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    ﻿She thought she left her darkest nightmare worlds away in the Australian outback. Now, terror will push her to the edge. . . .


    Shut down by the grief of losing the man she loved, Tally Nowata has come home to pursue the search-and-rescue work that is her passion. When a crank phone call leads Tally and a friend to the top of a treacherous peak, it is the start of a violent game that will force Tally not only to the heights of danger in Wyoming’s Grand Tetons, but to the brink of sanity in a race to the death. A lethal predator is closing in on Tally. He’s dead set on revenge—and he’s targeted the one thing Tally can’t survive without: her child.


    ﻿Hannah Nyala, the real-life tracker who introduced Tally Nowata in the electrifying novel Leave No Trace, brilliantly defines a woman’s determination to embrace life after her spirit is shattered—and crafts a nail-biting chase across a hazardous landscape, where no one can rescue the rescuer.








ALSO FROM POCKET BOOKS AND
HANNAH NYALA


Make no sound . . . Show no fear . . .
LEAVE NO TRACE


The critically acclaimed thriller that introduced Tally Nowata


“ONE OF THE YEAR’S MOST NOTEWORTHY SUSPENSE NOVELS.” —Publishers Weekly


And Hannah Nyala’s powerful memoir


POINT LAST SEEN
A Woman Tracker’s Story


“A STORY OF HOPE, SURVIVAL, AND THE HUMAN SPIRIT.” —Los Angeles Times
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HANNAH NYALA’s experience as a Search and Rescue tracker in the United States brings a gritty realism and emotional depth to the action-packed fictional adventures of Tally Nowata. Her previous Tally Nowata novel, Leave No Trace, is available from Pocket Books, as is her highly acclaimed memoir, Point Last Seen, which was made into a CBS-TV movie starring Linda Hamilton. She is currently at work on her next Tally Nowata novel.


Visit her website at www.pointlastseen.com.




Her search led her into deadly territory.


Her fight for survival took her beyond imagining.


Across the Australian outback, Tally Nowata hunts for those she loves—and runs from those who want to kill her—in the suspense-charged debut novel by


HANNAH NYALA


Leave No Trace


“Rarely does a writer make the transition from nonfiction to fiction as seamlessly.… So believable, it’s easy to forget this is fiction.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Intensely gripping suspense. … This is a read to be savored.”


—thebestreviews.com


“Tense and totally involving, Leave No Trace reads like a true story. Tally’s adventure is so perilous, the dangers so skillfully depicted, it’s as if we’re living them with her. This is a one-of-a-kind reading experience.”


—Romantic Times


“One of those rare books that … combines pulse-pounding suspense with profound revelations. … Filled with courage and hope, along with the details of survival, this breathless journey into the heart and soul of a woman and her companion is a joy from beginning to end.”


—newmysteryreader.com


“Leave No Trace is an exciting survivalist adventure … with a plot that never slows down. … Tally is a great protagonist. … Fans of action thrillers will want to read Hannah Nyala’s thrilling tale.”


—bookbrowser.com


Acclaim for Hannah Nyala’s true story of survival and self-discovery


Point Last Seen


“[A] poetic, beautifully written memoir, [told] without an ounce of self-pity.”


—Chicago Tribune


“That rarest of birds—a memoir truly worth the telling and an adventure worthy of the name. Unflinching in her observation, Hannah Nyala follows the track of the truth—her own and ours.”


—Jacquelyn Mitchard, New York Times bestselling author of The Deep End of the Ocean


“Fascinating. … A moving narrative of the lost and the found, of suffering, courage, and redemption.”


—People


“More than a memoir, more than one woman’s story of survival, Point Last Seen is both a harrowing thriller and a riveting look into the fascinating world of tracking. … Hannah Nyala soars above the genre and gives us poetry. This book is magic!”


—Jeffery Deaver, New York Times bestselling author of Garden of Beasts


“Tough-minded, profoundly moving … gripping.”


—San Francisco Chronicle


“Extraordinary.… Captivating.”


—Library Journal (starred review)


“Harrowing and bleak, ultimately redemptive, this story of family growth and poignant courage speaks to caring mothers, fathers, and all of us who wish to protect our children.”


—Louise Erdrich, author of Love Medicine and Tracks


“An arresting tale of courage and hard-won wisdom.”


—Booklist


“Beautifully rendered. … The gripping chronicle of a tracker finding herself as she looks for others.”


—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)


“Timely and intriguing. … May inspire hope in others, especially women who feel trapped in desperate situations.”


—Publishers Weekly


“I was captivated. … [A] thoughtful and inspiring story of a woman making new tracks for herself.”


—Ann Jones, author of Next Time She’ll Be Dead: Battering and How to Stop It
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Cle Elum,
whose last cry I didn’t hear soon enough, and will never stop listening for again.


And for Stewart,
the best reason I’ve had for waking up in a coon’s age.
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SAR


Acronym for search and rescue,


Rhymes with bar.


Where we usually end up when we’re done.
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DECEMBER 14



They don’t tell you the 10 codes will save your life, though they will: 10-4, Acknowledge. 10-18, Backup Required. 10-24, Constant Monitoring.


Or that the 11 codes will drop your heart to its knees no matter how many times you’ve heard them: 11-99, Ranger Needs Assistance, or 11-44, my own personal least favorite—Possible Dead Body.


They don’t tell you a crushed femur looks like milky ice against new snow, or that a child’s frozen body mimics the blue peace of sleep. They don’t say death has its own smell at thirty below or above, or that it sticks with you for weeks, like an old skin that cannot be shed. Nobody teaches you how to wear it either, day after waning day, and not throw up.


The codes we learned in training. Everything else, we learn on our feet. Over and over again. Until that eleven-cadence gets under our hides, and we feel its shape before it’s even called.


How to survive all that is left strictly up to us.


~


It was cold in the house when the bird flew into the windowpane yesterday, and fell silent into the snowdrift below the eaves. Bess had just left, and I was curled up in a chair, surrounded by toys and wrapped in her favorite afghan head to toe, staring sightless out the window, dreading today.


I’ve been dreading today for three years. It came anyway.


The thunk made me flinch, and started the pain in my neck, so I went to the door and stepped out, sock-footed, retrieving the stunned cardinal—why, I can’t say. Do not know. Dying is the way of all things. And then I went back to my chair and just held its limp, cooling body, quiet inside. There’s no raging in me anymore. Two years of that’s made me tired.


“Tired is as tired does, like pretty,” my grandmother used to say. That’s all well and good from over there where you sit, old woman, I would tell her today, if she was listening to me anymore.


The bird’s eye was glazed, he had no fight left either. Bright crimson against my palms, once proud and wild, now cradled in the hands of a great natural foe. I understood he was hurting and that I could help, should help, by snapping his neck—that death is a release, not a prison. It’s not like this would be the first bird I’ve had to kill.


And yet, still I sat, not able to grant that small mercy. Dry-eyed but undone, beyond easy reckoning. Zero sum, this game we call life, zero sum. So why keep on counting?


But then he blinked. Once, twice, with no pause, as the fire relit itself from within and his beak drew blood without visible effort from my closest finger, hauling me to my feet and back into the yard, arms flung high as he righted himself and flapped up and on, dipping low at first, but battling upward again and again, till he gained the safety of an aspen’s middle limbs. One small splash of red in a white-hardened world. From there, after a moment’s rest and not one backward glance, he went toward the river.


Badly hurt but flying. Straight into the teeth of the incoming storm.


Leaving me sucking on my finger to stop the blood, knee deep in wet socks and cold snow. And very glad I hadn’t done anything more to ease his pain.


My name is Tally Nowata. This much I know.


And not one jot more.


~


There’s no code for survival, no number that sums up continued existence, no shorthand for when you get to somebody and they smile or curse or simply say, “Hey ranger, it sure is good to see you.” No call sign for how it feels to be searching for a pulse and hear, “Easy, I’m still in here.” No symbol for numbers above zero.


In our line of work it’s simple: presumed alive until proven otherwise. Life is our default.


Maybe that’s part of the problem.


11:00 A.M.


The call came in at four. Laney and I have been slogging ever since. Two-man hasty team, minus the men and the hasty, out to locate a couple of stranded climbers on a rock wall 5000 vertical feet above the valley floor—12,800 feet above sea level, dead of winter. In the front neck of a blizzard, no less.


That’s one thing you can count on in the Tetons: when the fates decide to run the table up here, they kick the legs out from under every last chair in the room first. Then they wing it.


And I do this for a living.


~


“Seen the end of your own nose lately?” Laney calls, voice thinned by the icy wind. Thirty hours ago, when these climbers set out for a fast day’s run up this peak, it was downright balmy up here, shirt-sleeve weather. At dawn, when they realized they couldn’t descend on their own and called us, it was chilly. Now it hurts to breathe.


“Nope. You?” We’re go for full whiteout here any second. Me perched on a skinny ledge about the size of a coffin, child-sized, and Lanes twenty feet straight down, just below a sharp overhanging roof.


“Same. Still no folks?”


“Negative. Hello! Anybody home?” I shout again, hoarse, hands chapped, working the belay but trying to peer above as well. I might as well be staring into pea soup, the color of old pewter. We’re supposed to assess the situation and call in the team, if necessary, but for that we need bodies, at the very least. Still breathing would be nice, though the dead ones are easier to move—don’t have to worry about hurting them any worse. Or getting sued. Paul would have a cow if he heard me saying that, always did. He never worked SAR. It looks different from my shoes, I used to tell him. “Yoo-hoo, rangers on deck! Y’all hear me?”


There is no reply. Snow lashes my eyes, I duck deeper into my parka. “You at the crux yet?” The toughest move of this pitch is just below that overhang.


“That’s affirmative. Slack,” Laney replies, and I play out more of the rope to her. There’s a brief lull in the wind as her right foot hits the roof and she torques her body up, then shinnies the sheer face between us like a monkey on a light pole. Tips my stomach on its neck just to watch, but Laney Greer is all savior in motion, no fear. She’s what you could call a natural.


If you have a need for pretty concepts like that.


~


Pretty works fine down there in the valley, I believe, where the right pair of boots and one toss of an artfully bleached head of hair will get you dinner and anything else you care to sample at any bar in town any night or day of the week. Pretty’s fine for TV, too, maybe, or the movies—nice and easy, mussed exactly just so, not one false eyelash out of place. But pretty’s less seductive up here at high altitude. And natural? Flat-out useless.


Lanes’d be more likely to chalk her effortless style up to years on these hills and good shoes, a battered pair of old rock boots that match mine, worthless everywhere else and not normally the choice for winter either—soles too thin, for one thing—but we figured they’d give us the edge we needed to tackle this shortcut. It would’ve helped if we could’ve outrun this storm; the lighter boots were supposed to help with that.


Laney’s head rises from the pea soup, and I yell, “You could do this barefoot, couldn’t you?”


She grins, places both hands on the ledge, and lifts herself onto it, executing a flawless classic mantel, seating herself beside me as if we’re on one long sturdy barstool, and clipping into the anchor at my back. “Not quite,” she yells over the wind, wiping her nose on her sleeve. “But I’d give a pretty penny to trade traction for comfort about now, wouldn’t you?”


The storm bites off the last two words. We flatten our backs against the wall and stick to it. When you are one mile above the ground, there’s some serious incentive to stick.


~


“Maybe you ought to think about switching shoes,” Paul said, a couple years after we met. I’d just come off a particularly gruesome carryout. My team had just bodybagged a young kid, too young to even drive, who no longer had a chest cavity—and thus would never get old enough to drive, was all I could think, then or now. Darren Oley, from Cedar Rapids. First time in the mountains. Saved his money for two full summers to get enough together for climbing lessons.


“He mowed lawns, eight bucks apiece,” his mother said to me in the stunned, far-off voice of a lost child as the coroner’s van left with her only son. Then she gripped my arm, eyes tormented and locked with mine, needing someone, anyone, even a stranger, to hear. “That was a lot of lawns.”


Paul met me at the front door, arms wide for a hug because the tiny village of Moose is too small to keep secrets, especially about death. Eyes down, head shaking, I ducked under his elbow, shedding my pack and hotfooting it down the hall for a shower.


“Don’t you want to talk about it?” he asked, as I stripped and stepped in, craving the shelter of hot liquid and steam.


“Nothing to say.”


“It’s me, hon. Here for you, remember?”


His gentle persistence hit like a needle in the neck, so I yanked the shower door open hard enough it rattled and then glared at him, water dripping off my nose and chin onto the floor. I could feel, could see him—why couldn’t that be enough? “What do you want to hear? You want the truth? The truth is it’s natural selection, thank Darwin and don’t ask me, O’Malley—we just toe-tag and bag ’em and toss dibs on who has to tote the heavy end.”


Paul swallowed, but held my gaze, and I hated the ragged edge on my voice that sounded like Mrs. Oley. That was a lot of lawns. Hated that and the fact that we’d already had this same conversation too many times before.


So I went for the jugular. “And today I lost and had to tote the sucker. Is that what you want to hear?”


“Not exactly. I’m worried. You’re so hard about—”


“Hard? You ain’t seen hard yet, bub, not by a very long shot.”


“I just think—”


“I know what you think, you’ve told it to me often enough,” I fumed, starting to line him out, back him off my space. But then I looked into his eyes and really saw them, the deep brown windows into this man that never showed me anything but kindness because it wasn’t in Paul’s nature to be otherwise, and I stopped. Took a deep breath. Paul would understand about Darren Oley, he would, if only I could tell him, I knew, but no words would come. I’ve never had words for what matters.


“It just looks different from my shoes,” I finally admitted, feeling woozy and weak, Darren’s clammy skin still heavy on my hands, hot water coursing down my spine, his mother’s tortured eyes still locked on mine. “Just looks different from my shoes.”


“Then maybe you ought to change shoes,” he replied quietly, throwing his hands up and backing out of the bathroom. “After your shower, though, love. After.”


~


There is no after when you’ve loved someone well, that’s what I’d like to tell him today.


Love deals the temporal out of every deck in the house, Paul O’Malley. This is the thing no one ever tells you in advance, the thing I knew on instinct after losing my mother so young, and the reason I kept almost everyone at arm’s length before you.


The day we met I took one look and decided to take a chance. One chance. Seven years ago and counting. Once you’ve done that, it’s over, you’ve already hit the big middle of all the afters you’ll ever want to see.


So you can never get ready for this kind.


That’s what I’d like to tell you today, if you were listening to me anymore.


~


“Better check in, you think?” I shout.


“Ya,” Laney agrees in her slow Minnesota drawl, comfortable as a polar bear on an ice floe, handing over the nuts and chocks she cleaned from the route as she came up—protection, we call the hardware, pro for short. I clip each piece into my rack, a heavy sling looped over one shoulder, across my chest, and under the other arm so the gear’s hanging close at hand, and focus on getting each one into precisely the right slot—making up for my lack of nerve, as usual, with über-organization—each piece arranged in descending order by type and then size. “See if maybe they called to cancel. Feet propped up at the Stagecoach, whittling the corners off their close shave up here today with a couple shots of Jack,” she adds drily, toasting me with an imaginary shot glass and then tearing into a pack of beef jerky.


“Charlie One to base, do you copy?” Before I’ve even finished the transmission, Laney has downed one chunk of dried beef and is working on another. It never takes her long to get at the food, which is the oddest thing for somebody who barely makes 95 pounds soaking wet and hauling a pack. Paul used to call her El Omnivore.


“Go ahead, Charlie One.” The reply is patchy, weather’s gigging the towers. Lanes shakes her head and peels open a sack of roasted pecans, eyebrows raised in a question. The circles under her eyes deepen. I hate seeing them, wish I could whisk them away—head her troubles off at the pass so they can’t mark her face. Slim chance. Can’t even do that for myself. So I put out my hand for pecans even though I can’t stand them, and she knows it, but smiles and fills my palm anyhow. She thinks I don’t eat enough and takes every opportunity to fix that. When you’re broken inside, maybe it helps to fix things.


“We’re at the reported ledge, Base, no sign of the subjects.”


“Copy no sign. Stand by.”


~


The order to rest stills nerves that had started to jangle, the mountain stands strong at our backs. Crunching the salty nuts, I let myself feel the earth for the first time in a long time, like an echo passing through, on delay.


Even a glimpse of this valley used to set my heart right for weeks. Now I can be out here 24/7 and not see a damn thing. Until I’m told to stand by, that is, and stuck on a ledge where my options for keeping busy are limited. Laney rests the back of her helmet on the wall behind us and stares into the white abyss. I lean forward, elbows on knees, and do the same.


Jackson Hole’s buried in the storm. No sign now of the ritzy estates slung out across the valley, snugged up to the park boundaries, richest county in the nation, they say, and then cram in another tacky development to prove it. Usually we can see across the flats to the Gros Ventres, eyes tugged beyond the misdeeds of our species to the gentler eastern range, but today the wind howls and rolls off the peaks, spitting sleet in our faces, numbing our cheeks, blanketing everything beneath our feet in pale powder.


I bury my fingers in heavy mittens and sip tepid water laced with electrolytes from a thermos we keep in the haul bag, eyes on white nothing. Laney hands me another wool neck wrap and dons a matching one herself. Work in this weather is ten percent whatever you’re doing and ninety keeping up with the changes required in your clothes.


Wes Dawson, the new Windy Point District Ranger and immediate supervisor for our crew, signs on from HQ, “What’s your twenty, 327?” He breaks out the call sign in digits the way we’re supposed to: three-two-seven. No shorthand for Wes like the rest of us. He’s so by the book he could’ve written it.


“The reporting ledge, 300 feet below the summit, repeat, ledge reporting, but no subjects. No signs, zip. You sure initial report was for this site? Over.”


“That’s a 10-4.”


“No updates?”


“Come again?”


“You haven’t had any updates? Nobody staggered in and said we got down on our own, sorry for the bother, let’s go grab ourselves a beer? Over.”


“That’s a negative. Just the initial call, one busted knee, need assist, will stay put.” The wind’s whistling now, it’s getting harder to hear. The distress call came into dispatch from a Lee Hunt this morning. Local man.


“Climber, skier, all-round decent guy”—Jed said while we packed—“and good enough to pull off a winter ascent start to finish, so if he says he could use a hand, two tops, we’d better give it.”


“Think it’s a prank?” Laney shouts, tearing another strip of jerky in half and handing it over. “Been six months since the last, Tal. Maybe we should’ve waited for visual confirm from the bottom before starting up.”


“Then we’d still be down there, frozen solid. Report sounds legit, we roll. What else is there?”


“Climb and get paid for it.” Laney grins, both cheeks stuffed and one thumb up, waggling. “Hazard pay to boot, a whole thirty-five cents per hour. Fine by me.”


“In June. Maybe.”


“Here, eat. You’re getting grouchy.”


“It’s time for my nap. Dead cow don’t solve sleepy.”


Laney nods. “Missing baby Bess, are ye? I knew it.”


Suddenly the radio crackles again; it’s Jed this time. “We backtracked the subject’s cell this morning and called his home, 327. Left a message. Wife just phoned from Sun Valley. Says they’re both skiing, been gone since Sunday. He left his cell phone in the charger on their kitchen counter, you copy?” The static’s so bad we can hardly hear, but Laney’s head jerks up, helmet smacking the rock. “Do we copy? He’s kidding, right?”


“You want to run that by us again, 21?” Mobile phones don’t dial by themselves yet, do they? Get me a ranger, I’m stuck on a hill—bit of a leap for primitive technology, ask me.


“It’s a no-go, 27. Subject’s skiing in Idaho. Looks like we’ve been had. Phone may be stolen, some kid pulling a prank, we’ll run it down on this end. You copy?”


“10-4. That’s affirmative.”


~


For a no-go, we barreled out of our warm toasty beds at 4:02 A.M., got the brief while we packed to leave, and snapped on our skis twenty-one minutes later at the trailhead. Lanes and me, not because we’re better than anybody else on the team or more awake at 0400, but because we’ve both climbed this route several times in the past, twice each in winter. Laney did it just last week, during the warm spell, for money. There are perks in this place for that kind of idiocy.


So do we copy? I believe the hell we do.


~


Wes signs on again, “Charlie One, better bring her down, if you can. Repeat, stand down and return to base, we’re clocking eighty to ninety at the pass, over.” So it’s official: the storm’s revving up—as if we didn’t know that already—wind’s hitting 80 mph in the lulls at the top of the range right now.


Laney keys her mike, too cheery. “That’s a big 10-4, Base. We copy, stand by one, will assess. Charlie off. So Tal, we checking into this little hotel here or making a run for it?” She’s right. We’ve got enough gear to tie into this wall and just wait the storm out, if necessary.


“Have to share a room.” Back pressed against the wall, I stand to stretch my legs. They’re already protesting the few minutes’ rest. Appendages are like brains: they do better if you keep them occupied. “The way I figure it, we’re good for about three days. Fast as you’re downing the food, less than two. Hours. So no, I don’t fancy starving to death at 12,8.” In a blizzard. On a rope. For who the hell knows how long?


“Grouchy,” Laney says, smile gone, finger hovering over the transmit key. “Go on, make the call.”


“Let’s run it.”


“Now you’re talkin’. Hey Base, it’s Charlie One on the horn,” Laney calls, while I prep the haul bag. When I get to the top of the pitch and set the anchor, she’ll send our gear up the line after me.


“Go ahead, 352,” Wes replies, his voice fading in the static.


“We’ll head up top and come off the lee, standard ops, give you a shout if we stumble over anybody else on the way, ETA something on the long end of 16, no, make that 1800. Will try for comm checks on the hour, but it’s iffy up here—need be we’ll tie in and hunker down, hitch a ride in the bird anon. So. This is 52, over and way out.” And to me, not skipping a beat, “Want the next lead?”


I nod, bracing myself against the rock, stuffing my mittens back into the haul pack and lacing its neck securely, wondering why the heck I ever thought taking up climbing could cure my fear of heights when it hasn’t—not even close—and why I still, sixteen years after that first bad decision, keep dragging myself up one damn hill after another anyway. Jed once said, “It’s in your job description, TJ.” He was posing on top of the Grand on one foot, like a Yogi master who’s just lost what’s left of his mind. I was trying not to pass out. “And one day the switch on your fear will click off, kiddo. You’ll see.”


“Provided I don’t live that long,” I muttered, not joking. He laughed.


That was back when we still had things to say to each other and most of them were funny. Before Australia, and Paul. Hal and Rosemarie and me coming unglued on Pony Sutton, and then Jed too when he got within missile-launching distance. Come to think of it, Laney’s about the only person on the crew that still talks to me these days, which is fine, actually, by me. Less people, less trouble.


As I unclip from the anchor and turn to face the wall, Laney hangs her handset on her harness and rips another stick of jerked beef in two. “Well, Nowata, shall we blow this popsicle stand?” she asks, picking up the line to belay, my cue to get moving.


“I believe so.”


“Sticking with the fast shoes?”


“One more pitch. Still clean, no ice.”


Laney shrugs. “Works for me.”


“Climbing.” I nod, unclipping from the anchor and gripping the edges of a narrow crack, one hand well above my head, the other about even with my chest. Flex, grip again, lay into it this time, allow for the wind, Tally, read and bend.


“Climb on,” she replies, biting into the tough meat like old men tackle fat cigars, both hands attending the rope before my first foot hits the wall.


There’s no one I’d rather trust my life to than Laney Greer. The girl keeps her priorities straight. She’s still eating homemade jerky in a PowerBar world.


11:12 A.M.


Another thing nobody tells you: every time you lace up your boots, the mountain’s got you caught in its crosshairs. Sighted and stoked.


But we still live like we’re exempt. Till it catches up with us, that is, and throws a tire iron in our spokes. Or something more lethal.


We expect to lose a few. People climb, they hike, they ski, they die; we all know this, and it makes a certain amount of lopsided sense. We also expect—intellectually, at least—to lose rescuers, because you can’t do this job without sticking a neck or two (or eight) out on every gig, and this we all know very well.


What we don’t know, and can’t reckon for—not really, not even in the abstract, no matter how much we try—is the ones we lose.


Like Rosemarie. Seasonal, here three summers in a row, had just decided last May to move in with Lanes permanent, when it happened. Total fluke, whole crew strung out on the Grand, Owen-Spalding route in fine weather, simple long-line descent to the Lower Saddle, where the helo would meet us to hoist out a busted climber. So straightforward it could’ve been a training session, except for the kid with the sprained ankle, who wasn’t all that happy to ride down the mountain strapped into a litter while his girlfriend chugged off under her very own steam, flirting with Hal like she hadn’t ever met a good-looking man before. And might not again anytime soon either.


I still don’t know what happened, nobody does. Did a four-hour debrief later trying to sort it out, but it’s still clear as mud. The one thing we’re all sure of is that Rosemarie took a header. Eighty feet down, never made a sound, and when we got to her she was gone. Just like that. No fog, no sleet, no ice or snow, no avalanche. Just off rope and one wrong step. That’s about the extent of existence up here.


On one end of a heartbeat you’re breathing, on the other you’re not.


Zero sum.


Which leaves the rest of us to pick up the pieces of ourselves. Trying to get the whole back into some kind of working order.


Laney went into shock at the hospital and cried for a week, then spent the next few months acting as if it had never happened. Until Hal went down during a body retrieval on Teewinot and broke it wide open again, that is, and Pony eventually decided Lanes was acting too much like me over Paul and told her so. Sutton and I haven’t said two words off the job since, but I got in enough that morning to last a lifetime. Said some things I didn’t know I actually thought. Even Jed steers clear of me now.


So be it. Good riddance. I’m about sick of folks telling me how to grieve. And when to move on. I’ll move the hell on when I get good and ready to and not one bloody second sooner, do you hear me, Paul O’Malley? That’s something else I’d tell you now, if you were listening.


~


So I climb. Every chance I get. For shows or no-shows, same difference, and if I’m scared out of my skull half the time, so be that too. If the fear ever leaves, I’ll already be deep six, and it won’t matter much then.


Ten feet above the ledge now, I press left into the wind, one foot on a dime-sized nub, the other smeared against a bowl-shaped protuberance a good two feet the other direction and up about ten inches. Left hand working the thinning crack, right reaching for a distant hold. If we can just cover the next hundred feet, we’ll be in the clear. All of a sudden the wind dies completely and I sway hard left and then right, one skinny inch from coming off and landing on Laney’s head.


“Watch that next bit, Tally-ho,” she warns, as I swallow my stomach and crawl on. “It gets hairy, and there’s no place to put any pro for a good forty feet.” If anybody would know about that, it’s her. She did this route just last Monday, guided some guy from Europe—Switzerland, I think—has his eye on a New Year’s ascent of the Grand Teton.


“That’s a 10-4. Did you really get a thousand dollars for last week?” I puff, talking to keep from thinking. A steely fog hangs over the valley, wind suddenly gone as if it never was. Can’t see it, but the ground feels miles away. Our voices pierce the emptiness, and I’m grateful for the sound. The smallest things serve as anchors up here for me. “Ten whole Ben Franklins?”


“Ya.” Laney chuckles softly. “I feel like a lawyer. Or a thug.”


“Insane’s more like. How do you people find each other?”


“Want ads. Seriously, though, some people got more money than sense. So he wants to pay my rent for a climb I’d do for free, who’m I to spit in his grits?” she replies, quoting Pony, which everybody does on occasion. Texans are imminently quotable. Hard to live with, but they can talk. “He wasn’t half bad on the rock either, covered some big walls in Europe, Pakistan. Jock with a brain. Easiest grand I ever pulled, that’s for sure.”


“Which you promptly gave away, Knucklehead.” For three months straight, she’s been nest-egging a cash reward for a poacher we’re after in the park. It’s at five grand, last count. I hate to think about the state of her bank account.


Laney laughs. I like the sound of that.


“Keep it up, you’ll be in the poorhouse, Greer.”


“Already there, no be about it.”


We’re quiet for several minutes, me sweating through the moves. Ice off a deceptively gentle breeze for the moment, mountain shrouded close, unsparing. No sign whatsoever of any climbers, so it was a prank. I’m feeling something less than charitable. “We oughtta find these little boys and wring their skinny necks!”


“Or string ’em up by a rope. Got plenty if you locate the necks,” Laney shouts. “Hey, Tal, you never did answer my question about Bess. Miss her?”


Of course, I feel like yelling. Why does everybody keep asking me that? How could I not miss my daughter? Barely two and away from home for the first time without her mom, off to the National Finals Rodeo in Vegas with my brother Dix and his family yesterday morning. It’s just for five days, but it feels like 200. “Yep.”


“Break’s gotta be nice, though, right?”


“Well yes, since you keep bringing it up.” I’m wore to a nub lately. Not being too good a mom. “Are you cold? I’m cold. Ready for a dip in a nice hot tub.”


“You should ask somebody out,” Laney calls, outrageous now just because she can be. I’m at least 35 feet above her, closing in on an offset flake. “Date. Have dinner and sex once a week with somebody. Like Wes.”


“Drop it or I’ll let go and fall on your head,” I shout, full to the gills with people trying to fix me up. As if dressing up and eating out fixes anything at all worth fixing.


Laney laughs and mutters something sarcastic about my mood, and I pretend not to hear. Then the first rock hits my helmet and I duck into the wall shouting “Rock!” from habit to warn Lanes, and the next one slams into my neck and knocks me loose, and all of a sudden it’s not for pretend anymore.


11:29 A.M.


This wasn’t supposed to be about dying.


The words swirl soft in my mind as I struggle to stay conscious. I have said them before, once only, in a place I still fight to forget. Stood on hot sand in the red Tanami Desert of central Australia, stranded and scared and skinning a songbird for food, staring at that ocean of dry yellow spinifex and tall termite mounds, knowing I had to cross it on foot, alone, but not why, because I didn’t know about Paul yet, hadn’t found him, couldn’t know, and these words slipped out. This wasn’t supposed to be about dying.


I have never said them here. Never on land I know better than my own skin. This is my safe place, the one chunk of ground that never turns on me no matter how hard it crunches other folks.


But it has betrayed me now, kicked the legs clean off my chair. Pull up, Nowata. Control the swing. Rope’s over an edge, bound to be cut. 11-99, people. Ranger needs some assistance.


~


I am hanging not quite flat on my back in mid-air, bleeding and numb, very high off the ground, we were after the climbers, no-shows, two of them. Me above Laney forty feet, means I’m under her now, under that jagged roof. Five thousand feet up, no, 5200, three to go. One fraying rope between me and lights out.


So that’s it. The dimensions of betrayal.


If I fall from here, the impact will drive my jaw teeth through the top of my skull and scatter the rest of me over a good-sized section of federal real estate. I know because I’ve bodybagged other climbers who’ve done it. That’s my job, search and rescue. I’m a park ranger, not a statistic. They pay me to work betrayal back inside its box. Then sit on the lid.


That’s what Hal said, the last search we worked together. Those exact words. “They pay folks like me to sit on the lid.” And he smiled when he said it, like always. But then he stepped onto that snowfield and spun away and down and never said anything again.


Light falls on the desert behind Paul’s shattered skull, and Foy, the man who killed him, laughs easy as though it was a game, and someone shouts, “Rose’s down—she is down!” Ruby smiles over her campfire at me, and I yearn for the peace of her red sandy land, but feel only Foy’s neck snapping beneath my boot, once, twice, three times, and then four, only it’s not him but Bess, just last week, pounding her fork on the table, mad because I served peas and not corn, and she didn’t stop at four. Or twenty.


Eyes closed, Nowata, get a grip. The fall inside your head is the one that kills you first.


11:36 A.M.


“Lanes, better call out the crew,” I call, trying for cheerful but heaving instead, left hand feeling for the large crack in my helmet, right arm too busted to move. Both my knees took hits, and one of my eyes is bleeding itself shut. We may have to double-line me and hold on here till we can get some help.


“Laney?”


No answer. But there’s no give in the line either, so she’s got me tied off. Good.


“Hey, Greer, you still with me?”


No response.


Something’s wrong. Did the rocks get her too? There were three altogether, I think. Big, the size of small children. Where the hell did they come from? This route’s supposed to be pretty clean. And it’s winter too, wrong season for rockfall. So do we have stranded climbers up here after all? Steal a phone from somebody’s kitchen counter, climb and get stuck, make a call, then get unstuck enough to move on and knock something loose?


“R352, I could use a comm check.”


No reply. The wind’s coming up again, maybe she can’t hear.


Fine, I’ll make the call myself. Won’t Pony have a field day with this one—Nowata needs rescuing?


But as I fumble for my handset, a sick feeling starts near my knees. Empty chest harness. Radio’s gone, mike too. Must not’ve had the closure snapped; when I dove, it all headed south. Bad sign. Blood drips onto my sleeve and freezes. Worse sign, sort of puts the radio into perspective. Somebody laughs. Must be me, though I can’t imagine why, since this isn’t remotely funny. Just like a Nowata. To laugh when you ought to be crying.


The wind ebbs, so I yell, “Laney Greer, talk to me!”


Again, nothing. She’s down, has to be. Worse shape than me or she’d be talking. Sleet blasts my face, eyes tight, I fumble for the rope. It’s beginning to ice up. I have to get back to that ledge.


But the wall is several feet away and blurry, like fog, and the section we crossed less than an hour ago’s well out of reach. In the dive I swung long to the right of the route, directly under this sharp overhang, and to get back on I could use body parts that aren’t as banged up as mine. Eyeballs that would focus, for starters. Fingers that—


Dry it up, Knucklehead. Wall’s over there, whining don’t outwit geology. Never did.


Laney’s down. Means you move up. Stat.


11:39 A.M.


Stomach in throat, dragging myself to a sitting position at the end of the line, I talk myself off the edge, too busted to drop-kick myself past the fear. There is just not enough substance between me and the ground right now. Have to sidle this one, facts up front like a shield.


Fact: we have gear for ascending a rope. Jumars or, failing that, old standby prusiks. Either one grips a line and holds fast till released. I keep both on my rack—always in exactly the same spot. People make fun of me, call me “anal-retentive” and “control freak.” Even Paul thought I was “a little too thorough for healthy, hon.”


“That’s all right,” I’d tell him. “I’d rather be thorough than dead.” You got some pithy observation now, O’Malley?


What are you doing, Taliesin? Up.


Okay. I’m at least set for gear. And when I make it back to the ledge and our haul bag, we’ll be fine. Tie in, hunker down for a few hours. First and finest rule for survival: stay put till the cavalry arrives.


But as I feel for the ascenders with my left hand, helmet against the taut rope to hold me upright, I go very still inside. Glance at my rack to confirm and go stiller. Pull the rack into place and check closer. No jumars, no prusiks. I rifle through my gear, nerves in a bundle, again and again. No use. The ascenders aren’t out of place. They’re not here.


At all.


How is that possible? They were here last night, I’m sure of it, I check this rack every single evening before I go to bed, never fail. I need those jumars. The rope’s over that jagged edge, bound to be fraying or worse. Without—


The heck with the rope getting sliced, no choice. I throw myself at the wall, starting to pendulum, feet and one hand out. Everything hurts.


Three tries and four skinned knuckles later, I finally manage to stick, just barely, and yell, more for me than her maybe, “On my way, Lanes. ETA fifteen minutes. Tops. And when I arrive, you’d better have a damn good reason for this silent treatment, Knucklehead.”


Nothing but cold wind replies.


~


And then I hear it. A dull, muffled thud just above.


And see, flying past, one arm’s reach away.


A body. In freefall.


“No,” I mean to shout, but bile leaps in my throat, someone whimpers, can’t be her, too far away, can’t be me, don’t turn to watch. Cannot move. Lose the line it’s over, don’t move, don’t even breathe, and into those blank seconds of silent time bending, I hear her hit the wall below with those sick, swishing thuds, once, twice, each fainter, and then I am alone.


11:41 A.M.


There’s a quiet place inside death for those of us who stay behind. Empty. Quiet empty, a looming absence of light.


No words. No sound. No thought.


No escape and no return.


No way to put our pieces back together. The ones that could have helped us do that are gone.


~


I am frozen in place.


Not Laney too, that’s all I can think. Clinging to the wall, fingers cramping, legs stiff, loosen up, Tally, or you’re down. Not her. Hold steady, upright, nose exactly over your toes—lean too far in, you’re gone. Too far out, same deal. Vertical, hold the line. Treat this like a boulder problem, pretend it’s near the ground.


The wind is still, no sound.


You can’t just hang here, Taliesin. It can’t end this way. Bess in Austra—no, Vegas. Dix has Bess in Las Vegas, Laney just fell. That’s not possible. She was supposed to ride down with me to pick Bess up. We were leaving tomorrow, road trip. I feel dizzy. The taste of salt tears closes like a hand on my throat, I clutch the rock, shaking. Trying to remember how to breathe.


~


“Road trip!” Laney belted out the day I asked her at work, and then went along the hall singing, tapping on each door she passed to keep the beat and doing that little 1-2 shuffle step she does when she’s happy. Wes raised his eyebrows and said, “Do we not let her out often enough?”


You can’t take Laney too, I scream, eyes shut, not wanting to see any of this. She lights candles for us on our birthdays, mine and Bess’s, even Paul’s. Still. Every year, never fails. At dusk one slender taper in her front window, a tiny flame flickering toward our house. After she and Rose got Ducket—


No. That dog’s crazy about his mom, he’s the only thing that’s kept her sane all these months—what will happen to him now? Taliesin, stop it this instant! You have to move, or you’re coming off.


I try to reach for the next hold, but my fingers stay clamped to thin shards of granite like leeches to skin, except my muscles are giving way underneath, tired of the job, tired of me. Freezing air closes, hold on, don’t pass out.


Suddenly something hits my helmet with a soft thud, and I flinch, instinctively pressing against the wall.


The rope. It’s the rope this time, the one she had me tied in with. Falling silent from above into the gray abyss below, where she just went.


Slowly it comes clear. I’m off rope.


Totally. Five up and off rope.


Nothing holds me now but two feet and four fingers, the ground pulls and claws at my skin, the shaking starts somewhere deep inside, giant shuddering waves of bone to gristle, I feel my fingers coming loose, ripping free in slow motion. Knees burning, I fight the hold. Won’t turn loose. Will not. The rope dangles from my waist, the end that tied me to Laney just minutes ago now lost in the gray void between us.
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