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      It’s early enough in the spring that it’s just the two of us out here. Turner Falls is probably already getting some traffic, since it’s accessible by foot from parking lots, but Logan and I have found a smaller waterfall pool of our own. Not off-map or anything, but it’s tucked a solid three-day hike back from any convenient parking, and we haven’t seen a single other person out here our whole trip. The tiny parking pad was empty, and since this trail is a four-day-out and four-day-back hike and we’re pretty fast, it’s not likely that we’ll bump into anyone.

      I’ve never actually skinny dipped before, but there’ll never be a better chance.

      Logan’s sitting on a fallen log tucking his socks into his empty hiking boots, wiggling his toes in the sunshine. Three days of hiking makes taking off our socks a thing of bliss. The air is cool, the sun warm, the rocky terrain makes a private little bowl for us, and the waterfall is both dramatic and unintimidating. It really couldn’t be more perfect.

      My husband stands, stepping out of his cargo pants and shucking his light layers. After a hesitation, he takes off his hat too. He has no tan yet. He grins at me over his shoulder before easing into the little blue-green pool. The joking yelp he gives lets me know the water is still winter cold, and we won’t be swimming for long.

      The little pool is ringed in large, craggy boulders that jut from the decaying leaves. Between them, little patches of green shoots spring up.

      I strip down and wade in. The cold on my feet is like a fresh breath, but it only takes a few more steps before I’m questioning the decision. The heat from our hike has given me a false sense of temperature. This is seriously cold.

      There’s a second where I consider backing out and saving my delicate bits from the plunge, but I’m not going to leave Logan alone in the buff. With a bracing gasp, I dive in.

      He’s laughing at me when I surface, so I splash him. He yells and splashes me back, I tackle him, he spins me: it’s all very cute. Laughing, we sink into a deep hug. I press my shivering body against his, and he’s big and warm and comfortable. My Logan.

      Nearby, several different birds are making a pretty racket, taking turns singing their songs.

      I allow us a few moments. I take a deep breath, let it out on a sigh.

      It’s nice to be cute together. That’s one of the problems, that we don’t spend enough time together anymore. One of the issues we came out here to work through. So maybe we cross one off the list?

      Of course, we can’t take a ten-day vacation every time we start to drift apart.

      I’m underplaying it. This is more than drifting apart. This is make-or-break. This is decision time. This is the rest of our lives.

      I pull out of our hug and start “taking a bath” while I’m in here. No soap, but a good rub down of the sweaty areas. Maybe we’ll stink less when we zip up the tent tonight. Logan follows suit, sensing my shift in mood. Fifteen years together will do that. We can read each other’s micro-cues without even trying.

      Our skin is rigid with gooseflesh. He dunks his hair under, and I start wading back to the rocky shore. The mud at the bottom of the pond is so soft it feels like a cloud. I hurry onto the sand and then the rocks to dry off on my meager camp towel. Backpacking means packing as light as humanly possible, which means there’s not even enough towel to spread out and lie down on. Instead, it’s one of those weird quick-drying squares of mystery material. I dry off fast and climb back into my clothes before laying down with my backpack as a pillow, closing my eyes.

      The birds nearby are loud, clear above the sound of the waterfall.

      Whatever we decide, I’m glad we did this. We needed this time together, just us two. We owe each other this level of intentionality. I just turned thirty-two. He’s thirty-three. We’ve been together since we were in high school, married young but just because we knew it was the right fit, not because we were rushing. We always thought we wanted kids and assumed we’d start when we hit thirty.

      Thirty came, and we were trying to wait out the pandemic. Thirty-one came, and I was switching career fields. Thirty-two came, and the whole world seemed on fire around us, sometimes literally, and we just kept. . . not starting. It’s been long enough that I have to ask myself if the reason we’re not starting is because we don’t really want to. What if we just assumed we wanted kids? What if we don’t actually? Or worse, what if one of us doesn’t and the other does?

      My eyes are clenched tight. I force myself to ease, to just let them be closed and not squeezed. But I feel the muscles in my face fighting to frown.

      What if it’s me?

      What if Logan is ready and I’m the one holding us up? What if I’m never ready and I just hold him back and hold him back until it’s too late? I don’t want to hold him back. I love him too much. And I think he loves me enough to let me. I really do. Which means if anyone is going to set him free, it will have to be me.

      A tear slips from my loosely-clenched eye, and I sit up.

      He’s wading out of the pond, hurrying to his own camp towel and clothes. He’s a tall guy, lanky with a little belly, very handsome. Pale skin, thick dark hair. He has one of those smiles that you automatically return, a dimple in only one side.

      He settles down beside me when he’s dressed. “Noisy little guy,” he says, and I follow his gaze to a small gray and white bird perched on a dead branch that juts up from a tangle of bristly bush. Its beak is open on a series of whistles but then opens again to make a higher burst of trills, followed by a few croaking rasps.

      “I totally thought that was a bunch of different birds,” I say.

      It hoots four times in rapid succession and moves on to another type of trill.

      “He’s good,” Logan says, and I smile at the way it sounds like credit where credit’s due. Then he looks at me where I hover between a sprawl to soak up sun and a huddle to hold myself. “Cold?” he asks.

      I shake my head, even though I am a little, because I know he’ll offer me his jacket, and he should wear it. He often thinks of me first.

      He’s born to be a dad. It’s innate. I think he’d say the same about me, and maybe I would too, if we were in a different time. A time of tribes and support systems. Or at least a time of staying home, one-income families, an economy that sustained such things. But I’ve watched friend after friend slip away into motherhood. They’re over-busy, and their health is never the same. No matter how thoughtful their husbands are, they end up isolated. They don’t seek a tribe. They don’t find support. They don’t thrive.

      I don’t want to lose me to make someone new.

      I open my mouth to ask Logan something—to say anything, really, to breach this topic. We came out here to talk through this, to really hash it all out and feel the hard things and say the deep things and make a decision—but he speaks first. “Those rocks up there kind of remind me of that one building in Madrid that looked like it was melting.”

      I glance at him, then to the rocks he points at above us. They do look like they’re melting down the top edge of the waterfall, smoothed and glossed by water over a long time. “You mean in Porto?”

      He shakes his head. “It was a cathedral, I think. In Madrid.”

      I give him a sideways look. “I think I know the one you mean. On that college trip. It was in Portugal, though. Our tour group didn’t go to Madrid.”

      Now it’s his turn to look confused at me. “I would’ve sworn it was Madrid.” The way he says it tells me he still would; he thinks I’m wrong.

      But he’s mixed up. It crosses my mind to point out to him that the only capital city we went to in Europe was Paris, so it couldn’t have been Madrid, but what’s the point? It’s been over ten years since we went on that group tourism thing, and we only stayed in each city for like a day. Easy to blur all the statues and buildings and landmarks together. “I remember the cathedral you’re talking about, where the stone looked like wax. The rocks do look like it.”

      He gives me a soft smile, and I can practically read his thoughts that he wants to dig up those old photos when we get home. If we split up, who would all those go to? The concept of trying to divvy up our life together, our history and belongings, it strikes me as a practical possibility for the first time. We’ve been together so long, grown up around each other. It makes me feel grief-wild just imagining it.

      He stands, offers me his hand to pull me up. “We still have a mile left to get to a decent spot to make camp. Let’s hit it before dusk sneaks up on us.” The little bird continues its barrage of songs, each one short, loud, and eerily distinct, like a bird radio being tuned.

      Nodding, I follow Logan away from this little paused paradise and back toward the trail.
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      Elise’s black hair has dried into my favorite, which I only ever really get to see when we’re camping or caught in a rainstorm or something unexpected: an entire halo-layer of soft fuzzy curls that spring from her double French braids. I know she hates it, but I think it’s literally one of the prettiest things about her. One time I called it cute, and she almost shanked me.

      I walk behind her, because I’m too tall to set our pace. Plus, she likes to slow down a lot to look at views or animals or logs covered in moss. She always stops to point them out to me. I love seeing things through her appreciation. She’ll make a great mom, if it comes to that.

      I’m not so sure it will anymore. I saw the resignation on her face at the skinny dipping pool. I have this knot in my guts that tells me by the end of this trip she’s going to ask for a divorce.

      I keep taking in these woods, trying to soak it up and appreciate them, because someday I might look back on this and savor it as the trip that saved our marriage. If it goes the other way, though, I may never want to go backpacking again.

      I’m amazed by how different this part of Oklahoma is from the other parts I’ve been to. Usually, Oklahoma just looks like a continuation of Texas to me, but this one little swath of “mountain” is genuinely a different terrain. Like Texas and Colorado blended. The height of the peaks themselves is no big thing, but the elevation changes are so much more extreme than anything in Texas. Rises jut abruptly up and drop sharply down in a way they don’t back home.

      The trees are different too. Not entirely—there are still oaks galore and plenty of undergrowth to snag at clothes—but there are also pines here, soaring taller than I’m used to. It makes it feel like we’ve really traveled somewhere new, even though we only drove an hour and a half north to get here.

      We head up what I hope is the last incline for the day, because my shins are killing me. And my shoulders. And my back. It’s almost like I’m not so young anymore.

      I think that might be part of what Elise is worried about. The whole physical decline part of becoming pregnant and a parent. The intimidation of labor, the exhaustion of nursing. That makes sense. I wouldn’t be keen to sign up if I was the one who had to do the bulk of it either, and I’m certainly not going to pressure her. Everyone is so judgmental of mothers too. Work and you’re abandoning your kids; stay home and you’re lazy. It’s a damned if you do situation in a way it’s just not for dads. If she wants to travel as we get older instead, I’m game. I can be content with anything as long as it’s with her.

      Except for her being unhappy. I can’t stomach that.

      Ahead of me, Elise pauses to pull out her blaze-orange beanie, and I realize it has started to get chilly already. It’s not six yet, but later than we meant to make camp tonight. I dig out my hat too, an old forest green one that cuffs at the bottom. Hers is that new style that always looks comical to me, like an elf with the extra material at the top.

      “Excuse me, small ma’am? Do you know which tree they make the cookies in?”

      She gives me a side smirk as she hauls her big backpack on again with a groan. Her camp towel swings from it, drying on a carabiner. “It’s the style, gramps. Maybe if you sprang for a hat manufactured this decade, you’d have warmer ears.”

      I can’t find the quip fast enough. Something about pointy ears? “Overconsumption is a downfall of modern society!” I say, and she snorts as she starts back up the trail.

      I’m looking at where I place my boots, still trying to find the joke about hats and elf ears when I bump into her backpack. She’s stopped in front of me without warning. I reach out instinctively to steady us both, and she says softly, “Whoa.”

      The ground ahead of us is grass. On the trail itself, which is packed dirt and dead leaves every time of year, the ground is bright, vivid green grass. Plush as a lawn.

      From down trail, below it, I can see the overall shape. It’s very neatly overlapping circles. Two perfect circles about six feet across each but merged in the middle. A vertical Venn diagram.

      There’s no way it’s incidental, right? No one plants grass out here, and wild grass isn’t this neat, isn’t this green, and it’s certainly not on the trail in a clear shape. There’s no grass outside the combined circles, no stray sprigs growing outward.

      It is early spring, so some of the plants coming back to life are that almost neon shade of green that seems unreal, but to see such a strong patch of it all together is another level. There are small buds on the trees and shrubs, little dots of color, but this?

      Shocking.

      “Wow,” I say. Not entirely sure why, I suggest, “Go around?” It’s just so surprising that I don’t want to walk on it.

      Elise nods, edging off the trail into some weeds and undergrowth to go around it. Once we’re back on the trail, looking down, I see that the grass has holes in it. That’s the only way I can think of it. If the spread of it was a florescent green blanket
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