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Dedication

To Z Brewer and D. Potter,

Having a blast at camp; wish you were here!
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Bowl Cut and Chickenlips
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June 6, 1983

Corryn

Summer truly starts the minute you can no longer see your parents waving goodbye.

I wave longer than anyone else. A dark thought runs through my mind. This is the last time I’ll see them together. They’re standing there with these big lying smiles. I can see the white of their teeth from a hundred yards away. Like everything is fine—better than fine! It’s not.

It’s not fine.

We used to go to Grandpa’s farm in the summer. Back then, we’d wave and wave goodbye, long past the time the old house became a bird-sized speck on the horizon. Now I’m going to camp. And my parents think I don’t know it’s because they’re getting divorced. I wave because I have to, but I don’t miss them. I’m not going to miss them either. They don’t deserve it.

Elliot on the other hand? Elliot, I’ll miss.

The night before we left, I even gave him a kiss. It wasn’t our first, but it was the longest and saddest one we’ve shared. I felt tears pop up in my eyes as I kissed him, and believe me, I’m not the kind of girl who cries easily.

My friend Joy from school will cry if she forgets her homework or gets a B on a spelling test. I didn’t cry even when I wiped out and sprained both my wrists. Plus, I always get As on spelling tests. Consistent. C-O-N-S-I-S-T-E-N-T. Consistent.

But nine weeks away from Elliot, that’s worse than a million sprained wrists. That’s like spraining both my wrists and both my ankles and splitting my head open on a rock. Oh, I’m gonna miss him so much! So . . . the night before camp I bent down and leaned in and kissed him.

Right on the handlebars.

I can’t believe they won’t let me bring my bike to camp! Why can’t you bring a bike to camp? Elliot doesn’t take up much room. He can sleep in the corner! Or he can have the sleeping bag and I’ll sleep in the corner!

Alas, no. I’ll be out here for nine weeks without him. I hope I don’t forget how to ride.

Elliot really is a beautiful bike. He’s matte black and bright gold, with twenty-inch mag wheels, racing tires, and a slick silver stripe down the side. It’s a BMX racing bike, just like you see Danny Stark riding in all the magazines. He’s been the world BMX champion for three years running now (although his 1981 win was controversial).

All I’m saying is, if a quad reverse bunny hop over the finish line is wrong, I don’t want to be right.

I literally had to beg on hands and knees for Elliot. Hands and knees. Mom and Dad were not cool at all about it. Not cool at all. It was like they were trying to outdo each other with who could be more uncool. I’d have to say that particular contest ended in a tie. It’s too dangerous, they said. Too expensive. They had a million reasons. What they really meant is that it’s not for girls.

They’re wrong. But I finally got Elliot (note to self: Was Elliot a divorce-guilt present?) and now I have to leave him for a whole summer. He couldn’t even ride all the way to camp with me.

All the kids going to Camp Sweetwater got dropped off at the rest stop parking lot. We stood around trying to look cool while we waited for the camp transport to roll in. It was wall-to-wall kids and parents and weepy goodbyes, so there was no cool.

There were little baby primary kids, and in-between kids like me, and teenagers, like that guy with the almost mustache. I don’t know who he’s kidding. It’s going to take him fifty years to turn that thing into a Tom Selleck.

Five buses, badly painted white and squeaking like no tomorrow, trundled into the parking lot. Somebody has stenciled CAMP SWEETWATER on the sides in red. The paint had run, leaving the words dripping down the sides like blood.

I tried to point this out to my parents, but they were too busy making sure I had plenty of underwear and suntan lotion and pretending to be totally, completely, absolutely not about to break up our home. Well, whatever happens, at least I’ll have custody of Elliot.

Counselors poured off the buses and sorted us by grade. After granting us one last farewell, they herded us into our sketchy rides in grade order.

The lineup is simple: two buses each of little kids and middles, and one for the teens. When I jump into my seat, it pukes up crumbly, gritty foam. Awesome.

The road to camp twists its way through the trees, and it feels too narrow for the bus. The bus bounces and rattles and shakes like we’re driving over the surface of the moon. What kind of shocks are on this thing? The noise shakes up the swarm of butterflies in my stomach.

I don’t know anybody here and I don’t think anyone else does, either. It’s weirdly quiet. Not like going to school, where people trade seats and lean over to talk and throw stuff when the driver’s not looking. Here, we mostly stare at each other, then look away real fast.

A couple kids seem like they’re just barely holding back tears. There’s a girl with a huge cliff of bangs towering over her forehead, a style my dad calls “case of hairspray.” She’s scribbling furiously on some stationery. Is she writing a letter to the people she just saw twenty minutes ago?

There’s a boy with dark hair and dark eyes and a big smile, nose in a book, reading intently like there is going to be a test. Is there going to be a test? I try to sneak a glance at the cover but get interrupted.

A very tall teenage girl—one of the counselors, judging by the name tag on her Cure T-shirt—hops up and starts shouting at us from the front of the bus. She has a megaphone, like a cheerleader would use.

“Right, then,” she says in a heavy British accent. She sounds like a lady in a James Bond movie. I figure she’s doing a funny voice so I shout back “Right!” in my own British accent. Unfortunately, I’m the only one who does. My cheeks burn a little. Whatever.

She continues. “My name is Mary, innit? And some of you lot are lucky enough to have me as your counselor for the next nine weeks. I know I look like a sweetheart . . .”

Okay, not doing an accent. Actually British. Got it.

Here she pauses and blinks her big, blue-mascaraed eyelashes at us. “I’m a counselor. I’m not your mum and I’m not here to wipe your bum.”

The kid with the book laughs loudly, but no one else does. This Mary is a little scary. Scary Mary.

“Which one of you lot is Corryn?” she asks.

Now I really feel my cheeks burn. I raise my hand and feel the eyes of all the campers lock on to me.

“That’d be me,” I say.

“Take better care of your things, Corryn,” she says. “These fell out of your sack when you were getting on the bus.”

She holds up a pair of underwear. My underwear. The ones with blue bunnies on them. The ones my mom had written CORRYN QUINN on with permanent marker across the elastic. Great, now she’s trying to ruin my life two different ways.

Scary Mary fires the undies at me like a kid shooting rubber bands in math class. They land in the next seat, right in the lap of the kid with the book. He hands them to me like it’s no big deal. Like he’s just passing a stack of papers back in class.

“My mom writes my name in my underwear too,” he says with a shrug. Then the goober introduces himself. “I’m Tez. Tez Jones.”

“I’m Corryn,” I say, feeling like my throat is on fire. “But you already knew that.”

Tez

Everything at Camp Sweetwater is chaos. Or it could be entropy.

It’s hard to say which because I haven’t been here long enough to know what the natural state is. Whichever it is, my current state is somewhat unnatural. I currently know exactly one person, and that’s Corryn from the bus. We had an actual conversation, a good portent for this summer.

Unfortunately, other portents are more negative. Mary, the British counselor, has replicated.

Gavin, who is Mary in male form, drags us middle boys to one side of the flagpole. I can only hope they won’t spawn any further.

There are knots of kids scattered all over the front drive. Tall trees surround the gravel roads and paths at the entrance. Near the Director’s Lodge, there’s a paved parking lot, but it’s overgrown with low, heavy bushes and scrubby trees.

Counselors and camp directors and other official-looking people group us by age, then by camp, then by cabin.

With each separation, I try to wave at Corryn, but she’s studying the sky. There’s nothing up there but altocumulus clouds—white, fluffy ones, well-spaced. If she’s trying to tell the weather, it’s a waste of time. Altocumulus clouds just mean pleasantness, although it might also have rained yesterday.

It would be nice if we were in the same group. I could tell her all about clouds and precipitation. However, the chances of that seem to be dwindling.

From what I can tell from the Camper’s Guidebook, there should be about a hundred fifty of us here, give or take. It seems like way more as we swelter under the sun on the lawn, but as we get separated into smaller units, the numbers make sense. Eight cabins per camp, four people per cabin, plus the baby camp . . . yep, the numbers make sense.

Lake Sweetwater sits smack in the middle of everything, vaguely horseshoe-shaped. The littlest kids go into the Bantam Camp, right off the big path. It’s closest to the main buildings, like the Great Hall and the Rec Barn, and the infirmary. The seniors—the high school kids—drift toward the paths to the east.

That leaves all the rest of us to head to junior camp, along the west side of the lake.

“Hopkiss, Johnson, Jones, Kwan,” Gavin yells. His voice breaks, and a lot of people giggle. I feel kind of bad for him, but I pretend to giggle anyway. That way, I look like everybody else. That is paramount.

I just want to be a regular kid this summer, 100 percent normal. No “Poor Tez” or “Watch-out-for-Tez” or “It’s what makes you special, Tez.”

That last one, honestly, is the absolute worst.

The four of us shuffle with our bags again and find ourselves in a cluster, just us.

“Oak Camp,” Gavin growls, getting his voice as low as possible after that squeak. “Cabin Group A.”

According to the camp map, that puts us the farthest away from everything. We’re tucked at the upper northwest end of the lake. Past our cabins is nothing but primal forest. That could be cool or terrifying, depending.

Cool, I decide. It’s going to be cool. But it would be cooler with a friend.

“All right, you little mingers,” Gavin says, waving his clipboard at us. “I’m your counselor. When I call your name, I’d advise you speak up. Anyone left behind spends the summer in the woods with the wolves.”

I raise my hand. “There are no wolves left in Ohio. They were hunted to extinction in the early 1800s, along with the bobcats. There are coyotes and foxes. But they’re afraid of people.”

From the look on Gavin’s face, he is definitely thrilled to have all the facts. He approaches me. “What’s your name?”

Just to be on the safe side, I lean over his clipboard before he can try to read my full name out loud, and point to it. “I’m Tez. Tez Jones.”

“Right,” Gavin says. “From here on out, you’re Chickenlips.”

I start to say that chickens don’t have lips, but Gavin palms my entire face. His hand smells like sweat and his fingers are really hot. Since this probably means shut up, I do.

Moving on, Gavin calls out Chun Kwan. He takes one look at him and says, “Nostrils.”

Completely baffling; Chun’s nose is about as ordinary as a nose can get. This doesn’t matter to Gavin; he keeps going. Next on the list is Graham Hopkiss—Gavin dubs him Bowl Cut. It’s an extremely fair name; he has an awesome bowl cut. It’s shiny, auburn, and geometrically precise.

(Nostrils has soft, black feathers like Rob Lowe, and the other kid has a tight, boxy fade. This whole cabin has great hair, if you ask me.)

“Ryan Johnson,” Gavin says, and doesn’t even look up.

Warily, Ryan raises his hand.

Gavin looks him over, then rolls his eyes. “Hm. I’m calling you Knees. Look at you, just standing there with your knees.”

“Everyone has knees,” Ryan points out.

“Shut it, Knees,” Gavin says. “Or I’ll change it to something else that everyone’s got!”

Nostrils and Bowl Cut snicker. Clearly they’ve thought of something else Gavin could call Knees. I wonder if it’s Appendix. Or Pancreas. Pancreas would be hilarious.

Gavin’s not interested in hilarious. “So, like I said, you’re Oak Camp, Cabin Group A. No tradesies, no takesy-backsies, no transfers. Learn it, love it, get used to it!”

As we trade incredulous looks, Gavin barks out rules, which is unnecessary. We all have the Camper’s Guidebook. Also, the rules are pretty simple:

We eat with our cabin group, we have activities with our cabin group . . .

“You shower with your cabin group,” Gavin bellows.

Staggering into Bowl Cut, Nostrils laughs. “Our cabin group? Oh wow, man. We’re showering with the girls!”

“Your gob!” Gavin says. “Shut it!”

Nostrils and Bowl Cut snicker behind their hands. This counts as shut gobs, apparently, because Gavin goes on.

“So, right, then. No phone calls home. Pay phone doesn’t work; you can buy stamps at the camp store. Moving on! Every bloody cabin’s collecting beads. Brilliant bants? Earn a bead. Act like a tosser? Lose a bead. Spend them up at the end of camp for color war advantages. Clear?”

We all nod to agree that we’re clear, but I look to Nostrils and Knees. We’re definitely not clear. From context clues, it sounds like beads are extremely important. Possibly they’re even a disciplinary tool. I’m sure this will clarify itself. I make a mental note to watch for additional bead context.

As Gavin continues, the rest of his instructions get closer to American English. Swimming test before we can swim, no boats without supervision, sign-outs for equipment, etcetera, etcetera. I know there are going to be special restrictions for me, but I’m not going to worry about that. I always have extra rules. I just need to make sure no one else knows about them.

Restless, I start to bend at the knees. I’m wobbly and rubbery under the hot sun and the dull tirade. Looking around, I know I’m not the only one. Oak Camp Cabin Group A is not paying attention. But we are listening—to Gavin’s accent. Bowl Cut is already trying to imitate it.

I’m going to wait until I have a better sample size. I try to focus on Gavin’s words. Like, keenly focus, with all my attention. I keep getting distracted though, because he sounds like the bad guys in every movie ever. Also, he kinda acts like one.

After he threatens us a couple more times, he tells us to pick up our gear. We’re hiking to Cabin Group A, and we’d better stick to the path or get eaten by wolves. Gavin seems really dedicated to the idea of wolves so I’m going to let that one go.

Hefting my bag, I take one last look at Corryn. She crosses her eyes at me, so I pretend to stick a finger up my nose. We both smile at the same time.

I mouth to her, “Group A?”

Her smile fades, and she mouths back, “Group C. Sorry.”

So much for a first friend on the first day.
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Is That a Bug?
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Corryn

Group C; that seems like a good omen. C is for Corryn! C is for yes, if you speak Spanish. C is for cookie; I heckin’ love cookies.

What I don’t heckin’ love is that it takes fifteen buggy, muggy minutes just to get to Oak Camp Group C. We walk past another perfectly good camp to get there. With each step, the trees get thicker, and we get farther and farther away from everything.

Like, hello; by the time we get to the Great Hall for lunch, will there even be any food left? I’m extremely concerned about that situation. I like food. I like it a lot.

C is also for concerning—the last open shower-slash-latrine was five minutes ago. The one closest to our cabin group is boarded up. Literally—boards are nailed over the doors and windows. I knew they were pulling this camp out of mothballs, but come on, people! It figures that Mom and Dad would throw me into the first lousy place they found, just to get rid of me.

Dust puffs up on the dirt-and-gravel path as we walk, a whole cloud of it. The air is a haze of gnats so thick I’m picking them from my teeth. We’re going to be filthy by the time we walk back from our showers. Not that I care about being dirty. I’m just saying, it makes no sense.

We finally arrive at Group C and I’m ready for a C-esta. The other campers in Oak probably are too. We watch A and B march on up the main trail, even deeper into the woods than we are. Maybe I’m imagining it, but I swear I can hear that kid Tez talking about some kind of tick bite that makes you allergic to meat.

Mega weird! I hope I get the chance to ask him about it later.

I drop my bag in the dirt outside our cabin, right next to my new roommates’ stuff. Already, they chat like friends. They wave their arms, laughing at jokes they didn’t share with me. I can’t help but feel like an intruder, like I’m sneaking around someplace I don’t belong. I try to shake it off and join the fun.

“I’m Corryn!” I announce to them.

At first, they don’t respond. Then one of the girls laughs.

“We know,” she says. “Your panties told us.”

“Ew, panties,” says the blonde with the shag haircut.

My face burns like I already have a summer’s worth of sun. This is stupid. “Ew” girl’s face is stupid. This cabin is stupid.

I don’t want to be here! Dad said it would be fun; Mom said I needed to spend more time with people instead of bikes. And yet, I know it’s because they want me away while they do their dirty work. It’s their Summer of Separation. Do they really think I don’t know?

I think they don’t, but they might have suspected. They gave me hush money. A bribe. Five bucks a week for the camp canteen, the same as my allowance. It’s like a bonus: no washing dishes, but still the bucks roll in.

If I save up all summer, I’ll have forty-five bucks. Forty-five dollars will put new mag wheels on Elliot. That’s all I have to look forward to; that’s why I finally agreed. But when I imagined camp, I left out the part where I would be marooned in another state without my dad, who makes camping awesome.

My cabinmates shuffle aimlessly. It’s not obvious if we’re supposed to go in, or wait, or what. In fact, except for walking up the path to the cabin, we had zero information whatsoever. The short girl tries to peer into one of the windows, but they’re still a good foot above her head. Sneak-out-proof. Clever.

Finally, Mary comes up the trail behind us, already yelling.

“What’s this, some kind of hen party?” she demands. “Waiting for your butler? Well, there ISN’T one!”

“We were waiting for you,” says the girl with intricately braided hair.

“What for? I’m not your mummy, Braids,” says Mary, shooting daggers with her eyes. Quickly, her gaze cuts across us. She points to the smallest girl and says, “You’re Ew.” Then she turns to the one with the sky-high bangs and perfect feathers. “Hello, Hairspray.”

Mary sure loves the nicknames. I wonder if she knows that she has one. ’Allo, Scary Mary, emphasis on the Scary, pip pip, Bob’s your uncle, here’s the loo! Probably not, since I’ve only called her that in my head. Definitely not saying it out loud. I can’t be the only one thinking it, though.

I brace for my nickname, but Mary looks right through me. I don’t want her making fun of me, I really don’t. But not getting a nickname is somehow more insulting.

“Get a move on!” Scary Mary yells.

O-kay, then! Pulling open the cabin’s rickety door, I survey the place I’m going to be living in for the next nine weeks. Dang. Nine weeks. I try to reframe it in my mind. I’m living here for forty-five buckeroonies. This is time served in my sweet, sweet Elliot’s best interest. Don’t think about anything else. Just mag wheels. Mag wheels. Yes. Okay. I can definitely do this.

Door, open.

And here’s what the place looks like: two bunk beds, one on either side, decked with bare plastic mattresses waiting for our bedding. Cubbies fill the space between the beds, next to built-in desks. A lone little air freshener dangles from the ceiling. Winter Forest isn’t doing much to chase away the smell of used cabin, to be honest.

The walls have been scrubbed clean, old wood pretending to be new. The back wall is super shadowy—and right in the middle, it’s almost black. The shadow suddenly shifts on the wall and the hair on my arms stands up.

What’s happening here?

Dark spirals spin from the shadow, a pulsing bull’s-eye that grows and churns. It spreads to cover the back wall in ever-thickening lines of black. For a minute, it looks like an invisible, deranged child is scribbling with a handful of crayons.

Gulp.

Looks like C is also for creepy.

And crawly.

And cockroaches.

And centipedes. The wall isn’t black—it’s alive!

Every bug I’ve ever seen—earwigs and beetles and spiders and ticks. They’re humming and crawling and buzzing and surging.

I’m not afraid of bugs. I’ll squish a millipede with the heel of my bare foot on the bathroom floor without blinking. But this isn’t a bug. It’s not even ten.

It’s thousands.

Teeming over the windows, they blot out the sunlight. As the cabin darkens, the bugs course up the ceiling. Like a black mold, they spread. When they reach the bare light fixture, they fall. It’s a storm of insects, raining onto the floor as more emerge from dark corners.

I shouldn’t be able to hear them, but I swear I can. Millions of tiny feet, tiny pincers, tiny claws, click-click-click, all over everything. My stomach threatens to hurl at the sound of them, hundreds of thousands, ticking across the cabin.

They spread fast. Faster.

“Bail!” I shout as I back out the door. “Everybody bail!”

“Wrong bloody way, You,” Mary barks.

She shoves somebody, and all of a sudden, I’m in the cabin with the girl she named Ew. I think her actual, for-real name is Tammi, and the only reason I’m thinking about that is because the swarm washes toward us. There are so many of them, they scramble and climb over each other. There are dunes of bugs. Ripples. Waves.

The second I stop thinking about Ew’s real name, my brain goes hog wild. The mass hasn’t reached me yet, but it’s close. There are just seconds until I have centipedes in my hair, roaches in my ears. Ants marching into my nose and beetles rushing down my throat.

For a moment, I’m dying, choking to death on spiders that scrabble across my tongue and ticks that pierce my throat. It’s way too easy to imagine them skittering over my whole body, devouring me to the bones.

That’s what bugs do to bodies. They eat us. They eat us down to the skeleton.

I gag and yell, “Mary!”

“Ew!” says Ew before her eyes focus.

When they do, she lets out a shriek. It’s impressive, because she’s way tiny and that scream is way big. Her high-pitched howl doesn’t scare the bugs away. In fact, the black wave moves faster. It’s like the sound excited them. Attracted them.

Tiny bodies spill on the floor and swarm up the bunks.

They’re coming for us.

They’re coming right at us.

Without thinking, I turn and shove Ew out of the cabin. I’m right on her heels, and the two of us crash into Scary Mary.

“Close the door,” I say with authority and not a spot of terror in my voice. Nope. None. Not at all. “It’s full of bugs!”

This sets Scary Mary off. She seems to double in size when she takes a gigantic, T-shirt-stretching breath. Then she starts screaming.

“It’s camp, you nitwit! You’re gonna see a bug! Guess what: you might also see a speck of dirt and a blade of grass! If that’s not okay with you bloody princesses, I suggest you gather up your tiaras right now and head back to your mummies to live in one of those plastic bubbles!”

Okay, then, don’t close the door, Scary Mary! And since she doesn’t, I bail, like, just full-out book it to escape. That’s when Braids and Hairspray see the massing, gleaming sea of black and brown heading right for them.

Their shrieks meld with Ew’s. They’re a siren, ringing out again and again.

Then, much to my satisfaction, Mary takes one look inside our cabin. She turns a pale, mossy green and bolts.

Her scream follows her down the path, flip-flops flapping on her callusy feet. I’ve seriously never seen anybody run that fast in flops. It’s like Roadrunner had a speed baby with the Tasmanian Devil and that baby went for a pedicure.

Bending down, I pick up a big old rock and wing it at the cabin door. A cloud of dust explodes when it hits the wood at the corner. The door slams shut.

Are we safe? Probably not.

But is it better?

Way, yeah.

Tez

Halfway through unpacking our stuff, the British girls’ counselor comes huffing into our cabin.

She looks us over with disdain, really English disdain. Like somebody used the wrong fork at dinner and it’s killing her not to say something, because saying something would be even ruder than using the wrong fork.

“Where’s Gavin?” she finally asks, her nostrils curled.

We’ve been at camp for thirty minutes; we can’t possibly smell bad yet! Although to be fair, the walk up the west side of the lake lasted for seventeen minutes, thirty-four seconds, according to my new watch. It wasn’t a short jog.

Also, I’m pretty sure we’re not supposed to have girls in our cabin (100 percent sure; it’s on page fourteen of the Camper’s Guidebook.) I don’t know if that applies to counselors, but it seems like it should.

Nevertheless, Nostrils points outside. “Out back. Taking a nature break.”

She rolls her eyes and disappears. Not a minute later, Gavin comes through the door. Now he’s annoyed, and his disdain is more like an angry soccer coach’s. Or a football coach’s, to be perfectly accurate, since he probably calls soccer football.

“Drop what you’re doing and come on,” he barks, then walks back outside.

We follow the command, because what else are we going to do? It’s not like we’re that excited about putting our shampoo in the cubbies.

As soon as I realized there were no dressers, I made my summer plan. Half the suitcase for dirty, half for clean, carefully rotated. Fresh socks on the top, always. Mom wants me to change socks at least twice a day.

According to Dad, she’s worried about trench foot. When he said that, Mom gave him a dirty look, and he laughed, so probably there was something else going on there.

(Trench foot, by the way, is an immersion syndrome. That just means it’s something that happens when your feet get wet and stay wet. First you get blisters, then sores, then the flesh on your feet starts to rot, and you can lose all of your toes. In fact, you can lose your whole foot if you get gangrene! Well, you don’t just lose it. Somebody has to cut it off. It doesn’t fall off on its own, like your toes do.)

We march down the main trail, then branch off onto a smaller path. There, we’re greeted by the camp director. I know this for a fact because she claps her hands when she sees us and she says, “Hello, boys! I’m your camp director, Mrs. Gladys Winchelhauser!”

She’s one of those medium ages, where I can’t tell if she’s young or old. Her hair is blond or maybe sort of gray. A deep smile shows off either perfect teeth or perfect dentures. The clapping and enthusiasm are undatable; they go with her uniform of khaki shorts and camp T-shirt.

She points at us and gestures down the path. “Hup, hup, hup! We need all your big, strong muscles to help us move the girls from Group C to the empty cabin in your group.”

“Why?” I ask.

Mrs. Winchelhauser’s smile does not fade. But her voice is less cheerful. “We thought it was ready for campers, but it’s not quite there yet. We’re reopening after a . . . hiatus. Thus we’re still working out a few kinks.”

As I try to figure out how a cabin can be broken, the path widens and opens into C Group. There are two cabins here. One is pretty run down, and I can see why they wouldn’t want to put anybody in there. But the other one looks fine. In fact, it looks a little nicer than ours.

Just as I’m about to point this out, I see the girls grouped in the middle of the clearing. Including one I recognize. I break into a smile, a sparkly kind of lightness lifting me from the inside.

Throwing up a hand, I wave and call out, “Corryn!”

All four girls turn to look at me at the same time. Three of them seem suspicious, but Corryn smiles. She doesn’t wave back. She’s too cool for that. She throws a thumbs-up.

Wow! I don’t know what happened to her cabin, but it’s good luck for me! If we’re in the same group, we’ll share most of our activity times. Potential first friend at camp: back in action!

“If you gentlemen would be kind enough to help these young ladies with their bags, they can hurry and settle in before our first activity.”

Mrs. Winchelhauser’s voice is upbeat and sunny, like it’s perfectly ordinary to move a whole cabin on the very first day of camp. Also, it seems to me like the girls carried their own bags to camp in the first place. They should be able to carry them from one bunk to another, but okay. Maybe this is one of those “unspoken social rules” my dad says we all need to learn.

That being the case, I walk right over to Corryn. “Is this one yours?”

She gives me a dubious look. “Yeah, but . . .”

I haul it up, throwing the strap over my shoulder. I even manage to counterbalance the weight so I don’t go careening off and fall down. I’m playing this exceptionally cool. “Guess what? You’re going to be in my group now.”

“Yeah?” she says but doesn’t elaborate.

We move out first, hiking up the short trail beneath the cool shade of the trees on either side of us.

It’s really pretty out, kind of like camp decided to give us the perfect first day. Birds call over the lake, and a gentle breeze kisses our skin. When we step into patches of sunlight, it’s instantly warm and the air tastes like summer. This is going to be the best nine weeks ever.

Behind us, I hear Bowl Cut say, “Is that a bug?” and one of the girls shrieks.

Laughing, I say, “I hope she doesn’t do that every time she sees an insect.”

“There are . . . circumstances,” Corryn informs me flatly. “Winchelhauser says there must be a nest under our cabin, because it was full of bugs. Billions of them. Like, ankle deep.”

With a laugh, I start to say she has to be exaggerating. But she gives me the evilest eye in the world, and I realize she means it. Ankle-deep bugs? Gross. I give an involuntary shudder and ask, “What kind?”

“Well, that’s the weird part,” Corryn says, as I lead her to the empty cabin in Group A. She walks up to the door and stares at it hard. Then, like she’s summoning up all her courage, she yanks it open.

When she does, it reveals . . . an empty cabin. The twin of mine, with the same bunks and cubbies, green plastic mattresses and all. Corryn exhales slowly, then holds the door open wider, and I carry her bag in.

As I drop it, I ask, “What was the weird part, exactly?”

Corryn sits on the edge of her new bunk. She doesn’t seem scared. More like disconcerted. Like something is wrong, but she can’t quite put her finger on it. Screwing up her face, she finally says, “It was all different bugs. I counted at least ten kinds. And some of them were the kinds that eat each other. It couldn’t be just one nest.”

My skin crawls. “You’re totally right. That can’t be. But there has to be a logical explanation.”

“I guess,” she says skeptically. At least, those are her words. Her expression says something else entirely. It’s plain as day; it says: You don’t believe me. I get that. But trust me—it wasn’t right.

The pure, clear certainty in her brown eyes makes me doubt. Maybe there wasn’t a rational explanation. Maybe it was a sign. An omen.

A harbinger.

Shaking that thought out of my head, I get out of the way for the rest of my cabinmates. Creepy stories are 100 percent part of camp life, or so I’ve read. Perhaps Corryn’s just getting an early start. A daylight start. Yes. That’s what this is, for sure.

I take one more look at her; her expression hasn’t changed. I rub my arms and step into the sun. This is fine. It’s totally fine, I tell myself.

I really wish I believed me.
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