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Dedication

To Pat,

for being one of the good ones and helping me raise two more.




Epigraph

She felt as if a mist had been lifted from her eyes, enabling her to look upon and comprehend the significance of life, that monster made up of beauty and brutality.

—Kate Chopin, The Awakening
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Now

The three of us hadn’t been together, in real life, since that first summer. That was by design, at least on my part. I didn’t want to talk about the thing that bonded us, the thing we swore as girls to never tell anyone. Not the police, who were happy enough to say it was the alcohol abuse that caused a seizure, which led to the fall, which led to his death. Not our family, or friends, or the expensive lawyers my parents hired to represent me and Catherine, or the one Meg’s aunt hired to represent her. It was easy to write off a man like him, so everyone did. They weren’t wrong, not exactly, but they missed a few key details. Namely the trigger, which Catherine took care of for me. We hardly knew Meg, and Catherine, after the way I treated her, should have prayed for my downfall. But we all played a part in what happened that summer, and so we shared the burden of silence. For years, the three of us were the only ones who knew that I’m the one who killed him. And now I’m back in the same woods where it began, once again helpless beneath towering oaks and elms and pines. They whisper to each other like they, too, want to unleash the truth.

It was Meg’s idea to meet here. She’s still local, working as a waitress at the casino resort about twenty miles down the road. So much of this place is a wasteland, but the slots still draw a regular stream of tourists, and with them Meg’s income. We talked on the phone last week, our first and only call, their voices at once strange and familiar, and she told us she needed the tips from her Saturday-brunch and Sunday-afternoon shifts to cover her rent. Catherine and I are both grad students, she in Boston and me in New York, so we agreed: we’d road-trip to the Poconos, to the place where he died. A funeral for our past, Meg said, her voice grainy on the other end of the line.

I wasn’t really sure what to bring to a funeral that should have happened over a decade ago. I shoved a fifth of vodka and a few cans of Diet Coke inside my tote bag, in the likely case that things got awkward. When I dressed in the frigid air-conditioning of my bedroom that morning, a black sleeveless maxi dress seemed like an appropriate outfit choice, but I regret the decision as the sun bears down on the dark fabric. Sweat slides along my spine, pooling where my skin meets my underwear, a reminder that the shade in these particular woods offers no protection. I unfold the blanket I packed, the fleece one we huddled under as kids hours after we watched his head split open, the only thing I kept from that summer. Still glued to one corner, the faded tag reads Amanda Brooks. At the time, I convinced myself I kept the blanket because it was my mom’s, a hand-me-down from her stint at camp. In this light, the early-June sky as merciless as it was in 2003, I worry it’s a trophy, a twisted souvenir to always remind me of the evil that lurks beneath the neatly polished façade I’ve carefully built. I brought nothing else to sit on, though, so I toss the blanket messily against the forest floor, rocks and sticks poking their craggy shapes into my tailbone as I’m cross-legged and waiting. We’d kept our secret for more than ten years. Until I didn’t—and I learned why we promised to never tell. One cryptic email later, our friendship, if you could call it that, was reignited.

My phone buzzes, another barrage of texts from Jackson.

can we talk?

why won’t u just fuckin answer

I turn the screen dark. When I used to see his name plastered across my phone, my stomach would somersault. It reminded me of the comfortable weight of him, his arms wrapped around me, his fingers laced through mine. Flashes of our early days together. Memories I thought I’d never want to forget. Unlike the ones that happened in these woods. The ones I shared with him, breaking the pact I made with Catherine and Meg. Now his texts make me jump, each vibration a screaming warning to quiet the chaos I’ve unleashed, this flailing man desperate to keep what he views as his most prized possession. Me.

So that’s why I’m here, hoping Catherine and Meg can once again help me clean up a mess of my own making. I spin the oversized pearl on my left ear around in its piercing, a tic. I thought pearl earrings would give me a sense of control, the quiet reserve of a person who wears such preppy accessories. As the minutes click by, I grow increasingly unsure if Meg and Catherine will show, that this crazy reunion I triggered will actually happen. Our past binds us, a steel chain with no bolt to cut. Is that enough, or will the fear of our combined power, the dangerous force we can become when the ingredients are just right, keep them away?

I look up, amazed that the leafy rooftop isn’t a permanent shade of crimson. But like my memories, blood fades with time.
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Then

I was a few months past twelve when my parents shared the news that I would be spending eight weeks at a summer camp in middle-of-nowhere, Pennsylvania.

My mom had gone to Camp Catalpa when she was my age. Her eyes got dreamy when she told stories about her summers there: the open-air cabins, the overnight hikes, the color wars, the lasting friendships. Two glasses of wine deep, my dad would egg her on. “Tell us about the time you won the ‘Best Camper’ bowl,” he said, his mouth twisted with mischief while pure joy filled my mom’s face. She huffed in annoyance when, after a few breathless minutes retelling a story we had heard approximately one zillion times, she understood his tone as mocking. But she couldn’t help it; she was totally and completely a camp person, that unique breed of human that’s everywhere once you know the code words. They keep their love of camp a secret until some little anecdote makes its way into conversation—“When I was at summer camp,” it begins, and their gaze is suddenly met with another knowing look: You went to camp? Me too! Where did you go? I get it: Who wouldn’t want to reminisce for a moment that they’re back living in the wildly freeing constraints of the woods with their whole future in front of them and not trudging through the gray, depressing fog that is adulthood? For these people, camp is a part of their identity: my mom spends her days glued to Excel spreadsheets, working with a numbing series of numbers, but she loves rainbow string friendship bracelets, prefers fresh over salt water, knows the words to an impressive number of campfire songs, and, if it weren’t for her job, she’d love to move us to the woods of Pennsylvania, our days filled with hiking and canoeing and catching fireflies. She’s a camp person—nostalgic, romantic, and peppy about the tritest of activities.

Back then, I was not a camp person. Or at least I didn’t want to be. All I knew was the city; we lived in Manhattan my entire life, on the twenty-fourth floor in a gleaming Sutton Place apartment, on a block full of identical buildings. My wilderness was the perfectly manicured greens of Central Park. I was as confident roaming the city’s sidewalks as any Outward Bound kid on a mountain. But the great outdoors? The great outdoors was not my friend. The summer when I was ten, my grandma rented a lake house on Lake Wallenpaupack in the Poconos. My mom planned a day hike for us at Promised Land State Park, where she sprinted up trails, dodging the rock formations in her way. I tripped over every bump imaginable, fresh stripes of red decorating each knee. And the bugs, oh my god. They were obsessed with me, gnawing at the places on my body that seemed inconvenient to scratch: the fleshy area between my foot and my ankle bone, behind my knees, right under my butt cheeks. By the end of the week, I looked like I had rolled in poison ivy. Plus I hated the lake water, discomforted by its murky depths and the patches of cold and warm, their proximity always jarring. My dad couldn’t stop laughing. “Mandy bear,” he said, “you’re a Brooks, through and through.” My dad got me. Born and raised in the city, he was equally confused by the allure of a summer filled with bad plumbing and mosquito bites. We had both shrugged off my mom’s urging that I go to camp; my dad seemed bored by the conversation, pegging it as an exercise for adults who wanted a significant break from parenting. Until that summer, when he caved.

I knew why they wanted to send me away. Sixth grade had been harder than fifth. Pre-algebra hit me like a two-ton truck, causing me to question my intelligence as I pored over problem after problem, night after night. But the biggest blow was that my best friend, Grace Cunningham, had moved to California that fall. We were both cute enough to be popular, but the games required to maintain that sort of status didn’t interest Grace, so they didn’t interest me. Being around her, sharing her air, was seductively powerful, like I gained her confidence through osmosis. We had each other and that was enough. Until her dad got a job out west. I was suddenly without my sidekick, my safety blanket. I had to find new ways to survive middle school.

Rachel Robbins was our grade’s queen bee, the type of girl who seemed to experience everything first: boyfriends, boobs, highlights, braceless teeth. She wasn’t mean, per se, but she had a magnetism that drew people close, an ability to amass a legion of minions without ever giving a direct command. We all wanted her to like us, never fully understanding why. Even when Grace was still around, a small part of me wanted to be in Rachel’s crew. Grace’s friendship kept me from succumbing to that craving, but who knows how long I would have lasted, even if Grace hadn’t moved away. I was on the cusp of being a teen and filled with a desire for more.

I was painfully lonely those early weeks after Grace left. Losing Grace felt like the end of the world, my first major heartbreak. Getting up in the morning seemed impossible, my mind fighting with my body to execute the simplest tasks. At school, I kept my head down. I went to class, ate lunch at the table where I used to sit with Grace, and politely smiled when teachers asked me how she was doing at her new school. That is, until Rachel decided to befriend me. In the years after, Rachel would randomly reminisce about plucking me from obscurity, anointing me into the cool crowd, how her only reason was that I seemed smart and pretty and boys liked me. That was it, she laughed, adding that we were so simple then, as if anything about the friendships of preteen girls is simple.

I was walking to school in a particularly sullen mood on a frigid January morning when Rachel swooped in. It had been ten days since Grace had answered my last email, her tendency to focus on the present, to pursue her happiness with single-minded obsession, already eclipsing our years of friendship. I was spiraling.

“Hey, Amanda,” she said from behind, giving my backpack a little nudge. “It sucks Grace is gone, huh?”

She sounded genuine, her dark eyes sparkling against her wind-flushed skin. Rachel’s voice was much deeper than most of the girls’ in our class, mine included. I always loved when it was her turn to read aloud in English, the words of A Wrinkle in Time or Little Women a raspy vibration when they rolled off her tongue. I nodded. “Yeah. It sucks.”

“I know you guys never liked me that much—”

“That’s not true!” I interrupted. It was only once Grace moved that I realized we had given off an air of superiority. We had each other, and that was enough, and our self-sufficiency read as snobbishness. Without Grace, I was alone. I didn’t know how to find a new friend group. I still sat at the lunch table she had picked for us last year with her basketball teammates. The other girls’ obsession with athletics never really bothered me when Grace was around. She was fluent in their language and often translated for me. Sans Grace, I found them so boring, their interests beyond simplistic. All they did was talk about Teresa Weatherspoon and Becky Hammon. I knew the girls at Rachel’s table talked about traveling abroad with their parents, weekend getaways in the Hudson Valley and the Hamptons, watching R-rated movies at one another’s apartments. And boys. They actually talked to boys, and not just in a “Hi, how are you?” kind of way. But I was terrified of them—of Rachel, really—every interaction filled with land mines, so scared that whatever words left my mouth would be deemed hopelessly uncool. They were not a group you approached without an invitation.

“It’s fine,” Rachel said. “But you should sit at our lunch table. You’d like it, I swear.” She smiled again, her shiny teeth and the offer behind them like a sip of ice water after a long run. Immediately, something clicked with us. I knew I would follow her, blindly so, which made it all the more entrancing when, with Rachel’s blessing, I was quickly welcomed into her world: study sessions after school, sleepovers, brunch and Broadway shows with her family. I even invited Rachel and the Ashleys, Rachel’s best friends since first grade, on a weekend trip to ski with me and my parents in Vermont. I loved the life so much, the activity and acceptance and feeling of floating on a sparkly unicorn throne, but instead of being happy, basking in this easily obtained popularity, I grew insecure, an underlying dread that this new world could vanish, leaving me once again alone. It was a toxic venom, seeping into every conversation with the girls as I said what they wanted to hear, only releasing at home, snapping at my parents when they asked me to do anything. Looking back, everything began when I joined that lunch table, the catalyst of a series of truly unfortunate events, choices, decisions. A push in a direction I never should have gone in.

It was tame enough until late April. Our crew had been squeezing ten to a lunch table, rather than the permitted eight. Sometimes we broke into two groups of five, a stressful dance that always made me sweat with anxiety. No one wanted to be at a table without Rachel, and she was getting impatient with the unfairness of our not being able to sit together. “Girls, you know you’re breaking the rules,” said Mrs. Kerry, the world’s coldest lunch aide, warning us that detention was the next step. She’d check again in five minutes, she added.

“Hmm.” Rachel surveyed the table, as if she were deciding who to kick out. Her eyes stalled on me, my body unsure if it was about to spew vomit or tears. Heart racing, my hands shaking under the table, I took a deep breath. Instead, she handed the decision to me. “What do you think, Amanda?”

Maybe it didn’t register that I was safe, or that I was suddenly in the position of power, because I launched into the only defense that made sense to me in that moment—an unkind one. “I vote to kick out Haley and Brittany.” My delivery was calm, despite my panic. There was still a nervousness that if I said the wrong thing, it would put a target on my back instead of others’, and I’d be kicked out of the table, which would absolutely ruin an already terrible year. It couldn’t—seriously couldn’t—happen. And, honestly, I didn’t care that much about Haley and Brittany. They rarely got invited to the other girls’ birthday parties.

“Interesting.” Rachel drummed her fingers on the table, looking at Haley, then Brittany. Both were pale, with wet eyes. “Why should I do that?” She had—still has—a knack for delegating confrontation.

“Brittany never shares her lunch, and Haley doesn’t shave her legs.” Again, the words came out so effortlessly they even took me by surprise. I had always thought Brittany was weirdly protective of her lunch, and the hair poking through Haley’s school socks was disgusting. We had all talked about their quirks behind their backs. The other girls nodded their heads in agreement, a few with big eyes like they, too, couldn’t believe I had actually shared these secret thoughts out loud. I rationalized that my comments weren’t that bad. I was doing them a favor; sharing is one of the best parts of friendship, and if the hair on your legs poked through your school uniform’s knee socks, you were asking to be a target. Buying a razor was not difficult.

Rachel looked impressed. She raised her eyebrows and gave me a smile. “You heard the lady,” she said to Haley and Brittany. “You’re cast from the island today. This whole lunch table rule is so lame. We’ll figure out something tomorrow. But for today, maybe sit over there?” She pointed to a free table on the other side of the cafeteria. Haley and Brittany didn’t fight back; they walked away, heads down. “Good choice, Brooks,” Rachel said, her Cheshire smile wide. “I’m glad you didn’t say we should split into five and five again. God, I would have freaked. You’re so good at this stuff.” Belonging is a powerful thing, its warm comfort stronger than any guilt. I smiled back.

Haley’s mom called my mom that night. Haley had come home crying and named me the cause. I argued that it wasn’t my fault, it was the system. I was merely a survivor of a structure that caused cliques, that didn’t let us eat in harmony. My mom tried to force me to call Haley to apologize. “You can’t just tell girls that their legs are hairy, honey. That isn’t appropriate or nice behavior. Do you understand?” she asked, her patience thin. “But they are, Mom,” I answered. “Why don’t you call her mom and tell her to buy Haley a razor? I didn’t do anything wrong.” My mom glared at me, her hazel eyes dark with disappointment. I was sent to my room with such quiet force it frightened me. Not because I was worried I had hurt Haley’s feelings, but because I was scared of what my parents would do. I had managed to find a toehold in this group of friends, and I was desperate to keep it. Even a week apart from them would be enough for new alliances and habits to form, ones that didn’t include me. My parents whispered behind their closed bedroom door—and the next day, they told me they’d made a few calls and I’d be going to Camp Catalpa that summer. I ran toward my bedroom and slammed the door. A pink fire lit beneath my cheeks, fueled by a storm of indignation. “This is going to be the worst summer ever!” I screamed. My parents were leaving me alone in the wilderness, like some scavenging Neanderthal. So clueless, parents, their solutions earnest but oft misguided. I didn’t want to go to my mom’s stupid camp. Especially not that summer. My parents seemed to think an all-girls camp in the middle of nowhere, this bubble of childhood innocence, would pause, or at the very least slow down, my transformation to adulthood. But I had already figured out what surviving my teenage years would take, and being good wasn’t going to get me anywhere.

“Honey, please calm down.” My mom tapped the door lightly and rattled the doorknob.

I felt like my life was over, in the way that only a twelve-year-old girl who has just been told that her social life is being taken away could. I would miss out on everything worthwhile that summer: weekends in the Hamptons, sleepovers and birthday parties, maybe even kisses (first, in my case). Drew Campbell had been talking about his thirteenth-birthday party for months. It was going to be my first boy-girl party, a pool party at his aunt’s on Long Island, and I was going to miss it because of dumb summer camp. I would come back to school a total outcast. Rachel would replace me with the Ashleys again, their summer memories all shared together. I flung myself on my bed, pulling my legs into my chest as I fought back stinging tears.

That June, my parents packed up our car and the city skyline faded in the rearview as we drove to the Poconos. Highways and turnpikes morphed into shaded roads lined with green. After two hours, we made a right off of one, the Camp Catalpa sign arched over a short dirt path that led to a soccer field. The grass was crunchy and colorless, the result of a month-long drought, torn up from the SUVs with backs filled to the brim, trunks and duffel bags and pillows and mess kits smashed against their windows. Camp Catalpa was smaller than I expected. There was a tennis court on one side of the field, its green asphalt surface running all the way to the line of trees that separated camp from the road, and an archery range on the other, a ramshackle shed with arrows slouching against its door next to the shooting line. There were a bunch of huts and lodges at the center of camp, houses for activities like crafts, photography, campcraft, and the more mundane, like a mail-sorting room and offices. They were named after birds: Quail, Roost, Sparrow. Senior, Intermediate, and Junior Row cabins sat between those huts and the lake, the rows’ personalities as different as the campers in their ranks. Senior Row didn’t have cabins, really; instead, square platforms topped by heavy mint-green plastic tents housed four campers each. Int Row was the best, a semicircle of sturdy cabins with a bonfire space at the center and a small dock right on the lake. The cabins’ windows were glassless, fresh summer air flowing through one opening and out the other, and there were four wood bunk beds inside, the whole place smelling like the cedar closet where my grandma stored her best threads to keep the moths away. Cabin 5, my cabin, was in Junior Row. With only six cabins total, each pair connected by a hallway, Junior Row had an intimate feel. Everything about it was smaller, more compact—like its tenants, ranging from ages six to twelve. (Int Row was for thirteen- and fourteen-year-olds, and seniors were fifteen to seventeen.) The entire camp hugged a rocky shore, Lake Fairmont’s gentle waves rolling against the misshapen pebbles with calming consistence. I knew most of this from the brochure, but the crowd of girls, some meek and shy, others loud and confident—return campers, I assumed—piling out of their parents’ cars, their sloppily sporty ponytails tied up with green or blue ribbons, brought it to life. Instinctively, I reached for my mom’s hand.

My dad popped open the trunk, his weekend uniform, golf shirt with pressed khaki bottoms and loafers, a bad choice. Dust collected on his shoes and the bottom edges of his shorts, turning them a murky brown. My mom was better prepared, her wild curls held together by a plastic claw, a loose spaghetti-strap dress swinging past her knees. I was still mad at her, but the familiarity of my hand in hers grounded me amid the new surroundings. She squeezed and gave my arm a quick tug. “Let’s explore,” she said, her mind obviously playing a highlight reel of her favorite memories of Catalpa.

“Sure, fine!” my dad said, the veins in his forearms popping as he lugged my trunk from the car. “Leave me here to do the dirty work.”

“If you insist,” my mom said back, her tone a weird mix of flirty and childish. They had no shame about acting mushy, something I appreciate now but at the time found mortifying. I stayed silent, stubborn. Any utterance would mean my mom had won, that I was somehow enjoying this place. We walked toward the Roost, a small building that housed the camp owner and head counselor offices, as well as an open hangout space that included a Ping-Pong area and two picnic tables. With the exception of the oversized slate step that led into the Roost, it was all wood, like everything else at Catalpa, the pine one of its signature notes. Outside the Roost’s main entrance, a colorful sheet of paper tacked to a bulletin board listed the daily agenda. A grid framed the different activity periods for each row, square after square filled with primitive drawings of arrows and bonfires and soccer balls and stick figures holding hands. SWIM TEST, the words bold and blue, a scribble of waves underneath, was listed under Junior Row. Great, I thought. I hated swimming. I kept a straight face and dragged my feet as we continued on the walkway, the loose dirt dancing around my shoes. I spotted a small rock and gave it a kick to the side of the path. It ricocheted off my foot and went straight toward my mom’s heel.

“Ouch!” She whipped around, the underlying anger she felt toward me starting to poke its way through her cheery veneer. “Amanda Elizabeth, can you behave for the next hour? Is that really so difficult?” I shrugged. If I didn’t follow her rules, what could she do? I’d be away all summer. Grounding me wasn’t an option.

I followed my mom up the three creaky stairs that led to the raised entrance of the Great Hall. Tired accents of green and blue paint splashed the windowsills and door frames.

Inside, the ceiling towered; I could have stacked ten of myself on top of one another and still not reached its peak. Dark wood rafters, carved with tribal insignia with accents of color, crisscrossed above. Rows and rows of benches, each with a different shape, length, and shade of brown, faced the backless stage—the open air, peppered with views of lush trees and a slice of the lake, its background. For a moment, I immersed myself in its grandeur and inhaled. Damp earth, fresh grass, mossy wood hit my nose. I closed my eyes and one of those indescribable feelings that catches you midbreath, a flutter in your chest, pins and needles, rushed over me. The Great Hall was magnificent. My mom droned on about her favorite memories there; I tuned her out, her words like an adult’s in a Charlie Brown cartoon. If I had to be at Catalpa for the summer, I wanted to make my own memories. That moment in the Great Hall was my first.

“So, what do you think?” My mom snapped me back to reality. Right, I remembered, I wasn’t supposed to like it here. I shrugged again, pivoting and heading for the door.

The path to my cabin was crowded with families, each member weighed down by some oversized duffel bag or packed plastic set of drawers lassoed with duct tape. As we got closer to Junior Row, there was squealing. Girls lunged at each other, arms wide open, all wearing some version of the same outfit: graphic T-shirt, rolled Soffe shorts, and brightly colored Birkenstocks. I looked down at my sandals, a combination of glossy tan leather and wood, a souvenir from my parents’ spring trip to Positano. Compared to the other girls’ they were painfully impractical, a nagging reminder that I didn’t belong. I kept moving forward, refusing to give the girls I passed so much as a friendly smile.

I followed my mom into cabin 5, which was on the left side of the building that housed both 5 and 6. The cabins were connected by a small hallway where two ancient-looking sinks sat below a rusted mirror. I stared at my reflection through the flecks of red. As much as I had protested coming to camp, I had still taken the time to blow out my waves that morning—the last time I could for eight weeks; the outlets in Junior Row couldn’t handle the voltage of hair dryers, so they were forbidden—and carefully glossed my lips.

“This is cuter than I remember,” my mom said. She climbed the bunk bed, hanging off the side and tracing her fingers along the camp cheers, signatures, and song lyrics graffitied on the walls. I resented her enthusiasm. I stared back at my reflection, put on a second coat of gloss, and smacked my lips together.

“You beat me here!” I heard my dad say as I craned my neck around the corner of the hallway. He was still lugging my trunk, his forehead dappled with perspiration, his gelled hair ruffled from the effort. He was using his fake voice, the one that meant he was feigning excitement. “Mandy girl, top or bottom bunk?”

“Um, bottom.” I sat on one of the putrid green mattresses, its hot plastic sticking to my leg. Like the walls, scribbles covered every inch of its surface: Green Team Girl Forever!; Claire wuz here ’00; Sara + Kate: BFFs Forever; We are the Blue Team Girls!!! Stacey, Rachelle, and Mish: Cabin 5 ’95.

“She speaks,” my mom said. I glared back.

“Hi!! I’m your counselor, Betsy!” A cheerful teenager, no older than eighteen, interrupted the stare-down. One of the first things I noticed about Betsy was her love of punctuation; every sentence out of her mouth ended with an exclamation point or question mark. “And you must be Amanda?” Her cheeks were tight with enthusiasm and eyes edged with premature crow’s-feet from all her smiling. Her earnestness made me uncomfortable, orange juice without pulp, so sugary it gives you a headache.

“Yep. Hi,” I said, sticking out my hand. My mom poked my side. “Yes,” I repeated, like she had taught me. Yep is not a word, she had said. Always yes. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“Aw, we’re going to be living together for the next few weeks; I think a hug is appropriate!” Betsy wrapped her arms around my stiff body. She smelled like bug spray and crème brûlée body splash, Bath and Body Works’ must-have scent that summer. Her skin was warm, already tan from counselor orientation the previous week.

“Miserable,” I mouthed to my dad over Betsy’s shoulder, my mom on the other side unable to see my displeasure. He stifled a laugh.

“I saw on the schedule there’s a welcome meeting in the Great Hall. When does that start?” I asked while giving Betsy a pat on the back, and, thank god, she loosened her grip.

“Not for another hour—but get excited. It will be awesome!” Betsy clapped as she said awesome. In her world, I quickly realized, everything was awesome. “The other girls should be here soon. We have a few returning campers, and a few newbies like you! See?” she said, grabbing my hand and pulling me toward the front door. A blue construction-paper creation I had missed on my way in was taped to it: “5,” fat and in bright green, was pasted in the middle, with seven paper turtles circling. They each had a name: Amanda, Catherine, Amy, Larissa, Barrett, Sarah, and Sydney. The first three, including the one with my name, had little top hats; I assumed this meant they were also new to Catalpa. At the bottom of the poster, an oversized brown turtle sat above Betsy’s name. “Cute, right?” Betsy asked. I wasn’t sure I agreed.

“Mm-hmm,” I quietly said, looking at my mom, silently begging her to rescue me, to forgive me and take me home from this saccharine dungeon.

“Hello?” A new face appeared in the doorway. In plain clothes and ratty off-brand sneakers, Catherine Wagner was as unassuming as any twelve-year-old. Her chubby cheeks flared when she smiled, framing a mouth full of braces that caught the sunlight sneaking through the cabin’s small glass windows. (Unlike Ints, Juniors couldn’t be trusted with barrierless living.) “I’m Catherine,” she said with a spazzy wave. Betsy, of course, scooped her into a hug. Catherine’s dad trailed her, wearing cargo shorts with muddy boots and a checkered short-sleeved button-down. They had matching glasses—unframed lenses with thin wires looping the top of their noses and clutching the backs of their ears, Catherine’s a much lower prescription than his.

“Howdy!” he said, extending a hand toward Betsy, who had moved Catherine from her arms to her armpit nook. “I’m Doug Wagner. We’re thrilled Catherine will be in your cabin this summer. Thrilled. This place is a treasure trove of discovery. A treasure trove!”

“It sure is!” Betsy said, with so much enthusiasm I felt embarrassed for her, not realizing she was simply trying to make me and Catherine—gangly tweens with little in common besides parents who seemed to think summer camp would be good for us—comfortable in this foreign place. Betsy let go of Catherine and introduced Catherine’s dad to my parents, herding them into a hushed circle, walking them through what to expect from her communication-wise while their kids were her total responsibility. Catherine stood awkwardly next to the group.

“Hi,” I said to Catherine. Still stuck to the plastic mattress, I didn’t stand up. “I’m Amanda.”

“Catherine,” she said, walking toward me. The first time we met wasn’t accompanied by a cosmic rush, the universe foreshadowing that we would have a huge impact on one another’s lives in mere weeks. It was quiet, nervous—two young girls unsure of one another, of the new situation their parents had thrown them into.

“This is where I’m sleeping,” I said, splaying my arms with some dramatic flair. “Quite royal, if you ask me.”

Catherine stared back, looked at the mattress, then up and around at the other options. She was collecting data, assessing which bed would be best. “That one seems ideal,” she said, pointing to my left. “I bet it has better airflow, since it’s next to the window.” She nodded to herself, an odd gesture of self-satisfaction, then threw her bag on the mattress. It quickly dawned on me that, if Catherine was any indication, I might not like everyone at camp. She reminded me of Lisa Edwards, a girl from school who had screamed in excitement during class last year when we dissected owl pellets. Hers contained whole rodent bones and fur tufts; while most of us tried not to gag, she earned the nickname Mousegirl. Catherine was Catalpa’s Mousegirl. I said a quiet prayer to whatever god might be watching over us, begging him to send cooler girls to our cabin. Anyone would be better than Catherine, her nerdiness like a virus I was scared I might catch.

My prayer was answered when the other five cabinmates and their families rolled in shortly after. Barrett Anthony and her mom, both with endless hair that cascaded past their waists, were clad completely in earth tones. Barrett talked a little too loud, like a megaphone was eternally stuck in her throat. Amy Green was a marshmallow of comfort, her soft curves and gentle dimples a welcome invitation to be your friend. Sydney Brenner was all angles, with high cheekbones above a sharp jawline and the bangs of her trendy pixie cut held back by a sparkly spring clip. Larissa Edmonds, who told me to call her Larry, sported a small silver circle charm around her a neck—an honor, I had already learned from my mom (who had eight), bestowed on the very best campers in their various activities; her skin hugged burgeoning muscles, and her frizzy mane was constrained by a hair tie and a pre-wrap headband. Sarah Wilson, though, was the transfixing one. Within seconds, it was clear that she was Sydney’s and Larry’s leader. I recognized these girls, their energy similar to that of my friends in the city. I hoped I could elbow my way into their tight-knit circle—and then maybe this summer would be livable.

I watched from my bunk as Sarah directed the two to pull their trunks next to hers. Three camp charms hung around her neck. She looked like the quintessential all-American athlete: a sun-streaked blonde whose glowing confidence came from years of never losing. She was one of those girls who seemed to have a gravity about them, pulling you in with their prettiness, trapping you with their bossiness, winning you over with their adoration. The sun didn’t just follow Sarah; she directed its every move. She reminded me of Rachel, beaming an envy-inducing radiance I wanted to make mine. I mistakenly assumed she would be softer thanks to a suburban upbringing full of grassy backyards and golden retrievers and Limited Too shopping sprees. I said hi to the group, Sarah’s eyes lingering a pause too long as she took me in, but felt myself retreat. I’ve never been the loudest in a room, even when my mind is screaming for me to take action. It was so much so fast, my environment flipped on its head, my friendships a blank slate. I needed a moment to think. Plus, part of me still hoped that this was a prank—a very wholesome Scared Straight! for bratty girls. “Do you want to walk around camp a bit more?” I whispered to my mom and dad, my eyes big as I pleaded for a way to escape.

“It was so nice to meet you all!” my mom politely said to the other parents, each busy unpacking this or stacking that. “And, you girls—well, I know you’re about to have the best summer ever.” They nodded and mumbled thank-yous as we walked out of the cabin, none of us, including myself, able to foresee the falseness of my mom’s statement.

A rocky path nestled against the shoreline and wound from Junior to Senior Row, then back to the soccer field. We walked along it in silence, my mom in front and my dad in back, my own little cocoon of safety. Every once in a while, my dad would ruffle my hair with his hand, or my mom would point to a sailor gliding across the sparkling water in a brightly colored Sunfish. Senior Row was chaos, duvets and quilts spilling off the sides of beds, nearly touching the dusty ground under each tent’s platform. The campers didn’t care—their parents were already gone, used to the process of dropping their daughters off, and the girls too busy catching up with one another and too excited to be back at camp to think about home or clean bedding. When we got to the soccer field, my throat tightened with the realization that my parents would get in their car and drive back to the city. I wasn’t ready to stay at Catalpa all summer. I wasn’t ready to be apart from my friends. I wasn’t ready to say goodbye to my mom and dad. The rush of change felt overwhelming, too much, too fast. I looked down when I felt the tears welling; I didn’t want to be that girl—the homesick one who mopes and cries her entire time at camp. Instead, I put my arm around my mom’s waist, a buoy in this sea of new.

“This sucks, Mom.”

“You know how I feel about that language, honey,” she said before softening and putting her arm around me. “I promise you’ll love it,” she whispered, and gave me a squeeze. “This really will be the best summer of your life.” I nodded and watched them get in their car, my mom waving, then pressing her hand against the window as they pulled away. Eventually I realized the imprint of her fingers against the glass, the frozen moment of our goodbye, would forever symbolize the end of my childhood. The motion was a misty-eyed salute to my rising independence, yes, but also an abrupt shattering of the safe bubble my parents had long provided. Even then, before I knew how wrong that summer would go, watching my parents drive away shook something at my core, a discomforting uneasiness washing over me. I walked back to the cabin, alone.

“Amanda!” Betsy said a touch too high. “You’re just in time. Now that you’re all here, let’s get to know each other. Pull your trunks in a circle, right here,” she said, pointing to the center of the cabin. It seemed unnecessary; our trunks were perfectly placed by our respective bunks. I followed suit, but not without a subtle eye roll, making it known I was above this knockoff Baby-Sitters Club meeting. Sarah sat across from me in the circle, our eyes meeting for a second as we both shyly smiled. She wanted to be my friend, too; I could tell, her smirk enough to temper my hatred of the entire situation and, dare I say, actually make it seem like it might not be so bad. Betsy began reviewing her checklist of items to mention: that day’s swim test, daily inspection, the buddy system, team selection, dining hall rules, hygiene (apparently one of her previous campers went an entire three weeks without bathing), etc.

“Do you have any questions?” she asked.

Catherine’s hand shot up. “Betsy,” she said, breathless. “This is less of a question than a statement. Or, perhaps, an announcement. I brought a gift for everyone.” Catherine hopped up, her wiry body flailing about as she unhooked her trunk and rummaged around, pulling out textbooks, actual textbooks, as she looked for the gifts.

“So you like to read?” Sarah said, her voice laced with sarcasm. She looked at me after, wanting my approval. I snorted, a small gesture that I was on her side. I knew at that age, there was nothing less cool than being a teacher’s pet. Sydney also laughed. Larry nudged Sarah in the ribs. She scrunched her nose, our eyes still locked, her attention all mine, mine all hers. My skin prickled with that familiar surge of adrenaline, the rush that comes with a girl crush. And I, indisputably, had one on Sarah. In seconds I saw my summer turning around, my new best friend hooked to my side, our cheeks rosy from the sun and laughing at inside jokes and wholesome activities like making s’mores over an open fire, a dream sequence I was determined to make my reality.

“Yes,” Catherine said, the sarcasm flying miles above her head. She turned around with a pile of paperbacks in hand. The cover featured a brawny mustached man in the middle of the woods. “I brought this super-helpful book on living in the wild. I’ve used my copy for the past year while exploring the woods around our farm. It’s an outdoor bible, really. It will tell you everything you need to know: how to identify poison ivy, the types of berries that are okay to eat, what the different kinds of bark mean, and way more.” Catherine put her copy, dog-eared and worn from use, on her trunk and handed out the fresh books to each girl as she talked.

“Just what I wanted!” Sarah said under her breath. I couldn’t help but laugh again. Such a weird gift. Betsy shot Sarah a stern look, her attempts to keep the peace toothless even in those early days.

“You do realize you’re at a summer camp in the middle of the woods, Sarah, not at a mall,” Barrett said. “The directory there is probably the only map you know how to read.” She chuckled to herself, like she’d landed the ultimate dis. I sensed a history between them, something tense and full of disdain. More from Barrett’s side. Sarah stuck her tongue out. “Thanks,” Barrett said, her voice slightly cracking as she ignored Sarah and looked at Catherine. “This is sah-weet.”

“Yes! Thank you, Catherine!” Betsy stood up, tossing her copy of the book onto her bed. “So, who’s ready to head to the Great Hall and get this summer started?!”

We pushed our trunks back toward our bunks. Catherine’s looked tired, like her sneakers, an obvious hand-me-down. Larry, Sydney, Sarah, and I had the same design, shiny tops and sides framed by even shinier silver trim. For a moment, I sent a quiet thank-you to my mom, who was very adept at the ins and outs




















































OEBPS/images/9780063061828_Cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/Titlepage.jpg
THE

WILD
ONE

ANovel

COLLEEN
McKEEGAN

RRRRRR





