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GABRIEL TALLENT

they walked, kicking aside cans and red solo cups, until they came to

the last and greatest of the rocks. She was thirty-five feet high, chai-

colored, glinting with mica and quartz, the edges outlined in chalk.

The route was Fingerbang Princess, put up by Jane Sasaki before they

were born, and graded V4. The wind stirred sand from about their feet.

Tamma said, "Fuck me, dude."

"Every time," Dan said.

"I could puke. Could you pukel"

Joshua trees stood limned against the whiskey-gold horizon. The

clouds were tangles of cotton-candy pink. The desert otherwise sere

in the grayness) going to hills banded blue, pale green, and pewter,

looped with AI-V tracks, the gravel like shattered pottery. Though it

was not yet quite dark, some few satellites showed in the bruisy vault.

She dredged her cutoffs with witchy fingers, played a quarter into her

hand, showed him one side, the other.

"Tails," he said.

Tamma lofted the coin into the air, caught it on her forearm, and

uncapped it: tails. Grinned snaggletoothed and cattywampus, big ears

peeking out through tangled hair.

"Are you scurred?" she said.

"I ain't scurred."

"It's not dangerous if you don't fal1."

"I think about that all the time."

Daniel Redburn set up in the dust, shaking his head, loosening the

laces on an old pair of la sportiva mythos. He'd found these shoes in

the dumpster at the Intersection Rock parking lot on some long-ago

famil3, venture into Joshua Tree National Park. In places, the rubber

\r/as w.irn down to the leather. They were stained brown inside with

somebody else's blood. f)a
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GABRIEL TALLENT

He climbed to his high point beneath the roo{ a crusty, full-pad pa-

tina rail they called the Last Homely House, because it was the best

hold on the overhang, and a sort-of rest before the first crux. He took

a few breaths, getting his left foot high, sinking down to the full ex-

tension of his arms. Then he pounced up for the roof, coming entirely

off the wall, hands extended. His left was going for a teacup pocket

iust over the lip that Tamma called Tinkerbell's Bandersnatch.

He struck the pocket one-handed, sank two fingers, and willed

them to hold. Then his legs swung out in a pendulum that ripped the

pocket from his grasp and he was ofd cartwheeling sideways. He had

a wild flash of the Princess Boulder, the cobalt horizon,, the desert,

and then Tamma clawed her hands into his shirt and he cratered her to

the ground.

Sprawled out beneath him, she started to laugh. He palmed down

into the sand and she army-crawled away) cackling, and then stood

herself up, knock-kneed, pigeon-toed, patting herself all over. Ad-

justed the straps of her bralette. Hitched up her cutoffs. Checked her

teeth with her tongue. Hocked and spat. Examined it for blood. Tam-

arisk Callahan: figure of grace.

"You okayl" he said.

"Ithink...l'
"Yeahl"

"I think. . . I'm okay."

"Daflgr" he said. Sitting in the dirt.

"Dafl$: whatl"

"Dang, dude, we really need a bouldering pad."

"You know what Ray Jardine used to sayl"

"Fuck Ray Jardine." 
.

"A stone master, a total r

"I fucking hate this sayir

"He had this mystical inr

you don't need."

"Goddamnitr" Dan said.

"He called it the Ray W.a

ing.,youknowl"

Tamma went lurching c

restrung with indestructil

them loose.
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the dark and pulled one cI

'What is itl"
"I almost dropped you."

"You didn't drop me thc

"I fumbled you and you

it happening. I had this thr

"You caught mer" he sai

"Fuck Ray Jardiner" sht

seething beneath Fingerh

Dude."

"Yeah, dudel"

"'What if one day I don'

into the sand and you're

like, move. And it's my fa,
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GABRIEL TALLENT

"Dang."

'And you're just like,'Help me, Tamma, I can't feel anything.' But I

can't help you. What happens to usl"

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

"No, thanks."

"Just don't let me suffer. Make the first hit really count."

"And what would I do without youl"
"You'd be fine."

"I'd never be fine again."

"You'd be okay," Dan said. "You spend one night astraddle your

best friend, mortaring his face into chef boyardee with a granite pes-

tle, and the rest of your life wondering why you can't come any way

but cowgirl""

"You asshole!"

The maglite lay where she'd dropped it. The beam askew. From out

the dark came glittering green f,iares and briet smeary, holographic

glimmerings: reflections off the iridescent eyes of spiders hunting

the sand.

"Besides, it would add secret darkness to your backstory. Two chil-

dren go out into the desert and only one comes out. You go on to be-

come a professional climber. Travel the worid with your black diamond

sponsorship. At night you cuddle hard-sending offwidth babes in the

back of your toyota, drinking whiskey, telling them about how, once

upon a time, you were best liiends w'ith this guy and he didn't make it.

You shed a single tear. 'He was so beautiful and so young,' you say"

'So mysteriously close with my mom. How she wept at the funeral!"'

"You rrotherfucker!" Tamma said, laughing, wrenching at her hair.

"You dickhole! You can't gcr ker-splatting yourseif. A11 we gotta do is

make it through this year. I

and a life offreedom and sr

and asking for her numkr
down. So don't joke about

let you."

"Oh yeahl" he said. 'Are

"Shut up!"

"Are you having feelings

"No!"

'Oh man I think you're h

'Fuck you I'm not!" she r

ing shoe, and now she stre

and yarded them till they o
'Dude,'he said.

'Dude,' she said back.

'Dude!" he said.

'D[JDEr" she cried. 'I x
They sat in the dark togu

close to the other.



'Jer{]o aqt ot esolJ

auo 'raplnoq eql r{tEeuraPun E(U(UEJ 'raqlaSol IreP aql ur tES daru

,,ino.,{ JoJ paJEJS os se.A\ I jse,r I,, 'perJJ eqs ,.(f,CllIC[,,
'PIes eq ,,i?Pno,,

'>lJeq Pres eqs ,,(ePnc,,
'pres eq *'rpaC,,

'pa>leerf, ,{aqt 111 iuaql papre,( pue

'sace1 aql dn lool 'raq a;oyaq tno tr per{r}er}s eqs ,r\6.ou pue 'aoqs 8ut

-qullJ req olur looJ rer{ uauoS P,aqs 'PIes eqs ,.ilou ru.1 nor( lrnc,,

.,'sBur1aa3 o11ay Eurleqar,nod IUIrit I ueu {O,

(.i/d'ou rqBlr s8urlaa; 8ur,r.eq r";"rT,,

,,;dn tnr{S,,

,( jaru lnoge parJJo,,ld. no,{ ary,, 'prES aq .,irlee{ r{O,,

l(uo,r. I 'erp 01 pS l,uspnor( asnecaq :l,ql tnoqe a1o[ l,uop 
";T::;

tnrls ,C1snotto1? nq 'u.,rtop inqs Sunra8 pue raqunu raq roJ 8ur1se pue

Serc aqr tE orrJnd xaly Surees pue a8epuas pue ruopeer3Jo eJrl E pue

sn ueeaJaq sPuEts reqr rear( Ioor{cs auo s.tl 'rea.{ srqt q8noJqt 1r o>lB[u

xnuf,

st op euoS r^ fl1tr Jlasrno-
'JrBq Jer{ le Surqcuar,r ,8ur

.(.ileJaunJ aql te rda.n ags

'des no,( ,'8rmod os puE -:

'tI a{etu t.uplp aq pw iS
acuo ',rs.oq fnoqE uaql *a
eql ui se(pg qrpFTro fu
puoruerp lcqqrno-i WrF
-eg ot uo oB nor rro saqr

-lrqr oa.1'drorsryeg rnoi

Surrunq sraprds 3o saia rr

crqde-r8o1oq'd^reaurs';aug

tno tuoJg .111.a1se 
Etag aqJ

dzaa. due aruoJ l.rrgJ noi sr

-sad ailuer8 E rpl,rl, aapre-v

.rnod alpperrse rq8ru auo 1

(.'lunoJ dpar u

..'ur aJEJ dur qmn 1

l lng ,'Eurqrdue laay tuE I

a\:

6



Two

very day after school, Dan gave Tamma a ride back to his place.

He'd strike north on a side street from the school parking lot,

blaze down the highway, then turn onto unsigned double track

through creosote and smoketree desert. To the west, there was a his-

toric, tourist-trap type of a town, which Tamma liked to call Lone

Coyote as a sort of joke, and to the east, a larger town she called73

Coyotes. But Dan and Tamma weren't from any town. They were just

from out in the desert, though the desert here was really a kind of

vast, dispersed warren of properties slowly turning into vacation rent-

als. There were mansions, survivalist compounds, movie star bunga-

lows, curated midcentury trailer homes, a twenty-million-dollar art

installation, and a six-story aluminum pyramid. Dan's place was a

single-story cottage where whip scorpions lived in the siding and a

horny toad waited on the concrete porch. He'd go inside, carrying his

boots by the laces, and speak to his mother, Alexandra Redburn,

through the bedroom door. Danny, is that youl Yes, Mom, it's me.

Remember to do your homework, Danny. I will, Mom.

Tamma'd come sauntering in after him in run-down jeans and a

scissored-out Puscifer musd

acing the leftovers. From hi

and catch Tamma eating ora

night before. She'd nab brn

mother spoke. "Duder" he'r

and "Dude," she'd saybac.k, r

Dan liked to gethishomeu

because after, his hands wqrl

of them would work in his m

on the bed, clashing her hee&

the extravagandy expensivc

DiGiulian, of Akiyo Nqpd
atthe IFSC Vail World Crry,

ining herself climbing it ius

ing back double bowling-h

her right, powering left o a

crimps.

Whenhe was done, h.'d q
Are you going outwith Tan

fuI. I vrill, of course. Wtt& o

They spent the first nine

down. There were nighs rrt
problem until Tamma vas ir
weeping, traitorous fingerq

to class like car crash srrvir

bathroom to watch himpiss"
oDo you have inzuranel'

'Nol"
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GABRIEL TALLENT

"Don't think of it as blood, then."

"How should I think about itl"
"Your kidneys are girls no longer," Tamma said, throwingout jazz

hands. "They're women now."

Their finger pads were raw and forearms bruised black and Tam-

ma's tailbone hurt. 'What she'd said was, "My tailbone hurts, can you

take a lookl" and then she'd hooked her thumbs under her ieans and

pulled them down without unbuttoning them. Dan, seeing her do it,

had said, "Owow!" and she'd said, "Shut up and look at thisr" and

quartered to show her butt cheek, deep ugly green marbled with black,

the bruise running from the dimples above her hip girdle down her

left thigh, and he'd said, "What am I looking for herel" and she'd

said, "Does it look bruisedl" and he'd said, "A little."

After their night climbing sessions, she would walk back home to

her familyt trailer, grasp the bedroom window, beach herself over the

sill, and lie in her dirty laundry, hurting all over, saying to herself that

she'd never make it as a climber, that it was time to prepare for a life of

taking margaritas from one place to another while slowly, inexorably

margarita-by -mar garita, nacho -plate -by-nacho -plate, becoming her

mother.

She'd crawl across the floor, mount up into her bunk bed, and in the

morning, she'd wake, turn over, and scream her excitement into her

pillow, because any day you were going to go climb granite was the

best day in the world, her brother, Colin, saying, "Tammmmmmmm-

mma!" and Tamma swinging up off the pillow and saying "What up,

asswipel" saying it full of joy and sisterly affection, and rolling off the

bed and coming down the hallway to the kitchen, picking her under-

wear from her butt cheeks, and finding the cheerios farther back in

the cabinets than usual and r

and a third, pulling the box

stopping with her mother's

the girl smiling for him, pun

slowly raising her middle fi
tered on her face, and the b<

down at his phone and sffi
amusement.

School let out at three thir

a forty-five-minute walk or

night was colder than tJre las

ter for night climbing and tc

If they had free use of the c

climb weekends znd hgaks-

and from school. The mon

close, and they would har-e

fast approaching. The rwo r

early November, Tamma tI
out through the cold Mojave

aware; that was about how

wasl and GODDAMN she

her, but goddamn she was.

Washington hot; her enorrn

breechesl and they walked ac

saying, *Dude!-duuuuuuu

like, walking out here some

ever imagine what you'd asl

have anythingl"
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