady, slightly uneven strokes. Her shoulders were brown from the sun. A mole sat at the base of her neck, just below the hairline, and I'd kissed that mole on Sunday morning and I could almost taste the salt of it if I let myself.

      I set the spatula down and crossed the kitchen. Stood behind her. Close enough that she could feel me but not close enough to touch. She stopped cutting.

      "Bridge."

      "Keep chopping."

      A beat. She picked up the knife. Resumed. Her shoulders had tightened and her breathing had shifted and she hadn't turned around. I stepped closer. My chest against her back. My hips against hers. I put my hands on the counter, one either side of her, and leaned in until my mouth was beside her ear.

      "Half inch," I said. "Consistent."

      "I'm going to cut myself."

      "Put the knife down, then."

      She put it down. Her hands went flat on the counter. I could feel her breathing, the expansion of her ribs against my chest, and the control it was taking her to stay still.

      I slid my right hand off the counter, down her arm, over her hip. Found the waistband of her shorts and traced along the edge of it. Her stomach contracted under my fingers.

      "The salmon's going to burn," she said.

      "The salmon has four minutes."

      "You're timing this?"

      "I'm always timing things."

      My hand slipped inside her shorts. No underwear. My fingers found her and she was already wet and the sound she made when I touched her was quiet and stunned, like she'd been expecting this but the reality still ambushed her.

      I pressed my mouth to her neck. That spot. The one she'd mentioned on the phone, below her ear, where I'd learned on Saturday night that a certain pressure made her lose the ability to speak. I applied it now. Gentle but enough. My fingers working in slow circles while my other hand gripped her hip and held her against me.

      "Oh, god." Her head dropped forward. Her hands curled against the counter. "Bridge, I can't — I can't stand up if you⁠—"

      "You can stand up."

      "My knees are⁠—"

      "I've got you."

      I held her weight. My arm braced across her hip, my hand between her legs, her back pressed against my chest. She was trembling. The small, continuous vibration that I'd learned meant she was close to the edge and fighting it because Frankie fought everything, including her own pleasure.

      I moved my fingers faster. Focused. She gasped and her hips bucked against my hand and I caught the rhythm and matched it, pushing her toward it. Her breath came in short, desperate pulls. One hand left the counter and gripped my forearm, nails digging in, and the sound she was making was climbing toward the one I'd heard through the phone four nights ago.

      "Turn around," I said.

      She turned. Her face was flushed, her eyes wide and dark, her lips parted. I kissed her once. Brief, hard. Then I put both hands on her waist and lifted her onto the kitchen table.

      The table was old, solid pine, easily held her weight without protest. She sat on the edge, breathing hard, her legs apart, and I stood between them and looked at her. Her tank top had ridden up. Her shorts were undone from my hand being inside them. She looked expectant and hungry and incredulous, like she couldn't quite believe this was happening in her kitchen on a Saturday afternoon while the salmon cooked on the stove.

      I dropped to my knees and pulled her shorts down. She lifted her hips to help and I slid them off in one movement and her legs fell open and I put my mouth on her.

      Her hands flew to my hair, gripping, and her head tipped back and a sound came out of her that I'd been thinking about for four days, the one that went through me like a current finding ground.

      I worked her with my tongue. Flat, then focused, then circling. I knew her body now in a way I hadn't a week ago. I knew that pressure on the left made her gasp, and direct contact on the center made her swear. I knew that if I backed off when she was close she'd grip harder, and that she'd try to close her thighs around my head when she was about to come.

      I held them apart. My hands on her inner thighs, my mouth on her, and I didn't tease. I'd promised her that on the phone. No edging, no holding back. Just this.

      She was vocal. Beyond vocal. Frankie's narration of her own experience ran continuously during sex in a way that I found both charming and incredibly hot: a stream of profanity interspersed with my name and occasional fragments of sentences that didn't finish because her body kept interrupting her brain.

      "Bridge — fuck — right there, right — oh my god, don't stop, I'm — your mouth, your fucking mouth — I can't — Bridge — I'm going to⁠—"

      I pushed two fingers inside her, curled them, kept my mouth where it was.

      She came with a shout that echoed off the kitchen ceiling. Her whole body arched off the table, her thighs clamped against my hands, and I felt the contractions grip my fingers in long, rolling pulses. I held steady. Kept the pressure. Let her ride it until the aftershocks faded and she collapsed back onto the table, chest heaving, staring at the ceiling.

      I withdrew my fingers gently, kissed the inside of her thigh, and stood up.

      I walked back to the stove, took the salmon off the heat to rest, swept the sweet potatoes into the hot pan and adjusted the flame. Checked the rice.

      "That," I said, without turning around, "was the appetizer."

      Silence behind me. Then a laugh. Breathless, disbelieving, borderline hysterical.

      "You — you just—" Frankie was still on the table. I could hear her trying to sit up. "You went down on me and then went back to cooking."

      "The salmon needs another two minutes."

      "I need another two minutes."

      "Take your time."

      I heard her slide off the table. The soft thud of her bare feet on the floor. She appeared beside me at the stove, shorts back on, face still flushed, hair destroyed.

      "You planned this," she said.

      "I planned dinner."

      "You planned dinner and that. You planned the whole lot."

      "The sweet potatoes need turning."

      She picked up the spatula. Turned the sweet potatoes. Her hand was shaking and she saw me notice and didn't try to hide it.

      "Five thousand calories a day," she said.

      "When I'm training."

      "Is that what this is? Training?"

      I looked at her. She was grinning. Flushed and bright-eyed and grinning at me in her kitchen with her spatula and the warmth of her body still close enough to feel. I let the corner of my mouth move.

      "I don't waste food," I said. "Sit down. This is almost ready."

      She sat at the table, at the place where I'd just had her. Just the action seemed to make her cheeks flush more. I plated the salmon, rice, roasted sweet potatoes, and a handful of spinach I'd wilted in the residual heat of the pan, and set it in front of her with a lemon wedge.

      "Eat," I said.

      She picked up her fork. Took a bite of the salmon. Closed her eyes.

      "This is gorgeous."

      "It's protein, complex carbs, and dark leafy greens."

      "It's gorgeous and you know it."

      "And so are you." I sat across from her. Ate the food. The salmon was good. I'd seasoned it properly: lemon, dill, salt, a whisper of garlic. Nutrient-dense. The sweet potatoes had enough beta-carotene to matter. The spinach covered iron.

      I ate the way I always did: every component accounted for, every nutrient tracked. The habit of someone whose blood counts had once taught her not to take that for granted.

      Frankie ate like a woman who hadn't had a proper meal in a week. Which, based on the evidence of her kitchen, she hadn't. She finished before me and looked at the pan.

      "Is there more?"

      I served her more.

      Maple lay between our feet under the table, her belly round and warm against my ankle. She'd positioned herself between us, which was either diplomacy or an attempt to maximize the likelihood of dropped food. I reached down and scratched her ear. She sighed.

      "Stay tonight," Frankie said.

      I looked at her across the table. She was watching me with an expression that was quieter than desire and steadier than the post-sex glow.

      "I wasn't planning on driving back," I said.

      "Good." She stood up. Collected both plates. Took them to the sink, washed and dried them. Hung the towel on the hook. Turned around and leaned against the counter.

      "Bridge."

      "Yeah."

      "Thank you. For the food."

      "You needed to eat."

      "I know. But you drove all this way to make sure I did." She paused. "Thank you."

      I held her gaze. I'd driven here because her stomach had growled on the phone and I couldn't sit in my apartment thinking about a woman who wasn't eating.

      Frankie crossed the kitchen. Stood in front of me. Put her hands on my face and kissed me. A slow kiss. She tasted of lemon and dill and the dinner I'd made her and when she pulled back, she held my gaze.

      "Can I offer you dessert?" she asked.

      She took my hand and led me down the hallway, her fingers laced through mine. I let her take me.
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      Frankie

      The hiker's name was Greg. He was fifty-three, from Littleton, and he'd left the marked trail two hours ago because he'd seen what he was certain was a mountain lion track and wanted a photo for his Instagram.

      "It was a dog print," Shannon said into the radio. "Canine. Spread toes, visible nail marks. Probably a Malamute off-leash."

      "It looked really big," Greg called down from the rock shelf.

      "They're big dogs," I said.

      He'd followed the tracks off-trail, up a drainage, and onto a fifteen-foot scramble that looked climbable from below. And it was, going up. The problem was coming back down. The rock was loose sandstone over packed dirt, crumbling where it met the slope, and the drop below the shelf wasn't fatal, but it was enough to break things that mattered. Greg was in trail runners with soles smoother than my kitchen floor. He'd gotten up on adrenaline and grip and now he was sitting on the ledge with his phone at four percent, no water, and the dawning understanding that what goes up doesn't always come down the same way.

      His wife had reported him overdue at the trailhead. Dispatch paged us. A Sunday afternoon, clear skies, seventy-two degrees. The kind of callout that sat between routine and downright stupid, where the danger was real but avoidable and the paperwork would be longer than the rescue. Across a summer we had a few of these callouts.

      Shannon assessed the shelf from below, hands on her hips, reading the rock.

      "Greg, I need you to stay exactly where you are," she said. "Don't try to stand up."

      "I wasn't planning on it."

      "Good. Frankie's going to come up to your left. There's a seam in the rock about three feet below you — see it? The darker line."

      "I see it."

      "She's going to use that. When she gets to you, she'll guide your feet. You don't move unless she tells you to."

      "Copy." He said it like a man who'd watched too many action films but was, at this moment, genuinely grateful for the vocabulary.

      I dropped my pack, pulled on my gloves, and moved to the left side of the shelf where the rock was more solid. The seam Shannon had spotted ran diagonally across the face — good footholds, workable for hands if you trusted your fingers more than the surface. I'd climbed worse in training. I'd climbed worse for fun.

      The irony of what I was doing, scrambling up a rock face to rescue someone, while sleeping with a woman who did this without ropes at three hundred feet didn't escape me.

      I reached Greg in under two minutes. He was pale under his sunburn and his hands were gripping the edge of the shelf hard enough to whiten his knuckles.

      "Hey, Greg."

      "Hi."

      "How are we doing?"

      "Honestly? I've been better."

      "Okay, here's what we're going to do. I'm going to stay right beside you. You're going to turn around, slowly and face the rock. Then I'm going to put your feet where they need to go, one at a time. You don't look down, you don't rush, and you hold on to whatever I tell you to hold on to. Sound good?"

      "And if I fall?"

      "Then Shannon catches you and you owe her a beer."

      "I'll take the beer option," Shannon called from below.

      Greg laughed. It was shaky, but it was a laugh. A laughing person is a person whose brain is still online.

      I talked him around. Hands here. Right foot to the ledge below. Feel it? Good. Weight on that foot. Now left foot. He moved like a man crossing a frozen lake, every step a negotiation with gravity. I stayed close, one hand on the rock, the other near enough to grab his pack strap if he slipped. Shannon directed from the ground, calling out footholds that couldn't be seen from above.

      It took seven minutes. When his trail runners hit dirt, his legs buckled and he sat down hard on the ground and put his head between his knees.

      "You're good," I said. "Nice work."

      "I'm never leaving a trail again."

      "You will," Shannon said. "But maybe bring better shoes."

      His daughter was getting married in October, he told us on the walk out. He'd been trying to lose weight for the photos. The mountain lion track had been exciting because his ex-wife was afraid of mountain lions and he'd wanted to send her the picture.

      "You hiked off-trail and got stuck on a cliff to impress your ex-wife," I said.

      "When you say it like that it sounds dumb."

      "It sounds like something I'd do," I said, and he laughed.

      Shannon glanced back at me. I caught the look and ignored it.

      We delivered Greg to his current wife at the trailhead. She was furious and relieved in the way people get when fear converts to anger because the worst thing didn't happen. She hugged him. Then she hit his arm. Then she hugged him again. He looked at me over her shoulder like a man who knew exactly what he'd done and would absolutely do it again next weekend.

      Shannon and I signed off with base, stowed our packs in her truck, and sat on the tailgate drinking water while the parking lot emptied.

      This was my favorite part. The after. When the work was done and there was still daylight and you could sit with someone who didn't need you to talk.

      Shannon drank her water. Looked at the mountains. Took her time.

      "You're in a good mood," she said.

      "I'm always in a good mood."

      "No, you're not." She said it flat. "You've been in a shit mood for months, but you're good at offering a front. But not lately. Lately, you're different."

      I peeled the label on my water bottle. A strip came off clean. "Different how."

      "I don't know. Lighter." She paused. Considered. "You were smiling almost the whole way up there."

      "I smile."

      "You haven't since before Dee."

      Dee. There it was. Shannon had waited longer than I'd expected to use it.

      "You even started whistling, and you never whistle," she said, then looked right at me. "And for good reason."

      "I'm just having a good day," I said.

      Shannon looked at me. The full look. The one she gave me when I was full of shit, which, to be fair, was most of the time.

      "Okay," she said. "You're having a good day. You've been having a good couple of weeks. You brought coffee to the briefing on Thursday. Good coffee. Not the gas station stuff you've been drinking since—" She stopped herself. Rerouted. "You look like you're sleeping again."

      "I sleep fine."

      "You had bags under your eyes for two months. They're gone. And you keep checking your phone and smiling at it, which I've been pretending not to notice because I figured you'd tell me when you were ready."

      I looked at the parking lot. Greg's wife was driving away. Greg was in the passenger seat.

      "There's someone," I said.

      Shannon nodded once. She already knew. Had probably known since that first Saturday night, because Shannon noticed everything and said nothing until she'd decided it was time.

      "Good," she said. And she meant it.

      Then she said, "So who is she?"

      And that was where it got harder.

      "She's a climber. Lives in Boulder."

      "A climber." Shannon's voice didn't change, but her posture did. A fraction of a degree. The same micro-adjustment she made when a weather report shifted during a search. "What kind?"

      "Free solo, mostly. She does guided stuff too. Coaching."

      Shannon was quiet. She knew climbing. She knew what free solo meant. She'd recovered bodies from falls. She'd sat in briefing rooms looking at topographical maps, calculating how many hours they had before a search became a recovery.

      "She the one from Rosie's?"

      I nodded. "She's the one who appeared at training. Three weeks ago. Climbed over the edge when we were on a break." I could feel her eyes on me. "Same morning Maple appeared."

      "Three weeks then."

      "Give or take."

      "And you're whistling already."

      I looked at her. Her mouth held that middle ground between assessment and affection. In fairness, it was where Shannon did most of her living.

      "She's good, Shannon. I mean she's—" I stopped. Started again. "She showed up at my cabin yesterday with groceries because I mentioned my cabinets were empty. She cooked me dinner. She's funny and she's smart and she doesn't fill silence because she needs to, and she's good with Maple, and I don't know. I just—yeah."

      Shannon let me finish. She was good at that, letting a person run out of words before she said the thing she'd been planning to say all along.

      "Three weeks ago you were still in bits about Dee."

      I let out a sigh, one that didn't mask my mild irritation. Because what she said was true. And I didn't want to hear it.

      Three weeks and two days ago I couldn't even mention Dee's name. Couldn't sit still in case she came wandering into my head uninvited. Her and her new lover, Sam, with her nose ring and podcast about fermentation.

      "I know," I said.

      "Do you?"

      "Shannon—"

      "I'm not judging you." She held up a hand. "I'm not. I watched you fall apart over Dee and I watched you try to hold yourself together. I figured you'd process on your own schedule. You always do. But this—" She gestured in my direction, at the whistling, the phone in my pocket. "The whistling—is fast."

      "It doesn't feel fast."

      "We're lesbians. It never does."

      I pulled another strip off the water bottle back label. The glue left a residue on my fingers. Sticky and hard to get rid of, which felt appropriate.

      "How much do you actually know about her?" Shannon asked.

      "What do you mean?"

      "I mean what do you know. Her background. Why she solos."

      I opened my mouth and the inventory came up short. I knew Bridge's body. Her voice in the dark. The way she packed and organized groceries: by temperature. I knew how she seasoned salmon with dill and garlic, how she timed everything. She had a brother named Conor who she loved. I could tell by the way she'd said his name once. He was a doctor. And she lived the way she climbed—committed, with nothing to catch her.

      I didn't know where she grew up. I didn't know about her parents. I hadn't asked.

      "I know enough," I said.

      Shannon gave me the look I reserved for volunteers holding maps upside down.

      "You know the fun stuff," she said. "You know the stuff that makes you whistle."

      "We've known each other three weeks, Shannon. I don't need her social security number. Right now she just needs to make me whistle."

      "You don't need her social security number. But before you get in too deep you might want to find out if she's another Dee. Or worse."

      "Worse?"

      "You give everything, Frankie. You always have. It's the best thing about you and it's the most dangerous. You gave Dee everything and Dee fucked a craft brewer in your bed. I don't want to watch that happen again."

      I looked at the mountains. The afternoon light was hitting the bare peaks turning the tips gold and amber, and I did not want to be having this conversation. I wanted to be back in my kitchen with Bridge's hands on my waist and the warmth of her breath against my neck.

      "She's not Dee," I said.

      "You don't know that. You don't know what she is because you haven't asked."

      "And you know this because you're such an expert on healthy relationship timelines? You went five years without letting anyone within ten feet of you."

      It was mean. I knew it was mean the second it came out. Shannon's jaw tightened and she looked away, toward the trailhead, and I watched the verbal punch register and felt like garbage.

      "Sorry," I said. "That was⁠—"

      "True," Shannon said. "It was true. I did do that. And then Tess showed up and I learned better. So maybe I've earned the right to say this."

      I didn't have an answer for that. She had earned it. She'd earned it by sitting through the hardest years of her life and coming out the other side with Tess. She'd earned it by being the person I called when Dee torched my life.

      The parking lot was empty. The only sound came from the creek below. A Steller's jay landed on the trail marker post, assessed us, found us zero entertainment value, and left.

      "Just have real conversations with her," Shannon said. "Not just the fun ones. If she's worth what you're feeling, she'll answer them."

      I nodded. Not because I agreed but because I didn't have the energy to disagree and because the part of me that wasn't digging in knew she was right. I didn't know Bridge. I knew pieces of Bridge. Consuming pieces that I'd assembled into a shape that looked like a person but might have gaps I couldn't see from this angle.

      Shannon slid off the tailgate. Stretched her back. Picked up both our packs and slung them in the truck bed.

      "For what it's worth," she said, opening the driver's door, "you do look good. Whatever this is, it's working. Just make sure you know what you're signing up for."

      She started the truck. I slammed the tailgate up and climbed in. We drove down the canyon without talking, both of us somewhere in our heads.

      Shannon dropped me at the cabin. Lifted a hand to wave as she pulled out. I stood and listened to the truck fade and then it was just the creek and the wind in the aspens and the distant complaint of a magpie.

      Maple met me at the door, slower now, her belly heavy getting heavier every day. She pressed her nose into my leg and I crouched down and made a fuss of her and said nothing because Maple didn't require conversation, which was one of her better qualities.

      I fed her. Changed her water. Stood at the kitchen counter where Bridge had stood behind me twenty-four hours ago with her hands on either side of me and I could still feel her: the heat of her chest against my back, the deliberate calm of her voice. My body remembered before I'd decided to let it.

      I opened the fridge. Bridge's groceries sat on the shelves, organized. More salmon on the middle shelf. Chicken thighs below. Yogurt, cheese and eggs on the door. My fridge looked like it belonged to someone who had their life together. It didn't belong to me.

      Shannon's question sat in my head. What do you actually know about her?

      She'd driven forty-seven minutes with two bags of groceries because my stomach had growled on the phone. She'd cooked me salmon and gone down on me on the kitchen table and then returned to the stove without missing a beat. She held me in the dark and her breathing slowed before mine and she was asleep within minutes, in that freakish way that only a few people can ever do.

      I knew she'd kissed me like I mattered.

      I also knew that when I'd asked about her parents, she'd changed the subject. That she'd mentioned Conor, once, but never her mother or father. That her apartment, when I'd seen it on the screen, looked like nobody's home looked. A cactus on the sill was the only thing that hinted at decoration.

      People live like that for reasons. I'd seen it at the wildlife center, the coyotes that came in solo. They ate when no one was watching. They slept with their backs to the wall. They let you close enough to treat them and not an inch further.

      Bridge wasn't a rescue. She'd laugh at the comparison, and she'd be right to. She was the most competent person I'd ever met. She climbed vertical rock without a rope. She replaced my crisper drawer liner with a paper towel. She fed me.

      But competence isn't openness. And control isn't trust.

      I sat on the porch with Maple at my feet and the evening settling over Elk Ridge the way it always did, slow and gold, the creek and the birds and the distant truck downshifting on the county road.

      My phone buzzed. Two texts from Bridge. A photo of a hold she was working on at the gym, chalk on her fingers. And underneath: Maple update?

      I typed back. Four-legged wrecking ball is fine. Ate a sock today.

      The reply came in eight seconds: Which sock?

      My left hiking sock. The wool one.

      A pause. Then came her reply. She has good taste.

      I smiled. I wanted to call her. I wanted to hear her voice and let it drown out Shannon's and my own. I wanted to ask her nothing important and let the silence between us be easy, let her breathing be enough.

      I didn't call. I put the phone on the arm of the chair and watched the light leave the valley and thought about Bridge's sparse apartment and the parents she didn't mention, and the fifteen-foot shelf I'd just talked Greg down from.

      He'd gotten up on adrenaline. He hadn't thought about coming down. That was the thing about heights. They felt possible from below.

      Maple sighed at my feet. I reached down and rested my hand on her belly. Warm. Full of the lives she was building in there, without any help from us.

      "You're braver than me," I told her. "Carrying all that around without knowing what's coming."

      She thumped her tail once. I took it as solidarity.
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      Frankie

      Dr. Alvarez had the ultrasound gel on the counter when I walked in. I placed Maple on the table and got her to lie down. She stared at me with big eyes and sighed with the resignation of an animal who was beginning to understand resistance was futile and treats were forthcoming.

      "She's gained weight," Dr. Alvarez said, running her hand along Maple's flank. "That's good. The nutrition plan's working."

      "She ate half a sock this week."

      "What kind of sock?"

      "Wool."

      "She passed it?"

      "With enthusiasm. It was sort of woven through."

      Dr. Alvarez made a note. She was a woman with steady hands and a gift for warmth, which was what you wanted in someone sticking a probe into your pregnant dog. She'd treated everything from SAR dogs to a llama that wandered into someone's garage. She'd looked after our family pets since I was a kid.

      She shaved a patch on Maple's belly. Maple watched me like a woman enduring a spa treatment she hadn't requested. The gel went on and then the probe, and the screen beside the table lit up with the gray murk of an ultrasound image.

      I leaned in. I'd seen ultrasounds before. I'd worked with pregnant animals at the center and I knew what I was looking at: fluid, tissue, the dark pockets of amniotic sacs. But knowing didn't stop the lurch in my chest when the first heartbeat appeared on the monitor, tiny and fast.

      "There's one," Dr. Alvarez said. She moved the probe. "And two." Another adjustment, deliberate. "Three. Strong heartbeats on all three. Good size, good positioning."

      Three. Three puppies. Three heartbeats. I was doing the math on whelping supplies when Dr. Alvarez paused. Her hand stilled on the probe and she tilted it, pressing gently into Maple's belly at a different angle. Maple's ear twitched but she didn't move.

      "Hang on," Dr. Alvarez said, her tone not alarmed but definitely focused. She adjusted the screen contrast and moved the probe in an arc. "There. See that?"

      She pointed at the screen. Behind the third sac, tucked against Maple's spine where the others were casting shadows, a fourth shape. Smaller than the rest. The heartbeat was there but not as clear.

      "Four," I said.

      "Four. This one's been hiding. It's smaller than the other three."

      I stared at the screen. The fourth sac sat in the shadow of its siblings, pressed into the space they'd left. Like a late arrival at a table that was already full.

      "Is that a problem?"

      Dr. Alvarez set the probe down and wiped the gel from Maple's belly with a cloth. Maple immediately tried to lick the spot.

      "It could mean nothing. Size variation in litters is common in strays where we don't know the nutritional history during gestation. Some puppies are just smaller." She folded the cloth. "But it could mean this one needs extra support after birth. Lower birth weight pups can struggle to maintain body temperature and compete for a nursing position. If the size discrepancy holds through to birth, you'd want to monitor feeding and supplement with bottle feeding if necessary."

      "What's the risk?"

      "For the pregnancy itself, low. Maple's carrying well. For the smaller puppy after birth, the first forty-eight hours are critical. Fading puppy syndrome is the main concern with runts. We watch for lethargy, failure to nurse, temperature drop."

      I nodded. Professional mode. I'd heard versions of this speech before, sitting on the other side of exam tables with fox kits and injured fawns and a coyote pup that hadn't made it through its first night. I knew the risks, and how unfair life could sometimes be.

      "I want to schedule an X-ray after day fifty-five," Dr. Alvarez continued. "It'll give us a definitive count and let me check skeletal development on the smaller one. Ultrasound can miss puppies, especially when they're tucked behind siblings like this. There could be a fifth we can't see."

      "A fifth."

      "I'm not saying there is. I'm saying I can see at least four and I want to be sure. The X-ray will confirm."

      She gave me the date. I put it in my phone. She ran through the rest: keep up the nutrition plan, monitor Maple's temperature daily starting at day fifty-six, prepare a whelping area, keep it warm, keep it quiet. She printed a handout with diagrams and feeding schedules and emergency numbers. I took it, thanked her, and carried Maple to the truck.

      The parking lot was empty. Late afternoon, Tuesday, the kind of stillness that small-town Colorado does without trying. I put Maple on the passenger seat. She curled into the dent she'd worn in the upholstery and closed her eyes.

      I sat behind the wheel. Key in the ignition. Engine off.

      Four puppies. One of them too small. And maybe a fifth.

      The professional part of my brain was already itemizing: a box for the birth, heat lamp, puppy formula, a scale accurate to the gram, Dr. Alvarez's emergency number on speed dial. I'd done this. I knew how to do this. I'd raised orphaned animals that arrived hypothermic and dehydrated and I'd brought them back with tube feeding and warming pads and thirty-six-hour shifts of checking temperatures every two hours.

      But those were work animals. Center animals. They came in and I did my job and some of them made it and some of them didn't and I processed the ones that didn't with the grief that comes with understanding that nature wasn't sentimental.

      Maple was mine. These puppies were mine. The smaller one, tucked behind its siblings, was mine.

      My phone was in my hand. I'd unlocked it without deciding to. My mother was at the top of my contacts. The first call for everything: when we had a successful rescue, to bad days, or nights, like when I caught Dee fermenting in our bed, and my life blew apart. She'd answer by the second ring and say mija and I'd hear the kitchen and she'd tell me it would be fine, that I was built for this, that God didn't give people more than they could carry.

      I scrolled past her name.

      Bridge's contact was three below. I'd saved it with just her first name, no surname, no emoji, because I wasn't twenty-two and also because I hadn't been sure, at the time, whether I'd be calling it again.

      I pressed it.

      She answered on the fourth ring. "Frankie."

      "Hey."

      She must've heard it in my voice.

      "What's wrong?"

      "Vet appointment. Maple's ultrasound. There are four puppies. But one of them's smaller than the others. Might need extra help after the birth. Might be a fifth they can't see yet." I was talking too fast. I could hear it. "She's fine. Maple's fine. It's just⁠—"

      "Come here," Bridge said. "Bring Maple."

      "I'm in Elk Ridge. I'd need to⁠—"

      "I know where you are. I'm home. Come here."

      She texted me her address and I started the engine.

      The drive to Boulder took fifty-two minutes. I'd done it enough times now that the route was beginning to feel memorized: highway to the canyon road, the turnoff past Eldorado, the stretch where the Flatirons appeared above the tree line and the air changed from pine to something drier and warmer. Maple slept. I drove with the windows cracked, radio off and Google Maps directing me. I took the turnoff past Eldorado, my mind working through everything Dr. Alvarez had told me, circling back to the flicker on the ultrasound screen and the words fading puppy syndrome.

      I'd lost a fox kit to fading. Two years ago. She'd been the smallest in a litter of five, underweight, struggling to nurse. I'd done everything right. Warming pad, tube feeding, temperature checks every ninety minutes. She'd died at fourteen hours. I'd held her in a towel and felt the warmth leave and I'd put her in the freezer at the center because that was protocol, and then I'd gone to my truck and sat there for twenty minutes before I could drive home.

      That was work grief. Clean and contained. It stayed at the center.

      This wouldn't.

      Bridge's apartment was a ground-floor conversion in a building that shared walls with a tire center and a storage unit. So far our relationship existed in my cabin, on more or less my terms, but now I was standing on a sidewalk, the smell of rubber and motor oil heavy in the air, looking at a black door with no number on it. And all I could think about was Shannon's question: What do you really know about her?

      She opened it before I knocked, barefoot, in climbing pants and a tank top. She looked at me the way she had on the cliff that first day, reading the surface before she spoke.

      "Hey," she said.

      "Hey."

      She stepped back. I walked in with Maple in my arms.

      The apartment was smaller than I'd expected. One room that held a mattress on a low wooden frame, a kitchen table with two seats, and three shelves of books in the corner. A cactus sat on the windowsill. The window faced the parking lot where I parked my truck.

      That was it. That was the room. No photos on the walls. No pile of mail on the counter. No evidence of the debris that builds up in a life lived in one place. My cabin had three years of me in it: SAR maps tacked to the wall, the wind chime my father made, three coffee mugs with different chips in them that I refused to throw away and now there was even a basket of Maple's toys by the door. Bridge's apartment had a mattress, a table, a cactus, and some books, all of them about climbing.

      A second door was open to what would have been the other bedroom maybe? I could see ropes, and harnesses, with shoes lined up underneath. Each piece hung or shelved exactly, nothing touching the floor.

      I set Maple down. She sniffed the floor, walked the room, and then settled on the rug beside Bridge's bed like she'd decided this qualified.

      "She approves," I said.

      "She has low standards. She ate your sock."

      I almost laughed. Instead my eyes stung and I pressed the heels of my hands into them and stood there like an idiot in a woman's apartment that contained a cactus and a few books and nothing that would tell you who lived here if she left tomorrow. And she could, with room to spare in the truck.

      Bridge didn't touch me. She stood two feet away and waited.

      "Tell me what the vet said," she said.

      I told her everything. The four sacs, the heartbeats, the smaller fourth puppy tucked behind its siblings, the X-ray scheduled for day fifty-five, even the feeding and temperature protocols I might have to follow in the forty-eight-hour window. My voice only caught once, on fading puppy syndrome, and Bridge heard it and said nothing.

      "What do you need for when the puppies come?" she asked.

      "A box. Heat lamp. Digital thermometer. Kitchen scale. Puppy formula. Towels."

      "Do you have any of that?"

      "The towels."

      "We'll get the rest this week."

      We.

      My chest was a little less tight.

      She made food. The kitchen was small but functional, and Bridge moved around it without thought, filling the rice cooker, pulling chicken from the fridge, cutting vegetables fast and clean. No recipe. No hesitation. I sat at the table in the other room and watched her cook, trying not to think about the fact that I'd driven here instead of calling my mother.

      "You're not worried," I said.

      She looked over her shoulder. "About?"

      "The puppy. The smaller one."

      "I heard everything you said. Worrying now doesn't change what happens at birth. You've done the preparation. The vet's good. The rest is waiting."

      It was the most logical response possible to a problem that had bypassed my rational brain. And, I realized, it helped. Not because it fixed anything but because Bridge standing in her kitchen with a knife and no panic made the ground more solid.

      She brought through two plates of food and laid them on the table. We ate sitting across from each other. Maple had her kibble on the floor beside us. Bridge ate everything on her plate, every grain of rice, every piece of vegetable, like her life depended on it. After dinner she washed the plates. I dried. There wasn't much to wash.

      "Do you want to stay?" she asked. Not assuming.

      "Yeah."

      "Okay."

      She opened a drawer, pulled out a tank top, and held it out. Gray cotton, soft from years of washing, a faded climbing logo across the chest. I took it to the bathroom and changed. The fabric smelled like her laundry detergent and, underneath, chalk. I held it against my face and stood there for a moment with my eyes closed.

      When I came out, Bridge had changed too. Running shorts, a tank. She was sitting on the edge of the bed, and Maple had already claimed the rug below, belly round and warm, breathing steady.

      I got into bed. The mattress was firm. The pillow was flat, the sort favored by someone who sleeps face down. The streetlight from the parking lot threw an orange stripe across the ceiling.

      Bridge got in beside me. She lay on her back. I lay on my side, facing her. The space between us was small but she didn't cross it. She let me decide.

      I reached for her hand. Found it on the sheet between us. Her fingers closed around mine, warm and dry and callused.

      That was it.

      We lay in Bridge's bed in her apartment with her cactus on the sill and a room full of gear next door and nothing else. Except a long mirror, stuck to the wall, that was probably there when she moved in. I stared at the reflection, the two of us lying together, Maple on the floor.

      Bridge fell asleep before me. Her breathing slowed and she was gone in under a minute.

      Maple sighed and I listened to both of them breathing and thought about four puppies, one of them too small, and the woman beside me who'd said come here, bring Maple like it was the simplest thing in the world.

      I closed my eyes and fell asleep in a bed that wasn't mine, wearing a shirt that wasn't mine, holding a hand that was starting to feel like it was.
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      Bridge

      I woke before Frankie. Five years of solo living had made me a light sleeper, or maybe it was from before. I didn't dwell on which. It was six twelve, the parking lot light still burning through the window, orange against the ceiling. Frankie was on her side, facing me. Her hand was still in mine. Loose now, her fingers slack with sleep, but she hadn't let go. Maple was on the rug, belly to the ceiling, paws twitching.

      I watched Frankie breathe. Her face in sleep was different. The humor gone, the guard down. Just the architecture of her: the line of her jaw, the dark sweep of her hair across the pillow, the faint crease between her brows that didn't quite smooth out even now.

      She was here with me, in the apartment where nobody stayed. Anya, my previous on-and-off hook-up, had never come here. Kate had, and that had ended with a forty-minute conversation about why I wouldn't let her in. Since then, the apartment had been mine alone.

      Yet Frankie was here with her adopted pregnant dog and my tank top riding up her stomach, and she fit into a space I'd built for one.

      I extracted my hand. She didn't wake. I got up, used the bathroom, started the coffee. The machine was quiet but the grinder wasn't, and Frankie appeared in the doorway before the water had finished dripping through. My tank hung loose on her frame. Her hair was a disaster, which didn't help.

      "What time is it?"

      "Six thirty."

      "Why are you up?"

      "I'm always up at this time."

      She leaned against the doorframe and squinted at me. Maple pushed past her legs and went to the door and stood there with purpose.

      "She needs out," Frankie said.

      "There's a patch of grass by the parking lot. She won't be impressed but it'll work."

      Frankie took Maple out. I made two cups of coffee and put them on the table and sat in the chair I always sat in. The second chair had a climbing magazine on it from three months ago. I moved it just as Frankie came back in with Maple. She sat across from me, wrapped her hands around the coffee mug, closed her eyes and breathed in the steam.

      "How do you feel?" I asked.

      "Like I slept in someone else's bed wearing someone else's clothes holding someone else's hand."

      "Did it work for you?"

      "The hand-holding or the bed?"

      "Either."

      She looked at me over the rim of her mug. Her eyes were warm and tired, and something else she probably didn't know was showing. "Yeah. It worked for me."

      We drank coffee. I made eggs. She ate them. I ate mine. Maple ate her kibble that Frankie had bought on the way here last night, although her face suggested the quality had declined since yesterday and she was lodging a complaint.

      "I have the gym this morning," I said. "Wednesday session. You could come."

      "I don't climb."

      "You don't have to climb. I work out. And if you don't want to work out you can watch."

      She considered this. I could see her weighing it: the drive back to Elk Ridge against staying in my orbit for a few more hours. She was supposed to be at work, probably had things at the center, but she was still carrying yesterday's vet visit and wasn't ready to go home.

      "Okay," she said. "I'll call work. Today was just admin so if I go in later they'll be okay with that." She shrugged like it was no big thing.

      Movement Boulder opened at seven. The warehouse was cold in the mornings before the bodies warmed it up. Four thousand square feet of wall, the bouldering cave running along the south side, the lead walls rising to fifty feet at the back. The rings hung from a steel beam near the entrance, industrial and unglamorous.

      Wednesday mornings were quiet. A few regulars on the bouldering wall. Diego behind the desk, who nodded at me, clocked Frankie, and looked back at me. I kept walking.

      "There's a bench," I said, pointing to the viewing area beside the bouldering cave. "Maple can stay with you. Dogs are fine in here."

      Frankie sat with her arms crossed, the walls and ropes hanging above her like rigging, Maple at her feet. Within thirty seconds she'd leaned back against the wall, stretched her legs out, and started rubbing Maple's ear with one foot, settling in the way I'd watched her settle onto a barstool and into my bed. Like the space was hers until someone told her otherwise.

      I chalked up. Taped my left ring finger, which was threatening again. Pulled on my shoes and headed for the rings first. They were the first part of my Wednesday workout because grip strength was the foundation and the rings didn't lie. They gave you what your body could produce and nothing else. Just you and gravity and how long you could hold.

      I jumped up. Caught the rings. Pulled to a dead hang. Shoulders engaged, lats fired, core locked. The cold from the rings seeped into my palms and I let my body settle into the position, finding the tension in my shoulders and letting it distribute through my back.

      Pull to support. Elbows locked. Hips still. The rings wanted to swing. Keeping them still was the work. I held it. Five seconds. Ten. My body was a straight line from wrists to toes.

      Then came the cross. I lowered my arms out to the sides in one slow, controlled movement. The resistance built through my shoulders into my chest. The rings shook because rings always shake, even for those with strength and experience. You absorbed the vibration rather than fought it. Let it run through the muscle and come out the other side.

      Arms horizontal. Body vertical. An iron cross. The strain was concentrated in my anterior deltoids and chest, with the small stabilizers around my shoulder blades doing their work. I held it. My breathing was controlled. My vision was steady. Every muscle fiber I owned was working and I was aware of all of them the way an engineer is aware of load — not each point of stress, but the whole structure holding.

      I was also aware that Frankie was watching.

      I'd been watched before. Climbing partners, clients, the occasional spectator at a competition back when I competed. Being watched was an occupational reality. I'd learned to tune it out, the same way I tuned out wind noise on an exposed face. Audience was irrelevant. The wall was the only conversation that mattered.

      But Frankie's watching was different.

      She wasn't evaluating my form or timing me, measuring my extension or checking my shoulder alignment. She was just looking. At me. At my body doing what my body did. The back of my neck prickled. I held the cross for another five seconds, five longer than usual, then pulled back to support, dropped to the floor, and walked to the chalk bucket, chalk to the wrist, shoulders burning.

      I'd spent years leading my life in a way that wasn't monitored. Moving away from my family, the apartment with the month-to-month lease, the relationships that ended before they got close enough to matter. Frankie sitting on a bench with a dog now in her lap, watching me hold an iron cross, was something closer to comfort than surveillance. Like I wanted her to see me. I wasn't sure what to do with that.

      I moved to the bouldering cave.

      The cave was fifteen feet at its highest point, with problems set from V0 to V10 across angled panels and overhangs. I started on a V4 to warm my fingers. The holds were plastic and resin, nothing like rock, but the movement patterns translated. Feet first. Weight through the hips. Read two moves ahead.

      I dropped off the V4, moved to a V6 on the overhang. This one required commitment: a big move off an undercling to a sloping rail, then a heel hook and a long reach to the finish hold. I set my feet, found the undercling, and threw.

      Caught it clean. Set the heel, reached, topped out.

      I did three more problems in quick succession. V6, V7, V7. Each one harder, each one requiring more, and with each one the walls came down the way they only did on rock.

      I dropped off the V7 and looked at the lead wall.

      Fifty feet. A 5.12a on auto-belay. The route was steep and technical, and it ran up the center of the wall in a line that demanded both power and precision. I'd climbed it a dozen times. Today I wanted Frankie to see it. I didn't ask myself why. I clipped into the auto-belay, chalked up, and started climbing.

      The first fifteen feet were moderate. Big holds, simple moves. I climbed them fast, building rhythm. At twenty feet the angle kicked and the holds shrank and I slowed down, each move deliberate, each placement exact. My body knew the sequence. My fingers found the holds. My feet placed themselves. I rose through the wall the way water rises when you fill a glass.

      At thirty-five feet I entered the crux. A long reach from a two-finger pocket to a crimp that was barely there. I set my feet wide, engaged my core, and reached. My fingers latched. I pulled through and the crux was done and the top was ten feet away and I climbed it clean and touched the anchor and the auto-belay caught me and I descended in a controlled lower to the ground.

      I unclipped. Walked back to the bench.

      I read Frankie's face before I reached her.

      Both hands on the bench edge, white-knuckled. Maple was standing now, pressed against Frankie's leg, reading her tension in the way only a dog can.

      "You okay?" I said.

      "Fine." Her voice was level. Her hands were not.

      "It's auto-belay. The system catches you automatically if you fall."

      "I know what auto-belay means."

      "Then why do you look like that?"

      She let go of the bench. Flexed her fingers. Put her hands in her lap. "Because knowing what auto-belay means and watching someone — you —" She stopped. Started again. "When you climb for real there are no ropes."

      I sat beside her. Our shoulders touched. Maple pushed her nose into my hand and I rubbed her ear.

      "I wasn't going to fall," I said.

      "I know."

      "Then what?"

      Frankie was quiet for a moment. She was looking at the wall, at the line I'd just climbed, at the holds and the angle and the height. Her jaw was set.

      "You're different up there," she said. "On the ground you're —" She paused, searching. "Like contained. Everything in its place. But up there you're not contained at all. You're —" She shook her head. "I don't have the word."

      Free. I didn't say it because saying it would mean explaining too much.

      "It's the thing I do," I said. "The way the animals are your thing."

      "My animals don't put me forty feet in the air with nothing under me."

      "They could take your eye out."

      "Bridge."

      "I'm serious. A red-tail can generate three hundred pounds per square inch with its talons."

      "That's not the same thing and you know it."

      It wasn't. I was deflecting, and she knew it.

      Frankie turned to face me. Her hand came up, a casual gesture, the kind of thing you do when you're about to brush hair back or touch someone's jaw. Intimate and absent. Her fingers reached for the base of my throat.

      I caught her hand. Redirected it to my shoulder. Held it there.

      "Your hands are cold," I said.

      She didn't push it. She left her hand on my shoulder, held my gaze a beat too long, then looked back at the wall.

      "Promise me something," she said.

      "Depends on the promise."

      "When you're outside. On real rock. Without the ropes." She was still looking at the wall. "Don't think about me up there. Don't let me into your head when you're climbing."

      I stared at her. She'd understood something I'd told nobody. The wall was where my mind went clean. And she was asking me to protect that — not for her sake, but for mine. Because distraction, at altitude, was the only thing that could hurt.

      "I won't," I said.

      She nodded. Squeezed my shoulder. Let go.

      We sat on the bench. Maple lay between our feet. The gym was filling up around us, the Wednesday morning regulars drifting in, chalk clouds rising from the bouldering cave. My shoulder burned where Frankie's hand had been, and the climbing had nothing to do with it.

      "Breakfast?" she said.

      "There's a place on Mapleton. They do an egg white wrap that will change your life."

      "Bridge, no egg white wrap has ever changed anyone's life."

      "You haven't tried this one."

      She stood. Brushed chalk dust off her jeans from where she'd leaned against me. Picked up Maple's leash.

      "If it's terrible," she said, "you're buying me a real breakfast afterward."

      "Deal."

      We walked out into the Boulder morning, Maple between us on the leash, and Frankie's hand found mine in the parking lot without either of us looking down.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Frankie

      Bridge left on the Thursday. Indian Creek, Utah. Six hours east across the state line, red desert, sandstone towers. She'd mentioned the trip weeks ago, same as she mentioned most things about climbing: as fact, not negotiation. Ten days. She'd be back before Maple's X-ray.

      "Don't let her eat any more socks," she'd said, standing at my door with her pack on one shoulder. Maple had pressed against her shin and Bridge had crouched and rubbed her ears and Maple had leaned into her with the full commitment only an animal can give.

      "I make no promises," I'd said. "She has her pregnancy urges and I'm just the landlord."

      Bridge had stood up and kissed me. Brief, her hand on my jaw for two seconds. Then she'd walked to her truck and driven away without looking back. She never looked back. I'd noticed that early. It wasn't coldness. It was almost like a discipline for her.

      That was five days ago and the cabin was quiet.

      Not the Dee quiet. The absence of a person who was here and then wasn't, and you should have seen it coming. I'd lived in the quiet of that failure — stale sheets and the humiliation of being the last person in the room to know your life had changed.

      This wasn't that. This was a quiet with an end date. Bridge was coming back. She'd said so and she didn't waste words, so if she said ten days, she meant ten days.

      But the cabin missed her energy. I missed her energy, and so did Maple. Her coffee cup was still on the shelf, the one I'd bought from the gas station in Golden because she'd picked it up and I'd watched her hold it and I'd gone back the next day and bought it like a person with no dignity and a desperation to please. The cushion on the sofa still held the dent where she curled up, me next to her. The AC was set to seventy-two because Bridge ran warm and since that first weekend, I'd never changed it back.

      Work helped. The red-tail with the fractured wing had been at the center for eleven days and she was not making it easy. She was a mature female, large for her species, with a rust tail that caught the light when she flared it in warning — and she flared it often. The fracture was mid-radius, clean, pinned and splinted by Dr. Alvarez. Prognosis was good if we could keep her still long enough for the bone to knit. Keeping a red-tailed hawk still was like keeping water in a sieve. She wanted out. She wanted up. Every time I opened the mew she pressed herself against the far wall and fixed me with an amber stare that said, I am only tolerating your existence because I cannot yet fly away.

      I liked her. I shouldn't have had favorites among the rehab birds but she'd earned it. She ate from the tongs without striking. She held still for the wing assessment, though her grip on the perch tightened until the wood creaked. She managed her predicament with a dignity I respected.

      I sat with her every morning for twenty minutes before the rest of the center opened. Not handling her. Just sitting. Letting her adjust to my presence, my breathing, the rhythm of another body in her space. Rehab was patience. You couldn't rush a wild animal into trusting you. You showed up and stayed quiet until they decided.

      On day three I was sitting with the hawk when my phone buzzed in my pocket. I didn't check it. The hawk's head had tilted, tracking the vibration, and I stayed still until she settled again. Ten minutes later I walked out of the mew and looked.

      Bridge. A photo. Red sandstone against a sky so blue it looked fake. No caption. No message. Just the rock and the sky and the implicit statement: I am here, this is what I'm looking at. I stared at it for an age. Then I took a photo of Maple on the center's sofa, belly toward the window, and sent it back. She replied with a word. Growing.

      That was the extent of our communication for three days. One photo. One word.

      I was fine with that. I was a grown woman with a career and a pregnant dog and sixteen school visits to schedule for September. I didn't need to be in constant contact with a person I'd known for a matter of weeks. I wasn't the kind of person who needed that. I'd never been needy. Mostly.

      I reorganized the supply closet at the center. It had needed doing for months and I'd been avoiding it but organizing a closet alone on a Tuesday night felt like the most appropriate thing a lesbian could do when she was trying not to check her phone. I labeled every shelf. I sorted the medical supplies by date. I found three expired bottles of betadine and a mouse nest behind the gauze rolls, and both gave me more satisfaction than was reasonable.

      Maple was growing. At seven weeks her belly was unmistakable, low and round, and she moved through the cabin with the deliberation of someone who'd woken up with a suicide vest strapped to them. She ate on schedule and would have eaten far more if allowed. She slept more. She'd claimed the corner of the sofa nearest the window and spent hours there, watching, as though the view belonged to her and she was allowing the rest of us to enjoy it.

      I took her temperature every morning. Ninety-nine point eight. Ninety-nine point six. Ninety-nine point nine. I logged it in a notebook I kept beside the coffee maker. It had become my silent mantra. Normal range. Normal range. Normal range. The smaller puppy was still in there, tucked behind its siblings, and I couldn't do anything about it except wait and trust that Dr. Alvarez would catch what I couldn't.

      I was never good at waiting. I was good at doing. Give me a problem with a protocol and I would follow it until my hands shook. But waiting, sitting with the not-knowing, letting time pass without intervening, that was the thing I hadn't figured out.

      Yesterday, Dad came down. He didn't call first. Dad never called first. He appeared on the porch with a grocery bag, the screen door already opening before I reached it, his voice arriving before he did. "I brought sardines."

      The man was obsessed with sardines. "You always bring sardines."

      "Because you never buy them." He put the bag on the counter. Sardines, yes, but also avocados, limes, a bag of rice, and a jar of my mother's salsa verde with a strip of masking tape across the lid and a date in her handwriting. "Your mother says you're not eating."

      "Mama says that to everyone. She said it about Tía Rosa at Easter and Rosa had eaten three plates."

      "Are you eating?"

      "I'm eating."

      He leaned against the counter. Broad, the kind of body that suggested he could carry furniture upstairs without pausing, and hands like shovels, square, that never stopped — building, cooking, holding his kids. He looked around the cabin taking everything in. Missing nothing. His eyes eventually landing on Maple, asleep and snoring with her enormous belly.

      "Your climber's away?" he asked.

      "She has a name."

      "You've never told me her name."

      He was right. I'd mentioned Bridge to my family in the vaguest possible terms, my reason for not visiting so often, a climber, from out of state, that was all. I hadn't offered more because offering more meant defining it and defining it meant looking at it directly and looking at it directly meant admitting that I was in over my head.

      "Bridge," I said. "Her name is Bridge."

      Dad nodded. He didn't push. He never pushed. That was his gift, or his strategy. He put himself in the room, brought food, and waited for things to surface on their own. My mother interrogated. My father had the patience of a fisherman. He was a man who let the silence do the work.

      "She's in Utah," I said. "Climbing trip. Ten days."

      "You okay with that?"

      "Why wouldn't I be?"

      He raised an eyebrow. It was a very specific eyebrow, inherited from our mother, and it communicated: I am not going to dignify that with a response because we both know the answer.

      He stayed for an hour. He made rice and sardines in a tomato sauce, and we ate on the porch while Maple lay between us as the evening cooled and the pine shadows stretched across the yard. He talked about my brother, his grandkids, the deck he'd been building since March. Another of Dad's unfinished projects. He didn't mention Dee. He didn't ask again about Bridge. He washed the dishes before he left.

      At the door he turned back. "Bring her to dinner when she's home. Your mother will want to feed her."

      "Dad—"

      "Just dinner. Nobody's going to interrogate her."

      "Are we talking about the same woman?"

      He grinned. "I'll tell her to go easy."

      "That has never once worked."

      He left. The cabin was quiet again, but it was a warmer quiet now. The sardine tin sat on the counter. I put it in the recycling and thought about the last one, and the receipt she'd tucked inside, no name, no sign-off. Bridge's version of showing up was a phone number on a receipt. Dad's version was the tin itself, delivered to my door.

      On day six, Shannon called.

      "You alive?"

      "Almost."

      "How's the dog?"

      "Rounder."

      "And the mystery climber? Still in Utah?"

      "Yup. Indian Creek. Ten days."

      Shannon was quiet for a beat. Shannon's silences always meant something but this one I wasn't filling.

      "You doing okay?" she said, eventually.

      "I'm fine. I reorganized the supply closet at work yesterday."

      "Like you reorganized the entire gear shed after Dee?"

      "The gear shed needed organizing."

      "It needed organizing the way I need a second mortgage."

      I laughed.

      "The question I asked you on the mountain," she said. "You think about it?"

      I had. I'd thought about it in the truck on the way home from the callout, and again at two in the morning when I couldn't sleep because Maple was restless and the cabin was quiet and my brain had decided that three a.m. was the right time to inventory everything I didn't know about the woman I'd been sleeping with.

      "Yeah," I said.

      "And?"

      "And I don't have an answer."

      Shannon let that sit. I could hear her breathing, the faint sound of a truck engine. She was probably driving somewhere. "I'm not trying to mess with your head," she said. "I just watched you go through Dee. I just want you to be careful."

      "Bridge isn't Dee."

      "You don't know what Bridge is. That's my point."

      And that was where she had me because she wasn't wrong. That was the part that sat in me after she'd given me the rota changes she'd called about. She wasn't wrong.

      I knew the following things about Bridge Cahill: She climbed. She climbed the way other people breathed. It was the fundamental mechanism by which she processed being alive. She was good at it. Better than good. She was the kind of good that made other climbers stop and watch.

      She was from Boston. She had parents and a brother named Conor who still lived there. She mentioned them rarely and briefly.

      She ate with focus. Every meal finished. Every plate clean. She cooked without recipes and filled my cabinets without being asked and knew the difference between puppy-formula food and regular kibble.

      She set the AC two degrees cooler than I would.

      She had an apartment that could be emptied in an afternoon.

      She had calluses on her hands and a scar at the base of her throat and a way of redirecting my touch when it went somewhere she didn't want it that was so smooth I'd barely noticed she'd done it.

      She had steady hands and a voice that didn't crack under pressure and she'd said come here, bring Maple like it was the obvious place to be.

      She had made me feel everything, on a kitchen table in my own house, like I was the only thing in the world that mattered.

      That was what I knew. Everything else was gap.

      What I didn't know: where she went to school. What she studied. Why she'd left Boston. Whether she'd ever been in love. Why her apartment looked like somewhere she was passing through. Why Conor's voicemails made her jaw tighten. Why she'd been in Colorado for four years and owned nothing that couldn't fit in her truck.

      I'd had this woman, and this woman had taken me in my bed and my kitchen and my shower and my truck and I didn't know if she had a middle name. That now seemed worth knowing. The kind of thing that, once noticed, wouldn't leave.

      On day seven, Bridge sent another photo. A crack in red sandstone, perfectly parallel, the width of a fist, running up the face of a tower that disappeared into white sky. Her shadow fell across the base of the wall. She was alone.

      I looked at the photo and thought about the gym. About Bridge forty feet up with her fingers on a hold the size of a coin, her body doing something it couldn't do on the ground. About how she'd caught my hand when I reached for her throat and moved it to my shoulder and said your hands are cold, and I'd let it go because I let everything go with Bridge. I filed things instead of asking. I let the redirections slide past. I told myself it was early, that people revealed themselves at their own pace, that's what my dad always told me. I told myself I had no right to demand someone's history just because I'd been inside their body, them inside mine.

      But Shannon's voice: How much do you really know about Bridge?

      My own, quieter: What if I never do?

      I sat with the hawk again. She'd let me closer. Two feet now. Her amber eyes tracked my hand as I refilled her water dish but she didn't flare. Progress measured in inches, in the half-second she held eye contact before looking away. I talked to her while I worked. Quietly. The same low murmur I used with all the birds, the tone that said: I'm here, I'm not leaving, you can decide what to do with that.

      She watched me. I let her watch.

      On the drive home I thought about patience and how it looked different when you chose it versus when it was the only option. I was patient with the hawk because patience was the only way through. I was patient with Bridge because I was afraid that pushing would make her leave. Those weren't the same thing.

      Day eight. Maple's temperature: ninety-nine point seven. I wrote it down in my notebook. Made coffee. Went to work. Came home. Fed Maple. Sat on the sofa and curled up next to the dented cushion and looked at the window and the tree line and the light going gold through the pines.

      The evenings were the hardest part. Not mornings — mornings had the temperature log, the coffee, the drive to the center, the hawk. Not the work hours, which were full enough to keep my brain occupied. The evenings. The cabin after dark, the crickets starting up outside, the SAR radio on in the kitchen because I couldn't stand silence. Maple asleep on the sofa. Me, on the porch, watching the last of the color drain out of the mountains and thinking about a woman in a red desert six hours away who was probably asleep already, because she always was in under a minute.

      My phone buzzed. Bridge. Not a photo this time. Words.

      Two more days.

      I read it, smiled and replied. Maple misses you.

      The response came in under a minute. Just Maple?

      I stared at it. I could feel my smile grow, annoying and involuntary.

      The cabin was so quiet. The dog was asleep. The closets were organized. The woman at the other end of the phone was in Utah and I was in Colorado and there were two more days between us and I missed her and I couldn't organize my way out of it.

      Not just Maple.

      She didn't reply. She didn't need to.

      I put the phone down. Picked it up again. Put it down. Maple sighed from the sofa. I reached over and rested my hand on her belly and felt the faint, strange movement underneath, tiny lives shifting in the dark, getting ready for a world they didn't know yet.

      "Some things are going to change around here," I said.

      I left the phone on the table and went to bed.
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      Bridge

      Indian Creek was my church.

      Red desert stretched in every direction, vast, broken by sandstone towers that rose from the sage in columns of Wingate, orange and rust depending on where the sun was. The cracks ran up the faces in lines so clean they looked engineered. Splitters. Parallel-sided, the width of a finger or a fist or an arm, running thirty, fifty, a hundred feet without deviating. No face holds, no edges. Just the crack and whatever you could wedge into it.

      I'd driven six hours from Boulder with the windows down and the van loaded and I'd set up camp at Creek Pasture under a cottonwood dropping yellow leaves. The desert cooled in September. Just enough. The light was long in the mornings and the shadows came earlier each day and the rock was the temperature of skin by ten a.m.

      I'd been coming here for three years. Indian Creek was where I came when I needed the noise to stop. Eldorado was close, familiar, home crag now. Indian Creek was pilgrimage. You drove six hours and left your phone in the van and put your hands into stone that was three hundred million years old, and the only conversation was between your body and the crack. There was nothing to solve except the next six inches.

      Day one. I warmed up on Generic Crack, a 5.9 hand crack that ran seventy feet up a clean face. I taped my hands, chalked up, and slotted my right fist into the crack at chest height. Thumb across the palm, fingers curled, the hand expanded inside the crack until it locked. Secure. I set my feet on the face, weighted the jam, and reached higher with my left.

      I always climbed with gear on warm-ups. The soloing was for routes I'd memorized in my sleep, on days the noise was already quiet. Today was about getting my hands back into sandstone.

      Hand jam. Set feet. Weight through the hips. Reach. The rhythm was meditative, repetitive, precise. Each jam had to be placed and tested before I committed weight to it. Too shallow and the hand slipped. Too deep and you couldn't extract without scraping skin. The sweet spot was knuckle-deep, thumb tucked, the expansion filling the crack like a key in a lock.

      I climbed seventy feet without thinking about anything except sandstone and tape and the pressure of my hand inside the rock. At the top I clipped the anchor, lowered off, and stood at the base with dust on my knees and blood on my tape where a jam had shifted. My hands were shaking from effort and cold and the residual vibration climbing left in my fingers, a hum that took twenty minutes to fade.

      I did three more routes before noon. Incredible Hand Crack, a 5.10 that demanded clean technique for eighty feet. A finger crack on the adjacent wall, the tips of my fingers wedged into a seam the width of a pencil. Then Supercrack of the Desert. A hundred feet of immaculate hand crack, dead vertical, the sandstone so smooth it looked polished. I climbed it clean, no falls, no rests. Just the crack and my hands and the weight of my body moving upward through stone.

      It was working. The noise was gone. My mind was where it was supposed to be: on the rock, in the crack, inside the six inches that mattered. Nothing else existed.

      I sat at the base of the wall and drank water and ate an apple and watched the sun track across the tower. A raven circled overhead, riding a thermal, its shadow sliding across the sandstone in a slow black arc. The desert was silent except for wind in the sage.

      This was what I'd come for.

      The second day the fix held. The third too. I climbed four pitches on a multi-pitch tower, placing gear in splitter cracks, building anchors at ledges, the rope trailing below me in a long arc. Alone. I climbed with a second rope fixed at the base so I could rappel and clean the gear. It was slow and methodical and I liked the slowness. Every placement had to be right, every anchor had to hold. There was nobody to check either.

      At camp that evening I made rice and beans on the stove in the van and ate sitting in the open side door with my feet in the dirt. The sky turned from blue to orange to near-black and the stars came out: Venus first, then the bright ones, then the thousands.

      I took a photo. Red sandstone against a sky that was turning. Sent it to Frankie without a caption. She replied twenty minutes later with a photo of Maple on a sofa, belly enormous, face toward a window. I typed: Growing. Sent it. Put the phone away.

      That should have been enough. The photo, the word. A thread of connection, deliberately thin.

      It should have been enough.

      Day four. I was leading a 5.11 finger crack on the Bridger Jack formation. Sixty feet up, fingers jammed in a crack the width of two knuckles, feet smearing on the face, the gear below me solid. I was in the crux. The crack narrowed and I was switching from ring-lock jams to thin fingertips, the kind of placement where you inserted two fingers and twisted them against the crack walls until they held. Holds where the margin for error was a millimeter.

      My right hand slotted into the crack. I twisted. The fingers locked. I looked up to plan the next move and what I saw was not rock.

      I saw Frankie's hand on Maple's belly, how it had rested there when she'd told me about the fourth puppy. The steadiness in her voice. It wasn't like Eldorado, where the memory ambushed me and the green chile sauce flash had me downclimbing. This settled.

      Frankie's hand on Maple's belly.

      I finished the pitch. My hands were steady. My feet were precise. I reached the anchor, clipped in, lowered off.

      But the silence was gone. Indian Creek hadn't fixed it.

      Day five. I woke early. Made coffee on the camp stove. Sat in the dirt with my back against the van tire and watched the light hit the towers. The desert was cold at dawn, forty degrees, and my breath made clouds that dissolved before they cleared the van roof.

      I drank my coffee and did not think about Frankie Martinez.

      I did not think about her voice on the phone, the night she'd called about the fourth puppy, the way she'd said I don't know what to do and hadn't tried to cover it. I did not think about her sleeping in my bed, her hand in mine. I did not think about the gym, about her sitting on the bench, about the fact that she'd watched me climb and instead of being afraid for herself she'd been afraid for me and instead of asking me to stop she'd asked me to protect my concentration.

      I did not think about any of this. I was at Indian Creek. The rock was the only thing that mattered.

      I climbed five routes and thought about Frankie on every single one.

      Not at the crux points. Not in the moments of maximum effort where the body took over and the mind went blank. In the gaps. The walk between routes. The rest at the base while I retaped. The rappel down, when the work was done and my hands were loose on the rope and my mind had nothing to hold onto except itself. She was in every gap. In a cabin with a pregnant dog.

      I knew she was checking her phone. I knew it the way I knew my hands, without evidence. Frankie Martinez was checking her phone and pretending she wasn't. I was smiling.

      Evening camp brought rice again. I should have bought more food in Moab. The stars came out. I sat in the van with the door open and my sleeping bag around my shoulders and looked at my phone.

      Conor had called. Twice. I'd missed the calls while climbing. I called him back.

      "Bridge. You're alive."

      "I'm always alive."

      "You don't answer your phone for two days and I'm supposed to assume that?"

      "I'm at Indian Creek. You know I don't carry my phone on the wall."

      "I know. I still don't like it." He was in a kitchen. I could hear the tap running, the clatter of something being washed. Conor's apartment in Boston was loud and full of stuff: dishes, books, the television. "How's the climbing?"

      "Good. Clean sends all week. The Supercrack was perfect."

      "I don't know what that means but I'm glad."

      I smiled. Conor had never climbed. He'd come to Eldorado once, watched me lead a 5.10, and told me afterward that he'd rather do a double shift in the ER. He wasn't afraid for me like our parents were. He genuinely didn't understand the appeal, which was simpler, and I preferred it.

      "How's work?" I said.

      "Busy. Full moon last night so the ER was chaos. Drunk guy tried to fight a vending machine. The vending machine won." He paused. "How are you, though? You sound different."

      "Different how?"

      "I don't know. More — talkative. You're usually more monosyllabic when you're out there. Like the desert dries up your sentences."

      I leaned my head against the van wall. The metal was cold. The stars through the open door were absurd.

      "I met someone," I said.

      Conor stopped washing whatever he was washing. The tap ran for three seconds into silence.

      "Met someone," he repeated.

      "Her name is Frankie. She's a wildlife educator. She lives in Elk Ridge. That's west of Denver."

      "Is that near you?"

      "Forty-five minutes."

      "And you met her how?"

      "At a bar. She's a member of the SAR team."

      "Mike in cardiology volunteered for SAR when he was in California."

      "I don't know your cardiology friends, Conor. And that's like a different state."

      "Fair. Okay." Another pause. The tap started again. I could picture him: phone wedged between ear and shoulder, hands in the sink, brain running. Conor processed by talking. I processed by not talking. "How long?"

      "A few weeks."

      "And you're only telling me now."

      "I'm telling you."

      "Bridge." His voice had shifted. Not softer exactly but more careful. "That's good. That's really good."

      "Don't make it a thing."

      "I'm not making it a thing. I'm acknowledging that my sister, who has the emotional disclosure of a Pentagon briefing, voluntarily told me she met someone."

      "It's a phone call."

      "Uh-huh?" His tone had a hint of sarcasm. "When's the last time you called me about anything that wasn't about climbing?"

      I didn't answer. He was right and we both knew it.

      "What's she like?" he said.

      "Warm. Loud. She has a pregnant dog and she makes everything around her less quiet."

      "Less quiet. From you, that's practically a marriage proposal."

      "Conor."

      "I'm serious. You've lived in an insular way for a long time. If someone's getting through that, I want to know about it."

      He'd stopped himself. I'd heard the gap where the other words would have gone. The words about why I lived in an insular way. The words we both avoided in conversation because they belonged to a part of our lives that I'd closed away and he'd learned to walk around.

      "She doesn't know," I said.

      The tap turned off. "Bridge."

      "I know."

      "If it's serious —"

      "I don't know what it is."

      "Okay." He was quiet. Conor quiet was rare and it meant he was choosing. "Okay. But if it becomes something. You know you'll have to —"

      "I know."

      "Because people who care about you deserve to know what they're caring about. I learned that the hard way. Remember Amy?"

      "Amy left because you worked ninety hours a week and forgot her birthday."

      "Amy left because I didn't tell her I was carrying things from the ward home every night and she thought I was shutting her out. Which I was. Different things, same pattern." He paused. "I'm not telling you what to do."

      "You're telling me what to do."

      "I'm telling you what I wish I'd done." The tap started again. "Frankie. I like the name."

      "You'd like her."

      "Bring her to Boston."

      "We've only been seeing each other for weeks."

      "So bring her in a month."

      I laughed. It echoed off the van walls and out into the desert where there was nobody to hear it except the sage and the stars.

      "I'll think about it," I said.

      "That's all I'm asking." His voice went warm again, the way it always went warm when he'd said what he needed to say and could retreat to being my brother instead of being the other thing he sometimes was: the person who remembered. "Be safe out there. Don't fall off anything."

      "You sound like Frankie."

      "Then I already like her. Goodnight, Bridge."

      "Goodnight, Conor."

      I put the phone down. The van was dark. The desert outside was vast and cold and full of stars. In the morning I would climb and Frankie would be there in the walks between routes. The wall was not going to fix this. Nine years of climbing to escape the noise and the noise had changed shape. It used to be the thing I wouldn't name, the calendar dates I climbed through, the phone calls from my parents that circled and circled. That noise I could outrun. I knew its rhythms. I knew which routes would drown it.

      But Frankie wasn't noise. Frankie was the quiet I kept reaching for. I had four more days on the trip. I could go back early. I could be in Elk Ridge by tomorrow evening, to the cabin, with the dog and the woman that kept creeping into my thoughts.

      I didn't go back early. I stayed. Four more days of perfect cracks and perfect technique and Frankie Martinez in every gap the rock left open.

      On day seven I sent her a photo of a splitter crack on the Reservoir Wall.

      On day eight I picked up my phone and texted. Two more days.

      Maple misses you, she replied.

      Just Maple?

      The answer came fast. Not just Maple.

      I put the phone on the sleeping bag. Lay down. Four weeks ago this was unthinkable. Now there was a woman in Colorado who missed me and I was lying in a van in the desert smiling at my phone like some lunatic.

      Some things you couldn't jam into a crack and force to hold. Some things you had to let set on their own.
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      Frankie

      She came on Saturday.

      I was on the porch with Maple, both of us doing nothing except waiting maybe, when the van appeared at the end of the drive. Blue but with a film of dust. It pulled up beside my truck and the engine cut and Bridge got out. I'd seen her truck, but never her van, so it took me a minute to realize what was happening. Then I was grinning and couldn't stop.

      She looked like the desert. Tanned, lean, her hair lighter at the ends where the sun had bleached it. Dust on her boots. She was wearing a tank top I hadn't seen before and cargo pants and she looked like someone who'd spent ten days sleeping in a van and climbing sandstone and I wanted my mouth on all of her.

      Maple got there first. She heaved herself off the porch with the gravity of a woman eight months pregnant and waddled across the yard and pressed herself against Bridge's legs and Bridge crouched down and rubbed her ears and said, "Look at you. You're enormous."

      "She's been eating for five," I said from the porch. I hadn't moved. My legs had considered it and my brain had vetoed it because if I walked over there I was going to do something that the neighbors could see, and Hank Devereaux three properties over had binoculars and a gossip habit that put network television to shame.

      Bridge stood up. Looked at me.

      "You drove here," I said.

      "I drove here."

      "That's six hours from Indian Creek. Boulder is on the way."

      "I know where Boulder is."

      "You drove past your apartment."

      "I did."

      She was walking toward the porch. Slow and deliberate. Maple followed, belly swinging.

      "You didn't stop," I said.

      "No."

      "You didn't go home first."

      "No."

      She reached the porch steps. Looked up at me. Her eyes were that gray-blue that shifted with the light and right now they were steady and on me. I'd seen hawks track prey with no more focus.

      "Hi," she said.

      "Hi."

      I lasted about four seconds after that.

      I pulled her up the last step by her belt loop and kissed her and it was a ten-day kiss that tasted like dust and coffee and the desperation of wanting someone so badly you forget how your mouth works. Her hands went to my waist. Mine went into her hair, which was gritty with desert and I didn't care. She was warm from the drive, and her lips were chapped and I bit the lower one and she made a sound against my mouth that I'd been hearing in my head for ten days, but the real version was better. So much better. I pulled her closer and her thigh pressed between mine and the noise I made had no dignity in it.

      "Think we better go inside," she said against my mouth.

      "Maple—"

      "Maple can have the porch."

      I grabbed her hand and pulled her through the door and kicked it shut behind us and we made it as far as the hallway wall. My back against the plaster. Her thigh between mine again, and I ground down against it because I had no pride left, ten days had scorched through every scrap of it. I could feel the seam of my jeans pressing against me and her thigh pushing up beneath it and I was already wet — had been since I'd seen her at the wheel.

      She pulled my shirt over my head and put her mouth on my neck, my collarbone, her teeth grazing the curve of my breast above my bra. Her hands were rough. Ten days of sandstone had left her palms calloused and dry and when she ran them up my ribs I felt every ridge, every line of rough skin dragging across mine. I shivered under them.

      "Off," I said, pulling at her tank. "Take this off."

      She stepped back just enough to pull it over her head. Sports bra underneath. Arms brown from the desert, shoulders defined, the muscles in her stomach moving when she breathed. I reached behind her and unclipped the bra and she shrugged it off and I put my hands on her breasts and she sucked in a breath.

      "Your hands are cold," she said.

      "They'll warm up."

      Her nipples hardened under my palms. I rolled one between my finger and thumb and watched her jaw tighten and her hips press forward, an involuntary push, and the fact that I could make Bridge Cahill move against her will was a power I intended to keep.

      I pushed her backward through the cabin. Past the kitchen, past the sofa, down the hall. She stopped at the bedroom door to unlace her boots and I stood there watching her bend over, the line of her spine, her shoulder blades shifting under her skin. She straightened up and caught me staring and her expression shifted. Not a smile. Hungrier than that.

      She took my hand and pulled me into the bedroom, and she fell onto me and I wrapped my legs around her hips and pulled her down against me.

      The contact, her bare stomach against mine, her thighs between mine, her breath in my neck, made something behind my ribs give way. I kissed her before she could see what was happening on my face. She kissed me back. Slower. Her hand on my jaw, controlling the angle. She bit my lower lip and tugged, and I made a sound and she did it again.

      "I missed you," she said. Against my mouth. Barely audible.

      Bridge didn't say things like that. Bridge spoke through groceries and by making me moan. Hearing it, just three words, was everything.

      "Prove it," I said.

      Her eyes darkened.

      She unhooked my bra and her mouth replaced her hands, her tongue circling my nipple and then her teeth, gentle pressure that sharpened when I arched into her. She took her time. One breast, then the other, her rough hands holding my ribs while her mouth worked. My hips were moving against her, trying to find friction, and she pressed me down with her weight.

      "Patience," she said against my skin.

      "I've been patient for ten days."

      "Then a few more minutes won't kill you."

      "It might."

      She went down. Each rib. The dip of my waist. My hip bone, where she bit hard, and I hissed and grabbed her hair. She undid my jeans and pulled them off with my underwear in one motion and I was naked and she was still in her cargo pants and I could feel the rough fabric against my inner thighs. The contrast, her clothed and me bare, with her mouth on my stomach, sent a pulse through me that my legs answered.

      She knelt between my thighs and looked at me. Didn't touch. Just looked. Her gaze tracking down my body with a focus that made my skin burn. I was wet. Visibly, obviously wet, and she was looking at that too, and the shamelessness of being spread open and examined by a woman still wearing pants should have made me self-conscious but it didn't. It made me wetter.

      "Bridge."

      "Hmm."

      "Touch me."

      "Where?"

      "You know where."

      "I want you to tell me."

      My face was hot. My whole body was hot. "Put your mouth on me."

      She lowered her head and pressed her mouth against the inside of my thigh, not where I'd asked.

      "There?" she said. I could feel her breath against me, warm, maddening.

      "Lower."

      She kissed the other thigh. Symmetrical. Taking her time.

      "Bridge. Please."

      She put her mouth on me and I grabbed the headboard. Her tongue flat and slow, parting me, tasting me. The sound she made, a low hum of satisfaction against my skin, vibrated through me. She used her whole mouth. Lips, tongue, gentle suction on my clit that made my hips buck. Her rough hands held my thighs open and her thumbs pressed into the soft skin near my hips and I could feel every callus and the raw texture of her palms against my inner thighs while her tongue worked.

      She knew my body. She'd learned it in one weekend and she'd remembered it across ten days of desert, and her tongue was finding every nerve with an exactness that made me think she'd been planning this. In the van on the way here. Or maybe each day between routes. Or lying in her sleeping bag thinking about exactly what she'd do to me. That image, Bridge in the desert dark thinking about this, pushed me higher.

      I was close. I could feel it building, the tension coiling in my stomach, my thighs shaking, my breathing gone ragged. I was right there⁠—

      She pulled back.

      "No." I lifted my head. "No. Do not⁠—"

      She kissed my hip. Rested her cheek against my thigh. Casual. Like we had all the time in the world.

      "Bridge Cahill."

      "Frankie Martinez."

      "If you don't let me come⁠—"

      "You'll come." She turned her head and pressed her mouth against my inner thigh. I could feel how wet my skin was where her mouth had been. "When I'm ready."

      "When you're — are you serious right now?"

      Her mouth returned. No warning. Tongue focused on my clit, fast, rhythmic, and I was back at the edge in seconds, my hand in her hair, my thighs clamping around her head, every muscle tensing toward it⁠—

      She slowed. Didn't stop. Just slowed. Long, dragging strokes that kept me at the edge without tipping me over. I could feel the orgasm right there, hovering, and she was holding me at the edge between there and not yet with a control that was either mastery or sadism.

      "Please." My voice cracked. "Bridge. I need⁠—"

      "Tell me what you need."

      "You. I need you to make me come. I've needed it for ten days. I needed it every night I lay in this bed alone thinking about your mouth, and I swear to god if you stop again⁠—"

      "Say my name."

      "Bridge."

      "Again."

      "Bridge." I was shaking. "Bridge, please."

      This time she didn't stop. Her tongue pressed hard against my clit and her lips closed around it and she sucked and I came with her name in my mouth and my hand in her hair and my back arched so high off the bed that only my head and heels were touching. The orgasm tore through me in waves, each one sharper than the last, and she held me through it, her mouth gentling as the contractions faded, her hands on my hips, anchoring me while I came back down.

      I collapsed. The ceiling fan turned above me. My lungs weren't working.

      "Don't move," I said. "Give me thirty seconds."

      "Take your time."

      I did not take my time. I sat up, grabbed her shoulders, pushed her flat on her back and straddled her hips. She looked up at me with complete surprise. Bridge caught off guard, Bridge with no moves planned.

      "These are coming off now," I said, pulling at her cargo pants.

      She lifted her hips. I yanked them down, she was naked under me. Desert tan everywhere except the pale strip where her tank and shorts had been, a line across her hips that I traced with a thumb. She watched me. Her stomach muscles tensed under my palm.

      I wanted to wreck her. That was the simple truth of it. I wanted to find the place where all of that stoic composure burned off and there was nothing left except nerve endings and need. I'd found it before and this time I wanted more.

      I slid down her body. Kissed her stomach. The ridge of her hip bone. She was wet. I could feel it against my chin as I moved lower, the heat and the slickness of her, and the knowledge that this contained woman was this aroused by me made my own body clench in response.

      I settled between her legs and looked up at her. She was watching me. Still Bridge. I pressed my mouth against her and her head dropped back onto the pillow.

      She tasted like salt and want. I used my tongue, slow and thorough, and paid attention to everything: the catch in her breath when I pressed flat against her clit, how her hips tilted when I circled, the rhythm that made her thighs tense. I was building a vocabulary. Learning what each response meant. The intake of breath that meant more. The shift of her hips that meant there. The way her hand came down and gripped my hair when I found the exact right spot and stayed on it.

      I slid inside her. She was hot and swollen and her body closed around me and the sound she made was the sound. Low, raw, pulled from somewhere she couldn't control. I'd been chasing that sound since the first weekend.

      I wanted her to feel everything.

      I curled my fingers, found the spot, and pressed. Slow and rhythmic. Her hips came off the bed. I matched it to my tongue, pressing inside her while my mouth worked her clit, and watched the composure come apart.

      It happened in stages. First the breathing, catching. Then the voice, bitten off, half-swallowed, getting louder. Then the body, her back arching, her hand grasping for the sheet above her head, her thighs trembling. The focus in her eyes blurred and scattered.

      I pressed harder. Deeper. Her hand in my hair tightened to the point of pain and I didn't ease off. I wanted her past the point where she could pull herself back. I wanted her wrecked.

      She came with a sound I felt before I heard it. Her body locked around my fingers and her hips ground against my mouth and I held her there, held the pressure, didn't let up until the second wave hit and she cried out, a real cry, the kind of sound that Bridge Cahill would never choose to make. Her whole body shuddered and then went slack, and I eased my fingers out slowly and kissed her thigh, her hip, the skin below her navel where she was trembling.

      I crawled up beside her. She stared at the ceiling. Breathing hard. Flushed from her chest to her hairline. Her hand found mine and held on.

      "I might need more than a minute," she said.

      "Take your time."

      She rolled toward the nightstand. The drawer. The toys.

      "Oh," I said.

      "On your back."

      I was still swollen and throbbing from the first round and when her mouth found me again, I grabbed the headboard with both hands. She built me back with her tongue, slow patient strokes that relearned the territory, and when I was shaking she positioned the toy and slid it inside me.

      Slow. An inch. I felt the fullness, and my mouth fell open. Another inch. Her eyes on my face, reading every flicker. Her tongue still on my clit, light, teasing.

      Deeper. My hands were white on the headboard. My thighs were shaking. She pushed the toy all the way in and held it there and I could feel every ridge of it, and I was so full and so close and her mouth was right there⁠—

      She started to move. Long, deep strokes, pulling almost all the way out and pushing back in while her tongue matched the rhythm, and my body decided it was done waiting. Her mouth and the toy and her hand and her eyes watching my face and ten days of want compressed into a single point that detonated.

      I came so hard the sound that came out of me didn't sound like me. It came from somewhere I didn't have access to outside of this bed, outside of this woman's hands. My body spasmed around the toy and her mouth stayed on me and the orgasm didn't peak and fall, it rolled, wave after wave, and she rode me through every one of them, adjusting pressure, easing the toy in slow strokes that drew each wave longer until I was spent and shaking and couldn't take any more and grabbed her wrist and she stopped.

      She eased the toy out. Kissed the inside of my thigh. My hip. The curve of my waist. Lay down beside me on the wrecked sheets.

      We breathed hard as the crickets grew louder and the light went.

      "You drove past your apartment," I said. My voice was destroyed.

      "I did."

      "What does that mean?" I asked.

      She rolled onto her side. Put her hand on my stomach, flat, warm. Her thumb traced a slow arc across my skin.

      "It means I wanted to be here," she said. "Is that enough?"

      I could hear Shannon's voice. How much do you really know about Bridge? I could feel the ten-day list of questions pressing in. The middle name I didn't know, the apartment built for leaving — all of it still there, waiting.

      I let it wait. Not because the question didn't matter. Because right now, with her hand on my stomach and her body warm against mine and the evening coming in, it could keep.

      "Yeah," I said. "That's enough."

      She closed her eyes. Her face let go, sleep pulling her under. She'd be out in a minute. I counted, because I was falling for this woman in a way I wasn't ready to name.

      The cabin was quiet. Not the Dee quiet. Not the ten-day quiet. A third kind, where the person you'd been missing was beside you and the dog was on the porch and nothing needed doing.

      I lay there for a while. Her hand on my stomach. The fan turning. The light going gold through the pines.

      From the yard, Maple barked once. Short, purposeful. Probably a squirrel. Or a formal complaint about being left outside.

      I got up carefully. Pulled on a shirt. Went to let her in.
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      Bridge

      My van had been in Frankie's drive for six days. There was sandstone dust in the washing machine and climbing tape on the bathroom shelf and my coffee mug sat by the coffee maker in consistent rotation. Neither of us had remarked on any of it. We just moved around each other in the cabin accommodating the gradual change in the same way I approached a change in a route — gradual, unremarkable, until the new path is found, until the space is simply shared.

      The barbecue was Shannon's. Frankie had mentioned it in a casual way on Wednesday. Shannon's doing a thing Saturday. You should come. Not quite a question. She'd looked at me when she said it, checking, and I'd said okay and that had been the extent of the negotiation.

      So on Saturday evening we left the cabin together. Maple made her feelings about the drive known from where she sat between us, letting out a heavy sigh, then settled her chin on my knee for the duration.

      I heard it before we reached the door.

      Children, multiples, from the pitch and the volume. A man's voice losing a debate. Laughter. The smell of a grill going. A dog with the lung capacity to ensure they wouldn't miss out on whatever was being grilled.

      Frankie rang the bell and the noise inside continued and then the door opened.

      Shannon McAllister looked like someone who had spent the afternoon organizing this gathering and was now assessing her life choices. Her gaze moved from Frankie to me. Not with warmth. With attention.

      "Frankie," she said with a smile, then, "and you must be Bridge."

      "Shannon." I held out my hand and she shook it with a firm grip before opening the door wider and gesturing us into the mayhem.

      The living room had been extended into the backyard via a pair of open double doors. It was full of people, the space compressed by noise and the ease of people who knew each other. Two women laughed together over a plate of food. Two pre-schoolers were conducting negotiations with a red spaniel who had no interest in the terms being offered.

      Shannon introduced me to her partner, Tess, who held a toddler on her hip — Ali and Jessica's daughter, Vivien, she said, not hers. I nodded. Outside, an older man was at the grill, being reprimanded every two minutes for letting things fall through the bars. Beside him an older woman orchestrated the food with the authority of someone who had been doing it the longest. A woman in a paint-stained jacket stood nearby, watching the twins with the detached amusement of someone who had learned to pick her battles. Fenna, she said when introduced, Kristi's wife. And further along, in a camping chair that commanded the area without appearing to try, another woman sat watching everything, still and unhurried. Her gaze moved across the yard the way a hawk's did, past searching.

      Frankie's hand pressed briefly between my shoulder blades and then she moved toward the woman in the chair, a smile growing over her face.

      I followed.

      "Yaya." Frankie bent and kissed her cheek.

      "You're late," Yaya said. She was looking at me.

      "Traffic on the 74," Frankie said.

      "There is no traffic on the 74."

      "There was a horse."

      Yaya looked at Frankie for a moment, considered her, then nodded and gestured at a folding chair that had appeared beside her. "Sit," she said to me.

      I sat. Maple immediately lay across Yaya's feet. Yaya looked down at her and then waved toward the older woman at the grill. Within a moment a plate with two tamales appeared.

      "Eat," she said.

      "I've only just arrived."

      "I know. Eat anyway."

      The smell alone was enough to stop my resistance. I ate. Yaya watched the yard, tracking movement: one of the twins making for the grill, a woman sweeping across the yard to intercept, sweeping them up in her arms. Frankie laughing with two men, one of whom opened a beer and handed it to her. Yaya watched all of this then glanced at me.

      "The tamale is good?"

      "It's excellent."

      "I know." She looked back at the yard. "You climb without ropes. That's what I've been told."

      "Sometimes."

      "She told me. She worries about you up there."

      I didn't answer. I ate the tamale and watched Frankie across the yard. She was in a friendly disagreement with two men who looked remarkably like each other — the Hernandez brothers, I remembered, from something she'd said about SAR.

      "She has worried about many things," Yaya said. "Animals that needed saving. People that needed saving. She doesn't always see the difference." She paused. "She does with you."

      "Does what?"

      "Sees the difference." She shifted in the chair, resettling. Her hand came to rest on mine for a moment. "You have an appetite. I like that."

      "I have," I replied with a grin.

      "Good." She held up a hand and within a moment a second tamale appeared. "Then we get you more."

      I tried to object but Colette reached me seconds later, in a jumble of color and words. She had the energy of someone for whom stillness was a foreign concept. A flowing silk shirt, statement earrings, as though she expected to be photographed everywhere she went.

      "You must be Bridge." Not a question. "I'm Colette. Yaya's. In the most accurate sense of that word. Which is the romantic sense." She glanced toward Yaya with mischief, then turned her focus, albeit scattered, back to me. "Frankie talks about you."

      "Does she."

      "Well," she frowned. "Shannon tells Tess, then Tess tells me. I'm her mother. Did she tell you?"

      I shook my head. Colette was Tess's mother, clearly, though she'd delivered the information at such speed I'd barely caught it.

      She tilted her head. "You're from the east coast."

      "Boston."

      "I could tell. I lived there for a while when Tess was younger, drawn there by a taxidermist with a penchant for bondage⁠—"

      My eyes widened. I tried to concentrate on the second tamale.

      "Colette mi amor," Yaya interjected, "I'm not sure Bridge needs to know…"

      Colette shrugged and then adjusted the conversation. "People who grew up on the Atlantic seaboard have a quality—" She searched. "Preparedness. As though the coast taught you to watch for things coming in."

      I wasn't sure how to respond to that.

      "Colette," Yaya said, raising her eyebrows.

      "I'm being friendly."

      "You're interrogating her," Yaya said, and I was thankful for the reprieve. "Before I get the chance."

      Colette laughed. It was an enormous sound, entirely unselfconscious. At my feet, Maple lifted her head, decided the laugh was not an emergency, and put it back down. My head was already moving, scanning for Frankie.

      A child arrived before either Yaya or Colette could continue. Small, fast, heading for Maple's belly, her head pressing against her ear to fur.

      "Flor!" Frankie said, appearing from the direction of the grill. "She needs to breathe."

      "I'm not stopping her breathing." The child, Flor, didn't lift her head. "How many puppies?"

      "Four," I said.

      She straightened. Assessed me. "I know who you are," she said.

      "Flor," Frankie said.

      "Do you?" I said.

      "You go up the rocks. Without a rope." She considered this with seriousness. "Did you ever fall down?"

      "Once."

      Her eyes went wide. "Did it hurt?"

      "I survived."

      She gave a solemn nod. "Oh." Then, her focus returned to Maple. "I want to name one Flor."

      Frankie made a face at me over Flor's head, somewhere between a grimace and a shrug. It said: this is my life, on a good day. It was so unguarded.

      "Go find your sister," Frankie said.

      Flor went. The other twin, Usha, had been standing at a distance throughout, focused and still, like a scientist at an observation window. She followed Flor without comment, glancing back.

      Kristi Ivers-Vargas I placed as one of the twins' mothers about twenty minutes later when she was introduced to me, when Flor appeared at her side mid-sentence with what sounded like a significant grievance involving the spaniel. Kristi didn't look down. "Share it," she said, without breaking eye contact with me. Flor went. It was impressive.

      "She's a vet," Frankie said, as though it explained why her children listened to her. My father is a cardiologist but that never worked for him. Well, except with Conor.

      "Newly qualified," Kristi said. "As of four months ago."

      "I've been calling you a vet for two years," Frankie said with a laugh.

      Kristi crouched and ran both hands along Maple's flank. Maple accepted it like a woman who had made peace with being examined by strangers.

      "Eight weeks," Frankie said. "Four puppies. She was a stray."

      "She's carrying well for it." Kristi looked up at me. "She seems settled with you. Do you work with Frankie at the center?"

      "No. I climb."

      "Oh, so you're on the SAR team."

      "Not exactly." I glanced at Frankie. "We met on a crag. She appeared on a SAR training day."

      "She looked cute in the uniform," I told them.

      Frankie's blush was brief and she covered it by looking at Maple.

      "Eighty feet of sandstone. No ropes," Frankie said, moving the conversation on.

      Kristi gave a low whistle, her eyes widening. "Fearless!"

      "It's not about being fearless," I said. "It's about being so completely present that there's no room for anything else. Your mind has to be in the six inches in front of you. No yesterday, no tomorrow. Just the rock and where your hands are."

      Kristi sat back on her heels. "So, the opposite of reckless?"

      "Most people assume it isn't."

      Fenna glanced at Frankie. "Is it harder for you than it is for Bridge?"

      Frankie opened her mouth and closed it again.

      "Yes," I said, looking at Frankie. "It is. I'm not afraid up there. Being on the ground is the harder place to be."

      Nobody said anything for a moment. Frankie was looking at Maple.

      "She teaches as well," Frankie said quietly. "Takes clients up."

      Kristi stood. She looked at Frankie for a moment as though she understood something and decided not to say it. Then she brushed the dust from her knees. "She's a good size," she said, meaning Maple. "Keep her quiet in the last few days. Strays often whelp early." Practical, without drama. A thing to be managed. Then Usha appeared at the edge of the yard and Kristi moved toward her without breaking stride, already reading what the child needed before she'd said a word.

      Fenna watched her go. "She's good with animals. Even better with people. She knows when not to intervene."

      Flor let out a scream. "You'll have to excuse me. My daughter on the other hand loves a drama." She turned and left. The three of us remained. Me, Frankie and Maple.

      "You didn't have to explain yourself," Frankie said.

      "I know."

      She looked at me for a moment longer, then someone called her name from the direction of the grill and she went. The afternoon moved on. I found myself by the yard wall as it softened toward evening, Tess beside me with Vivien on her hip, the child conducting a thorough investigation of her earring.

      "It's keeping her from getting cranky," Tess said, repositioning Vivien to her opposite hip. "Vivien has decided I'm acceptable company for today so I'm giving her mummies some time out."

      The child regarded me with the round, evaluating gaze of someone still calibrating what strangers were safe. The jury was out on me.

      "Shannon's protective of Frankie," Tess said, stating a fact.

      "I get that impression."

      I watched Shannon across the yard. She was managing the grill now, having relieved Colette of the tongs.

      "She's like that with the whole team," Tess said. "She carries them. All of them." She paused. "It took me a long time to understand that it wasn't something she chose. It's just how she's built."

      Vivien grabbed a fistful of Tess's hair and Tess detached it with the patience of someone who had done this many times today. She looked at me.

      "Frankie's the same," she said. "You probably know that."

      "I'm learning it."

      Tess nodded. Vivien's eyes blinked, and she settled her head against Tess's shoulder and regarded me. She had reached a verdict. I reached out and touched her cheek and she smiled.

      Shannon joined us moments later, her face flushed from the heat of the grill. She handed me a beer.

      "I might have to replace that grill," she said, glancing back across the yard. "It's developing a wobble."

      Tess smiled and rolled her eyes. "Not before time." She stroked Vivien's head and the child's eyes grew heavy. "I'm going to see if she'll lay down for a nap."

      Shannon nodded and watched her wife head back toward the cabin.

      "Frankie's one of the good ones," she said, looking at her bottle of beer.

      I made an agreeable noise.

      "I've been asking her about you but she didn't give me much. Which is Frankie's version of saying — a lot."

      I nodded, considering what she'd said. "What did you want to know?"

      Shannon looked at me. "Whether you're in it," she said. "That's the whole question. Whether you showed up because it suits you, or because you're in it."

      I didn't answer straight away. Across the yard Frankie was crouched beside Maple, one hand on Maple's flank, listening to something Flor was telling her with considerable urgency. Her head was tilted at the angle I'd started to recognize. She was fully engaged.

      "When I came back from Utah, I drove past my apartment, went straight to her cabin," I said.

      Shannon looked at me. Then at Frankie.

      "Okay," she said. She took a drink. "That's what I needed to know."

      She didn't qualify it. Just nodded once and went to find Tess.

      The yard had reached the volume where individual conversations had dissolved into each other. I drifted toward the back fence, to where the yard became scrubland, and stood there while the noise arrived in waves rather than all at once.

      They all loved Frankie with the ease of people who didn't need to negotiate the terms of it. She had all of this. I had a cactus.

      "Hey."

      Frankie appeared at my shoulder. She didn't ask what I was doing at the fence line. She stood beside me and looked at the scrubland and the noise of the party still reached us but was softened by distance.

      "What did you and Shannon talk about?"

      "She wanted to know if I was in it."

      Frankie was quiet. In my peripheral vision I saw her turn to look at the yard. The noise and movement of everyone having fun.

      "Are you?" she said after a beat.

      I thought about Indian Creek. The desert dark and the stars and Conor's voice, the concern in his tone, then the warmth. Driving straight to Frankie's cabin when I came back. Frankie's grin when she saw me. Maple's wobbled greeting.

      "Yes," I said.

      She turned to look at me. I looked back. There was nothing else that needed saying and we both knew it.

      After a moment she bumped my shoulder with hers.

      "Jake's destroying the guacamole," she said. "Yaya will never forgive him."

      "I noticed."

      "I need to intervene." She turned to me and met my eyes. "Come with me."

      She held out her hand. I took it. We went back into the noise.
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      Frankie

      I'd known for two days it was coming. The nesting had started on Tuesday when Maple pulled the towels I'd stacked in the whelping box into a mound, circling, flattening them, circling again, a routine she repeated every hour. She'd stopped finishing her meals. She'd been moving between the sofa and the floor and the whelping box in a rotation that made no sense except the sense a body makes when it can't get ahead of itself.

      The temperature told it plainest. I'd been logging it in the notebook beside the coffee maker for three weeks. 101.8, 101.4, 101.6, 101.9. Normal range is 101 to 102.5°F. When it drops below 100 and holds, you've got less than twenty-four hours.

      Wednesday morning: 99.2. Wednesday evening: 98.9.

      I went through the supplies without calling anyone. Towels, bulb syringe, the scale borrowed from the center, the small thermometer. Replaced the oldest towels with fresh ones from the hall closet. Positioned the heat lamp over one end of the box, not the whole box, just one end, because neonates can't thermoregulate but they can move, and if the lamp covers the whole box there's nowhere for them to go when they're too warm. Eighty-five degrees at puppy level. I checked it three times. I stood in the kitchen for a while after that with nowhere to put my hands, and then I went to bed and lay there until about four, at which point I stopped pretending to sleep and made coffee and sat on the floor beside Maple instead.

      On Thursday morning Maple was panting. Shallow and fast, her sides working. Not distress, not yet, but her body was in negotiation with what was coming, a conversation I wasn't part of. I took her temperature at seven. 98.6°F.

      I called work and explained I wouldn't be in and then I called Dr. Alvarez. Not because I didn't know what I was doing — I'd assisted with whelping twice at the center, and I'd read everything I could find. I called her because it was what you did. You confirmed with the vet. You didn't go it alone with a stray's first litter on the grounds that you'd read the textbook.

      She went through it calmly. Past day 56, temperature below 99, active nesting, she seemed happy to let it progress. Not that she could have stopped it. Strong contractions running more than thirty minutes without a delivery, call her back immediately. More than two hours between puppies, call her back immediately. Abnormal discharge, call her back immediately. Heat lamp over one end only. Bulb syringe, warm towels. She'd be there if I needed her.

      I thanked her. She said good luck and meant it practically, the way she said everything.

      I hung up and looked at the cabin. Maple was in the whelping box, panting. The box was ready. I was ready, in theory.

      I picked up my phone and called Bridge.

      Bridge had been at her apartment for the last couple of days. She'd had clients to manage, gear to unpack, the administration of her actual life. There was no practical argument for pulling her into this. I was a wildlife educator with a vet on call and two prior whelping assists and all the equipment I needed. I had no case for making this her problem.

      She answered on the second ring.

      "Hey."

      "Maple's starting," I said. "You don't have to —"

      "Forty-five minutes." She was already moving, I could hear her grab her keys off the table. Then the sound changed and I heard the noise of traffic. She was already outside. "You called the vet?"

      "Just hung up."

      "Okay. See you soon."

      She was gone before I could say anything else, which was probably fine because I hadn't worked out what anything else would be.

      So I waited. I refolded the towels, which didn't need refolding. Put the coffee maker on and then didn't want it. Sat on the floor beside Maple and put my hand on her flank and felt the contractions working through her, rhythmic, insistent, her body doing what it had always known how to do. She wasn't in distress. She was working. There's a difference and you learn to read it. I kept my hand on her and breathed, and after a while my own breathing slowed to match hers.

      The room already smelled different. The sharp, animal warmth of Maple's body was stronger than usual, something close and biological that I recognized from the center, the way it filled the space where birth was coming. I didn't mind it. It was honest. It was what it was.

      I'd told myself a lot of things over the past three weeks about what Bridge was and wasn't. That it was casual. That she'd be gone by autumn, back to Boston for a while, then over to California for more climbing. She had no room for a winter cabin in Colorado or a pregnant stray or any of this. I'd told myself these things while she recharged my truck battery last Saturday and slept in my bed for six nights in a row. My stories weren't convincing anyone.

      Bridge arrived at nine forty-two. I heard the van first, sound of the tires on the grit. Maple's ears moved but she didn't lift her head. I opened the door before Bridge knocked.

      She had a canvas bag. Hair mussed, jacket unzipped, one boot laced the other not. She looked at me for half a second, then her gaze fell on Maple.

      "How far apart?"

      "Twelve minutes. Nothing yet."

      She came in, set the bag on the counter, crouched beside the whelping box without touching Maple. Maple raised her head and looked at her. Bridge went still and waited and after a moment Maple put her head down again and kept panting.

      Bridge found the spare towels. Checked the box thermometer. Settled on the floor with her back against the sofa and her phone face-up, timer running, and she didn't ask me how I was doing or whether I was nervous or any of the questions I'd been pre-emptively bracing for.

      I sat cross-legged on the other side of the box. She held a granola bar out and I took it and ate it, because it turned out I was hungry and I hadn't known until then.

      The first puppy came at ten past ten.

      Maple had been working through it for forty minutes by then, the contractions tightening and quickening, her whole body tensing into each one. Her panting had changed pitch in the last hour, shallower, faster, her concentration turned entirely inward. When she finally settled onto her side it was with the resolve of a body that had stopped negotiating and committed. The room tightened. Everything did.

      The puppy arrived in its sac, and Maple turned and had the membrane before I'd fully registered the delivery had begun. She tore it, nosed the puppy free with a directness that left no room for doubt about what she was doing. The first sound the puppy made was less a cry than a complaint, thin and furious, the sound of a life that had arrived under protest and wasn't keeping quiet about it. Maple started to lick and the wet sounds of it filled the cabin, and I felt my shoulders drop half an inch.

      I let her work.

      I was aware of my own breathing, regulating it without deciding to, the way I did on a callout. My hands were steady. My hands were always steady when there was something for them to do.

      "Ten past," Bridge said. She had the timer.

      We dried the puppy briskly with a warm towel, not interrupting Maple, just clearing the airways, stimulating the circulation. The puppy was slick and startlingly small against my palm, its skin wrinkled and loose, eyes sealed shut, ears flat against its skull. Its legs worked against my hand, searching for something to press against, and I tucked it back against Maple's belly and guided it to the teat. It latched within seconds. The sound it made was emphatic. One. Healthy, furious, and nursing. One.

      The second came at ten thirty-eight. Maple faster now, her body into the rhythm of it. I cleared the sac, she was occupied with the first and there was no point waiting, wiped the new puppy down, breathed one short soft breath against its muzzle to open the passage. The warm damp weight of it in my hands, the smell of amniotic fluid strong and close, blood on the towel when I set it down. None of this bothered me. I'd spent ten years with my hands in places that would have horrified most people. Birth was not the worst of it and it was also nothing like the worst of it; it was the cleanest version of what bodies were capable of. Bridge moved the first puppy a few inches to make room, settled a folded towel beneath it, tucked it against Maple's side. She did this without asking, without waiting for my nod. Together we had it.

      Third came at eleven, back feet first, which is normal — breech runs close to forty percent in dogs. Maple managed it without drama. The puppy was bigger than the first two and immediately set about making this everyone's problem, its mouth working against Maple's belly with an insistence that displaced its siblings. I repositioned it twice. It ignored me. It was going to be fine.

      Three. Three healthy, two nursing, the third refusing to accept that feeding wasn't entirely on its own terms.

      Eleven eighteen. No fourth.

      Eleven twenty-seven. Still nothing.

      I was tracking the interval. So was Bridge. I could see her watching the timer without saying anything, and when our eyes met across the box there was no alarm in hers. Just attention.

      I looked back at Maple. She was tired, you could see it plainly now, her sides working harder with each contraction. Three puppies warm and demanding and pulling at whatever she had left. I moved them gently to give her room. She contracted and made a sound she hadn't made until then, low and involuntary, the sound of a reserve being drawn on past what was comfortable. I swallowed.

      Then Maple contracted and the sac appeared.

      I saw immediately that it hadn't ruptured. Still mostly intact. Maple turned toward it but the movement was slow, everything was going into the contraction, into getting the puppy out, nothing left for what came after. She was spent.

      I already had the towel in my hand.

      I cleared the sac. Ran my thumbnail under the membrane at the muzzle, tore it back, wiped the face. The puppy lay in my palm and it was smaller than the others, visibly smaller, almost startling against my skin. The size of a tiny closed fist. A handful of something that hadn't finished deciding whether it was staying.

      It didn't breathe.

      I rubbed it. Brisk, circular, the towel warm against my palms. Tilted its head down to clear the airway. Rubbed again. Pressed a single short breath against its muzzle, not like CPR, more of a prompt to the reflex the body already had. You don't rush it and you don't catastrophize. You do the thing. You keep doing the thing.

      Bridge had shifted without me noticing. She was crouching beside me, close enough that I could feel the heat of her without her crowding the space, her phone still running in her hand. She said nothing. Made no sound. She was just there, the way I needed her to be, and I was aware of her the way you're aware of a wall at your back, something solid that isn't asking anything of you.

      I rubbed. I breathed. I rubbed.

      Twelve seconds. Fifteen.

      The puppy shuddered. Then it pulled air into its lungs and objected to the cold and the light and the general indignity of existing, loudly, and I set it against Maple's flank and sat back on my heels and did not say anything for a moment.

      My hands were steady. They had been steady the whole time.

      Bridge sat back. She looked at the puppy the way I looked at a new rehab admission, assessing but not knowing how to feel about it. Then she reset the timer.

      The fourth was the smallest by a clear margin. Its siblings had a head start and more mass, and they were already arranged along Maple's belly with the territorial confidence of the established. The runt tried twice for a nursing position and lost ground both times, displaced by bodies that were simply bigger and already there. I watched it try again and watched it lose ground again, its legs working, its mouth searching.

      Bridge reached in and moved two of the others a few inches. Made a gap. Guided the runt into it with the back of one hand, barely touching. "Warmth first," she said, almost to herself. "Everything else the body works out once it's warm enough to try."

      "Box is at 85," I said.

      She nodded. I heard it the way I heard most of what Bridge said, straightforward, direct, the knowledge of someone who'd gone looking for the information before they needed it. I kept my eyes on the runt.

      It was nursing.

      I called Dr. Alvarez again. Talked through the litter. Three healthy, nursing well. The fourth, small, slow start, but breathing established and latched now. She gave me the watchlist: weigh every four hours, supplement with bottle if the runt lost more than ten percent of its birth weight, fading puppy syndrome was a real risk in the first forty-eight hours. The signs were vague enough that watching was the whole job. Then she told me to call at seven regardless and finished on a "Good work."

      I thanked her. Put the phone down.

      The cabin had changed over the last few hours. The smell was stronger now, warm and biological and layered, the close animal heat of Maple's exhausted body, the milky sweetness starting to come as her puppies fed.

      Four puppies. Four heartbeats that hadn't existed this morning.

      Maple was still. She lay on her side with four puppies working at her and she breathed, and her eyes were open and tracking but everything else in her was done for the day. She'd given what she had. I sat with my back against the sofa and watched them all, especially the runt — checking it was holding position, that its color was right, that the bigger ones hadn't crowded it out again. It was holding. It was small and it had taken the hard route into the world and it was managing anyway, which struck me as exactly right.

      Bridge was a warm presence somewhere behind me to my left. Neither of us said anything for a long time. The night outside was complete, the breeze moving through the pines. The heat lamp threw an amber circle over the box. The cabin had reached its deepest quiet, that settled in when everything that was going to happen that day had already happened, and you could breathe.

      We lay down together. Not a decision so much as a slow surrender to exhaustion and gravity. I pulled the throw from the sofa. Bridge moved the box thermometer to where she could see it from the floor. I set the alarm for two a.m. and neither of us discussed any of this; it was just what was happening.

      In the quiet before sleep, I thought about the barbecue. Not the whole afternoon, the image I hadn't been able to put down. Bridge at the back fence as the light went, looking out at the scrubland. Everyone I loved making noise behind us and Bridge with her back to it, not trying to belong, already there. Are you in it? I'd asked. And she'd gone still the way she went still when she was deciding something, and then she'd said yes, no caveat, no hedging, just yes, and turned and looked at me with everything she meant by it.

      I'd felt that yes arrive and I hadn't moved and I hadn't said anything and bumped my shoulder against hers. Because that was Bridge. She'd said the thing and now it was said and there was nothing more to do with it.

      I'd been watching her that whole day without meaning to. The way she crouched next to Maple when Kristi examined her. How she'd met Shannon's questions without flinching. The look on her face when Vivien finally decided she was acceptable company. I'd been watching the person who was standing in the middle of my world and not looking for the door, and I'd known by the time we went back to join them that the stories I'd been telling myself had nothing left to stand on.

      Yes, she'd said.

      Bridge's hand found mine in the dark. She didn't say anything. Just found it.

      The runt was nursing. I could hear it.

      I closed my eyes.
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      Bridge

      Nobody told me about the smell.

      Frankie had told me about the temperature checks, the weight monitoring, the supplemental feeding schedule for the runt, the signs of fading puppy syndrome, the exact color of discharge that required a call to Dr. Alvarez. But at no point had she mentioned that four newborn dogs in a confined space produced an olfactory experience best described as agricultural.

      "Is it always like this?" I said, on the second morning.

      "It gets worse before it gets better." She was elbow-deep in towels. "Hand me the clean ones."

      I handed her the clean ones and tried to breathe through my mouth.

      The whelping box had become the center of gravity around which the entire cabin now orbited. Everything else had been reorganized to serve it. The kitchen counter held the bottle, the formula can, the scale, the thermometer, the log. The bathroom had become a towel processing facility. The washing machine had not stopped since Thursday. I had learned to navigate the cabin in the dark at two a.m. without walking into anything, which I attributed to my spatial awareness on the wall, though Frankie had pointed out that the wall did not have a whelping box in the middle of it and perhaps the skills weren't directly transferable. She wasn't wrong.

      The runt was the work. The other three had established themselves within hours, latching efficiently, jostling for position, gaining weight at a rate that satisfied Frankie's log entries and if it satisfied Frankie, it satisfied me. The runt latched and then lost the position. Latched and lost it again. By the end of the second night Frankie had made the call to Dr. Alvarez and we had a supplemental feeding protocol: bottle every two hours, weigh before and after, log the intake, watch for the stillness that meant the body giving up rather than resting.

      I did the first bottle feed with Frankie beside me, watching my hands.

      "Support the whole body," she said.

      I adjusted. The runt found the teat, considered it with skepticism, and then began to drink with a focus that was impressive for something that had been alive for thirty-six hours. Frankie watched me for another thirty seconds and then, apparently happy, went to deal with Maple.

      I did the two a.m. feed alone. Lifted the runt from the box, lighter than anything I'd held that mattered, lighter than my smallest piece of climbing gear, and settled it against my forearm and offered the bottle and waited while it decided whether to cooperate. It cooperated. Seven milliliters. I wrote this in the log below Frankie's entries and put the runt back and checked the box temperature and went back to bed. Frankie was asleep. I lay in the dark beside her. This was the only place I needed to be.

      By day three the runt was gaining. The numbers in the log moved in the right direction — two grams, then three, then another two — a slow and incremental argument for its own survival that it was making without realizing. Frankie checked it with the same expression each time: neutral, focused, not letting herself read ahead. I understood this. You didn't project on the wall. You climbed what was in front of you.

      The three healthy ones, meanwhile, had established a hierarchy I was not clear on but which seemed to keep them busy. They piled. They unpiled. They nursed in a scrum, elbows, if they'd had them. The largest had worked out that its size was an asset and was deploying it without shame. I had repositioned it multiple times in two days. It ignored me and returned to its preferred position.

      "It's not malicious," Frankie said, catching me at it.

      "I know it's not malicious. It's a three-day-old dog."

      "Then stop glaring at it."

      "I'm not glaring at it."

      She gave me a look that suggested otherwise. She was right.

      The washing machine was the rhythm of the days. Load in. Cycle running. Frankie folding what had dried while I sorted what needed to go in next. Towels, blankets, the small squares of fleece that lined the bottom of the box, replaced every few hours because the puppies, for all their smallness, produced more than their size suggested possible. The physics of it seemed improbable. I said this to Frankie on day two.

      "Wait until their eyes open," she said.

      "Does it get worse?"

      "Different. More mobile. More range."

      I thought about this while transferring another load. "How much range?"

      "You'll see."

      I had the distinct impression she was enjoying this. I let it go.

      On the afternoon of day four I went to put my arms around her. She was standing at the kitchen counter writing in the log, her hair up, a streak of formula smeared on her forearm, and I came up behind her with the intention of resting my chin on her shoulder the way we'd started to do. She turned slightly and I folded my arms around her.

      Then we both smelled it.

      We stood there for a moment. Not moving.

      Frankie stepped back and turned fully and looked at me. Her eyes dropped to my shoulder. To the front of my sweatshirt. Back up to my face. Her expression was serenely neutral.

      "Bridge," she said.

      "I know."

      "You've got⁠—"

      "I know."

      She pressed her lips together. Her eyes were bright. "It's quite a⁠—"

      "I can see how much there is, Frankie."

      She lost the battle then. It was quiet laughter, the kind that shook her shoulders while she tried to hold it in, and she turned back to the counter and put her hand over her mouth and I stood there in a sweatshirt that was going straight into the washing machine and thought, I cannot believe this is my life. And: I don't want it to be different.

      The call to Dr. Alvarez came on day five. Frankie had it scheduled and she made it from the kitchen while I held the runt through its bottle feed, which by now it had accepted as a reasonable arrangement, taking it with a pragmatism that people with much more experience could learn from.

      I listened to Frankie's side of the call. The measured account of the week: the runt's weights, logged twice daily. The three healthy ones at comparable rates. Maple's food intake, restored to full appetite by day three. The runt's supplemental intake, the transition back to nursing, the position it was holding now. A pause while Dr. Alvarez spoke.

      "Good," Frankie said. "Good." And then a third time, quieter. "Good."

      She hung up. Turned around. Leaned against the counter. I looked at her. The runt was still working at the bottle, seven milliliters into what would be a nine-milliliter feed, its legs making their usual commentary.

      "All four," she said. "Healthy."

      I looked down at the runt. It ignored me, focused on the immediate problem of the teat. The size of a closed fist, less than a week old, and already it had opinions about the teat angle.

      "Well done," I said, to the runt.

      The runt didn't respond.

      Frankie crossed the kitchen and took the runt from me and set it back in the box. She watched it find its position alongside the others. Straightened up. She looked at me for a moment. The glow on her face was more than a smile. It was the look she had when she was trying to hold it together.

      "Tea?" she said.

      "Coffee," I said.

      She made both. In one cup.
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      Bridge

      By day seven, Maple had the measure of all four of them.

      The runt she kept close, tucking it in with her nose when it drifted, repositioning it against her flank before it had gone far enough to matter. The two middle ones she managed. Tolerantly, but she managed. The largest she had opinions on.

      It was twice the runt's size, broad across the shoulders in the way that suggested it wasn't taking anyone's anything. Maple's approach was direct. When it shoved its way to the prime nursing position for the third time before noon she shifted her weight, angled her flank, and created enough of a gap that it lost its grip and had to start again. She did this without drama. Without even looking at it. She just adjusted and the outcome changed. I watched her do it from the kitchen doorway.

      "She's managing the big one," I said.

      "She's been managing the big one since the start." Frankie went back to writing. "She knows what she's doing."

      Maple was also, by day seven, done with being touched. Not by the puppies, who she bore without complaint, but by us. By anyone who wasn't a puppy. The vet checks she submitted to with a resignation that communicated she was doing this under protest and would like it noted. When Frankie ran her hand down her flank in the evening she tolerated it for approximately four seconds and then stood up and walked to the other end of the box and looked at the wall.

      "She needs five minutes," Frankie said.

      "She needs five minutes every forty-five minutes."

      "She's feeding four puppies. I'd need five minutes every forty-five minutes."

      This was fair.

      The puppies, for their part, had begun to be distinguishable in ways beyond size. The runt moved carefully, as though it had learned early that the world required negotiation. The two middle ones were already a unit — wherever one was, the other shortly appeared — and they had developed a sleeping configuration that took up more space than either of them could account for. The largest had a quality I could only describe as confidence, if I was being kind. It wanted what it wanted and it wanted it now and the concept of waiting was not something it entertained.

      "That one's going to be trouble," I said.

      "That one's going to be someone's favorite," Frankie said. "It always goes that way."

      She was writing in the log again, keeping a record of everything in her handwriting. My entries were messier but she never complained. Between us we had everything we needed.

      By mid-morning the runt had taken its bottle, gained weight for the fifth consecutive day, and returned to its position alongside the others, unbothered. Frankie weighed it twice. Wrote the number down.

      "It's fine," I said.

      "I know it's fine."

      "You've weighed it twice."

      "I'm aware of how many times I've weighed it."

      I left her to it.

      Maple fed. The big one was repositioned twice, by Maple and then by me, and returned to its preferred position both times. The two middle ones slept together. The runt nursed and then slept against Maple's chest in the spot Maple defended with the occasional shift of her body, her posture saying: that space is taken.

      By early afternoon the cabin had reached a quiet that only happened when all four puppies were asleep simultaneously, which happened rarely enough that when it did, Frankie and I both went still without discussing it.

      Frankie was running on coffee and sheer stubbornness and it showed. There were shadows under her eyes and she'd been wearing the same flannel shirt for two days.

      "Go and have a shower," I said.

      She looked at the box.

      "They're all asleep. Maple's fine. I've got the next check. Go."

      She looked at me.

      "Frankie. Go and have a shower. You'll feel better."

      She went. I heard the water start. I checked the box temperature, checked the runt's position, let Maple sniff my hand before she decided she was done with company and turned her head to face the wall again.

      The water ran for a long time. Longer than practical. I imagined her standing under it, staring at the wall. I understood. The shower was the only room in the cabin that wasn't organized around the whelping box, the only space that was still just hers.

      The water stopped.

      I was on the sofa when she appeared in the hallway doorway, hair damp, in a clean shirt that was only slightly creased, and she looked almost like the woman who'd walked into Rosie's that first night. She looked at the box. All four and mum still sleeping.

      "I told you," I said.

      She crossed the room and sat beside me on the sofa. Close. Her shoulder against mine. She smelled of her shampoo and clean laundry and the faint warmth of shower steam still in her hair, and I was very aware of the quiet, and of how long it had been since the cabin was quiet without one of us being asleep in it.

      She turned her head and looked at me.

      "We've got three hours until the next check," she said.

      She wasn't asking.

      The shirt came off easily. Everything about Frankie came off easily when she'd made her mind up — the shirt, her composure, the distance she kept between herself and what she wanted until she'd decided not to. She'd decided. She pulled me down and kissed me and her hands were already moving, sure and unhurried.

      I pulled back far enough to look at her.

      "Hi," she said.

      "Hi."

      She reached up and pushed my hair back from my face, slowly, her thumb tracing my jaw on the way down, and looked at me. "Come here," she said.

      I took my time getting there.

      I worked my way down her throat, her collarbone, her skin warm under my mouth. The lower I went the firmer her hand pressed flat against my back, not pulling me closer, just resting there, a weight that told me to keep going.

      So I did.

      “I love that sound you make,” I murmured.

      She laughed, low and breathless, and her fingers found my hair.

      I took my time with her ribcage, her stomach, the soft skin below her navel where she was warm and smelled of strawberry shower gel. Her hips moved. Not urgently. Just a suggestion. I ignored the suggestion and worked my way back up to her collarbone and she made a sound that was half frustration and half something else.

      "Bridge."

      "Mm."

      "You're —"

      "I know."

      She pulled my hair, not gently. I looked up at her. Her eyes were dark and her breathing was already uneven and she had the expression she wore when she was deciding whether to be patient with me or not. It was one of my favorite expressions. I was aware I was possibly not improving the situation.

      "Come here," she said again.

      "You said that already."

      "I'm saying it again."

      I came here.

      She kissed me and her hands moved with intent now, mapping what she wanted, and I let her for a while because she was good at this.

      "Bridge."

      "Mm."

      "If you don't go down, I'll⁠—"

      "I will."

      "When?"

      "When I'm ready."

      She swore under her breath and I smiled against her jaw and moved my hand and she stopped saying anything at all.

      I went down.

      Her hand found my hair immediately, fingers spread, and I worked slowly because we had three hours and because she was warm and responsive, her whole body paying attention, her hips rolling in a rhythm that told me where we were. The sounds she made spurred me on. I learned her by them. The small sharp sound that meant closer. The way her breath caught and released when I got the angle right. The low sustained sound she made when I stayed there, exactly there, and didn't move.

      She said my name, over and over. God, it was hot.

      I stayed exactly where I was.

      Her thighs tensed. Her hand in my hair gripped. Her breathing went short and ragged and I felt the gathering in her, everything drawing toward a point, the stillness just before —

      The hand in my hair loosened.

      I noticed but carried on.

      The hand didn't retighten.

      Then, gradually, despite my best efforts, I noticed a change in her breathing. The shift from short and caught to something slower. Deeper.

      I lifted my head.

      Her mouth was slightly open. Her brow had smoothed. Her chest rose and fell with the deep, unhurried rhythm of someone who had left the building.

      Then she snored.

      Not elaborately. Once. A single soft sound from somewhere deep and unconscious, from a woman who had been awake for the better part of seven days on two-hour intervals and had finally, definitively, run out of road at the precise moment that was least convenient for everyone involved.

      I stayed where I was for a moment. Then I pulled the blanket up and lay on my back.

      She was asleep. She was asleep while I had been — I set that thought back down.

      Her breathing was steady now, deep and even. One hand had uncurled at her side. Her face was serene.

      At the other side of the room the big puppy made a brief complaint and subsided. Maple's tags clinked as she shifted.

      I went looking for annoyance and couldn't find it. All I found was the comfort that comes from lying next to a person who trusts you enough to fall asleep on you in the most inconvenient circumstances. I found it, to my own surprise, unbearably cute.

      She made a sound and turned toward me in her sleep, and her hand found my arm and stayed there.

      I closed my eyes and listened to her breathing.
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      Frankie

      I woke up knowing something was wrong before I knew what it was.

      The light was wrong, too bright, too late. My neck ached from a pillow that wasn't where I'd expected it to be. Maple's breathing and the small shuffling sounds of the puppies, all of it registering in sequence before I was fully awake.

      Then I registered Bridge.

      She was on her side, facing me, propped on one elbow, and she looked like she'd been there a while and was comfortable.

      I blinked.

      "Morning," she said.

      "Morning." I pushed myself upright. My mouth was dry. The angle of the sun in the room suggested it was closer to mid-morning than six a.m., which had been usual for the last week. I looked at the window and then at the clock at the bedside for a long moment before the number resolved itself. Eight forty-seven.

      "The puppies⁠—"

      "I did the two, four and six o'clock checks," Bridge said. "All fine."

      I looked at her. She looked back at me.

      Something had happened. I could sense it, but it was out of reach, the way you feel a word you can't quite find.

      "Do you remember having your shower last night?" Bridge asked. Her voice was neutral.

      "Yes." I did. I remembered the shower. Clean shirt. The sofa. Bridge's shoulder against mine.

      "Do you remember after that?"

      "Yes," I said.

      "Good." She shifted, settling in. "Walk me through it."

      I looked at her. "I don't need to walk you through it. I remember it."

      "Indulge me."

      "Bridge."

      "Frankie."

      I pressed my lips together. She waited.

      "We came to bed," I said.

      "We did. And then?"

      "And then I kissed you."

      "You did." She nodded encouragingly. "And then?"

      "And then you —" I gestured, my fingers pointing to my lips and then downward.

      "Words, please."

      "You kissed me back."

      "I did. And then?"

      I could see exactly where this was going and I was going to have to walk every step of it before she let me stop. "And then you kissed your way down⁠—"

      "Keep going."

      My face was warm. "You know what happened next."

      "I do," she said pleasantly. "I want to hear your version."

      "Bridge."

      "You're doing so well."

      I held her gaze. She was enjoying this and making no effort to hide it.

      "And then you—" I stopped.

      She raised her eyebrows.

      "And then I⁠—"

      She waited.

      The thing that had been out of reach arrived. All at once.

      "No!" I said.

      Bridge's expression didn't change. Which was how I knew.

      "Bridge."

      "Mm."

      "I didn't."

      "You did."

      I put both hands over my face. Behind them, my face was doing something I had no control over. "While you were⁠—"

      "Yes."

      "I fell asleep while you were⁠—"

      "You did."

      I pressed my palms flat against my eyes. The darkness behind them didn't help. I heard Bridge make a sound. The sound of someone choosing not to laugh.

      I dropped my hands. She was looking at the ceiling, the picture of innocence.

      "It was one time," I said. "I'd been awake for nearly a week."

      "Six and a half days."

      "That's nearly a week."

      "It's not nearly a week."

      "Bridge, I am so⁠—"

      "Don't apologize."

      "I'm apologizing."

      "Don't. It's not a story that ends well for either of us if you apologize." She looked at me then, and the amusement was still there but underneath it something steadier. "You're going to make it up to me."

      "Yes," I said. "I am."

      "At length," she said.

      "At considerable length," I agreed.

      She held my gaze for a moment and then she was smiling, and I was aware of what my face was doing and couldn't stop it. I'd been walked through my own humiliation step by deliberate step and I was smiling at the person who'd done it.

      "Bridge." I looked at her. "You said you did the six a.m. check."

      "I had it."

      "You weighed them?"

      "Runt's up another four grams. I wrote it in the log." A pause. "Exactly as you showed me."

      I looked at her for a long moment.

      She'd been up every two hours in a cabin that wasn't hers, checking on my adopted litter. She'd checked all four, weighed the runt, logged it in my format. While I slept through every alarm I'd set. She'd got up in the dark and done the thing that needed doing and hadn't woken me.

      There wasn't anything to say that would be adequate, and I had enough sense not to try.

      I reached across and put my hand against the side of her face. I kissed her. Slowly, deliberately, with intention.

      When I pulled back she looked at me. I caught her before she'd finished composing herself.

      "That's not making it up to me," she said. Her voice was not quite steady.

      "No," I agreed. "That was just for me."

      Down the hall, the big puppy announced itself. Maple's tags clinked. The morning was starting, the way it always started, without permission.

      "When I make it up to you — you'll know."

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Frankie

      We'd just finished the runt's ten o'clock feed when Bridge put coffee on the counter beside me without saying anything, and I thought: when did this become normal?

      Eight days. Eight days of alarms every two hours and towels in rotation and the runt gaining weight in increments small enough that you had to believe in them before you could see them, and somewhere in the middle of all of it Bridge had stopped being a guest and become a fixture in my life. Her handwriting was in my log. Her toiletries were in my bathroom, and her coffee mug sat next to mine as though it had always been there. We'd fallen into stride together without discussion or negotiation.

      I was still thinking about that when there was a knock at the door.

      Maple lifted her head from the box and looked toward the door but didn't move. Bridge looked at me silently asking who it might be. There was only one way to find out.

      There were two people on my porch I had never seen before. At first glance they seemed too old to be recruiting for Jesus, but times were tough, so I didn't rule out the possibility. The man was in his mid-sixties, tall, in a jacket too light for the morning air, with close-cropped gray hair and a curious stillness about him. The woman beside him was smaller and wore a cream cable-knit that read as practical but still worked with the pearls at her neck. Her hair was the same dark blonde as Bridge's but threaded through with silver, and her face arranged itself into a smile a half-second after she needed it.

      They both seemed to be taking stock of me, eyes drifting up, then down and back up again. Whatever they were selling I wasn't buying.

      "Oh," the woman said, as though she had been expecting somebody else and not me. "You must be Frankie."

      Behind me, I heard Bridge put down her coffee.

      Within two seconds she appeared at my shoulder. She looked at the man first, then the woman. I watched as her face ran through a hundred different emotions, dismantling and reassembling itself. Where it ended was somewhere I hadn't seen before — tense, maybe stoic — as she straightened her spine and raised her chin to meet their gaze.

      "Mom," she said. "Dad."

      My mouth opened and my head moved from one face to the next like a surprised goldfish at a Davis Cup final.

      "We took the late flight," her father said, like that explained everything.

      "You didn't call," Bridge countered.

      "We spoke to your neighbor," her mother said. "Marcus. He knew where you were." She paused, glancing at me, before her eyes set back on Bridge. "Conor couldn't reach you. He mentioned it to us and we called—" Another pause, briefer. "Too many times to count." Bridge's mother's voice was stern to the point of being sexy, if she wasn't the mother of the hot woman you were dating.

      "I haven't looked at my phone in days," Bridge said, glancing over her shoulder into our makeshift animal nursery.

      "Evidently." The older woman sniffed. "Your neighbor was kind enough to give us this address to help us find out if you were still alive."

      I turned and looked at Bridge.

      She met my eyes for a fraction of a second. "I'll explain later," she said.

      I shook my head, then apologized for my lack of manners and invited them in to puppy chaos where the whelping box dominated the main room. Towels covered every surface, there wasn't a bare section of kitchen counter visible, and the washing machine was churning a load with another pile beside it.

      Mr. Cahill stepped inside and took all of this in with one slow sweep of the room. Methodical, registering, not reacting. His nose twitched. That was the moment I realized we were both suffering from nose blindness.

      Mrs. Cahill followed, her gaze immediately locking onto the puppies.

      Maple was lying on her side with four puppies attached, regarding the ceiling with a look of complete resignation.

      "Oh," she said, and for a moment her sternness dropped and she was just a woman looking at puppies. "Oh, they're tiny."

      "Eight days old," I said. "The runt, the smallest, requires supplemental feeding, so we've been on a two-hour schedule." I stopped. They hadn't asked. I grabbed two bundles of clean towels I'd been folding earlier to reveal the sofa. "Please take a seat."

      "I'm Margot, and this is Patrick," Mrs. Cahill said, and then, without need, she added, "We're Bridge's parents." As though I hadn't already gathered that.

      What I noticed first about Patrick Cahill was that he watched Bridge. He tracked her the way I tracked an animal in recovery, watching the way they moved, looking for any tells that would increase my level of concern. When she stepped backward to allow them to take their seats his eyes followed her. When she crouched beside the whelping box to do the morning check while I made us all a coffee, he continued to study her. She picked up the runt for its weight and his gaze fixed on her hands and stayed there until she set it back.

      Bridge didn't look at him. She knew he was doing it. That was clear from the way she didn't look at him.

      Margot talked. She was good at it and she'd clearly been doing it for years. She asked about the cabin, the area, how long I'd been here. She admired the view from the kitchen window. She said "how lovely" about the ponderosa pines, "how extraordinary" about the whelping box, "how clever" about the supplemental feeding — the steady commentary of someone maintaining the space between silences.

      She called Bridge "sweetheart" twice. Bridge's shoulders moved each time.

      "We were worried," Margot said, turning her smile toward me. "Bridge goes quiet sometimes."

      "I was busy," Bridge said, from beside the whelping box.

      "We know, sweetheart." Margot's voice was warm enough to be genuine, and that was the problem. You couldn't argue with genuine. But I couldn't place Bridge's flinch against it and make the arithmetic work.

      Patrick hadn't said much. He'd accepted coffee, asked one question about the runt's birth weight and its current trajectory, and listened to my answer with an attention that felt clinical rather than polite. When I finished he nodded once.

      "You've been monitoring every two hours?" he asked.

      "More frequently the first forty-eight."

      Another nod. He looked at the log on the counter. "May I?"

      I said yes because it seemed rude to say no. He read it front to back, not skimming, his finger moving down each column. He didn't comment. He set it back down precisely where it had been.

      Bridge was watching him. When he put the log down she looked away.

      I made them breakfast because I didn't know what else to do with them and my instinct in any situation involving people was to feed them. Eggs, toast, the last of the salsa from the fridge, although Patrick and Margot politely declined the addition of spice. Margot offered to help and I let her because refusing felt unkind and having her busy next to me seemed kind.

      She was efficient in a kitchen. Quick, clean, no wasted movement. She found the pan without asking, cracked eggs without being shown where anything was. I watched her and thought: she's done this her whole life. Made herself useful in other people's spaces. It reminded me of Bridge that first night.

      Bridge sat at the table across from her father. They were talking in low voices. Something about Boston, a neighbor's tree. It sounded like the small talk of avoidance. Patrick's voice was even. Bridge answered in full sentences, which I'd noticed she only did when she was paying attention to how she sounded.

      She looked smaller. That was what I kept coming back to. Bridge, who usually walked into rooms and claimed them, was sitting at my kitchen table braced for what she didn't want to arrive.

      "She's doing so well," Margot said quietly beside me, not looking up from the eggs. Her voice had changed register — still warm, but carrying an undercurrent that had been there the whole morning. "Colorado suits her. She looks well."

      She was passing me information I didn't have the context to read.

      "She is well," I said.

      Margot looked at me then. Her expression moved. I read it as relief.

      "Good," she said. "That's good."

      Bridge found me at the whelping box midmorning while her parents were outside on the porch, Margot on a phone call she'd apparently been deferring since they landed, Patrick standing at the rail looking out at the treeline.

      She crouched beside me. We were both watching the runt, which had taken its bottle and was now demonstrating, for the fifth consecutive day, that it intended to survive.

      "You gave your neighbor my address?" I said.

      "Marcus is my emergency contact. He looks after my cactus when I'm away." A pause. "I gave him this address when I came back from Indian Creek. Before Maple had the puppies. In case something happened."

      In case something happened.

      "They do this," Bridge said. Her voice was level. "When I go quiet. They do this."

      I wanted to ask why going quiet triggered a flight from Boston. I wanted to ask what Patrick was looking for when he read the log. I wanted to ask what Margot had almost said three times this morning and chosen not to. I was good at reading people, and I was getting a reading from these two that I kept arriving at and not liking.

      Instead I said, "They love you."

      Bridge was quiet for a moment. "Yes," she said. "They do."

      It wasn't agreement. It was more complicated than agreement, and I knew enough to leave it there until she was ready.

      Outside, Margot laughed at something, her voice carrying through the window. Patrick turned his head toward the sound, and there for that moment he was just a man watching his wife laugh.

      I turned back to the runt. Five grams up from yesterday. I added the number to the log and we stayed where we were, and neither of us said anything else, and after a while the porch door opened and the Cahills came back in and the morning resumed its fragile progression.

      Conor arrived at two-fifteen.

      I knew it was him before I opened the door because I heard him trip on the porch step and swear and then say "I'm fine" to nobody in particular. He was taller than Bridge by three inches, broader, with the same dark coloring. He stuck out his hand before I'd opened the door.

      He had a duffel bag on one shoulder and a paper bag on the other and he was out of breath.

      "Frankie," he said. Not a question. "Conor. I'm so sorry about all of this. I mentioned to my mother that I couldn't reach Bridge and apparently that was—" He stopped. Reconsidered. "Yeah. I caused this. That's on me."

      He shook my hand briskly.

      "Come in," I said.

      He came in and the cabin changed register immediately. He saw his parents and said "hey" as though there was nothing to resolve. He saw Bridge and a look passed between them that carried years' worth of conversation, his end of it apologetic, hers resigned and almost fond.

      "You went quiet," he said.

      "I was busy."

      "Oh, wow. Puppies!" He turned to me. "She spoke to me from Utah three weeks ago and then nothing! Do you know how that reads from Boston?"

      "It reads fine," Bridge said.

      "It reads like a cry for help."

      "We had puppies."

      "And I didn't even get a photo." He had already crossed to the whelping box and was crouching in front of it with his hands on his knees, looking at Maple and the puppies with uncomplicated curiosity. Maple, who had tolerated Patrick's examination and Margot's cooing with varying degrees of resignation, lifted her head and looked at Conor.

      He looked back at her. "Hey," he said. "You did a lot of work."

      Maple put her head down.

      "Wow, that one is tiny," he said.

      "It's fine. Gaining consistently."

      "Can I—" He looked up at me.

      "Wash your hands first."

      He washed his hands. He came back. He picked up the runt with care and held it against his palm and looked at it, then smiled, before a frown appeared.

      "It bit me," he said.

      "It's rooting. It's not a bite."

      "It's definitely a bite." He was smiling. He set the runt back where it had been. "Okay. I get it." He stood, wiped his hands on his jeans, and turned to look at Bridge. "You've been here for how long?"

      "The whelping started eight days ago."

      "And you've been—" He looked at me, then back at Bridge.

      "Yes," Bridge said.

      He said nothing. The nothing lasted about two seconds and then he turned to me and said "right, I get it" and pulled out a kitchen chair and sat in it like he'd been coming to the cabin and sitting in my kitchen for years.

      So I told him the story of the last eight days. The whelping, the sac, the runt not breathing, the supplemental schedule. He listened the way Bridge listened, fully, without interrupting, but where Bridge listened with stillness, Conor listened with his whole face. He winced at the right moments. He said "Jesus" when I described resuscitating the runt and Bridge said "language" from across the room without looking up and Conor said "sorry, sorry," the apology automatic, as was the affection.

      Patrick asked two follow-up questions about the runt's prospects. I answered them. Conor watched his father the way Bridge watched him, silently calibrating.

      The room had more air in it now. Breathable.

      Bridge, somewhere in the last twenty minutes, had started to look more like herself again.

      It happened gradually enough that I hadn't pinpointed the moment it changed. But somewhere between Conor arriving and Conor sitting in my kitchen chair and making her say "language" without thinking about it, she'd stopped holding herself at that careful pitch. Her shoulders had dropped. She'd tucked one foot up under her on the sofa. She was still quieter than usual but it was her quiet, the one I trusted.

      I watched this and looked away.

      Conor was telling me about the Flatirons, the plan had been to do a hike, he'd been training, Bridge had already told him his training wasn't nearly enough — she was almost smiling.

      "He said 'I run a lot' like that is going to cut it," Bridge said.

      "I do run a lot."

      "Running is not hiking."

      "She sent me a training plan," Conor told me. "Twelve weeks. I got through four and then I had a run of night shifts."

      "He did two weeks and texted me to say he'd completed the program."

      "I said I'd completed my version of it. That's different."

      Margot laughed. It was the first time she'd laughed all day, loose and real, and for a moment she looked like someone I might have met under different circumstances and immediately liked.

      Patrick was watching Bridge.

      He was still doing it. But Bridge wasn't watching him anymore, she was looking at Conor, and the watching was going unobserved, which seemed to be how Patrick preferred it.

      All I could think was, what is he looking for?

      Conor was talking about a colleague, a story from the ER, something involving a misidentified X-ray and an administrative mix-up that had apparently become hospital legend. He told it well. His timing was good, the details landed and he focused on Bridge while he told it, making sure she was with him.

      "It was like the early days all over again," he said. "You remember what the admin was like before? Before they moved to the new building? The filing system was⁠—"

      "Conor." Bridge's voice was level.

      He stopped.

      A beat. Both of them in it.

      "Right," he said. "Yeah." He picked up his coffee. "Anyway. The new system's much better."

      He moved on, seamlessly. He'd done this before. Margot had found the kitchen window absorbing. Patrick was still.

      They left at six. Margot hugged Bridge for a long time and Bridge let her, her arms coming up after a moment, her face over her mother's shoulder doing something I gave her privacy for. Patrick put his hand on the back of Bridge's neck — it lasted two seconds and meant something I didn't have the key to. Bridge closed her eyes for a second and then opened them.

      Conor was last. He hugged her, strong and hard and the relief in it was real. Then he pulled back and looked at her and nodded.

      He shook my hand on the porch. "Thank you," he said. "For—" He glanced back at the cabin. "All of this."

      "I haven't done anything. Bridge did the work."

      "I know." He picked up his duffel. "She does, usually." Then he waved and was down the steps and into the rental car pulling out and following his parents back into town.

      I went back inside.

      Bridge was at the whelping box, doing the six o'clock check, her movements the same ones she'd made a hundred times. Weight, position, temperature, log. The runt first, always. She didn't look up.

      I sat on the sofa and watched her work.

      After a while I said, "The hospital."

      She wrote something in the log.

      "Conor mentioned it and you shut him down."

      "He was going off track." She placed the runt back next to Maple. "He does that when he's comfortable."

      "What hospital?"

      She capped the pen. Set it down on the log. Stayed crouching by the box with her back to me.

      "Bridge."

      "It's not something I talk about." Her voice was even. Closed.

      I looked at the back of her. The set of her shoulders. The way she was very deliberately occupied with the puppies.

      I didn't push. It wasn't the moment and I knew it, but knowing it didn't make it easier.

      "Okay," I said.

      She stayed where she was for another moment. Then she stood, and turned, and looked at me across the cabin with her face finally without the forced composure she'd been holding all day, and I held her gaze and waited and didn't ask for anything.

      She crossed the room and sat beside me on the sofa. Her shoulder against mine.

      Neither of us said anything.

      The big puppy made its customary complaint from the box. Maple dealt with it. Outside the pines moved in the evening air and the cabin settled around us and I thought: this woman had a before that her family carried for her and she'd never let me near it. And she was still sitting here anyway, shoulder to shoulder, and that was what she could give me and I could hold it or I couldn't.

      I held it.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Bridge

      At ten Frankie did the last feed of the day and set the midnight alarm. The big puppy had made its nightly complaint and been attended to. Maple had been out to the yard and was reorganizing herself in the box with the slowness of a mother who had learned to sleep in four-minute increments.

      Today had been strange, my parents and then my brother turning up unannounced. We'd sat together in the evening and I had stopped trying to determine whether the silence was comfortable or avoidant. Both, probably. The two weren't mutually exclusive.

      Frankie, even juggling puppies, had been the perfect host, warm and friendly, making them coffee, cooking with my mother, putting up with my father's judgmental silences and my brother's need to overshare. My parents seemed to be satisfied with what they saw and were on their way back to Boston on the last flight home. Conor was staying in Boulder at my apartment. Crisis averted.

      But now I was sitting in the residue of them and not knowing how to be in it.

      Frankie said, "You don't have to talk about it."

      "I know."

      "I'm not going to ask."

      "I know that too."

      She turned her head. I could feel her eyes on me without meeting them.

      "But I'm here," she said. Just that.

      I looked at her. She was tired, eight days in, and she wasn't managing the tiredness or hiding it or doing anything with it except sitting there, present. I had been watching Frankie Martinez for weeks now, almost months, and I had yet to find the seam where the warmth stopped being real.

      I kissed her.

      I kissed her because the day had been a lot and she was the person I wanted to be closest to at the end of it. I had at some point stopped being able to pretend otherwise. The pretending had become more work than the thing itself.

      She kissed me back. Her hand came up and she held the side of my face and the gentleness of it moved through me like a current I hadn't braced for.

      "Hey," she said, against my mouth.

      "Hey."

      She pulled back enough to see me properly. I let her look. She was checking, not for damage, just taking me in, and I stayed in it and didn't manufacture a reason to move.

      "Okay?" she said.

      "Yes," I said. And then, because it was true: "More than."

      She kissed me again, and this time there was nothing tentative about either of us.

      We moved to the bedroom without hurrying. Frankie left the door open a few inches for the puppies and in the low light from the lamp she turned to me and I watched her take me in. There was a word for what her face was doing but I had found, over the last two months, that my vocabulary had gaps where Frankie was concerned.

      She reached for the hem of my T-shirt. I let her lift it over my head and I sat on the edge of the bed in the lamplight, and I didn't reach for the switch or angle away or find a reason to move before she'd finished looking. She looked. Her eyes moved over my shoulders, my collarbone, my ribs, and then to the hollow at the base of my throat where the scar sits, small, slightly raised.

      I watched her look.

      She had touched it before. Once, early, and I had moved us along before she could dwell. That had been the reflex: the whole-body redirect, the next thing happening before the question could form.

      I didn't use it.

      Her expression didn't shift into sympathy, which I could have navigated. She looked at my face without readjusting what she saw, held her fingers there, and waited. From the other room the runt made a small noise and resolved it without assistance.

      I breathed.

      I have a working relationship with my body. I know what it does and what it's capable of, and I made a decision a long time ago not to let it become a problem. Climbing helped with that. You stop being at war with a body that can do what mine can do: the holds it can find, the walls it can read. But the scar predated climbing by eight years. It had been there since I was eleven and it belonged to a version of me that existed before I found the thing that made me okay. It belonged to the version my parents still saw when they looked at me. The reason my mother said she looks well with unconcealed relief. I didn't usually let people near it.

      She leaned in and pressed her mouth to it. Soft, deliberate, unhurried. Then she sat back and looked at me, and I held her gaze and neither of us said anything. She couldn't know yet and I wasn't ready to tell her and she seemed to understand, that she wasn't going to get an explanation tonight and she wasn't asking for one.

      I reached for the buttons of her shirt.

      She let me. I undid them slowly and she shrugged it off and I unclasped her bra and she let that go too and I looked at her. The warm brown of her skin, her nipples already hard and I put my hands on her and felt her exhale. I pulled her toward me and kissed her and her hands moved into my hair and I felt the full warm weight of her against me and I didn't step back from it.

      We lay down together.

      She moved over me and kissed me and I kissed her back with everything I had and her hips pressed into mine and I arched up to meet them and her breath caught. Her mouth moved to my throat, my collarbone, and her hands moved down my stomach to my jeans and she paused there and looked up at me and I lifted my hips and she undid them and pulled them off and knelt over me and looked at me, all of me.

      I let her.

      She bent her head and her mouth found my breast and her hand moved between my thighs and I gasped and stopped managing or even caring what sounds I made. Her patience was unbearable. Her fingers teasing me slowly while her mouth worked against my skin, and I lay there with my hands in her hair and my hips moving against her hand and my eyes open, feeling everything. She looked up at me once and what was on her face was want, and she wasn't pretending otherwise.

      She moved down.

      Her mouth replaced her hand and I stopped being a person who thought about things. There was only heat, and pressure, and the specific, devastating patience of someone who had no intention of rushing. My hips lifted without my permission. My hands found her hair. At some point I said her name, and it didn't sound like me — it sounded like something that had been held under water and finally let go. Then she was inside me, and I wasn't anywhere else at all.

      I stayed.

      She came back up and I pulled her to me and held on, and she laughed softly into my hair, and in that moment I knew. I was gone.

      I turned us over.

      She went easily and looked up at me and I understood what wanting me had done to her. Her hips shifted beneath me. I kissed her throat, unclipped her jeans, and she lifted her hips to help me and I pulled them off with her underwear. Her T-shirt and bra followed, and I knelt over her and looked at her the way she had looked at me.

      I put my mouth to her breast and my hand between her thighs and she was ready and loud with it. I moved down and took my time too, teasing out what she needed, her hips rising to meet my mouth, her thighs warm against my shoulders, and she said my name once, quietly, the way you say something you mean, that comes from deep inside, and then she said it again when my fingers pushed inside her. Her hand tightened in my hair and I worked her slowly until her thighs shook and she came apart and said my name a third time, and the third time was different from the others.

      When I came back up she pulled me down and kissed me deeply and her hands were shaking and I held her face and kissed her back and we lay there tangled together in the low light and neither of us said anything because there was nothing to say.

      "Hi," she said.

      "Hi."

      She turned her head. I had not finished composing myself and she could see that.

      "Okay?" she said.

      I took stock. "Yes." And then, because the sentence wanted finishing: "That was⁠—"

      "Yeah," she said.

      From the other room, Maple's tags clinked once and went quiet.

      "I don't usually do this," I said.

      She waited.

      "What this is." She couldn't know yet and I wasn't ready to tell her and she seemed to understand — she wasn't going to get an explanation tonight and she wasn't asking for one. "I don't let people—" I stopped.

      "In?" she said. Tentative, almost, like she was aware of the fragility of the moment.

      "In," I said.

      She was quiet. "You did tonight."

      "I know."

      "Okay," she said.

      That was it. There was no making it a milestone. Just: okay. She rolled toward me and I felt her hand move into my hair, slow and easy, and I lay there in her bed in her cabin and I thought about how out of my depth I suddenly was, and how not being able to swim didn't seem to matter.

      This was different. Frankie was different. She was right, in a way I'd never experienced. Kate was the only other person who'd come close, and she'd sat on the edge of my bed at midnight and told me she needed more than I was giving. She had been right and I had known she was right and I had still not been able to give it, which had confirmed a conclusion I had already reached about myself and acted on ever since. I hadn't brought anyone back to my apartment. I hadn't let anyone close enough to arrive at the same conclusion. The arrangement had worked well in its own way. But this was different.

      I had come to Elk Ridge for a cliff face in Eldo and a clean, uncomplicated arrangement that required nothing I wasn't prepared to give. I hadn't planned for a woman with an adopted stray and a SAR team behind her or a runt that wasn't supposed to live. I hadn't planned to spend eight nights on a two-hour alarm schedule in a cabin that smelled of pine and puppy, or to not want to leave.

      I hadn't planned for any of this, especially not the meet my parents bit.

      Frankie's thumb moved at my temple in small circles. The midnight alarm was set. The runt, who needed a name, still needed us.

      I lay there in the almost-dark and for once I didn't go to work on what this was and why it couldn't work. I didn't break it into components or decide what it signified. I had been doing that since I was eleven and the only way through the years that followed was to make every day a solvable problem. Take the route apart. Know the crux. The habit had served me well but to just lie here and let it be what it was — this was solid.

      Frankie's breathing had already slowed toward sleep, and the breeze moved through the pines and Maple repositioned herself around her puppies with the patience she'd had from the first night.

      I closed my eyes and gave myself over to sleep, the way I slept when the body overrode everything else and the mind conceded.

      I didn't hear the phone.
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      Frankie

      The morning after the Cahills left started the same as every morning for the past nine days: the six a.m. alarm, the runt, the box. Bridge was already up when I surfaced, standing there in yesterday's T-shirt with the runt in her palm, not doing anything in particular with her. Just holding her. Her thumb moved once across the top of the dog's head, slow and absent.

      She didn't hear me come in. Or she did and didn't move.

      I made coffee. She stayed where she was. The runt, for her part, was doing what she always did, rooting, the blind insistent searching, the total confidence that the world would provide. Nine days ago she'd been the one we weren't sure about. Now she was the one I was least worried about.

      I put the coffee down beside Bridge. She picked it up and I thought about how this was our mornings now. We'd built an entire life around this routine and hadn't discussed it once.

      "Grit," Bridge said.

      I looked at the dog. Looked at Bridge. "She's a girl."

      "Okay. Gritty."

      I looked at her for a moment then said, "Okay."

      She placed Gritty down next to Maple and picked up her coffee. "I'm off for a shower. I'll take this through." A quick kiss on my cheek and she disappeared.

      By eight o'clock the cabin had settled into its version of normal and I was cleaning the kitchen counters when Bridge's phone buzzed. She'd left it charging the night before.

      I wasn't at it exactly, but the screen lit up and Conor's name was right there and the first line of the message was right there.

      Hope yesterday wasn't too much. Call when you're up.

      I lifted it and wiped underneath it and placed it back down.

      Last night hadn't been too much. Last night had been — last night. The Cahills had been a lot, and then Conor had been exactly what was needed, and then they'd all gone and I'd watched Bridge come back to herself. But Conor didn't know that. Conor was still in Boulder, still worried about his sister and only had three days before he was due back in Boston.

      Bridge was in the shower. The water was still running.

      I picked up my own phone and typed.

      She's okay. Better than yesterday. If you want to come up, the Flatirons trail could use two people — she said you had a hike planned. I don't want her going stir-crazy.

      I sent it before I'd thought about whether to, which was how I made most of my decisions that turned out to be the wrong ones.
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      Conor arrived at ten thirty with a pair of boots that were new enough to be a concern.

      "You're going to lose a nail in those," I told him, at the door.

      "I bought them this morning."

      "Break them in on the trail and you'll be fine. Come in."

      He came in. He looked better than yesterday, the family tension gone from his shoulders. He dropped his pack and went straight to the whelping box the way he had the day before, squatting to check on Gritty.

      "She looks bigger," he said.

      "She's not bigger. You're just less scared of her."

      He laughed. He straightened up and I put a coffee in front of him, and he took it and sat at the table. I pulled a strip of moleskin from the first aid kit I'd grabbed from the cabinet and handed it to him without comment.

      "Thank you," he said. "For this and the text. She goes quiet sometimes and we just—" He turned the mug in his hands. "We have this thing where we assume the worst. It's not rational. She'd tell us if something was wrong." He paused. "She would tell us."

      "She's been fine," I said. "More than fine. She's been⁠—"

      The kitchen door pushed open.

      Bridge appeared. She had her hair loose from the shower, yesterday's flannel shirt half-buttoned, and she stopped when she saw Conor at my kitchen table and looked from him to me. Her expression closed down a fraction — enough that I noticed. I saw it and couldn't read it.

      "You're here," she said.

      Conor said, "Frankie texted me." His tone was easy, like he had no idea. "You still owe me a hike."

      Bridge looked at me. Just for a moment. Her eyes moved over my face in the way they sometimes did when she was working something out, fast, and not all the way there yet.

      "I thought it would do you good," I said. "The two of you, the trail — Conor needs to break those boots in anyway⁠—"

      I heard it as I said it and realized how it might sound, like what you said when you were managing someone.

      Bridge went very still.

      "Frankie." Her voice was even. "What did Conor tell you?"

      I looked at her. "Tell me? About what?"

      She held my eyes. The stillness in her face was the kind I'd seen her use at the whelping box in the first hours, when the runt was born but wasn't breathing. A controlled calm that was costing her.

      "Bridge." I set down my coffee. "Tell me what?"

      She looked at Conor.

      Conor looked back at her, and I watched his face do the thing where it tried to tell her something without words, the same shorthand I'd seen the day before but this time he was too slow or it didn't compute.

      She crossed the room and picked up her keys from the hook by the door.

      "I need some air," she said.

      "Bridge." Conor was on his feet.

      "Stay."

      "Bridge, she doesn't⁠—"

      The door closed behind her.

      The van started. I was on the porch in three steps and I watched it pull out onto the road in the direction of the highway, its taillights disappearing around the treeline, and there was nothing I could do. Gritty yelped, being pushed out by her bigger siblings. I stood there on the porch and didn't go after her because I couldn't leave the litter and I couldn't follow a woman who hadn't told me what she was running from or why.

      I heard Conor behind me.

      "I'll go," he said.

      I turned. "She took the van."

      "I'll catch her before she reaches the main road." He already had his phone out. "If not, I can track her. Best not tell her that, though."

      I stared at him and moved aside as he bounded down the steps and into his rental car, a plume of dust rising from the road as he sped after his sister.

      Gritty yelped again and I went back inside.
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      The twelve o'clock feed happened. The log entry was made. Maple was patient and steady and required nothing exceptional. I was very careful with everything I did.

      Conor came back alone at half past twelve.

      He knocked, which he hadn't done either of the other times, and came in without waiting and stood in the kitchen and looked at me and I looked at him and neither of us spoke for a moment.

      "I lost her," he said. "She knows those roads."

      "Where would she go?"

      "Eldo, probably. Or wherever she's been climbing. She'll be on something by now." He pulled out a chair. Sat in it. Put his elbows on the table. He looked like a man working up to something.

      I made coffee because it was the only useful thing I could do.

      He wrapped his hands around the mug and looked at it.

      "She's going to kill me for telling you this," he said.

      I sat down across from him.

      "She was eleven," he said. "Acute lymphoblastic leukemia. She went into remission but it came back." He kept his eyes on the mug. "We were told she wouldn't make it. She was fifteen. Dad sat us down and explained what the numbers meant and Mom didn't speak for three days." He turned the mug in his hands. "But she did make it. It took four more years but she made it, and by the time she was clear she was nineteen and her entire adolescence was just — gone. Every year of it, hospital or recovery or waiting to find out which it would be." He looked up. "And my parents have never left that room. Dad's a cardiologist, but he knows exactly what the odds are at this distance. Some part of both of them is still sitting in that conversation. It never ended for them. She escaped up a rock face but they didn't." A pause. "She knows that. She's always known that. The moment she was clear she left and she found climbing and she built this whole life where she was just—" He stopped.

      "Not the sick kid," I said.

      He looked at me. "Yeah."

      I thought about Patrick watching her. Margot's She looks well.

      "She doesn't tell people," Conor said. "She doesn't tell anyone. When people know they treat her differently." He shook his head. "She has this version of herself she's built, and it's real, she's genuinely that person. But underneath it there's this—" He ran a hand across his face. "She thinks you know. She thinks I told you, and that you texted me because you were managing it. Managing her." He met my eyes.

      "But I didn't know."

      "I know."

      The cabin was quiet.

      "She thinks she's lost the one place where nobody knew," I said.

      He exhaled. "Yeah." Then shook his head. "And now she's right."

      I sat with it. Outside, a jay landed on the porch rail and considered the view and left.

      She'd let me press my mouth to that scar and not move away from it. Not because she'd told me and I'd understood. Because with me, she hadn't needed to.

      And now we'd taken that from her without knowing.

      "She'll come back," Conor said. He sounded like a man who loved his sister and had spent more years worrying about her than not.

      Gritty made a sound from the box. I got up to check her. She was fine, restless, ready for the next feed, entirely undiminished.

      I looked at her for a long moment.

      "I know," I said. "She won't let us down."
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      Bridge

      I drove too fast on the highway, knew it and didn't correct it. The van felt wrong. Too familiar, too full of the last ten days. One of Gritty's bottles on the passenger seat. Frankie's spare jacket behind my head because she'd thrown it back there when I drove her to the wildlife center and she'd never retrieved it. The van had her in it everywhere. I turned the radio on and turned it off again and drove.

      Last night I had let her in. This morning she knew. That was the sequence and I couldn't find a way to make it run in a different order no matter how fast I drove. For the first time in nine years I was with someone who didn't know, which meant someone who wasn't managing around it. I was being loved for being whole.

      I was back to being the thing they had to factor in.

      The road turned into the canyon road. I took the turns too fast and the familiar sandstone walls rose on either side but today it didn't come with the usual surge of relief. Under the anger was something older: grief. Sorrow for what I'd just lost.

      I pulled into the lot hard, killed the engine, and sat there with my hands on the wheel.

      She'd sat there all those nights on the porch and listened to whatever I said and looked at me with uncomplicated attention. That was the thing. It had been real. No second track running underneath it, no lens of fragility and prognosis, no pity. Just Frankie, paying attention to me.

      My parents looked at me and saw the person I was and the person I nearly wasn't, simultaneously, every time. They couldn't help it. I'd stopped expecting them to.

      Frankie just looked at me.

      I could top out on a free solo and my father's eyes would still do the thing they did, the involuntary scan, looking for what was wrong, because the experience of nearly losing me had rewired him at a level that achievement couldn't reach. I understood that. I'd made my peace with it. But I had left Boston and I had left the diagnosis behind me and I had built a life removed from that defining preset, one which I could manage.

      Frankie hadn't seen me that way. Until this morning.

      That was what I'd lost. Not her — I hadn't lost her. I'd lost the version of myself that existed in the cabin with her, the one that no one in that space knew was supposed to be dead at fifteen. That version was gone now and it wasn't coming back, and I didn't know how to tell her that losing it had nothing to do with her and everything to do with me.

      I got out of the van and grabbed my shoes and chalk bag. My hands were unsteady when I chalked them. I looked up at the Bastille and chose not to acknowledge it. The hardest line I'd climbed here, on a good day.

      This was not a good day. I went to the base anyway.

      The first hundred feet went badly.

      Not dangerous-badly. I wasn't going to come off on the lower section, I knew this route too well, the holds were too good, my body too familiar with the sequences. But I was climbing wrong. Too much in my head, not enough in my hands. I was pulling through moves I should have been reading, defaulting to strength where I should have been finding technique. Some part of me was watching the technique deteriorate and I chose not to care.

      I stopped on a ledge at a hundred feet and pressed my back to the wall and breathed. The canyon was below me. The creek. The parking lot, my van in it, Frankie's jacket still on the back seat.

      I had built something in that cabin. That was what the anger was protecting. Not the secret, which was tactical, a mechanism, something I'd long ago decided I could control the deployment of. What I'd built was different. Kate hadn't got that far. We'd built an entire life in those weeks, those last ten days, and I had let all of it happen because she didn't know and I was safe in that.

      This morning Conor had told her. That safety was gone.

      I looked up at the route. The crux section started forty feet above me. I knew what it wanted: full attention, a mental hush, the mind brought to bear on nothing but the next four feet of rock. I was not anywhere near that state — but I went anyway. Because the alternative was sitting on a ledge in a canyon thinking about Frankie's face when I walked into that kitchen — It'll do you good — and that, I was not prepared to do.
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      The crux started and within the first five moves I knew it wasn't right. The holds were where they always were and my body found them and the sequences ran the way they always ran but there was too much noise. Too much coming through from somewhere below the technical, leaking in at the edges, the kind of interference that on a roped route was a nuisance but here was a problem.

      Twenty feet in. A pinch on the left, a high step that wanted precise footwork, the next hold a small crimp that I had to move onto immediately and commit.

      And I was thinking about her face.

      The surprise on it. I'd read it as guilt, as the face of someone who'd just done something she shouldn't have. But the thing I was remembering now, on a wall I couldn't afford to remember anything on, was that it had moved. Her face had moved after the surprise, into something I hadn't stayed long enough to finish reading, and the unfinished read was there now, insisting, at twenty feet above a ledge with my left foot on a smear and my right hand on a hold that wanted all my attention.

      I moved for the crimp.

      My foot slipped.

      One move. That was all it was. My weight wrong, the angle off by a degree, and my foot skated off the hold and for one second I was not on the wall.

      My right hand held.

      My left hand found the rock surface, slapped it, found friction, and I pressed in and my feet scrabbled and found the wall and held, and I was on the rock again, heart slamming, fingertips white on the crimp, the canyon three hundred and fifty feet below, and I was not moving.

      I pressed my forehead to the sandstone.

      The rock was warm from the sun. It was real and solid and I was on it and I was not falling. I concentrated on those facts. I breathed. The heartrate came down slowly, the way it always did after a near-miss, the body catching up to the fact that the crisis had passed.

      I had not come off. I was on the wall.

      And I was shaking.

      I had not shaken on a wall in eight years. Not since the first time I'd taken a real lead fall, before I understood that the rope held, before my body had learned at a cellular level to trust the gear. Since then, I had climbed with a steadiness that was not fearlessness. I'd always been careful about that distinction, careful not to call it fearlessness because fear was useful, fear was the thing that kept me reading the rock properly. But it had been steadiness. A calibrated relationship with the exposure. Not this. Not hands shaking on a hold with the drop below me and the inability to move.

      I had scared myself.

      Not the route. The route was the same route it had always been. I had scared myself because I'd come up here in a state refusing to acknowledge its presence and I'd taken it into the crux. My foot had told me what my head had been trying to avoid saying.

      I could not be here like this.

      I steadied my breath. I made my hands stop shaking by giving them work: moving left, finding a better position, redistributing my weight until I was standing properly rather than pressed against the wall like I was trying to become part of it. I looked up. The next holds were clear. The route was clear. I knew this wall.

      I looked down.

      And I made the decision I had never made on this route before.

      I started climbing down.

      Downclimbing is harder than going up. Everyone who doesn't climb thinks it would be easier: lower yourself back the way you came, same holds, you know where they are. But going down you can't see your feet. You feel for holds you can't watch arriving, and the exposure is different from below, the drop behind you instead of below you, the body's every instinct running counter to what you're asking it to do.

      You have to be completely present. More present, if anything, than going up.

      I concentrated on my feet. Finding the holds, reading the rock below by touch and memory. Left foot, right foot, hands moving when the feet were placed and not before. Ten feet, then fifteen. The ledge at a hundred feet came up and I stepped onto it and stood and looked down the lower section.

      My hands had stopped shaking. Just.

      In their place was the thing the anger had been covering, which I'd known was there since the highway and had no more protection from now.

      She'd been surprised when I walked into the kitchen. Not the face of someone who'd done something wrong. Surprised, which was different. I knew the difference. I'd spent enough years around people who were managing me to know their face, and it was not the face Frankie had made. Frankie's face was the face of someone who had walked into something she hadn't anticipated. The adjustment happening in real time. And then I'd been talking, and her face had been moving into something I hadn't stayed long enough to finish reading, because I'd heard the words, It'll do you good. And I'd taken the van keys off the hook and left before I'd let it finish.

      She might have texted Conor for exactly the reason it looked like. She'd seen his message, she'd thought she was giving me the morning, she'd done what Frankie did — seen a problem and reached for it. Not because she knew. Because she was Frankie.

      The thought had no softness in it. It arrived plain and stayed plain.

      I had been given a door and I had taken it.

      She'd held my face the night before and looked at me in a way that nobody had looked at me before, not ever, and I had woken up in her bed and I was terrified of it. So terrified I couldn't believe it was real so when a door appeared I had gone through it fast.

      I sat down on the ledge.

      She hadn't known. But she would have, eventually. The last ten days had been moving in one direction and I'd felt the destination arriving the way you felt a crux coming, a change in the angle, a thinning of the holds, the body knowing before the mind was ready to admit it. We'd been going somewhere and I'd known it and I hadn't told her.

      Ten days of absolute intimacy of every variety and I hadn't told her.

      The reason I hadn't was that the moment I did, the attention would change. Not into something cruel. Frankie wasn't capable of that. But once she knew, she'd look at me differently. Not cruelly. Just differently. And I'd had weeks of her not doing that, which was something I hadn't had since I was eleven years old, and I hadn't been able to give it up.

      So the secret hadn't been tactical. It hadn't been disclosure management, information I was entitled to control the release of. It had been fear. I'd been keeping it because giving it to her would change what she felt for me, or change the quality of it, tint everything that came after, and I wanted — I had wanted, badly, in a way I hadn't let myself want anything in nine years — to be loved by someone who didn't factor the survival in. Someone who wasn't loving me in spite of it.

      You couldn't have that if they knew. Once they knew, it was in there. It became part of the structure. Integral to how they saw you.

      I sat staring out into the horizon.

      She'd laughed as we lay together last night. After. That warm, unguarded laugh that was entirely hers, never aimed at anyone, but shared with everyone. I had known then that I was in it and couldn't get back out.

      I had been afraid before. I knew what it felt like. I'd been afraid at eleven when the oncologist first used the words. I'd been afraid at fifteen when the numbers stopped pointing the right way. I'd been afraid on dozens of walls, the good kind of afraid, the kind that meant I was paying proper attention.

      This was different.

      This was the fear of something I wanted and could lose. Not the fear of death — I'd made my peace with that in an oncology ward at fifteen. The fear of Frankie. The fear of her cabin and her laugh and her hand on my cheek in the dark. The fear of how far in I already was.

      What I hadn't asked myself, until a three-hundred-and-fifty-foot drop and a near-miss made the question unavoidable, was why I'd never chosen to tell her.

      The question wasn't whether Frankie had known. I'd worked out on the ledge why I'd run, and it had nothing to do with Frankie knowing or not knowing — it had to do with how deep I was in and how frightened that made me, and the fact that the moment I'd thought there was a way out I'd taken it at speed.

      I got up and started down.

      Left foot, right foot. Hands reading the rock, finding each hold, weight moving through the body the way it was supposed to move. The anger was gone. What was left was quieter and less comfortable, the way a crux was quieter and less comfortable than the approach: harder, slower, demanding more. I descended one move at a time. The ledge disappeared above me. The creek got louder. The ground came up.

      I stepped off the route and stood in the dirt of the canyon floor and looked up at the wall.

      Three hundred and fifty feet of sandstone, the Bastille lit gold in the afternoon light. I'd come off it. For the first and what could have been my last time. I was going to have to think about what that meant, about the state I'd brought into the crux, about whether I was still the person I'd believed myself to be on the wall. But not yet. Right now, I had one thing to do.
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      Frankie

      Conor stood at the door in his new boots with an apologetic smile, the strip of moleskin in his hand, still there, unused.

      "I'll go back to Boulder," he said. "To her apartment. If she goes there I can tell her in person — that I told you. That's mine to own." He picked up his pack. "And if she comes here—" He looked at me. "Then you've got some stuff to work through."

      "Yeah," I said.

      He nodded. He looked like he wanted to say something else and decided against it. But just before he left, he turned and met me with sad eyes. "She's worth it," he said. "I know that's not helpful right now, but she really is."

      "It's helpful."

      He smiled at that, brief and tired, and then he was down the steps and into the car and I watched the road until the engine sound was gone. Then I went back inside.

      I stood in the kitchen for a moment. Then I went and checked the whelping box, because the whelping box was a thing that needed checking and it was good to have something that needed doing.

      Three on, the big one in its usual position. Gritty working through her feed without drama. I picked up her weight log from the side. Bridge's handwriting stopped two entries ago. Mine picked back up where hers left off, in the same columns and the same format. I put the pen down and looked at the two sets of handwriting side by side and stayed there for a while.

      Conor had told me the way he probably told people things when he had to, as a doctor, plainly, like the information was the information and dressing it up would only make it worse. Eleven years old. Acute lymphoblastic leukemia. First remission. Then relapse. At fifteen they'd been told she wouldn't make it. His mother hadn't spoken for three days. His father sat them all down and explained what the numbers meant.

      I thought about that. Patrick Cahill, cardiologist. Having to find words for his own children that he'd spent a career giving other people's families. I thought about Margot at my kitchen table, that quality of attention she'd had for her daughter. Refilling her glass without asking, pulling her flannel shirt together as though it would keep out the cold, or whatever she needed protection from. The sequence of small actions of love that I'd read at the time as something close to suffocating and now understood differently.

      Bridge had made it. Four more years of treatment, and at nineteen she'd been clear.

      And then she climbed.

      I'd spent the last weeks assuming the free soloing was the thing at the core of her — and I hadn't been wrong exactly. But I'd been seeing it from the wrong side. I'd thought she chose risk because she needed it, the way some people needed speed or altitude or the fear that came from standing at the edge of something. But what I hadn't understood, before today, was what the risk was an argument against. Eight years of being a body that might fail at any moment. Eight years of being watched, measured, managed, grieved in advance. She'd come out of all of it at nineteen and found a cliff face and the argument she'd been making ever since, every route, every solo, was this one: my body is mine and it does what I ask it to.

      Every summit was a thing the fifteen-year-old in the hospital bed wasn't supposed to get to do.

      I set the log down and stood at the counter working it all through. Awe, underneath the sorrow. At the sheer scale of what she'd built from nothing, at nineteen, after her childhood had been taken from her a cell at a time.

      The woman I'd known as methodical, self-contained, so sure of herself it had sometimes made me want to say something just to see if I could find the edge of it, the place where the certainty stopped. She hadn't come into the world like that. She'd made herself like that. On purpose, with both hands, after everything had been taken.

      I looked at her coffee mug in the drying rack, rinsed and set upside down, and understood how little I'd known. She'd washed it and rinsed it and left it there like every morning. I could read it as habit, or I could read it as something she'd done because she was coming back and she didn't leave things unfinished. Her boots by the door, the left one slightly ahead of the right the way she always left them. Her jacket on the hook she'd claimed, the third from the left, the one I'd been using for rain gear which I'd moved to the porch rail without thinking and hadn't moved back. A climbing magazine open on the table at an article she hadn't finished, a torn wrapper for a bookmark.

      I left all of it where it was.

      I made lunch. Ate a mouthful. The rest went in the fridge.

      Then I sat on the floor beside the whelping box and tried to be honest with myself.

      What I kept coming back to was the scar.

      The small raised mark at the base of her throat, the one she'd angled away from in the light, the one she'd worn collars high enough to hide. I'd noticed it early and said nothing because it wasn't my information and she hadn't offered it, and I'd kissed it last night in the dark, and she'd let me. She hadn't told me what it was. She hadn't needed to, because I hadn't known enough to ask, and in that not-knowing she'd been safe. She'd thought she was safe in it.

      And then I'd texted her brother. Not because I knew what was underneath. Because I was exactly the kind of person who texted people's brothers when they were tired and could do with a few hours of fresh air. Because I saw a situation that looked like it could be helped and I reached for it before I'd thought it through. It wasn't malice, it wasn't carelessness. It was pure instinct. The instinct to smooth things over, to make it easier, to fix. I'd done it without thinking and she'd walked in and seen Conor at the table and read the room in a way that gave her an answer, but the wrong one. The question she'd been asking was a fair one to ask. Because I was the kind of person who did that. I fixed things. I anticipated and arranged and texted people's brothers.

      That truth wasn't comfortable to sit with.

      The other question was harder. Would I have treated her differently if I'd known?

      I wanted to say no. But the honest version was: I didn't know. I'd like to think knowing would have changed nothing, that I'd have held it quietly and let it be hers and not let it color anything. But I worked with animals and I worked with people, and I knew what it did to you to love something that had nearly died. I'd seen it in owners after surgeries, in parents after accidents, the way knowledge rewired you whether you wanted it to or not, the way it sat underneath every subsequent moment like a key change you couldn't unhear. You tried to give ordinary love and it kept catching on the fear. Not in a cruel way. Just the way knowing worked.

      She'd watched that happen with everyone she loved, for years. She'd left a whole life to get clear of it. And I couldn't say, with any certainty, that she'd been wrong to protect herself from me too.

      That was the thing I had to admit, to hold. Not guilt — it wasn't something I'd done deliberately. But she'd had reasons, and they were good ones, and some of them had my name on them before I'd had any chance to prove them wrong.

      I was lost in those thoughts when Gritty woke for the two o'clock feed.

      I lifted her and offered the teat the way I always did.

      She latched. Then she didn't. She pulled off, nosed at it, considered. Pulled off again. She wasn't distressed in any way. She was just done with it, the way an animal knows when it has finished with what it needed.

      I tried again. She turned her face away.

      I watched her for a moment.

      Then I lowered her to the box and she crawled forward on her front legs, still not fully coordinated, dragging herself with the same absolute unreasonable certainty she'd had from the first night. She reached Maple's flank. Maple lifted her head, looked at her, looked at me. Put her head back down. Shifted, just slightly. And Gritty nosed in beside the others and found what she was looking for and latched.

      I sat back on my heels.

      Ten days ago she'd been the one I was watching through the night. The pup Bridge had been weighing with the attention she gave to things she wouldn't admit to caring about. We'd weighed her, checked her temperature, written down her numbers, and somewhere between the first night and this afternoon she'd stopped being the one we weren't sure about and become just Gritty, who was going to be fine.

      And now she didn't need us — me — the same way anymore.

      I had nobody to tell.

      That was the thought that arrived at the same time the ground seemed to disappear beneath me. Ten days of two-hour alarms and religious weighing, and Gritty had made it all the way to not needing us, and the person I would have looked up to tell was the person whose van wasn't in the driveway.

      Shannon's boots on the porch steps. A bark, then Kep's nose at the door before she opened it. He made to come in and she said "stay" without looking at him, and he dropped to the mat and put his chin on his paws and watched the room from the threshold.

      Shannon came in and looked at the box first, then at me, and took in what she saw without making anything of it. "How's the runt doing?" she said, her focus on Gritty who was feeding. "She's on?"

      "First time she wouldn't take the bottle."

      Shannon crouched at the box. Kep didn't move from his sentry post at the doorway. "Good girl," she said, in the tone she used for dogs and occasionally for Tess. She straightened and looked at me. Then she nodded and went to the kitchen and came back with two coffees, handing me one before sitting down on the floor next to me.

      I told her what had happened. Not in order, because it didn't want to come out in order. The family arriving, Margot fussing, Patrick's looks at his daughter. The night that followed. The text to Conor, which I explained the way it had actually happened and not the way it looked, and Shannon listened.

      Not everything — what Conor had told me was Bridge's, and I wasn't going to pass it around. But enough. That Bridge had something in her history she'd never told me. That Conor had told me this morning. That Bridge had walked in and seen him at the table and drawn the wrong conclusion and left before I could say anything.

      Shannon listened to all of it without saying a word.

      When I finished she looked into her mug for a moment.

      "I went quiet for weeks before I admitted what was happening with Tess," she said. "Took every shift anyone would give me, ran drills on days off. Filling every hour. But I knew if I wanted her, I'd have to talk eventually. If she was worth it."

      The afternoon light had moved through the pines into the long flat angles that meant late in the day. The whelping box breathed steadily behind me.

      "She solos," I said. "Without ropes. She's training for Moonlight Buttress."

      "I know."

      "She could⁠—"

      "I know."

      She turned her mug in her hands. "Tess thinks I don't worry," she said. "She's wrong. I worry on every callout, every training day, every time I send someone into something. I stand at the command point and I make the call and then I worry." She set the mug down. "But I've had to learn that worry doesn't save anyone. You can love someone right into the ground with it and they'll still go. They'll still be who they are." She met my eyes. "You can't love the danger out of them, Frankie. It doesn't go."

      From the box, Gritty made a sound, brief, then pushed her bigger sibling out of the way. I didn't move. She sorted herself out.

      The silence between us wasn't uncomfortable. It was as though her words needed space to land.

      "So what do I do?" I asked, finally.

      She looked at me for a long moment. "You decide what you can hold," she said. "And you tell the truth about it. To yourself first. Then to them."

      I didn't say anything. It wasn't the kind of thing you responded to, it was the kind of thing you took away and sat with in private. Shannon knew that. She hadn't been looking for an answer. She picked up her mug and finished her coffee and didn't push.

      We talked about last week's callouts, then about how Gritty had become Gritty. Shannon laughed, appreciating it, and I knew she'd tell Tess later. As she was about to leave she turned to look at me, her hand on the doorframe.

      "Give her time to come off the wall," she said.

      Then Kep was up and heading for the truck. Two minutes later and it was just me, Maple and the pups.

      I didn't know what I could hold, not yet. Ten days ago I hadn't known there was anything to hold at all. I'd thought I was watching someone who'd chosen this life from a clear field of choices, and what I knew now was that the field had never been clear, that every choice she'd made had been made from somewhere I hadn't seen, that the self-sufficiency I'd been watching and occasionally pushing against and quietly falling for was something she'd built out of the worst years of her life.

      I thought I could hold that. Maybe.

      The rest I didn't know yet. Whether I could watch her go out on a route without ropes and keep the fear as mine, not let it become hers. Whether knowing what she'd fought would sit quietly in the background or whether it would leak into things the way it leaked into her parents' eyes, and she'd feel it, and it would be over.

      That was the honest answer. I didn't know. I'd have to find out.

      But I knew what I wanted to find out.

      Gritty refused the bottle again at four and went to Maple. I watched her latch. Outside, the sun was behind the ridge and the pines were going dark against the last light. Bridge's jacket was still on the hook, the collar turned up the way she wore it. She'd be cold without it.
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      Bridge

      I walked back to the van and got in, sitting with my hands on the wheel the way I'd sat in the parking lot this morning. Except that everything was different now. My body had reminded me that the margin is real.

      I took my phone out. Eleven missed calls. Conor. The most recent twenty minutes ago.

      I called him back.

      He picked up on the first ring. "Where are you?"

      "Eldo."

      A beat. "Are you okay?"

      "Yes." Then, because it was him: "I came off a route."

      Silence. He knew what that meant. "Bridge."

      "I'm fine. I downclimbed."

      Another silence. The kind Conor used when he was deciding how much to say.

      "Did you tell her?" I said.

      He didn't answer immediately, which was its own answer.

      "I told her," he said, finally. "Bridge, I⁠—"

      "Okay."

      "She didn't know when you left. But then you stormed out. I couldn't not tell her after that, it would have been unfair. She's good with you."

      I rested my forehead against the wheel but didn't say anything.

      "She texted me because she saw my message to you this morning. She was giving you the morning. That's all she was doing. She didn't know anything." He paused. "But she does now."

      I lifted my head and looked out through the windshield at the canyon wall. The shadows had moved while I was climbing. It was later than I thought.

      "Okay," I said again.

      "Bridge."

      "I know."

      "Do you?"

      I thought about the look on her face. The surprise, then the confusion. "Yeah," I said. "I do."

      He was quiet for a moment. "She's still at the cabin. Waiting for you."

      I didn't say anything.

      "Just thought you'd want to know."

      I sat in the van in the parking lot for a long time after I hung up.

      I wasn't ready to go back yet. Not until I'd gotten my head around the near-miss, around why I'd left, and around everything I hadn't told her in ten days. Before I could look at her, I needed to have looked at all of it. I owed her that.

      But Frankie was waiting for me.

      She wanted me back. I'd never wanted anyone to until now.
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      Bridge

      The cabin lights were on when I pulled up.

      I'd taken the long way back — south on the 285 through Morrison, then up through the foothills on roads that didn't need to be driven fast. I'd needed the time. Not to arrive at anything, exactly. To let the day settle enough that I could see across it without losing my footing.

      The sun had gone behind the Rockies by the time I turned onto the track, the sky still bruised violet at the horizon. Her truck was in the drive.

      I sat in the van for a minute after I cut the engine. I had nothing prepared. Somewhere on the 285 I'd tried to find the right beginning — the words that would carry the right weight and not too much of it. The ordering kept falling apart. There was no clean way to start, and I'd spent long enough trying to find one. The best thing was to go in.

      I knocked as I came in. Then felt like an idiot about it.

      Whatever I'd been braced against turned out not to be there. Frankie stood at the door to the kitchen with her arms loose at her sides, and she looked at me. She was taking me in, a steady assessment, as though she was checking whether the afternoon had done what she'd feared. I had thought, driving back, that I'd have to explain myself from the beginning. Looking at her, I understood that the explanation had already landed.

      "I wasn't—" I said.

      "Bridge—" she said.

      "Let me just⁠—"

      "I didn't⁠—"

      We both stopped.

      "I didn't know," she said. "When you left. I need you to know that."

      "I know that now." I'd known since Conor called me back. And earlier than that, if I was being fair, which was a thing I hadn't been for most of the morning. "I came in and saw him at the table and then you said, it'll do you good, and I imagined a whole conversation out of it. One I hadn't been included in." I shrugged. "Too fast, from too little. I do that sometimes."

      "And I texted him because I thought it would be good for the two of you to catch up and for you to escape this madness for a while. I didn't know how it might seem."

      "I know." I looked at her. "And now I know you know."

      She nodded. "So, now we both know we know."

      The tension across my chest eased. "We do," I said.

      She took a step back and gestured to the kitchen chair. "I'll make us a coffee."

      I watched as she went through the routine I'd grown so familiar with and wrapped both hands around the steaming mug she offered, grateful for something concrete to hold onto. Frankie pulled out a chair and sat next to me.

      "Where did you go?" she said, and took a sip from her mug.

      "Eldorado Canyon." I looked at the mug. "The Bastille."

      She said nothing. I didn't look up but I knew she was listening.

      "I rushed the approach," I said. "Didn't read the rock the way I should have. I was in my head before I'd left the ground and on a free solo that is the one thing you can't afford. You're not managing anything up there — not your route, not your body — you're just executing a read you made at the base and you need the read to be right." I turned the mug in my hands. "Mine was off. I knew it and I went anyway."

      She waited.

      I could have stopped there but honesty was the only thing I had to offer.

      "Eight years ago I had a fall. First year I was climbing. Three ribs." I looked at the table. "I was in my head that day too. Rushed the approach, ignored what the rock was telling me. I was lucky — it should have been a lot worse. And I learned from it. In eight years I've never made a mistake out of carelessness again." I put the mug down. "Until today. At the crux my foot slipped. Right hand caught the edge and held. I was pressed against the sandstone shaking for long enough."

      "You downclimbed," she said.

      "Yeah." I looked at her then. "First time I've been genuinely afraid on a wall since."

      The wall was the argument I made daily. That I was still here, that my body was still mine, that the clearance at nineteen had not been a reprieve but a return. Eight years of it without a slip that mattered. You start to believe the argument. I had started to believe it completely, which meant I'd forgotten what it was for. This morning on the Bastille wasn't just a near-fall. It was the argument interrupted. The body that was supposed to be mine telling me it was only borrowed after all.

      I hadn't meant to get into any of that. But it came out anyway.

      Frankie set her mug down. She looked at the table, then back at me, absorbing it all but keeping it inside, not letting it become mine.

      "When you came off," she said carefully, "what did you do?"

      "Sat on the ledge. Looked at the canyon. Worked out why it happened." I met her eyes. "What I should have worked out before I left this morning."

      "And what was that?"

      I'd already said this to the sandstone, but it was different in a kitchen with a person looking at you.

      "That I left here this morning because I was scared," I said. "Not of what I thought you knew. Of what I knew. How far in I was." I watched her face. "I wanted someone to want me without the survival factoring in. Without the watching and worrying, or the relief when I'm doing okay. I've spent years avoiding that, keeping people far enough away that they couldn't know I was anything other than what they see." I looked at the table. "Then I walked into your cabin and couldn't find the exit. Or at least I didn't want to, and that scared me. That's why I left. Not because of you. Because of what you were to me, and I didn't know what to do with that."

      The room was quiet enough that I could hear the puppies breathing in the next room.

      "Okay," Frankie said. Just that.

      "That's it?"

      "You think I should have more to say?"

      "Most people would."

      She looked at me steadily. "You came back," she said. "That's what there is to say."

      Gritty yelped. I glanced at her phone, face-up on the table. It read 8:02. The alarm hadn't sounded and I'd been expecting it. After two-hourly checks for ten days, it had become reflex.

      I looked at the phone, then at Frankie.

      "I cancelled it," she said. "This afternoon. Gritty went to Maple on her own and took. I turned it off."

      I looked at the whelping box in the corner. Maple, broad and patient, with the pups organized around her. Gritty at the front, latched with the tenacity of an animal who had decided that surviving was her decision and not a subject for debate.

      I got up.

      "Bridge."

      Her hand on my arm stopped me as I reached the box, light and certain. "Leave it."

      I stilled.

      I was standing over a healthy litter with my hands already out. I watched myself from somewhere just outside my own body — the reaching, the hands already out for a dog that didn't need me. Not in that way. I had my whole family in that gesture. My father with his reassuring hand on my shoulder when I was sixteen. My mother's face when I was nineteen and clear, the way the relief in it was also a question: now what? The version of love that couldn't put its arms down that I knew too well. I had left home to get away from it, and I was standing here in Colorado doing the same thing to a pup.

      Frankie let go of my arm.

      I turned around and sat back down, but this time on the sofa. She sat beside me and she didn't say a word about what had just happened. In the box, Gritty made a short, self-satisfied sound, and shouldered a sibling out of the way.

      We watched her for a while.

      I didn't look for anything to say. Frankie wasn't looking either. I could feel her knee against mine. I was glad I came back.
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      Frankie put both mugs in the sink and didn't come back to the sofa.

      I got up and followed her.

      The bedroom was dim, the lamp already on from earlier, and she turned and placed both hands on my cheeks pulling me into a kiss. A slow, deliberate connection, then reached for the hem of my shirt. I let her lift it and push me back so I was sitting on the edge of the bed. Frankie knelt in front of me.

      She looked at my shoulders, my collarbone, the scar at the base of my throat. Even in the low light of the lamp I knew it was visible. She looked at it and didn't look away.

      She knew what it was now.

      She reached out and held her fingers against it. The heat of her hand. I breathed steadily and didn't move.

      She bent her head and pressed her mouth there.

      The same gentle touch as before, except this time there was no unknown on either side. Her mouth stayed a moment against the scar. No apology or sympathy, just her, acknowledging what had been. Then she lifted her head and looked at my face and I held her gaze and didn't redirect.

      "Okay?" she said.

      "Yes." I reached for the buttons of her shirt. "Come here."

      She let me undo them. Shrugged it off, unclasped her bra herself, and I looked at her — the warm brown of her skin, her chest rising and falling, her eyes on me. I pulled her in and kissed her and her hands moved into my hair and I felt the full weight of her against me, warm and unhurried.

      She pressed me back onto the bed.

      Her mouth moved to my throat, my collarbone, then back to my mouth, deep and certain. Her hands were on my ribs, my hips, moving like she had time and intended to use it. She undid my jeans and I lifted my hips and she pulled them off, and she knelt over me and looked at me. All of me in a way I would have found a reason to interrupt a month ago. I lay still and let her look.

      She put her mouth to my breast and her hand moved between my thighs and I gasped. She was unhurried, working me slowly while her mouth moved over my skin, and I lay there with my hands in her hair and my hips starting to move against her and I didn't hold back. I was looking at her face and she looked back up at me and what was on her face was want, uncomplicated and pure.

      She moved down.

      Her mouth replaced her hand and I felt my thighs fall open and she settled between them, her hands holding my hips in place as her tongue moved over me and I stopped thinking in any coherent way. I was in my body, just in it. Her mouth and her hands and the sounds she made against me, and when I gasped her name it came out broken. Then she was inside me, working me slowly, like there was nowhere else to be.

      My orgasm built slowly, then rushed forward, consuming me, until there was nothing in the world but her and me and this moment. She worked her way back up my body and held me, tight and long. Her breath warm against my throat. Her weight along my side. I kept my arms around her and didn't let go.

      When my heart rate calmed I sat up.

      Frankie looked at me. I took her by the hips and moved her, and she understood immediately — she swung her leg over and I guided her up until she was kneeling above my face and I had both hands on her thighs holding her exactly where I wanted her.

      "Bridge—"

      "I need this. Please."

      I put my mouth to her and felt the full shudder move through her thighs and into my hands. I worked her slowly at first, finding the rhythm she needed, her hips beginning to rock above me, and I held her steady and set the pace and didn't let her rush it. She groaned as her hand came down and found my hair.

      I could feel everything from here. Every sound she made, every shift in her breathing, every time she moaned as her thighs tightened against my face. I pushed inside her with my tongue and she gasped, pushing down harder against me, taking what she needed.

      I worked her harder.

      Her thighs shook, her hands moving to brace against the headboard, her movements faster. She was saying my name again and then she wasn't saying anything at all and I felt her come against my mouth and slowed but didn't stop until she was done.

      She was breathing in ragged pulls when she came back down. She half-collapsed against me and I got my arms around her and held her while she shook.

      She moved to lie on top of me, skin against skin, and neither of us spoke. Her heart was fast against my chest, then slowed, her arms coming around me, tightening. I lay with my face against her cheek.

      "I love you, Frankie Martinez," I said.

      "I know," she said. "I love you too."

      Gritty complained briefly from the front room, her noises getting louder as she began to find her voice. Neither of us moved.

      "She's fine," Frankie said.

      "I know."

      I reached over and turned off the lamp. Frankie shifted against me, the full length of her warm down my side, and my head was quiet in a way it hadn't been in nine years. No exit to locate. No argument to make. Just the dark and her breathing and the pines outside and the ground solid under all of it.
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      Bridge

      Colette had arrived two hours early with fairy lights and a detailed brief from Yaya on where the table should go.

      The table was Frankie's, dragged from inside, repositioned twice in accordance with the brief, and it now sat on the flat ground between the porch and the creek, with mismatched chairs around it that had come from three different rooms and, in two cases, from Colette's car. The lights were threaded through the bare branches of the aspens. The fire pit was going, laid and lit before anyone arrived, potatoes wrapped in foil already buried in the coals, and Colette had arranged chairs around it as though it was some sort of pulpit. All of it was there because Yaya had decided it should be and Colette had executed accordingly, but with her own touches added for good measure.

      Frankie had watched all of this from the porch with a beer, awaiting her next instruction.

      "She's not wrong about the lights," I'd said.

      "She's never wrong about anything. That's the problem,” Frankie said , then rolled her eyes and laughed.

      Shannon and Tess arrived next, Shannon going straight to the grill.

      Ali and Jessica followed behind them with a case of wine from a vineyard owned by one of Jessica's clients. Then the Ivers-Vargas car, Fenna pulling up with Kristi in the passenger seat and Yaya in the back, next to the twins. Flor was awake and audible before the door opened. Usha descended with her customary composure.

      Yaya went directly to the puppies. Through the screen door I could hear her talking to them in Spanish and wondered if she'd have more luck having her instructions followed than either Frankie or I had.

      The puppies were six weeks and five days old. I had watched three separate people make the journey to the back room in the first twenty minutes and come out looking like they were fighting the urge to steal a puppy and bolt.

      Conor had come out and stayed with us for a couple of days, before his flight back to Boston — we'd hiked the Flatirons, nothing technical, just time on a trail with my brother and the mountains while Frankie stayed back at the cabin, with Maple and her litter. At the end of the second day he'd announced he thought that Frankie was good for me. I didn't disagree. That was almost a month ago now.

      I'd stopped counting the days. This was how life was now. The season had changed.

      It was cold enough that everyone had kept their jacket on, but nobody had suggested moving inside. The fire pit and cheer would keep us warm.

      The afternoon turned into evening with unhurried conversations drifting and picking up again in different configurations. Shannon ran the grill with the assistance of Jake. Tess sat nearby with Jessica using the time to catch up with work talk that nobody else understood. Ali was deep in conversation with Colette about something that had started as veterinary medicine and appeared to have migrated to some adventure the older woman had with a Llama in Peru.

      Fenna sat close by her head back against the chair, eyes closed, loving the fact others were there to run after the twins.

      I was in a chair with my back to the porch rail. Kristi appeared beside me.

      "She's doing well," she said. Gritty, she meant. "You'd never know she was the runt."

      "She'd never known it either," I said.

      Kristi smiled. "That helps."

      She sat down next to me as Colette disappeared into the cabin, then reappeared several minutes later holding the unclaimed puppy. She lifted him in the air and inspected his under carriage.

      "I'm not not taking one," Colette announced, to nobody in particular.

      "You're taking one," Tess said, as she walked towards us.

      "I haven't decided."

      "You have decided. I can see it in your face,” Tess said and she wasn’t wrong. There was no way that puppy was going anywhere else than to Colette and Yaya’s home.

      Yaya appeared next to Colette and patted her hand. "You think he has good energy?"

      "You can't assess a puppy's energy," Frankie said bringing over a plate of burgers to be shared.

      "Colette can assess anyone's energy," Yaya said, and returned to her mezcal. Nobody argued with her. Nobody argued with either of them. "Now put him back inside. He isn't a table decoration and he'll catch a cold.” Yaya raised an eyebrow and Colette let out a huff taking the pup back to Maple and the others.

      “Come now, it's time to eat.” Yaya waved her hands gesturing everyone towards the table.

      We all huddled, warm in our coats. Colette swept past me later with a plate of something, the brown puppy now absent and took her seat next to Yaya.

      "The big climb," she said to me. "The Diamond. Is that soon?"

      "End of the season,” I said.

      "And nobody goes with you."

      "That's the arrangement."

      She set the plate down and studied me. Colette's study was less comfortable than Yaya's because Colette didn't conceal it. Colette couldn’t, or didn’t, conceal anything.

      "Tess pretends not to worry," Colette said, "when Shannon climbs, but she uses ropes so it's not the same thing." She refilled my glass without asking. "I have never had any problem whatsoever with worrying loudly. Ask Tess."

      "I don't doubt it."

      "Good." She squeezed my shoulder once, decisive, warm, and moved on.

      At the far end of the table Yaya had been listening to the exchange about the Diamond.

      "The rock doesn't care if you come back," she said. "We do. That's the difference."

      Nobody answered, because she had said everything that needed to be said. Yaya picked up her mezcal, sipped and said nothing else.

      Shannon asked about the Diamond approach, which she knew from the SAR side, and we spoke about it with the ease of two people who had arrived at an understanding of each other's relationship to Longs Peak without making a formal occasion of it. Kristi asked about altitude adaptation. Jessica asked about chalk and the environment and then seemed genuinely interested in the answer, which caught me off guard.

      "And after the Diamond?" Shannon asked.

      "Moonlight Buttress. Zion. Next spring."

      She nodded, turning her beer in her hands. She knew what Moonlight Buttress meant. "The Diamond's your prep."

      "The Diamond's my prep,” I agreed.

      She nodded once more and let it go. That was Shannon's way. She gathered the information she needed and didn't push past it.

      I was in my chair with Frankie's knee against mine under the table and the lights overhead, and I thought: I live here now. This was no longer somewhere I came to. But here, with these people, in this yard, I had a place.

      Flor arrived with a grievance involving Usha and a piece of cornbread, which Kristi resolved. Usha did not appear to share the grievance. She was at the corner of the table near Yaya, eating and watching the group. She had watched me the first time I'd been in a garden with these people with the same expression. I had found it unnerving then, but less so now. It was just her way.

      Later, when the plates had been cleared and we'd drifted toward the fire pit, chairs dragged into a loose semicircle, Colette produced marshmallows and toasting forks. I stepped away to sit on the porch steps to answer a text from Conor. Apparently Mum wants to know if Frankie likes fish. I smiled at my mother planning menus for the person I was with. This, like the trip back to Boston, was new territory for all of us.

      Frankie loves fish, I typed, especially sardines.

      Usha appeared at my side. She came and stood where I sat with her hands in the pockets of her dungarees and looked at the yard and then at me and then at my throat. The air off the creek was cold but she didn't seem to notice it.

      I looked at her and smiled.

      "What's that?" she said, her finger outstretched and pointing at my throat.

      In the firelight the scar would be visible. Not obvious to anyone except those who took the time to look. I had worn higher necked shirts for so long nobody saw it to ask but I was wearing a new shirt Frankie had bought me as a gift. It sat lower on my collar bone.

      I looked at her face.

      "I was sick when I was little," I said. "The doctors put something there to help give me medicine. When they took it out it left a mark."

      She looked at it for a moment with the thoroughness of a four-year-old.

      "Does it hurt?"

      "Not anymore."

      She nodded, then reached forward. I let her touch it. Her brow furrowed as her tiny fingertips passed over the skin. Then she nodded and went back to the fire to find her mother.

      I stood on the porch and something I had been bracing against for too long eased, not all the way, but enough.

      I walked back to the fire pit and sat down next to Frankie. Colette was marshalling the marshmallow operation, and squeals followed as yet another puddle of white goo fell into the fire.

      I thought about nine years of deflection and Usha's face when she'd accepted the answer and moved on. I thought about what Yaya's had said — the rock doesn't care if you come back — and I thought about the people around this fire, the shape of how they held each other, the way nobody's history was a secret or a liability here. It was them. The thing you'd come through that made you who you sat here now being.

      I had carried this as though it were a problem to be managed rather than a fact to be stated. And the managing was, at this point, more work than the stating. I could feel it, he way you feel a hold in your palm before the brain registers the data. The concealment was finished.

      Frankie had moved back to the table. She was next to Fenna, half-turned toward me. She caught my eye and her face went still and attentive.

      I picked up my glass.

      "I was eleven when I was diagnosed," I said.

      The conversation around the table slowed, rippling outward.

      I had said this before in the technical sense — to doctors, to insurance forms, to Frankie three days ago in a kitchen at midnight when Conor had already said most of it and I was filling in the gaps. I had never said it like this. To a table full of people. Voluntarily. With nobody to blame for the saying of it except myself.

      "Acute lymphoblastic leukemia. I went into remission but it came back. I was fifteen when my father sat us down and explained the numbers." I looked at the table. "He's a cardiologist. He understood what they meant." I paused. "I was told I probably wouldn't make it."

      The yard was quiet except for Kep shifting near the fire and the creek running below and Gritty turning in her crate.

      There was something specific about saying it aloud into air that would carry it forward. The words didn't disappear when I stopped speaking. They stayed in the room and these people were holding them and I had put them there on purpose, which was different from every other time the information had moved from me to another person. Every other time it had been extracted or inherited or taken without my permission. This was mine to give.

      "It took four more years. But I made it. I was nineteen and clear and I went to a crag in the Shawangunks three weeks after my final appointment because it was the only thing I could think of that was entirely mine to do with my own body. Nobody monitoring it. Nobody waiting to find out. Just me and the rock and whether I could get up it." I turned my glass. "I've been doing it since."

      I let the silence do what it was going to do.

      Shannon came from the fire with plates in both hands. She'd caught most of it. She put the plates down, came and sat beside me.

      Kristi looked at me with the frank assessment she usually reserved for animals — unsparing.

      Fenna's eyes were bright. She looked at the table and then she looked at Frankie. Out of everyone she would understand the technicalities.

      I looked at Frankie too.

      She was sitting very still, just being present in the room. She was looking at me in a way I didn't have a word for and hadn't seen on her face before. Not relief, not the release of worry. Something quieter and more resolved than that. Like a question she had been carrying had answered itself without requiring her to speak.

      I had told her the story in the dark three days ago and she had said: you came back, that's what there is to say. And I had understood that she was carrying all of it — the history and the Diamond and what it meant to love someone whose life was structured around risk — and she had been carrying it all without putting any of it on me.

      Now I had said it out loud, in a yard, to these people, because I wanted to. Because the carrying of it had become more work than the saying of it and I had finally done the arithmetic.

      Frankie's eyes were wet. She didn't look away and she didn't try to do anything about it.

      That was what she'd been waiting for — the choosing. Not the story. She already had that. The difference between a thing being taken from you and handing it over yourself into a room full of people who knew how to hold it. I could see her understanding that difference in her face and I held her eyes for a moment and then I looked back at the table.

      Ali had her hand over her mouth, briefly, then put it down. Jessica put her hand over Ali's on the table.

      Tess looked at Shannon. The look was private and quick but I saw it.

      Colette crossed to me and put her hand on my shoulder and squeezed once, hard, and went back to her chair without saying anything. Her eyes were wet and she made no effort to conceal it, which was entirely Colette.

      Nobody said I'm sorry. Nobody said I had no idea. The silence did what it was doing and they let it.

      Yaya had been quiet throughout. She was at the end of the table looking at me with eighty-three years behind it. She waited until the silence had finished its work. Then she put her glass down.

      "Mija," she said. "I have buried people I loved and danced at their funerals because that is what they wanted. I have outlived wars and one very good marriage and a heart that needed its plumbing fixed." She held my eyes. "You think a scar on your neck is going to frighten this table?"

      Frankie made a sound, an involuntary snort of sorts. Shannon pressed her face into her hand. Fenna laughed outright, the full unguarded version. Ali looked at Jessica and Jessica looked back and they both looked at the table.

      Colette was quiet for a moment. "I've spent four thousand dollars on therapy," she said, "and I still couldn’t say anything that good."

      And that was how the evening carried on. That was the thing, it simply carried on, as it had before and as it would next time, and I was in it.

      Usha arrived at my elbow with a piece of cornbread.

      "Yaya says you should eat more," she said.

      "Yaya's right," I said.

      She watched me take a bite with the gravity of someone overseeing a critical task. Then she went back to the fire.

      Frankie's hand found mine. I didn't say anything about it. I ate the cornbread and let the evening happen around me. Her hand was warm and Gritty had finally run out of objections and gone to sleep in her crate. Kep was stretched out beside the fire and Yaya was laughing at something Colette had said and the lights in the bare branches held steady in the cold air.

      I was here. Not filling every silence or working out the rules. Here, in this yard, with these people, and nothing between me and them that I was carrying alone.
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      Frankie

      The trailhead at three in the morning was a parking lot and a sign and the dark.

      Bridge had her headlamp on before she got out of the truck. She didn't rush — checking her chalk bag, adjusting her shoes, rolling her shoulders. She'd eaten at midnight, and slept for four hours, which she'd told me was sufficient. I didn't offer any contest. I had been awake for most of those four hours lying next to her in the dark, listening to her breathe, and trying to calm my heart.

      I turned my headlamp on and we started up the trail.

      I knew this terrain from the other side of it — not the climbing side. From the radio traffic when someone was in trouble on the upper mountain, from incident maps, from carrying people out on litters.

      I knew what happened here when things went wrong.

      Bridge walked ahead of me on the trail. The beam of her headlamp moved steadily. She didn't check to see if I was keeping up.

      The first mile was through forest. The aspens were bare, October having finished what September started, and our lights caught the white trunks on either side of the trail and turned them briefly luminous before the dark moved back in. The creek was audible somewhere below us. The air had the quality of high altitude in late season, thin, and with a cold that meant it. I'd dressed for standing rather than walking, which I realized was a miscalculation about twenty minutes in and couldn't fix.

      Shannon had told me, "you can't love the danger out of them, Frankie." It doesn't go.

      I wasn't trying to love anything out of Bridge. That wasn't what this was. I'd been working out what this was instead, and I had an answer that satisfied me in the daylight and that I was road-testing now, in the dark, on a trail I knew from the wrong end.

      I thought about what I knew about Bridge Cahill.

      I knew she'd been sick at eleven and had come back from it at nineteen by going to a crag in the Shawangunks three weeks after her final appointment. I knew climbing wasn't a hobby or a sport or a way to process something. It was the way she'd reclaimed her body after years of it being something that happened to her rather than something she lived in. I knew the absence of a rope was not recklessness. It was the refusal of a mediator between herself and the world. After years of being monitored and managed and passed through other people's fear, the rope was the one concession she couldn't make.

      I understood that. I understood it because the wilderness had taught me the same principle from a different angle. Wild places didn't become safe when you were afraid of them or when you kept your distance. They asked for respect and attention and honesty about what you were and what they were, and within that they gave back something you couldn't get any other way. Bridge brought all three to every route she climbed. I had watched her approach rock the way I approached a trail I loved, not as something to be conquered but as something to be read and moved through honestly.

      What I couldn't reconcile, still, was the rope. Not its absence as recklessness, I'd settled that. But its absence as a statement. Every safety system I'd trained in and enforced and relied on in nine years of SAR work was built on the acknowledgement that humans made mistakes, that the mountain didn't grade on a curve, that the margin between error and consequence was exactly as thin as you allowed it to be. The rope was the honest concession to fallibility. It was what you used when you respected the mountain enough to admit what you were.

      Bridge didn't use one. Not because she disrespected the mountain. Because the rope changed what she was doing. It put something between her body and the rock, and that something, however thin, however technical, was still a mediator, and she'd had enough of those. The logic was airtight. I understood it completely but I hadn't finished making my peace with it.

      I was here, on a trail at three in the morning, working it out one step at a time, to decide what I could hold.

      The treeline ended and the boulder field began, and the sky above us went from dark to the twilight just before it started to lighten. We climbed through the boulders in silence, our headlamps picking out the cairns. Bridge navigated without hesitation. She'd been here three times already this season, scouting the route, understanding the approach, the climb, in daylight with ropes, before she did it for real. This was also part of the preparation I'd watched her build across the past weeks. She was prepared. That was what I'd taken weeks to understand — that prepared and fearless were different things.

      The sky began to lighten in the east.

      And the east face of Longs Peak came out of the dark in pieces. First the outline, then the scale, then the detail, the mountain assembling itself as the light arrived. At the top of the face, the sheerest part of the wall, the Diamond.

      Nine hundred feet of vertical granite at thirteen thousand feet. From here it looked like something built rather than something that had happened. Clean and improbable and its own entity. I'd looked at photographs of it and read route descriptions and studied incident reports and none of that had prepared me for the scale of it as a physical fact. It was enormous in the way that nature was.

      Bridge stopped beside me and looked at it. Her face in the early light was still. She was already in the conversation with the wall. Her body was here. The rest of her was already above us.

      She turned and looked at me.

      We'd said what needed saying. There wasn't more to say. She looked ready. She held my eyes for a moment and then nodded.

      Then she chalked her hands and walked to the base of the North Chimney approach and started climbing, and I found a flat rock and sat down, and watched her go.

      The North Chimney was the approach section, scrambling and lower-grade climbing to reach Broadway Ledge at the base of the face proper. I'd memorized the route on her behalf to try and understand, in the hope that understanding might bring me calm. Understanding was my rope.

      I took the binoculars out of my pack.

      I'd packed them without deciding. Now I was here and the decision made itself.

      Bridge in the chimney, magnified. Her movements were easy, she knew the route, her body was warming into the rhythm of it. She moved up and the distance between us increased and I kept watching, allowing every emotion to come and go without censoring myself.

      I was afraid. That was accurate and proportionate and there was no version of this where I wasn't going to feel it, today or in the spring at the base of Moonlight Buttress or any other base of any other wall. Shannon had been right about that. The fear was going to be present every time, and my job was to make a different decision about what to do with it — sitting on a rock at thirteen thousand feet with binoculars in my lap, watching, present for her.

      Bridge emerged onto Broadway Ledge and stood at the base of the Diamond.

      Through the binoculars I watched her chalk her hands. Watched her look up the face. The route she was about to climb was nine hundred feet of vertical granite, the crux near the top in a section called the Yellow Wall where the holds thinned and the consequences of a mistake were not hypothetical. She'd talked me through the route pitch by pitch, told me where the crux was and what it asked for and what happened when someone wasn't equal to it. I watched Bridge look at it with the respect it was owed, no visible sign of doubt through the binoculars.

      She started up the first pitch.
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      Bridge

      The chimney was cold and familiar.

      I'd been here already this season, with gear, and without. My hands knew the holds before my eyes found them. This was what training had given me: the ability to let my body know things my mind didn't have to supervise. I moved up through the lower section without thinking, which was what the approach was for. The approach was where you arrived. Where you let the body warm into the day and the mind let go of everything that wasn't the rock.

      I was aware of the cold in my fingers. Movement would manage it.

      At some point in the chimney I became aware of Frankie below me.

      Not visually — I wasn't looking down. On a route, everything useful was above. It was more like a register. The way you became aware of weather changing, not through a single signal but through an accumulation of small ones. Frankie was at the base of this mountain and I knew it in my body rather than my head. The climb was the climb. I'd think about the rest of it later, when I was off the wall and could afford it the attention.

      I came out onto Broadway Ledge and stopped.

      The Diamond above me.

      It was large, the face still in shadow, the granite reading gray-blue, cold and somber. Nine hundred feet. I'd done harder routes, more complex terrain, but none of that was the point. The point was no rope. My body and the rock and nothing between them. This had been the point since my last treatment.

      I chalked my hands and thought about being nineteen.

      The final appointment. The last of the monitoring, the blood work that came back clean for the fourth consecutive time, the oncologist saying the words I'd stopped expecting, and then, finally, in a room that smelled of sterilization fluid and latex, I was allowed to believe. Clear. I'd driven to the Shawangunks three weeks later with my gear in the back of a borrowed car and climbed until my hands bled.

      I needed my body to be mine.

      I'd been doing it ever since. The climbing was the ongoing practice of being in my body on my own terms — not a death wish, not an argument, whatever my father still believed. The Diamond was the next organic step.

      I looked up at the face and began to climb.

      The first pitch was a 5.8 corner. Warm-up grade, the altitude flattening the early moves the way it always did. My body knew this too and I knew to give it time.

      The granite here was good. Not all granite was the same but this was the honest kind. It told you what you had, nothing more, nothing less. No false promises. I liked that. I had always liked things that were honest about what they were.

      I thought about my father.

      He'd sat us down at fifteen and explained what the numbers meant and I had watched his face while he did it and understood that this was the hardest thing he had ever done in his life. He was a cardiologist who understood human probability. He knew the numbers were real and you didn't get to opt out of them by wishing them away. He'd told the truth because he respected us enough to tell it. I respected him for that.

      I had also never blamed him for the watching that came after.

      He'd stood at the base of crags and tried not to let me see him counting the ways I might not come back, but I'd known anyway. My mother refused to be there.

      This was what it was to be loved by people who'd nearly lost you and couldn't stop nearly losing you every time you left the room. I understood it. I also couldn't live inside it.

      The second pitch.

      The altitude had settled now, my body in full conversation with the effort. I moved through the pitch with rhythm, the tempo that let me read each hold before I committed and commit fully when I did. This was the training, the practice. Not the absence of doubt but the ability to assess clearly and act without reservation once the assessment was done.

      I thought about the rope.

      My father had asked me once, why not just use a rope? I'd tried to explain but my attempts had been inadequate. He didn't understand. Not because the words weren't there but because the words were approximations of something that was only fully real in my body.

      When you were sick the way I'd been sick, your body became a site of other people's attention. Every decision about it was mediated from what it ate, what it did, where it went, what risks it was permitted. The people doing the mediating loved me and were right to do it. I had even been grateful but it had all taken something from me. Something I didn't understand until I climbed.

      The rope was a mediator which stood between my body and the rock the way the monitoring had stood between my body, my life, while I was ill. I couldn't have it. I wasn't making a point, the answer was simpler than that. I needed the conversation with the rock to be direct. My body needed to be the one that knew, assessed, decided — responsible for its own outcomes. The rope took some of that responsibility away. I needed all of it back.

      I hadn't expected anyone to understand. I didn't expect Frankie to be at peace with it, and the decision to be at the base of the mountain and not look away was one she chose. This was the ask, the risk. Today, she would know whether she could.

      Third pitch.

      I was warm now, fully arrived, the early stiffness long gone. The exposure was becoming serious. Broadway Ledge a long way below, the ground further, the face dropping away beneath my feet without softening. I didn't soften it either. The altitude and the verticality and the absence of the rope were all real and I was equal to all of them. I knew it in my bones.

      I thought about Frankie at the base.

      I'd known she would stand there differently from anyone who'd stood there before. I'd known it since the cabin, since the conversation in the dark when I'd finally said the thing out loud and she had listened to all of it. When she'd said all there was to say, you came back.

      What I hadn't known, until I started climbing this morning, was exactly what that difference would feel like from the wall.

      I'd been watched at crags by people who loved me and the watching had always had a quality to it. A held breath. Frankie was at the base of this mountain and what I experienced when I reached for the next hold was different. She was there and present — not hoping to prevent whatever might happen, but steady in it.

      I'd spent enough time with Frankie to understand the distinction in my bones. She was someone who reached for what needed fixing, and yet here she was at the base of this mountain and she was not reaching.

      I moved up.

      Fourth pitch.

      I thought about Conor. He'd been quiet for a moment when I told him the Diamond was next on the schedule. I had to explain what it was. The skill required. Then he'd said, "Okay." Just okay. I'd understood what it took and had loved him for it.

      On his last morning on the Flatirons he'd told me Frankie was good for me.

      I understood now what he'd seen that I'd been too close to see. Frankie was good for me in a structural way. She showed up. She did the hard thing because it was right. She stood at bases of mountains she found terrifying and held the fear and stayed.

      I hadn't had that before.

      Fifth pitch.

      The crux above me.

      I'd studied it on previous visits, a traverse across the Yellow Wall where the holds thinned and the feet had to earn their placement and the margin was exactly what it was, which was small. I'd done harder technical sections. The grade wasn't what made it the crux. What made it the crux was the altitude, the accumulated effort of the pitches below, and the exposure — the wall falling away beneath me for several hundred feet of air.

      I paused below it. Not from doubt. I'd unlearned pausing from doubt. I paused because the crux warranted thought before I committed, and I looked at it with the full respect it was owed.

      I saw what I needed to see, then started across.

      The traverse required my hands to find specific holds and my feet to trust surfaces that gave less friction than the pitches below. My weight had to be distributed in the way that kept me in balance. Precision was demanded of the climber. I gave it. I moved through the section hold by hold, the sequence running cleanly, my body doing what accumulated knowledge and training had taught it to do.

      I came out the other side.

      There was a moment after the crux, on all routes, that I'd never found the right word for. It wasn't relief or triumph. When you thought you'd beaten the rock that's when it would bite you back. This was something quieter than either. The knowledge that your assessment and judgment were true. That the gap between your self-knowledge and reality was sound. That knowledge mattered. I'd needed it at eleven and hadn't had it. I didn't understand I needed it until I started climbing from the rock up, pitch by pitch, route by route, until it lived in my muscles rather than my head.

      Upper pitches.

      My forearms were noting the effort, not failing, just present. The training was holding and I moved through the upper section with the attention that long routes required in their final third when the body was managing its resources and the mind had to stay clear.

      I thought about spring. Moonlight Buttress in Zion, the route I'd mentioned to Frankie on the first morning we met, before I knew anything about who she was or what she was going to become to me. Twelve hundred feet of sandstone splitters, nine pitches, 5.12d. The grade was within me. The rock was a different negotiation. It was softer than granite, the feedback and surety different under my fingers. I'd need time on desert rock beforehand. Indian Creek for the crack training, then Zion when the season opened.

      I wondered if Frankie would stand at the base of that wall too.

      She'd chosen to be here today. A decision made honestly, with full knowledge of what it would ask of her, because she'd decided it was the right thing to do for her. The question would be after doing it once would it ever be the right thing again?

      The summit was above me.

      The summit was close. I could feel it in the way the wall changed — the angle easing, the top coming.

      I hadn't earned this from the mountain. I'd earned it from myself. From a borrowed car and the Shawangunks at nineteen and clear, all the way to here.

      I topped out.

      The summit plateau, the sky huge above me, the mountains around me and the plains to the east still catching the morning light. I stood and breathed, my forearms unwinding slowly, the altitude pressing gently from all sides.

      Below me, somewhere at the base of the face I couldn't see from here, Frankie.

      I'd climbed this knowing someone was at the bottom who wasn't waiting for me to fall.

      Something had been different on this climb and I knew what it was, standing here with my lungs full of thin air and my hands still chalked. I had climbed without the weight of someone else's fear beneath me. Not alone, Frankie was at the base of this mountain, but unwatched in the way that mattered. Nobody counting the ways I might not come back. Nobody's dread running alongside mine like a second rope. Just my body and the rock and the clean fact of my judgment, which was all I had ever wanted and had never, until today, had while someone who loved me was watching.

      I started down.
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      Frankie

      She topped out.

      I saw her figure appear above the Diamond's upper edge and move onto the summit plateau and become still, and I stood up from the rock and looked at her up there against the sky.

      She was fine. The mountain hadn't been forgiving and luck hadn't been a factor. Bridge had known what her body could do. This was what she'd trained for years to do.

      I had spent these months reading Bridge as a risk. As someone whose relationship with danger needed to be understood, accommodated, managed around. I had done it with the best intentions and I had been looking at the wrong thing the entire time.

      Bridge was a person in complete control of herself.

      The considered kind. The kind built from years of accumulated knowledge, from a body that had been through the medical machine and come out the other side and spent every year since learning what it was capable of on its own terms. She knew her limits the way I knew a trail — from having walked it, from having felt the ground change underfoot and understood what that meant. She didn't proceed when it wasn't right to proceed. The Diamond was right to proceed. She had made that assessment in real time and she had been correct.

      My fear had been real. It was still real, standing at the base looking up at her on the summit. But it belonged to me. It was mine to carry, not hers to manage. Bridge didn't need my fear on her behalf. She had herself, which was more than enough, and what I felt standing here was something I hadn't expected: the simple freedom of loving someone who didn't need saving.

      I loved every part of her. Including the part that needed no rope, that was most completely itself on a vertical face with nothing between it and the rock. That part wasn't the thing I had to accept in order to be with her. That part was her. The love had to include it or it wasn't love.

      I started walking toward the descent route.

      Not to meet her as such, lord knows, she'd come down in her own time and on her own terms, and my job was to be there, present. As I had been all morning, as I would be in Utah in the spring, as I would be at every wall after this. Not without fear. But with the understanding that the fear was mine to hold and hers to be free of. I could live with that, that was what I could hold.

      I had watched her take the crux and I had not looked away.

      I had watched her top out and I had understood what I was actually looking at.

      I saw her an hour later.

      I heard her before I saw her — boots on the scree, the uneven sound of tired legs on loose ground. Then she came around the edge of the boulder field and walked down the last stretch.

      Her face after a hard climb — spent and present and Bridge. She took as much care on the descent as she did on the ascent because the descent was where shit happened, where accumulated fatigue became a variable.

      She walked up to me and stopped.

      I looked at her. The chalk still on her hands. The scar at her throat. The cold in her cheeks and in her eyes, quiet and at peace.

      "You okay?" she asked. "Yeah," I said.

      She reached out and put her hand against the side of my face. Her fingers were cold but I leaned into them anyway.

      We stood there for a moment, not saying anything, because there wasn't anything that needed saying yet. There was a conversation waiting at the cabin, one that needed warmth and ground level. We'd get to it.

      We started walking out together.

      The trail dropped through the boulder field and into the trees, the aspens bare and white in the morning light. Bridge was quiet beside me, her body settling from the hours of effort. I matched her pace. The mountain was behind us.

      I thought about spring and Moonlight Buttress. Another wall, different terrain, another base to stand at. I'd be afraid then too. I already knew that and had already decided it didn't matter. The fear was mine. The wall was hers.

      That was what I could hold.
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      Frankie

      The cabin was warm when we arrived back, and the joy from Maple, Gritty and the others was barely contained. Amy, from work, who'd been dog sitting for the day, seemed reluctant to leave — she'd already claimed the smaller of the two middle pups and kept finding reasons to go back to the bedroom to check on him.

      She left eventually with the promise to return in two weeks to collect him, although the goodbyes she said to him were considerably more emotional than the ones she said to us. Bridge crouched and let Gritty climb her forearms while I put another log on the fire. Maple watched from the sofa, elevated above the pups who were now weaned and too needy for her it seemed. Plus, their teeth were small but sharp and I winced every time I thought about tiny razor teeth and nipples.

      Bridge lay back on the sofa, her body languid but alive in a way that only happened after a climb. I could feel it from across the room.

      I handed her a glass of water. She drank it without stopping. I handed her another.

      "Eat," I said, handing her a bowl of cereal.

      "In a minute."

      "Now."

      She sat at the table without arguing and ate what I put in front of her while I sat across from her and watched the color come back into her face. We didn't talk much. Neither of us had been fully back yet.

      Gritty fell asleep on Bridge's feet.

      "I need a shower," Bridge said, as she handed me back an empty bowl.

      "I know."

      She looked at me again, with a mischievous grin. "You could join me."

      "I could."

      She stood, gently dislodging Gritty, who relocated to my feet without opening her eyes. Bridge paused at the hallway door. She was about to say something and then didn't, changed direction, went to the second bedroom where her gear now lived. I heard her moving in there, the drag of a bag, a zip, then quiet.

      She came back with a paper bag. It had the logo of a shop in Boulder on the side. She set it on the table between us.

      "I bought something," she said.

      I looked at the bag. Looked at her.

      "When?" I said.

      "Three weeks ago. I was going to—" She stopped. "I thought it would be a good day for it. After. If you wanted."

      I opened the bag.

      The harness was black, well made. The strap-on beside it was… unambiguous.

      "Bridge," I said.

      "If you don't want to, that's⁠—"

      "Bridge."

      She stopped.

      "Come here," I said.

      She came around the table and I stood and kissed her, and felt her exhale into it the way she hadn't fully exhaled since we'd walked through the door.

      "I want to," I said, against her mouth.

      "Yeah?"

      "Very much." I pulled back and looked at her face. "Were you nervous?"

      "No."

      "You were nervous."

      "I was not nervous. I just—" She looked at the bag. "I bought it and then I realised we'd never actually talked about what we liked. You know, other stuff. And then I thought maybe I'd just assumed and⁠—"

      "And you went shy."

      "I did not go shy."

      "Bridge Cahill," I said. "You just free soloed the Diamond and you've gone shy over a sex toy."

      The corner of her mouth quirked upwards. "It's like a completely different skill set."

      "Clearly." I picked up the bag. "Go shower. I'll be there in a minute."

      She looked at me for a moment. The uncertainty was gone, replaced by something that lit her eyes dark. She took the bag from my hand.

      "Don't be long," she said, and went.

      I stood at the table and breathed for a moment before I followed her.

      The shower was still running when I got there. The bathroom was full of steam and I undressed and stepped in behind her and she turned and kissed me the moment I was through the door, her hands coming up into my hair, her body warm and slick and smelling of my shampoo. I kissed her back. I had been waiting all day to be allowed to do this and now I was and the wanting of it came off me in a wave she clearly felt too because she made a sound into my mouth and pulled me in closer.

      We stood under the water and kissed until we were breathless, her hands moving over my back, my hips, my stomach, and I ran my hands over her the way I'd been wanting to all day without knowing I was wanting it, needing it. The shoulders that had held her on a nine-hundred-foot face. The forearms, chalk-dusted until the shower took it. The strength of her. She was solid in the way that was functional. I pressed my mouth to her collarbone, her throat, the scar at the base of it, and she tilted her head back and put her hands on my hips and sighed, long and slow.

      The water was getting cold by the time we got out.

      The bedroom was dark except for the lamp. Maple had relocated herself to the foot of the bed and Bridge removed her with affection while I pulled the duvet back. The bag was on the nightstand.

      Bridge stood at the edge of the bed and looked at me.

      I'd always been the responsible one. Sensible. I'd never quite let myself go all the way, even here, even with someone I wanted. But Bridge had been changing that since the night I brought her home.

      She reached for the bag on the nightstand and I watched her strap on the harness, unselfconscious, at ease in her body. She adjusted the fit and looked up and caught me watching and the corner of her mouth lifted.

      "Get on the bed," she said.

      I got on the bed.

      She came over me and kissed me, one hand braced beside my head, and I pulled her down and kissed her back until we were both breathing hard. Then she moved down. Her mouth to my throat, my collarbone, my breasts, and I arched into her and she took her time with me, her hands moving over my stomach, my hips. I had my hands in her hair and my eyes closed and my hips lifting toward her and she was unhurried in a way that was frustrating. And the grin on her face told me she knew that much.

      Then she moved lower, parting my thighs and settling between them and I felt her breath warm against me before her mouth found me. She was good at this — exceptional — and she knew what I needed by now, the rhythm, the pressure, the specific places that made my thighs clench and my hands tighten in her hair and my whole body pull toward her like the mountain was above me and she was the only way up.

      "Bridge—" Her name came out in a breath.

      She didn't stop. She took me higher, reading every response, adjusting with the patience she brought to a long route, and I stopped being able to form words and just was. When I was shaking and close and my hips were moving urgently against her mouth she slowed, deliberately, and I made a sound of protest that she ignored, and then built me back up again and this time she didn't slow.

      I came with her mouth on me and my hand fisted in her hair and my back arching off the bed, and she stayed with me all the way through it, every wave, and when I finally went still she pressed a kiss to the inside of my thigh and came back up.

      I was still catching my breath when I felt her settle between my thighs. The strap-on warm against me.

      She looked at my face. Checking.

      "Yes," I said, before she could ask.

      She pushed inside me slowly and I gasped and my hands gripped her back and she held still for a moment and looked at me and I nodded and she began to move.

      She found a rhythm, unhurried at first, each movement deliberate, and I pulled her in closer and she went deeper and I groaned at the back of my throat, a sound I didn't recognize from myself.

      "More," I said.

      "More?" She said, but then pulled out, her eyes never leaving my face. Then she knelt and leaned forward, grabbing my butt cheeks and pulling me towards her, my pelvis tilting up. Then she entered me again, slow and deliberate and deeper. So much deeper.

      The rhythm built and I moved with her, the sounds I was making weren't quiet and I didn't care. The whole careful sensible contained version of me that had existed before Bridge Cahill was nowhere in this room. I was here, present, saying her name and things that weren't her name, and she drove into me and I took all of it.

      I watched as she licked her fingers, then found my clit and the combination of her inside me and the pressure of her hand was immediate and devastating. I grabbed the bed sheets and held on.

      "I'm going to—" I managed.

      "I know," she said.

      She didn't stop.

      I came so hard my vision went white at the edges, my whole body clenching around her, and she worked me through it with her hand and her hips and I was loud and I stayed loud until we heard Maple and pups barking, their alarm obvious.

      But Bridge didn't stop. Even before I'd fully come down she shifted the angle and her fingers moved and I felt it gathering again impossibly fast and I said Bridge and please and Bridge again and she said I've got you and kept moving and the second climax rolled through me longer and deeper than the first, a full-body wave that went on and on, and I held onto her and let it take me completely.

      I surfaced slowly. My ears were ringing. My whole body was broken and whole.

      Bridge had gone still, watching me, her weight on one arm, the other hand gentle on my hip. Her eyes lit with satisfaction she wasn't concealing.

      "We might do that again," I said. "Once I've recovered."

      "Is that right?" She pressed her mouth to my cheek. My jaw. The corner of my mouth.

      "Might take me a couple of weeks to recover…"

      She moved off me carefully and dealt with the harness, then came back and pulled me against her. I went without argument, pressing my face into the side of her neck. Her arms came around me. Her skin was warm and smelled of my shampoo and her heartbeat was steady under my cheek.

      When I recovered, and my breath had come back within some sort of normal range, I pulled back and looked at her.

      "You need to go shopping more," I said.

      Her eyes lit. "Yeah? Am I unleashing a monster?"

      I laughed and flipped her onto her back. "You better believe it."
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      Frankie

      The first thing I heard was Gritty.

      Not barking, she'd grown out of the volume complaints, mostly, but the sound she made when she wanted to be somewhere she wasn't, a low insistent whine directed at the bedroom door which Bridge had pulled shut last night on the grounds that she needed sleep before a long drive and Gritty's relationship with personal space was, at best, theoretical.

      I opened the door. Gritty came in, assessed the situation, and settled at Bridge's feet.

      Bridge didn't stir.

      I left them and went to make coffee.

      It was early May and soft light came in low through the kitchen window illuminating the cactus that moved in with Bridge. The creek was running higher than it had been all winter with the snowmelt coming off the peaks. Maple was already at the door and I let her out and stood for a moment on the back porch in my socks watching her move through the long grass at the yard's edge, nose down, conducting her morning inventory.

      Longs Peak was visible above the treeline to the northwest. Clear sky, no weather to speak of. Good conditions for a drive.

      I went back inside and made coffee.

      Bridge's pack was in the hallway, ready. She'd loaded it last night after dinner, checking each item, repacking twice. I'd watched her do it from the doorway and she'd looked up telling me again that the sandstone would feel different. I'd said I know, and she'd said it's a longer route, and I'd said I know, and she'd looked at me for a moment and then nodded and went back to her gear.

      That was what I could hold.

      I sat at the table with my coffee and the morning moved around me. Maple came back in and drank noisily from her bowl. From the bedroom I could hear Gritty rearranging herself.

      It was just the two of them now. The big one had gone to Colette and Yaya, delivered in person, and Colette had sent a photograph every three days since without apparent sign of slowing. Jake had taken the other middle pup for his grandchildren and sent exactly one photograph in return: three small kids and a dog that didn't look like it minded being sat on. Amy had collected hers two weeks after the Diamond, shown up with a new collar and a car seat cover and the entire puppy section of PetSmart.

      Six months ago, I'd sat at this table working out if I could do this. I'd been afraid I was making plans I couldn't keep, or reaching for what needed fixing without knowing the grip that needed fixing was mine. Yet everything here this morning was the same. The table had been the same. The creek had been the same. The light through the kitchen window had been the same.

      I was not the same.

      Bridge appeared in the doorway in an old t-shirt, her hair down, Gritty pressed against her ankle like a prison tag. She looked at me, then at the coffee, then at me again.

      "You made enough?" she said.

      "I made enough."

      She poured a cup and sat across from me, and we drank in the quiet that had stopped needing anything from either of us a long time ago. Gritty moved between us, unable to decide whose feet were better. Maple settled by the door.

      "Weather looks good," I said.

      "It does."

      "Drive's about eight hours."

      "Seven and a half if we leave by nine."

      I looked at her across the table. Dark blonde hair, sleep-creased, chalk under two fingernails that the shower last night hadn't entirely cleared. The scar. This morning wasn't different from any other morning, other than the stillness was readiness itself.

      "You could eat," I said.

      "I was going to eat."

      "You were going to think about eating."

      She looked at me with the half-smile.

      "There's a difference."

      "There is. I'm pointing it out."

      She got up and made eggs without being asked again and I sat and drank my coffee and watched her move around our kitchen just like she had that first morning.

      We ate as Gritty positioned herself between us at a distance that said she understood begging was not the policy but was ready to capitalize on any policy review. Bridge fed her a corner of toast and I said nothing about it because some things weren't worth the conversation.

      "Tess texted," Bridge said. "She wants to know if we're going past Boulder."

      "Are we?"

      "Depends on the route you take."

      "It's your climb."

      She considered. "We could stop. Have lunch."

      "Then we'll stop."

      She nodded and finished her eggs and pushed the plate aside and looked out the window at the yard, at the peaks visible through the aspens. I looked at her looking at them. You could tell when she was nearing a climb, she was more present, gathered, as though the rest of the world organized around a fixed point only she could sense.

      The Moonlight Buttress was twelve hundred feet of sandstone. The season just opening, the rock warming into the best conditions of the year. She'd been to Indian Creek twice since the Diamond, working the crack technique, arriving home with wrecked hands and the satisfied exhaustion of a body that had done what it was built to do. I'd watched her tape her fingers and felt the fear and held it.

      I was getting better at it. Not comfortable. I didn't think comfortable was the destination. But better, which meant I could sit here on a morning and drink my coffee and watch Bridge look at the mountains and feel the fear as a fact about me rather than a fact about her.

      "I'll drive the first stretch," I said.

      "I was going to offer."

      "I know. I'll drive."

      She looked at me. "Okay," she said.

      We did the dishes together, then Bridge went to shower and I checked the pack in the hallway, not adjusting anything, looking, knowing what was in it the way I knew the contents of a SAR kit. Understanding was still my rope.

      I stood at the hallway window while I waited for her, looking out at the yard.

      Gritty was in the yard, nose to the ground, her tail moving, absorbed in the business of being Gritty, which was a full-time occupation. She was Maple's coloring and Bridge's energy and had never for a single day of her life demonstrated any sense of self-preservation whatsoever.

      Tomorrow morning it would be a different view — Utah, the canyon, desert air I'd never breathed, and I'd be standing in it with Maple and Gritty while Bridge chalked her hands at the base.

      I wasn't ready. I didn't think ready was available.

      I was going anyway.

      The shower stopped. Gritty abandoned the grass and came back toward the cabin, bounding through the dew. She hit the porch steps, skidded, recovered, looked briefly delighted by this, and came through the door I held open for her.

      Bridge appeared in the hallway with wet hair, saw my face, and said nothing.

      She crossed to me and kissed me instead, warm and unhurried, her hand on my jaw, and I kissed her back and held onto her for a moment in the quiet hallway of our cabin while Gritty orbited our feet and Maple sighed from her spot by the door, already done with the delay.

      "Ready?" Bridge said.

      "No," I said.

      She smiled, a full one. "Me neither."

      We picked up the pack between us and walked out into the morning.
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