
Chapter One

			Jessica Sterling waited for an older Winnebago the color of a coffee stain to chug uphill in the opposite direction before she pulled across the oncoming lane into the overlook’s parking lot. She took the first available spot, only a few spaces from the Dry Falls visitor center. She got out, leaving the Outback’s air-conditioned interior. It wasn’t necessary to lock her car which held a summer’s worth of belongings. A low rock wall a few feet away marked the edge of the canyon’s rim. 

			She gazed across the expanse, hands on her hips, duly impressed. The photos she’d seen while doing research didn’t do it justice. What stood before her in this rural, out-of-the-way, and relatively unknown area of Washington state was one of Earth’s finest marvels: the largest known waterfall to have ever graced the planet. However, the 400-foot-high falls that once rushed with a flow ten times that of all the rivers of the world combined now stood dry. The falls had once been five times as wide as Niagara Falls, and twice its height. Jess let her gaze roam across the plateau-like top and down nearly vertical walls to the slanted talus slopes. Deep blue plunge pools dotted the valley floor below, the spring-filled lakes reminiscent of what once cascaded over the edges at freeway speeds. 

			Far below, toward the southern part of the canyon, a verdant expanse caught her attention. She made out the long green fairways of a nine-hole golf course and her destination, the campground dotted with lush and vibrant non-native deciduous shade trees, obviously irrigated. The rest of the drab canyon consisted of parched ground dotted by low-lying, shrub-steppe vegetation. 

			The sun seared her back through her shirt. She walked toward plaques that explained the area’s history. Most of the information etched on the weather-worn plaques mirrored what she already knew, but she still had trouble imagining water flowing three hundred feet above her head, as one plaque described. She already stood on the rim of the canyon. That meant the floodwaters had been eight hundred feet deep. Jess couldn’t wrap her mind around the massive events that had created the area.

			She walked to the next plaque, newer than the previous plaques, and read with interest. It described how the state park had dedicated the overlook to a ranger and firefighter who had lost her life in a blaze a few years back. Jess read her birth date and realized the ranger had only been two years older than she was now. She’d been so young.

			“Tragic.” The deep voice came from behind her. 

			She turned to find a uniformed park ranger leaning against a handicapped parking sign watching her. He straightened and stepped over the curb, his six-foot-plus frame dwarfing her. He was good-looking, dark-haired and hazel-eyed, and everything about his body language told her he knew it. He invaded her space enough that she could smell his musky cologne and read his name badge: B. Rolland.

			“That was quite the fire. It’s too bad. She was a good ranger.” He rested his hands on his service belt and jutted his chest out. He seemed to be trying to be suave and charming, but he came off as smarmy and overconfident. She wasn’t fond of random conversations with strangers, especially when she felt like they wanted something, and she classified the beginning of this conversation into that category and took a step back. 

			After expressing her condolences, she managed to weather another four or five minutes of small talk involving the fire, the brave woman who had died fighting it, and his unabashed surprise that Jess planned to camp alone the entire summer. Upon hearing that tidbit of information, he introduced himself as Brett and suggested she join him and some friends at a party up near Steamboat Rock on Monday. He explained it was casual, a Memorial Day barbecue and some drinks with his friends, but he was “certain a pretty girl like her would enjoy herself.”

			With forced politeness, she declined twice and retreated to the safety and serenity of her Outback. Cranking the air conditioning to high, she watched him ignore all the other visitors sprinkled along the scenic vista’s edge as he ambled along to the visitor center. The cool air did nothing to dispel the unpleasant feeling he gave her. How many young female campers fell for the good-looking man in uniform’s act throughout a summer? She wasn’t going to be one of them, that was certain.

			❖

			As Clare snapped her firearm into its holster on her right hip, she mused about how long she’d been doing the same thing. A bit of quick math told her that the upcoming Memorial Day would mark her ninth anniversary of working as a commissioned law-enforcement officer and ranger at Sun Lakes-Dry Falls State Park. She broke the nine years into parts: three of those years had been educational, four of those years full of happiness, and two of those years…well, she forced herself not to think about those years. 

			How many times had she buttoned herself into a tan polyester shirt? How many times had she slid into the drab, olive-green tactical pants? How many months had she lugged around her nine-pound belt until its weight no longer felt like it hung on her, but rather became a part of her? She had to admit she enjoyed attaching her gold-plated name badge to her uniform each day. It gave her a sense of pride and accomplishment, even after all this time. Her passion for her job might be waning, but her sense of duty wasn’t. 

			Clare perched her sunglasses on her head and tucked stray hairs behind her ears. She wouldn’t need the sunglasses for a few more hours, but she’d forget them if they weren’t there. The sky outside the living room window showed hints of pinks and reds as she walked to the kitchen. She could reach anything in the tiny kitchen by standing between the two counters. She couldn’t complain though. The park provided her housing, and not paying a mortgage or rent allowed her to put most of her paycheck into savings. 

			She doctored the coffee she’d poured into her travel mug, dropped the spoon in the sink, unplugged the coffee maker, and glanced around as she took her first hit of sweet, liquid caffeine. The small living room and two bedrooms felt like home after all these years, but she expected the administration to assign her a roommate or offer her single quarters soon. While they’d been kind and understanding up until this point, she didn’t expect it would last much longer. Not after two years. She only used the second bedroom for storage anyway. It contained two bicycles, boxes of clothing that were more suitable for colder climates, and two suitcases despite the fact she couldn’t recall the last time she’d traveled. Living alone in the house felt comfortable, and the thought of living somewhere else or with someone else unsettled her. On the other hand, memories made in the house also upset her. Fate, or rather the administration, would have to play its hand, and she’d have to live with it.

			The activity would pick up in the park starting today. Memorial Day weekend marked the beginning of summer and was always one of their busiest times. She’d get little sleep over the next few days. Duties during her long shifts included safety issues like patrolling roads and waterways, dealing with legal and underage drinkers, trying to maintain the park’s quiet hours when the party atmosphere got a bit rowdy, and worst of all, dealing with registration. 

			Registration was one of her least favorite parts of the job. The ranger station’s booth was small and the fan that was supposed to keep the rangers cool was even smaller. With over 150 campsites, the lines could get long at times, both at the walk-up window and at the drive-up window. Campers got anxious and agitated having to wait in the heat, and she didn’t blame them. 

			She knew it would be a long and tedious day, and she already dreaded it, but she grabbed her phone, her coffee, and her keys, and took a glance in the mirror by the door. Lifeless eyes stared back. Would there again come a time when she could look in the mirror and recognize the woman she saw? She slammed the front door behind her and got in her white truck with its light bar on top for the short drive to the ranger station. 

			




Chapter Ten

			“I can’t believe your two weeks here are almost over. What am I supposed to do without my hiking and biking buddies?” Jess had been repeating her lament most of the day. 

			“Don’t forget drinking buddies.” Tim paused to take a swig of his nearby beer.

			She pouted. “You better promise to come back for Labor Day.”

			“We told you, we already paid for the site. We’re coming back. Tell Clare to reserve us the campsite next to you.” Ian crouched by the firepit building a fire, the first campfire the park had allowed them to have. Weather conditions had cooled off a bit, and no winds were forecast for the weekend.

			“I’m so glad you had your scissors. I needed a haircut so badly.” She felt the ends of her hair.

			“I don’t go anywhere without my scissors. Now hold still. I’m almost done.” Tim steadied her with hands on her shoulders.

			She did her best to remain motionless with her legs dangling off the end of the picnic table. Dark locks dotted the towel draped over her shoulders and the ground beneath her.

			“Don’t take too much off. I like it long.”

			Jess grinned, unable to see their visitor, but she recognized the sultry voice behind her. Goosebumps spread across her back and down her arms. Sensations even lower surprised her.

			“Nah, we’re almost done here.” Tim came around to the front of her and pulled a bit of hair from each temple together in front of her face, checking to see if the lengths matched. He removed the towel. “Looks good, Sterling. You’re free to go.” 

			Jess turned to see Clare in uniform, holding a clipboard. 

			Clare picked up a length of her hair, grazing her cheek. She let her fingers run to the ends before letting go. “Well, you look nice.” 

			Jess’s entire body warmed a good ten degrees from barely a brush on her cheek. Her face felt aflame. She mumbled some sort of thanks, her scalp still tingling on one side. She couldn’t drag her gaze away. Thankfully, Ian, who had started a small fire, saved her.

			“Are you done with work soon?” Ian took a few steps toward Clare. “You should join us when you’re off. We’re grilling some kebabs and playing cards tonight. It would be so much more fun with four people.”

			Clare seemed to mull over the decision, staring at the fire. She turned to Jess when she answered. “I think I could manage that. Sounds like fun.”

			“There may be some drinking involved, too.” Tim grinned and held up his beer.

			“I could stand to do some drinking. I don’t work tomorrow. I’m on duty until six. I’ll change and be over after that.” Clare lifted her clipboard as she backed toward the roadway. “I should finish.”

			“See you soon.” Jess waited until she’d walked away before she hissed at them. “What are you doing?”

			Ian took a few steps back from his roaring fire. “What? We’re trying to help you out. We only have one more day to play matchmaker. Not that it looks like you need it.” 

			“She was just being nice.” Or was she? Jess would be happy to be wrong.

			Ian batted his eyelashes and mimicked Clare playing with her hair. “Oh, Jess, you look so pretty!”

			She made a half-hearted attempt to smack away his hand. “You’re so bad. Is this what it’s like having brothers?” Secretly, she loved it.

			❖

			Clare answered Lyn’s call on the second ring but never had a chance to speak.

			“Mushroom demi-glace or bleu cheese crumbles?”

			“What are you talking about, Lynetta-Lyn?” 

			“Wow, I can’t even remember the last time you called me that. Someone’s in a good mood. I was calling to see what you’re doing. I’m craving steak. And toppings—all the toppings. I can’t decide between mushroom demi-glace or bleu cheese crumbles. Maybe I’ll get both.” Lyn finally stopped to inhale and gave Clare a chance to speak.

			“I just got home, and I’m about to take a shower, but—”

			“Let’s head into town for dinner. I’m going to be bad tonight and totally get a loaded baked pot—” 

			Clare stopped her. “Sorry, but I can’t tonight. I made plans.”

			“Oh.” 

			She could hear the surprise in Lyn’s voice. 

			“You don’t usually have plans.”

			“No, I don’t, but I’ve been invited to dinner.” A short silence followed.

			Lyn broke the awkward pause. “Is it a date?”

			“No. Some people asked if I wanted to join them for dinner and card games, and I said yes.”

			“Campers?” Derision dripped from the word.

			“Yes.” Clare wanted the questioning to end.

			“I can’t imagine what would entice you to want to hang out with campers. That’s not like you. It must have something to do with that girl.”

			“Yes, and two of her friends. And she’s a woman, for the record.” 

			“So, it’s serious then. You like her.” It was a statement, not a question.

			“It’s card games and grilled meat or something. It sounded like fun.” Clare felt bad that she could hear the exasperation in her voice, but she hated when Lyn was like this.

			“The Clare I know hasn’t been into having fun or doing much of anything, so it’s a bit strange to hear you making plans with people.” 

			“You should be happy for me. Don’t you think it’s time?”

			“I guess, but it’s weird. Anyway, have fun. I’ll talk to you later.”

			“Let’s go for steaks another—” Clare heard her end the call. She knew that it wouldn’t be the end of the conversation about Jess though. She’d been down this road before with Lyn. Since their college days, every time Clare dated someone, Lyn became frustrated, standoffish, and then learned enough about the woman to insult her or point out her flaws. 

			They’d once been so close. She didn’t know anyone else in her dorm that first day at college, and she and Lyn had hit it off. Their relationship first shifted when Clare began seriously dating a woman in her biology class. She saw a side of Lyn she hadn’t known was there. Now, all these years later, she knew Lyn was in love with her, but she didn’t know what to do. She worried that having a serious conversation about it might cause her to lose her best friend, and then where would she be? Her social circle might not even be considered a circle anymore. 

			Despite her flaws, Lyn meant the world to her. She was hilarious, always making Clare laugh with her dry humor. She’d slip in allusions to personal jokes over the radio, sometimes making Clare laugh out loud in her truck. Lyn was spontaneous, the exact opposite of Clare. She had no issue with showing up at any hour with some intrepid plan for having a bit of fun. Socially, she was boisterous and rambunctious, as if the seriousness of her role as dispatcher forced her to release her joyful side like a pressure valve on her off days. She pulled Clare out of her comfort zone with delight. Clare usually protested, then relented, then admitted to having fun in the end. Oh, the stories Clare could tell… She and Lyn had amassed quite the repertoire of hijinks in the years they’d been friends. Furthermore, when Clare needed a shoulder to cry on, Lyn was her rock. Could she risk throwing all that away?

			Unrequited love was cruel and heartless. She’d been in Lyn’s position before. Yet, she hadn’t had to see the woman every day and interact with her at every turn. Eventually, the feelings dissipated with distance and time. Lyn had neither on her side. Selfishly, Clare didn’t want to give up her friend either.

			❖

			Jess could no longer see the sun over the cliffs of the canyon, and the campground had started to hum with evening activity. Ian fed more wood into the fire. She contributed her box of firewood and her s’mores supplies to the evening. She offered to go on a beer run, but Ian said he’d been to the store earlier and insisted they had enough. She shuffled a deck of cards and sipped her beer while he stoked the fire and Tim threaded chunks of sausages and vegetables onto skewers. 

			She saw Clare walking toward their campsites from the direction of the ranger station. She seemed a bit lost without her flashlight, her hands stuffed in her pockets, her eyes on her black Chuck Taylors. She made a simple T-shirt and jeans look classy. She wore her hair down with one side tucked behind her ear, and the wavy curls bounced with each step. Without her uniform, she appeared less confident, more vulnerable, and more human. The butterflies in Jess’s stomach began their Cirque du Soleil routine right on schedule. 

			Clare looked toward the campsite, flipping her hair from her face with a toss of her head. She found Jess, a smile crossing her face as she did. Jess stayed seated until she came closer, neither of them breaking eye contact. As she approached, Jess set the cards on the table and stood.

			“Hi.” Jess met her about fifteen feet from where Tim and Ian were busy arguing about whether to cook the kebabs over the fire or on the grill. She wanted to hug Clare in greeting, but the most physical they’d ever been with each other was a hand on the arm. Plus, Clare’s hands still were buried in her pockets. 

			“Hi, you,” Clare said playfully. “Miss me?”

			She grinned. “Absolutely.” It had been less than two hours, but she had. “Can I get you something to drink? Ian has a couple of kinds of beers and some cider.”

			“Hey, Clare.” Tim looked up from the marinade he was whisking with a fork. “Glad you could join us.”

			“What do you want to drink?” Ian stood over the cooler.

			With a beer in hand, Clare grabbed a camp chair and pulled it close to her. They watched Ian, who couldn’t leave the fire alone. Tim gave him orders to move the flames to one side so they could grill over the campfire’s embers, and he was happy to oblige. He joked about being a self-proclaimed pyro.

			Jess was going to miss them. Maybe she’d introduce them to a couple of her friends. She knew a few single women from Portland. It was nice to think she’d developed the kind of friendship that would continue even after they left. She had an inkling that she was about to lose most of her friends once she officially cut ties with Jackson. Molly would always be her best friend, but she was busy with her new job, and they didn’t see each other as much as when they were undergrads. It would be nice to have a few new friends. The thought comforted her.

			“Do they leave soon?” Clare turned her gaze from the guys to her.

			It was like she’d read her mind. “Yeah, tomorrow. I’m going to miss them.” Jess couldn’t hide the disappointment in her voice. 

			“You’ll have new neighbors tomorrow night. I’m sure you’ll like them, too.”

			“Not like these guys.” She watched them interact with each other as they contemplated the best grill arrangement. “They feel like brothers I never had. I can’t explain it, but somehow, I know we’ll stay friends after this summer.”

			Clare reached over and held her hand. “I’ll still be here. At least you’ll know someone.” She gave her hand a quick squeeze before letting go. “Now, I seem to recall you promising to show me your rock collection.”

			Jess’s mouth hung open. “Are you serious? I assume you’re just being nice. You don’t have to.”

			“I know I don’t. I want to see it.” Clare looked at her expectantly.

			Genuinely surprised, Jess walked to her car with its GEOGRRL license plate, opened the passenger door, and reached under the seat. She came back carrying a thin wooden box. She opened it up and displayed its contents. Small rocks occupied each little square compartment. 

			Clare inspected the box. “I don’t see any fossils in here.” 

			“Oh, please. The fossils are in a separate box.”

			Clare laughed. “What is this one?” She picked up a purplish rock that looked like dozens of tiny spheres glued together.

			“That’s purple grape agate crystal. It’s found in Indonesia.” 

			Clare’s fingers traversed the surface like she was memorizing each little protrusion. If Clare were to touch her, would she touch her the same way she touched the rock—delicately, with purpose? Jess shivered. It wasn’t cold.

			“It’s beautiful.” 

			Ian hadn’t left enough embers to cook the kebabs, so they made culinary adjustments over at the fire pit, occasionally glancing at her and Clare.

			Clare pointed to another rock. “And this one?” 

			Jess handed it to her. She caressed the rock’s speckled black and blue surface with her fingertip. 

			“That one is indigo blue covellite in copper ore from Butte, Montana.” 

			She gave it back, her fingers brushing Jess’s palm. They were soft and delicate.

			“Where did you get this one?” 

			“That’s from Sparta, Illinois. It’s called a pyrite sun.” 

			Clare hefted the golden disk. “It’s heavy. Did you find it while visiting there?” 

			“No, my dad got me interested in rocks. He traveled a lot for work. He would always come home and reach into his pocket with a twinkle in his eye. He never failed to bring home a special rock for me. Most of my rock collection is from him.” She pushed away the sense of melancholy that rose with the memory. How strange that mere possessions could conjure up such conflicting feelings. This wasn’t the time for it.

			“What a sweet story.” Clare looked at her with a kind smile before picking up another rock. “What is this?” She held a spherical rock. One side had broken away to expose a similar rock inside, like a core.

			“That’s called a concretion. That one’s from Croatia.” 

			Clare asked a few more questions and examined each rock, ending with one of Jess’s favorites, the pink rhodochrosite. As Jess latched the box, to her surprise, Clare leaned over and quickly pressed her lips to her temple.

			“Thank you for sharing that with me,” she whispered.

			At that moment, Jess only knew two things. Whatever she felt, she’d never felt before, and if she could bottle the feeling, she’d be the richest person on Earth.

			❖

			Darkness fell. Empty beer cans and bottles had accumulated at one end of the table. The dinner dishes soaked in a large pan on the grill. The laughter accompanying alcohol and pleasant company had increased through the night. Jess brought over her hanging lamp and lit the card game spread out on the tablecloth. They traded bare arms and sunscreen for long sleeves and bug spray. Clare reluctantly accepted Jess’s threadbare Nirvana sweatshirt that had been her dad’s as the desert night cooled. Ian kept the fire stoked, and they enjoyed the crackling warmth as they finished another game of hearts. Clare had a competitive streak that surprised Jess. She was a risk-taker and shot the moon, saddling them each with twenty-six points. 

			Clare seemed to like Tim and Ian, and they, in turn, appeared to like her. It mattered to Jess that her friends liked Clare, even if she’d only been friends with them for a brief time. Ian even joked about whether Clare was going to make him move his tent again before dinner. 

			Clare had a quick retort ready. “I’m happy you followed my excellent advice, unlike someone else I know.” She followed that up by leaning into Jess and nudging her with her shoulder. When their eyes met, they shared a small smile. Clare remained close, their arms touching, and didn’t lean away.

			Clare won the final card game, the score being too lopsided for the rest of them to have a chance. They moved to sit by the fire. Again, she took the chair beside Jess. Tim handed out the necessities to make s’mores. 

			“Here.” Clare threaded a marshmallow on the metal rod Jess had resting across her thighs. 

			Jess unwrapped the candy bar. She snapped off a chunk and laid it on top of Clare’s graham cracker. 

			“Who makes s’mores with Cookies ’n’ Creme?” Clare looked aghast. 

			“I do. They’re amazing.” She raised her chin in defense.

			“No, I don’t believe it. I’m a purist. You’re supposed to use milk chocolate to make s’mores.” Clare looked at her like she’d tried to sell Henry Ford a Honda.

			“You’re going to love it. I promise.”

			Ian chimed in. “I’m skeptical, too, but I’m willing to give it a try.”

			“I’m not worried. I’ll eat anything.” Tim grinned.

			Clare narrowed her eyes. “Fine.”

			Jess watched her roast two marshmallows over dying embers. They toasted to a puffy, golden brown before she pulled them off and placed them on her cookie sandwich. 

			Jess never could roast a marshmallow without it catching on fire. She torched the first one to a black crisp on one side and ended up sacrificing it to the campfire. Her second attempt didn’t fare much better. She blew it out when it flamed. Clare took over.

			“This is a good spot. It’s not too hot.” She took Jess’s hand and pulled her closer. She positioned the marshmallow over the same embers she’d used. 

			Her forearm rested on Clare’s knee, and she was so close she could smell her hair, a combination of something floral mixed with woodsmoke. 

			“Turn it like this, so all the sides get equal heat.” 

			Their hands touched. Their bodies touched. Additional heat wasn’t necessary.

			Clare took a dainty bite of her s’more. “You’re right, this isn’t bad at all. I have to admit, I’m surprised.”

			She smiled. Clare’s approval on any matter would have made her happy. With marshmallow roasted, she moved back into her own space with reluctance. She devoured her s’more as she watched Tim roast his marshmallow until golden, pull off the caramelized shell, pop it into his mouth, and roast the remnants again.

			Something caught her attention in a stand of trees in the darkness. She tried to focus on a shape behind one of the trunks, but the light from the campfire made it difficult. She was sure she’d seen movement. It looked like someone watched them from a distance. She shivered. It was probably a curious camper. 

			Clare laughed at something Ian said. Jess couldn’t help but admire the pretty crinkles at the corners of her eyes that only appeared with the rich tones of her laughter. The moment made Jess smile and a pleasant warmth poured through her. When she glanced back at the trees, she couldn’t pick out the figure she’d seen before. Perhaps she’d imagined it.

			
			




Chapter Eleven

			It had only been a few days since they’d left, but Jess felt lost without Ian and Tim. She missed the invitations for impromptu hikes or dips in the lake. She missed Ian’s cooking and Tim’s jokes. She missed having someone she could talk to about Clare. She should have been used to having no one to talk to, given her pretty solitary existence back home. It’s not like Jackson ever wanted to have a real discussion. It had been nice to get close to people for once without worrying whether or not they were going to leave her. She missed them, and technically they’d left, but it didn’t feel like a permanent loss, the kind to which she’d become accustomed. Life had taught her that people she loved didn’t always stick around, so she tended to hang on a little too tight. This felt different, even if their absence created a hole in her summer. Maybe she was changing.

			The couple from Pasco who moved into their old campsite had been cordial, but they told her in their first conversation that they’d been married the month before. They fawned over one another and stayed to themselves.

			That suited her fine. She was here for a purpose, and she needed to work on the research for her thesis. She rose with the sun and worked until lunchtime or until the temperatures became too unbearable. In the afternoons and early evenings, she liked to take her laptop to the lake, find a nice picnic table or spot in the shade, upload photos, compile her data and notes, and write. She started to tan, despite her continual use of sunscreen.

			She spent the morning surveying the escarpment below the visitor center. The ridge caught the full morning sun, and she covered a decent amount of ground as she examined and classified the area above the talus slope. Now used to the terrain, she felt as sure-footed as a mountain goat. Soon, her keen eyes paid off. Right before noon, she spotted a pair of fossilized ostracods, an aquatic species that was a significant index fossil in biostratigraphy. It had a short lifespan and had been widespread, thus limiting the time in which it could be found in the sediment. 

			Riding her wave of elation back to the campground, she found her good mood short-lived when she discovered the inverter that she’d been using to charge her laptop via her car’s cigarette lighter had stopped working. Without her laptop, she couldn’t do anything. She needed to find a solution, fast.

			She walked toward the ranger station, hoping Clare would be working. From the roadway, she could see a white truck parked beside the building. Carrying her laptop under her arm, she climbed the steps to the office. The door stood open, and Clare sat at a desk looking at a monitor. 

			“Hi. Can I come in?” Her heartbeats skittered like deer. Would her heightened physiological functions every time she saw Clare cease anytime soon? She couldn’t recall ever being so aware of her body, her breathing, and her heart rate.

			“Of course.” Clare pushed her chair back from the desk. “This is a surprise.”

			“I have a fav—Oh! I’m sorry to interrupt.” An auburn-haired woman wearing a uniform that matched Clare’s minus her service belt was sitting on a corner of the second desk. 

			“Jess, this is Lynette Weber. We go way back. We’ve been friends since college, and she’s also one of our dispatchers. Lyn, this is Jess. She’s the one I told you about who’s working on her thesis.”

			Jess extended her hand. 

			Lyn shook it and gave her a polite smile. “Nice to finally meet you.”

			Her voice. Why did she know her voice? Then everything clicked into place. It was Lyn whom Brett had been talking to in the store. Thrown by the knowledge, she stood tongue-tied until Clare spoke. 

			“You needed something?”

			“Yes.” She recovered and held out her laptop. “The inverter I’ve been using to charge my laptop from my car isn’t working. Could I plug it in here for an hour or two to charge? I’ll order a new one and see if I can have it delivered in the next couple of days.”

			“Sure. Do you want me to bring it to you when it’s done?” Clare took the laptop and charger.

			“If it’s no trouble. I can come back and get it when I see the office is open again if that’s more convenient.”

			Lyn had yet to move or say anything since the introduction. She simply watched their exchange.

			“It’s no trouble at all.” Clare smiled. “I can bring—” 

			The radio came to life. “All units, this is Dispatch. Over.”

			Clare keyed her mic. “Dispatch, this is Papa Romeo 645 at the Sierra Lima station. Over.”

			A male voice responded. “Dispatch, this is Papa Romeo 699 at the south end of Papa Lima. Over.” 

			“All units, this is Dispatch. Report of brush fire north of lookout. The fire department is on its way. Over.” 

			Clare jumped up and left the laptop and charger on the desk. She grabbed her keys and spoke into the mic on her shoulder. “Dispatch, this is Papa Romeo 645. Copy. On my way. Over.”

			“Papa Romeo 645, Dispatch. Roger. Out.”

			The male ranger responded as well. 

			“Sorry.” She pushed past Jess and jumped in her truck. Before Jess knew what was happening, she peeled out, sending gravel flying.

			“Don’t expect to have a campfire tonight. The restrictions will go back into effect.”

			Turning back toward Lyn, Jess nodded solemnly. “That makes sense.”

			Lyn hopped off the desk and picked up the laptop. “She does that, you know.” She attached the cable and plugged it in behind Clare’s desk. “She’s always the first one on the scene of any little fire. It doesn’t matter what she’s doing, working or not working.”

			Jess nodded again, getting the feeling she was being told something a little too subtle for her to pick up. The reception she’d received from Lyn felt cool, but maybe she’d misinterpreted it. The overheard conversation in the store still echoed in her head. Was Lyn jealous of her, or was she reading too much into the situation?

			“I’ll lock the office when I leave. She’ll see it on her desk later.” Just like that, Lyn dismissed her. 

			With a quick thanks, Jess left. Unable to work, she made a trip to the general store to stock up on a few supplies. When she came out of the store, she smelled smoke in the air but couldn’t see anything. When she returned to her campsite, she made a turkey and cheddar sandwich before digging around in her dirty clothes duffel. She found the paperback mystery she was looking for stashed in one of its pockets. Laundry needed to be done sooner rather than later. The small resort near the general store had coin-operated washers and dryers. She’d need to find her way there one of these days.

			She pulled her camp chairs into the small bit of shade at her campsite. She settled into one and propped her feet up on the other. Forty-five minutes later and three chapters in, she was deeply involved in her book when someone parked in front of her campsite. A surge of excitement rushed through her when Clare got out.

			Clare was wearing the same uniform she’d worn earlier, but it was now filthy. Dirt and soot covered her from head to toe, and dark smudges marred her cheek and forehead. She carried the laptop. 

			“Is everything okay?” Jess put her feet back on the ground, dusted off the other chair, and turned it around, motioning for her to sit. 

			“Yeah, it was a brush fire probably caused by a cigarette butt. People don’t realize how dry all this vegetation is.” Clare flopped in the chair and handed her the laptop. “It’s all charged up. I’m sorry I ran out earlier.”

			“It was a fire. I understand. Thanks so much. I can’t do anything without it. Speaking of which, I can order a new inverter, but I realized I don’t have an address to have it delivered.” She raised a shoulder, let it fall, and smiled. “Do you think I could have it sent to you at the ranger station?”

			“Hmm. No, only because we don’t get any mail delivered there. Have it sent to my house. I’ll bring it to you as soon as it arrives.”

			“That’s nice of you. Thanks.” She jumped up to get a piece of paper and pen on which Clare could write her address. “Can I get you something to drink? I know you’re working, but I have water and iced tea.”

			“An iced tea would be lovely.” 

			She could feel Clare’s eyes on her as she moved around the campsite. She prayed that no emergencies would come across the radio for at least a few minutes.

			Clare pushed the hair from her face and tucked it behind her ears. She cleared her throat. “Speaking of my address, I was wondering if you might like to come over tonight for a glass of wine.”

			The unexpected question caught her by surprise. Ice caps melted and formed anew before she could manage a response. She pulled herself together and gave Clare a shy smile. “I’d love to.”

			“Good.” Clare smiled back. “Here. Give me your phone number, and I’ll text you when I’m ready. I’m going to need to shower first.” She motioned to her filthy clothes. 

			Jess typed her name and number into Clare’s phone.

			Clare capped her tea and stood. “So, what kind of wine do you like?” 

			Jess hesitated, looking up at her. “I don’t like wine, but that’s okay.” She shrugged and flashed an unabashed grin. “I didn’t say yes because of the wine.”

			Clare opened her mouth as if to respond, then closed it and smiled. She tipped her drink in thanks and walked to her truck. 

			Jess ballooned with satisfaction as she watched her drive away.

			❖

			Clare wrapped her body in one towel and her hair in another before she picked up her phone. Why did she feel so impatient? She sent a quick text to Jess.

			Just showered. Come on over. Remember where?

			The response came back promptly.

			Yes

			She examined her refrigerator. The best she could manage was some cheese and crackers and some green grapes. It would have to do. At least she’d picked up some beer for Jess at the store on her way home. Ever since the charming I’d love to, she couldn’t concentrate on anything besides seeing her again.

			She pulled on some capri pants and a sleeveless, cornflower-blue shirt. She tossed the wet towels and her smoky clothing in the hamper, pulled up her comforter in a meager attempt at making her bed, and ran her fingers through her wet hair. In a rare and unusual move, she turned off her work radio. Tonight, she looked forward to spending time with Jess, and constant interruptions were the last thing she wanted. 

			The doorbell rang. She took a deep breath and opened the door. Jess, who always wore hiking boots and T-shirts or tank tops, was standing on her doorstep in a green and white spaghetti strap sundress that fell to the tops of her knees. The color of the dress made her eyes even more vibrant. Clare’s breath caught in her chest.

			“Oh, wow. You look lovely.” She hadn’t anticipated that Jess might change her clothes.

			Jess smiled and tilted her head. “You look…cleaner. But you look nice, too.” 

			She chuckled and ran her fingers through her wet hair. Jess’s humor put her at ease. “Come in.”

			Jess closed the door behind her. She scanned the living room.

			“Make yourself comfortable. I bought the beer you like. Can I pour you one?”

			“I’m sorry.” Jess hung her head. “Wine would have been fine. You didn’t have to buy me beer.”

			“I wanted to.” She squeezed her arm before stepping into the kitchen to get their drinks. 

			Jess wandered over to her bookshelf to look at the books and knick-knacks, then stopped in front of the painting over the couch. “This is interesting. It’s so unusual.”

			The artist had painted the scene looking toward Dry Falls and had chosen to push the color of the rocks toward the pinkish end of the spectrum and the color of the sagebrush toward a cool green. While the artist drew the scene with lifelike accuracy, the color choices were too vibrant, too garish.

			“I’ve had it for many years.” Clare poured the beer into a cold glass. She hoped Jess would move on. 

			She didn’t. Jess leaned even closer to the painting and tried to read the artist’s signature. “Is that someone famous?”

			“No.” Clare offered her the beer. 

			To her relief, the drink distracted her. Jess looked at her instead.

			“Thank you.” She sipped from her frosty glass. “Fancy. I don’t think I’ve had anything to drink that hasn’t come from a can or bottle in weeks.” She wore her hair down, something she rarely did. The ends barely danced on her shoulders.

			“My duty schedule is so random that I forget normal people eat at normal times.” Clare motioned toward the counter. “I can’t offer you a decent meal, but I have a cheese plate if you’re hungry.”

			“That sounds great.” Jess came closer and popped a grape in her mouth. “I wasn’t expecting dinner.”

			“Let’s take it out back.” Clare picked up her pint of beer and the plate of cheese and crackers. “Can you get the door?”

			Her backyard consisted of the expanse of lawn between the back of her house and the talus slope of the cliff behind it. It was unfenced, but she kept it neatly mowed. It had a barbeque grill, a table and chairs, and a gliding swing with a yellow and blue awning. A low wicker table with a glass top stood in front of the swing. She set the cheese tray on the table and patted the seat on the glider beside her. “Join me.”

			The sun’s rays no longer reached the canyon, but the air remained warm and pleasant. Jess took a seat beside her and kicked off her sandals. Clare moved the cheese and crackers between them and pushed off with her foot on the edge of the table, sending the glider swinging.

			“So, tell me. Have you discovered anything exciting?” Clare placed a piece of cheddar on top of a multi-grain cracker and took a bite. 

			“In life, or work?” Jess’s eyes glinted.

			Amused, Clare couldn’t help but chuckle. “Let’s say work.”

			“Yes, I have. I found a pair of ostracods. They’re an aquatic species.” Jess tossed another grape into her mouth.

			Clare knew she was probably ecstatic but had tempered her excitement. “I’m so happy for you. You must have good eyes. Did you find them separately or together?”

			“Together.” Jess fixed a cracker. “It’s not all about finding fossils though. Most of my research is about documenting the strata itself. Fossils are a fun bonus.”

			She used the time while Jess chewed to find the confidence to ask the question that had been making her anxious. “So, Jess…” 

			“Hmm?” She took a drink of beer and waited. 

			“I have Sunday off. I was wondering if you’d like to spend the day with me. I know of a fossil in the area and thought we could see it together. I could show you parts of the canyon you might not have had time to visit. Would that interest you?” The timid question sounded nothing like what she’d rehearsed. Damnit. She ran her finger around the top of her pint glass to steady her nerves.

			Jess took her time with her answer. “Did you find out about this fossil when you worked at the visitor center?”

			“Yes.” The question surprised her.

			“So, Sunday would be like a tour because you know the area well?” She sounded cautious, unsure.

			Her mind raced, unsure where Jess was going. “I guess so.” Clare had the horrible feeling she’d done something wrong.

			Jess looked dejected. “Oh.” She laughed self-consciously, despite the smile not reaching her eyes. Rosy splotches bloomed on her chest. “I thought you were asking me on a date.” 

			The swing stopped.

			Clare’s mind reeled, and she quickly tried to steer things back on course. Out of habit, she tucked her hair behind her ear and took a deep breath. She met Jess’s gaze, and her smile came naturally. “I would like to spend Sunday with you, on a date, if you would like that.”

			It took a moment before her words launched a radiant smile on Jess’s face.

			“I would like that very much.” The register of her voice had dropped, but her excitement was palpable. Her eyebrows arched, and her eyes shined bright. “What kind of fossil is it?” 

			“It’s a surprise.” Clare scrunched her eyes. “Now, no more fossil questions.” She pushed her foot against the table, and they swayed back and forth, life in motion once more. 

			The night air felt warm and inviting, the kind of night that should be spent outdoors. Purple skies faded to a jet-black backdrop strewn with pin-pricked stars. The moon had yet to rise, and she loved how inky dark the night could be. She could barely make out her house, helped only by its pale color. If her satisfaction resulting from Jess saying yes could put off light, she’d glow in the dark.

			They talked on the swing for hours. Between them, they finished a six-pack of beer. Their conversation touched on foods, music, and books they liked, among other things. 

			“Why do you say Papa Romeo 645 when you’re on your radio?” Jess had tucked her legs beneath her on the swing. Her empty glass sat on the table. She leaned on her arm that rested on the back of the glider.

			“That’s my call sign. PR 645. I’m Park Ranger 645. We use a phonetic alphabet, so the word we use for P is Papa and for R, Romeo.”

			“I wondered why it was Romeo. I heard the guy on the radio say the same thing.”

			“Yes, sometimes you’ll hear Charlie Delta for Camp Delany, Delta Lima for Deep Lake, Papa Lima for—”

			“Park Lake?” Jess grinned.

			“Yes.” She chuckled. “Now you know our code.”

			Jess used her feet to feel around for her sandals. “I should get back. This was nice. Thank you for inviting me over.”

			“Early day?” Clare stopped the swing. 

			“Honestly?” A tipsy giggle escaped her. “I need to get up early to make sure I do some laundry at the resort. This was the last clean thing I had to wear.”

			“I like it.” Clare reached out and felt the fabric, her fingers brushing Jess’s thigh. “The color brings out your eyes.” She heard Jess’s breath hitch. “Come with me.”

			Clare moved as if she had night vision, her eyes accustomed to years of night shifts. Jess, blind in the darkness, struggled to follow. Clare flicked on the porch light. Jess caught up and stepped inside. 

			Closing the back door, Clare pointed behind it to a small alcove where a washer and dryer stood. “Come over and use mine tomorrow. Make yourself comfortable. I’ll leave the door unlocked. My shift starts at six.”

			“That’s only a few hours from now. I need to let you sleep.” Jess opened the back door.

			“So, you’ll do your laundry here then?”

			Jess bit her lip and smiled. “Yes, thank you. You’re sure you don’t mind me being here?”

			“Not at all. Make yourself at home. Feel free to watch TV, read, nap, or work. Is that all you brought with you?” Clare nodded toward her phone. 

			“Yes.”

			“I’ll walk you back.”

			“No, you need to sleep. It only took me a few minutes to walk over here.”

			Clare appreciated her consideration, but she already had her Maglite in her hand. “Good. It will only take me a few minutes to walk you back.”

			Jess offered a compromise. “You can walk me to the ranger station. I can see my tent from there.”

			“I know you can.” She flashed her a mischievous grin. “Fine. Ready?”

			They walked around the house, along the driveway, and into the middle of the road. Clare had yet to turn on her flashlight. 

			Jess walked beside her and brushed her arm every few steps. “Is this safe?” She turned around and looked down the two-way road behind them that was nothing but a wall of blackness.

			“The gates are locked. There won’t be any vehicles on this road for a while. Patrol has already covered this portion.” 

			“How do you see where you’re going?” Jess held out her hands in front of her. “All I can see are the stars. I’m scared I’m going to run into something.” 

			“I won’t let you.” 

			She took Jess’s hand. It was warm and soft, and instead of simply holding her hand, Jess threaded their fingers together. An unexpected wave of emotion washed over her. It made her breathing quicken despite their leisurely pace.

			Frogs croaked by the hundreds as they walked past tiny Mirror Lake. Crickets sang by the thousands. Jess stopped and looked up at the millions of stars above them.

			“What is it?” 

			Jess seemed reticent but eventually spoke. “Doesn’t it feel like we’re the only two people on Earth?” The darkness held her whispered words like a precious secret. 

			Clare stepped closer. Buoyed by the alcohol and the ambiance, she reached out and touched Jess’s cheek and then her jaw before cupping the nape of her neck. She could feel Jess’s warm breath, her soft skin, her silky hair caught in her fingers. Her intentions surely were clear by now. Jess

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			



OEBPS/Images/FireWaterRock.jpg





