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To the many amazing women I’m lucky enough to have holding the other end of my rope






One

Problem: The term given to the path a climber must follow to complete a climb correctly.
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“The bouldering problem the pretty brunette climbed was rated a V6. Getting her to talk to me? Off the scale.”

—From The Friedrichs Fundamental Guide to Speaking Dirtbag



Kiley was halfway up the rock when she sank back in her harness for what had to have been the tenth time. She looked down at me and shook her head, her blond ponytail swinging side to side. “I’m sorry, Cara,” she said. “I just…”

“You hate it.”

“No!” She looked away, wrinkled her nose. “Okay. Kind of. I’m sorry.”

How could she not love this? Open Book was a classic, a route I’d handpicked because it had great holds, great movement, and just enough exposure at the finish to make it feel epic without the risk of wigging her, or Sarah, out.

“It’s okay,” I said, forcing a smile. “Now I know how Sarah felt when she made us watch The Notebook.”

Sarah looked up from her phone. “You’re both heartless, soulless monsters.”

“I think we can live with that.” Kiley looked down at me, arched one eyebrow so high it disappeared under the rim of her helmet. “Right, Cara?”

“Yeah, I’m good,” I said, shrugging.

“Monsters.” Sarah bent back over her phone. The three of us had been tight since ceramics sophomore year. Sarah and Kiley were the only people I was actually going to miss from high school. With graduation behind us, and the end of summer racing toward us, we’d made it a mission to do all the stuff we’d always said we were going to do but somehow never managed to find time for. That included suffering through Sarah’s favorite ugly-cry romance movie a few nights ago. And Kiley had made us all go to Nordstrom the week before, where I’d watched them try stuff on and pretended to consider buying a dress that I couldn’t afford, until I caved and bought a forty-dollar T-shirt that I also couldn’t afford.

Today it was my turn. It seemed impossible that I’d never managed to get them out to Mount Erie for a climb before now. They’d been stoked to finally try climbing outside, and I was giddy at sharing my favorite place with my favorite people.

The day had started out perfectly. When we parked at the summit, the sky was the hazy washed-out blue of old denim. The sun warmed my shoulders. Blue-green spruce and fir towered above, the lacy maples and alders rustled with the breeze, and patches of wild blueberry poked up around us. It was quiet, except for the sound of a boat puttering around Lake Campbell some eight hundred feet below and a few groups of climbers calling out to one another.

But from there, things flatlined. Sarah got sketched out by the narrow trail and ten-foot drop that led to the base of the climb. Kiley tripped, scraped her knees up pretty badly, and ripped a hole in a pair of hiking pants she’d just bought for the occasion. The strugglefest continued once I got them tied into their harnesses. On Sarah’s first lap, she went up about ten feet and then her foot slipped, she lost her grip and then dangled there in her harness, refusing to let me lower her, instead insisting on climbing down. Kiley’s first attempt was even rougher. She had a hard time getting off the ground and kept hangdogging on the rope while reminiscing about all the times in PE class where she failed to execute a single pull-up. Sarah had bravely tried again and made it a little farther, but after she reached for a hold and got a handful of slimy moss that hadn’t dried out since the last time it rained, she was done. And now Kiley was on the way back down after only climbing a dozen or so feet past the spot she’d tapped out before. The whole thing reminded me of when I fell hard for Doctor Who reruns and tried to get my brother to obsess with me, but he thought the show was stupid. It always kind of sucks when the people I love don’t love the things I love.

As I lowered Kiley to the ground, Sarah pointed at the GriGri I was using to belay. “What’s that called again—what you’re doing to keep us from falling?” She scrunched her face like she was trying to remember something important, as if she was trying to make up for her lack of enthusiasm for the actual climbing with curiosity about the gear. She’d already asked me why the shoes were so tight and what kind of rock we were climbing.

“Belaying.”

“Right. It looks hard.”

Now I smiled. “Not really. You just hold the rope,” I said, echoing the line my dad had used to teach me a lifetime ago.

My phone buzzed in my back pocket just as Kiley touched down and started to untie. It was a message from Jeff.

Can you open the gym tomorrow morning for me?

My shift at the Espresso Hut started at eleven. Then it was coaching practice at the climbing gym in the afternoon before babysitting—wait, no, babysitting was tonight, wasn’t it? Three jobs was a lot, but I needed all the hours I could scrounge. So, I typed:

Sure

He texted back immediately.

Cool. I’ll be there by 10:30. Have to take Laura to dentist. You can still run practice tomorrow night, though, right?

I sent him a thumbs-up and dropped the phone in my pocket. “You ready to try it again, Sarah?”

She looked up the rock face and then back at me, twisting the end of her braid around her index finger. “Um, I’m good. Do you want to go again, Kiley?”

Kiley unclipped the helmet and passed it to me. “Nope.”

They were done? But we’d practically just gotten here. “Maybe I could set another climb for us, one you’ll like more—”

“Why don’t you teach us to do the rope-holding thingy,” Sarah said. “We can watch you climb.”

Belaying involved pulling rope through a braking device as a climber ascended and being ready to catch the climber by locking the rope off if they fell. It was pretty simple, but yeah, there was an art to mastering it. Sarah could have learned quickly enough, but I couldn’t teach her without letting Dad memories creep into the moment even more. The day was already sort of underwhelming; I didn’t want to pile on by thinking about him.

“That’s okay,” I said. “I don’t really need to climb.”

“You’re bummed—”

“A little.” There was never any point in pretending otherwise with Sarah. “But it’s fine. For real.” I shrugged. Luckily, I’d top roped this route—actually run the rope through the permanent anchors at the summit before tossing the rope down. I pulled at one side until the rope fed through and whipped down the twenty yards to my feet. “Besides, what if you guys had been better than me? What would I bring to this friendship then? You’re better at school and nicer and—”

Kiley shook her head and smirked. “You are such a dork.”

“Here.” I passed her the rope and she began coiling it with total concentration. Sarah started posting pics, cracking herself up as she narrated them with witty captions. I crouched down to gather the rest of the gear when my phone buzzed. Jeff again.

BTW, have you heard from your dad lately?

Okay. A little weird. Jeff knew I hadn’t heard from Dad in a while. In fact, he’d been more upset than me when Dad didn’t show up at graduation. My thumbs started keying in a reply before I changed my mind. I tucked the phone away. Dad couldn’t hijack the day if I didn’t let him.

“Look!” Kiley thrust the rope at me. “I did a climbing thing, Cara. Aren’t you proud?”

“You’re amazing.” I strapped it to the outside of the pack. She gave a little bow and started wriggling out of the harness.

Sarah looked up from her phone. “Tagged you guys in all the pics. Can I take off these shoes now?” She pointed at the rentals I’d borrowed from the gym.

“Yep. Should we go find something to eat?”

Kiley froze, eyes wide. “Out here? Like berries or mushrooms or something?”

“Um, I was sort of thinking maybe a burger?”

Kiley’s relief that I wasn’t going to make her forage was obvious. “You know a spot?”

“Yeah, me and Seth and Dad used to stop at the Net after a climb.” Used to… We hadn’t been to the Net in ages… and then I was back to thinking about Jeff’s text message, now flashing like a warning sign.

Dad’s absences always felt like snow days during the winter: kind of a break when they were happening, but I knew I’d pay for them later. More than once, we’d had to bail Dad out of various situations, usually after he’d been missing for a spell. Jeff asking now? And asking me? Probably meant something was up. Crap.

Nope. I gave my head a hard shake. I was not going to worry about this now. Whatever it was, it would keep. I crammed my gear into my pack.

Five minutes later, rounding the bend in the trail to head back up to the parking lot, we saw the climbers we’d heard earlier. They were starting up Queen of Hearts, a stout 5.10+. Beyond them, the trail hugged the rock face, which meant we’d need to pass right between the belayer and the rock. Since the guy on the route hadn’t made the first clip yet, we needed to wait until he was secure.

“The rope-holder guy is hot,” Sarah whispered behind me. He was cute. Dark hair, just a little too long, brown skin, eyelashes that outdid mine even when I actually wore mascara. A sprinkle of acne scars dimpled his cheeks, but they tipped him back from being almost too pretty to being interesting.

Just then his climber peeled off the route, groaned and swore, popping back to the ground. Now was our chance. “Hey. Just need to slip by you guys, okay?”

The climber turned toward us. A scrubby man-bun poked out from under his helmet, and he had one of those patchy beards that somehow still kind of worked. “Sorry you had to see that,” he joked. “This start’s killing me.”

“It looks really hard.” Sarah’s voice oozed sympathy and sweetness. Kiley didn’t try to stifle the snort, but I fought down the bubble of laughter. Sarah might as well have added, “And you boys look so strong, too.”

We tiptoed around the gear littering the trail, passing close enough to catch the scent of some sort of yummy smelling soap or shampoo off one of the guys and straight funk off the other. “The start is tricky,” I agreed. As a rule, climbers don’t share beta, or information, without being asked.

The guys glanced at each other before the climber asked. “You’ve done it?”

About forty times. The first time with Dad. And there he was again. “Yeah,” I said quickly. “We’ll get out of your way so—”

“Whoa, hold up.” The climber stepped aside. “Throw me a bone. I’ve made three different trips down here.”

Sometimes dudes tried to save face in front of female climbers. The fact that this guy didn’t was a huge point in his favor.

“You have to do a little gaston right at the start, and then match left foot to left hand. Then keep the tension as you extend up for the right grab.” My hands moved through the air in front of me as I pantomimed the opening sequence.

“Cara’s really good,” Sarah chimed in.

Great. She wasn’t flirting for herself. She was flirting for me. I bugged my eyes out at her, silently begging her to knock it off.

“You win, like, contests and stuff, right, Cara?”

She was shameless. “Comps. We call them comps.” I’d won maybe three in the last couple of years. Usually the prize was, like, a lifetime supply of chalk or a demo harness I didn’t need. Definitely not worth bragging about.

“Well, Cara.” The climber crossed his arms. “I’m not too proud to let you show me up on this if you have a second.”

A little rush of anticipation surged through me, like the day was throwing me a lifeline. Maybe teaching my friends to belay was out, but these guys knew what they were doing.

“Do it, Cara,” Kiley said. “C’mon!”

“I guess we have a minute.” I tried to sound cool. But inside, I felt like our dog when he saw a rabbit and started pulling against the leash. After that opening sequence, there was a tricky little part near the finish that was pretty sick.

“Sweet,” the belayer said. “I’m Miguel, by the way. And this is Jake.”

I pulled my harness and shoes and a sling out again while Kiley and Sarah introduced themselves. The guys were outdoor ed majors at Western, taking summer classes. Kiley and Sarah were only too happy to tell them about their own college plans.

“What about you, Cara?” Miguel asked as I tied in.

“No college for me yet,” I said, studying the route, counting the bolts embedded in the rock, a shiny breadcrumb trail to the summit. I pulled eight quickdraws—one for each bolt and two spares—and attached them to my harness. “Spot me a couple of your slings and lockers. I can build the anchor for you guys when I get up there.”

Jake handed them over. “No college, huh?”

“Cara’s taking a gap year,” Sarah said, all excited. “To Patagonia!”

“No way,” Miguel said. “Really?”

“Leaving in September.” I cinched the slings to an open gear loop. The open-ended plane ticket I’d just bought last week was the most expensive purchase I’d ever made. Between now and then, every minute I could work translated to more time there and more things I could see and do before my money ran out and I had to come home.

Miguel nodded, one eyebrow raised. “You gonna climb?”

“That’s the plan.” As I strapped on my helmet, my phone buzzed again, no doubt another message from Jeff about Dad. “Keep me loose, okay?”

Miguel readied his brake hand. “You’re the boss.”

“On belay?”

“Belay is on.”

As soon as my fingers found the first little crimpy edges in the granite, relief and a relaxed focus settled onto me, like sinking under a warm blanket. Climbing had always been the only way I could shut out the world. The only way I could think about just one thing for one blessed second. The only choices that mattered were where to step or reach next, the only feeling that mattered was the tension in my shoulders and back. Nothing but the sound of my own movements—the gear on my harness tapping against the rock, the gates on the carabiners clicking as I attached them to the bolts, the hiss of the rope as I pulled it up and fed it through the clips—reached my brain. But it didn’t last. Soon, the shaded part of the rock gave way to the sunny portion above the tree line. I pulled through the last couple of moves and reached the bolts and chains that marked the end of the route. Using the gear the guys had given me, I built an anchor, fed the rope through, and double-checked my set. Bombproof.

“Take!” The rope tightened up and I sank back in my harness, taking a few seconds to soak in the view. Beyond the hilly green San Juan Islands, the Olympics stood ghostly white out on the peninsula. A hawk circled and caught an updraft. The quiet and the view were all I needed, but then my phone buzzed yet again. I should have left the stupid thing on the ground.

“Ready to lower,” I called down, feeling anything but.

As I descended, Miguel paused long enough for me to collect the quickdraws I’d clipped in on the way up.

“You made that seem too easy,” Jake said when I was back on the ground.

Suddenly, I felt stupid. It probably looked like I was showing off. “Thanks for the catch,” I said as I broke the knot and loosened my harness.

“No problem,” Miguel said.

“Yeah,” Jake added, “let’s do it again some time. Give me your number? We could call you before we head down next week.”

Thankfully, I was busy wrestling off my rock shoes, so I didn’t give away my surprise. On the one hand, it was kind of nice he asked for my number. Maybe it would have been nicer if Miguel had, but still. On the other, he wouldn’t call. They never did. “Um…” I jammed my feet back into my hikers and stowed my other gear in my pack, trying to sound as apologetic as I could without making it any more awkward. “I’m working a lot. But stop by the gym in Burlington sometime? I’m there almost every day.”

Jake tilted his head to one side and smiled weakly, that universal reaction to a swing and a miss. Miguel looked down and rubbed the back of his neck—the universal reaction to my buddy got shot down and I have to be cool now so I can give him crap later. I’d seen Kiley trigger these reactions a dozen times. But she was standing behind both guys, bugging her eyes at me in disbelief. Next to her, Sarah was mouthing “GIVE HIM YOUR NUMBER!”

“Ready?” I sidestepped the rope and pulled out my phone to pretend-check the time. “We gotta hustle if we’re going to get to the… thing.”

Jeff’s message waited on the screen.

Been trying to reach him. Can’t get him to answer back.

I crammed the phone back in my pocket. “Good luck with the route,” I told the guys as I hitched my pack onto my shoulders, and moved up trail. Kiley and Sarah murmured goodbyes and followed me. A minute later, Kiley let it rip.

“So, Cara—”

Sarah jumped in. “He was so cute! He’s perfect for you…” She sounded heartbroken.

“He wasn’t going to call me—”

“When they ask for your number, they want to call you.” Kiley sounded like she was explaining addition to a kindergartner.

“No, they ask to see if they can get it,” I said. “And then they don’t call. It’s basic. Besides, I can’t get into anything right now—”

“Because you’re leaving in a couple months, yeah, yeah,” Kiley finished. “But months, Cara.”

“Any free time I have, you guys are always claiming.” Just a few days ago, Kiley had been after me about how I was too busy. They didn’t get that working three jobs was the only way to finance the trip. Both Kiley’s parents were dentists. Sarah’s mom managed a bank. My dad? Well, he hadn’t helped out in years, and my mom taught middle school science while trying to scrape together enough to cover the gaps in Seth’s tuition at the U.

“Why is this such a big deal, anyway?”

Sarah’s voice went gentle. “Because the last perfectly cute guy who liked climbing who got your number—”

I stopped so fast Sarah bumped into me. My voice went louder than I meant it to. “Nope! Not everything is about… C’mon.” I bit my lip and regrouped. Today was supposed to be about us, not about guys.

“Nothing wrong with having a little fun before you go,” Kiley muttered.

I groaned and started hiking again. “Fun is maxing out every minute of summer with my best friends before they leave for Spokane.” Kiley and Sarah were rooming together at Gonzaga. They’d still be a pair, and I’d be in another hemisphere. We’d drift apart. That was inevitable, I guessed. But it wasn’t easy to think about being separate, which was why today mattered. But maybe it wasn’t easy for them, either.

“Are you guys worried I’ll be lonely without you?”

Kiley rolled her eyes. “We know you don’t do lonely, Cara.”

“Funny,” I deadpanned, as my phone buzzed in my pocket again. I ignored it. “I do, however, do peanut butter milkshakes. The Net has a killer one.”
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July 29, 1941

Dad-sizzle it, today was the best damn day since I got here. At lunchtime we were sitting there below the big bridge—the one we put the sidewalks and handrails on last month, the ones the other guys before us helped build. One of the fellas said he heard a guy lost his girl and he jumped and died before he even hit the water. I said that was applesauce, that I’d climbed up steeper stuff with my scout troop, which was stretching the truth.

Gus gave me a warning look. Carmine lined up to snap a photograph of the bridge with his Brownie. He said, you really think you can climb that, Friedrichs? Except it comes out all Brooklyn. Yuh instead of you, tink instead of think. Sometimes, Carmine seems more foreign to me than Gus, even though Gus mixes Spanish into his talk and is nearly from Mexico.

I said I could climb up the bridge framing, over to the little island in the middle, and then back. Let’s see it then, Friedrichs, Duane said.

Something about somebody thinking I’m blowing smoke just makes me want to show ’em fire. So I crammed the rest of my sandwich in my mouth, put my apple in my pocket, and started up the slope to where the pilings sank into the ground. Behind me, Carmine started taking bets.

Harry caught up to me. I’m near as tall as Harry, but he’s twice as broad. He’s out here from Kansas, up for his third round in the CCC. He wants to join the army even though his dad won’t let him. But he turns twenty-five in the spring and won’t be able to stay in the corps anyhow. Harry can outwork anybody, so we all listen to him. He wants to be a preacher someday. He’s always saying stuff that sounds preacher-like. One I can remember is when he said work is the oil in the gears of brotherhood. I liked that one. Hell, I might even go to church if Harry was there saying stuff like that. Probably not, though.

Anyway, today he just said I didn’t have to prove anything to the other guys. But I was keen to do it seeing how I haven’t done any climbing since I’d joined up. I tried to be cool about it, but I was about to blow my wig at the thought of getting up there. That’s strange, I reckon. Maybe Gran was right. Maybe there is something off about me.

I told Harry not to worry.

The steel girders were nice and dry, warm from the sunshine. Once I got started, it was too easy. All I had to do was climb up the corners using the pilings and the places the cross braces were riveted on. Then, I traversed sideways, using the thinner struts that formed Xs in the middle to get from one section to the other. I went slow at first, finding the rhythm to the movement like I might on a real climb. The ground—all grunky with rock and moss and scrubby madrone and laurel—gave way to the gray-green water. The water swirling through the cut was like something living, like the tiger pacing in its pit at the zoo back in Woodland Park. No foolin’, I got a little spooked then, but the good kind of scared that makes you know you’re all the way alive.

At the tallest part of the bridge’s arch, I hooked one arm around the beam and waved back at the shore. By the time I got to the island in the middle, there were a half dozen lookie-loos on the sidewalk staring at me, gawking. I waved at them, too.

I ate the apple in my pocket in three bites, chucked the core into the water, and headed back. When I finished, some of the fellas shook my hand; some of them shook their heads. Carmine slapped me on the back and told me never to do anything that dumb again, but at least he’d taken some pictures of me up there to prove it really happened. I didn’t know until supper that he was the only one who put up his stake and said I would make it. (Harry and Gus didn’t bet. I reckon for Harry it’s the preacher thing, but Gus I’m pretty sure toes the line so Larson won’t have another reason to get sideways with him.)

Larson blew his wig at ME, though. He and Captain hauled me into the office after supper to reprimand me—that was the word Captain used, all formal. Captain wasn’t so bad, but Larson chewed me out so good it felt like his words left marks. Still, it was worth it, even with that drip Jerry sitting at his little desk over in the corner, shoulders shaking as he tried not to laugh. I’d bet all five bucks of my month’s pay that he’s the one who squealed. He’s the worst. Reminds me of that lifeguard at the Y back in Seattle. That guy loved to blow his whistle and holler at us all like we were trespassing on his lawn or something. Only Jerry lords over the mess hall and all us guys and reminds us to wipe down his precious tablecloths. Who the hell puts tablecloths down for a bunch of guys who only care about the food anyway? I’d like to pop him in the mouth. But that’d get me sent home. And I can’t go home. Getting out from under Gran was the best thing that ever happened to me. And she can’t cook worth squat. Jerry may be a drip, but he’s a drip who knows how to put out a spread. Plus, the truant officer would march me back to school.

Gus just leaned over from his bunk and asked what I’m writing. I said it’s one of the practice themes I’m supposed to be doing for my high school equivalency, since that’s why they gave me this notebook in the first place. I don’t think he believes me, but Gus is all right. Some other fellas would give me guff for writing a diary, no mistake. But hell, nearly everyone who ever did anything worth a lick was always writing in his diary, right? Darwin. Edison. Geez, I must have read Scott’s diaries of the South Pole expedition three times by now. Good stuff, that, even if they all died.






Two

Bomber: Short for “bomb-proof,” a designation given to a hold so positive, or a piece of protection so well placed that it could survive a bomb explosion.
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“That piece is so bomber you could hang a VW from it.”

—From The Friedrichs Fundamental Guide to Speaking Dirtbag



My Honda’s engine ticked softly as I unlocked the gym the next morning. When I saw Jeff’s harness tossed on the check-in desk, I realized I’d forgotten to follow up about Dad last night. Whoops.

Jeff has known me my whole life, but he’s known Dad even longer. Asking me to check on Dad was a first, which meant I should do it. I dialed my father’s number with one hand as I flipped on the computer and the lights with the other. Straight to voice mail. I hung up without leaving a message, since I was pretty sure my father didn’t even know how to check his voice mail, and shot off a quick text—which had only a slightly higher probability of actually being read.

Dad’s tendency to ghost out had gotten worse in the last few years, but it had been part of the reason he and Mom split up when I was in sixth grade. Truth is, he’d always been flaky, about work and everything else. He also struggled with depression and other harder-to-pin-down symptoms that he sometimes took medicine for. In my high school psych class, I’d been pretty convinced that what Dad had was closer to paranoid schizophrenia. But Mom just said stuff like this was never quite so simple or clear-cut. She was right, of course. The upshot of it: Dad’s stuff being messy meant everything around him got messy.

A couple of times after they split, Mom had to pick him up when his car ran out of gas because he was too wrapped up in something to be bothered to fill the tank. But then there was the time he showed up in her classroom unannounced—so far gone he’d forgotten they weren’t married anymore—and freaked out when he saw she wasn’t wearing her wedding band. That time, Mom had to take the rest of the day off and drive him to a clinic.

Another time, he’d gotten arrested because he was off meds and scared somebody at the carpet store where he’d gotten a job. The cops put him on a psych hold for two days before anyone figured out who to call. The last time he’d gone radio silent, my brother had been the one to track him down in a hospital near Olympia. Seth brought him back, but he hadn’t spoken to Dad since. That was over a year ago.

So yeah, with Dad, no news was never good. Not hearing from him was more alarming than hearing from him. Plus, it was all complicated by the fact that sometimes Dad could be kind of a selfish jerk, and sometimes he was sort of medically allowed to be a selfish jerk. The tricky part was how the messiness made it really hard for everybody around him to know when to cut him some slack and when to just cut him off.

Part of me wanted to do what my brother had already done—cut Dad out completely. I really did, because no matter what Dad’s issues were, it sucked to feel more like the parent than the kid at times. Jeff asking me to check up on Dad? Shouldn’t it be the other way around? I’d been waiting for Dad to show up, to apologize for not making it to graduation. And now I was the one who was supposed to smooth things over?

But yeah, medically allowed…

Maybe he’d emailed? Dad clung to his old Yahoo address and swore Google would never take him alive. Sometimes he would forward me a bunch of links about political conspiracies or these long, rambling emails cut and pasted from articles about solar eclipses or honeybees disappearing before he went on a wander. I opened my email, ignored the 422 unread messages, and thumbed in a quick search as I crossed the gym floor. There were two emails from Dad that counted as recent-ish, both with links that led to something called the Civilian Conservation Corps, which seemed suitably random. After that, nothing.

I did a quick bathroom check to see that things were flushed and stocked, then headed back out into the gym, checking the date on the last email. April. Even for Dad, that was kind of a while.

He’d been decent at Christmas, I remembered. I went up to his place on Christmas Eve and made dinner with him and hung out. After that, things got busy with school and work. Now it was the middle of summer. I’d really let it stretch out that long this time? I felt a stab of guilt and dashed off a quick email to him. Jeff would be relieved to know I’d been thorough, even though a reply seemed unlikely. Besides, Dad always turned up. There might be drama when he did, but it didn’t pay to go looking for it before it found me, right?

The gym’s only window—which was actually just a big garage door—rattled as I lifted it. Having the gym to myself was the best part of the opening shift. I’d grown up in this space, and as much fun as it could be when it was filled with climbers, it felt more like home when I was the only one here. I stashed my bag behind the counter and breathed in the smell of chalk and the disinfectant powder we shook inside the rental shoes. Ropes at the various belay stations hung from their anchors at the tops of the walls, lining the inside of the space. Jeff, or somebody, had already vacuumed the thick crash mats below the walls the night before, so I didn’t have to. Sweet. It was only a few minutes after ten. Most of our regulars wouldn’t start trickling in until afternoon. That meant I had plenty of time to set a new route. I cued up my Songs Mom Loves That Actually Don’t Suck playlist. The opening riff of “Hero Takes a Fall” by this girl group that managed to be cheesy and badass all at once rang out as I pulled on my harness and shoes.

The dry-erase board above the bathroom door held a tally of every grade of climb on the walls. Climbs were graded—both indoor and outdoor—so a climber knew roughly how hard it would be before they started. The scale began all the way down at walking on level ground—class 1. But anything on a rope was a class 5, followed by another number to show how hard it was. Sometimes the grade came from a single difficult move, or crux. Sometimes a climb earned its grade based on how sustained the effort was from start to finish. Here, we had everything from the easiest—5.6 routes that kids at birthday parties cut their teeth on—all the way up to a couple of 5.13s that only a handful of our diehards could pull off cleanly. Too bad life didn’t come with difficulty ratings like climbs. It’d be nice to know how hard something was going to be before starting it, what it might require, how it would test me. Deciding to put college off for a year? That was surprisingly easy—a straightforward 5.8 that made sense. Convincing my mom that delaying college to travel on my own in a foreign country was a good idea? Closer to a 5.12 that I still hadn’t gotten through clean. What about Dad’s radio silence and the random emails? What kind of rating was this heading for?

The tally board listed a dozen routes in the 5.11 range, but we were short on the 5.10s that were most popular with our average climbers. I scanned the gym, taking in the riot of neon green and blue and gray walls, with the candy-colored holds scattered across them like sprinkles on a cupcake. My eyes lingered on a pink 5.11c I’d set on the slab wall back in April. That part of the wall was not quite vertical. Instead of running straight up between the floor and the ceiling, it sloped away slightly, the way a lot of climbs outdoors did. Other sections were perpendicular to the floor, still others inverted so they sent a climber upside down or backward. I loved climbing slab—for the way it made you use friction and the wall surface itself—not just the holds—almost as much as I loved building routes on it.

I grabbed the tools and a bucket, geared up, tied in, and started stripping the pink holds. The first couple I could get from the ground. After that I had to climb up, self-belaying on a GriGri, which locked automatically when I sat back in my harness and weighted the rope. Using the drill attached to my harness, I backed the bolt out until each pink hold spun free so I could drop it into the bucket I had hanging beside me. When I’d collected them all, I lowered myself back down to the mat. The song switched over as I slugged some water, studied the space I’d cleared, and thought about how to reconfigure the holds into a new route.

Dad on the brain had me reminiscing about a really fun route we did at Smith Rock in Oregon a few seasons ago—that had been one of our last overnights together. Seth was supposed to come but bailed at the last second. The trip ended up being great. Dad had been pretty steady, and the climbing had been amazing. I’d led a classic 5.9+ called Bunny Face, which was one tiny little pincher hold after another, constantly testing balance and demanding good footwork. I was in the mood to create something similar.

An hour or so later, I was nearly finished, setting the last couple of pieces near the top of the wall. I was dialed in to the work, bobbing along as the Talking Heads chanted “… same as it ever was…,” trying to fine-tune the orientation of the last little pink sloper hold I’d pulled from the bucket. So when I heard a voice from below, it scared me so badly that I fumbled the piece.

“You still love this song, huh?”

The hold bounced off my toe, dropped to the floor, and skittered across the mats. Nat bent over and scooped it up.

Nat.

Nat! The shock of seeing him for the first time in eight months wasn’t great—more like the spike of adrenaline I got when I passed a state trooper’s car on the highway and wondered if I was about to get pulled over. Kiley’s voice echoed in my head. “The last cute climber who got your number…” Did Kiley conjure him yesterday with that comment, like some kind of Voldemort situation? Say his name and he can find you?

My skin went tight all over, my pulse beat triple time, and my pits started sweating. A lot. I hadn’t seen Nat since last October when he’d come home from college to visit. And we hadn’t talked since November, if you count the texts where he dumped me as talking.

I just hung there like some stupid piñata until I recovered enough to say anything. “Hi.” Hi. That’s what I took so long to say. Awesome. He looked good, which seemed extra unfair. He’d filled out a little during his freshman year—which surprised me, but it worked. His nut-brown hair was already sort of bleaching out with the summer sun. He wore the same Black Diamond tee I used to swipe from him when we were dating. I knew it had a little hole near the neck, one I’d fiddled with when we were tangled up somewhere together. Now he hitched his backpack up on one shoulder, kicked off his flip-flops, and smiled at me, blue eyes locking on mine.

“Didn’t mean to scare you,” he said.

“You’re back.” Two words this time. Killing it.

“Couple of weeks ago.”

Ouch. And I’d had no idea? We weren’t together, but still. He was staring.

I was suddenly aware that I’d barely even looked at myself in the mirror before I rushed out this morning. Had I even washed my face? Doubtful. Had I bothered with deodorant? Probably not. “How was it?”

“How was what?”

“School?”

He flushed. “Oh. Good. First semester was rough, but it got better.” He tossed the piece I’d dropped up and down in his hand. “Declared a history major.”

What was the appropriate response when your ex-boyfriend told you he was majoring in history? Was there a card I should send?

“Cool.” I lingered there stupidly, wondering what I was supposed to do or say next as it dawned on me how much more ridiculous this whole conversation was with me hanging above him like we were in some bizarre Romeo and Juliet parody. I zipped down to the mat, catching a whiff of my own funk as the air rushed past me on the way. Yeah. Definitely forgot the deodorant. And when did I actually last take a shower? Yikes. “Thanks,” I said, gesturing for the piece I dropped.

Nat handed it over. “I just came to get some laps in. Thinking about heading over to Mazama next week to do Prime Rib.”

“Cool,” I said again.

We both just stood there for way too long. Why did he have to show up now? And why did he have to look so good?

“This is okay, right?” He took a step closer as I pulled out the slack in the rope. “I mean, I know this gym is kind of your—”

I tried to sound chill. “Totally. I’m only going to be in town another month or two anyway—”

“Your trip?” he asked, eyes widening, the tinge of excitement—or envy?—in his voice. “That’s happening?”

I nodded. “Patagonia.”

He hitched his pack up on his shoulder. “Awesome. Really, Cara, that’s great. I’m psyched for you.”

“Thanks.” I gestured lamely up at the wall, trying not to lift my arms too high. “Sorta gotta finish this—”

“Yeah.” He took one step backward. “You look… I mean…” He bit his bottom lip. “It’s good to see you.”

I just smiled and shrugged and got back on the wall, climbing as fast as I could. I knew I was supposed to say it was good to see him too, but it wasn’t, exactly. It wasn’t bad either. Just… strange. And I was already imagining how Kiley and Sarah would react when I told them later at the movies.

As I screwed in the last piece, the whine of the drill spinning down was replaced by the sound of car doors slamming. Jeff came in with his daughter, who barely looked up from her iPad to say hi before she settled into the office chair.

“Hey, Cara.” Jeff pulled off his sunglasses to look up at me. He laced his fingers behind his head, the sleeve of his T-shirt riding up to show the edge of the rope tattoo coiled around his bicep. “All quiet on the western front?”

I tested the piece, stowed the drill, and started down. “Yep.”

“Thanks for cover—” Jeff stopped short, noticing Nat pulling on his climbing shoes over by the cubbies. If my parents had been the kind of people to pick godparents, Jeff would have been mine, which meant that he treated Nat with a mixture of suspicion and tolerance when we were dating. But he’d ghost Nat for sure out of loyalty to me.

Jeff moved closer as I untied. “What’s he doing here?” he whispered.

“Climbing,” I said. “He hasn’t checked in yet. You’ll have to—”

“Cara—”

“Be cool.” The last thing I needed was Jeff making an already weird something weirder. I glanced at the clock. “My shift at the hut starts in a few minutes. Gotta go change.”

I wriggled out of my harness, pried off my shoes and grabbed my bag. Luckily, Nat was around the corner checking out the bouldering wall, so I didn’t have to walk past him to get to the ladies’ room.

My reflection didn’t make me feel any better. I shouldn’t have cared. We weren’t anything to each other anymore anyway, but Nat’d shown up looking like he stepped out of an REI catalog. And me? My hair was doing that frizzy thing when I went too long without washing it, and my tank top had a coffee stain on the chest that looked a little like Australia. I pulled on a mostly clean pair of jeans and tee. At the sink, I used a damp paper towel to wipe off my face, then wet my fingers and smoothed down my hair, rebraiding the curls so that it looked less like I’d just finished a workout and more like I’d showered recently. I pulled out mascara and leaned in to the mirror. It wasn’t only because Nat was out there. Tips at the drive-through were always better if I looked like I’d made an effort. And my eyes—according to Kiley—were my best feature. I smeared on some lip balm and rooted around desperately for a stick of deodorant before admitting defeat. Hopefully the smell of coffee would cover up the lack of Tom’s of Maine Honeysuckle.

Jeff was logging in to the computer as I passed the desk on the way out. “See you at four,” I said.

“You call your dad?” he asked, raising an eyebrow to indicate that it wasn’t really a question.

“And texted. And emailed. I’ll try him again later. Gotta go.”



The next four hours were a blur of pulling shots and making iced mochas and chatting people up. By the end of my shift, I’d earned eighteen bucks in tips and scored a protein box and a salad in a crushed container, so I didn’t even have to buy lunch. Plus, being busy meant I couldn’t obsess and overanalyze the awkwardness of seeing Nat again. At least, not as often as I would have. But when I returned to the gym at four and felt my shoulders relax when Nat’s car wasn’t in the lot, I had to admit that seeing him earlier had thrown me.

The kids on the climbing team were already warming up. I changed back into my workout clothes and joined them for stretches. The next hour and a half I worked with all of them—including my two favorites, a girl named Emma and her little brother, Adam. Emma was red faced and exhausted by the end of the workout, chalk streaking her forehead, but she finally got a clean lap on a tough 11- route that had been her project at the last couple of practices. And Adam, who was maybe twelve and about eighty pounds, half of that made up of unruly hair and the front teeth he hadn’t grown into yet, had pulled off a dyno—or jump—between one hold and one farther than he could reach, which he must have tried thirty times before he stuck it.

And then it was back into the ladies’ room once more to change before rushing out to meet Kiley and Sarah.

“Later, Jeff,” I said as I sailed past the desk.

“Hang on, Cara,” Jeff said. “Wanted to check in with you. About—”

I cut him off. “Look, Nat can climb here. We broke up. I appreciate that you’re—”

“No,” he waved me off. “Not that. Even I can’t afford to be loyal to you when it means I can take the guy’s money. I was talking about your dad.”

Duh. Of course he wasn’t talking about Nat. “Yeah. I promise the minute I hear anything, I’ll let you know.”

Jeff didn’t react for a second, as if he were weighing what he was about to say next. Then, in almost a whisper, he said, “You remember Stevie? Climbs here in the winter?”

“Tall Stevie or trucker hat Stevie?”

“Tall. I think some of the team kids call him—”

“Chewbacca!” I snapped my fingers, knowing exactly who he meant. The nickname came partly from the height, but mostly because he liked to climb shirtless and made these crazy grunting noises when he pulled hard moves on tough routes.

Jeff almost smiled, but held it in. “That’s him. He’s fighting fires in New Mexico this season. Your dad was supposed to be on the same crew. When he didn’t show up, Stevie called me. He knew we were old friends. But your dad won’t answer any of my phone calls, so I’m wondering if he’s okay.”
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