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In Memory of Those Who Are Lost, But Not Yet Found






CHAPTER 1 PUMPKIN HOUR



Now



We’re losing light!” Ben yells over the whir of the blades. “We need to go!”

I turn to look out over the field to the tree line, taking in the scene of the crime. The dark green conifers, with their exposed lower limbs. The trampled grass. A wrapper from a protein bar tumbling over and over like a gymnast. A dark patch in the dirt that looks like it’s tinged by rust.

I can’t hear anything but the helicopter’s whine, but the screams are still caught in my thoughts—sharp, terrified, then cut out, cut off.

“Cassie!” Ben yells next to me. “Move it!”

The fear in his voice unsticks my feet. I turn away, following Ben to the Huey. He goes up first, and I put my foot on the landing gear, careful to keep my head bent as I was taught, conscious of the blade spinning above me. Ben crouches in the opening and reaches out his rough hand. I grab it and let him haul me into the helo’s belly. I stumble, then right myself, still bent over.

“You got this?”

I nod and he lets me go. I shuffle to one side and sit in an empty seat, facing Ben and Gareth. As I strap myself in, I try not to think of the body that rests on the floor between us, zipped into a thin black bag by Ben and Gareth after they found me. But the space is so tight that I can’t put my feet on the floor without resting them on it. That possibility brings bile to my throat, so I raise my legs in front of me. They protest; I won’t be able to keep this position for long.

The pilot checks us over his shoulder. He, like Ben and Gareth, is wearing a dark helmet, a microphone by his mouth. The pilot points to a helmet hanging on a hook next to my head. I grab it and put it on, adjusting the volume with a wheel on the side. It’s tight and uncomfortable, edging into the headache that’s been building since yesterday.

The pilot’s voice is tinny and distant. “We have ten minutes till pumpkin hour.”

Ben gives him a thumbs-up, and I feel a moment of confusion until the meaning of the term thunks into place. The helicopter can’t fly safely after dark in this mountainous terrain. They call it pumpkin hour, and there won’t be a fairy-tale ending if we flirt too hard with that deadline. I know this, I knew this, but the shock of everything that’s happened has affected more than my motor skills—I can feel it eroding my memory, like a thick fog descending that I must find my way out of before it’s too late.

“Everyone strapped in?” the pilot asks as he does his final checks.

“Ready!” Ben says, giving a thumbs-up again. Gareth does the same, and then it’s my turn.

I pop my thumb up in a gesture that feels more positive than possible. But I do have some things to be grateful for.

That they found me before it was too late.

That I’m alive.

That there’s only one body in a bag at my feet.

The pilot turns away, and then the engine changes gear. The blades above us spin harder, faster, louder as we lift slowly from the ground. It’s deep twilight now, the world fading like a watercolor left in the sun, and I cling to the straps holding me in place, petrified of the open door, and that I’ll never be able to erase what I saw. What I did.

The Huey banks, heading back to the Heli Base at Crane Flat, circling over the small field we just left.

I don’t want to look down, but I can’t help but throw a last glance at the scene below. And maybe it’s a trick of the fading light, but I swear I can see the faint outline of someone waiting at the edge of the tree line, watching to make sure we fly away.






CHAPTER 2 I SHOT A MAN IN RENO



Then

May



The Reno airport is different than I remember it.

I thought it was as seedy as the rest of that town, the walls caked with cigarette smoke stains, the air fetid from sad people with dried-out hopes, their skin pale in the blinking neon lights. I could envision the shapeless men and women sitting at slot machines with buckets of change in their laps, and a row of bounty hunters skulking at the bar, checking passengers’ faces against the images of their prey.

But memory is a fluid thing—I know that better than most. Some memories are so clear and stark that you can recall the smell in the air and the music playing and the dialogue exchanged like it’s a movie in your head. Others get painted over by life, or merged with other experiences, or changed entirely because remembering the sights, smells, and sounds is too much to process.

We don’t get to choose which our brain keeps, amends, or discards. We just live with the consequences.

Either way, I’m wrong about the airport. It’s modern, with arched ceilings and hotel carpeting. And though there are slot machines, skylights above let in the sunlight and the bar has three thirtysomething women sitting at it, well-dressed and giggling over large glasses of chardonnay. The one in the middle is wearing a bright pink BRIDE T-shirt and a large diamond ring.

I rub at the empty spot on my corresponding finger and breathe a sigh of relief that it’s still empty. That this is real, and not some dream I’m pursuing over too many hours.

Someone jostles me from behind. I stumble to the left, then stop just outside my gate. I widen my stance and adjust my pack, unused to the weight and how it affects my balance. At almost fifty pounds, it’s a whole procedure to even get it on.

It’s been ten years since I moved through the world with everything I own on my back.

I slip my thumbs under the straps, pulling them up and away from my shoulders to get some relief, then walk toward the exit, my steps slow and slumberous. I forgot how hard it is to walk gracefully with this much holding you down. Each step feels like one of those dreams where you try to run for a flight, but your legs are lead and you miss it.

I feel like that all the time now, whether I’m sleeping or not.

Dreams like those are never about something literal, and this feels like that, too. I thought I’d shed it when I got on the plane in New Jersey, but it’s followed me through the sunlit sky.

I can change my location, but I’ve brought myself with me.

“Good luck, Cassie,” the woman I sat next to says as she passes me at a brisk clip, her frizzy gray hair held in place by a tennis visor. I don’t usually talk to strangers when I’m traveling, but Janice wouldn’t be denied. I heard all about how she’s in town visiting her daughter and grandchildren and everything they’re going to do for the next twelve days.

“Thanks, Janice. Have a good time with your grandbabies.”

She flaps a hand in goodbye and strides away, hopefully forgetting all about me. Out of context, I have one of those bland faces—washed-out blue eyes, dark blond hair, regular features. I look like a thousand other women, something that used to annoy me, but it has its uses.

I watch Janice’s confident stride. In a moment she’s lost in the crowd, and I regret that I didn’t take her up on her offer of a nice family meal. Because now I feel truly alone. I don’t know anyone here, and there’s no one coming to greet me unless I’ve made a grave miscalculation.

Get to Bishop, Ben had said, and I’ll pick you up.

There’s no flight from Reno to Bishop at this time of year, so my next stop is the bus. But I have one more thing to do before it arrives.

I adjust the straps on my pack again, then continue along the hallway, looking for the right kind of store. I find it near the end of the terminal—a convenience store that sells electronics, including prepaid phones, a burner if you’re a drug dealer. Something that can’t be traced back to me.

I wait behind a stressed-out mother buying a chocolate bar for her wailing kid, then ask the cashier for a phone, pointing to the wall above his head. The pimply eighteen-year-old hands it to me, and when I ask, shows me the pared-down features—how to make a call, how to text, how to block my number.

It isn’t hard to be anonymous. All it takes is a couple hundred dollars in cash. I pay for it and add in some snacks for the bus ride. Crackers and cheese, a package of maple-flavored beef jerky, and a Coke. It’s almost four hours to Bishop, and the last thing I ate was a bad bagel with cream cheese at Newark at five in the morning.

I leave the store and exit the terminal. The air is warm and dry, the sun high in the sky. I shade my eyes, looking for a bench. I find one to the right. I put my pack on it and feel around in the top pocket until I find my old phone. I stare at it for a moment, its cherry-red case, the stickers on the back that I collected over time. A daisy. A peace sign. A band logo. This phone has been my lifeline, everything good coming from it—this trip, this job, this change. But now, like so many things, it’s time to let it go.

I should’ve left it in New York, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. If something unexpected came up, I needed a way to communicate. And I should put it in the trash right now without looking back, but I have trouble doing that, too. I want to check in one last time, like that half bottle of wine you swore you wouldn’t drink. You know you should pour it out, but one more glass can’t hurt, can it?

My hands shake like an alcoholic as I turn it on, wondering how many texts there’ll be. It takes a minute for it to connect to the airport’s Wi-Fi. Then it shudders and pings as the messages load. In the end, there are five. Four texts and an email for good measure, all saying the same thing.

Where the fuck are you?

My heart starts racing, and my armpits fill with sweat. My fingers hover over the screen, years of reflexes pushing me to answer, to assuage, to diffuse. But I don’t do that anymore. I don’t have to answer; I’m not going to.

Instead, I control my breathing, then google my old name: Cassandra Adams. A few articles load, along with tags in friends’ social media posts. I scan the list quickly, but there’s nothing new. I try another search: Cassandra Biggs missing. Again nothing. And then one more: Cassie Peters missing.

Did you mean Cameron Mack missing? Google asks. Below is a link to an article headed with a ten-year-old poster of Cameron Mack and the phrase HAVE YOU SEEN HER? underneath her gap-toothed smile. I stare at her innocent eyes, feeling a mixture of sadness and kinship. Cameron isn’t missing anymore, and I don’t seem to be either.

I close the browser and take photographs of my important contacts, and the texts, too, in case I need them. When I’m done, I pull the SIM card from my iPhone, then crush it beneath my heel and toss it and the phone into a nearby trash can, watching it disappear below cast-off ice cream cones and soda cans.

That’s how easy it is to throw your life way.



On the ride to Bishop, I can’t help feeling like one of the men sitting on the bus is watching me. He has that bounty hunter look I was expecting to see at the airport—bulky arms filled with faded, menacing tattoos and a vigilante expression, his aviators covering his eyes. He gives me a hard stare as he walks down the aisle. I stare him down and he looks away, and I tell myself I’m being paranoid. I didn’t escape from Guantanamo. There’s no crack commando team trying to locate me, just one angry man who doesn’t have my number anymore.

I rest my head against the window and watch the scenery. The faded, round hills full of scrub bushes that surround Reno. The blue lakes and bleached-out sky, the sun hot through the window. Small tourist towns that seem to spring up out of nowhere. I’ve forgotten how everything is so spread out here compared to New York, the years in Manhattan painting over my life before, when I was Cassie Peters, and still thought good things happened to good people.

I drift off for a while, and at some point, we cross into California. When I wake up, the view is made up of large conifers spread out on hillsides with the High Sierras peeking out behind them. My stomach feels empty, hollowed out. I eat the snacks I bought at the airport, wishing I could dig into a healthy meal. The last fresh thing I had was the orange juice I made at the apartment four days ago before I moved into a decrepit motel in Jersey near the airport to let the dust settle before I took my flight.

It was an odd, suspended feeling, being there. Starting at noises outside. Keeping the blinds shut. Only venturing out when I had to, a hat pulled low, my hoodie zipped up to my chin. I slept poorly and my muscles started to hurt from lack of exercise. But when it was finally time to go, I was nervous. I wasn’t safe in that motel, but it was a fear I knew. What lay ahead was filled with uncertainties. I left anyway, taking a cab to the airport, and passing through security with my eyes roving over the other travelers. When no one stopped me or pulled me aside, I breathed a sigh of relief that I’d passed the first of many hurdles.

I do that now as I rinse out my mouth from the jerky, the salt clinging to my tongue.

When we arrive in Bishop, it’s after six and my hunger is palpable despite the snacks. I’m meeting Ben at Schat’s, a local bakery chain that’s famous in these parts. It’s a short walk from the grocery store parking lot where the bus drops me off, but I have an errand to run first.

The man in the aviators gives me that hard stare again, like he’s memorizing me, and I give him my best New York glare back, the one I’ve learned to use to dissuade catcalls from construction workers. He turns away, and I watch him walk into the arms of a petite woman who he picks up and swings around like a child.

I dismiss him and struggle with my pack. The air is dry and thinner than in Reno. Bishop’s at four thousand feet—enough altitude to feel it, especially if you’re carrying fifty pounds.

I set off for the post office, and the back of my T-shirt is sweaty within minutes. The buildings look familiar, the memories sharp. I grew up forty miles from here in Mammoth Lakes, and Bishop was where we’d go for supplies and doctors’ appointments when my mother remembered to make them. Nothing much seems to have changed in the intervening years.

A car passes me and slows. It’s a man driving, his burly arm resting on the windowsill and covered in blurred tattoos. I give him a friendly smile and wave him away. A ride with a male stranger is the last thing I need right now.

I pass a lot full of RVs and trailers protected by a chain-link fence topped with barbed wire. Three people stand near the entrance—an older white woman who’s tanned like leather, with short, spiked gray hair; a man in his mid-thirties with a protruding belly; and a younger woman in her mid-twenties with light brown skin and hair that’s almost white blond in a thick braid down her back. They appear to be having an animated discussion.

I watch them as I walk past. The older woman seems to be haggling over something. Then the younger woman puts her hand on her arm and says her name distinctly enough that I can hear it. Sandy. I know the tone; it’s one I’ve used more times than I care to remember when I want to calm down someone who’s being unreasonable. To soothe them right before they explode.

Sandy, she says again, and Sandy finally hears her. She changes her stance, smiles, and she’s charming. The man relaxes, says something—a number, maybe?—and then Sandy smiles again and extends her hand to shake. The younger woman releases a slow breath. A deal’s been made, everyone’s happy, the tension I could sense even across the road evaporating like a desert rain.

I smile too, feeling relief at a crisis averted.

Finally, I arrive at the post office. It’s a low, white building with one red and one blue strip running parallel above block chrome lettering. I go inside and search the row of P.O. Boxes until I find mine. The key to it arrived a week before I left, and I put it on the chain around my neck, next to the medallion I wear.

There’s a package waiting for me inside, and I take it out, then lock the box back up again. I shove it into the bottom compartment of my pack, groaning at the thought of the extra weight. Then I exit back into the day, my steps a little slower, but feeling more secure.

I arrive at Schat’s. It’s a Cape Cod–style storefront with a line out the door even though it’s seven p.m., the sun settling into the horizon. The smells emanating from inside are incredible—butter, flour, coffee, cream. I still have half an hour before I’m supposed to meet Ben, so I get in the line and wait my turn.

I step into the store, and it’s heaven. Shelves piled high with confections in cellophane wrappers and homemade jams glowing like red and orange jewels in glass jars. The sugary smell hanging in the air almost overwhelms me. I’ve always had a sweet tooth, and I want one of everything. I can’t afford that, though, and I’ve been on a strict diet, dropping ten pounds of city weight while I gained the muscle I need to do my new job. That much sugar and fat would probably fell me.

But I do deserve a treat, so I order a chocolate croissant and a freshly squeezed orange juice. The prices are shocking, even to someone who’s used to Manhattan, but when I get back outside and sink my teeth into the chocolatine, I don’t care what I paid. In this anonymous town, I can groan out my pleasure. No one knows me here anymore, and no one’s going to judge.

“Cassie?” a man’s voice says, startling me. My head jerks up and panic sets in.

Because despite all my precautions, maybe I’ve been found out after all.
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PHOTOGRAPH—A couple in their early twenties—she’s Black, petite, smiling; he’s white, all-American, satisfied with himself—with their arms around each other in front of a classic Airstream camper
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Liked by mamajada and 23 others

@JadaJohnsonInsta We were supposed to leave at *8* in the AM and now it’s after *8* in the PM!!—but it happened, doubters! Jim and I are FINALLY saying adios to Cincinnati and are #ontheroad. That’s right, bitches! Finals are DONE, #summer is here (almost, it’s hot, whatevs), and it’s #YOSEMITE or bust! One hot man and his boo in his daddy’s Airstream for the summer! #WhatCouldGoWrong? LOL.

Follow along for all the FEELS, REELS, and STORIES, and drop your hashtag suggestions in the comments. It’s getting all Kerouac up in here! Let’s goooooo!

#JadaandJimForever #LongHaulSummer #AirstreamLiving #HopeWeDontBustBeforeWeGetThere

mamajada Drive carefully!

theyfreedBritney Squeeee! Wish I was with u! #JadaandJimSittingInAnAirstream

jimislivingthedream @mamajada thanks for the snacks!

bellasgram #BetterYouThanMe

JadaJohnsonInsta @bellasgram ha!
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CHAPTER 3 THE BEST BURRITO



Then

May



I did three things in the lead-up to leaving Manhattan: started skimming 20 percent of my gallery salary to save money; enrolled in a wilderness first-responder course to requalify to work in search and rescue; and went to the climbing gym every morning where they also offered a self-defense class. The training and flip takedowns coupled with a strict diet heavy on protein and low on carbs made me feel strong, and reminded me that I could hold my own when I wanted to.

So as this man towers over me outside Schat’s, knowing my name and looking like he expected to find me here, my brain immediately tries to decide if I use a choke hold on him or if I just kick him in the nuts and run.

But then he says, “I’m Ben.”

Ben, my ride. Ben Cowell, the man I’m supposed to meet here, not the one I’m afraid might find me.

“Oh,” I say, hoping my voice is steady, but knowing it isn’t. “Hi.”

“Sorry to scare you.”

“That’s all right.” I shade my eyes from the setting sun. Ben is outlined like a shadow. He’s a few inches taller than me, maybe five ten, has sandy hair, a tanned face, and eyes that are either hazel or green. His body is typical climber: wide shoulders and thinner legs, and he’s wearing stone-colored tech pants and a plaid shirt I recognize from too many hours browsing REI online.

“You enjoy your Schat’s?” he asks with a knowing smile. His voice is deep and a little slow in its cadence, but pleasant. I’d put his age around thirty, like me, though he could be five years on either side of that.

I look down. The front of my gray sweatshirt is covered in flakes of pastry. I brush them off, blushing with embarrassment. “It was pretty great.”

“Sometimes I dream about it, to be honest.” I smile as he bends to pick up my pack. He lifts it easily. “This all you got?”

“Yep.”

“My truck’s just over here.”

I follow him to a dark blue Ford pickup. He puts my bag in the back and we climb in. When he turns on the engine, some song by the Grateful Dead blares from the speakers. He reaches over and turns it down. “Sorry about that.”

“No worries,” I say. “Listen to what you like.”

He puts the truck in gear and pulls out, turning north on 395, which will take us to the Lee Vining turnoff to Yosemite. Once in the park, we’ll head to Tuolumne Meadows, where we’ll be staying for the summer as part of the search and rescue team.

“How was your flight?” he asks.

I’d told him only that I was flying from the East Coast. “Long. And then a bus ride. This day already feels like a thousand years. Where are you coming from?”

Ben’s hands are loose on the wheel. “LA.”

“You live there?”

“My parents do. In Malibu.” He glances at me to gauge my reaction. He comes from money, he’s telling me, which can be a touchy thing in climbing culture.

“It’s pretty there. Great surfing.”

“Indeed.” He smiles, the moment passing.

Up ahead, the Sierras loom large in front of us, the last of the sun glinting off the broad, rounded peaks, still half covered in snow. It’s cooling off fast as we gain altitude, and I wish I’d pulled my puffy from my pack.

“Do you mind if I turn on the heat?”

“Suit yourself.”

I reach for the controls. A hot breeze puffs out of the vents, and I settle in, watching the scenery. I haven’t been here in ten years, and it’s both familiar and new. Same road, different houses, or old ones with a fresh coat of paint. The mountains never change, though, and I forgot how much I love this view.

“First year on SAR?” Ben asks.

He means search and rescue. “I did a summer ten years ago. You?”

“Fifth year.”

“Last one, then?” The park has a policy about how long you can be on the team. Five years is the limit, then you have to move on unless you become a ranger.

“Guess so.” He smiles, his face crinkling around his eyes and mouth. “Maybe I’ll find a way around that, like Brian.”

“Bri’s still here?” I say, laughing. Though no one would ever confirm it, Brian was probably the reason for the rule. He came to the park every summer to be part of the team, then couch surfed for the rest of the year, living off his network of climbing buddies and women who found him charming for a few months at a time. The last time I’d seen Bri, he’d been doing naked yoga as the sun rose, giving me a full salutation as a goodbye.

“He’s dying in the valley if he can manage it,” Ben says.

“So he always said.” I shake my head. “Some things never change.”

“You spend a lot of time in the park?”

“I grew up in Mammoth. It was our backyard.”

“That’s cool. How come you only did one summer?”

I shiver despite the heat. “I decided to go to college.” That was part of the truth, but if he hadn’t heard the whole story, I didn’t need to tell it.

We pass the turnoff for Mammoth, and this all suddenly feels more real. My mother still lives there—another person I left behind. I turn the heat up a notch. The valley we’re traveling through is wide-open, the purple-streaked sky impossibly high, the massive mountains a darkening outline against it.

Ben glances at me. “Nervous about coming back?”

“A bit. It’s been a minute since I worked in a wilderness setting.”

“How’d you get the job, then?”

“I reached out to Jenny. We worked together ten years ago.” Jenny Evans is the emergency services coordinator, in charge of the search and rescue teams and their staffing. “Someone dropped out last minute, and I was available.”

“Gotcha. She’s a good boss. What’d you do after college?”

I quell the voice in my head telling me not to answer. His questions are normal, not probing. We’re going to spend the summer together. I need to get used to sharing some details. “I moved to Manhattan.”

“What made you want to come back?”

I laugh. “Have you been to Manhattan?”

“No, ma’am.”

“Too many people, too much ambition, too much of everything.”

He nods slowly. “Sounds horrible.”

“It has its good parts, but… it was time to go.”

“Now that, I get.”

Time to go, I’d said, and it was time. Past time.

“What do you do in the off-season?” I ask.

“Vegas.”

“As a rigger?” Lots of climbers work in Vegas in the winter, doing the rope work needed to mount conventions and Cirque du Soleil shows.

“Yep.”

I was in Vegas once years ago for a bachelorette party. I remember the smoky hotel casino lobbies filled with blinking lights and pumped-in air, the impossibly long strip where people handed out playing cards advertising strip clubs and brothels, and the people wandering onto the hotel elevator drunk at nine in the morning. “You must hate it there.”

“It’s not that bad. Plus, there’s great climbing up at Charleston and Red Rock.”

“I’ve heard that. Never made it up there.”

“You a climber?”

“Isn’t everyone on the team?”

He smiles at me. “Where do you get to climb in Manhattan?”

“Mostly in the gym these days. I’m looking forward to getting back on some real rock.”

“Hear, hear.”

We crest a hill. On Ben’s side of the road, there’s a collection of trailer homes and RVs that I don’t remember huddled between the asphalt shoulder and the mountainside. Most of the houses we’ve passed since we left Bishop have been large, meant to impress, sitting on the tops of hillocks, with massive windows pointing toward the Sierras. In contrast, this place has a down-on-its-luck air to it, with rusted-out cars and cement blocks in haphazard piles between the dwellings.

“You hungry?” Ben asks.

“You mean, after I scarfed down that chocolate thing at Schat’s?”

He grins. “You want to stop at the Mobil?”

“Do they still have the best tacos?”

“Oh yes. Also mango margaritas.” He slows the truck as we approach a Mobil gas station that contains the Whoa Nellie Deli.

Memories crash into me as we drive up the hill. Laughing over drinks and food with Jenny. Dinners with Bri. Looking at the message board fluttering with posters of Cameron’s face, begging for information on whereabouts of her and her boyfriend, Chris, who went missing along with her. “Shouldn’t we be checking into the park?”

“Doesn’t matter what time we arrive tonight. So long as we’re at roll call tomorrow morning. Plus… did you get supplies in Bishop?”

“No.” I’d meant to, but it had taken longer than planned to get to the post office.

“There’s not much to be had at the Meadows, in case you don’t remember.”

“Right. Good idea.”

He gives me that grin again—the one I’m sure has gotten him out of a lot of trouble—and parks the car. It’s nice to have a man smile at me like that: interested but not predatory.

The light is almost gone now, just a sliver on the horizon, and I shiver when we get out of the truck. I pop into the back and grab my puffy along with a beanie, then follow Ben inside.

The Mobil sells T-shirts and the usual gas station supplies, including a couple of aisles of groceries. There’s also a food counter where you can order tacos and sandwiches and yes, margaritas. The last time I was here, I’d had three of them, the second one giving me a brain freeze that felt like it was splitting my head in two.

I’d left Yosemite a week later and gone to college in Colorado, trying to leave the guilt I’d been attempting to blot out behind.

“Why don’t you pick up what you need for the next week, and I’ll grab dinner?” Ben says. “Carnitas okay, or are you veggie?”

“Not veggie. That sounds good. And thanks.”

He walks to the counter, and I take a basket and wander the aisles, checking prices as I go. One of the odd things about my new job is that I’ll only get paid if I go out on a rescue. I’ll have a camping spot and unlimited access to the park, but that’s it. I’ve budgeted fifty dollars a week for food, which isn’t going to get me anything that’s fresh or healthy, certainly not in a gas station. I fill my basket with mac and cheese and ramen noodles, spaghetti, and canned sauce.

In Manhattan, I never checked the price of anything, just tipped whatever I wanted into my cart without a care. When I think of some of the things I’ve left behind—clothes with the tags still on, shoes I never felt comfortable in, the thousand-dollar phone I threw in the trash—I feel ashamed. But that life’s gone now, so I can spend a week eating like a college student and hope that next week’s shop will be healthier.

I pay at the register—forty-seven dollars and thirty-two cents—pocket the change and go to find Ben. He’s picking up our tray filled with fish tacos and two cocktails in plastic cups with paper straws.

“What do I owe you?”

“Nah, it’s on me.”

I think about protesting, but paying Ben back is out of the budget, so instead I thank him, and we head out onto the back patio and sit under a heat lamp. The tacos are as good as I remember, and the sweet margarita, too. We eat in silence as the stars come out above us, filling the darkening sky with pinpoints of light. Across the road is Mono Lake, a saline soda body of water that has a high alkaline content, which used to be the water supply for Los Angeles, until a conservation group sued to stop it.

I take the last bite of my second taco as an old RV turns off the road and pulls my focus. It parks cautiously next to Ben’s truck. It’s the women from Bishop—Sandy and the younger, striking one, who looks like she could be her daughter. But when she comes around the corner of the RV, Sandy reaches out her hand. The young woman takes it, smiling in a way that’s not familial. She’s got a large daisy tattooed on the back of her hand, a trail of petals blowing off it. They stop, and Sandy pulls her in for a deep kiss.

A man behind us whoops and they break apart. Sandy’s face registers annoyance. She’s fierce, protective. It’s an expression I recognize and fear.

“People are jerks,” Ben says.

“Understatement.”

Sandy pulls the young woman toward the entrance, her defiance clear. “Come on, Petal.”

Petal follows in her wake. As they pass us, Petal’s eyes slide toward mine. Her face is kind, open, innocent, but her eyes tell a different story.

Petal is afraid.

“Ready to say your goodbyes?” Ben asks.

I tear my eyes away from Petal’s and Sandy’s retreating backs. “What?”

“To civilization.”

“Oh, ha. Yes, I guess so.”

“Don’t worry, I’m happy to bring you into ‘town’ whenever you need something.”

“That’s nice of you to offer.”

He stands and gives me a slightly devastating smile. “We’re teammates, right?”

“Right.”

We clear our places and I steal one last glance back into the Mobil. Petal and Sandy are wandering the aisles, picking items off the shelves. They catch stares from the other patrons, a guy in a trucker hat with a Confederate logo on the brim, and a young couple dressed in ski jackets that I guess are heading to Mammoth for the last skiing of the season.

I turn and follow Ben out to his truck. On the drive up to the Tioga Pass entrance, the road is dark, and empty, a dome of stars above. It’s a steady climb, gaining over another three thousand feet in elevation to what we climbed between Bishop and Lee Vining, and near the entrance my ears pop. This entrance only opens to regular visitors in four days for Memorial Day weekend, but the ranger lets us through when Ben explains who we are.

Once we’re through the barrier, we start to pass familiar landmarks. Mono Dome. Tioga Peak. Mount Dana. Eventually, we arrive at Tuolumne Meadows, where the SAR site is located in the middle of the campground. We’ll be part of the “T-SAR.” There’s another SAR site on the valley floor an hour away—the team there is called YOSAR—but this is the one I’d asked Jenny to assign me to. Tuolumne is where I’d grown up roaming, the place I was the most familiar with. It felt more manageable for my first summer back, away from the hustle and bustle of Half Dome and El Cap.

Ben checks in with the head law enforcement ranger, who I’ll meet in the morning, and points me toward a tent, one of eight set in a circle in the middle of the wooded site.

“Thank you so much for everything,” I say, feeling shy and tired as we linger near the truck. It’s past ten, but I’m still thinking in Manhattan time, automatically calculating that it’s one a.m. tomorrow.

“No trouble at all,” Ben says, his eyes soft and warm. “Get some rest. Orientation in the morning.” He pulls my bag from the truck bed and brings it to the entrance to my tent, then puts it down gently. He rests his hand on my shoulder and squeezes. Its warmth feels nice, like his smiles. “Goodnight.”

“ ’Night, Ben.”

I zip open the door and lug my pack inside. I take my camp lamp out and turn it on.

The tent is eight-by-eight. It’s high enough at the peak to stand in, sloping down to the sides. On one side, there’s a small platform for an air mattress, on the other, a makeshift set of shelves made of old boards and cinder blocks, and that’s it. It smells musty, and like it might be the last resting place of a mouse. I grimace, then prop the tent flap open to clear the air out.

I used to live in a two-thousand-square-foot apartment on the Upper West Side with a doorman and empty rooms that were meant for children I didn’t have. I had friends whose apartments were triple the size and the only place they worked up a sweat was in their Peloton classes. If they could see me now, they’d laugh their asses off.

If he could, it would be a different story.

I shiver and take out my new phone. It has service, though Ben warned me that it was still intermittent in the park, depending on location. I tap in one of the numbers I photographed off my old phone at the airport.

This is Cassie. Arrived safely, I type, waiting for the text to send.

The response comes quickly. Good. Everything go smoothly?

I think so.

Call if you need to. This number is secure.

I will.

I put the phone down, then turn it off. It’s been odd not having messages to check. I can’t think of the last time I spent an entire day without electronic communication. I miss my phone, that constant buzz of someone reaching out. It feels pathetic, given everything, but I can’t help it.

I reach inside my shirt and pull out the chain with the key to the post box and my medallion. It’s got a butterfly stamped on it, emerging from its chrysalis. I trace my fingers over the form, thinking about its meaning. How you can start off as one thing and become another. How that can happen through biology but also through will. That’s what I’m doing here. Changing myself.

My shoulders slump. I’m exhausted, but finally, the edge of fear I’ve been living with has loosened its grip. I could sleep standing up, but I need to unpack first.

I tuck the medallion away and empty my pack. I blow up my air mattress, then cover it with my sleeping bag. I add a travel pillow in a pillowcase, fluffing it up with some warmer clothes. I create a nightstand by hauling the bookshelf over and fill it with the clothes I’ve brought. Climbing gear and trekking pants. Long shirts and T-shirts. A warm thermal layer. I have two of everything, and seven pairs of underpants, my life edited down to the essentials.

I put a flashlight and a GPS tracker next to my toiletry bag, not quite ready to find the facilities on the other side of the campground. Instead, I change out of my travel clothes, slipping into a warm pair of sweatpants and my top thermal layer. I put my puffy back on, zipping it to the chin, and keep my beanie in place. Then I sit on the edge of my makeshift bed and reach into my pack for the last item that I picked up at the post office earlier.

It’s encased in a cloth, wrapped over and over so it’s shapeless. I unwind it carefully, feeling its weight, the metal cold in my hand once I free it from the binding.

A gun.




May 20—Lee Vining RV Park

We got it! The PERFECT trailer. Sandy negotiated the best deal in Bishop, and now we’ll have a REAL home, not some nasty pop-up where we’re always on top of each other. Not that I don’t love to be on top of Sandy. Ha! Can you believe Daddy asked me that when I told him I was leaving with her?? Fucking perv. Whatever. He can keep his Lord and his Fox News and his Sunday Night Football! I’m FREEEE.

Maybe if Mama were still around things would be different. I mean, being dropped off with Daddy wasn’t a picnic, not gonna lie, but she couldn’t take me to all those places she sent me postcards from, could she? Bali and Bengali. The Andes and the Rockies. The last one I got was from right here, Bishop, California, though I guess the closer address would be NAMELESS COMMUNITY NEXT TO LEE VINING. Ha! Sandy says I have a knack for sarcasm. I think that’s what she loves most about me.

But oh! I’m supposed to be using this to work on my writing. Journaling, that writer lady called it in that one class I took at the community college, right before I met Sandy. Write every day, she also said, though that seems like a lot. If I practice describing what I see as often as possible, eventually I’ll have the chops to write something worth a damn, apparently.

Here goes: Tonight at the Mobil—it was full of rednecks from out of state and this one couple who looked so in love, only they were in love with skiing. Mammoth THIS and Mammoth THAT I heard them saying in their rich East Coast accents. I tried to imagine what it was that they loved so much. Why they felt the need to ride a mechanical chair and strap on expensive plastic to enjoy the outdoors. Was it the fancy jackets they got to wear? The helmets? I saw the label on the woman’s jacket, and I recognized it from that Patagonia store Sandy and I window-shopped at in LA before we came up here a month ago. It was seven hundred dollars! I’ve never had that much money in my life, though Sandy handed over much more than that to the man at the RV place, so I guess we do have that much money. Sandy pulled that big wad of cash out of the mattress. Not under, but out of.

I asked Sandy about it, and she says there’s a lot more where that came from, only we shouldn’t talk about it, and sometimes I feel like she’s saying that because she’s testing me. Wondering if I’m with her for the money, even though I didn’t know she had it. Like I might’ve been able to smell it on her through the patchouli oil and vape. But I’m with her for love. If she hadn’t come along, I was leaving anyway. I was going to get my own life. Maybe I’d follow those postcards from Mama until I found her.

“She can’t replace your mother, you know.” That’s another thing Daddy had to say. Like he couldn’t understand why I’d be attracted to someone old enough to be his old lady, even though my “aunts” have been getting younger by the year, like some science experiment or that Dorian Gray portrait Mr. James made us read about in the eleventh grade before I dropped out.

Whatever.

I guess that isn’t very literary. People in the fancy books Sandy reads don’t say “whatever.” They speak in song lyrics, and go on about trees, or how a rosebush has all these white flowers except a few that are starting to rot. These books are so boring they make me want to SCREAM.

Sandy says they’re good for me. But I don’t want to write like that. I want to write FREE, like the feeling I had when we drove away from Daddy’s musty shack in Cape Cod, how the sand flew up under our wheels and we were AWAY, no looking back.

Like that other woman I saw in the Mobil tonight, the one with the hot guy who kept looking at her like she was a Christmas present.

“Cassie,” I heard him call her.

She had this look on her face like she’s scared someone might catch up to her. Like in those horror movies right before the bad man pops up right in front of you in the woods.

—Petal




CHAPTER 4 WELCOME, DIRTBAGS



Then

May



My radio crackles next to me. “This is Victor 1.” Eric Moser, the head law enforcement officer, is calling. His call sign is Victor 1. “We have a W call on Lembert Dome.”

I’ve spent the last two days in orientation and training, refamiliarizing myself with the park, going over rope protocols, learning call signs and strategies and passing my “pack” test, where each member of the team has to complete a three-mile course with forty-five pounds on their back. We’ve each been assigned a pager and a radio, and it takes a little getting used to, waiting for that crackling sound and the jolt at your waist. I’d forgotten how it sets my heart beating, how the adrenaline rushes through my bloodstream when a call comes in. It’s a thrill, but it’s exhausting, too—like a high, there’s a comedown afterwards that can leave you feeling strung out and weak.

Lembert Dome is nearby, just up the road from the campground. I pick up my radio. “Victor 1, this is SAR Peters. Responding to the W call on Lembert Dome.”

“Copy that, SAR Peters.”

I sigh as I stand up from the battered picnic table where I’ve just finished a late breakfast. I was up early to climb a nearby wall, my first day back on the rock. It felt good to be out there, but I kept it short so I didn’t tire myself out. It’s not even Memorial Day weekend yet, and already the distress calls are coming in fast and furious.

It’s been all minor calls so far—people who are found before I get there, someone who dropped their keys on the trail, an annoyed and entitled man who thought he could ask us to bring him water. And then there are the W calls—our code word for “wimp.” Out-of-shape people who hike themselves into the wilderness and can’t get out, clutching their chests, claiming heart attacks that turn out to be panic attacks. Depending on the nature of the injury and whether it’s real or imagined, they may get charged for their rescue by the Park Service.

Not that all the calls are unserious. There are real heart attacks and strokes, injuries where a climber has to be littered out or removed by airlift. Those are the truly stressful calls, where it’s your skill and speed that will mean the difference between life and death. Innocent mistakes can turn serious quickly in the wilderness. A tired hiker can die of exposure if they aren’t found fast enough, particularly in the spring. The park is alluring, but dangerous, and that’s why we’re here—to help visitors focus on the positive and not end up on the wrong side of their enthusiasm.
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