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Jumper

Terri Darling

Boy, the wind was strong. Dakota could actually feel it shudder the metal of the bridge decking, or at least the outside narrow edge where she sat huddled inside her fleece hoodie.

She squinted to see if she could make out anything outside the glare of the halogen lights they’d set up about twenty yards back on either side of her to spotlight her and give everybody a good view so they could either a) talk her back onto the safety of the bridge proper, or b) catch the dramatic moment when she finally decided to end it all and jumped off the Cartwheel Bridge into the rocky, rushing, black waters of the Fraser River far below.

She sighed. Couldn’t see a thing. Not that there was a lot to see here even in the daytime. Just the Lougheed Highway on one side of the river and the Trans-Canada on the other side. Lots of rushing cars and campers during the summer months. The town of Hope a few miles north. And lots and lots of pristine wilderness all around.

With the wind, she couldn’t hear a whole lot, either. Just the rush of it, the roar of water below, and the drone of the RCMP constables on either side who kept yelling, “Don’t jump! It’ll be okay! Trust us!”

Well, actually, being too trusting was Dakota’s real problem. Sounded better than calling herself stupid. Or insane and suicidal, like the two reporters were doing back there now. Did they really have nothing better to do than go trolling for stories at two AM?

And now her mom and dad were going to be watching this on the morning news in Vancouver, probably. Yeesh. She wished she’d brought a mask.

Maybe she should just—

“Don’t jump!” repeated the same RCMP constable who’d been the second cop car on the scene but had seen too many episodes of how-to-show-them-you’re-in-charge and forcefully upstaged the first constable there, who’d actually been kind of sweet and gentle.

“You hear me?” Mr. Take Charge said. He was waving his hands up and down, fully stretched out like he was actually suggesting she should try to fly. Or maybe expressing his own deepest desire.

He was also edging closer to her.

Dakota inwardly swore, then stood up with her back to the bridge proper, her fingers coiled into the cold mesh of painted steel that was supposed to keep any pedestrians on the other side of it. Where they’d be, you know, safe.

She arched her chest out towards the drop.

“Don’t!” she shouted at Mr. Take Charge, with just enough hysteria in her voice that the entire crowd that had gathered farther back on either side of the bridge took a collective gasp and leaned back like they obviously wanted her to do.

Mr. Take Charge stopped advancing.

Good. Just keep his attention, and the attention of all the cameras and onlookers, on her, and not on Dakota’s partner in crime who was taking way way way too long to do what she had to do on the underside of the bridge.

Then Dakota, looking east to the side of the bridge where the glare of lights was a little less strong, blinked. And just for a moment she almost forgot she was half-hanging out over a windy drop that, if it didn’t kill her, could certainly break every bone in her pretty-hot-if-she-had-to-say-so-herself body.

The blink, the double-take, was for a godling who’d stepped out of the crowd on the east side. At the very least he was a bishie, meaning bishounen, a tall “pretty boy” out of one of the animes she rarely admitted to anyone she still followed religiously. As she stared, he walked his long, blue-jeaned legs and pale windbreaker straight towards her past the younger RCMP constable like any boundaries or distances they felt were safe and necessary obviously didn’t apply to him.

Well, obviously. He was gorgeous.

She swooned a little bit more and someone in the crowd of onlookers screamed.

It made Dakota’s fingers spasm on the wire mesh and almost slip out. Her right foot slipped. A whoosh of wind that came at just that second seemed to whip between her and the guard rail, like a hand of nature pulling her forward.

Come to me. Fly.

She yelped and scrabbled into a better hold that cramped her fingers and arms as she swung her right foot back onto the edge of the bridge decking under her.

When she regained her balance, her heart thumping so hard in her ears it was all she could hear, her face feeling like it was going to explode, she took a bunch of deep, gulping breaths that probably made her look like a frog and she didn’t even care.

She looked back to the north.

The godling was still there. But he’d stopped now. Waiting for her.

And okay, he wasn’t exactly a godling or bishie now that he was close enough for Dakota to make out his features better. Way too masculine, for one thing. Not enough of that feminine thing going. Squarish features with a bit of a crooked smile, patchy eyebrows, but incredibly kind eyes. Relaxed face like he didn’t really care that Dakota was hanging on the edge of a fatal drop in the middle of nowhere in the BC wilderness with a bunch of cops and TV cameras watching her every move.

He was just kind of interested in her.

Totally seductive.

He raised up a hand in greeting. “Hey.”

Dakota would have raised up one of her own, except that her almost-slip a moment ago had made her a little less cocky about her position, so she kept her fingers firmly entwined in the steel-mesh barrier and just nodded to him. “Hey.”

“Got yourself into a bit of a pickle here, hunh.”

She almost snorted back, You think? But it stuck her that being flip wouldn’t really fit with the whole I’m going to jump! attitude she was supposed to be projecting.

So instead she let her lower lip tremble a bit—not hard, given her near-slip and the fact it had grown kind of chilly up here over the last thirty minutes she’d been hanging out here in the wind—and said, “Yeah. I guess.”

Very slick, Dakota. Very smooth.

But the guy didn’t seem to mind. He just nodded, turned to look out across the darkness, and leaned on his elbows on the guard rail that ran along behind Dakota’s back. Like it was just the two of them out here in the middle of the night. Enjoying the darkness, the wind, the rumble of the rushing water below, the smells of forest and wet-slapped rocks.

 “You go to school around here?” he asked.

What? She looked that young? He couldn’t have been more than early twenties. Or more? Hard to tell. She wondered if he could be that young and still be a…what? Cop psychologist? Hostage negotiator? Jumper-talker-downer? Maybe you didn’t need as many years experience out here in the boonies.

“Graduated from Fraser Valley U a couple years ago,” she said. “What about you? Still in high school?”

He chuckled. “Hey, it’s dark out here, even with all the lights. And you’ve got that hoodie thing happening.”

Without thinking clearly, Dakota shot a quick hand up to toss back the hoodie and shake out her dirty-blonde hair, then re-gripped the metal mesh. Her hair might not be drop-dead stunning, especially after being all wrapped up tight inside her fleece hoodie, but she’d had compliments on it. And stupid as it might be, she didn’t want this guy seeing her as just some immature fruit-cake. Especially because, once it came out why she was really here, that’s probably exactly how he’d see her.

“Wow,” he said quietly. “You’re quite a knockout.”

Dakota flushed. She knew it was probably just a ploy, some tactic in some kind of police playbook, but, coming from him, it still made her tingle all over. She tried to come up with some witty, seductive riposte for that but was still thinking hard when he added to it.

“Not at all like they described to me when they rang me out of bed twenty minutes ago.”

“What’d they say?”

He glanced at her then continued smiling off into the northern darkness. Got a jumper on the Cartwheel Bridge! We need you, Billy.’”

“Is that your name? Billy?”

He met her eyes over the ten or twelve yards separating them. “Bill Margolin. I’d shake your hand, if you were a little closer.”

“Shake my hand?”

“Sorry. Nod? Touch your shoulder to make contact? Clink beers? How do you and your friends make contact when you meet someone new?”

There was just enough mockery in his voice to make Dakota heat up a little. And you and your friends added an extra edge of danger to his challenge. Like somehow he knew she hadn’t come out here alone. Even though she was sure nobody had gone under the bridge yet. And that the guy who’d seen her and Julie and cell-phoned it in had been so drunk—some local farmer coming home from a party, she assumed—that he hadn’t even wanted to stick around for the police. He’d barely managed “Some-un hangin’ off the Cartwheel Bridge! Girl mebbe!” before he roared off in his pickup truck.

The second he’d gone, Julie had shouted at Dakota to stay up on the side ledge of the bridge and stall anyone who showed up. Give her time to go down under the bridge and do what they’d come here to do.

And since Julie was a good ten years older than her and had been in Greenpeace and a bunch of other protests and was a much-more-experienced mountain climber besides, Dakota had let her take the banner down there while Dakota stayed up top to distract whoever turned up. Julie might have just crawled back to the Highway 1 side of the bridge and taken off, for all Dakota knew.

Like she’d lectured herself earlier: too trusting.

But she’d also made a promise, darn it. And Julie might still be down there, doing her best to string up the banner on her own. And some people in this province had to take a stand against blind, greedy corporations if the government wouldn’t do it.

“Hey,” said the near godling,  Bill Margolin. “You still with me here?”

“Hm? Oh. Yeah.”

“What’s your name?”

“Prefer not to give that to you just yet, if you don’t mind.”

“Well, I do mind. But I guess I’ll have to live with it. For now.”

There was something so interesting in his voice that Dakota couldn’t resist the feeling he regretted not getting her name for personal reasons, not just those of having to do his job.

“I guess you will,” she said and hated how flirty it sounded.

“But you know what I don’t want to have to live with?”

“What’s that?”

“Having someone so beautiful accidentally slip or lose her grip and end up a battered corpse down in the river.”

Her hands were cramping up a little where she held onto the metal mesh. She took them out, one at a time, and worked the fingers. Found a more relaxed grip. “You think it would be an accident if I fell, hunh?”

He nodded, his eyes holding hers in what she could only call a lover’s embrace. There was so much caring there. Wow, if he could be like this with every person in need that he met, or even if he was just able to turn
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