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To foster
Moms and Dads in the trenches for your kids. You are heroes.









FOURTEENERS


When a mountain crosses the towering threshold of fourteen thousand feet, it is known as a ‘fourteener.’


Fourteeners shadow the twisting spine of the Colorado Rockies, and mountaineers, in their desire to be ‘above it all,’ will face grueling terrain to place these peaks on their mantles.









Chapter 1


ANCHOR


To offer protection against a potentially fatal fall, mountaineers will bolt their rope to rock, ice, or snow at an anchor point.


Hydraulic Level Five [WORKING TITLE]


Draft 1.100


© Samuel Caulfield Cabral and Aspen Kaye Cabral


EMOTIVUS DROWNICUS NIXIUS


Caulfield sees the half smiles of his wife.


Having her safe in their Bear Creek home, rooted to the ground while he writes and she canoes and hikes, works with her art galleries and cave clubs…she has all of her fingers and all of her toes, but she withers in his hands.


Her mountains are casual acquaintances—warranting a nod, but never an invite. The top-of-the-line hiking pack he gave her for Christmas collects dust in the closet. Next to it rests his own unused pack, bought in a flash of optimism. Every morning she watches the sun hit their mountains in a blaze of gold. Then, at night, they fall into shadow, and another day has passed.


Ever since the avalanche.


Nearly three years ago, they promised themselves to each other again, and when they repeat their vows on this date, every year, they say them with the painful knowledge of what it means to forsake those vows. Their wedding anniversary is a time of celebration. But for Aspen, the days preluding it are a bitter token of ice and panic. She marks them alone, from the safety of her desk chair.


Caulfield’s subtle. “Has H contacted you about a climb?” (He has long suspected H is in love with his wife, or was, once upon a time. Now H has his own wife, and he no longer watches Aspen with burning eyes.)


Aspen’s not subtle. “How’s the new pirate book doing?” She knows this will shut him up. He feels his manhood shrivel at the mention of that book—the book with great expectations attached to it. The fledgling fantasy series was supposed to be better than his nixies, and critics couldn’t wait to prove those claims wrong. It was lambasted before it hit the shelves. The reviews sit in his brain like his mother’s ancient upright piano: dissonant and immoveable.


“By the standards of his auspicious career, Sea Rovers is a cliché-strangled shipwreck destined for the foreboding depths of dust bins…”


Still, he’s a storyteller. He sifts through his brain and seeds of ideas tumble through his fingers where they root on paper. Caulfield writes, not about far-away nixies or water horses, or universally panned pirates. He turns to his beloved Colorado. To the drama of its mountains, where life thrives and dies through sun, and snow, and thin air fourteen thousand feet above the earth.


“And so, Aspen, my wife,” Caulfield says, “I propose this: I’ll write mountains for you, and we’ll conquer them. As much as I want you in my hands, I will not watch you wither there.”
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Kaye—It has been a long while since we’ve worked on our book. Are you game?—S


Sam, I’m game for most anything. Not once have I regretted what I did for that Klondike bar. –K
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Boulder, Colorado
September, present day


My fingertips skimmed the edge of the glowing laptop screen as I read Samuel’s email. The light glinted white against the facets of my wedding diamond and I twisted it, mesmerized. The man who gave it to me breathed soundly into his pillow. Sleeplessness plagued me this time of year, as the mountains trickled from golden autumn to the frozen limbs of winter. Winter brought memories of other frozen limbs, tangled and mangled by the snowy fury of an avalanche on the North Face of Longs Peak, now almost three years past.


Had it really been that long? I counted back the anniversaries to the stretch of time before the Longs Peak climb, when Samuel suffered his last major bout with mania. (Since he’d stormed Fenway Park in Boston with his mother’s crematory urn and paid a visit the psych ward, we’d happily had few and far-between slug-fests with his bipolar disorder.)


I’d also eased up on my adrenaline-driven hobbies. Skydiving was a rarity. Kayaking and skiing trips stuck to tried-and-true routes. And my mountains? What Samuel wrote was true. My mountaineering dearth had little to do with Samuel’s tenterhook illness and much to do with my fear that the entire mountainside would sweep me away in a wave of snow boulders.


Shivering, I burrowed beneath our comforter and pressed my body against the warmth of Samuel’s back. Unconscious, he turned and lifted a bare arm, allowing me a safe haven in his musky embrace. From the comfort of Samuel’s body, I closed my eyes and let my mind carry me back, three years ago …
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Longs Peak, Colorado
November, three years earlier


I’d like to say our Longs climb was as smooth as summer cherries and Samuel worried needlessly. (With a permanent marker, he’d scrawled “I love Samuel Cabral” on my forehead as a Hector deterrent, though the only thing it accomplished was to incur relentless mocking from my pun-happy climb team.) He was a nervous wreck over this winter climb, but he’d still insisted I go. I’d wanted that summit badly and he saw it.


“I can’t lock you away in a closet, so I’ll have to trust you to take care of yourself up there. It’ll be worse for both of us if I hold you back from the things you love.”


“Are you and Jaime sure you want to tag along? It’ll be a boring couple of days at base camp, just you and Betty the Campervan.”


“I’ll work on the next movie script for the studio, appease them for a while.”


“And from what I hear, Jaime’s bringing enough legal journals to argue her way out of Purgatory. Although, she may use them to bludgeon you, so watch your back.”


The climb took a turn for the deepest circle of Hell (or at least the circle for politicians and litterbugs) when we met two Canadians at Granite Pass, where the path skimmed along the top of an airy world.


It began with a mysterious red object, wedged in an ice crevasse ten feet below.


I think it’s….ah…” Hippie squinted against the sun bouncing off the steep slab of ice.


“Actually, I don’t know what that thing is.”


Our climb team—Cassady (aka Hippie), Molly, Hector, Luca, and me—crowded around the edge of the slope, wind biting our cheeks as we stared down at the stark blotch of red.


“Do you think it’s…blood?” Molly, my best friend, would spot a wounded creature on a coke can.


I shook my head. “Some hiker probably just lost a hat.”


An unfamiliar voice answered me. “Quite the challenge, eh? C’mon! Let’s go after it!”


I screeched and whipped around to find two men already anchoring rappel ropes, their weathered faces creased with glee. We’d glimpsed them some distance down, and they’d already gained us. Longs Peak was a popular destination in the summer, but winter climbs were notoriously demoralizing and weeded out novices.


The sun never graced the north slopes of Longs in colder months, and it felt as though we were scaling the dark side of the moon. We started our climb with six inches of rain, which meant snow and ice, and claw-like crampons fitted on our shoes for the higher reaches of the mountain. I’d done climbs in which the wind howled and, by the time we reached the tundra, we battled a wall of blowing snow. Then, it was turn back or face deadly exhaustion and hypothermia. But this day, weather conditions were mild.


The trek took us through six miles of lush forest, staggering views, and a mountain lake.


A pit stop here and there for solar-powered toilets, water, and nasty but effective Clif Shot Gel. Finally, we broke the tree line and stared in awe at the vast and empty Boulder Field—our high camp for the night. Tomorrow, we would summit the peak via the flat-sided North Face route, which was a grueling, vertical slope that billowed from the edge of the Boulder Field like a cloud pillar.


There were few markers on the Boulder Field and even fewer signs of life. Only a scattering of colorful dome tents nestled in the barren expanse told us we hadn’t been drugged and dropped in the middle of Antarctica. At thirteen thousand feet, we’d left anything green behind long ago.


It turned out, the red thing was not blood or a hat, but a Kit Kat bar.


The two climbers who joined us were from northern British Columbia, down for a mountaineering vacation. They also had a sobering adrenaline addiction, and Hector was drawn to them like a marmot to antifreeze.


Canadians have a reputation for being overly polite. They beat us to the field by ten minutes, so by right, the best wind-shielding rock wall was theirs.


“Oh no, we insist your women take the spot.” Molly and I smiled at ‘your women,’ but we appreciated their chivalry, especially as it meant we’d sleep in the snug shelter of a rock wall.


“I love Canadians!” cried Molly. “You are true gentlemen.” She kissed their cheeks and I swear their frost-bitten faces reddened like maple leaves.


Evidently, Hector also loved Canadians. He invited them to share the prime rock shelter and they sandwiched their tent between our two tents, making for cramped, but warm, sleeping quarters.


“Fuuu…..”


“Again.”


“Fuuu….”


“Again.”


I scrunched my eyes and shook my head, as if I’d bit a Lemonhead in two. “I can’t, Molly.”


“Kaye, just say the word.”


I scowled at my intimidating linguistics coach, a dirty Henry Higgins popping glass marbles in my mouth.


“Fuuuu…rick. Frickety-frick-frick. Mother-frickin’ Jacques H. Cousteau.”


“Nice, Kaye. The ocean guy?” She rolled off her thick hiking sock and violently rattled a bottle of nail polish.


“At least I have class, you foul-mouthed Amazon.”


“Says the woman who wore yoga pants to work.”


I tossed my inflated pillow at her head. She deflected and it bounced off the lantern in a flurry of shadows. “One time. One time. And they were black.”


A deep, lilting Canadian accent rose from the tent next to us, in between wind gusts. I only caught half of what they said given my partial deafness in one ear, but it sounded very Canadian. “You could always say ‘fokk.’ Like, ‘Way to lose yer lumber on de ice, ya fokken bird.’”


Molly’s polish brush paused over her foot. (To Molly, third degree frostbite was a fair exchange for perfectly pink toenails.) “I forgot you were over there,” she called. “What else do you say in Canada?” We listened with widening eyes as a litany of Canuck-centric curses—from overtly sexual to overtly Catholic—pleasantly filtered through our tent wall. And I thought Samuel and I had been creative with our faux cursing. Molly carefully dotted the edge of her big toenail where the pink had chipped and wiggled her toes in delight.


“I can’t believe you packed nail polish for a mountain climb, you overgrown teenager. You do realize temps have been known to drop to forty below at night on the Boulder Field.”


“Not tonight.” She shifted, her long legs uncomfortable in the cramped tent. “And I can’t believe you still say ‘frick.’ Step off the shiny, it makes me happy.”


“So does Cassady. Usually.” No one else had noticed the stand-offishness between the two of them, but I saw the extra foot of daylight. Molly appreciated frankness. Her eyes dimmed like cooling coals, and I knew I’d unearthed something raw.


“He’s leaving, you know. Moving to Breckenridge to work at a ski resort.”


I blinked, surprised. “I didn’t know. When? Why?”


“When? I’m not sure, but he’s restless. It won’t be more than a month. Why? Once a nomad, always a nomad, I guess. I didn’t expect him to put down permanent roots just because we’re dating.” She raised a parka-clad shoulder, trying for dispassion but her open heart told a different story.


A year ago I would have said this was complete crap, but life and love had more complications than a Tolstoy epic. “Hippie has put down roots. This isn’t a casual thing for the two of you, anyone can see it.”


“I think I’m going to go with him.”


My breath froze in my chest. “Leave Lyons? Really?”


“What, you think you and Samuel are the only ones allowed to nose-dive out of the nest?” Her lips lifted. “I told you years ago I wanted out of Lyons. Just because you two are squawking to get back under mama bird doesn’t mean it’s the same for me. Besides, Breckenridge isn’t far—just a couple of hours. This would be a good opportunity to scout out new accounts for TrilbyJones, and you’ve already proven that it’s possible to telecommute. It boils down to this: I think I might love Cassady and I want to see where this leads.”


It was leading my friend away. I had focused so much time on bringing Samuel home, I’d forgotten that life also continued for others. Like when I barged into Angel’s hangar and found out in an embarrassing way that he and Danita were trying for a baby. Or when I ran into my old babysitter at the gas station and couldn’t believe she had gray streaks and a minivan. In my head, she was still a metal-mouthed teenager hiding in the basement closet while my four-year-old self chucked strawberries at her. (In my defense, I thought she was playing along. I still owed her an apology.)


“I get it, Molly.” I tucked limp blonde curls under my stocking cap. “I’ll just miss you. Who else is going to ply me with red wine and convince me to send e-mails to my ex?”


“Your not so ex,” she amended.


“My ex ex.”


She gave me a knowing smile. “You’re going to marry him again, aren’t you?”


“Yeah,” I admitted. “I just have to convince him to ask me again. After what happened in Boston, he’s waffling between keeping me at arm’s length or all in, so at any given moment, it’s hard to tell what kind of hint he would welcome.”


“Pssh. The Age of Aquarius is dawning, my friend. You should do the proposing.”


I was a bit astounded I hadn’t thought of it myself. “You think?”


“Mm-hmm. Samuel would take your fine tush right there on Sofia’s front porch if you asked him to marry you.” She replaced her extreme weather socks and scrambled beneath her bedding, signaling her need for sleep. “Something to think about. Goodnight Kaye.”


“’Night, Molly.”


“Goodnight, American ladies,” echoed a Canadian on the other side of the tent wall. “Best of luck bedding your hosers, eh?”


“Fokking courteous Canucks,” Molly grumbled as the men chuckled. I slinked beneath my sleeping bag, as mortified as a sixteen-year-old at a slumber party.


The first time I ever heard ‘four-by-four’ used as a verb was huddled over the breakfast stove the next morning, between nibbles of freeze-dried food. It was also the first time I’d met someone with a ‘gold claim in the bush.’ Not a euphemism—I asked.


Dusky pinks of the alpenglow swirled over rocks, though the air was still as cold as the dead of night. There wasn’t a cloud in sight, but that could change in a heartbeat. Today would be sunny and warm (relatively speaking for a tundra zone). We watched as early morning climbers trickled onto the field and others stretched stiff cold limbs. A pair of park rangers trudged over boulders, checking ground and weather conditions. I dug through the ‘marmot-proof’ box and handed out a round of granola bars.


“If you were up in Prince George, you’d just four-by-four those off-roads,” crowed one of our new friends, chewing through a bar. “You don’t bike the forest during moose-calving season.” There was laughter and back-slapping, even though Hector didn’t know what the heck they were talking about. My friend was already half in love with his new climbing buddies, and a part of me was relieved he’d made a new adrenaline junkie connection. I had a feeling my cliff-hucking days were over unless they involved a brown mop of hair with a Latin flair.


A heavy boom echoed across the Boulder Field. We stilled, panicked stares flying to the great Diamond slab, then the Keyhole, searching for the beginnings of an avalanche. The loud crackling which followed was too far away to be our snowfield, but the warning was clear. Cassady had been right—warm sunlight after days of snow meant avalanches and, somewhere, a bank of snow had cracked and tumbled down the mountainside.


Minutes later, one of the rangers—I mentally called him Ranger Rick—barreled over to our campsite, a two-way radio clutched in his hand. “Avalanche at Glacier Gorge, just off the west ridge. Don’t make plans to take the Keyhole approach today.” Cassady raised an ‘I told you so’ eyebrow. Dang it, that was our return route.


“Was anyone hurt?” I asked.


He smoothed down his grizzled beard. “Not sure yet. Once the sun’s high, we’ll be seeing lots of slides. Any of you planning to summit today?” We all tentatively raised our hands. The ranger grimaced. “It’ll be dangerous. Personally, I’d hold off for the next climb.” There was a collective groan.


“Think we could still make the technical on the North Face before the day heats up?” asked Hector. The technical was the most difficult portion of the climb, where all the vertical rock wall training came in handy.


Ranger Rick squinted at the massive face, still a midnight blue hulk in the early morning hours. “It’s your risk to take. You’re looking at a good five to six hours minimum, if you decide to do it. That’d put you up there ‘round noon. Then there’s the descent.”


“We’re gonna slide down the Keyhole route for the descent,” said one of the Canadians.


“Right on.” Hector fist-bumped him. A rabble of butterflies excited in my stomach at the thought of descending after the summit. Sweet Tom, it would be an unbelievable rush. I gazed up the vast snow slope. That summit beckoned me, all craggy ice, thin air and audacity—a siren song to a woman who battled giants. A bushy-tailed fox picked its way over the snowfield and disappeared into what was left of the night. I stared after its path, mind-boggled. This was the sort of thing I loved about mountaineering—something unexpected defying textbooks, nature. Finding life in the middle of nowhere. A Kit Kat bar tucked away like buried treasure. Huffing over rope and axe, higher and higher until there’s nothing higher than me—physically and emotionally—in a white, windy place in which humans had no business inhabiting.


I wanted it. Badly.


Could we summit Longs? We’d have to hoof it, push our bodies hard before the sun turned solid snow to fallible slush. No time for pictures or Kit Kat detours; heck, we’d barely have time to slick on sunscreen before we absolutely had to leave.


Hector’s bright eyes met mine, making the same calculations. He gave me a nod. “Let’s climb it.”


Luca jumped in, an eager puppy. “I’m in.”


“In,” said the Canadians.


“Heck no!” from Molly. Cassady declined, too. All eyes turned to me.


“Trilby? Don’t you dare bail on me now.” Hector’s grin masked the deep disappointments he’d endured since I’d discarded him for Samuel. “You promised me Longs if I was your date for Angel and Danita’s wedding.”


“I’m here, aren’t I? On Longs Peak?”


“All in, Kaye. No time for pussyfooting like these two.” He jabbed a thumb at Molly and Cassady.


Cassady held up his hands. “I know when to let sleeping dogs lie, man. Longs Peak obviously doesn’t want to be messed with today, and I figure I’d better listen to her growling.” He gave me a pointed look that said I’d be smart to do the same. I fretted with the shoestrings of my Tevas.


Hector’s face was bright as adrenaline coursed through his veins. I’d basked in his life-loving warmth for so long. Too long. Something had shifted in me, slipped away with all the hurt and bitterness I released when I’d embraced Samuel again.


With his shaved head and spiraling kaleidoscope of tattoos, Hector was scary at first glance. He’d scarred his chin in a mountain biking accident when he was nineteen, and women tended to clutch their purses tighter when they passed him outside Paddler’s. But his dark, soulful eyes lured them back. Then he further ensnared them with the way his body contorted in godlike stunts off ski slopes, or with a grip so strong, it carried his entire body weight as he dangled from a mountain face.


Hector danced on the wild side of life, and it made people desire to breathe the same exhilarating air he breathed. Women wanted him to risk his heart the same way he risked his life, and each believed she was the one to tame him. But he played those naïve, dreamy females like Morrison played the front row of a Doors concert. Messing with hearts carried a hint of sliminess. Once, I told him as much.


“Mamacita, don’t be jealous. There’s not a girl alive who has guns like yours. I’ve seen you do things to punching bags that made my balls shrivel.” Crudeness and flattery enwrapped laughter so infectious, no wonder his former girlfriends had trouble getting him out of their systems.


Samuel, on the other hand, was Hector’s polar opposite. He knew his appeal but was so careful not to give his followers the wrong impression, they couldn’t get enough of him.


In my mind I saw Samuel, hunched over his movie script at base camp, thousands of feet down, below the ice and snow, swathed in green. Jaime, Hector’s insane sort-of girlfriend, had probably tried to shave his head by now. Yet he was still there, holding me up. Samuel, with a faith in God and in me that was simple and solid, despite the colossal complications of his life.


His love allowed me freedom. He trusted me to come back, and I meant to keep my word.


That summit was not meant for me. Not today.


“I’m out, Hector. Sorry.” I wasn’t sorry.
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Even though we’d ducked out of the summit, the snowfield just beyond the boulders was still a mess of melting ice crevasses. Occasionally we’d hear another tell-tale boom reverberate between cliffs and cleavers, and I hoped no one was buried beneath ten feet of snow. On edge, we passed time with a dice game, though our gloved fingers made things difficult. We chatted up other mountaineers playing it safe at the high camp—one who’d even lived through the horror of an avalanche.


“I was bent over a tree branch like a towel flung over a clothesline, stiff from the cold and ribs cracked from the impact. Snow swept around me, beneath me, over me…” He waved his arms around his torso to illustrate. “It was so cold, I knew I was going to die. But I was lucky the snow wasn’t hard-packed around the tree. I wriggled around, like swimming in sand, until I made enough of an air pocket to wait for the Ski Patrol. Then I screamed ‘til I heard voices somewhere above my ass…” No thanks.


Around one in the afternoon, Ranger Rick returned with his two-way radio. “Ranger station said to hang tight until things freeze over. You all got headlamps? Night gear?” Most of us nodded. “If not, you got no business being up here, but we’ll keep you until we can get you down in the daylight.” Man, this guy made me miss my no-nonsense mom. “Is there a Kaye Trilby here?” he asked around a mouthful of orange slice.


“Right here.”


“Got your boyfriend at the station harassing the rangers, asking about you. Don’t burn up the two-way.” He placed the radio in my quaking hand.


“Samuel?”


“Kaye. Thank God!” His voice was warm and melodic, even entrenched in static. When he was emotional, like now, traces of a Spanish accent trickled through. “Tell me you didn’t try to summit the mountain.”


“Hector and Luca are up there, but the rest of us are safe. Molly just handed me my tail in Yahtzee. We’re playing for power bars.”


“You have no idea how relieved I am to hear it. I know you promised you’d be careful, but from what we’re hearing, the entire mountain is awash with snow today. Just…please stay at high camp until it’s safe.”


I rubbed my palm against my chest, quelling the ache Samuel’s loving concern stirred in me. “I promise. Hey, I need to ask you something. Something really important.” Ranger Rick gave me a stern glance and tapped his wrist. I held up my finger for one more minute.


Crackling static. “What was that?”


“I want to ask you something really important and I need to do it now before I lose my nerve.”


Another flare of static. “Can you still hear me? I said go ahead.”


“Okay. You said you wanted to date awhile and take things slow. Then yesterday, you said you needed me but didn’t want to be clingy. And these past few weeks, we’ve definitely been more…erm…committed than just dating. Are you still with me?”


“Yes.”


“Okay,” I said again. My palms were sweating beneath my gloves. Ranger Rick gave me the wrap-it-up finger twirl. “I was thinking—well, Molly suggested I should just ask if I didn’t want to wait—because I’m kind of a modern girl and all…”


His beautiful laugh. “Firecracker, just spit it out.”


“Okay. I think we should get married again. Whew.”


The laughter ended. Then, nothing. Even Ranger Rick looked embarrassed for me as the silence widened, his emaciation of an orange slice grinding to a halt.


“Samuel?”


A shuddery breath. “I’m sorry, I thought you said… Could you repeat that?”


“I think we should get married again. No, wait. That was crappy.” I was botching this, big time. I pushed back threatening tears and began again, more slowly. “What I meant to ask was this: Will you marry me?”


Another breath. “Are you serious?”


I tried not to be insulted. “Look, Samuel, I already have ‘I love Samuel Cabral’ smeared across my forehead. The least you could do is give me a ring to match. Don’t you dare second-guess this. Us. Second guess us.”


And then the beautiful laughter was back. “Oh Kaye, I’m not patronizing you. If you could see my face, you’d know I’m simply shocked and…and beyond elated. I never imagined… I love you, beautiful girl, so damned much.”


“I love you too. You still haven’t answered my question.”


“Yes. I want to be yours again. But then, you know I’ve never been anything but yours.”


“Yours,” I echoed, the tightness in my chest unwinding. I glanced at Ranger Rick, whose eyes were suspiciously glassy. “Okay,” I said a fifth time. “Well…I’ll see you soon. Tonight, hopefully.”


“Don’t rush. Take your time, watch your footing. I’ll still be here with Betty the Campervan and the devil’s Latina cousin when you get back.”


I laughed. “I’ll be safe. Love you.”


“Love you, too.”
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It began with a teeth-rattling boom, followed by what could only be the earth cracking and splintering, rending apart.


Molly had just swiped another power bar during our dice game, which we’d moved inside the tent, when it happened. Our faces froze in horror as the entire mountainside crumbled and tumbled around the manmade rock walls of the Boulder Field.


Cassady cursed as we fell to the tent floor and covered our heads with our hands. For long, tenuous seconds we cowered as shadowed blue nylon sagged and rumbled around us. The gear rattled. Power bars and dice bounced around the makeshift table and onto the floor. One, then two sides of the tent popped up, but settled again, thank God. Light no longer poured through canvas—the entire rock shelter dimmed like nightfall. And then, as the snow settled, it was utterly quiet. The idea that the world had ended flitted through my mind.


“What. Was. That?” Molly ground out, her glasses dangling from one ear.


I groaned. “I think it was an avalanche.”


“Seriously? We play it safe and seventy-mile-an-hour snow still finds us!”


“I don’t think it was a direct hit, or we’d have tumbled down the field,” said Cassady.


I pushed myself off the tent floor. “We’re lucky the Canadians gave us the prime rock wall.” Then, in dreadful unison, we recalled that a dozen or so people were not protected by rock walls, but had been boulder-hopping the cobbled field. Leaping to our feet, we jerked on outer garments and gear and zipped open the flap. A wall of snow up to our waists spilled into the tent.


“Cassady, do something!”


He tried to hoist himself onto the snow shelf, only to sink through in a spectacular show of awkwardness. “What do you want me to do, Molly? Build a snow fort?”


After digging and tunneling, eventually we were able to scoot through the opening and up onto a bed of silver.


Straight away, I noticed the snow was not as deep on this side of the field as it was elsewhere. The second thing I noticed was that to the right, just below the Face, the field had been swept clean of equipment, tents, and people. Bright flashes of color peeked through the snow, destroyed by the heavy tidal wave. A handful of climbers pulled themselves out of fresh drifts and tested their limbs. Some already crouched on hands and knees, digging for survivors trapped beneath, frantically shouting for help. Struggling for clarity, I dug out my avalanche beacon and switched it to ‘receive.’ The sudden pulsing signal from the other buried beacons shot straight into my pounding heart.


“Come on!” Molly grasped my elbow and dragged me toward a tableau of annihilated rock and snow. I fell into step behind her, and we dropped to the snow at the first weak cries for help. “It’s been seven minutes,” I muttered to Molly. Seven minutes meant the beginning of brain damage. Tears streaming down our cheeks, we burrowed and clawed into the packed snow until we found a knee, then a leg, and finally, the torso and face of a terrified man. Blood trickled from a gash in his head, then grew sluggish and froze as it reached his ice-numbed cheek.


I turned my face from his cracked lips and frost-bitten cheeks, only to spot a blue glove poking through a snow bank several feet away. The glove wiggled and scraped at the surface. With dawning horror, I saw that it wasn’t a glove but the bare hand of a woman, her skin freakishly bruised by cold.


“Help!...Help!” The feminine voice was weak but unmistakable. I tugged Molly with me and clutched the woman’s fingers. She squeezed my hand in return.


“We’re going to get you out!” Together we dove back into the snow, fighting time and physics and fatigue to rescue the woman…then another man….and another woman.


Sometime later, overhead, the faint thud-thud-thud of helicopter blades echoed off the craggy walls, coming closer and closer until the sound ripped the air overhead and drowned out the moans of those who had been buried in the snow. We covered our ears.


‘Search and Rescue,’ Molly mouthed. The heli landed on the flat of the field and the rescue team poured from its body, laden with equipment and stretchers. Two black Labradors put their noses to the ground and weaved wildly over the terrain. Jaime’s dogs flashed through my head, and I absurdly wondered if Samuel would like one of her puppies someday.


“I’ve got this one.” Two medics knelt next to the woman we’d yanked from the snow. Molly and I stood by helplessly as the team searched long and hard for a pulse, shook their heads and grimly placed a blanket over her face.


Twelve people were buried in the avalanche at Boulder Field. Amazingly, despite severe hypothermia and eventual amputations, all but one of them survived. But that was one life brutally taken by the mountain I loved and, once I saw this young woman with her smothered face and mangled limbs, her last breath snuffed my longing for the wild backcountry.
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Two hours later, Hector, Luca, and the Canadians returned, miraculously in one piece. Even the might of Mother Nature hadn’t exposed their hubris, the cliffhuckers. They were all smiles and high-fives until they saw the obliteration of the tent city.


“Where’s our stuff?” Luca asked, slack-jawed. My stomach turned. Cassady beat me to the head-smack.


We bid adieu to the Canadians. Then we wearily began the six-hour trek down Longs Peak beneath a smattering of emerging constellations. I picked out a proverbial string of stars; Aquarius was bold tonight. If I’d made the summit, my limbs and brain would have been just as leaden. Yet that lost life ate at me. Like a mindless automaton, my body trudged along behind Hector’s chuffing shoulders, crouching when I needed to crouch, scooting when I needed to scoot. We broke for water at a marker, and when I realized the ranger station was still a half-mile away, tears of exhaustion rolled down my cheeks and froze onto my scarf.


Then, sometime around one in the morning, I collapsed into Samuel’s arms, pressed fervently against his fleece-covered chest. He rested a glove on the crown of my head. “When I heard about the avalanche, I prayed harder than I’ve ever prayed in my life that you were safe.”


“I was. Lots of others weren’t.” I sighed into his scarf, blocking the image of the woman’s blue hand piercing the white of the snow.


“I was afraid for you. Ay Dios mío, you’re frozen through.” His hands grasped my shoulders, waist, cheeks, assuring himself I’d returned in one piece. Satisfied, he tucked me beneath the warmth of his jacket. “Marry me,” he rasped into my hair.


“I already asked.”


“Then allow me a turn. Please firecracker, marry me?”


Despite pain and fatigue, I smiled. “Mmm-hmm. Yes.”


Only Cassady’s agonized cry broke through our blissful haze. “What did you two dog ding-a-lings do to Betty?”


Samuel hissed through his teeth. “Oh man, I forgot.”


Jaime dashed out of Betty, Cassady hot on her heels. “How were we supposed to know the mountain would vomit all over you?” She ducked as Cassady launched a ball of sweaty socks at her head. “Around mid-afternoon yesterday, Cabral and I got tired of weather reports, so we put my law journals to good use!”


“Who would have thought that Jaime and I would find common ground wreaking havoc in our mutual boredom?” he added ruefully, running a hand through his hair. “Poorly timed, though—we should have cleaned it up. Sorry, Hippie.”


I peered into the maligned vehicle…it must have taken hours. Every inch of Betty’s interior was papered in pages of Jaime’s law journals. Shag carpet wall…steering wheel…brake and accelerator…even the beaded curtains were wrapped like ghetto gifts. I shuddered at the sheer number of neon tape flags it must have taken to play such an intricate, exhaustive prank.


Who carried that many office supplies with them, anyway?


Cassady pointed a bony finger. “After you two juvenile delinquents clean this up, I better not find a single booger of tape residue on that sweet ride, so help me. You better remember, nothing goes over the devil’s back that doesn’t come under his belly.”


“I think he means ‘what goes around comes around’,” I whispered into Samuel’s ear. He kissed my temple and got to work tearing away Jaime’s law journals. It wasn’t as if she used them, anyway.


An hour before dawn, as the others slept, I flopped around fitfully and woke with a crick in my neck. We had wrapped ourselves in quilts and crashed on the floor behind the pseudo privacy of Betty the Campervan’s beaded curtain. Through the dull blue of morning, Samuel’s eyes glittered back, a soft, serious smile on his lips.


“Are you absolutely certain marriage to me is what you want again? That you’ve had enough time consider the ramifications?” Translation: this isn’t a hallmark “hasty Kaye” move that you’ll regret down the road?


“I’m the one who asked, Sam. Of course I’m certain.”


“Our life won’t be easy.”


My breath lazily lingered over his collarbone, the edge of his tee shirt. I inhaled his heady cardamom scent. “I know.” I didn’t need to remind him just now what a trip his manic episode in Boston had been.


“We probably won’t have children. I mean, we can explore adoption, but…Kaye,” he breathed when I leaned in and nipped his salty skin.


“Mmm. We can explore it. And if it’s a no, we’ll hold each other and grieve, and deal with it.” I couldn’t bring myself to traverse that path of heartbreak, not yet. My lips left his collarbone and found that delicious spot beneath his chin. His scruffy skin set them tingling. “But right now, I don’t want to think about that. I just want to be with you.” My fingertips deftly trailed down his stomach to the waistband of his flannel pants. “Will you let me be with you?”


He caught my hand and dragged it to the safety of his chest, and nodded to the occupants on the other side of the beaded curtain.


“May I propose something different, yet equally rash?” I liked his playful tone.


“Will you marry me this weekend?”


I gasped. I barely saw the corners of his mouth tug up in the dark.


“I could give you that Elvis ceremony in Vegas you’ve always dreamed of.”


“Why…why so soon?”


He chuckled. “Soon? Oh Kaye, this is seven years too long.”


My hand clung to his. I pressed our tangle of fingers to the tears welling in my eyes and nodded. “No Vegas ceremony. But yes, I’ll marry you this weekend.”


“My wife. I can call you that again,” he murmured into our joined hands.


“Yours. Always yours.”









Chapter 2


Trad Climbing


When a climber undertakes a mountain face with no pre-bolted slopes, the climb becomes not only a physical challenge, but a mental challenge. Such a climb is ironically termed “traditional climbing” because there is no fixed route.


Boulder, Colorado
November, three years earlier


My head pounded with the need for a deep sleep just beyond my grasp. My muscles were still sore days after our climb, but my mind was restless. I flopped over and patted around for another pillow. In those quiet hours after dark, just two days before to my wedding, I buried my head and prayed for peace.


Until now, my whirlwind workload had kept my doubts and fears waitlisted. Gearing up for Samuel’s book-to-movie adaptation had been new and thrilling and, because of his status as a world-famous (and now infamous) writer, he moved in elite circles that were as foreign to me as Tibetan temples. It had also exposed me to a world of backbiting (you couldn’t pay me to book that trip again). But once I’d transitioned the last of Samuel’s publicity to Patrick and Nat O’Malley—Celeb PR royalty in Los Angeles—I didn’t know what to do with myself.


I kicked free from the sweaty sheet and plodded through the pitch-black hallway to the kitchen. I flipped on a light switch and instantly regretted it when my aching brain tried to judo-kick its way out of my skull. Water trickled through my fingers until it was ice-cold. I chugged down a glass, wiped my mouth, and stumbled back to bed.


The Boom Boom Room. Fenway Park. Samuel’s arrest and hospitalization. They left a storm of unresolved emotions churning above my head, a storm I’d avoided for the sake of survival. Top that twister off with the Longs Peak climb…the avalanche, the woman I hadn’t been able to save…it was too much. For the first time in a long time, I desired to see my thirtieth birthday more than I desired adrenaline rushes.


I hadn’t even known her name. But Longs Peak was my next-door neighbor and word of her death spread, even before it headlined the evening news. Daughter. Sister. Girlfriend. Her family’s grief-stricken images were captured and captioned, another titillating tragedy that most would shake their heads over and forget.


What if I’d been the one to die in that avalanche? What had I done with my life?


Later that morning, in the quiet of my TrilbyJones office, I stared at my online banking statement. I’d saved millions. Artisan lights blurred into the ceiling, and I laid my head on my arms and cried as grief crashed like a cold front.


Weathering grief is an odd experience. It will drive you under the nearest tree, then lift long enough to let you believe it has finally passed. But the most random thing will bring on a second front of mourning. For me, it was scanning my savings account and realizing that, for years, I’d turned my alimony stockpile into a shrine for an absent love. I’d seen the exorbitant balance of my bank account before. I just never really saw it—gilded and obtrusive, collecting dust. What a waste.


I didn’t hear my office door creak open. But Samuel crouched next to me, gathered me in his arms. He frowned at my online banking statement, puzzled. Then his face cleared.


“The alimony? Spend it. Let it go.”


“How?” I sniffed into the folds of his Henley. He pinched a tissue from the container on my desk and handed it to me.


“That’s your choice. Though…can I make a suggestion? If you want to make the mental health benefit concert an annual event, you’ll need to establish a fund. I’ll have my accountant help you, if you like.”


I nodded, names already taking shape in my mind. The Rachel Caulfield Cabral Foundation, after Samuel’s deceased mother? Or maybe just the Cabral Foundation?


“I also think you should consider seeing a therapist.” Samuel peered at me, eyes soft and cautious. I gave a noncommittal hum. “I’m serious, firecracker. Counseling isn’t some New Age thing of your father’s. You’ve collected quite a pile of traumatic experiences and talking to someone might help.”


I swallowed. “I’ll ask around.”


His blue gaze still held mine. Cripes, here it comes after all. He’s going to call off the wedding. “If you want to wait to get married, if this is too much—”


“No! I want to get married Friday.” I shook his hands from my shoulders, closed my online banking profile, and threw myself into a radio ad for the Boulder Bookstore. Samuel opened his laptop on a small worktable across from my desk, but now and then, I felt blue eyes upon me.


Working on the mental health benefit concert filled Samuel with an unadulterated joy I hadn’t seen since he’d made his little league team’s starting line-up. When Molly and I first tossed around the idea, Samuel had been supportive but cautious. Fundraising for mental health issues was not as widely successful as, say, cancer charities. Sadly, being lumped with “crazies” was a deterrent for sponsors. But in the past weeks, since his spectacularly public ‘coming out’ during a manic episode, Samuel had whole-heartedly thrown himself into awareness work.


Several national magazines, including The New Yorker, were clubbing each other over the heads for rights to a mental illness feature. After checking out of Massachusetts General Hospital, there’d been whispers among media insiders that Samuel had ‘gone Garbo.’ So Primetime television journalist Belinda Walker made a secret trip to Boulder for an exclusive interview—the first he’d agreed to since his YouTube-worthy arrest in Boston. (That wretched video had gone viral. Last time Angel checked, it had fifteen million hits.) Patrick O’Malley prepped him to discuss his bipolar disorder, but Samuel hadn’t needed it. “It’s actually easier to respond to questions when my answers are truthful.” It was a home run for Ms. Walker, and would hopefully put to rest rampant speculation when it aired tonight.


The flipside was, the heavy media attention would make pulling off our courthouse elopement as complicated as a Vegas magic spectacular.


Samuel grunted in surprise. “The Tripping Marys agreed to play our benefit concert next year.”


My head shot up. No. Freaking. Way. “But they’re retired.”


“I told them we learned to play guitars because of them. Remember? After seeing them in their Planet Bluegrass gig?”


“I remember.”


“I told them they’re legends.”


“Thank you.”


“I also told them if they played the benefit, it would get me laid for months to come.”


“Really?” My spirit shot up like a sunflower. Frustratingly, the physical aspect of our relationship had been on hold since his release from Mass General.


He fidgeted. “That was a poor joke.” Rats. “But,” he rose from his worktable and knelt beside me. “I miss you, Kaye. You’re it for me. And I wonder if, perhaps…”


“Perhaps?”


“Perhaps we’ve been overly careful. And we are remarrying in three days.” Are we? Yes we are…he won’t back out. “No sex would make for a lousy honeymoon.” His sensitive mouth quirked. “And I really, really want to have sex with you.”


I traced his sharp jawline. “I don’t think we’re made to handle each other with kid gloves.”


“We’re too passionate for them.” His lips brushed my neck and I shuddered as his eyelashes tickled my skin, the tenderness of it telling me he would be there Friday, and he would marry me.


“Perhaps you want to try Friday night? If it doesn’t…um…work, that’s okay,” I added quickly. “I understand, with the meds.”


“Perhaps,” he answered, his voice muffled and gravelly. Samuel’s medication change had been a fire extinguisher blast to his sex drive, but my lusty boy was coming around.
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“I really wish I could be there, flower.”


“It’s okay, Dad.” I shuffled my phone and my mug, careful not to slosh hot coffee on my hand. Samuel would be here soon, but I’d wanted to call my dad before he and Audrey left for the weekend.


“It’s just so last minute. Audrey and I booked this Sacred Sexuality retreat in Black Forest ages ago.”


“Dad really, it’s fine. We’ll have a small reception later, maybe a Christmas party. You and Audrey go on, and…erm…enjoy your weekend.” I spilled coffee anyway. With a hiss, I set the cup on the kitchen counter and thrust my hand under a stream of cold water. I grabbed the nearest dishcloth and wrapped it around my hand, hoping the skin around my ring finger wouldn’t blister. (Bride priorities.)


“You know, you and Sam could head on down for the retreat after the wedding. Nothing says ‘honeymoon’ like engaging in tantric acts of self-realization so blissful, you experience a full-body—”


“La-la-la-la! Totally fine, we’re all fine there, or will be, where we’re going—or not going. Whatever Samuel has planned, which might just be heading up to Estes Park or down to Denver for the night. Anyway, we’re covered-up. Er, covered.” I tossed the dishcloth and hunted for first aid cream.


Tom Trilby’s barking laugh echoed through the receiver. “Oh Aspen Kaye, you never disappoint. Congratulations, flower, and I’ll shake my son-in-law’s hand when we get back. After I’ve washed off all the Eros oil, of course.”


Like a verbal filter charging in on a white horse, Samuel’s entrance through the door saved me. He planned to take me on an afternoon outing under the auspices of relieving pre-wedding jitters, but truthfully, I think he wanted to be sure we were on the same page about remarrying. My eyes flitted over my fiancé, casual in Colorado flannel. With a wave, he yanked his stocking cap from his head and revealed a head of matted brown hair, so different from what I liked to call his polished “executive” coif. I wrapped a bag of frozen peas around my hand and beckoned him over. “Dad, gotta go. Sam’s here. You and Audrey have a safe drive, okay?”


“Sure thing, baby girl. Best of luck to you kids.”


Samuel hooked a finger in the belt loop of my jeans and tugged me in for a hello kiss. He turned his lips to the blistering inlet of my thumb. “Coffee burn?”


I sighed. “That predictable?”


“Mmm. How is your father?”


“He and Audrey have a sex thing in Black Forest and won’t be there tomorrow.”


“Are you okay with this?”


“The sex thing? In my opinion, the less info, the better.” Samuel fixed me with a withering look. “Hey, we’re eloping. By definition, we’re supposed to avoid the parents. Seriously, I’m fine. Dad is Dad and, honestly, going to all these retreats with Audrey might be the biggest sign of commitment I’ve seen from him.”


I knew that was unfair and Samuel did, too. But I did wonder how much longer Audrey would stick around. My father and Audrey Wexler had lived together for nearly twelve years, and dated since I was fifteen. In all that time, he’d never call Audrey his wife, though she’d hinted more than once about a common law marriage. If you asked my dad, Audrey’s house was “her house.” If you asked Audrey, it was “their home.”


My father believed formal contracts (such as a marriage contract, hint hint) were trappings of society and ‘blackened the prana..’ Still, he tried to be a good father. He was there for me when I needed to blow off steam or wanted a bit of levity in my life. I knew he loved me.


I put my hands on my hips in a nerdy gesture similar to a superhero’s and scanned the room. “What do I need?”


“Just your fleece and Tevas, maybe a hat. It’s warmer this morning.”


Samuel took the curves of the blacktop a little too fast as we weaved up into the mountains, before the stray photogs who tailed us found the hidden turn-off into the park. He’d swapped his impractical BMW convertible for a dark blue Subaru—I teased him about purchasing a “backcountry starter kit.” All he needed was a full beard and he’d be set. Judging by the boyish gleam in his eyes, the car was a solid purchase. We crossed into the Rocky Mountain National Park at a less trafficked entrance, completely off the grid to the paparazzi who subscribed to Alan Murphy’s “Cabral Hometown Haunts” blog.


Home free, the Subaru rumbled over a rutted dirt road into a soaring forest of ponderosas. Hector and I often used this route for backcountry snowshoeing in the winter. Through my window, Longs Peak winked between the trees. Its knobby top was as familiar to me as tracking the pale moon in the sky, but it no longer filled my heart with peace. I closed my eyes and grounded myself in the smell of new upholstery, soft leather under my fingertips instead of the scrape of rock.


Samuel pulled into a nearly empty lot at the Wild Basin Trailhead near the ranger station. He started to leave the car but saw that my hand still white-knuckled the passenger seat cushion.


He eased his fingers over mine and gently unwrapped them. “We’re not climbing anything today, firecracker. Just an easy walk up to the waterfalls.”


My heart eased its frantic pace. For a moment I’d believed Samuel would try to force me up a mountainside as some sort of therapeutic measure, but we were only hiking along the St. Vrain, the steady creek we’d played in as children, where we’d created our fairytales that inspired Samuel’s books. The trail carried us into a haze of gray, the air thick with water and icicles. As we climbed the slick rocks and ice that ran beside the falls, I told him about the chapters I’d written for our ‘autobiography’ while he was hospitalized in Boston.


“You did what?”


“I wrote for you while you were sick,” I yelled above the roar. “Wrote for us.”


His eyes widened. His hiking boot froze as he braced himself mid-hoist on a craggy ridge.


Since our return to Colorado, I hadn’t broached our memoir—Hydraulic Level Five—or the fact I’d taken us to the collapse of our marriage. Writing the story had been an unhealthy obsession for him during our time in New York and I hadn’t wanted to jinx his recovery. But now, his cheeks were ruddy and healthy. Strong lungs puffed froths of frozen mountain air between us. Flecks of snow clung to his eyelashes and he swiped at them with his glove. Seeing him, robust and clutching at rocks alongside me with the same, lithe athleticism he exhibited when swinging a baseball bat? Oh my, he was breathtaking.


“Incredible,” Samuel said when we reached the top of the deafening falls, cascading down the slope like a bridal veil. We took in the wind, the peaks, our home below our hiking shoes.


I reached over and tugged a tuft of coffee-colored hair sticking out beneath his knit cap. “You’re backcountry through and through. Don’t hide it—you can don flannel and dodge bison with the best of us.”


“Mmm, I’m not denying it. But I wasn’t just talking about Colorado.” His mouth hovered near my good ear so there’d be no mistaking what he said. “I’m amazed by you, all over again. You actually worked on our book while I was in the hospital? My beautiful wife.”


Granted, I was all about moving on as adults, but Samuel still made my heart as fluttery as a starry-eyed teenager’s. Wife. Yes, that’s what I’d be again, because he would be there. I needed to have a little faith.


When we returned from the falls and swathed ourselves in blankets beside my apartment fireplace, I presented him with the chapters I’d written. He pored over them while I changed clothes. He’d already moved some of his belongings into my—our—bedroom in anticipation of tomorrow’s marriage. Among them was an ancient Lyons baseball jersey, well-worn and well-loved. I pulled it over my head, my hair crackling with static. It wasn’t lost on me that the back of the jersey read ‘Cabral’ in big block letters, and I felt that familiar fluttering again. I smoothed static from my hair and pulled an overnight bag from the closet to pack for our weekend.


Sadly, my excavation of the depths of my underwear drawers in search of something sexy for a wedding night yielded few treasures. Seven years ago, in anger, I’d trashed every single piece of negligee I’d worn for Samuel. My handful of one-night-stands hadn’t given me cause to replace them, so my stash of lust-inducing lingerie was woefully small. I held up the black lace slip I planned to wear beneath my “wedding dress,” and squinted at my reflection in the mirror.


Yes, this would do nicely. It might ignite a few fires.


I zipped up the bag, placed it by the door, and returned to Samuel. Nestled between two pillows, he sat cross-legged, laptop balanced on his knees.


“How’s my writing?” I grabbed a couple of waters from the kitchen and handed one to him.


“Not bad at all. Is that one of my old baseball jerseys?” He turned me around so he could see the back, and whistled.


“Yup. What do you think? Still look good on me?”


“My name always looks good on you,” he winked. Even his cheesy lines had me twisted up. Argh. Flutter flutter flutter. “All packed?”


“Getting there. Don’t be disappointed by my lack of silk and lace, I haven’t bought anything like that in years.”


Samuel chuckled, telltale streaks of red creeping up his neck. “Do I need to resort to two bad pick-up lines in a row? Any lingerie you wear will look nice…on my bedroom floor. Bam.”


“Someone’s been reading The Playbook instead of writing.” Still, desire tingled through my body. Setting the notebook aside, he pulled me onto his lap and then his fingers skimmed along my collarbone, resting on either side of my neck. My blood heated as I waited for his kiss. A slow, deep burn filtered through my veins and I hummed against his lips. The corners of his mouth turned up.


“I’ve enjoyed reading your chapters. I think I like your Aspen better than mine. She’s the real deal—not bits and pieces of a memory warped by time.”


“I’m glad.” He was making me breathless. “I like this Aspen better, too.”


With a last peck on my nose, his lips and hands fell away, and he became serious. “The big question is, how are we going to end it? Do we give Caulfield and Aspen a different story?” He gestured to his closed laptop.


“Can you do that in a memoir? Change the ending?”


He shrugged. “It’s our story. We can do whatever we want with it. We can make it so Caulfield doesn’t leave Aspen. He gets over his hang-ups and confesses everything to her.”


“And Aspen finds, at age twenty, she’s mature enough to handle their relationship. She loves Caulfield and wants to make their marriage work.”


“And they never spend a day apart, happily ever after.”


I sighed, bringing his knuckles to my lips. “But that’s not how it really happened, is it?”


“How would you end their story?” His eyes darkened and fixed on my mouth as it gently bit his knuckle.


“The truth. Their marriage falls apart. Aspen and Caulfield grow up and move on with their lives. Seven years later, Aspen finds a handsome, successful, sometimes broken man named Samuel, who occasionally reminds her of Caulfield. She loves him with her whole heart and wants to be his wife.”


“That’s what I want to be sure about.” The faint tension in the set of his face eased with my answer. He swallowed, his voice hoarse. “Anyway, it’s the same for Caulfield.”


“He finds a handsome man named Samuel? Egad, that poison-pen Togsy was right! Curses!”


“Hush, woman. You know I want you, all the time.” He wrapped a strong arm around my waist and pulled me against him, easing my mind, reassuring me with unvoiced words that he would be there tomorrow. A toothy grin overtook my face.


“What?” he asked.


“I think we’re going to be okay for the honeymoon tomorrow night.”
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I had just poured a cap-full of jasmine bubble bath into my cherished jet tub, ready to soak muscles still sore from our hike, when I stood up straight, alert. Because of my partial deafness in one ear I could never be sure if someone was knocking, or if it was the old Victorian home’s clanking pipes. I shut off the jets and, sure enough, there was another loud rap. Steam billowed from my bath. With pining eyes, I gave the hot bubbles a flick, wrapped my naked body in my bathrobe, and sadly turned away from my bit of heaven.


“Sofia, hello.” I opened the door wide and ushered my surrogate mother into my apartment. “If you’re looking for Samuel, you just missed him.”


“I am here for you, mija, though it seems I’ve caught you at a bad time.” Her black hair was looped into an intricate braid that slithered over her shoulder. Even though it was late and I slouched around in my tattered bathrobe, Sofia was pressed and put-together in a blouse and trousers. A tray with two paper cups was in one hand, a cloth bag in the other. Mexican hot chocolate, from the smell of it—Sofia knew me well. “I’ve had plenty of time with my son this week…and the people with cameras camped on the gravel by our home.”


“How are we possibly going to pull this off tomorrow without those vultures present?” Galling photogs. I went to the bedroom and tugged on a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt. Sofia handed me the tray when I returned and followed me into the kitchen.


“You won’t. They’ll go away after a while, they always do. By the way, you still have two watching your door.”


“Ah, Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum. We go way back, those boys and me.” I resigned myself to the fact that multiple photographers would be snapping pictures at our wedding tomorrow. Well, at least I’d be dressed like a Michelin-star entree instead of thrown together like a leftovers casserole.


Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum were the most persistent and ruthless paparazzi I’d had the misfortune to meet. First they’d hounded Samuel because of his books. Next it was his mysterious romance with a Hollywood starlet. Now they panted for an inkling of insanity from their ‘fallen’ A-lister. At first they were simply an annoyance, but when they’d staked out Boston’s Mass General and peppered his family with obscene questions every time we visited Samuel’s hospital room, they crossed a line. Now they made life miserable for Sofia and Alonso, just because Samuel was holed up in his childhood bedroom.


I’d expected pushback from Samuel’s parents, especially as our elopement came on the coattails of Samuel’s manic episode. But it must have been my own fears embedding false ideas in my head, because they were over the moon. Sofia had actually burst into tears. “Ustedes me traen alegría, mis hijos,” she’d murmured, kissing our cheeks. “I have prayed for this.” I’d even glimpsed a stray tear on Alonso’s stoic face. Our relationship was still strained, but perhaps the vows Samuel and I shared tomorrow would ease that strain.


Sofia sat across from me at the kitchen table, to-go cups between our hands. “I want you to have something.” Setting her cup aside, she reached into the bag at her ankles and removed a satiny white cloth, perhaps decades old. She smoothed a tender hand over letters fragilely stitched in gold. Then she opened the cover. A book. A Spanish Bible, to be exact.


“This is a Cabral family heirloom, presented to Alonso’s great-grandmother by her godparents on her wedding day. She carried it between her hands, along with a bouquet of white roses. It is now yours.”


I shook my head. “But Dani—”


“Was also given an heirloom on her wedding day, something of my mother’s. Samuel, though…Alonso wishes for you to have this. He admits that he should have given it to you seven years ago, but…”


“But you didn’t believe our marriage would last.” Well, he had valid reasons for holding onto the heirloom Bible the first time around. Samuel, in his youthful rebellion, hadn’t wanted to bring the old Mexican traditions into our wedding. I’d been embarrassingly ambivalent about Alonso and Sofia’s wishes, and had rejected the traditions with a ‘take it or leave it’ shrug. Alonso probably thought we wouldn’t have cherished the beautiful Bible, and, at the time, he was right. But now I understood the importance of establishing roots. Having a sense of place.


Knowing where you come from and where you want to go.


Sofia saw my distress and held out her hands. “No guilt, mi corazón. It was our fault, too. We didn’t have faith in your marriage, so you didn’t have faith in it, either. But now, Alonso and I are prepared to give you our full love, openly and honestly.” She saw the flicker of doubt as I silently noted that Alonso was not present. She squeezed my hands, solidifying her words. “We are here for you. You are dear to us in your own right, Kaye. In fact, Alonso suggested I come alone. He said you would appreciate the company of another woman the night before your wedding.”


“Thank you. That was thoughtful.” My lips trembled. Dani and Molly had approached me about an impromptu bachelorette party, but after the devastation of last weekend’s Longs Peak climb, I wanted a quiet night to myself. Sofia’s presence, though, was as warm and soothing as an eiderdown comforter.


She traced the delicate binding of the Bible. “Samuel has nothing left of his birth father, save for a few photographs given to him by Alonso. Rachel destroyed everything.” She nearly destroyed her son, too. “There used to be an accompanying rosary, but when Alonso and I left the Catholic Church, his mother demanded it be returned. Alonso travelled all the way back to Ciudad Victoria to deliver the rosary to his mother in person. Facing Mamá Marieta after his decision was one of the most difficult things he has ever done.”


“I can only imagine.” Two enemy lions, Alonso and the Catholic Church, had grappled over Antonio Cabral’s suicide. From what I could tell, Alonso now believed his younger brother’s tragedy was something he’d never understand in this lifetime. He’d made his peace with God, but not the Catholic Church, to the eternal disgruntlement of the familia in Ciudad Victoria.


“Don’t think too badly of Mamá Marieta. She loved Alonso, but she was heartbroken over the loss of her other son. People act on emotion when they are in pain,” Sofia explained.


“You know about Samuel’s father, Antonio Cabral Treiño?”


“Yes, but I’d forgotten his and Alonso’s second apellido was ‘Treiño.’ Is that a well-known name in Tamaulipas?”


“Marieta was a Treiño, very old family. No relation to those murderous drug lords, mind you—that Treiño family is from Nuevo Laredo, and our Treiño family is from Ciudad Victoria. The cartels, they are doing horrific things to our home country: kidnappings, ransoms, brutal murders, child trafficking.” She tutted, nightmares scrolling behind her eyes.


“Anyway, family names become confusing here in the States, so Alonso and I decided to simply become the ‘Cabrals..’ Back in Tamaulipas, they call our family ‘Cabral-Llorente.’ Both Alonso’s and my names, sí? Familia is the heart of our culture.”


So Samuel’s full name was actually ‘Samuel Caulfield Cabral Llorente.’ What a tongue twister. Growing up, I’d attended the community church with the Cabral family, where they still retained the traditional apellido system and I’d found it confusing when Sofia was listed in their membership directory as ‘Sofia Maria Llorente Cortez de Cabral.’ But the naming system certainly made it easy to figure out how everyone was related.


A thought flitted through my head and caused my heart to pound. Tomorrow, I’d once again be a Cabral. If (when?) Samuel brought me to Ciudad Victoria to meet his family, what would they call me? Would they even want to meet me? I wouldn’t beat around the bush. I’d divorced their familia, and that was worse than leaving the Catholic faith.


Sofia patted my hand. “Don’t fret, mi corazón. All will be well.”


I rose to start on the dirty dishes. While I washed, Sofia dried and told me more about Samuel’s relatives in Mexico.


“Alonso has a host of cousins in Tamaulipas, and several aunts and uncles. Do you remember Tía Belinda from Dani’s wedding in June?” Boy, did I. She accidentally sent Samuel into a tailspin by comparing him to his abusive birth mother. After he puked out his panic attack, we sat on the bathroom floor and he told me, for the first time, about his parents’ suicides.


“Alonso’s only sister lives near Ciudad Victoria with her husband. You also met them at Danita’s wedding, Mariángel and Tomás? Unfortunately, when you and Samuel married, most of the Cabral family did not attend because Mamá Marieta was still incensed over Alonso’s conversion.” Sofia pursed her lips. “Still at odds to this day, though Mamá Marieta is now gone. Hold grudges to the end, those people. Yet it was she who fought Rachel the hardest to see Samuel after Antonio’s death, you know.”


“I didn’t know that.”


“She was always a bit aloof with him. She loved him, but distantly, painfully. I’m not sure if it was because he reminded her of Antonio or of Rachel. Maybe both.”


“And Samuel isn’t either of his parents. That’s terrible.”


“Yes. My poor son has always battled out of their shadows. Now you understand why we are closer to my side of the family.” She gave a wry laugh. “Alonso’s family is ‘jacked up.’ That’s what young people say, right?”


I snorted. “Everyone’s family is ‘jacked up,’ to some degree. But where was Alonso’s dad in all of this?”


Sofia crossed herself, a remnant of her Catholic past. “Ah, that is a sad story, too. Papá Cabral was a law professor at La Universidad de Tamaulipas, that’s why all three of his children cultivated a passion for scholarship. Not long after Antonio’s suicide, his father suffered a massive heart attack in the middle of a lecture. Dropped dead, right there at the podium. Alonso and I planned to move back to Mexico, but Mamá Marieta wouldn’t hear of it. Despite their falling out, she was extremely proud of what Alonso had accomplished in America.


“She was a...hmm. A difficult woman. She grieved her losses the rest of her life. But even before Antonio killed himself, she was a prickly, distrustful person who made one work hard for a morsel of affection. Many of the Cabral familia are such.”


“Alonso told me that his grandmother suffered from depression and the family hid it. This would have been Marieta’s mother?”


“Yes. It had great influence on her, and thus, her children.”


The pieces that formed Samuel’s family portrait were coming together. “Long story short, the Cabral-Treiño family has a fantastic mix of mental illness and high-handedness, which actually doesn’t mix well at all. And there’s a drug lord who is absolutely not related to Samuel’s dad, whatsoever.”


“He’s not one of our Treiños.”


“He’s from Nuevo Laredo.”


“Correct. They have nothing to do with us,” she repeated with vehemence.


I wondered if there wasn’t something to that vehemence. “Neighbors do tend to talk,” I prodded.


“They still do.” Sofia met my gaze, and I understood a little better why they’d hid Samuel’s illness from me. Once Samuel became their son, they’d fought for his rightful place in their family. Battled a matriarch’s grief and her own childhood traumas, his father’s suicide, his grandfather’s subsequent heart attack, and neighborhood gossip. His deck was stacked against him long before he was born, and Sofia and Alonso weren’t about to tip his hand…especially to me, his ex-wife. Love and distrust often walked hand-in-hand when it came to shielding one’s children.


“Speaking of neighbors, how is Sam handling the Lyons blather?” I asked. “He tells me he’s weathering it, but he never wants to burden anyone so sometimes I wonder.” I couldn’t recall his mentioning any run-ins with the neighbors, other than Murphy’s fanboy stalking.


“It’s one thing to have unknown people spread gossip about you. It’s another when gossip comes from people you say hello to on the sidewalk. But now he has you to help him shoulder this burden. My heart hurts for my son, but I’m not afraid for him.” She touched my wind-burned cheek, still raw from the climb. “You will take care of yourself, mija? We cannot lose you.”


“I think my climbing days might be over.”


“Whatever you feel is best. But consider carefully before you do anything drastic, hmmm?”


“Like jump into marriage?”


Sofia’s laughter was warm and rich. “Oh no, that is perfectly acceptable. As long as you are marrying my son.”


Sometime later, just as Sofia hinted that she couldn’t possibly watch another episode of my ghost hunting program, there was a second rap at my door. I glanced at the clock: 9:17p.m. Frowning, I squinted through my recently installed peephole, praying it wasn’t a paparazzo. A beady eye peered back and I jumped.


It was my adrenaline junkie friend. “Mother-of-Tom, don’t stare into someone’s peephole unless you want to give them a coronary.”


Hector grinned. “Ay, mamacita, but then I couldn’t see you flip your gourd every time I did it.” He ruffled my head as he passed into my home but stiffened when he saw Sofia. “Oh… I didn’t know you had company. I should have, though, it was stupid.” He waved to Sofia. “Hola, Señora Cabral.”


“Hector. I hear that you and my son-in-law plan to skydive Saturday instead of coming to our home to celebrate. You are more than welcome, you know.” In honor of our nuptials, Alonso and Sofia were throwing open the doors to their spacious Steamboat Mountain home for a weekend of fiesta-ing. The celebration was very last minute, and Samuel and I wouldn’t even be there for the second day, but their Hispanic neighbors loved to celebrate, and our absence would not deter the flow of rum cake and mariachi.


Hector politely ducked his head. “Thank you, Señora, but I need some time in the skies with my brothers. It’s been a long week.”


An observant woman, Sofia often saw into the heart of dramas before the players themselves were aware. Her steady gaze drifted from Hector, to me, and back to Hector. Pity shadowed her smile. “We will miss you. Please come over as soon as you are able. Bring Santiago and my truant son-in-law with you. Oh, and your lady friend.”


“Jaime Guzman.”


“Her name is familiar.” Sofia turned to me. “Isn’t…wasn’t she your…”


“My divorce attorney, yes.”


“I see. So last weekend, Samuel…”


“Spent two days with my divorce attorney in a cramped VW campervan while I climbed a mountain.”


Sofia’s lips quirked. “We do live in a small fishpond, don’t we?”


“We certainly do.”


She patted her knees and rose. “Well then. Hector obviously came here tonight to speak with you, not me. Perhaps I will busy myself in the kitchen while you step onto the balcony?”


Had I mentioned how classy Sofia was? Proper and tactful, rolled into one motherly package. Unfortunately, the two classless paparazzi staking out my staircase were neither proper nor tactful. I started to object, but then changed my mind. “You know what? Screw the paparazzi. I’m going to sit on my balcony with my hot chocolate and my friend, enjoy the fresh air, and show them I’m not doing anything wrong. They can publish all the garbage they want about me.”


Hector saluted and grabbed my jacket from the back of the chair. Still, I settled far across the deck, a good four feet away so there could be no mistaking the nature of his visit.


We sat in silence for a long time. (Sticking it to the paparazzi wasn’t as earth-shattering as I’d thought it would be.) The air carried just enough chill to frost our breath. I burrowed into my pockets and waited for Hector to speak. An occasional light flashed from a camera across the street, but when we didn’t embrace or kiss, or toke it up, they lost interest.


Finally, Hector spoke. “Okay, here goes. I’m sorry for leaving you behind to summit Longs. I knew the dangers. But I just couldn’t resist bagging that winter climb. It was a crap thing for a friend to do and I should have stayed behind with you and Molly, and Hippie.”


I shrugged, not wanting to go there yet. “There was nothing you could have done. Who knows, you might have been one of the people buried alive on the snowfield. You—” I inelegantly wiped my nose on my sleeve “—you might have died, too.”


“How are you and Molls doin’ after finding that woman? Okay?”


“Well enough. Molly’s closed mouth about it. Hector please, I don’t want to talk about this, not the night before my wedding.” I tried to open the metaphorical door and jump out of this conversation, but he casually leaned back, blocking my escape.


“Are you sure this is what you want, mamacita? To marry him again?”


“Of course.”


“It’s only, this seems kinda…rash.”


I gave him an incredulous look. “After all the stunts you and I have pulled? This is what crosses the line in your mind?”


“No. But the cliff-hucking and skydiving is all about pushing the limits of the human body, defying physics. We do something crazy and stupid, feel like gods for a bit, then high-five each other when we’re done. But this—marrying the man who left you high and dry for seven years?”


“Hey.” I straightened my spine. “You know why he left. Heck, by now, every Nixie in China knows why he left. But he came back, and he has broken himself in two trying to make things right between us. You have no idea what he’s sacrificed—”


“He convinced you to bail on everything and everyone you love, just so he can have a booty call in L.A.!”


“Shhh!” I pointed in warning to the stalkers across the street. Hector rolled his eyes but lowered his voice.


“It seems like you’re the one doing all the sacrificing. Come on, Kaye, don’t be a doormat.”


I leaned in. “For the record, I left him high and dry, too. I’m the one who filed for divorce, remember? But we’ve forgiven each other and are ready to move on. I suggest you do the same.” I stood, signaling the conversation was over. He only stared up at me, dark eyes wide and glittering. “Look. I know you’ve never liked Sam, but because you’re my friend, I hope you’ll be there tomorrow.”


“Of course. And as your friend, a real friend, I had to speak up. I hope you can appreciate that.”


The fight drained from me. “I do. But I disagree with you on this one.”


“If it goes south, give me a call and we’ll tackle a summit.” He caught himself and grimaced. “Or take a quiet tubing trip down the river.”


I clenched my teeth to hold back the images of twisted limbs and frozen hands and patted my well-meaning friend on the shoulder. “Have a good evening, Hector. Watch out for the soul-eating parasites at the end of the drive.”


“See you tomorrow, Trilby. Or Cabral, I guess.” Cameras started to flash again as he jogged down the steps, and I ground my teeth even harder because even though I told myself it was my balcony and I’d done nothing to be ashamed of, I hated that tomorrow, somewhere, hundreds of gullible people would read a blurb about a strange man leaving my home in the middle of the night and believe the real life Neelie Nixie was a cheating tramp.


“I should go home, as well.”


Sofia had quietly slipped out of my apartment. Well, perhaps only fifty people would believe I was a cheating tramp.


“Thank you for coming down, Mamá. It means a lot.”


Sofia pulled me into her warm arms. She always smelled of chocolate and cinnamon.


“Don’t fret over the Valdez boy. It is difficult to disappoint someone we care for, but being honest is the best you can do.”


“If nothing else, I was honest.”


“I have thought of a way to keep unwanted eyes from your wedding tomorrow. Do you trust me?”


“I trust you.”


“Gracias, mi corazón. Here’s what we’re going to do…”







OEBPS/images/lib.jpg







OEBPS/images/lia.jpg






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/ti.jpg
FOURTEENERS

Sarah Latfchaw

7

OMNIFIC PUBLISHING
LOS ANGELES





OEBPS/images/li.jpg





