
his is going to be fun,” I say to William for the third time. 
We are forty minutes into the drive to Old Rag Mountain 

in Virginia’s Shenandoah National Park, and William’s van doesn’t 
have air conditioning. The heat combined with the winding Blue 
Ridge roads nauseates me, but complaining so early in the day 
seems too predictable. Instead, I tell him, “I’m excited.”

“Me too,” he says. 
“Though, I wonder if my sneakers will be okay,” I say. 

“Should I have bought hiking boots? I’ll probably be fine, right?”
“Sure. Of course you’ll be fine. Don’t worry,” William tells 

me. His eyes move purposefully back and forth across the road. He 
knows that the deer are everywhere, erratic out here in the fall. 

As we drive through Warrenton, then Orlean, then Ammisville 
and Sperryville, we pass the sites of high school field parties and 
day trips we had taken to wineries and weddings, either as a couple 
or as part of a group. For the past five years, William and I have 
been in some form or another of a relationship, either eating meals 
together, spending nights on his couch or, for the past year and a 
half, working hard to act and talk and touch like a couple. I know 
precisely what he will say in most situations, and I know what he 
will not say. He will talk himself up when he is feeling inadequate. 
His voice will shift to a higher, strained octave when he speaks to 
his mother. He will say “fuck” a lot when watching sports, then he 
will say “Sorry, ugh.” 

It’s noon when we reach the parking lot. William steps out 
and begins rooting around the back seat for sunscreen. I look at 
him as he bends over, his thick head of wavy brown hair hovering 
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above among the dented Pepsi cans and empty cigarette boxes that 
cover the seats and floor of his 1988 Chevy Astrovan. He is not 
especially good looking, but not unattractive either. His eyes are a 
pretty blue. When he smiles, his face looks cuter, less angled.

Stepping away from the van, into the open air, he 
meticulously sprays SPF 45 across the back of his neck, then up 
and down each long arm and each leg. He takes his deep blue, 
plastic glasses off and hands them to me, and I step away with 
them. He aims the bottle at his face, squeezes three times, spits 
away what has landed on his lips, and then digs his fingers along 
the crease of each eye to wipe away the excess. 

“Here,” he says, holding out the sunscreen, trying to trade the 
bottle for his glasses.  

“I’m fine without it,” I say, handing them back. “It’s not that 
bad out.”

“It is that bad out. Do you feel the sun?” He points, squints. 
The corners of his mouth turn up, but he tries not to smile. We have 
had this argument before.

“We’re going to be outside all afternoon,” he continues. 
“And—you’ll recall—I’m the one who has to listen to you whine 
tonight if you’re all crispy. So, here.”

He hands the bottle to me and I make a quick, sweeping 
motion with it, hitting all the vulnerable spots in three quick 
pumps. I hold it out to him and he says, “More,” so I spray again. 

As we check in at the small booth in the corner of the parking 
lot, the ranger takes his turn: “It’s 90 degrees out today. So, it’s 
essentially a summer hike. Do you have water? Sunscreen?” 

I tell him we’re covered. 
“It’s nearly a mile to the other parking lot,” he says, “where 

you start. Have fun.”  He gives us our map and points us toward 
the mountain.

“What a badass job,” William says as we start walking.
“Seriously?” I ask. “No way. Think about how hot that guy 
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must get in the summer. And that uniform! He looks like a cartoon 
character of a park ranger.”

“I still think I’d like it,” he says.
I am already losing my breath as we wind around the houses 

at the base of the mountain, not yet having reached the actual trail. 
I try to breathe more slowly. This day rounds out a weekend full 
of struggle. A disappointing 29th birthday. Sick friends. A dinner 
cut short. Rain. Instead of the lovely Saturday we’d planned, 
William had treated me to a bad Ben Stiller matinee and then we’d 
eaten tacos in his room. I’d been cranky, and he’d felt responsible, 
though we both tried to pretend we didn’t mind.  

“It’s kind of nice, doing nothing,” I’d lied, and he had acted 
as though he agreed.

Today, though, it is sunny. This hike will be our redemption. 
Years later, I will think back and wonder how we convinced 

ourselves that a day outside might cancel out years of such 
a strained connection, that a hike might override the sadness 
that seemed to sit silently between us for the duration of our 
relationship. I will wonder this a lot: How did we stand it for 
so long, knowing that we really weren’t right for one another? 
Back then I didn’t realize the way we grasp at straws as a bond 
unravels, the way we assign meaning to the meaningless. A new 
acquaintance tells us we were a good couple, and so we decide he 
is right. I wake up with my arms wrapped around William, lips 
to the tattoo on his left shoulder, and I believe it means we are 
growing closer, if only in sleep. We exaggerate intimacies to hide 
the gaps, reach for activities that prove us capable as a pair. Hiking 
together, this feels like proof. 

William and I had gone to high school together not far from the 
base of this mountain. Old Rag is familiar to us. William knows 
the way to slide his hand along the surfaces, looking for dips in 
the rock deep enough to hold. As a teenager, I avoided physical 
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tests with the same fierceness with which I avoided fitted clothes 
and hands near my bulky waist. I carefully timed my part-time 
job at the Video Depot to conflict with the trips my friends made 
to Old Rag, and then I pretended to be disappointed. My body is 
not made for climbing mountains, and so I know Old Rag only 
from the pictures my friends had shown me as they bragged about 
shimmying down sharp rocks, jumping over boulders, seeing 
Skyline Drive from the top down. 

Even now, I don’t actually want to go through with the hike 
itself, but I want to be able to say I’d driven there, put on shoes 
with a strong grip, and started walking. In this weekend of my 29th 
birthday, I am probably in worse shape than I was at 17, but in the 
past few months it has become essential for me to convince myself 
that I am different now—that we, collectively, are different. 

It’s already noon as we weave our way up the trail, and a 
few people pass us going the opposite way, already at the end of 
their hikes. One group on their way down is particularly loud, 
and carrying huge backpacks and sleeping bags, having camped 
somewhere on the mountain the night before. The lone girl in the 
group wears athletic shorts, and has a four-inch long gash in her 
left shin. Blood has pooled around her sock. She smiles anyway. 

“Good Lord,” I say after the girl is out of earshot. “If I bloody 
myself on a rock are you planning on carrying me back down?”

“Actually, I’m planning on leaving you up there,” he says. 
“That’s what this is all about. I think it’ll be interesting to see how 
you fend for yourself in the wild. And, that way, I’ll get to eat the 
whole can of Pringles when I get back to the van.”

As we pass the official trail entrance, I am pleased to realize 
that although I am embarrassingly out of shape, I am also a very 
prepared hiker. In nearly full khaki, with a backpack carrying Skin-
So-Soft bug repellent, water, and a camera, I am the typical non-
hiking hiker. I say “hi” too cheerfully as we pass people. I pump 
my arms, giggle out of nervousness. I promise myself that I will do 
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my best not to complain all day.  
In that moment, as we pass the trailhead and start up the 

mountain, I don’t know that this will be the last weekend day 
we will spend alone together. That one night very soon, while 
watching a History Channel special about salt, I will finally admit 
that our relationship feels like pretending. That I will tell William, 
“I can’t figure out why that is.” That in three weeks, as I sit on the 
couch and he stands, folding clothes behind me, I will say, “I’m not 
happy.” And that he will immediately reply, “Yeah. Yeah, neither 
am I.” That we will spend hours that night arguing for and then 
against the relationship, in alternating turns. 

As we wind farther and farther up the mountain, I lose and 
regain my breath quickly, again and again. We talk in short, easy 
sentences. 

“I forgot to tell you, my loan information came in.”
“Sam came by and fixed my computer last week.”
“My brother isn’t coming home for Thanksgiving.”
“I’m halfway through that documentary you lent me.”
These are small things, like those we mention in our quick 

phone conversations each night before bed. Quick and succinct, 
they are not unlike the emails I write to my boss. Years later, I will 
recall stimulating conversations William and I had as teenagers 
and in our early twenties, as friends and as roommates, before 
we began sleeping together. But I will not be able to remember 
the feeling of being energized by him in the years after, with the 
exception of those nights, once every six months or so, when we 
both purposefully drank too much. I had hoped that this day, spent 
hiking together alone, would spark something like these rambling, 
rousing dialogues. Now, though, I don’t feel like talking.

Eventually, William says, “Let’s take a little break.” He leans 
into a tree and slings the backpack around to look for a water 
bottle. “Your face is really red.” 
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I turn away from him, embarrassed. We have probably 
been walking for about 35 minutes. Walking uphill, but still just 
walking. And not terribly quickly. Height-wise, William has more 
than a foot on me, I can tell he’s slowing his pace on purpose. 

He hands me the water bottle and says he can’t wait for the 
rock scramble—the segment of Old Rag I’ve been dreading. It’s 
there that hikers must shimmy over, under, between, and down 
boulders. The rock scramble differentiates Old Rag from a hundred 
other hikes in the Blue Ridge. I have been told that if you are tall, 
and strong, it presents the most exciting challenge of the entire 
day. If you are short, and lack upper body strength, like me, the 
same experience can range from extremely difficult to downright 
humiliating. 

“I can’t wait either,” I say as we start back up the trail.
“It’s so cool,” he says. “It’s pretty close to the top, so we still 

have a ways to go, but you’ve got to see it. There’s all these really 
narrow tunnels, and sections where you have to totally contort your 
body to get through. It’s awesome.”

As we continue to climb, despite the wild sweating and 
the sting of my eyes, I recognize that it’s a beautiful scene. The 
natural staircase of hardened lava. Wildflowers. Slight streams. 
Perfect lookout points, with rocks for both sitting and leaning. This 
wonder lasts for maybe twenty minutes, and then I am, again, tired 
and cranky, thighs burning and a slightly dizzy head. 

I trip over a thick root, catching myself with one hand against 
a spider-web covered tree, then immediately pull my hands back 
toward me in disgust, losing my balance again. When I stumble, 
William doesn’t instinctively hold out his hand to pull me up. I 
have to reach for it, to remind him. 

We don’t touch each other like two people in love. Or talk 
that way. We interact like brother and sister most of the time, in 
the fragmented way only two people with a very shared history 
can talk. When we try to act like two people in love, it comes out 
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forced, but we try, sporadically, hoping one day, beside one another 
in the car or eating burritos, it will feel natural. We make a point 
to say out loud each quality we admire in each other and I learn to 
take a certain comfort when he says, “I am really looking forward 
to seeing you,” at the end of phone conversations. It replaces “I 
love you,” but in a sweet, still-honest way. 

Later, we will say that we did love one another, just not in 
the right way, but this won’t be true either. We loved being with 
someone who knew our strange histories so completely. Someone 
who remembered the funeral of a close friend. Someone who spent 
seven hours on a slippery plastic hospital chair right next to ours, 
listening to another friend scream from behind a blue curtain. 
Someone who could name our idiosyncrasies, our failings—the 
way my stomach sags, the way he needs to smoke pot in order to 
feel less sad.

I walk in front of him to motivate myself, and to pretend 
at some renewed enthusiasm. We don’t talk for a while, and 
eventually we rest by a boulder jutting out from the trail. He scoots 
on all fours out to the edge.

“Come on,” he says. “The view is so much better from out 
here. You can see around everything.”

I hesitate, then sit and wiggle myself toward him, scared of 
everything—that I will slip, that the rock will break, that some 
unknown bad thing will happen if I veer too far off the trail. 

When we reach the rock scramble, I think back to summers I spent 
cliff jumping on the Rappahannock River. On the rare days I felt 
daring, I would run and hurl myself out over the water as quickly 
as I could so as to squash the fear. 

I will be quick now as well, I decide. I straddle two rocks 
and ease myself down into the first burrow swiftly, then follow 
William on my hands and knees. At a few points he has to grab 
my arms, or weave his fingers tightly together as a step for me, but 
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I don’t hesitate. I keep going at full speed. We climb down to get 
up. We let go and jump even though it feels unstable, threatening. 
I push through, knowing that any hesitation will only delay the 
gratification I’ll feel when we finally reach the car.

Very close to the top of the mountain, we reach the last true 
scramble point. When we approach it, squeezing ourselves through 
a very narrow passage, I see a father, heaving each of his two 
young daughters to the next landing. 

I turn around to William and say quietly, “He’s throwing 
them. He’s throwing his daughters onto a fucking rock.”

“He may have to throw you,” he says, smiling. “This is the 
part I was kind of worried about. You just need to really try to lift 
yourself up, ok? And I’ll be behind you, helping you.” 

The father sees us and waits, knowing, I think, that I will need 
help. He contorts his body around the oddly shaped boulders and 
points down between them, to a 20-foot drop.

“So you have to wrap your arm around here,” the father 
says, slapping the smooth, curved top of a large boulder, “to keep 
yourself from falling in between, ok? And then pull yourself up 
and twist so that you can land flat on your stomach.”

I turn behind me to William and silently mouth, “Land?”
Even with these men on either side of me, guiding my hands, 

my movements, I am not strong enough to pull myself up. Digging 
my nails into rock frantically for an imperfection to grab, I start to 
fall back and twist the wrong way, making all the quick, useless, 
jerky movements of a caught animal. I yell. I shut my eyes. I yank 
both hands up to cover my face. William grabs one of my elbows 
and lodges his other hand into my waist, pushing me. There is 
heaving and shrieking, and eventually, I do land, slightly scratched. 
William takes one gigantic step and yanks himself up immediately 
behind me.

He tells me I did great, and I stand up and start walking in 
silence, nails dug now into my palms. I nod. They are amazing, the 
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things we can make ourselves believe.
Minutes later, we are at the peak, and I do not feel victorious 

in any way. When William pulls out the peanut butter sandwiches 
we’d packed in the early morning, I push his hand away. My 
appetite is gone. The view is green treetops for miles, but my pride 
is hurt, and I can’t let myself enjoy it.

William eats two sandwiches, and begins jumping from 
boulder to boulder, calling me toward him. He bends down to 
put his left cheek to my right, and stretches his arm far in front of 
us, finger pointed to show me what look like matchbox cars on 
the next mountain. They manipulate our scale, make us proud of 
how far we have hiked. With our cheeks still touching, we pull 
the camera out of the backpack and take an arms-length picture of 
ourselves.

While easier than hiking up the mountain, getting down is still 
pretty difficult. It’s a different route, a separate trail on the other 
side of the mountain. At nearly five miles, it’s far longer than the 
hike up. 

Now, instead of speaking, William is singing. Early that 
morning his clock radio woke us up with “Just the Two of Us,” and 
one or the other of us has been humming it ever since. He is belting 
it out now in the deepest voice he can, and dancing down the path. 
We have reached a point in the hike that feels like walking down 
steep stairs, and my knees begin to shake like they’ll give out. With 
each step, I think I might tumble. 

“Holy shit, I am so bad at this,” I say, laughing. “I feel so 
tired, almost dizzy, really.”

I’m still sweating wildly. My hand is bleeding from the rock 
scramble, and I am covered in dust and dirt. I wipe a dirty hand 
across my damp forehead then slap him with it, so he will start 
laughing, too.  

He suggests that it might be fun to take a break behind a 
cluster of huge rocks and fallen trees to the right of the trail. He 
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says no one would see us. I tell him no. I tell him that he is insane. 
I tell him I’ve never felt less like having sex in my entire life.

 “ . . . when I think of you sometime . . . and I want to spend 
some time with you . . .” He only keeps singing.

I can tell he is getting tired, too. Virginia has been in a 
drought for months, and we’re shocked to round a corner and 
see a running stream and a small pool near the end of the trail. In 
an effort to seem pleasant, or outdoorsy, or unlike my true self, 
I say, “Want to swim? Come on.” It’s late, though, and he says 
we shouldn’t, so we keep walking. I think, “Well, at least I was 
willing.”

We are almost to the end, where the path becomes more obvious 
and less steep. My mood picks up as I realize that very soon I can 
climb into the passenger seat of William’s van, throw my filthy 
sneakers into the back seat, shake the dust out of my socks and 
sleep as he drives us home in the dark, back past the same sites. 
At his house, I can take a long shower, put on comfortable clothes, 
and lie in his bed with wet hair and sore muscles. I do not know 
that in a few weeks, William will sit on one edge of this bed, while 
I sprawl in the middle. That he will hold his forehead and say, “I 
just keep thinking, that I’m mostly happy. What’s wrong with me? 
Why don’t I feel completely fulfilled in this? On some level I think 
that we could get married, and be mostly happy then, even. For a 
while. For a really long time.” I will agree and think, for a second, 
that maybe we should get married next week. Or never see one 
another again. Or just keep dating.

It will take us hours that night to say out loud that we are 
not in love, each of us lining up our statements carefully in the 
middle of compliments, draped in everything good we can say 
about one another, but eventually it comes out. Another hour later, 
in a moment of cruelty and clarity, we will each say the names of 
people we did once love, and articulate how much different, how 
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much better that felt. We will express confusion about our time 
together, claiming that we believed if we were steadily kind to 
one another, we could make our feelings shift into place. We will 
pretend that we each showed this consistent kindness over the 
previous five years. We will agree on almost everything, and we 
will both, somehow, still wound each other. We will fall asleep 
crying, and have terrible, sad, groggy sex in the morning, and I will 
want to leave before we’re even finished. We will admit defeat.

Before any of that happens, though, we get to wind down the last 
mile of this mountain on foot beside one another, proud of the 
slow, patient effort we have made all day. We will to stop and fill 
up the tank in the van and then decide to treat ourselves to steak 
dinners at a cheap chain restaurant. We will say we have earned 
it—that we’ve more-than earned it. We will not care that we are 
wearing shorts, that we have dirty knees, that we smell wild, 
gamey, as William says. We will each order a drink, celebrate our 
ascent, and then we will choose to blame the rest of the silent meal 
on acclimation, on the rise and then relatively quick decline, on the 
unfamiliarity of very high elevations.
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