
		
			[image: Cover for Crux: A Novel, Author, Gabriel Tallent]
		

	
		
			Also by Gabriel Tallent

			My Absolute Darling

		

	
		
			[image: Book Title, Crux, Subtitle, A Novel, Author, Gabriel Tallent, Imprint, Riverhead Books]
		

	
		
			[image: Publisher logo]

			riverhead books

			An imprint of Penguin Random House LLC

			1745 Broadway, New York, NY 10019

			penguinrandomhouse.com

			[image: Publisher logo]

			Copyright © 2026 by Gabriel Tallent

			Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader. Please note that no part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

			Riverhead and the R colophon are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Cover design and art: Jaya Miceli, based on photograph by Zoe Childerley/Millennium Images, UK

			Book design by Alexis Sulaimani, adapted for ebook

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Names: Tallent, Gabriel, author.

			Title: Crux / Gabriel Tallent.

			Description: New York : Riverhead Books, 2026.

			Identifiers: LCCN 2025005708 (print) | LCCN 2025005709 (ebook) | ISBN 9780593714188 (hardcover) | ISBN 9780593714201 (ebook) | ISBN 9798217179107 (international edition)

			Subjects: LCGFT: Fiction | Novels

			Classification: LCC PS3620.A536 C78 2026 (print) | LCC PS3620.A536 (ebook) | DDC 813/.6—dc23/eng/20250502

			LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/​22025005708

			LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/​22025005709

			Ebook ISBN 9780593714201

			The authorized representative in the EU for product safety and compliance is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68, Ireland, https://eu-contact.penguin.ie.

			ep_prh_7.3a_154748702_c0_r0

		

	
		
			Contents

			
				Dedication

			

			
				Part I: The Princess

				
					Chapter One

				

				
					Chapter Two

				

				
					Chapter Three

				

				
					Chapter Four

				

				
					Chapter Five

				

				
					Chapter Six

				

				
					Chapter Seven

				

				
					Chapter Eight

				

				
					Chapter Nine

				

			

			
				Part II: Intersection

				
					Chapter One

				

				
					Chapter Two

				

				
					Chapter Three

				

				
					Chapter Four

				

				
					Chapter Five

				

				
					Chapter Six

				

				
					Chapter Seven

				

				
					Chapter Eight

				

				
					Chapter Nine

				

			

			
				Part III: Isolation

				
					Chapter One

				

				
					Chapter Two

				

				
					Chapter Three

				

				
					Chapter Four

				

				
					Chapter Five

				

				
					Chapter Six

				

				
					Chapter Seven

				

				
					Chapter Eight

				

				
					Chapter Nine

				

				
					Chapter Ten

				

			

			
				Part IV: Wonderland

				
					Chapter One

				

				
					Chapter Two

				

				
					Chapter Three

				

				
					Chapter Four

				

				
					Chapter Five

				

				
					Chapter Six

				

				
					Chapter Seven

				

				
					Chapter Eight

				

				
					Chapter Nine

				

			

			
				Part V: Exposure

				
					Chapter One

				

				
					Chapter Two

				

				
					Chapter Three

				

				
					Chapter Four

				

			

			
				Acknowledgments

				About the Author

			

		

	_154748702_

	
		
			For Hattie

		

	
		
			
				I.

				The Princess

			
		

	
		
			One

			He heard her crunching through the sand and then she dropped into the wash and came swaggering toward him in cutoffs, baggy white muscle shirt, and chuck taylors, carrying climbing shoes and an oversized hardbound lab notebook. The shiteatingest girl you ever saw.

			“Hello, numbnuts!” she said.

			“Hey there, Tams,” he said, rising to a stand. Together they followed the wash, two seventeen-year-old kids on the evening of the first day of their last year of high school. After a couple of miles, they passed through a break in low hills to a kind of parking lot full of discarded tires, shell casings, and used condoms, with plastic bags snaggled in the grickle-grass. Nearby, the ruin of some strange purple house. Fridays and weekends, Dan and Tamma stayed away. This place could be a scene. It could feel not entirely safe. Once a guy had asked Tamma for “just a little dicksucking,” and she’d said, “Little in what way?” Weeknights, they had the parking lot to themselves.

			The boulders lay singly or in huddles, forming alleys through which they walked, kicking aside cans and red solo cups, until they came to the last and greatest of the rocks. She was thirty-five feet high, chai-colored, glinting with mica and quartz, the edges outlined in chalk. The route was Fingerbang Princess, put up by Jane Sasaki before they were born, and graded V4. The wind stirred sand from about their feet.

			Tamma said, “Fuck me, dude.”

			“Every time,” Dan said.

			“I could puke. Could you puke?”

			Joshua trees stood limned against the whiskey-gold horizon. The clouds were tangles of cotton-candy pink. The desert otherwise sere in the grayness, going to hills banded blue, pale green, and pewter, looped with ATV tracks, the gravel like shattered pottery. Though it was not yet quite dark, some few satellites showed in the bruisy vault. She dredged her cutoffs with witchy fingers, played a quarter into her hand, showed him one side, the other.

			“Tails,” he said.

			Tamma lofted the coin into the air, caught it on her forearm, and uncapped it: tails. Grinned snaggletoothed and cattywampus, big ears peeking out through tangled hair.

			“Are you scurred?” she said.

			“I ain’t scurred.”

			“It’s not dangerous if you don’t fall.”

			“I think about that all the time.”

			Daniel Redburn set up in the dust, shaking his head, loosening the laces on an old pair of la sportiva mythos. He’d found these shoes in the dumpster at the Intersection Rock parking lot on some long-ago family venture into Joshua Tree National Park. In places, the rubber was worn down to the leather. They were stained brown inside with somebody else’s blood. Dan drew the slack up eyelet by eyelet. He had a patient way about him. Careful, tall, broad shouldered, and lean, with tousled blond hair, shorn close on the sides. His old man cut it every Sunday night, and knew only the one style, which he had learned by studying the brochure that had come with the clippers.

			The Princess loomed above. She was a boulder problem: a short, difficult climb, usually protected with crash pads. But Dan and Tamma had no pads and so spotted one another as best they could. The route started in an overhang, climbed to a roof at fifteen feet, and then it was twenty feet of slab to the summit. He scooched forward on his butt. Feet on lego-block starting holds. He chalked his hands, clapped them off on his thighs, pulled onto the rock, and—first move—greased back off into the sand and sat laughing. He twisted around to look at her.

			“I can confirm,” he said. “It’s still hard.”

			“Isn’t that your dad’s catchphrase?”

			“Such a bitch.”

			She angled the flashlight down into the grotto. He pulled onto the rock, timed his breathing to the moves. There were edges he hit so hard that his vision dimmed when he caught them. Then he’d adjust with a hitching motion that started at the feet—kipping up to slack and reposition on incut fifteen- and twenty-mil patina rims, digging his fingertips into the deepest cranny of each. He threw desperate move after desperate move, with a gathering sense of wonder that he was still on the wall. His feet slipped off and he tucked his chin and fought for it, muscles cabling up out of his forearms. He groaned with effort, sure that he was off, but hung the move anyway, brought his right foot back to its edge, set it gently, and pivoted the heel right, then left, finding the angle.

			He climbed to his high point beneath the roof, a crusty, full-pad patina rail they called the Last Homely House, because it was the best hold on the overhang, and a sort-of rest before the first crux. He took a few breaths, getting his left foot high, sinking down to the full extension of his arms. Then he pounced up for the roof, coming entirely off the wall, hands extended. His left was going for a teacup pocket just over the lip that Tamma called Tinkerbell’s Bandersnatch.

			He struck the pocket one-handed, sank two fingers, and willed them to hold. Then his legs swung out in a pendulum that ripped the pocket from his grasp and he was off, cartwheeling sideways. He had a wild flash of the Princess Boulder, the cobalt horizon, the desert, and then Tamma clawed her hands into his shirt and he cratered her to the ground.

			Sprawled out beneath him, she started to laugh. He palmed down into the sand and she army-crawled away, cackling, and then stood herself up, knock-kneed, pigeon-toed, patting herself all over. Adjusted the straps of her bralette. Hitched up her cutoffs. Checked her teeth with her tongue. Hocked and spat. Examined it for blood. Tamarisk Callahan: figure of grace.

			“You okay?” he said.

			“I think…?”

			“Yeah?”

			“I think…I’m okay.”

			“Dang,” he said. Sitting in the dirt.

			“Dang, what?”

			“Dang, dude, we really need a bouldering pad.”

			“You know what Ray Jardine used to say?”

			“Fuck Ray Jardine.”

			“A stone master, a total visionary, and what he used to say was—”

			“I fucking hate this saying.”

			“He had this mystical insight, which was: Whatever you don’t have, you don’t need.”

			“Goddamnit,” Dan said, laughing.

			“He called it the Ray Way,” Tamma said. “Which is just great branding, you know?”

			Tamma went lurching over to her shoes. They were old TC pros restrung with indestructible pink hockey laces. She started clawing them loose.

			“I tell you what,” he said. “A bouldering pad sure would be nice.”

			“Yeah, well, we don’t fucking have one, do we!”

			“Jeepers, I didn’t mean to rile you.”

			“I’m not riled,” she yelled. Then pitched her chuck taylors away into the dark and pulled one climbing shoe on.

			“What is it?”

			“I almost dropped you.”

			“You didn’t drop me though.”

			“I fumbled you and you almost swan dived into the dirt. I could feel it happening. I had this thought, like: I’m losing him!”

			“You caught me,” he said. “It’s fine. What about Ray Jardine?”

			“Fuck Ray Jardine,” she said, pulling on her other shoe ferociously, seething beneath Fingerbang Princess. “You’re right! We need a pad. Dude.”

			“Yeah, dude?”

			“What if one day I don’t catch you? I blow it and you take a header into the sand and you’re lying there all crumpled up and you can’t, like, move. And it’s my fault. What do I do then?”

			“Dang.”

			“And you’re just like, ‘Help me, Tamma, I can’t feel anything.’ But I can’t help you. What happens to us?”

			“Pick up a rock, tell me you love me, and crush my face in.”

			“No, thanks.”

			“Just don’t let me suffer. Make the first hit really count.”

			“And what would I do without you?”

			“You’d be fine.”

			“I’d never be fine again.”

			“You’d be okay,” Dan said. “You spend one night astraddle your best friend, mortaring his face into chef boyardee with a granite pestle, and the rest of your life wondering why you can’t come any way but cowgirl.”

			“You asshole!”

			The maglite lay where she’d dropped it. The beam askew. From out the dark came glittering green flares and brief, smeary, holographic glimmerings: reflections off the iridescent eyes of spiders hunting the sand.

			“Besides, it would add secret darkness to your backstory. Two children go out into the desert and only one comes out. You go on to become a professional climber. Travel the world with your black diamond sponsorship. At night you cuddle hard-sending offwidth babes in the back of your toyota, drinking whiskey, telling them about how, once upon a time, you were best friends with this guy and he didn’t make it. You shed a single tear. ‘He was so beautiful and so young,’ you say. ‘So mysteriously close with my mom. How she wept at the funeral!’ ”

			“You motherfucker!” Tamma said, laughing, wrenching at her hair. “You dickhole! You can’t go ker-splatting yourself. All we gotta do is make it through this year. It’s one school year that stands between us and a life of freedom and sendage and seeing Alex Puccio at the crag and asking for her number and getting shut down, but gloriously shut down. So don’t joke about that: because you don’t get to die. I won’t let you.”

			“Oh yeah?” he said. “Are you worried about me?”

			“Shut up!”

			“Are you having feelings right now?”

			“No!”

			“Oh man I think you’re having hella feelings.”

			“Fuck you I’m not!” she said. She’d gotten her foot into her climbing shoe, and now she stretched it out before her, took up the laces, and yarded them till they creaked.

			“Dude,” he said.

			“Dude,” she said back.

			“Dude!” he said.

			“DUDE,” she cried. “I was! I was so scared for you!”

			They sat in the dark together. Tamma underneath the boulder. One close to the other.

		

	
		
			Two

			Every day after school, Dan gave Tamma a ride back to his place. He’d strike north on a side street from the school parking lot, blaze down the highway, then turn onto unsigned double track through creosote and smoketree desert. To the west, there was a historic, tourist-trap type of a town, which Tamma liked to call Lone Coyote as a sort of joke, and to the east, a larger town she called 73 Coyotes. But Dan and Tamma weren’t from any town. They were just from out in the desert, though the desert here was really a kind of vast, dispersed warren of properties slowly turning into vacation rentals. There were mansions, survivalist compounds, movie star bungalows, curated midcentury trailer homes, a twenty-million-dollar art installation, and a six-story aluminum pyramid. Dan’s place was a single-story cottage where whip scorpions lived in the siding and a horny toad waited on the concrete porch. He’d go inside, carrying his boots by the laces, and speak to his mother, Alexandra Redburn, through the bedroom door. Danny, is that you? Yes, Mom, it’s me. Remember to do your homework, Danny. I will, Mom.

			Tamma’d come sauntering in after him in run-down jeans and a scissored-out Puscifer muscle tee and stand at the kitchen island, menacing the leftovers. From his mother’s door Dan would turn around and catch Tamma eating orange peels. Chewing steak bones from the night before. She’d nab butter off the stick. Side-eyeing him as his mother spoke. “Dude,” he’d whisper, meaning, That bread is moldy, and “Dude,” she’d say back, meaning, Don’t worry, I scraped the mold off.

			Dan liked to get his homework done before they took off, if he could, because after, his hands would hurt too much to hold a pencil. The two of them would work in his room, Dan at his desk while Tamma basked on the bed, clashing her heels together, making use of Dan’s laptop and the extravagantly expensive dish internet to watch videos of Sasha DiGiulian, of Akiyo Noguchi, of Alex Johnson, perhaps women’s #2 at the IFSC Vail World Cup, pausing the video, closing her eyes, imagining herself climbing it just how Angie Payne had climbed it, laying back double bowling-ball slopers with a high left foot, flagging her right, powering left to a third sloper, then standing up to double crimps.

			When he was done, he’d again speak to Alexandra through the door. Are you going out with Tamarisk, Danny? Yes, Mom. Well, be careful. I will, of course. Watch out for rattlesnakes. Yes, Mom. Absolutely.

			They spent the first nine weeks of senior year getting utterly shut down. There were nights where they fell lower and lower down on the problem until Tamma was just rage-sobbing and looking at her pink, weeping, traitorous fingertips in disbelief. They shambled from class to class like car crash survivors. At lunch, Dan brought her into the bathroom to watch him piss. “What do you think?” he said.

			“Do you have insurance?”

			“No?”

			“Don’t think of it as blood, then.”

			“How should I think about it?”

			“Your kidneys are girls no longer,” Tamma said, throwing out jazz hands. “They’re women now.”

			Their finger pads were raw and forearms bruised black and Tamma’s tailbone hurt. What she’d said was, “My tailbone hurts, can you take a look?” and then she’d hooked her thumbs under her jeans and pulled them down without unbuttoning them. Dan, seeing her do it, had said, “Owow!” and she’d said, “Shut up and look at this,” and quartered to show her butt cheek, deep ugly green marbled with black, the bruise running from the dimples above her hip girdle down her left thigh, and he’d said, “What am I looking for here?” and she’d said, “Does it look bruised?” and he’d said, “A little.”

			After their night climbing sessions, she would walk back home to her family’s trailer, grasp the bedroom window, beach herself over the sill, and lie in her dirty laundry, hurting all over, saying to herself that she’d never make it as a climber, that it was time to prepare for a life of taking margaritas from one place to another while slowly, inexorably, margarita-by-margarita, nacho-plate-by-nacho-plate, becoming her mother.

			She’d crawl across the floor, mount up into her bunk bed, and in the morning, she’d wake, turn over, and scream her excitement into her pillow, because any day you were going to go climb granite was the best day in the world, her brother, Colin, saying, “Tammmmm­mmmmm­a!” and Tamma swinging up off the pillow and saying “What up, asswipe?” saying it full of joy and sisterly affection, and rolling off the bed and coming down the hallway to the kitchen, picking her underwear from her butt cheeks, and finding the cheerios farther back in the cabinets than usual and making a short hop for them, and another, and a third, pulling the box out, catching it in her cradled arms, and stopping with her mother’s boyfriend watching her from the couch, the girl smiling for him, putting her fist up in the air, and slowly, oh so slowly raising her middle finger, looking at him with the smile plastered on her face, and the boyfriend pursing his lips and looking back down at his phone and shifting side to side on the couch in contained amusement.

			School let out at three thirty, it was a forty-five-minute drive home, a forty-five-minute walk out, and sunset was just before six. Each night was colder than the last, counting down until it would be too bitter for night climbing and too much of a scene for weekend climbing. If they had free use of the car, they could drive out into the park and climb weekends and breaks, but they only had permission to drive to and from school. The moment when night climbing season would close, and they would have to give up on Fingerbang Princess, was fast approaching. The two of them walked out to the parking lot in early November, Tamma thinking goddamn she was sexy, striding out through the cold Mojave night like Washington crossing the Delaware; that was about how majestic she felt, and about how cold it was; and GODDAMN she was hot, you wouldn’t know it to look at her, but goddamn she was, she was secretly hot, she was George Washington hot; her enormous dick barely fit into her golden knee breeches; and they walked again through the notch in the hills, Tamma saying, “Dude!—duuuuu­uuuuu­ude. Do you ever think, if we were, like, walking out here some night, and we, like, met the devil, do you ever imagine what you’d ask for? If you could give up your soul and have anything?”

			“I’d ask for Mom to get up out of bed and be all right,” Dan said.

			“Does she literally not get out of bed, or what?”

			“I mean, she gets up and walks around during the day. I find things she left out. Like she’ll make ramen and leave the pot on the stove. She’ll eat dinner with us sometimes. And she’ll be all like, ‘Sorry I was absent, Danny, but I’m here now, we’re gonna get this all worked out, I’m gonna help you with your college applications, you can count on me.’ She’ll make all these promises. And you can be like, Okay, wow, maybe it’ll be different this time. And then she’ll disappear again.”

			“Well, now, I’m gonna sound like an asshole,” Tamma said. “But I’d ask to be the best climber that ever lived. Because, think about it. You and me, we’re out here trying to make it work! But we’re FAH-BLAMMED!”

			“We’re what?”

			“We don’t have good climbing shoes, we don’t have bouldering pads, a rope, gear, harnesses, access to climbing gyms, mentors, help, or anything that we need. Paisley Cuthers is out there in the world, crushing V10 at Hueco and the Buttermilks.”

			“Has she actually sent V10 in the Buttermilks?”

			“Don’t nitpick my numbers! Alex Johnson is the first American to win two World Cup golds. Puccio is sending everything in a globe-trotting, jaw-dropping, panty-soaking orgy of sendage that will go down in history. Angie Payne is Angie Payne. And meanwhile, we’re stuck here, in Buttfuck, California, working this one chossy V4 nobody has ever heard of. Which—speaking of different lives, dude. Can you believe this: My big sis Sierra is giving birth tonight.”

			“Wait, what?”

			“Yeah, dude! They’re all there! My mom, her boyfriend, Sierra’s husband, my little brother, everybody! At the hospital! But she’s already got two kids. And Samantha is only ten months old. Can you imagine? Like, she’s just stuck at home forever, taking care of babies, right? Except of course she also has a job? Like: Kill me.”

			“Should you be there?”

			“Nah, fuck her. I want to be out here, with you, in the teeth of glory! And if we met the devil, standing there with cloven hooves and a bowler hat, we could make it happen.”

			“Because if you were famous and sponsored you could go places,” Dan said. “Red Rocks. Yosemite. Vedauwoo. Indian Creek. Squamish. Be the opposite of your sister, Sierra. You could escape your circumstances. Never see your mom again.”

			“That’s just the start!” Tamma said. “I don’t just want to go places, Dan, I want to be the best trad climber that has ever lived. The sendiest, thirstiest, baddest motherfucker in the history of motherfuckers. I want to be legend. I want to send Cobra. I want to send Belly Full of Bad Berries and Century Crack. I want John Long to write a story about me called ‘The Snatchiest Bandersnatch That Ever Snatched.’ I want Cedar Wright to look directly into the camera and adjust those ‘fuck me’ glasses of his and say, ‘Unsponsored and unknown, this acne-ravaged, emotionally stunted fry cook has been quietly ticking off some of the hardest and most dangerous trad climbs in the world,’ I want Andrew Burr to shoot me climbing Primrose Dihedrals with a stogie in my teeth like an even dykier Clint Eastwood, and I want every human being who sees that film to go, ‘Holy fuck, is that what the world looks like, when it isn’t all strip malls and sadness?’ I want them to toss and turn at night, electric with a yearning they forgot was even possible, dreaming of an America that is, just a little bit, still out there. We will show them that there are things yet in this country for which to strive, and there will be a chance to save this nation before it’s all just miles and miles of denny’s and walmarts. Do you know what I mean?”

			“Jesus Christ,” he said. “You’re saying you want to crush so hard you change the world.”

			“Yes! It doesn’t look possible. But yes! That’s what I want!”

		

	
		
			Three

			The Redburns sat at the dinner table beneath a hanging lamp. Lawrence, Alexandra, and Dan. The edge of the light lay upon the concrete floor. Alexandra cradled a wineglass with violet fingertips. On the plates, meatloaf and potatoes. It was the thirteenth of November, 2011. Fingerbang Princess still unsent. Storms hovering on the edge of the ten-day forecast. Storms that, if they were real, would close out the season. Tamma’s big sister, Sierra, had given birth to River McCulluch only days before.

			“How are classes going?” Alexandra asked.

			“Pretty good.”

			“And your grades?”

			“Good.”

			“And the applications?”

			“I’ve been talking to the counselor,” Dan said. “He likes the application. The deadline is January fifteenth for Reed and Whitman. A few are earlier. Willamette is February first. So we’re in good shape.”

			“Letters of rec?”

			“They’re in. I do need your help with FAFSA. There’s a bunch of stuff on there I don’t know how to do.”

			“Okay, when is that?”

			“Earlier is better, but it’s due when I turn in applications.”

			“I will work on that with you this week,” Alexandra said. “I’m sorry I’ve been gone. But we’re gonna get this all done. I’ll help you. What about the personal statement?”

			“I’m still going over it.”

			“We will go over it together. I actually had to do a lot of writing of that kind when I was touring my first book. Pieces for journalists, magazines, interviews. We can do this.”

			“I’d like that.”

			“You’ll be the first in the family to go to college,” Lawrence said. Broad shouldered, rawboned, his ancient blue work shirt rolled up, his forearms the color of old leather boots, with fine, papery wrinkles and scattered brown sun-stains.

			Alexandra pressed her mouth into her cupped shoulder, coughed, and then spoke. “To that end, we have thirteen thousand dollars set aside in a savings account.”

			This was not news. Alexandra did this from time to time—got up out of bed and came to dinner, as if she were going to start writing again, as if she were going to be around from here on out. And when she did, she brought up the money, always as if she had not brought it up before. Dan thought maybe that was because if you were making a heroic, last-ditch effort to save your own life, you had to pretend as if you hadn’t tried and failed a hundred times already, and not because you didn’t remember, and not because you didn’t hate yourself for that, but because it would be impossible to get out of bed at all without rendering yourself this little grace. She had set the money aside at great personal hardship, was what he understood. Dan never knew what to say when she told him this. He wished they would keep it. He did not know if they had anything set aside for themselves and he could not ask.

			“You’re spending,” Alexandra said. She coughed into her arm again. Small, dry throat-clearings. “You’re spending a lot of time with Tamma.”

			“Are you two…?” Lawrence said.

			“Ew, Dad,” he said. “Gross.”

			“Well, I’m just asking, Danny.”

			“She’s like my sister.”

			“Well, that’s true.”

			“And she’s gay,” Dan said, with great self-assurance, though Tamma had once told him that her New Year’s resolution was to do a one-arm pull-up off Ryan Reynolds’s erection while he did the Van Damme splits in a bathroom stall of the YMCA.

			“So, you’re not dating her?” Alexandra said.

			“We’re friends.”

			“I don’t know if men and women can be friends.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because of who they are to one another.”

			“Peers?”

			“Don’t feign naivete, Dan. It wouldn’t be okay with us, for you to date her.”

			“Why?”

			“She’s not like you.”

			“Not like me, how?”

			“She’s self-destructive and oppositionally defiant. I hear her talking. She is a nasty little girl, which she can get away with for now. But when she’s an adult? And besides, if she aims any higher than being a hostess at wing stop, her mother, Kendra, will pull her right back down again. Kendra can’t stand to see anyone succeed. I feel badly for Tamma. I do. But you can’t help people who won’t help themselves.”

			“Are you seeing any other young ladies?” Lawrence asked.

			“I’m sort of busy, Dad.”

			Dan didn’t spend time with anyone except Tamma. He’d had crushes from time to time but they came to nothing. What Dan did was he worked. He did all the climbing Tamma did, plus a morning workout, his own reading, the homework Tamma did not do, additional homework for honors and AP courses, prepping for the SAT, and college applications. He got around five hours of sleep most nights. Sometimes he lay in bed, going over everything in his mind. If his personal statement would be stronger if he took another tack. If he’d picked the wrong letters of rec. If he and Tamma could really make it as climbers. If moving to a higher, worse, intermediate hold before Tinkerbell’s Bandersnatch would be better than the dyno from the Last Homely House. If he had already destroyed his application by having too few extracurriculars. If his life would be livable at all without climbing.

			There was this question Dan had about himself. He wondered, sometimes, if something wasn’t wrong with him, the way it had been wrong with Alexandra. Sitting at his desk at night, if Tamma wasn’t there, he’d feel this growing tightness in the pit of his stomach. Tamma kept all that at bay; she was surrounded by an aura of brightness and swagger. But with her gone, that tight feeling would suck away everything else, like a bathtub slowly draining, leaving him in this cold, bereft world-that-was-not-the-world, where each thing—the desk, the walls, the chair, his golden #2 pencil, the ashtray full of shavings—was a clever facsimile of itself. His room was not his room. The pencil in his hand was not his pencil. It was all ticky-tacky stage dressing. Like he had died and gone to hell, and hell was a perfect recreation of his childhood bedroom, in which he did his homework, alone, pretending everything was okay, when nothing was okay: The pencil, the bed, the walls, the concrete floor, all of it manufactured to deceive him, and beyond the paper-thin walls, it was a godless abyss into which he had been sunk, a hundred thousand miles from Tamma, and if he crossed the room and opened the door, the living room would be created from out of nothingness, a lie, about which he could feel nothing, because it was not real, and he knew it was not real, without being able to say exactly how.

			When this happened, he’d sit, sharpening his pencil as if nothing were wrong. Even alone in his room, he had to do everything right. He was going to be the first in his family. His parents didn’t have savings. They didn’t have insurance or pensions or 401(k)s. It all depended on him. He was too smart, too hardworking, too high performing to dick around with whatever this was. And so, he’d wait for it to pass, calmly sharpening his pencil like an actor playing the part of the Straight-A Student, the American Golden Child. He’d keep doing his homework and repeat, to himself, silently, as if auditioning the statement, I need help. I need someone to help me. I’m thinking about killing myself. Giving no sign. His handwriting fontlike.

			Maybe he was working too hard, but not doing well, or not getting into college, those weren’t options, and he couldn’t stop going out with Tamma, either. Out in the desert, things felt luminous with meaning. Every crunching footstep was real. And when you were up on the rock, then every crystal, crack, and rimple was endowed with indissoluble, life-saving importance, each dike and chickenhead inalienably itself. He sometimes felt this hope, that out there in the great American emptiness he could find himself. It was a stupid idea, but he could catch himself thinking that he might live a life in such close and sustained contact with the implacable reality of things that the sickness couldn’t take it from him.

			So, he hoped someday to date girls. He wanted that for himself. He wanted to find a hard-sending deep-reading art girl, a girl so straight, so desperately into guys, that Tamma would regard it as an outrage against feminism; he wanted that, but mostly what he felt was that everything was fine, everything was doable, as long as he did not make a mistake, never stumbled, hesitated, or flinched, as long as he spent his nights with Tamma and his days doing what his parents needed him to do. He could not miss a single question on his math homework, nor a single move on the Princess’s intricate and sequential overhang, and he didn’t have time to double-check his calculations, so he had to get every question right, every time, and he had to do it quickly, and when he did that, it was merely what everyone expected. So when his old man asked if he was seeing any young ladies, what he felt, really, was a kind of rage. With what time, Dad? Aren’t you living here? Haven’t you seen me? Aren’t you paying attention? Don’t you have any idea, any idea at all?

			“I just thought…” Lawrence said, “a handsome kid like you.”

			“No, Dad.”

			“I don’t want you,” Alexandra said, “to talk to Tamma about this. She will object to seeing you succeed where she cannot. She will try and hold you back. But you are possessed of opportunities she has foreclosed, and in your life you will have very many friends brighter and more promising, deserving of your company, alike to you in prospects. When you’re my age, Tamma will just be a girl you used to know a long time ago.”

			“I understand that,” Dan said.

			After Alexandra excused herself, Dan and his old man stayed up. Dan sat in a dining room chair, under a nylon cape. His father stood behind him. Lawrence had a can of beer on the kitchen island. He brushed the clippers with a spare toothbrush. Dabbed them with rem oil. Turned them on.

			“We don’t mean,” Lawrence said, “to be hard on you. You know that, don’t you, Danny?”

			“I don’t feel you’re hard on me.”

			“Good, good. It’s tricky.”

			His old man walked to the side and took a drink and sighed and set the can back down. He was silent for a long time. Here and there were columns, which were pinyons he had carved down with a drawknife and darkened with castor oil. Dan still had the levi’s his old man had worn to do it, stained at the thighs, and gone at the knees to white yarns. Dan looked on, reflected in the murky window, waiting to hear what was tricky. Beyond that dark reflection, distant and scattered light. Other houses, out there on the plain.

			“It’s tricky,” Lawrence said again. “On the one hand, she worries about pushing you. On the other hand, she has regrets about things not done.”

			“What things?”

			Lawrence drank, held the can to his breast. You could ask him a question and he might say nothing in return. Fifteen minutes of silence as he worked. At last, he said, “Well, you know, Danny. She had to leave home so young, she was just your age. She’d been writing stories in secret, and when she got them published, her parents turned her out. Well, she’d been working at the diner with your buddy Tamma’s mom, Kendra. So Kendra took her in, when she needed a place to stay, and Alexandra kept on writing. But I think she wishes she’d just left, gone to college. She’d been so sheltered, you know? Kendra taught her everything about life, I think. Taught her how to put on lipstick. How to talk to boys. How to balance a checkbook. How to dress. They used to cut up lines in the back of the diner together.”

			“Dad!”

			“They were best, best friends then. Her and Kendra. I think that’s why she stayed. Funny how that is, you know. That you can be so close to somebody. And you think they want the best for you, but it turns out that’s not what they want at all.”

			Dan was listening as hard as he could. This was more than he’d ever heard about his parents. There were entire years where you could add up all the things his old man said to him and it wouldn’t be this much.

			“That’s when you met?” Dan asked.

			“Just out in front of the diner. Her and Kendra, leaning against the wall. Kendra was this great beauty. Famous for it. But there was just something in your mother’s eyes. I couldn’t stop looking. And right off, she was the smartest person I ever met. You could just feel it, Danny. Brilliant. Brilliant from the very first words that fell out of her mouth. It was love if there was ever love. I used to drive her out into the desert and we’d lie out there on a wool blanket and try and count the stars. I bought this little plot of land right next to Kendra. Cost two hundred dollars. I started building the house, and Alex, she wrote her book right out there in the backyard. Well, we were desperate poor and hardworking, but we had this dream. Of our future. She was going to be the voice of a generation. I was going to do fine carpentry—desks and armoires and such. We had these close, close friends in Kendra and Patrick, Tamma’s dad, right next door to us, we’d spend every evening out in front of the firepit. Alexandra and Kendra used to bathe you and Tamma together in the same pink bathtub. We had everything, it seemed like. The world was in our hands. It doesn’t really seem fair, does it, us coming down on you like this. But that’s what I’m telling you. We thought it would all work out. We thought we had the American dream. But when your old lady had her accident, they took everything. They took all the money she’d made and we had to mortgage the house.”

			Lawrence stepped back to make a study of his work. To see if it was even. It wasn’t. When he started again, Dan could hear the hair alighting on the nylon cape. Alexandra had not had an accident. It had been a congenital heart defect, a bicuspid aortic valve. Dan had very many memories of that time. Or maybe the same memory, over and over again. Of walking down a long, vinyl-tiled hallway with his father, toward a room at the end of the hall. Walking. His old man cut off at the chest. Just jeans and a flannel shirt. Holding his hand. Hospital beds and carts left against the walls. And the smell. The distinctive smell. The tile, the lights, the room ahead of them. Just that. Passing doorways, each, in Dan’s remembrance, a rectangle of black, as if they windowed into a profound outer darkness. He had been nine years old, but it felt strange and distant, as if he had been much younger.

			Lawrence turned off the clippers and riffled Dan’s hair.

			“So, I think the thing your mom is trying to get you to understand,” he said, “is that it’s not enough to follow a dream at the cost of stability. I think the thing is, for all her promise, she wishes she had gone to school, gotten a paycheck, had health insurance and a pension. Wishes she’d been able to leave Kendra, and this desert, behind. Go somewhere else. Somewhere better. That’s the thing about dreams, Danny, they come and go, you can’t keep hold of them, you can’t build a life on them. Your mom was brilliant, gifted, she worked as hard as she could, every day, she made a million dollars, and it wasn’t enough. Do things the right way, Danny. Go to college. Be a doctor or a lawyer or something. Have some security. A paycheck, health insurance, a 401(k). Don’t ever mistake this for a country in which you can set off on your own. It’s not a place dreams come true. At least not anymore. Because we really tried, Danny. That is why your mom is putting the screws to you. So you won’t be young, dumb, and hopeful the way we were.”

		

	
		
			Four

			They went to school; they did school-kid things, opened their lockers, put books away, took notes; Tamma sketched climbs in her lab notebook; Dan did homework; Tamma downloaded videos of Alex Johnson; Dan stooped over his textbook; they sat in brightly colored, molded-plastic chairs; they walked vinyl-tiled hallways, full of the feeling that life was somewhere, elsewhere; and on Monday, the fourteenth of November, Tamma was crimping up the overhang of Fingerbang Princess, her breath falling in evanescent plumes, sinking down into the last good hold, skittering her feet about on matchbook edges until she found the high, left, dice-sized nub, and then she leapt. Going up on pointe like a dancer and then leaving her stage behind, out into the dark.

			She caught Tinkerbell’s Bandersnatch and her feet caromed left in an enormous swing, her shoulder packed, her hair fanning, and sneering with effort, she held it. For the first time ever. She was so surprised that she just dangled there, waiting to fall, holding the roof with one hand, nothing else. When she didn’t fall, she kicked her heel up over the lip and, in one smooth, clean, desperate movement, boosted herself up onto the slab above.

			Standing in the dust, Dan was thinking, Fuck me, but she is good. On the ground, Tamma was the clumsiest person he had ever met, but on the wall, she was breathtaking. People who didn’t climb tended to imagine climbing as a series of Cliffhanger-style pull-ups, and indeed, that’s how Dan climbed. Dan could solve entire boulder problems with his feet nowhere except in the way. But Tamma—Tamma set each hold gently, and rather than cranking with her arms, she stepped through the move, turning her hip to the wall, driving with her legs, extending for the next edge, so that it appeared effortless, tiptoeing up climbs with body english and devious footwork. If there was a big, pull-up-style move, she’d sling a heel above her head and pull through with her hamstrings. Watching her, he felt himself to be in the company of grace and courage such as most people went their entire lives without ever seeing. Everyone he knew seemed to think Tamma was trash, but he thought she was some kind of genius.

			He waited, holding the flashlight, and in him moved the twinned, scissoring-apart, scissoring-together wantings, wanting to see her succeed, and a peeling-back from her, a fear that she would do the boulder before him, and that with her having done it, the pressure would be on for him to do it too. Since his fall, he had been holding back, more concerned with not dying than topping out; he wasn’t committing from one move to the next with the send-or-splatter intensity that Fingerbang Princess required. But if Tamma climbed this thing, then he’d have to put on his big-girl panties and climb it next. And yet, he wanted that; he watched her, brimming with hope, and not sure what he hoped, maybe for something bigger, scarier, riskier, more wide open, for whatever came next if Tamma proved that they could actually, for real, finish this thing.

			The slab above the roof was crossed by three slanting crystal dikes: outsloped rails like the crimped edges of a piecrust. The wall was otherwise featureless save for the subtle dishing of the rock, about as deep and positive as paper plates. Tamma climbed with hand-foot matches going to intricate, balancy sequences, until she came to a blank place more than twenty-five feet above the deck, her stance as high as she could get it on the last piecrust dike. Dan could see no footholds except a crystal shaped like a domino pasted onto the rock. It was high up by her hip. She had to leave the security of the dike behind, step left to a terrifying friction-smear in a paper-plate dish, and then right to the domino, which would be level with her groin. Her only handhold was a molar-sized crystal, high and left, angled the wrong direction, which she would pry against with the pad of her left thumb.

			She was blowing with panic. In the flashlight’s beam, he could see gooseflesh on the backs of her arms. She dipped one hand into her chalk bag, clapped it clean on the butt of her jeans. The slab was so steep that her cheek was up against the rock.

			He watched as she planted her pointer finger on the domino hold by her hip. Then she backed off.

			“Dude!”

			“Yeah?”

			“That’s a bad hold, dude.”

			“Tamma, there’s no other choice. It’s go, and maybe fall. Or stand there, and definitely fall.”

			“I just want to go home!”

			“You have to try, Tamma!”

			“I’m too scared, dude!”

			She planted her finger again on the domino hold. A centimeter deep. Four centimeters wide. She started bringing her right foot up to it, and then, once again, retreated to the stance at the dike. Put her face to the wall, making scared and miserable noises.

			“Commit or crater, slutcake.”

			“How’s the fall?’

			“Not good!”

			“I can’t do it!”

			“You can!”

			“Dan?”

			“Yes?”

			“If I die?”

			“Yeah?”

			“At the funeral? Like, during the speech? I want you to say I was the best lay you ever had.”

			“What?”

			“I don’t want people to think I died a virgin, dude.”

			“You are a virgin,” Dan said.

			“But it’s so embarrassing, Dan! I want people to think I lived a rad life of adventure and blossoming sexuality. A kind of slutty, swashbuckling pirate princess!”

			“Why?”

			“Just say I was better than Madison.”

			“What? At the funeral? Won’t it seem inappropriate and apropos of nothing?”

			“Nah, dude, it’ll be fine.”

			“But I barely know Madison, won’t she find that confusing? Won’t her mom be alarmed?”

			“I’m sure she’s amazing. She’s, like, the third hottest girl in school. Just stand at the head of the casket, weeping, and say, ‘Ah, Tamma. The best lay I ever had. Even better than Madison Van Der Meer.’ Then point her out in the crowd. So everyone can see how hot she is.”

			“Tamma, don’t make me do that!”

			“Promise me!”

			“I promise!”

			She began drawing her right foot up to the hold, hooking her leg around the back of her arm, aiming to share space with her fingertip in a hand-foot match. She was trembling all over, canting her hips, engaging every muscle. Then her left foot greased out from beneath her and she came cheesegrating down the slab, and at the last moment her foot snagged an edge and she flipped over backward. Dan reached up to catch her and she came on toward him headfirst, her hands extended in a backward somersault. She put her thumb into his eye and he twisted away with her thumb pad catching in the socket, bringing his chin down and reaching to catch her nonetheless, and she squirted out from his grasp and took a header into the dirt.

			She lay in the sand for a time and then rolled over and tried to prop herself up and then she puked and put her face right back down into it and lay breathing. Dan crouched beside her, not wanting to say anything, covering his eye with his hand. Then he let himself down into the sand, staring up at the stars with one eye, holding a hand over the other, unwilling and afraid to open it. She crawled over to him. Her face crusted with gravel.

			“I’m sorry, sorry, sorry,” she said. She started to cry, leaning over him, bracing her head with both hands, as if to hold it together at the temples.

			“I’m sorry,” Dan said. He spoke to the stars. Andromeda lay there above him, the chained daughter of Cassiopeia swathed across the starscape.

			“No it’s me.”

			“I should’ve caught you.”

			“I shouldn’t’ve fallen.”

			“It’s my job to catch you, Tams.”

			“It’s my job not to fall.”

			He could feel sludge beneath his fingers. He did not yet have the guts to lift his hand. Tamma was crying and snotting into the downy peach fuzz of her upper lip. Jupiter was enormously bright.

			“You okay?” he said.

			“I’m great,” she said.

			With a single effort he sat up and tore away his hand. He could see out of his injured eye. He began palming away a thick clear mucus. The world was strange, webbed and distorted, but it was there. She was crying but when she saw him, she lit with smirking amusement. Her lips worked delicately from crying to smirking and back to crying, her chin quivering, and she said, “Dude.”

			“Sorry.”

			“Your eye is gooing.”

			“I know.”

			“It’s glue-gunning.”

			“Yeah, I feel it.”

			“Your eye is doing just what I do when I think about Paisley Cuthers.”

			“She’s a person,” he said. “Not just a famous climber, she’s a real person, you can’t make those jokes.”

			“A real sexy person.”

			“Can I say something?”

			“I love how boldly she climbs.”

			“Tamma.”

			“She climbs like she can’t fall, you know? She throws for holds like she can’t miss. Like she’s never slipped. Never fucked up. Never been hurt. Never, ever fallen. Total self-belief.”

			“Tamma—”

			“But in interviews? She’s humble and kind of flustered. I like that too. On the wall: a bitch. On the mats: a damsel.”

			“Tamma,” he said, again.

			“Yeah?”

			“Can we be serious for a moment?”

			“Sorry, yes. Yes.”

			“I think you do lead a rad life.”

			“I think you lead a rad life,” she said. She fell on him and beat upon his breast with the heel of her hand.

			“You lead an amazing life,” he said. “It’s just not a life of adventure and blossoming sexuality.”

			“Not yet,” she said.

		

	
		
			Five

			When she came back into sight of her house she hunkered down, prized off her beanie, and beat it thoughtfully against her thigh. Dan stood beside her. It was a faded pink trailer built up with additions, encircled by collapsed privacy fencing, run-down outbuildings, a galvanized-steel water tank, dying cottonwoods. There was a chicken coop that had once held iguanas and an outhouse that now held filing cabinets, a fax machine, and a fish tank. The seventeenth of November. Several days after her fall. Her eye blacked, her face mottled green and blue. Dusk, with roadrunners stalking the banks. The girl in hoodie, barn coat, and borrowed redlines.

			“You want me to come in with you?”

			“Nah.”

			“You sure?”

			“Yeah, go on.”

			Dan stood for a beat. Then he turned and went crunching away through the blue dusk. Tamma seated her beanie and adjusted it a little side to side and spat and rose and crossed the yard and took the steps in a single bound and came in through the sliding glass doors. Kendra was at the microwave with a soup can. She said, “God fucking damnit, where have you been? Why can’t you come home ever, don’t you want to see your family for a change, can’t you answer your phone, which we pay for?, are you out there trying to kill yourself?, do you know how stupid and reckless and dumb that is?, don’t you remember we said we’d see your sister?, don’t you have any sense of other people?, or is it all just about Tamma?, is it all just Tamma in your head?, is your own snotty little self the only thing that means anything to you?” The microwave door stood open, the interior plastered with exploded gore, the light shining out upon her.

			Tamma came swaggering across the room, thinking, Shauna Coxsey, give me strength! and fell upon a chair, her mother shaking her head, decanting soup into a pyrex dish, helping it along with a spatula, rattling the utensil around in the can. “Well,” she said, “well, we’re gonna go and visit your sister, Sierra.”

			“Oh, Mom, whyyyyyyy?”

			“Because she has a little baby and needs help, is why.”

			Tamma turned around in her chair and looked at her mom’s boyfriend sitting on the couch with his feet up on a coffee table covered in beer cans.

			“Is he coming?” she said. His name was Hyrum. He hated to be called Hyrum. “Hyrum?” she said. “Is Hyrum coming? Hyrum, are you coming, Hyrum?”

			“Uh…yeah,” Hyrum said from the couch.

			“Does he have to?” Tamma said. “Hyrum, Hyrum, do you have to?”

			“Yeah,” Hyrum said. “Your sis needs our ahhhhh…support.”

			“Mom, where’s Colin?”

			“Your brother is getting dressed,” Kendra said, and started the microwave going. She stood square-on in the galley kitchen, her hands on her hips, the microwave humming as the tray revolved, the great and famous beauty of her high school, completely unlike her big-eared, snaggletoothed, acne-scarred daughter.

			“Great,” Tamma said.

			“Oh don’t say that,” Kendra said. “You love your sister. You love Sierra and you want to help.”

			“Is there anything to eat? Other than soup?” Tamma said.

			“Yeah,” Hyrum said. “Because ahhhhh…your mother loves you.”

			“Hyrum—thank you,” Tamma said. “Ahhhhh…hmmmmm, thank you for that, ahhhhh…Hyrum.”

			Kendra took a plate of grilled cheese sandwiches out of the oven, went back for the soup, and set that too in front of her daughter. The sandwiches were wonder bread and american cheese fried in margarine. She said, “Why do you do this to yourself? It hurts just to see you like this.”

			Tamma selected a sandwich. She ate with difficulty, dipping the sandwiches in soup until they were falling apart. Her jaw made creaking, ricekrispieish noises. Had ever since she was a little girl.

			“Where were you?”

			“Out with Dan.”

			“I hope you weren’t climbing.”

			“No, Mom, we were shooting black tar heroin.” A better idea occurred to her. “Oxy, Mom! We do oxy in shacks out in the desert! With Baphomet-worshiping Obama liberals! And Hillary Clinton! And Maynard James Keenan was there! He sang ‘The Humbling River’; and Bill Clinton was standing on a rock, in the middle of the desert, wearing an iridescent pantsuit, playing the saxophone solo in the beam of light cast down by a UFO, because aliens are real, Mom.”

			“That sounds like quite a party,” Hyrum said.

			Her mother sighed and came to the table, drew out a chair, sat down. Packed her cigarettes and lit one. Sat smoking, making a study of her daughter.

			“Tamma,” she said. “Whenever you’re out, I can barely breathe. When I think of the danger you put yourself in. It’s like a weight on me, baby girl. A weight right here.” She touched her breast with two fingers. “A suffocating weight that I can’t get out from under because you won’t listen.”

			Tamma was holding a half-eaten grilled cheese, staring at it, unwilling to look up.

			Kendra ashed into the glass tray. “Don’t eat all those sandwiches.”

			“Did other people not get any?”

			“No, it’s just you’ll get fat.”

			“Thanks, Mom. Wonderful.”

			“I’m just saying. You’re seventeen. If you can’t stay skinny now.”

			Tamma pitched her sandwich down onto the plate and frowned at it.

			Colin came down the hallway with his hair slicked to the side, wearing a baggy white collared shirt, acid-washed jeans with embroidered flourishes at the pockets, and white basketball shoes.

			“Great,” Kendra said. “Colin, can you move some stuff from the fridge to the car?”

			“Oh, Mom,” he said. “Can’t Tamma do it?”

			“Tamma’s changing,” Kendra said, with a glance at her daughter.

			Tamma rose and sauntered away down the hall.

			“Something pretty!” Kendra yelled after her. “Like a girl!”

			“I hate you!” Tamma yelled back.

			She tramped around her bedroom, throwing off her barn coat, pulling her shirt up over her head, raking through her drawers, clawing her hands down her cheeks. Soon she was hunched in the backseat of a ford taurus driving almost an hour to her sister’s place, her face buried into the seat back, her brother singing along to the Nickelback album All the Right Reasons. He knew every song. His voice was pretty good. He and Hyrum did a duet with the song “Rockstar.” Hyrum took the part that went, “I’ll have the quesadilla, haha.” Tamma breathed into the upholstery, trying, through pure force of will, to surrender herself to the sweet release of death.

			“Aren’t we gonna be there really late?” Colin said, at a break in the music.

			“Well somebody doesn’t answer their phone.”

			“I was out of service!” somebody screamed into the seat back.

			Her sister’s place was a green vinyl portable, fenced in chain link and razor wire. Kendra parked and popped the trunk and handed frozen casseroles to Tamma and Colin, who stood with their arms out, accepting them in attitudes of misery like the burghers of Calais.

			They waited at the gate, with the pit bulls snarling and throwing themselves against the chain link, and Brad kicked the door open and said, “Stupid fucking dogs! Shut up! Shut the fuck up! Goddamnit!” He beat back the dogs and latched them to an eyebolt set into a truck tire filled with concrete. “Dumb fucking dogs!” he said, coming to the gate and opening it. “You came late, didn’t you?”

			“Somebody didn’t answer her phone.”

			“Oh well the babies are all up now, aren’t they?”

			Everyone crowded into the living room, Tamma and Colin stacked chin high with casserole dishes. The baby monitor on the coffee table showed the ten-month-old, Samantha, wallowing around in her crib, screaming. They could hear her through the walls. And they could hear River, the newborn. Sierra’s five-year-old, Hunter, sat on the couch watching Critters and playing with his big toe through his ratty white athletic sock.

			“Jeepers that’s a shiner,” Brad said. “What’s the deal, Hyrum, are you entering her in cage fights?”

			“That girl couldn’t win a cage fight with a squirrel.”

			“How is the little rug muncher, anyway?”

			“Me?” Tamma said, wheeling around, looking for a place to set down the casserole dishes. The living room was newly laid ceramic tile strewn with drop cloths. The ceiling had been stripped to exposed insulation with white wiring tacked up among the joists. There were ladders and paint cans everywhere. “I mean—but—what I mean is—if I’m a rug muncher—I mean, you’re a rug muncher!”

			“Gross,” Brad said. “That’s disgusting.”

			“Tamma,” Kendra said. “What a horrible thing to say to someone!”

			Sierra came in from the other room holding River. She hissed, “Brad! Samantha is up!”

			“Right,” Brad said, and left.

			Tamma followed her sister into the kitchen. The linoleum had a large
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