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I was passed out on my bed fully clothed from the night before, when I heard my phone ringing from the other room. I had half a mind to just let it go straight to voicemail; I was exhausted from working a double shift the night before. My body was sore, my legs felt like lead. But the ringing phone was relentless. As I lay there listening to it, I knew I couldn’t ignore it any longer. Yawning, I sat up, and shuffled out of my bedroom. 

It was Jeanine, my best friend of four years. I held the pink phone up to my ear, and sat down on the couch. 

“Jeanine,” I said, still groggy. “Do you have any idea what time it is?” 

“Oh, good. You’re awake!” She said, her voice bubbly. “Listen – I’m going out to do a bit of rock climbing with some friends. Do you want to join us? You have a day off today, right?”

“I do, but I don’t want to go with you,” I said, rubbing the sleep out of my eyes. “I’m going back to bed.”

Jeanine laughed. “I know you’re not a morning person, but seriously – you need to come with us. I want you to meet my new boyfriend. Jerry is so amazing,” she gushed. “He’s so gorgeous. You just have to meet him. I’m on my way to pick you up. If I find you’ve gone back to bed, I will personally drag you out.”

I had to roll my eyes at her statement; we both knew she would be true to her word. Jeanine was nearly a foot taller than me, and spent the majority of her days off at the gym. She was strong, something which I envied. Though to be fair, I preferred watching Netflix, and eating pecan ice cream, than getting all sweaty and gross for hours on end. I was slightly pudgy, and non-athletic, but I only had myself to blame. The gym was totally not my scene.

“I’ll be in the parking lot in five minutes –with coffee,” She said. “You’d better get your ass out here, Hilary.”

“I’ll be right down,” I said, grudgingly. 

Did I want to spend my only day off hiking through the sweltering woods, and climbing sheer rock walls? No. I wanted to sleep, and catch up on my shows, while downing energy drinks. Well, the plus side would be that I’d get to hang out with Jeanine, and finally get to meet this mysterious Jerry (who I’ve heard so much about these past few weeks). 

I slumped down in the passenger seat, my hoody pulled up over my messy hair. It was too early to sing to Lady Gaga, dancing along to the music like Jeanine was. I don’t know where she found the energy at six o’clock in the morning; I could barely move. My muscles were stiff, and my body ached and creaked like nobody’s business.

“This is going to be such a great day!” She said, grinning. “Don’t you think so?”

“Mmm,” I agreed, though half-heartedly. I rested my head against the cool glass, staring at the rose-tinted sky. The sun would be coming up in a few minutes. I listened to Jeanine talk, her words flowing right past me. I couldn’t concentrate on much; I sipped the scalding coffee, the drink warming my insides. By the time we arrived at the lake, the sun was shining brightly, and I was wide awake. 

“This is going to be epic,” Jeanine told me, grinning, as she pulled into the parking lot. “You’ll love rock climbing, Hilary. I swear, the rush of adrenaline is just amazing. I can’t wait to get out there.”

Jerry was waiting for us in the parking lot when we pulled up, leaning against his red Prius. He gave us a wave, before unlocking his trunk to take out the heavy bag of rope, climbing shoes, and harnesses. 

“Hilary, meet Jerry,” Jeanine said. “Jerry, this is my good friend, Hilary Banks. She’s never been rock-climbing, so we’ll need to go a bit easy on her, okay?” Jeanine said. “Beginner levels, alright? Don’t want to push her too hard.”

Jerry ran a hand through his thick, black hair. “Alright,” He said, giving me a Cheshire cat grin. His eyes roamed over my body, taking in my jeans, and hoody. “You’re climbing in that outfit?” He asked, surprised. “Y’know, the hike is a bit . . . treacherous.”

“Sorry,” I said. “I didn’t know what to wear. Jeanine picked me up, and we drove straight over to the lake.”

“It’s fine – never mind. We need to start hiking. The rocks are about an hour away,” He said, hefting the bag onto his shoulders. “Let’s go.”
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We hiked for what seemed like forever; the thick branches pulling at my hoody, and my long hair. Twice, I nearly tripped on a tree root. The path was wide at first, but as we ventured farther into the woods, it narrowed into a game trail. Twisting and turning through the moss-covered rocks, ferns, and large uprooted trees, the hike was relentless.

Finally, I had to stop. I put one hand out against the gnarled bark, my breath coming out in a wheeze. I could barely breathe, much to my embarrassment. Jeanine and Jerry seemed to have no problem climbing up the steep path.

“Sorry – Just – gotta take – a break,” I said, panting. I was covered in a thin sheen of sweat; my hair was plastered to my forehead in the humid air. 

“Want some water, sweetie?” Jeanine asked, uncapping her canteen. She handed it to me, and watched as I greedily sucked back. 

“Thanks,” I said, handing it back to her. The water felt great on my parched throat. I sat down on a mossy stump, and stared up at the canopy of emerald leaves. I could just see the sunlight peeking through in a few places. I smiled, enjoying the view.

“Ready to go?”Jerry asked. I nodded, getting to my feet. When we finally reached the rocks, he dumped out his backpack on the ground, and sifted through it. 

“Alright, who’s up first?” He asked, looking from Jeanine to me. 

I hesitated. I hadn’t really known what to expect. I’d seen rock climbing on TV, of course, so I had some idea of how it all worked. But staring up at the sheer rock, with barely any visible holds? Totally different story. 

“Umm . . .” I said, biting my lip anxiously. “Can I go second?” I asked. “I’d feel much more comfortable after seeing Jeanine climb.”

She nodded, brusquely. “Of course!” Jeanine knelt down and removed her shoes. She quickly changed into her climbing shoes, and strapped herself snugly into the harness. 

I took a seat a little bit out of the way, and watched as they set up the rope. Once she was all set, Jeanine grinned at me, and started to climb. It took her twenty minutes to reach the top. 

“The view is fantastic!” Jeanine yelled, excitedly. With Jerry slowly feeding her the rope, She quickly rappelled down to the ground in tiny, measured hops. As soon as she was back on solid ground, Jeanine undid the knots, and removed the harness. 

“Are you ready?” Jerry asked me, grinning.

“I guess so,” I said, dubiously. It looked wicked dangerous, being that far up. I could only just imagine myself falling to my death, or clumsily breaking a bone while trying to scale the sheer wall of rock. “Are you sure that rope will hold? I’d really rather not die today,” I said, sarcastically. 

Jerry grinned, his eyes lighting up. “Trust me – I’m really good at tying knots. You’ll be perfectly safe.”

“He’s right,” Jeanine said, raising her eyebrows suggestively. “He ties me up in the bedroom all the time. I can never get out of them.”

I blushed. “Wow, thanks, Jeanine. Like I really wanted to know what you two are up to,” I said, embarrassed. I fumbled with the rope, trying to tie the knot like Jerry had shown me earlier. He’d made it look so freakin’ easy. Damn. 

“Little help?” I asked, showing him the twisted rope. My attempt at securing the rope to the harness failed. Jerry smirked. 

“Here,” He said, taking the rope from my hands. “Let me.”

I stood stock still, as he bent down, and carefully threaded the rope through the carabiner. His hands were uncomfortably close to my crotch, as he redid the knot. It seemed to take him ages longer to secure the rope, than it had earlier that afternoon. 

Jerry glanced up at me, and winked. “There – all good, now.”

“Uh . . . Thanks,” I stammered, feeling awkward. Jerry was hot, I’ll give him that. But he was still Jeanine’s boyfriend. I wasn’t going to tap that – not if I valued our friendship. 

Jeanine showed me where the best holds were, and gave me a boost. Climbing was a lot more difficult than I’d have thought. There was no way I’d be able to scurry up the rocks like Jeanine- adrenaline rush or not. Though I tried – I really did – I just couldn’t climb
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