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  Trigger Warning


Iwant this story to be enjoyed by everyone, but it does explore some themes that may be difficult for some readers. Rick and Alicia's journey explores themes that may be difficult for some readers, so in the interest of transparency, here is a list of potentially triggering content: 
	Suicide attempt (past, off-page) and suicidal ideation, including a character's lived experience of that mental state

	PTSD and its aftermath, including hypervigilance, isolation, and self-destructive coping

	Sexual assault (past, off-page, disclosed in conversation—not depicted in detail)

	Self-blame by the survivor of assault

	Domestic violence (referenced from Book 2, not central to this story)

	A missing person/search and rescue operation involving a family member

	Depression and postpartum struggles in a single parent

	A child in a precarious caregiving situation

	Life-threatening natural disaster (landslide/debris flow) and entrapment

	Consensual, open-door sex

	Strong language
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  Definition: Runout Zone


Runout zones are the lower portion of an avalanche path where falling snow, ice, or debris slows down and eventually stops. It is the final, often flat, terrain where debris accumulates, marking the end of the slide. They can be dangerous as new avalanches can be triggered from low in the runout zones, or people may be hit by debris falling from steeper slopes high above. These areas are often defined by debris left by previous, historic avalanches. 
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May: 2 Months Earlier


Alicia
The porch railing was cold through my jeans. I'd been leaning against it for maybe ten minutes, back to the tree line, long enough for the cold to work through the denim and settle in. Long enough that the noise from inside was just a hum in the background. 
Darby was laughing at something. Vicky was refilling glasses. Felix had put on music I could feel more than hear through the floorboards.
The door opened. I recognized the tall silhouette. Rick. He came over and leaned against the railing on my left, facing out to the trees, the opposite direction I was looking. "What are you doing out here?"
"Just needed some air."
He smelled clean, like aftershave and a hint of wood shavings that lived permanently in his jacket. He had a beer in his hand, dangling it over the far side of the railing like he might drop it.
He looked at me. "Everything okay?"
It felt warm when Rick was like this. Attentive, open. I didn’t get this version of him every day. I took a pull of my beer and set it down on the railing beside me.
"Just tired."
"Yeah?"
"Yeah."
He waited. 
"My sister, she’s…" I considered it. "Going through it." 
He waited again. Like a negotiation tactic that made me want to fill the space.
"It would be one thing if it was just her but there’s Charlie."
"Your niece?"
I nodded. "Charlie, short for Charlotte. She’s only five. She’s a lot and I’m just—I love her—I’m glad she’s here. I’m not trying to say—I’m just tired."
"You could tell her to move out. Get her own place." So Rick—blunt, like facts were there to be stated.
I held out my beer. He took it without asking why, and I put both hands on the railing and hoisted myself up so I was sitting on it, back against the post, boots swinging. The shift put my left leg against his hip. He didn't move. I took my beer back.
"I can’t. Charlie."
"She’s not your responsibility." He said it gently, testing the waters.
I turned and looked at him. "Rick. If a kid needs you, you step up."
He considered it. "I don't know if I would."
I looked at him harder. He turned to meet my gaze, unashamed.
"Rick. Are you kidding me?"
He didn't answer.
"If there's anyone on this earth who'd step up for a kid, it's you." I gestured with the bottle. "Look where we are. Your cabin. That you gave to Vicky, indefinitely, to protect her from her ex. You put in new surveillance across the property, which I’m pretty sure you paid for. You ran the patrol schedule. You took most of the shifts yourself. What are you talking about? You’d definitely be there if a kid needed you."
He swept his eyes back to the tree line. Took a swig of his beer. Shrugged. "I’m not good with kids."
My leg was still against his hip. Neither of us moved.
He glanced over his shoulder, through the window, back into the house. 
"Darby and Vicky are staring at us."
I laughed. "Yeah. They think something's going on between us."
He went still. A small recalibration—a shift of weight, half an inch of space opening between my leg and his hip.
"Don't worry," I said. "I put them in their place."
"In their place?"
"I told them you're not like that. And I'm not like that. And…" He was watching me now. "We're not like that."
He took another drink of his beer. Processed that. "What do you mean, I'm not like that?"
I stared back at him. His cool gray eyes on me. They shifted as easily as the weather.
"Well—you're not like that. I mean. I don't know." I shrugged and considered my words. "You're not that kind of guy. You're not gonna settle down, right? You’re the lone wolf type."
His eyes held mine. The intensity in his face made all my self-protective instincts fire. But a warmth was building behind my sternum, steady and structural, pressing against bone, and I couldn't look away. 
Time stretched.
"Did I get that wrong?" I asked.
He grunted. Turned back to the trees. He shifted his body and another half-inch of space opened between us. 
"No. You got that right."
He said it in his flat voice. His winter voice. The one that told me he was pulling away. I watched the side of his face, hoping he would look at me again. He didn’t move. 
"Anyway," I said, trying to lighten the mood. "I've got a karaoke pick."
"No. No more karaoke. I don't know what made me do it last time, but it's not happening again."
"Me. I made you do it last time. And I'm going to be there to make you do it again."
He looked at me, but the intensity was gone now.
"What's the song?"
"I Won't Say I'm in Love."
"What is that?"
"Hercules soundtrack."
"Hercules soundtrack."
"It's a Disney movie."
"A Disney movie."
"Charlie's been watching it on repeat. It's a really good song."
"Is it?"
"It is."
He set his beer on the rail, pressed both palms flat against the wood, and straightened to his full height.
"We can't sing another Disney song."
"Why not?"
"I don't want to be the people who sing Disney songs."
I crossed my arms over my chest and tried to push down my smile. I loved getting under his skin.
"We literally are the people who sing Disney songs. You sang A Whole New World last time and got a standing ovation."
"That was a momentary lapse in judgment."
"You loved it."
"Whatever." Another swig.
"Just look it up."
He sighed, set his beer on the railing, and pulled out his phone. Thumbed through it.
"This is a duet?"
"Sort of. I sing Meg, you sing the Muses."
"The what?"
"The Muses. The backup singers. The Greek chorus."
"I'm singing backup?" He set his phone down, picked up his beer.
"You're singing the Greek chorus. It's a whole role. They're the conscience of the song."
"Not happening." He was trying to hide it, but I could see the corners of his lips pulling up.
"Or we could switch. I could sing the Muses and you could do Meg."
"Never." 
"Always," I teased. 
He huffed a laugh, and my heart flipped at the rare sound. He stared at the tree line. I stared into the warm house. The silence grew long but stayed comfortable. Sometime in the last five minutes, he’d shifted again, and his hip was resting against my leg. 
I didn't move.
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Chapter 1


Alicia
Imust be losing my mind. My SAR gear bag was sitting on the front porch. It was supposed to be in my car, ready to grab and run to a rescue at a moment's notice. I had zero memory of bringing it out here. I picked it up, strapped it over my shoulder and continued toward the house. 
I opened the door and froze. The sink was stacked with cereal bowls, teacups, water bottles, a pot with something dried and cemented to the bottom. A fork stuck upright in a mug like a flag. I dreaded finding out what the contents of it would be. How could two people make so many dishes? 
Charlie's clothes were scattered down the hallway: one sock by the bathroom door, a tiny shirt inside-out near the couch. Jackets, hers and Maren’s, lay on the kitchen floor. 
The living room looked ransacked. Markers on the coffee table without caps. A puzzle with half its pieces on the floor. Three picture books fanned open. A juice box on its side, leaking something in a slow, sticky ring on the wood.
I inhaled. Something smelled.
I turned toward the kitchen. The garbage can was overflowing—the bag pushed up past the rim, a banana peel draped over the side. Beneath that, something burnt. I looked at the stove. A saucepan with a blackened ring scorched to the bottom. 
Maren was on the couch. Blanket to her chin, knees pulled up, the TV on mute. Some renovation show. Closed captions scrolling over a man pointing at exposed beams. She had the look of someone who'd settled in for the night—sunken into the cushions, eyes tracking the screen without registering it.
I set my bag on the counter with a bang, trying to get her attention. My shoulders ached. My lower back had that deep, bruised feeling it got after a full shift—twelve hours on the ambulance, three calls back to back in the last four, the last one a rollover on 395 where I'd held C-spine on a teenager for forty minutes while we waited for the helicopter. My hands still smelled like nitrile gloves. I hadn't eaten since the granola bar I'd shoved in my mouth at hour eight.
I was too exhausted for this.
I took a step toward the sink, and my sock went cold. Soaked through, instantly. I looked down. Water. The entire kitchen floor was covered—a quarter inch of standing water stretching from the base of the cabinets to the edge of the hallway.
"Maren!"
She didn’t move.
"Why is the kitchen floor wet?"
She sat up slightly. Pulled the blanket tighter. "You’re home." She acted like she was just noticing me for the first time.
"The water," I gestured around me, a familiar frustration building in my belly.
"Oh. I heard some dripping earlier, but I thought it was the faucet."
"How long?"
"I don't know."
I looked at the puddle and tried to find the source. I crouched down and opened the cabinet under the sink. The supply line to the faucet had worked loose from the shutoff valve. Water was dripping down the back of the cabinet wall, pooling in the base, dripping through the particleboard onto the floor. This wasn't an hour of water. This was most of the day.
"Maren, I need a towel. There are towels in the bathroom closet."
She didn't move. She was looking at me from the couch with an expression I couldn't read. 
"Maren." I reached behind the cabinet, felt along the wall until I found the shutoff valve, and cranked it closed. Water ran down my forearm, soaking my sleeve to the elbow. "Can you please get me a towel?"
She got up slowly. Blanket still around her shoulders. She walked to the bathroom like she was moving through something thick. Came back with one hand towel.
I stared at it. "A bath towel. I need bath towels. At least three of them."
She went back. Came back with two. Dropped them on the floor near the sink without bending down and went back to the couch.
I laid the towels across the floor. They were soaked through in seconds. The cabinet was ruined—door warped, base swollen soft and dark. If the water had gotten under the tile into the subfloor, that was a real problem. That was money I didn't have.
"You were twenty feet away." I was on my knees on the wet floor. My pants were soaked now. "You were sitting right there all day, twenty feet from a pipe that was flooding the kitchen, and you didn't check. You didn't call a plumber. You didn't turn the water off. You didn't even put a towel down."
"I didn't know it was that bad."
"How could you not know?" I stood up. My hands were shaking—lingering adrenaline from twelve hours of work mixing with more than twenty years of dealing with Maren. 
"I didn’t see it."
"That's the problem, Maren. You don't see it. You don't check. The garbage is overflowing and you don't take it out. Charlie's clothes are on the floor and you don't pick them up. You burned something on my stove and left the pan. You just sit there."
"I'm sorry."
"Well, could you get off your ass and help now?"
She stood but didn’t move.
I wrung out the towel over the sink. I couldn’t do this again. Another night of doing everything. "I rearranged my entire life for you. I'm working doubles to cover groceries. I come home and the house is a disaster. Every single day. Could you help at all? Just once, Maren."
It had never been easy between us. But there had been a time when we'd both wanted it to be.
She came over and sat down beside me, right in the puddle of water. Not helping, totally in the way. What the fuck.
The words were coming in hot now and I couldn’t stop them. Every time I’d clamped my mouth shut and just done the right thing ran through my mind. All the frustrations. I was so tired. From working, trying to stay relevant on the SAR team, taking care of Charlie, cleaning up their mess. 
"I don't get what everyone else sees in you. I just see a leech." 
Maren flinched and I regretted it immediately. 
"I know," she whispered.
Shit.
That sinking feeling started. The one I always had when I finally said the thing I’d been swallowing. One second it was mine, the weight of keeping it in. The next second it was both of ours. The pain written across her face and my job shifted to managing the damage I’d just caused. It was worse. I knew it would be worse before I opened my mouth, and I said it anyway. 
"I'm going to leave," Maren said.
I stopped moving as my heart started to race. She was leaving? Taking Charlie? She couldn’t handle Charlie on her own. I couldn’t let her leave. 
"Maren, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it."
"I called the Clearview Center in Sacramento. They have a bed. Thirty-day residential program." She said it the way people read back discharge instructions. "I talked to the intake counselor yesterday. My insurance covers most of it."
I crouched in front of her. "What do you mean?"
"I’m leaving. I think I’m leaving tonight."
"Just you?"
She nodded.
"And Charlie?"
"She’ll stay here."
She was leaving. She was leaving and she was leaving Charlie with me.
It should have been a relief. It was a relief. But underneath the relief, the anger was growing again. The presumptuousness of it. Without a conversation, without asking, she'd decided I would take on full-time parenthood of a child who wasn't mine. She'd packed a bag and arranged a ride and called an intake counselor, and at no point in that process had she picked up the phone and said Alicia, will you do this?
I would do it. Of course I would do it. I would never let anyone else do it. But I resented that she already knew that. She'd counted on it the way you count on a reflex—every time.
The rage told me I resented it more than I'd realized.
"Okay," I said, voice soft, my fingernails digging into the towel. 
"I've been really struggling, Alicia." Her voice stayed steady but her fingers were working the hem of her very wet track pants. "I need help."
I heard a drip behind me. Residual water in the line.
This was the decision I was supposed to want. This was good clinical news. Patient self-referring to a treatment program. Insight present. Motivated toward recovery.
"That's good," I said. "That's—you should go."
Maren tilted her face up to look at me. Her cheeks were wet with tears that I hadn’t realized she’d been crying. 
"You're angry," she said. She'd always been better at reading people than I wanted to give her credit for.
"I'm not."
"I get why you’re angry." She sniffed.
"I said you should go."
"I know."
I unclenched my jaw. I didn't know what to say. If we were a normal family, I would hug her now. I would lean forward, hold my sister and tell her I was proud of her for making this choice. I didn't move. 
"I’ll get better and then I’ll come back."
I nodded. 
"I’m going to go now. Can you call me a taxi?" she asked.
Right. Pay for the taxi on top of all this. 
"Sure." I stood, grateful to put some space between us. I pulled out my phone. Ordered the car. 
"Did you tell Charlie?" I asked. 
"No."
"You’re not going to say goodbye?" I wasn’t surprised. Another weight I’d add to my pack.
"I can’t."
I looked at her, slumped on the floor. Soaking wet.
"You have to change," I said. 
She looked at me then, her eyes pleading.
"Your clothes. The car is coming and you’re soaking wet."
"Right." She pulled herself to her feet with what looked like considerable effort. She padded down to the room she’d been using. One of three in my little bungalow. Dripping water all over the carpet. 
I looked around the place again. What a mess. An absolute fucking mess. 
She came back out wearing dry jeans and a sweatshirt that hung off one shoulder. She was thinner than when she'd arrived. The bones of her clavicle pressed sharp against her skin. Her hair—dark, soft, the kind that fell in perfect waves without effort—was unwashed and flat. Her eyes were too large for her face now, deep brown and wet, the lashes clumped together. She was disintegrating. The worst version of herself. 
I was lying before, when I said I didn't see what everyone else saw in her. I saw it. She was beautiful. Even now, she was stunningly beautiful.
"Do you need someone to go with you?" I asked. 
"I’m okay."
I nodded. We waited in silence. The occasional drip from under the sink marked the minutes. I'd have to crank the valve tighter. 
The headlights of the car flashed through the window. Maren grabbed her bag. I opened the door for her.
"Bye, Alicia." She stepped over the threshold.
"See you soon," I said and watched her walk into the night. 
Maren walked toward the car. She looked so small under the weight of her duffle bag, chin ducked, one hand pushing hair behind her ear the way she'd done since we were kids. 
When she was little, Maren had nightmares. She would show up beside my bed in these bunny PJs she had worn so much they were fraying at the sleeves. She always waited for permission. She never asked. She just stood there until I lifted the covers. She'd climb in and press her cold feet against my shins.
An urge to go to her, to hold her, built in my chest. I watched her get into the car instead. 
The car pulled out of the driveway, the headlights sweeping across the front of the house and disappearing around the corner. The air was unseasonably cold for July and it bit into my wet clothes. I went inside and closed the door quietly so I wouldn't wake Charlie. 
I went straight for the sink and cranked the valve as tight as it would go. The dripping slowed. I mopped the floor, wrung the towels out over the sink, loaded the dishes. The pot needed soaking so I filled it with hot water and left it. Threw away the banana peel and the granola bar wrappers. Tied up the garbage bag and carried it to the bin outside.
I hung up Charlie and Maren’s jackets, soaked from lying on the kitchen floor. I wiped up the sticky ring on the hardwood left by the juice box. I capped the markers and stopped.
It was midnight. I was still in my wet uniform. The picture books, the puzzle pieces. Charlie's socks and pants, the random toys—they’d have to wait for tomorrow.
I heard a drip. I crouched down and opened the cabinet under the sink. Still leaking—a slow bleed from the valve I couldn't tighten further without a wrench. I found a bucket under the bathroom sink and wedged it into the cabinet underneath the pipe.
I changed into a T-shirt and shorts, brushed my teeth, and crawled into bed beside Charlie. She shifted in her sleep, rolling toward me, one hand finding my arm and holding on.
I stared at the stars on the ceiling, cast from her nightlight. Rehearsed the conversation I'd have to have in the morning. Mommy went to see some doctors who are going to help her feel better. She’ll be back soon. She loves you so much. They didn’t feel right. It didn’t feel like enough.
Maren should have been the one to do this. She should have had the courage to explain it, to hug her, to say goodbye. Leaving me like this was selfish. Leaving Charlie like this—it was cruel. Charlie deserved better than this. I wiped my wet cheek with the back of my hand. I was so tired.
I pulled the covers up. At least I didn't have to work tomorrow. I did have SAR training in the morning, but I could still make it. Drop Charlie at school, show up a little late. It would be okay. Small gifts from the universe. I'd take them where I could get them.
I closed my eyes and thought about what I’d tell Charlie. You’ll be okay. You have me. I’m not going anywhere. I’ll always be here. 
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Chapter 2


Rick
Ihad been up since, I'm not sure when—it's possible I didn't sleep at all. Her wine glass was washed, dried, and back in the cabinet before the sun cleared the ridge. A knocked-over chair righted, couch cushions reassembled. Our jackets and shoes, dropped hastily throughout the house, now rested by the door, easy to grab on the way out. I had to keep busy. 
The coffee machine gurgled. Two mugs waited.
Forty-eight hours ago, I'd been loading up at the Silver Lake staging area after the Larsen rescue and noticed Alicia's gear bag sitting against the back tire of the command vehicle. I should have called her then, told her to come back and take better care of her shit. That's what I'd make anyone else on the team do. I grabbed it. Put it in my truck. 
I should have brought it to her right away. Should have texted, picked a time, dropped it off. Instead, I left it in my truck all day. I didn't know if she knew it was missing. Eventually it felt too late to text. I could have brought it to training the next morning. That would have made sense.
I drove to her place at nine o'clock at night and left it on the porch.
The kitchen light was on. I thought about knocking. I stood there long enough that I should have knocked. Then I got back in the truck.
On the way home, I passed The Switchback. I never went to the bar alone. I pulled in and parked. I had rules about drinking: never drink alone, never anything harder than beer, never more than three. At The Switchback, no one could argue that I was alone.
I bought the good-looking blonde at the end of the bar a drink. She joined me. Three beers went down fast, and I was still there. She and I had been driving back to my place before I could order another round.
Now it was morning. I had a half-finished cabinet in my workshop across the lawn, a white oak piece with hand-cut dovetails I'd been fitting for three days. The joints were close. On a normal morning, I'd already be out there.
Down the hall, the bedroom door opened. Footsteps moved to the bathroom. Water started running.
The coffee maker beeped. I grabbed the pot, poured, set both cups on the counter.
She came around the corner a few minutes later. Thin, blonde hair, dressed in last night's clothes, tucking a black blouse into her skirt as she walked.
She was a beautiful woman. No denying it. Tall, fit, good bone structure. Smart too—a lawyer who owned a small firm in town, doing wills and trusts. That was what I knew about her. That and what positions she liked in bed. Nothing about what made her laugh, if she got along with her family, or what she did on weekends.
I held out the cup.
She gave me a small smile and shook her head. "No thanks. I have to go. I have to meet some clients this morning." She searched my face. "If that's okay."
It was better than okay.
"Sure," I said. "You don’t have to explain to me." I set the mug back on the counter.
We'd clarified the terms the night before. One time. Nothing after. Her rules matching mine.
"Thanks for last night," I said. I was ready to wrap this up.
"Yeah." She smiled, wider this time. "Last night was—well. Last night exceeded expectations."
I walked her to the door.
She paused in the entryway and shifted her weight. I could see what was happening. She hadn't done this before and didn't know how to end it. She was running through whatever script she thought she was supposed to follow.
She didn't need a script. She just needed to leave.
"Should I—" She stopped. "Should I take your number?"
"Nah." I kept my voice even. "Might see you around town."
I watched her face. Watching for the disappointment. That current underneath the smile, the hurt that sometimes showed up when a woman heard something like that. If I saw it, I’d have to do damage control. I was too tired for damage control.
It wasn't there. Better still, she looked relieved.
"Okay," she said. "Same page."
Same page was the goal.
She stood at the door a moment longer, looking at me. I wasn't going to kiss her goodbye.
"It's okay," I said, and pulled open the door. "There's nothing else. You're good to go."
Her shoulders dropped. "Sorry. I just—I think—I haven't done this before."
"Don't worry about it. Last night was great."
It had been. She was loud, and specific, and not shy about telling me what she wanted. It was rare, it was hot. I wouldn't mind a repeat. But twice was how things started. Once was how they stayed contained. 
"Yeah. It was. Right?" She nodded. "Okay. Well. See you around, Rick."
She walked out. I watched her go. The dark skirt, the long legs. Twelve hours ago I’d been tangled up in those legs with nothing between us. A few hours before that I hadn’t known her last name. I should have felt something watching her leave. I didn't. 
I got to the SAR base at 7:15, forty-five minutes before training. It was only June, and the grass around the lot was already golden and crunching underfoot. I unlocked the equipment shed, pulled the two practice litters off the wall rack, and laid them in the dirt lot behind the building.
One-night stands weren't unusual. A few beers at The Switchback weren't unusual. But I don't do things on impulse. I plan, I execute, I maintain. Last night didn't fit anywhere in that.
I needed more sleep, but as soon as I closed my eyes my body shifted to high-alert. And when I did sleep, I woke up more exhausted than I started. 
Working was easier. The workshop was bright, my hands had something to hold. The hours passed uncounted, and sometimes, around three or four, sleep took me at the bench. It wasn't rest, but it was unconsciousness and I'd learned not to be picky about the difference.
I checked the straps on the litters, the buckles, the wheel assemblies. One of the wheel bearings was grinding. I'd need to fix that.
Felix arrived first, bouncing out of his truck with a gear bag over each shoulder and his dog, Topo, beside him on her lead. The dog made a beeline for me and shoved her nose into my shoulder before I could move. I scratched her behind the ears. Felix rolled up his sleeves to adjust a strap on his pack. The scars on his wrists caught the light—pink, shiny, tight-looking. My grip tightened on one of the buckles.
Felix caught me looking and smiled. "Topo misses you, man. I told her you'd be here today and she was whining the whole drive over."
Last year, Vicky's ex-husband had tracked my patrol route to find her. I was supposed to be keeping her safe. Instead I led him right to her. He took Felix. Tied him up, beat him to within an inch of his life. And Felix smiled at me every morning like it never even crossed his mind to be angry with me.
"Dogs don't speak English." I turned to Topo. "Hi, girl," I whispered.
"Topo's special." Felix grinned. "I brought those new carabiner clips I was telling you about. The auto-locking ones with the—"
"Briefing's at eight." I heard it—the way it came out. These days I walked around in a permanent state of mild annoyance and anger, and it made me rude. I knew I should care but, honestly, I was too angry and mildly annoyed to give a shit. Most people accepted it and gave me a wide berth. 
"Right. Yeah. Cool." He wandered off to set his gear down and Topo followed, looking back at me once. I scratched my jaw and turned away.
Quinn and Leander rolled in together in Quinn's truck, arguing about something before the doors were open. Cole and Darby were next—steady, alert, coffee in hand.
Last came the new recruits. They were still learning the ropes from the rest of us. We only had three this year. Hard to find people who could manage the commitment and the unpredictable schedule. 
By 8:05 everyone was there except Alicia.
Alicia used to be early. Every training, every callout, every team meeting. It meant we had a decent amount of time just the two of us. Maybe that's why I liked her more than anyone else on the team. But, lately, she'd been arriving late. Third time this month she'd been late or skipped out on the training altogether. I would have given anyone else shit for it. 
With Alicia, I could tell she already felt it. She didn’t need me to pile on. So, I let it go.
8:08. I started the briefing without her. Litter carry drill. Four-person teams rotating through the stations. I wanted clean transitions at each terrain change—no fumbling the handles, no cross-talk, caller sets the pace and everyone matches it.
"Footing calls are loud and specific," I said. "I hear 'watch your step' one time today, I'm sending you back to the start. You call the surface—loose rock, root, grade change. If you don't know the word, describe it."
"How specific?" Quinn asked. "Dog shit on your left or dog shit that looks like yo mama on the left?"
I glared at him. "No yo mama jokes." How many times do you have to tell a person?
"Understood," he said, but I seriously doubted that he did. 
The door to the lot opened and Alicia came through. Her bag was sliding down one shoulder. She was wearing a T-shirt I'd seen her in before, the gray one with the faded EMS logo that was at least two sizes too big. Her hair was loose, dark and curly, fanning out around her face like it had its own plans. I liked that about her hair. That it looked like it couldn’t be tamed. Today, her hair took it to another level.
She shuffled in and I realized there weren’t any seats left for her. I rose, pulled out my chair. Her eyes met mine and she moved toward it. 
"Sorry," she said under her breath.
"You're fine," I said.
I went back to the briefing.
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Alicia took the foot of the litter, I took the head, Felix and Leander on the sides. Weighted dummy, 180 pounds. I called footing from the front.
"Flat ground, packed dirt, twenty yards to grade change."
Alicia's grip was wrong. She had the handle too far forward, which meant her wrists were absorbing the load instead of her forearms. I'd seen her carry a hundred times. She knew where to grip.
"Alicia. Hands back two inches."
She adjusted. We moved. At the first grade change—the slope down toward the tree line—I called the angle and the surface.
"Downslope, eight percent, loose gravel over hardpack."
She stumbled. Caught herself. Kept the litter level.
Leander glanced at her. Felix kept his eyes forward, oblivious. I slowed the pace by half a step and said nothing.
"Rock field, uneven surface, step high."
Her breathing was off. Short and shallow. We'd only just started and she already sounded tired.
We made it through the four stations. Set the litter down at the loading zone. Alicia stretched her hands open and closed, working the stiffness out. Red pressure marks ran across both palms where she'd been gripping too hard.
"You death-gripped the whole run," I said.
She nodded.
"If it's a real carry you'll lose feeling in your hands by mile two."
"I know, Rick."
"So fix it."
Her eyes came up. Dark and steady, with the tiredness right behind them. "Wow. Have you considered motivational speaking?"
A laugh burst out of me.
She was the only person who could do that.
Everyone retreated when I was gruff, which suited me fine. Alicia leaned into it like it was a personality quirk, like sneezing too loud or chewing with your mouth open. It should have irritated me. It didn't.
On the second rotation, I paired with Darby and watched Alicia from across the course. She was carrying with Quinn now, calling footing from the front. Her calls were slow, which meant the team was hitting the terrain change before they heard the warning.
On the rock field it only got worse. I told Quinn to switch with her. She didn't argue.
Training ended at noon. Everyone took a role in putting the gear away and tidying up the bay. 
Alicia was sitting on the tailgate of her Subaru with her bag at her feet, staring at the lot like she was trying to remember what came next.
Cole walked over to me. "I'm going to talk to her."
"Yeah?" I said. 
"Don't worry, I saw it too. She needs rest or something."
I didn’t want him to talk to her, but I knew she needed to hear it. She looked different today. Worn out. "Yeah," I repeated. 
I watched Cole cross the lot toward her. He kept his voice low. I couldn't hear the words, but I saw Alicia's shoulders drop under them. She nodded. He put a hand on her shoulder. Cole was good at this—firm and supportive in the same breath. But watching her shoulders sink like that, like his words were adding weight to someone already carrying too much, made me want to walk over and tell him to back all the way off.
I stayed where I was. He was looking out for her. He was looking out for the whole team. That was his role as team lead. 
I should go. That's what I would do if this were Felix or Darby. Cole had it. They didn't need to add me to the mix.
Instead I waited. Cole left, giving me a nod, and I walked over to her. I leaned against the trunk beside her. Left two feet of space between us.
"What's going on with you?"
"Not you too, please. I already heard this from Cole."
"I'm not telling you to get better. I'm asking you what's going on."
Her head turned to me and met my stare. 
"I just had an off day," she said.
"You don't have off days."
Half a smile that died before it reached her eyes. "Everyone has off days, Rick."
"Fair enough." I didn’t push. If she wanted to tell me, she’d tell me. 
She pulled her bag into her lap. Unzipped it, rifled around inside as if looking for something, found nothing, zipped it back up. "I have a leaky pipe under my kitchen sink. It flooded the floor last night. I was up until midnight cleaning it up." 
"Did you get it fixed?"
"Not yet."
There was more to the story. I could see it the way I could see a failing wall—the surface still intact but the cracks running in the wrong direction. Something structural had shifted.
But I was the last person qualified to push someone about what they kept private.
"I'll take a look at it," I said.
Her eyes widened. "I wasn’t trying to ask for help. It’s okay."
"Pretty sure I've got the tools in the truck."
"I'll call a plumber."
"A plumber's going to charge you two hundred dollars to tighten a nut."
She studied me for a long moment, measuring the offer. I kept my face neutral and my posture easy. 
"No, really. My place is a mess," she said. "I have to pick up Charlie from school so my schedule is—Just—Don’t worry about it. I don’t need your help."
"Okay." I leaned off the tailgate. "But call me if you change your mind."
She nodded. Slid down, shouldered her bag, got in the Subaru. She sat there for a second before starting the engine. Hands on the wheel, staring straight ahead. Like she was bracing for whatever came next. 
I watched her as she pulled out of the lot. The sun was warm against the back of my neck. Above the tree line a hawk was working a thermal, tracing slow circles against the blue.
I walked to my truck, opened the bed, and reached for a toolbox near the back. I slid it toward myself and unclasped the front. Pipe wrench. Basin wrench. Teflon tape. Plumber's putty. Headlamp. Likely everything she needed. Definitely everything we needed to assess the problem. 
She said she didn’t need my help, but I knew better than anyone that people who needed help rarely asked for it. 
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Chapter 3


Alicia
At 1:30 I pulled into the school parking lot. I went through the usual pickup routine. Waited outside the class with the other parents for the teacher to spot me and release Charlie to me. It didn’t take long—there were only fifteen kids—but it felt like an eternity. 
From the second Charlie greeted me, I knew we were in for a rough afternoon. 
"My shoes are too tight."
"We can loosen them when we get to the car."
"They're too tight NOW."
"Okay, let’s do it now." I knelt down and tried to stay out of the way of the other passing kids and parents. 
The morning had been a disaster. I told her about Maren right after she’d eaten, trying to maximize the calories she had to absorb the information. 
Charlie had stared at me with those enormous gray eyes. "Where?"
"Sacramento. It's only a few hours away."
"I want to go."
"We can't go yet, sweetheart. It's a place for grown-ups. But your mom will call and she’ll be back soon."
"I want to see Mommy." Her bottom lip quivered.
"I know. She'll call—"
"I want to see Mommy NOW." And the tears came. Full-body, hiccupping sobs, the kind that made her face go blotchy and red. She grabbed Rex and squeezed his soft purple body.
I sat there and rubbed circles on her shoulder and said all the things adults say when there is nothing you can say to make it better. It's going to be okay. I'm right here.
She'd demanded to take Rex to school. I told her Rex had to stay home. More tears. She demanded to stay home from school. I said okay, she could stay home. She immediately demanded to go to school. I said okay. She changed her mind again. I let her carry Rex to the car and negotiated the handoff at the classroom door.
I knew I had to be patient with her. She was a kid, she was confused and she missed her mom. But that had been at 8:20 in the morning and I was already spent. Now, hours later, I only had less energy. Less everything.
We got to the car and Charlie climbed into her car seat in silence. I buckled her in. Her face was set—jaw tight, eyes fixed on the middle distance.
By the time I got in the driver's seat, the whining had started up again.
"I don't want to go home. I want to go to Mommy."
"I know, Charlie, but Mom—"
"I WANT TO GO TO MOMMY."
I took a breath. Adjusted the mirror so I could see her face. Red-rimmed eyes. Lower lip trembling. 
"Are you hungry?" I asked. "You seem hungry."
"I'm hungry!" she said like an accusation.
"Did you eat your lunch?"
Silence.
I reached back and pulled her lunchbox off the seat beside her. Unzipped it. The sandwich was untouched. The apple had one bite taken out of it. The cheese stick was still in its wrapper.
"Charlie. You didn't eat your lunch. What happened? You didn't like it?"
"I wasn't hungry."
"You have to eat something at lunch. You must be starving."
I fished a granola bar out of the glove box, opened it, and handed it back to her. She took it and went quiet—just the sound of the wrapper crinkling and the occasional sniffle.
I pulled out of the lot and started driving. I went through the list. Call a plumber. Could a plumber assess water damage to the subfloor, or did I need a contractor for that? I needed to clean the house properly. I needed to feed Charlie early because at this rate she'd melt down completely by six. I tried to remember what was in the fridge. Milk. Maybe some eggs. Half a bag of frozen peas. We could order something. Or go out. I was too tired to go out. We could have cereal for dinner. Cereal was fortified. That counted.
I could call my parents. They could drive up, help with Charlie for a few days while I figured out something longer term. The thought arrived and left in the same breath. My parents had a version of help that came with a running commentary on everything I was doing wrong. Somehow, even with Maren in an outpatient facility, I would be the one falling short of their expectations. 
I turned onto our street and saw the Tacoma in my driveway. No. Please, no.
I took my foot off the pedal, let the car slow. Maybe if it took us long enough to get back, he’d go away.
Rick was leaning against the driver's side door with his arms crossed, a metal toolbox sitting at his feet. I couldn’t read his expression from this far away, so I didn’t know which Rick to brace myself for. 
Rick had two settings. Winter and spring. On winter days, he communicated in grunts and single syllables and looked at everyone like they were the problem. For most people, every day was winter with Rick. With me, sometimes, I saw spring. On spring days, he was softer. He'd crack a joke, or hold a door, or smile in a way that rearranged his whole face and made me forget he'd spent the previous three days treating me like a nuisance. On spring days, he'd do things like sit close enough that our legs touched. If I picked my moment right, I might make him laugh. And my favorite part, he'd stay. Wherever we were, he'd let himself stay instead of rushing off like he was already late. I liked spring days. I had never seen summer. 
At training this morning I'd gotten both. The chair was spring. The footing critique was ice. The interrogation afterward was something in between. 
I pulled into the driveway and assessed him. He looked up, one corner of his mouth curved into a half smile. Spring, then.
I was too tired for spring. I was too tired for any of this.
I didn’t want Rick to see this. My house was a disaster. The kitchen probably smelled like mildew and burnt food. Charlie's toys were all over the living room. There were drying towels draped over everything from the night before.
I inhaled a deep breath and pushed open my door.
"What are you doing here?" It spilled out, my filter all used up on Charlie. 
Rick’s small smile moved a millimeter. "That's my move," he said.
"What?" I opened the back door and started unbuckling Charlie.
"Barking at people before saying hello."
"Sorry. I'm just tired." I lifted Charlie onto the ground. She had granola bar crumbs down her shirt and her eyes were puffy. Rex dangled from her fist by his re-stitched arm.
"You don't have to apologize to me." Rick looked to Charlie. He gave her a nod—the same nod he gave adults. 
Charlie studied him from the safety of my leg. "You're really big," she said.
"Yeah," Rick said.
"Are you bigger than a dinosaur?"
"Depends on the dinosaur."
Charlie considered this. She held up Rex. "Bigger than this dinosaur?"
"Probably."
She seemed satisfied with that.
"Rick, this is Charlie. Charlie, this is Rick," I said.
"I'm here to fix your sink," Rick said, turning back to me.
Heat crept up my neck. "Rick. I meant it. My place is a disaster."
"I'll close my eyes." He was walking toward the front door.
"You'll close your eyes while you fix my sink?" I started to chase after him, Charlie in tow. 
He shrugged. "I don't care if your place is a mess, Alicia."
I let go of Charlie's hand and cut in front of Rick, planting myself between him and the door as if he were about to burst in without the key.
"Seriously, Rick, you're not listening. I can't overstate how bad it was last night. You've never seen my place. I don't want you to think—" I stopped. He and I were volunteer search and rescue. He'd seen me sweaty, muddy, and bleeding. Why was I so afraid of him seeing me like this?
He finally stopped. Looked at me then, really looked at me, scanned my face. "Alicia, you don't have to be embarrassed in front of me. Whatever you've got going on in there, I promise you, I've been worse, but if you really want me to go, if you’re really uncomfortable, I’ll leave."
He waited. I tried to think through my cotton brain. 
A shriek erupted behind me. 
"Tía!"
"What is it?" I swirled toward Charlie.
"My head is itchy!"
"Okay, well, that doesn’t sound like an emergency. You can’t scream unless it’s an emergency."
She screamed again. 
"She's really tired," I said to Rick, trying to explain away her meltdown.
"It's too itchy!" Charlie continued.
Rick held out his hand. "Keys."
I tried to think but Charlie's yelling was short-circuiting my brain.
His hand waited. "You deal with her. Let me deal with your sink."
"Fine." I pulled my keys out of my pocket and stuffed them in his hand and scooped Charlie up as he unlocked the front door.
The smell hit first. Mustiness, mixed with the garbage I'd taken out last night but whose ghost had claimed squatter’s rights. The living room was the way I'd left it. I saw it the way Rick would. Ten times worse. 
Rick stepped inside. His eyes moved across the room, assessing, cataloging. 
"Which sink?"
I pointed. "Under there. The supply line came loose from the shutoff valve. I cranked it closed last night but it's still dripping."
He was already crossing the room. He set his toolbox on the counter, pulled out a headlamp, and lowered himself to the floor. 
Charlie squirmed on my hip. "Down."
I set her down. She immediately wandered toward Rick's boots, which were sticking out from under the sink. She crouched down and peered into the cabinet.
"What are you doing in there?"
"Fixing a pipe," Rick said from inside the cabinet.
"Why?"
"Because it's broken."
"Why?"
"Because things break."
Charlie considered this. "Rex's arm broke. Mommy sewed it."
A pause. "That's good," Rick said.
I was already pulling Charlie back by the hand when she started scratching. Her right hand went to the back of her head, digging into her hair behind her ear. She'd been doing it when I unbuckled her from
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