
Chapter One

			My mom took a long time to stop worrying about my playing with fire. Then again, maybe she’d never stopped but just learned to keep her worries to herself, knowing how this penchant of hers served only to make me more reckless. She wasn’t objectively overprotective, but I chafed at any hint of concern from her, which probably wasn’t what she had anticipated when she’d decided to have me on her own when she was just shy of forty. I suspect she’d envisioned…well, honestly, I wasn’t sure what she’d envisioned, though I’d put good money on her not envisioning me: destructively strong-willed, according to all the authority figures in my checkered youth; a little hazy on the gender spectrum; and decidedly queer. Mom was a good sport, though, and her career in nursing had come in handy on more than one occasion when my “exuberance,” as she called it with one of her many grimaces, got out of hand. It had been just her and me my whole life, and we loved each other to distraction despite our many differences.

			Admittedly, my fascination with flames of all kinds had held a heavy bent toward pyromania when I’d been younger, but it hadn’t taken that long to channel it into service to my true love: food. Was there anything better than the just right amount of char? The way it deepened flavors already inherent in ingredients and added another layer of savory bitterness? The heat and sizzle? Cooking over fire necessitated the understanding of not just the food but the elements, the temperature of wood and coals, the vessels and implements required not to end up with something that resembled charcoal briquettes. Culinary school had been about fundamentals tangential to what I really loved, and I’d learned the most important lessons while using my personal fire pit in Mom’s backyard.

			When I’d moved home a few years before and had built it out, she’d given me one of those patented grimaces—crooked eyebrows, curled lips, flared nostrils all packed tightly under her mop of graying dark curls. She’d even gone so far as to make the rounds of our neighbors so they wouldn’t call the fire department when I was working back there. At least she saw this pit and my efforts around it as legitimately working and didn’t ride me to get a “real” job like what some of my culinary-school friends experienced. Could you imagine? Nine to five in a hermetically sealed office? Or twelve-hour shifts in a fluorescently lit hospital, like Mom? No thank you.

			I wouldn’t do those shifts in a hospital or office, but I’d do them all the time in kitchens since before I’d even graduated high school. I’d worked prep and on the line, short-order breakfasts, and, after culinary school, a year of sauces that made me want to vomit at the thought of a béarnaise. I’d done my time, for sure, and I loved it—in general. It was just that so much food in so many restaurants was boring. But, I mean, every other chef must feel this way. We all dreamed of opening our own restaurants to some degree. Mine would be fire-first, of course, with a cozy interior and a large garden where I’d grow my own produce. But restaurants were impossible businesses, and as much as I wasn’t like Mom, she’d managed to pass on the thinnest vein of practicality to me.

			I was biding my time, living with her and saving my pennies, learning what I could in other kitchens and our backyard, but I wasn’t entirely sure what I was waiting for. I knew I was going somewhere, but where exactly—and when—was more uncertain. For the past two summers, I’d been the camp chef and pack mule for The Misfitters, a boutique wilderness guiding and outfitters business I’d started with my best friend, Lucia, and our third wheel, Venus. We curated luxury adventures for small groups along and around the Appalachian Trail that included manageable hikes and delicious food for folks both inexperienced at backpacking and those who wanted someone else to plan and help execute trips for them. Lucia was our certified guide and safety officer while Venus ran the back office and helped drive us and equipment around to various trailheads.

			We supplied all the meals, some of the gear, and buckets of knowledge about the environment and enjoying yourself in the outdoors. According to Venus, this was going to be our big year. We were booked from mid-April through the very beginning of November, and though our work was cut out for us and I was going to be a husk of my former self by Thanksgiving, this season was going to put us on the map and maybe enable us to hire help for the following year. Oh, and finance our entire existence during the off-season. Beyond the excitement I shared with my friends, though, I felt a void of uncertainty. If we had more money and put on more tours, I’d have to bring on another camp chef or two. Though teaching people some of my secrets gave me a little tingle of excitement, would I end up sitting in an office somewhere like Venus? Only get on the trail once in a blue moon?

			That churning uncertainty of success depended on having a bang-up season this summer, so I’d been in prep mode since the holidays had passed, squeezing in menu planning and experimentation around the hours I worked in someone else’s kitchen to help make ends meet. Besides, I was always trying to save money so I could move out of Mom’s house maybe before I turned thirty—or she had to go into an old folks home, she joked. I’d quit the kitchen the week before and had just enough time to get everything in order before Lucia and I hit the trail with our first group in a few weeks.

			This afternoon, I was trying to perfect a camp-cooked cinnamon-apple turnover, delicious and delicate pockets of gooey, sharp-sweet goodness ensconced in a pastry crust. The crust was the most challenging part, but I was convinced beyond reason that I could get it exactly the way I wanted on the trail. I’d been wrapping raw pastry pockets in parchment paper and foil and burying them under my coals with an almost religious fervor and crossed fingers. It was the perfect dessert to bake in this ancient way while the rest of dinner cooked above. I could definitely do it in a clay vessel, but if I wanted to make it out on the trail, that wouldn’t be available to me. I had to travel light without sacrificing flavor and quality, so if I couldn’t figure out how to do it with foil and paper, I wouldn’t be able to do it at all.

			I was singeing my fingers, unwrapping one charred packet from my newest batch, hoping for improvement over the previous disaster, when I heard my phone ringing from…somewhere. I swore and glanced around, wondering where I’d set it down, which could be anywhere. My phone was not my friend and liked to walk off unattended. It wasn’t on the picnic table or the pale corner of the concrete patio. It was probably somewhere in the grass where I’d step on it, but then I felt a telltale vibration in the back pocket of my jeans. I dropped the subpar turnover to the ground between my feet, licked cinnamon-sugar filling from my fingers, and grabbed my phone on its last ring. Mom.

			She said, “First, don’t panic.”

			“Mom.”

			“I’m serious. I don’t want you driving over here like a maniac.”

			“What happened?”

			“Promise me you won’t panic.”

			“I promise that I won’t speak to you for a week if you don’t stop preparing me and tell me what happened.”

			“Lucia just came into the ER. She broke her femur in a climbing accident.”

			I was off the phone and in my junker of a truck in a panic-induced sprint after dumping sand over the embers of my dying cook fire. Lucia had been my friend since we’d both been in single digits, but in the smallest nod to Mom’s maniac comment, I took the drive to the hospital at a speed just short of taking the corners on two of my four nearly bald tires. I ran from the parking lot to the main entrance, squeezed into a full elevator, and speed-walked the hallways until I reached the last turn to my mom’s station on the surgical floor, where I slowed to an amble to fake a nonchalance I in no way felt. I knew I’d get nowhere in the ER without her, not being Lucia’s family, but I needed to find out what was going on.

			Mom was at the far edge of the station working on a tablet with her head bowed, but her mom radar kicked in, and she glanced up and spotted me before I was even within range of her voice. She checked her watch and nailed me with a disapproving but resigned expression I’d seen countless times before. I shrugged in response. A leopard couldn’t change its spots, so why expect it to?

			I said, “How is she?”

			“I told you not to panic.”

			“I didn’t panic. I just hurried.”

			Mom studied each of my eyes in turn. I swore she could measure my blood pressure and heart rate just by the exact dilation of my pupils. Of course, that was more obvious in my blue eyes than Mom’s chocolate brown ones. Apparently, I’d somehow inherited this color from my sperm donor father. I’d gotten her hair though, thick, dark, and unruly. “I wish you’d be more careful.”

			“People thought you were reckless having me on your own when you did.” It was my standard comeback, and it still made a point even after years of trotting it out like this.

			“Those people weren’t my mother, who I might have listened to. Or maybe I would have reconsidered if I’d known how much trouble you’d turn out to be.” Even though her mom had died a year before I was born, which had been both devastating to Mom and had made her take my conception into her own hands, her smile meant things were right between us again. But maybe not right with Lucia, given where this conversation had started out? As if reading my mind, Mom said, “Harper, she’ll be fine. They just reduced the break and put her in traction, but she’s going to need surgery and months to recover. We can go down to see her soon, but have you called Venus yet?”

			“I…wait. Did you say months?” My friends (and some culinary-school enemies) called me a genius with peppers, but in many other parts of my life and intellect, I was the first to admit I could be less than the brightest bulb. My mom was a surgical nurse. I was edging perilously close to thirty. I knew a broken femur was serious enough to require all sorts of hardware to repair and subsequent rehab, but I’d been too distracted by my (yes) panic to put all of that together into what it really meant.

			At Mom’s insistence, I found my way to the waiting room to sit with a smattering of friends and relatives attached to other patients under the knife. I still had some time before Lucia was stable enough for me to see her, and I used those minutes to sit in the corner and call Venus, who’d been Lucia’s friend from college before joining us in the business. She balanced her work with The Misfitters with other accounting clients, mostly small businesses in the greater Charlotte area. Without Lucia, we were doomed, and the call went about as I had anticipated (dreaded).

			Venus made it to the hospital in just slightly longer than it had taken me, a speed influenced by the fact that she was whip-smart enough to know what this meant for us with just the barest details from me. She crashed into the uncomfortable chair next to me, her loose afro bouncing with her movement, and summed up our situation in one word. “Doomed. T, we’re doomed.”

			T was my nickname, one that had pretty much subsumed my given one in all aspects of my life—except with Mom. T for tea, which I drank constantly, always hot, sometimes caffeinated. We joked that it was another thing I’d inherited from my sperm donor father since he was apparently English. I wore the nickname with unwarranted affection and pride; it made me feel like a me that was separate from the kid I’d used to be.

			I said “How about we wait until she’s out of surgery tomorrow before going completely to the worst case?”

			“We’re doomed even with the best case. If she just regularly broke her leg, she wouldn’t be able to guide in six to eight weeks, and our first group is booked in less than three.” Venus was like Mom’s sister by another mister—a very different mister. They were both pragmatic to the pessimistic extreme, which made Venus a great business partner but a very poor waiting room companion. I was surprised she even recognized a best case even though I couldn’t say she was wrong. “Can we just—”

			“Fine, okay. We’ll hold off on agreeing on our impossible situation until Lucia can participate with us. What was she doing rock climbing so close to the season?” Her hands were up and open like she was beseeching Mother Nature. “You’d think six months out in the woods twenty-four seven would be more than enough to satisfy anyone. I told you we should have insured her.”

			“We couldn’t afford to.”

			“Blah blah,” which was Venus’s comeback whenever she had no comeback, a rare enough occasion that I should have been happy to bring it about, but hospitals were not places known for happiness.

			I settled in to wait, trying and failing not to think. The sterile room offered no distractions, and Venus hated when I found temporary fascination in her hair, which was both relaxed and kinky, coils of shiny black informed by her Jamaican mother and Irish father. They were the weirdest couple, ever, but still married after over thirty years, which was matched only by Lucia’s very Catholic, Puerto Rican parents and their five kids, of which Lucia was smack in the middle. How could the three of us not be The Misfitters? But how could we remain The Misfitters without Lucia Maria Consuela Guzman?

			She was the driving force behind the company and the glue between Venus and me. Mom had piles of gap-toothed pictures of Lucia and me from primary school, and Lucia had hundreds of images of Venus and her at UNC, silly or drunk or traipsing through the woods on trips to the western part of the state or up into Virginia, as anyone in Lucia’s vicinity was recruited to do. The woman was silly about trees and trails, boulders and mountains, and everything in between. When the three of us were on trails together, we got no end of looks from other hikers, who were so uniformly white in this part of the country that I supposed we were quite a sight, even with my pale, freckled self.

			The one thing the three of us had in common was how we confounded our parents. The most outdoorsy thing the Guzmans did was haul extended family into the same park every year for a massive cookout, covering what seemed like an acre of grass with a patchwork quilt of blankets and towels, little brown kids running everywhere, and me, the token white invited solely for my tres leches cake, which I made pans and pans of in preparation and yet had to keep some aside or Mom and I would end up empty-handed. Venus came from a small family of self-proclaimed “indoor cats,” who found their living room couch a far preferable location for parking themselves than the closest national forest.

			We’d started The Misfitters with our pooled gear plus generous donations from our perplexed families, who would probably have preferred to support us in something less likely to fail spectacularly. The first year, three of us carried ridiculously heavy packs, lightening the load for our guests, but we still leaned on friends to help us make multiple trips from my garage to the closest trailhead to craft the kind of camping experience people would write home about—or tell their friends about. Amazingly, they doled out five stars and exclamations despite collapsed tents, underdone potatoes, and one unfortunate night without toilet paper that had Venus and me trekking through the woods back to the nearest store to pick up the needed supplies before people woke for their morning bathroom requirements.

			In the waiting room, Venus remained buried in her phone, probably tallying up how hard The Misfitters were going to be hit financially in the best and worst cases. I’d learned that numbers were the way she dealt with stress. Lucia hit the trails or went out climbing, and I turned to food. Sometimes, I wondered how I wasn’t 300 pounds, but I was blessed (or cursed, according to Mom) with a nervous energy that kept me flitting here and there and burning off the unending tasting of my culinary experiments.

			I was about to try not thinking about The Misfitters’ future again when Mom found us. “You can see her. From what I hear, her family’s on their way and will be here any minute.”

			Venus and I both read between the lines well enough to know Mom was telling us that if we had anything we needed to talk with Lucia about, we’d better do it fast. Once the Guzmans descended, Lucia would be monitored around the clock by one or another of her countless relatives. I tucked that knowledge away but asked the most immediately important question. “How is she?”

			Venus said, “It doesn’t matter since I’m going to throttle her for this stunt.”

			“She’s fine.” Mom squeezed my shoulder to reinforce her professional opinion. “A little loopy from the pain meds.”

			“How could you tell?” Venus again, sarcasm lowering her voice.

			I said, “Should I regret calling you?”

			She sighed. “Sorry.”

			Mom led the way down to the ER, where we found Lucia flat out in a bed, the right side of her face scraped, her left wrist in a brace, and her right leg in traction. What a mess. When she saw us, she smiled before starting to cry. “Guys, you came! I’m so sorry.”

			I knew the tears were an effect of the drugs, which meant I shouldn’t let them turn me into melted butter, but I was also so relieved to see her alive and in pretty much one piece that I found myself on the edge of crying myself.

			Luckily, Venus was sober enough for both of us. “What were you thinking?”

			“I know!” Now she was really crying and saying something in such rapid Spanish that I only caught about a third of it despite being relatively fluent. The gist was that she was endlessly sorry, sorry in such a dramatically Latin way that you couldn’t help but forgive her. But, if my mediocre Spanish was right, beyond the more and more flagrant apologies was something about fixing it.

			“Wait, what?” I asked. “How are you going to make this better?”

			Lucia glanced around the room as if looking for spies, but her answer was one word and unmistakably clear. “Mia.”

			Mia Renata Mary Guzman was six years older than Lucia and had been my personal hero for a huge chunk of my childhood, but I hadn’t seen her or heard her name spoken around the Guzman household for a good fifteen years. Mami and Papi Guzman had come to Florida from Puerto Rico after they’d gotten married and had migrated up to Charlotte when they’d had Mia. She was the golden child, firstborn, the first-generation dream: smart, beautiful, athletic. She went off to UNC Asheville on a scholarship and Guzman ticker-tape parade and came home for Christmas that first year changed in a way I couldn’t quite put my finger on. Whatever it was, the Guzman adults whispered endlessly about it. After that, she didn’t come home again, and the one time I asked about her, my question was met with an icy feigned deafness. Even Lucia wouldn’t talk about her when it was just the two of us. She was so neatly and completely ex-communicated from the Guzman clan that I hadn’t even thought of her for the last decade.

			Mia was the one who had introduced Lucia to the outdoors, having literally stumbled onto the woods outside of town during her stint with the high school cross-country team. She’d infected Lucia with a passion for greenspace and natural quiet, the feeling of moving through the world under your own motive power, deeper and deeper away from the distractions of modern life and into something slower and more nuanced. I remembered following along behind the two of them and Mia laughing at my less-than-graceful progress between trees and over decaying leaves. “Harper, we’re never going to see any wildlife with you tromping around like that.” But she’d said it with a smile that had melted my middle school heart.

			Looking back, she’d been my first crush, though I hadn’t necessarily recognized it at the time. That had come a couple years later, after Mia was written out of the picture, and I’d fallen for June Parker and had definitive proof of my ultimate queerness.

			But even that was over a dozen years ago, so when Lucia said her sister’s name, I didn’t know who or what she was talking about at first. “Uh, are you high?”

			“I had a lot of time to think when I was waiting to be evacuated.”

			“Okay, but then you were, like, high on pain?”

			Venus said, “Shut up, T, and let her talk.”

			I crossed my arms and sat back.

			Lucia looked at Venus. “Mia is my oldest sister.” She turned to me, frowning, which accentuated the scrapes and bruises on her face. “The family stopped talking to her, but she never stopped talking to me. Or at least writing. Emails and texts. I mean, she stopped for a while, years, actually. But then she was back, at least kind of. I’m sorry I never told you, but she made me promise to keep it a secret. She was afraid if anyone knew, she’d be forced out completely, and, no offense, but you’re, like, the queen of loose lips. And practically family.”

			“I would’ve kept my mouth shut for Mia.”

			“You would’ve wanted to but you also would’ve failed completely.”

			Venus, ever our pragmatic leader, intervened again. “What does this mysterious sister have to do with saving our asses? And why is she mysterious, anyway?”

			“She’s a wilderness guru and certified guide, so she could do what I do blindfolded. And she’s gay, which didn’t go down well with my family—or her, at first, I guess.”

			Mia was gay? I couldn’t believe I didn’t know that, had never known that. “But I’m gay!” I said. Unhelpful and known by all, but true. “And your parents love me.”

			“You’re not their daughter.”

			Before she could say more, we heard the rising swell of the Guzman clan coming down the hallway toward us, and by the look on Lucia’s face, I knew this conversation was over…for now.

			




Chapter Ten

			Mia returned when she’d said she would but was all business, sleeping on the pull-out couch at Mom’s insistence and giving me no indication that she would be amenable to my visiting her there in the night. The second trip was always so much easier than the first—at least for me. My nervousness was gone, and all my little mistakes had already been left on the trail. The route was clear, so much of the prep had been completed before the first trip, and the weather forecast was looking fine. I dealt with food, Mia dealt with gear, and when we got started with the new group, she was professionally friendly to me and the other campers, exactly the way she’d been on the first trip, and I promised myself I wouldn’t go to her, no matter how much I wanted to. I didn’t know what had happened besides her being spooked by seeing Lucia and hearing about her family, but I wasn’t sure how that affected us. I curled up in my sleeping bag and tried to distract myself by walking through the menu for the next day, anything to keep from thinking about Mia in the next tent over, changing out of her hiking gear and slipping into her sleeping bag, her hair in the loose braid she always put it in before bed.

			I was just asleep when the zipper to my tent woke me, and I had my arms open to her before I could think. Then I was lost in her smell and the softness of her skin and the way she burrowed against me, always seeming to be looking for more, which was exactly what I wanted to give. She let me undress her more every night until I finally got her fully naked against me at the end of the trip. It was as wonderful as I’d imagined, but she was still shy about being touched. She would bear it for a while, my mouth on her breast or hand on her hip before turning the tables again.

			Every time, in a breathless afterward, I’d say, “I want more. You need to let me touch you.”

			“I know. I will. Just enjoy this, okay? You take care of everyone else all the time. You feed me incredible food and worry about me and want things to be equal and fair. Things aren’t fair, Harper, but it’s in your favor right now.”

			But it wasn’t, not really, not with how running my hands over her and getting even the most muted response turned me on like nothing else. Still, I was careful with her, happy to take what I could get—at least until after the third trip, when Mom came home from the hospital to find me alone at the kitchen table, drinking the last sips of a Mexican hot chocolate and surfing the web for recipe inspiration.

			She sat next to me. “Spill it.”

			“Do you think I could make lobster thermidor on the trail or is that just totally insane? Lobster would be next level, though. Maybe I could at least figure out a really good lobster mac and cheese. Now that’s a crowd-pleaser.”

			“What would you make for Mia?”

			“I’ve been tinkering with a vegan mac and cheese, but it’s still in science-experiment phase. I just don’t like the versions I’ve found out there.”

			When she hummed, I knew I’d fallen right into her trap by answering that with no hesitation. Not only answering but admitting that I’d been spending a lot of time thinking about the answer, working on it.

			I said, “It’s only the right thing to do.”

			“Of course, especially considering that you’re in love with her.”

			I shook my head. “That’s ridiculous.”

			“I can see it in your face.”

			“Come on. You think you can tell everything about me by the tone of my voice or the exact degree of my frown.”

			“I’m your mother.”

			“Right, exactly, not some mind reader or clairvoyant.” I was verging into brat territory, which was a comfortable place to be with Mom, but I was unnerved by her certainty. I didn’t even know how I felt. I surely couldn’t be in love with someone who was so keen to run away to her hermit cabin every time she reasonably could.

			“I’m going to make you some tea.”

			“And you a glass of wine? See, if there’s a mind reader here, it’s me.”

			“Don’t be a pill,” she said and turned on the electric kettle she’d gotten me for my birthday a couple years before. “I’m worried about you. And about Mia.”

			I pushed my laptop out of the way and rested my head on my arms in front of me. “I don’t even know what’s going on.”

			“You look at her like you used to when you were a kid except in an adult way, but she’s not the same person.”

			“That’s what everyone keeps saying,” I mumbled into my own skin, feeling the humidity of my breath against my face.

			“You’ve been avoiding the Guzmans since you and Mia took up together.”

			“What, do you have spyware in my sleeping bag? Do you know the exact day and time?”

			She laughed and put a warm hand on my shoulder. “I told you: I’m your mother. I know things.”

			I raised up to look at her. “Venus told you, didn’t she.” It was a statement, not a question.

			Mom glanced at the ceiling. “She may have mentioned something about something before your second trip.”

			“Because she thinks I’m going to screw things up.”

			“No, because she’s worried about how Mia might end up treating you.”

			“Ha, that doesn’t sound remotely like her.” I relaxed a notch, but it was short-lived.

			“She said, and I quote, ‘I can see where T is going with this, and I’m afraid she’s going to get her heart creamed.’”

			Okay, that sounded like Venus, not that I was going to admit it. “Mia’s fine. We’re fine, whatever we are. She’s the first person to say that she was a mess, but she’s not anymore. She likes to try to take care of me, doesn’t want me to go out of my way for her. Can’t we just enjoy each other’s company without everyone getting all up in our business?”

			“Why won’t you go visit Lucia at her parents’ house?”

			“I’m too busy, and I need all the time I get between trips to recover. You know how I end up there all day, cooking with Mami Guzman. Anyway, we’ll have the big bash at the end of the season with them like always, and we’ll all have more than our fill of each other.”

			But she was a damn dog with a bone. When the kettle clicked, signaling plenty of hot water at the ready, she pulled a mug from the cabinet and said, “Then why isn’t Mia here with you?”

			I got up. “You know what? Forget the tea. I’m going to bed.” 

			I hustled out of the kitchen and up the stairs to my room, closing the door softly behind me, not wanting to make more of a scene than I already had. The truth was that I didn’t know why Mia wasn’t here with me, and my bed felt empty without her. It scared the shit out of me to think that I might be in love with her like Mom had said. Whatever the word for it was, I felt flayed open like a butterflied pork chop and completely at her mercy. I doubted she even wanted the kind of power over me she had, but sometimes what we wanted and what we got were two totally different things.

			
* * *

			Each tour was eight to twelve new names and personalities to learn, a tweak this way or that to my recipes to account for allergies or preferences, not to mention my inevitable boredom with my own food from one week to the next (seriously, no more enchiladas, ever…or at least until next summer), warming weather then cooling weather, wet or windy, guests with blisters and sunburn and stubborn boredom neither Mia nor I could dislodge (though this seemed to inflict only those guests I inevitably found the most boring myself). Each tour meant a hefty handful of nights with Mia, either talking quietly by the campfire after everyone else retired or having muffled sex in one of our tents.

			It was after that love conversation with Mom that I pushed things with Mia. The first night on the trail, we’d both collapsed into sleep separately after a hike made longer by a detour and not helped by us hauling the heaviest packs of the trip, but the second night, I let myself into her tent a half hour after everyone else had settled down, thrilled to see the relative brightness of her teeth in her smile of greeting. “Hey, you,” she whispered. “Come here.” She flipped her sleeping bag open and cast her arms wide in invitation.

			I shucked off my clothes and joined her, resting my head on her shoulder and slipping my hand under her shirt, caressing up her belly and cupping her breast, running my thumb across her nipple until I could feel a change in her breathing. “Take this off.” I pulled at the fabric of her top.

			She did.

			“And these.” I tugged at the waistband of her shorts.

			If she hesitated, it was short-lived.

			I shifted until I was on top of her, my hips between her legs, propped up on my elbows. “Things are going to change, starting now.”

			“Oh, really?”

			“Yes, really. I’m going to have my way with you.”

			She smiled. When she spoke, her voice was a low grumble. “Like you haven’t been this whole time?”

			“Not in this way, no. Now be quiet and pay attention.” I kissed her, long and deep until I heard her make the sound I’d learned to love. It was a moan that felt like surrender. I tugged at her lower lip with my teeth before moving on to her neck, the divot between her collarbones, the softness of her breasts and her firm nipples. Through it all, her fingers sifted through my hair, pulling me closer to her while she moved languidly under me.

			“You feel good,” she whispered.

			“I’m going to satisfy you with more than food.”

			“Ah, Harper, you already do.”

			But I didn’t, at least not in the way I ached to. I slid my hand down her belly and hip and part of her thigh before saying, “I’m going to touch you now,” not sure I’d be able to stop myself even if she told me not to. Instead, she guided my hand, and my breath caught at the feel of her, warm and wet and open for me. I grunted, and she shushed me.

			Then I was inside her, and we moved together. Her mouth was at my ear, and she was whispering something so softly it was hard to hear over the roaring in my head. And it was in Spanish. “No pares.”

			Don’t stop.

			So I didn’t, not as long as she kept urging me on. I brushed my thumb against her clit lightly, then with more pressure and thrilled at the way her hips lifted into me, moving with me then against me. It went on for a deliriously long time, and I would have pushed through a burning tiredness in my hand and arm and the discomfort of a rock digging into my thigh, but Mia made a frustrated cry and reached between us to take my hand from her.

			“Damn it,” she whispered, then repeated more loudly. In the exact opposite reaction from what I’d been working toward, what I’d promised her would happen, she started to cry, apologizing in gaspy whispers while she clung to me.

			“Shh. Don’t. It’s okay.”

			“I wanted to. You were perfect. I’m just…”

			“You’re fine.”

			“I’m broken.”

			“You’re not broken,” I said, much too loudly for the campsite, the time of night, and the intimate setting.

			She tried to turn away from me, but I didn’t let her. The darkness was enough to have between us. “You should find someone else, Harper. I’m serious.”

			“I don’t want anyone else.”

			“You don’t know what you’re saying.”

			“You think I’ve got such a fragile ego that your not coming is an automatic rejection? Or that I blame you or something?”

			“That’s not the only thing, and you know it.”

			“Don’t worry, I’m secretly plotting to lace your oatmeal with bacon tomorrow so I don’t have to bother working around your veganism anymore.” I said it with a not very loving tone and rolled away from her.

			“You’re living in a fantasy, Harper. This tent, these trails. It isn’t real life.”

			I sat up and searched around for my T-shirt. “Do you think this is what I want?”

			“I think this is exactly what you want. Or you think you want something else, but you don’t know what that would mean.”

			“Oh, well, inform me since you’re so far ahead of me about this.”

			She turned away from me. “Forget about it. It’s late. Just go back to your tent.”

			I did but forget about sleeping. At first light, eyes gritty and neck kinked, I was about to get up when Mia unzipped my tent and came inside. She looked like I felt, though it had to be partly the barely-there sunlight filtered through the orange of the nylon walls.

			“I’m sorry.”

			“For?”

			She sat across from me cross-legged and rolled her eyes. “Everything?”

			“You should be.”

			“It’s just that you deserve someone who’s unencumbered.”

			I laughed. “Like I don’t come with the most embarrassing roommate ever. No college degree. An uninspiring résumé. An unhealthy obsession with my freeze dryer.”

			“You know what I mean.”

			“Stop being a damn big sister. I don’t want that from you, and you haven’t been that for me since before I was a teenager. I want…I want…” I shrugged in defeat.

			She leaned back, away from me. “Something that might not be in me to give.”

			“Maybe, but isn’t that true with any relationship? My next recipe might be a disaster, but does that mean I shouldn’t try it anyway?” Before she could say anything, I held up my hand. “I know that’s a terrible analogy, but it’s early. Will you just come here for a minute?”

			She unfolded herself and lay down next to me, her ear to my chest, her fingers dipped below the equator of my waistband. “Okay, you’re right. This is better.”

			“Stop thinking you know everything.”

			“We’ll see, but no more talking. It’s too loud in this position.”

			
* * *

			In equal parts, I tried not to think about what Mia had said and worked to help her over whatever barrier existed between her and the orgasm I willed her to have. It wasn’t important, but it also was in a way I chastised myself for. It didn’t matter, but it felt like I was saying that about a lot of things. Who was right? Mom thinking I was in love with Mia, or Mia thinking this was some summer camp fling? I worried that they both were and that the distance between the two was going to tear me apart.

			The season ground on, getting hot and humid, though we escaped some of it by hiking and camping in at least a little altitude. I could feel myself getting worn down, having to snug my belt a little tighter to keep my shorts in place and suffering a persistent patch of irritated skin where my socks lay between the top of my boot and my ankle. At the same time, I was impressed with how Mia was handling the hiking load. By the last couple trips, Lucia stank up our tent with tiger balm, but Mia plowed ahead like each day was nothing more than a stroll around the neighborhood. Then again, this was a woman who had done the whole Appalachian Trail—two years in a row, averaging almost twice the distance every day than what we offered to our campers on these adventures. Knowing that now, as well as her trail name, felt different from when she’d first told me. I began to suspect that she’d forged her post-rock-bottom identity over those two trips, and I wondered if there were any room for me in her enforced solitude.

			Between every trip, she disappeared for as long as she could before arriving in the nick of time to help me with the gear and final logistics. I never asked where she went (her cabin, I assumed) or why she went (to stay away from her family, I also assumed), and her going seemed as non-negotiable as The Misfitters’ firm but still reasonable cancellation policy. As we rocked together in her tent the last night of the last trip, the sleeping bag pulled over ourselves against the cold snap that had dogged us for days, I tried not to think what would happen after Venus drove us both to my house and we had no future trip to look forward to.

			Lying together afterward, I tried to think of a way to ask without actually asking since that was way too
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