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Dedication

For the first storyteller I ever knew.

Who taught me the magic of words.

How to love them, how to use them, and most important—

how to hear them.

This is for you, Daddy.

The river is a little colder without you. 

And still not for Adrienne Young.

Who always helps me understand the value of my magic.

This is NOT a dedication.
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The End.

HE STANDS ON THE STREET.

The sunshine gone from his skin, and hair a little longer than before. It curls into the collar of the dark flannel shirt he’s wearing. I can count all the ways he’s different under the light from the lamppost instead of the light from a summer moon.

But the look in his eyes. That’s the same.

It hurts to meet them, like pieces of jagged glass pressing against my heart, so I focus on his hands. He’s holding the journal. Worn leather that’s pockmarked from water and pages softened by touch. I want to reach out and open it because I know on those pages are words I want to read again.

And words I don’t.

“You still have it.” I’d hoped my voice would sound surprised, but all I can hear is the sadness in it.

“Yeah.” He says it simply because of course he still has it. And I can feel my heart bend and break in that one word. Like the spine of a new book.

“Why?” I ask, but really I hope.

For what exactly, I’m not sure.

Gentle fingers run over the word etched on the cover; the one I watched him carve with a knife in short blunt strokes as we sat under the stars. “I didn’t want . . .”

But he trails off, leaving me wondering. He didn’t want what? Anyone to know about what happened?

About how he shattered my heart into pieces that bled onto those pages without my permission?

He didn’t want his lie to unravel?

With a step forward, he practically whispers, “Maps.”

“It’s Atlas.”

Bang. The two words are like a shot fired into the dark, cracking against the quiet. Words I know will hurt him. The way he’s hurt me. “People call me Atlas here,” I repeat—justify.

There’s something different in his eyes now. “I don’t call you that.”

No.

No, he called me something else. A name that meant something different. In a place so unlike the one we stand in now.

“Please.” It almost seems desperate. “Don’t run. Not again.”

But running seems to be the only thing I’m good at.
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The beginning.

MY EYES ARE CLOSED.

I don’t open them, even as the light filtering through the trees strobes against my eyelids. If I keep them closed maybe I can pretend.

Pretend that this drive is one I want to take, like it had been so many years before. Pretend that I’m with my dad. Pretend that when I open my eyes, he’ll be tapping his tanned fingers against the steering wheel to the music.

But I know all the things I’ve been pretending aren’t real. Pretending is just another word for lying. And I’ve been doing that. To my mother, to my friends, to myself, because this drive is something I’ve been dreading. And my dad is dead.

Things no one can pretend away. Not forever.

Most people say gone or passed away when they talk about my dad. It seems so gentle; almost soft and completely inaccurate. Cancer is never gentle.

I open my eyes to the reality I’ve been avoiding. My mother sitting next to me, her sunglasses a little too far down her nose and one arm propped up against the window as she drives down the windy mountain roads with sheer drops just off the side. I can’t ever remember a time when she was the one who drove these roads. It was always my dad.

But the cliffs don’t seem to bother her, which is a surprise, since everything seems to bother her now. Especially me.

I look down at my lap. The paper in my hand says WELCOME TO BEAR CREEK COMMUNITY SERVICE. Letters that are printed in a big, bold font feel a bit like handcuffs. Something I can’t wiggle out of. On it are things like my new name, Maps—so clever—a rundown of safety requirements, dates of committed service, and an agreement.

I, ________________ , from the dates of 7/23–8/25 agree to respect the trail, my fellow hikers, and nature. I understand fighting, weapons, drugs, and/or fraternization with other hikers can result in expulsion from the program. Upon expulsion, zero hours will be awarded even if service is compulsory.

Signed,

I haven’t signed yet. Because I do not agree. Because even though this isn’t compulsory, it doesn’t feel like a choice. And because putting my name on this paper would make everything feel final. Like all the things I’ve been running from are finally here for me to deal with in black ink. Failures I have to admit.

Failed to graduate from high school. Check.

Lost my job at a family friend’s floral shop. Check.

Antisocial. Depressed. Anger issues. Directionless. Check.

But I can boil all those things down to two words.

Father died. Check.

My mother doesn’t know what to do with me, but in her defense, I’m not sure what to do with me either.

Bear Creek is the thing she has been hoping will fix me. Save me.

Now she gives me a tight smile from the driver’s seat. “Sweetheart?” Her voice sounds concerned and gentle. Things I know she’s not.

Since my dad died she’s been something else completely. More like a wild animal backed into a corner.

“I’m fine, Mom.”

“Fine?” she repeats, like I’ve just said a word she’s never heard before.

I’m not fine. I had plans to spend my summer being sad and trying to find ways not to be. Or as my mother likes to say, “getting up to trouble.”

How does someone get up to trouble? But this was the thing we agreed on—Bear Creek. And then I get what I want—her to stop asking me what’s next.

If I say I don’t know, she gives me a list of things. I should make new friends. I should start my new normal. I should be enrolling in a GED program and trying to find a job.

But she doesn’t know about the other list.

I close my eyes and when I do, I see it by my father’s bed. Written in his own chicken scratch handwriting were all the things he wanted to do before he died. And at the bottom . . .

Hike the Western Sierra Trail with Atlas.

It’s the real reason I agreed to this and only put up a minimal fight, but it’s also the reason I don’t feel like I have a choice. This summer is the last thing my dad is asking me to do. Finish his list. Hike the trail.

Which is why Bear Creek feels compulsory.

I look back down at the paper again and my eyes snag on the last day of the program. August 25.

I have somewhere I need to be on the thirtieth.

With a deep breath, I push a smile onto my lips. “I’m not worried,” I tell her. “It’s only four weeks.”

I can’t remember exactly when I started lying. Maybe sometime after my dad died. Now it feels like the only thing I do.

My mother pulls off the highway and onto a dirt road that eventually opens to a beautiful valley. She stops and we get out of the car at a footpath that disappears between pine trees and heavy bushes. A dark wooden sign says, BEAR CREEK CAMPGROUNDS with a simple carving of a tent and a crescent moon above it.

I remember these hills and trails from a hundred different summers. It’s like my body still carries the memories of this place. I shake out the feelings that seem to ignite on my fingertips.

Tiny wood buildings dot the valley along with gigantic white firs and gnarled ponderosa pines. They all compete with the large granite mountains that sparkle in the light like someone dropped glitter onto them. A beautiful river cuts through the center, with aspen trees growing out from its edges. I pull my phone from my back pocket and check it.

No signal. Not a single bar.

My mother looks at me and frowns. “You won’t need that thing.”

The truth of her words chews at the loneliness I feel inside my chest. There’s not really anyone to call.

My mother pulls my suitcase from the trunk and sets it down on the dirt road with a thud. The silver luggage shines in the bright California sun as it sits on the baked earth announcing to everyone that it doesn’t belong. I can’t help but notice the similarities between us.

It’s the beginning of the hottest part of the California summer. When the heat builds and never breaks, even in the darkness of night. I can feel the traitorous sun reaching down from the blue sky above as we stand in front of the gate.

“Like you said, it’s only four weeks. Anyone can do anything for four weeks,” my mother tells me, and then she repeats my lie, “You’ll be fine.”

I absolutely will not be, and hearing her say what I’ve just told her makes me angry.

“Four weeks.” I say it as if I could count each one of the hours against the syllables. It feels like an unfathomable amount of time.

My mother takes my hand and rubs her thumb over it like she’s brushing away the untruths I’ve pressed into my palms and can excavate how I really feel. With a deep breath, she looks around. “At least it’s pretty here.”

I make a noise like I agree, but I keep my eyes on the dirt at our feet. I don’t want to look at the pretty valley.

“I’ll be at the end of the trail to pick you up and we can go—”

I swallow, feeling her getting close to the nerve of my pain. “Mom.” Her name is firm in my voice. I don’t want to argue with her. Not about what happens after this. Not right now.

She pushes her glasses up on her nose and then lets out a sigh. “Right, right,” she whispers, almost to herself. Something she’s taken to doing since she started grief counseling.

“You won’t even know I’m gone,” I tell her. And then I add, “I’ll be good.”

I don’t know why I say it. Maybe it’s just a leftover reflex from when my dad was sick and I spent so much time trying to keep her from falling apart. And the truth is, despite the canyon between us, I’m worried about her. She’s going back home, alone. I search her eyes for the mom I used to know, the fighter, but all I can see are the cracks and fractures and splinters of a woman who used to be invincible.

Staying busy is a powerful dam for your emotions, and when that’s gone, you’re left with nothing. It’s something I understand intimately.

A tall boy with a fade passes us and a piece of metal flashes in the light. His septum piercing. He’s the third person to walk up the trail toward the camp, so I know it’s time to say goodbye.

My mother wraps her arms around me and I take a breath, smelling the things that are just her. Knock-off Chanel perfume and something sweet.

My fingers bury into her light blouse. I put my face against her shoulder. Even though my mother and I don’t seem to understand each other, she’s still all I have.

I won’t cry. I won’t show her how nervous I feel. I take my fear and wear it like armor. Because if I break, she will break, and then what? What happens when our sorrow drowns both of us?

Nothing.

No one comes back, so what’s the point?

When she releases me, my mother runs a hand down the side of my face, cupping my cheek. “Okay.” With a deep breath she says, “Go be good.”

Good.

Not bad.

Like I am.
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I DRAG MY SUITCASE against the bumpy path, knowing with each jolt that I made the wrong choice in bringing it, until I end up at a courtyard.

A gigantic tree sits in the center surrounded by a few long and squat buildings. Branches reach up to the sky and spiral out in a tangled web. They cover a large patch of faded grass with benches scattered along the walkways. People move around but no one really settles. The entire place feels transient, not permanent.

This is a place where people begin, not where they end.

There are folding tables with signs taped to the front of them saying things like START HERE and TRAIL SUPPLIES. Several kids stand around talking to each other with stiff shoulders. I stand in the “start here” line behind the boy with the nose ring.

When it’s my turn, a woman holds a yellow highlighter like a sword. “Name?” She looks physically incapable of smiling as she continues. “Nickname. Not your name.”

“Got it.” I lick my lips and the name on my tongue feels heavy. This is part of the test. My new identity given to me on a contract I still haven’t signed. “Maps.”

She scans the paper in front of her and highlights something before she frowns. “It says you need to see Joe.” Her eyes rake over me and her head tilts, curious.

“Joe?” I have no idea why I’m playing dumb. I know who Joe is. But something about her expression makes me feel like I shouldn’t.

She points her pen to the end of the courtyard and a small A-frame building that sits apart from the others. The sign above the door reads OFFICE.

As I walk toward it, I pass several people standing under the large tree trying to hide from the heat. Some have small duffels, some have backpacks, but no one brought a suitcase. Just me.

I push open the sliding glass door and let the cool sensation of air conditioning hit my skin. My eyes adjust to the darkness and my ears to the silence.

Joe’s office. I’ve been here before, but never like this.

Never as someone doing his program.

Dated furniture and ancient relics of technology fill the room and on the desk is a massive cream-colored monitor. The enormous map tacked onto the wood-paneled wall is drawn in muted colors of browns and blues and greens to make it look vintage. At the center is Bear Lake with a giant X for Bear Creek Campground. Over the X is written Paradise on Earth.

But this map isn’t old, it just looks like it is. I know because I’ve never seen it before. This fake-old map is a liar.

It’s apparently a theme in my life.

On the desk, turned away from the door, is a silver metal framed photo. My stomach tightens and twists as I realize what it is.

A picture of Joe. My dad. Me.

I’m not more than six, sitting on the ground between them, my dad wearing the olive-green fishing hat he was never without. There’s a buzzing sensation in my fingertips like there always is when my dad’s memory finds me unprepared.

I reach out to pick up the frame, but before I grab it, I hear—

“Don’t touch my shit.”

Joe comes out of a small door and frowns at me. “Atlas.”

My fingers ball and I tuck a fist behind me. “My name is Maps. Remember?”

The head of the program, and my dad’s best friend, stands behind his messy desk with his hands on his hips and his eyes narrowed. The blue bandanna around his neck is sweat stained and his cargo shorts have a gaping hole toward the bottom. Joe doesn’t look like the director of a million-dollar state-funded park program. He looks homeless.

His gaze moves over me to my silver suitcase. “You know you’re hiking, right?”

I stand in front of my suitcase, blocking it from his view. “I know.”

“How are you?” Joe asks but it’s stilted. Like he knows he’s supposed to ask but doesn’t really want to hear the truth.

“I’m fine.”

“Fine,” he repeats.

For a second, I think he’s going to say something else. He’ll make me admit I’m lying and twisting the meaning of the word fine till it’s like the pine trees that grow in knots here. Or worse, ask about my father. My throat tightens and I look anywhere but at him.

“Really? You’re fine?” He looks at me. “You’re not mad? About the . . .” His hands wave around without a real direction.

Oh. Joe means about Bear Creek.

“Of course I’m mad. My mother basically extorted me to do this fucking program.” But my hand goes to the list in my pocket. My dad’s list. I wrap my fingers around it like Joe has X-ray vision and will find it.

He shakes his head. “Extortion is a little much. From what I heard you’ve been a real shit show.”

“Shit show?” I let out a laugh. “Do people use that word?”

“Are you gonna give me trouble, Outlaw?”

My jaw clenches. It’s my dad’s nickname for me, the one that reminds me of a thousand spaghetti westerns watched on his lap and finger guns at tea parties.

“Maps,” I correct.

“You’re not Maps till you sign the agreement.” Joe leans forward with his fists on the table. “If you don’t want this, if you don’t take it seriously, you’ll get sent home. And it will waste my time and yours.”

“Right. No fighting, or drugs, or sex.” It’s ridiculous that he’s asking me to want this. I don’t want to be here. I don’t want to hike my entire summer. I don’t want a dead dad. But no one cares what I want. “I’m here, aren’t I? At your free labor camp?”

“Free?” Joe laughs. “It’s not free. This is the number one conservation program in the country. People come from all over to do this. I have a waiting list two hundred people long. I moved you to the top because your dad is one of my best friends and he . . .”

Is. God I hate the way I can’t stop hearing the past and present in conversation.

Joe clears his throat. “Which reminds me.” His eyes look down at the photo on his desk almost like it’s an impulse. “Don’t tell people that you know me. Or that your dad—”

“Why?” I interrupt.

The phone rings and he picks up the receiver just to set it down again. “I don’t want anyone to think I’m doing you a favor.”

“But you are,” I push. Also, he’s just hanging up on people?

“Because—” The phone rings again and he repeats the motion of hanging up the receiver.

“You don’t need to get that?”

“Oh my fucking god, Atlas. Are you done?”

“Maps.”

“Not yet.” He sighs at me. A long thing that fills the air. “Can you just follow the rules and pretend you’re not . . . you know, you?”

You. It hurts, so I force myself to smile.

“First rule of a cult is to strip someone of their identity.”

He’s not smiling and I feel mine fade in response. Joe takes a piece of paper and puts it out on the desk. It’s the Bear Creek volunteer agreement.

He holds out a pen. “If you sign it, you’re here. And if you’re here, you’re Maps.”

“The nicknames are stupid.” I toss the insult at him.

“The nicknames were your dad’s idea.” His words come back at me, spiked. He takes a deep breath. “Who you are, what you’ve done, none of that matters here. The nicknames are a blank slate. No past or history or judgment.”

The last word sticks in my mind like gum on a shoe. But I can hear my father’s voice in Joe’s words.

Maps. How ridiculous. I take the pen and in big block letters, I write MAPS in the blank space reserved for my name. And I stare at it. Maps. Who is she? Does she have friends? Does she have a dead dad? Is she a fuckup who gets sent to community service?

I decide Maps can be anything I want her to be.

With the pen, I sign the agreement and decide, Maps is fine.
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THE STICKER IN MY hand reads Hello! My name is MAPS with a bright blue dot next to it. I adhere it to my chest and instantly it feels like cosplay.

Strangers with cans of soda or sparkling water and name tags like mine fill the courtyard as they make small talk about the nicknames on their stickers like River and Cookies and Bucket.

I chat with someone named Key. Her circle sticker is red and she tells me it’s her trail assignment. “You’re blue.” When she says it, she sounds disappointed and oddly it makes me feel good that she’d hoped I was on her trail.

Key points to a person without a colored sticker. “Trail leaders,” she tells me. Key goes on to explain they’re people who’ve done the program before. A girl without a sticker and wearing double French braids laughs at something the woman from earlier with the highlighter says.

“How do we know which one will be ours?” I ask.

“We don’t. They assign them before we go out.”

I nod as Key excuses herself, probably to find someone with a red sticker, and then I’m standing there in the middle of a crowd, alone with a can of Sprite in one hand and my dignity in the other.

I’m used to feeling out of place, used to feeling like something is happening just beyond me, but here, it’s physical. The color sticker on my chest doesn’t seem to match anyone else’s. I hear someone whispering about my suitcase, and I just . . . I need a second to myself.

A second to think.

I pretend I’m walking with purpose toward the building with a sign that says OUTHOUSE, but instead of going in, I toss my mostly full soda in a trash can and walk to the back, leaning against the wood-paneled siding.

“Okay,” I hear myself say out loud. “It’s fine.” My new favorite word.

One deep breath. Two. Three. This is not a panic attack, despite what my therapist keeps calling them.

I open my eyes and pull a pack of smashed cigarettes out of my back pocket. They aren’t mine but something I found at the bottom of the center console of my father’s truck. I didn’t know he smoked. I remember pulling them out and just staring at the yellow packaging. This part of my dad’s life that I couldn’t place or understand. Like a puzzle piece that didn’t fit anywhere. Why were they there? Had he always smoked? Did that cause the cancer?

But he wasn’t around to answer any of those questions. And when my mother came outside, I hid them behind my back. I don’t know why I didn’t tell her. Or why I kept them, except the cigarettes felt like a secret between my dad and me. One that let me pretend—

“You can’t smoke here.”

When I look up, a boy is walking toward me. Golden hair matches his golden tan, and he wears a dark gray T-shirt over his broad shoulders.

He stops, and I notice how his beat-up hiking boots are pointing toward my brand-new and pristine ones. The real versus the pretend. He looks at my name tag and the pack of cigarettes in my hand. When his eyes meet mine, they feel heavy.

“Oh, I wasn’t—I’m not—” Fuck. I let out a little laugh. “It’s . . . they aren’t mine.”

A small crease forms between his dark brows. “Not yours?” he repeats.

“It’s . . .” How do I even explain? “I wasn’t going to smoke. I don’t smoke.”

He nods at me and looks back down at the pack. I search his chest for a name tag but there isn’t one and suddenly, I’m not sure why I’m justifying myself to him.

“I didn’t light it.” My words sound petulant.

“There’s no smoking anywhere on the trail or in the mountains.” The boy plucks the cigarettes from my hand. “And you can’t be back here.”

My hands reach for the pack but he’s already moving toward the crowd.

“Hey!” I shout, but he doesn’t even turn around as he crushes the American Spirits in his fist. “Fuck.”

I lean back against the wall and press the heels of my palms into my eyes. I don’t want to cry, but more than that, I can’t cry. Too many people will notice. And I absolutely can’t stay here forever. Taking a deep breath, I walk back to the group.

A girl with soft green hair watches me curiously. Her eyes are defined with heavy black liner and she wears expensive athletic gear and fashionable hiking boots, but they’re broken in and worn. She is not pretending.

The girl takes three long strides in my direction before coming to a stop directly in front of me. “Blue.” She points at my tag with a smile and then points at her matching dot. “I told Joe to give me someone cool, and you look cool.”

“Cool?” I do not look cool. I’m wearing denim shorts when everyone else is wearing expensive leggings. I have on an oversize T-shirt and my brown hair is messy and mousy. Next to her I look boring, and I tell myself not to shift and straighten my shirt, which has fallen down my shoulder.

But the girl ignores my question. “I swear Joe loves to punish people. Last year he wouldn’t let me hike. Said there were too many boys and it wasn’t safe, as if that’s a fucking thing. It’s called misogyny. Do you know Joe?”

“Joe?” I try to keep up with her.

“He runs the campgrounds and trails. He seems mean but he’s not. Mostly. Just someone who’s been in a bad mood since the eighties.” She smiles at me. “I’m Sugar.”

“Maps,” I tell her, pointing to my name tag.

“Have you met anyone else in blue?”

I shake my head. “Have you?”

“Just you.” Her lips press together. “Which is concerning. What is Joe up to?”

But before I can offer a theory, I see the boy with the septum piercing.

Broad and tall, I recognize him as the person who passed us as we walked in and who stood in front of me at check-in. He approaches us with purpose and a smile. “Is this where the revolution takes place?” He hands us each a can of Sprite, and his pink glittery nails catch the light. On his chest is a name tag that reads Junior.

“The revolution?” Sugar asks with eyes narrowed. She takes the can from him and the lid pops when she pulls the tab open.

Junior arches one perfect eyebrow. “The girl with the headband over there says that you volunteered last year and you’re known as a bit of a troublemaker.”

Sugar only sighs. “Jacks is jealous because she wasn’t smart enough to get out of ditch duty. She’s a troll. And a terrible kisser.” She grumbles the last part into her soda.

“Jacks does look like she’d be a sloppy kisser,” he says thoughtfully and then looks at me. “She didn’t know who you were, so I’m assuming you’re new too?”

“To Bear Creek,” I answer. “But not to revolutions.”

He smiles and it’s the kind of beautiful that makes you want to lean toward it. “I’m Junior.”

“As in Mints?” I ask.

He doesn’t smile.

“Or Junior High,” Sugar asks. “Wait, or is it like Carl’s. Are you Carl’s Jr.?” Her face is serious, which only makes the mocking worse.

“Are you done?”

“It’s an interesting name,” Sugar tells him almost apologetically. “Doesn’t really fit you.”

Junior shrugs. “Neither does Sugar, it seems.”

“Maybe it’s opposite day?” I suggest.

“What’s the opposite of Maps? Lost?” Junior asks.

My jaw tightens but that sounds right. Lost.

We spend the next hour, in the hottest part of the afternoon, under the big tree, talking about the nothing only strangers have the patience for. Sugar mentions a trip to the ocean and Junior tells her he’s never been.

“You live in California,” she says, appalled. “It seems impossible that you’ve never seen the ocean.”

“It’s a big state.” He only shrugs, distracted, like something has caught his attention.

Or someone.

Two boys stand over at a picnic table. One with golden hair that curls around the edges of a ball cap and the other with black hair that he keeps pushing out of his eyes. And in the blond’s back pocket are my dad’s cigarettes.

“Who are they?” Junior asks.

Sugar lets out a sigh. “Actual trouble,” she tells us. “The blond is King and the one with dark hair is Books.”

“Do you know them?” I ask.

“Everyone knows them.” She looks a little sheepish. “But if you’re asking if they know me? Not really. They rehabbed the river with Joe last year.” Sugar is thoughtful for a long moment before she stands. “But they’re not the trail leads we want.”

“Really?” Junior asks, but he’s not really asking. “Because I don’t understand an argument against the one in the manga shirt teaching me to use tools.”

I snort laugh.

“Jesus Christ.” She stands in front of Junior. “Trust me. Those two boys are . . . they’re . . .” Sugar groans.

Junior looks at her patiently. “Examples. Please provide me with reasons why I don’t want the hot one as my trail leader.”

“Books—the hot one—” She practically rolls her eyes when she says it. “He made a kid wake up every morning at four a.m. to clean the public restrooms all along the river. Do you have any idea what happens in a state park public restroom?”

“Why?”

“Why are the bathrooms—”

“Why did he do that?”

She shrugs as her fingers flick the tab of her soda can. “No one really knows. And the blond is Joe’s pet. Last year he was sentenced to do this program by the courts. Apparently this year he’s using this program to get an internship with another conservation program.”

“Like an interview?” I ask.

“More like a test, I think. If he does well, he gets the internship. Which means if we’re with them, it’ll be horrible and hard and not at all cool. We want that girl. Ivy.” Sugar points to a girl with a face full of freckles and a messy bun of red hair on top of her head. “Her trail partner is Pidgeon, and I promise you they will be on the hike that has toilets.”

“She looks nice.”

“She is, but mostly, she doesn’t live for this program like some of the others. Which means an easy hike.”

Easy sounds good. It sounds like exactly what I need. But I doubt that’s what I’ll get.

As the afternoon wears on, Joe tells us that we will learn how to report and rehabilitate damage on the trails, along with how to safely hike and camp over the next four days.

We watch five safety videos under a stuffy covered patio. They range from dramatic CGI forest fires to a woman falling down a trail and off the side of the cliff. Littered in between are speeches about why it’s important to keep trails safe for hikers and the power of nature to heal the human soul.

Halfway through the most boring day of my life, everyone stands in a line for ice Popsicles. A girl behind me practically shoves another girl out of her spot.

“Am I missing something about the ice pops?” I ask as a girl in all black runs to stand in front of me.

Sugar doesn’t answer, just motions for me to look at the front of the line.

Books and King dig into giant white coolers and pass out pops without any enthusiasm. Junior smiles at Books, who hands him a blue pop. King hands me a red one without even looking at who he’s handing it to. I don’t say thank you.

I wish he would hand me back my dad’s cigarettes.

Then we’re back to watching videos that explain terms that we’ll need to know. Everything has silly names like blowdowns and spring poles and widow-makers.

Sugar looks like she’s asleep sitting up and Junior narrates with inappropriate comments. He’s decided that these are actually instructional videos on how to avoid STDs. “I knew this guy who got a widow-maker but he called it—”

I push his shoulder before he can finish his thought.

He earns us a stern look from Joe.

The trail leaders demonstrate how to prepare water with a pump, or the ratio of bleach to water and how long you need to let it sit before you can drink it. I make a face. It’s hot and my skin feels like paper. The water in the bottle I’ve been given is warm and I just want this to be over.

Then finally it’s dinner. We stand in a long line at the barbecue grill and have our choice between a veggie dog or a real hot dog.

“I’ll give you my chips if you give me your cookie,” Junior tells Sugar. She nods and they trade. We eat, sitting on the ground under the shade of the tree, silently.

Something about the heat that sticks to your skin and the dirt that layers on top of it feels familiar and sad.

Out here my father’s memory is loud. It shouts over the breeze and the rush of the river and the quiet conversations. I can’t help but think of all the meals I ate with my dad on hikes here while listening to the nothing that only happens in stillness. “Your mind can’t work if there’s too much noise.”

I hate the quiet. I don’t want my mind to work.

My throat clears. “If you could have any animal as a pet, what would it be?” I only ask so that someone is talking. But as soon as it’s out of my mouth, I regret it. Weird. I’m weird. They’re gonna think—

Junior looks at me thoughtfully and I brace myself for what he’s going to say next. “Does it love me? Or does it want to eat me?”

It takes me a second to realize he isn’t responding with teasing.

“Loves you,” I tell him. “Obviously.”

“Alligator,” Junior answers right away.

“Elephant,” Sugar says.

I nod. “I want a tiger.”

“Boring,” Junior teases. “People actually have tigers. All you’ve told us is that you’re a cat person.”

“Fine.” I roll my eyes. “An orca.”

“Where are you gonna keep a whale?” Sugar points her hot dog in my direction.

My mouth falls open. “You picked an elephant. I’ll keep my giant mammal the same place you keep yours.”

Junior counters, “Your whale will die on land.”

“This game is abstract by nature!” I groan. “I am not answering literally.”

“Also,” Junior continues. “Clearly you’ve never seen that documentary about the serial killer orca.”

“You picked an alligator!”

Junior shrugs. “But an alligator who loves me.”

After dinner we’re instructed to find a place to sleep in the bunkhouse, which is just an enormous room with rows of rickety metal bunk beds. Junior, Sugar, and I find some near the back and I undo my suitcase to pull out my toothbrush and face wash.

“What’s with the suitcase?” Sugar asks.

I shrug. I’m not willing to talk about how it sat by the front door of our house every day for a year, waiting for a trip my dad would never take.

On my way to the bathroom to change, I pass King and Books. They’re both walking back to the bunkhouse, King with wet hair curling against the nape of his neck and a shirt sticking to skin.

I offer a small smile, but neither of them return it, and when I look back, Books is saying something to his friend, who just shakes his head.

I can’t help but feel like they’re talking about me. About the cigarettes. I tell myself it doesn’t matter. In four more days, I won’t see them—or my dad’s cigarettes—again.

When I get back to the bunk, Sugar and Junior are sitting on Junior’s bed together with their legs out and backs against the wooden wall that lets light through the places the wood has shrunk over time.

I take a seat on the other side of Junior. “Is it always like this?” I ask Sugar.

“Kinda.” Her head hits the wall gently behind her. “It all changes when everyone gets on the trail. Less chaos. Less everything. More work.”

Junior lets out a low whistle. “Better than being at home.”

Sugar makes a noise like she agrees. “Anything is better than home.”

And as we sit there, I think of the things that could be better than home for them. None of us ask though, because those are the things strangers don’t talk about.

Strangers don’t share the truth.
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IN THE PAST THREE days at Bear Creek, the most important thing I’ve learned has nothing to do with nature.

In between lectures about trail eyes and erosion signs, I’ve been educated in the secret meaning of Popsicles. Which seems to be the most important thing here. The long plastic tubes of frozen juice in artificial colors and flavors are the only thing that seems to keep everyone going during mind-numbing tutorials in the heat.

Cold ice and sugar that’s passed out twice a day. They’re meant to be a reward. But to Junior, they’re a sign. A secret message.

He stands in front of us holding out a bright red pop. “Red. Fucking red.”

Sugar gives him a patient look as she bites off a chunk of her pink one. He makes a disgusted face as he watches her chew. We sit underneath a wide oak tree, not bothering to use the picnic bench seats but sitting on top of the table.

“I don’t get it,” I tell them. “Red? Does that mean something?”

Junior narrows his eyes at me as if I’m saying the most ridiculous thing. “Mean something? Yes, Maps. It’s red. Red. As in the most coveted of all Popsicle colors. And this is the fourth time, in a row, that he’s given me red.”

I look back to the line of people still waiting as the two boys pass out pops.

King and Books.

They wield some kind of mysterious power because they’ve been assigned to hand out our treats.

And because they don’t talk to anyone but each other. They’re all mystery and hushed stories about cleaning bathrooms and coveted internships.

We watch Books hand someone else a yellow pop and Junior’s hands go wide. “See?”

“So, it’s official,” I tell him. “He loves you. When are you getting married?”

Sugar’s face turns serious. “You’ll look amazing in white.”

Junior waves his pop between us. “I hate both of you and I can’t stand straight people.”

Sugar frowns. “How dare you assume my sexuality.”

Junior ignores her. “Red. It has to mean something, right?”

“Are you sure he’s . . .” I trail off.

“One of mine? Yes. He’s too hot to be that into manga and not like boys.”

“I don’t think that’s a thing. Sounds like a stereotype.”

Junior gives me a smug look. “Says the girl with the blue Popsicle.”

“Again, I don’t understand your color hierarchy. Is blue good or bad?”

Sugar puts a cold hand on my bare leg. “Everyone knows blue is the second-best color.”

“Is there like a Wikipedia page that everyone has read?”

“Oh!” Sugar says to Junior. “This afternoon, whatever color he gives you, just mention that it’s your favorite color.”

“Yes!” Junior says, clearly understanding some plan I don’t. “And then if he gives it to me on the last day, we’ll know he’s doing it on purpose.”

There are many flaws in this plan. So many. “What if you end up in the other one’s line?”

“The other one.” Sugar raises an eyebrow. “You mean King?”

Sugar caught me watching King as he carried the heavy coolers out of Joe’s office the second day we were here. It isn’t my fault he doesn’t like sleeves.

“Did King give you the blue pop?” Junior asks, biting his.

I feel my face heat. “I don’t know.”

“What color did you get yesterday?” Junior asks.

“I don’t know! Yellow?” When did this conversation turn on me?

“You liar, you got red!” He’s acting like a lawyer who just caught a witness in cross-examination. “I remember because your teeth were stained till dinner!”

I stand. “I don’t remember because they’re just Popsicles!”

Except their words lodge themselves inside my brain like worms slowly eating away at all the reasonable and rational thought I have.

And later that day, when King hands me a pink pop, I stare down at it trying to discover its meaning.

Junior gets green.

He groans. “I am an idiot.”

Sugar can’t stop laughing as we sit together on the table that I’m now beginning to consider our place. It’s only marginally cooler than being in the direct sunlight. “Green is lime! No one likes lime!”

Junior speaks slowly, as if he’s still trying to figure out what happened. “He handed it to me and I said, Thanks, I love green.” His eyes go wide. “Thanks? I said thanks.” His whole face transforms into horror.

“I doubt he even heard it,” I say, trying to be helpful.

“That’s worse!” He sits down on the tabletop next to me with his elbows on his knees and his head in his hands.

“How is that worse?”

“That would mean he wasn’t even paying attention to me.” Junior lets out a deep breath. “I guess I will just walk into the river, slowly—”

“And dramatically,” Sugar interjects with a serious nod.

“—with rocks in my pockets, and let my beautiful, young ghost tragically haunt this campground.”

“That’s pretty serious commitment,” I point out.

The next day Junior stands in line and . . . he gets green.

With a shake of his head, he looks down at the pop. “I hate green.” But a smile has carved itself against his features.

“Wanna trade?” I ask, holding out a red pop to him.

Junior makes a face as he bites into the lime one he holds. “King give you that?”

“I don’t know,” I lie.

Junior opens his mouth, but before he can respond, Sugar is standing in front of us with a grave look on her face. “I have bad news.”

“What is it?” I ask.

Her head shakes back and forth. “It’s bad.”

“Just say it,” Junior tells her.

“We got assigned a trail and trail leaders. And I’m not sure which is worse.” We wait in suspense for her to tell us. She takes a deep breath and says, “We’re doing the Western Sierra Trail. And. We’re doing it with Books and King.”

I look at Junior, who is still staring at Sugar, and slowly his face breaks out into a smile. “Is this my main character moment in the romance novel of my life?”

Sugar rolls her eyes. “This is no romance. Think thriller. The Western Sierra Trail has been closed for the past seven years since a fire came through it. Hiking it is going to be . . . awful. It’s probably haunted.”

Sugar and Junior argue back and forth about ghost wildlife and wondering if maybe Joe will change our trail, but I’m not surprised that this is what we’ve been assigned.

It was the trail my dad never got strong enough to hike again.

The one that is on a list in my back pocket.

And I know this is Joe’s way of making that right.
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JOE STANDS AT THE head of a picnic table with his hands on his hips like an old Peter Pan.

On one side of the bench seats are Junior, Sugar, and me.

And on the other are Books and King.

As if we are opposing teams.

We all look down at a piece of paper with our names, our trail assignment with a map, and a list of what we’ll need on the hike.

“Divide all the equipment between you five to carry,” Joe is telling us, and I can’t help but stare at the people I’m about to disappear into the mountains with.

Books seems almost nervous and King rubs at a spot behind his ear. I try to catch his eye, wondering if I’ll be able to tell if he’s going to say anything about the cigarettes and wondering what kind of judgments he’s already made about me. Am I a bad kid? A troublemaker?

Does he think I’ll be a problem?

When I was a freshman, my teacher accused me of cutting class and using my dad’s cancer as an excuse. I could feel the anger and the rejection building up because this person couldn’t see the way I was hurting. Instead of trying to be better, I was worse.

“You don’t have to double down on every bad thought someone has about you,” my mother told me.

But my dad just shook his head.

And now I can’t stop trying to read King to find out what he thinks of me because that will determine what kind of person I’ll be on the Western Sierra Trail for the next month. If I’ll double down on his judgment.

A month with strangers.

What if we end up hating each other? What if we get hurt? What if there’s a snowstorm and one of us dies and we have to eat them to stay alive?

Apparently I’m the only one with questions because a moment later Books pulls the list toward him and clears his throat. “King and I can carry the shovels and saw. Junior looks like he can carry the extra water.” He pauses and looks up at Junior, who raises his eyebrows. I think Junior’s arms flex, but I can’t really tell.

“Junior can carry the ropes too,” King continues. “Sugar can carry the food and cooking supplies.”

“Because I’m a woman?” she counters.

“You wanna carry the water?” Books asks her with a challenge in his voice.

“I wanna carry the saw.” She never takes her eyes off him.

Joe knocks his knuckles on the table twice. “Play nice. I’m gonna check on the other groups.”

As Joe walks away, King looks back down at the list. “Maps, can you carry the tents?”

He asks me. A question.

“Why are you asking her?” Sugar adds. “You didn’t ask me.”

King meets her eyes. “Because
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