

[image: image]




[image: image]





Dedication

For Bridget

It’s an honor to have a front-row seat to your dreams




Contents

Cover

Title Page

Dedication

Prologue

1. The Sixth Summer

2. The Fourth Summer

3. The Sixth Summer

4. The Sixth Summer

5. The Sixth Summer

6. The Third Summer

7. The Sixth Summer

8. The Sixth Summer

9. The Second Summer

10. The Sixth Summer

11. The Sixth Summer

12. The Sixth Summer

13. The Sixth Summer

14. The Fifth Summer

15. The Sixth Summer

16. The Sixth Summer

17. The Sixth Summer

18. The First Summer

Epilogue: The Seventh Summer

Acknowledgments

About the Author

Books by Claire Swinarski

Copyright

About the Publisher



[image: image]

Prologue

When I was five years old, I got lost in the historic Leighton Theater.

The Leighton was massive. It had giant velvet curtains the color of the ocean at night, creaky wooden floors, and a bathroom with a glittering chandelier and signatures scrawled across the wall from all the actors who had performed there. The ceiling was high, high, high above the stage, covered in fabric that was dotted with stars. It’s easy to get lost in such a magical place. That’s all I’m saying. It’s easy to get carried away.

My mother had come out of retirement to star in a production of Hello, Dolly!, and we were going to be in the front row for opening night. Beforehand, at home, I had watched her pack lipstick and bottled water into a bright purple duffel, giving me a hard kiss on the cheek as she left. She’d been a theater actress in Chicago, New York, and Miami, all before moving to Madison so Dad could go to medical school, and they could have me and my brother.

But she still had the voice. And let me just say this: If you’d heard her sing, you would agree.

Lisle Becker, starring as Dolly. It would be a sold-out night. I wore a lavender-colored dress Mom had chosen for me at TJMaxx. Dad and Nick, who was fourteen at the time, wore ties. There’s a photo of the four of us just before the show that now hangs in our hallway. Dad’s laughing at something off-camera, Nick looks kind of bored. Mom is smiling right into the flash, eyes excited and bright. I’m looking right at her.

Halfway through the show, I had to go to the bathroom. Nick had warned me about that lemonade I’d begged Dad for. Mom wasn’t onstage right that second, so I decided now was the time. I’ve always been quiet, and besides, we had aisle seats. I slipped away without drawing any attention. Dad didn’t even notice. He never noticed anything at Mom’s shows besides the stage.

I couldn’t find the bathroom, though. I pushed open doors and ducked behind curtains. I pulled open entrances and hurried down hallways. I was all turned around when I reached my hand out in the dark, accidentally brushing against a heavy rope. Suddenly I was surrounded by people with makeup caked on their faces. I could hear Mom singing, but I couldn’t tell where she was.

Then I turned around.

I was in the wings of the Leighton, shadowed in the dark but looking out onto the dusty wooden stage from behind a side curtain. There was my mother, singing about the parade passing her by. She sang, and I didn’t see the makeup, the layers of foundation and blush and lipstick. I didn’t see the feet that I knew she’d shoved into old jazz shoes or the ten thousand bobby pins holding up her overly sprayed hair. She’d been transformed.

I saw Dolly.

I held my hand up to the curtain, and when I pulled it back, my fingers were sparkling. The shine was probably from some actor’s glittery makeup or costume as they hurried onstage, but at five years old, I wondered if it was from my mom’s performance. If her singing turned sound and light into magic and story and sparkles. It could, couldn’t it? Anything was possible. Anything at all.

I glanced toward the audience. It was pitch-black, even though I knew there were hundreds and hundreds of people sitting out there. But you couldn’t see them. Up there on the stage, you could perform just for yourself. You could pretend you were all alone, in another world. You could be someone you weren’t. Or maybe you could be someone you really were.

“I’ve got a goal again, I’ve got a drive again,” she sang. “I want to feel my heart coming alive again.”

I understood Mom in that moment, more than I ever had. And I understood myself too.

Mom and I, we didn’t belong down there.

We belonged up here.
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The Sixth Summer

Present Day

Age: Thirteen

“Name?”

“Eowyn. Eowyn Becker.”

“Like the elf?”

Here’s what I wanted to say: first of all, she’s not an elf, she’s a princess of Rohan. Okay? Second of all, at least the counselor knew her Tolkien—I had to give her credit for saying it the right way. AY-oh-win. Not Erin, which people usually say with a confused look on their face, as if they must have misheard me. And third of all, it’s not my fault my parents are major Lord of the Rings nerds.

Were. My dad still is. My mom’s dead. And that’s something you should probably know up front. This story is missing a mother. Three years after Mom was Dolly, she got really sick, and just a few weeks later, she was gone. She got sick and she died, and that’s that. That’s the last you’ll hear about it from me. I don’t like to talk about it. If you’re looking for a sob story of some grief-ridden girl, go back to the library. I’m sure they have plenty on the shelves.

Sorry. That wasn’t very nice. I’m a nice person, usually.

Here’s what I did say: “Like my name.” I forced a smile. See? I was trying to be polite. It’s important, to be polite. Gets you far in life, according to my dad. Smiling and remembering to say please and thank you. I was good at those things.

“Right. Sorry,” the counselor said. She was new this year. “Forte.”

I already knew I’d be in the Forte cabin, of course. I’d had my dad call ahead to make sure I was with Jules Marrigan, my very best friend and partner in crime. Not a camp friend, like Kit or Fiona; my real, tried-and-true best friend, even though she lived across the country from me in West Virginia.

We were thirteen years old, and this would be our sixth summer together at our favorite place in the world: Lamplighter Lake Summer Camp for the Arts. Eight weeks of musical theater—vocal, dance, and acting classes, taught by the best of the best.

We were intermediate campers—older than the seven- to nine-year-old beginners, who did a variety show three-fourths of the way through camp and who sometimes had to call home crying because they missed their parents. Younger than the fourteen- to seventeen-year-old pre-professionals, who worked on audition tapes for theater schools and learned about getting agents. Intermediate students put on a huge mainstage show at the end of the summer—a real musical, with an incredible set and a full orchestra. It was always a showstopper, and it gave every summer a magical finish.

Lamplighter Lake was known for alumni who went on to star in real Broadway shows, my brother included. Nick had starred in Vanish for the past couple of years, the worldwide musical sensation about Harry Houdini. He’d just done his final bow as Harry in March, and now he was gearing up to star in a revival of Grease. This fall he was going to put out an album as a singer too. Not a Broadway singer, but a guy-with-a-guitar-wearing-skinny-jeans singer. A new chapter, Dad would say excitedly.

Usually the first day of camp was my favorite day of the year. It was better than Christmas and my birthday and the last day of school combined. Better even than the night my brother won his Tony Award for Vanish and we all got to go to the ceremony. That’s like an Oscar, but for Broadway. My dad even flew Jules out to come with us. We’d sat almost all the way in the back—apparently the Best Featured Actor in a Musical’s little sister and her best friend aren’t as important as Selena Gomez.

But even if we had sat in the front row of the Tonys, nothing could beat the first day at Lamplighter Lake.

Except this year. This year, I wasn’t bouncing in my seat to see Jules, or to hear what the end-of-summer show was going to be. I wasn’t crossing my fingers that I had voice class before lunch instead of after, so that nothing weird got stuck in my throat. I wasn’t walking past the lake and counting down the hours until open swim or planning out how Jules and I would hang our photos to decorate our cabin.

Instead, I was nervous. Nervous to perform in front of people, like I have been the past couple of years, like a sickness I can’t shake. And doubly nervous to see my best friend.

“Eowyn!” I was thrown into a hug with Kit, who’d been in our cabin the past two years. Kit was almost an entire foot taller than me, so she looked more like she belonged on a volleyball court than a stage. But her soprano voice was amazing. She could reach even higher notes than Jules.

“Hi!” I squealed, trying to muster up some excitement. She pulled back and grinned, making eye contact with me. We started the song at the exact same time.

Welcome to Lamplighter Lake

Where all the world’s a stage!

We’ll sing our songs, and cheer our cheers,

Kids of every age!

Welcome to the lake,

Campers old and campers new,

No matter where you come from,

There’s a role for you!

“Okay, that was corny.” She laughed. “Yikes. Forte?”

“Forte,” I confirmed.

“Where’s Jules?” she asked, looking around.

“Haven’t seen her yet,” I said.

“Did you text her?” Kit asked, tossing her crochet braids over her shoulder.

Did I text her? Oh, about a million times this year. Did I text her a photo with me and Leah Miller backstage when Leah was Miss Honey in Matilda, Jules’s second-favorite musical of all time? Did I text her on her birthday, telling her I missed her so much and couldn’t wait to see her at camp? Did I text her just a month ago, asking if she wanted to pack the contraband Sour Patch Kids, or if I should?

And did she respond to those with one-word answers, or, in the case of the candy question, a shrug emoji?

Yeah. So, no—I hadn’t even bothered texting her to ask what time she’d get to camp. I was too nervous she wouldn’t respond.

“Girls!” Thankful for the interruption, I turned to see my absolute favorite staff member. Shannon Cortez wasn’t just a phenomenal singer who’d toured as Angelica in Hamilton’s national tour. She was also the owner and camp director, in charge of all day-to-day operations. She gave acting classes to the intermediates too.

“Shannon!” Kit and I threw our arms around her for a double hug. There was a lot of hugging at Lamplighter Lake.

She laughed. “No squealing like that. It’ll wreck your vocal cords. How did you both get so much taller?”

“Some of us more than others,” Kit muttered. She hated her height. It was true—your looks for theater sometimes mattered just as much as your skill set, and tall women were going to be the goofy Mrs. Brice in Funny Girl or the creepy Mrs. Lovett in Sweeney Todd. They weren’t the Angelicas.

“Hush now,” said Shannon. “The greater the height, the closer to the stage lights. All the better for your spotlight, yes? Go drop your stuff off at your cabin, and I’ll see you at the firepit for the welcome meeting.”

Kit and I linked arms and took off down the dirt path that led to the camper cabins. The cabins at Lamplighter dotted the lake as you walked around the crest of the shore, all with rickety screened-in porches and, inside, wooden bunks shoved together.

We passed Treble, a cabin of beginner-level girls who were nervously hugging their parents extra tight while sizing each other up. Next we walked by Staccato, Mezzo, Tempo—that one was for the boys our year. It was quiet now, but in a few weeks, it would be the rowdiest cabin on the lake. Vivace, our cabin from last year. Crescendo, where someone was already doing vocal warm-ups (and sounding a little flat, if we’re being honest). Sorry. That wasn’t very supportive of me.

And then, there it was: Forte. We bounded up the stairs, lugging our heavy duffels. Our cabin. Just like any other cabin. But not. Because it was ours. Ours for the next eight weeks. Ours to sleep in, and practice in, and dream in. Ours to tell ghost stories in. Ours to whisper in long after lights out was called.

Mine, and Kit’s, and—

“Jules!”

There she was, standing in front of one of the bunk beds, unpacking. She turned, her blond braid whipping over her shoulder. She’d taken a bottom bunk, which was good based on her track record. The year we were ten, our first summer of being intermediate campers, she had rolled right out of her top bunk and had to have a bandage over her nose for the entirety of our Into the Woods performance.

Kit ran to her, squealing, just as excited to see her as she had been me. Jules laughed and they hugged.

“Oh my gosh, love the nails,” squealed Jules, taking her hand.

“Thanks,” said Kit, admiring the purple sparkles herself. “Too bad they’ll last about five seconds between the lake, the crafts cabin, and Shannon’s crazy manicure rules.”

“Excuse me, Miss Clearwater,” Jules said in her best Shannon voice. “Would Eliza Hamilton have purple sparkles on her nails?”

“Don’t joke. I would die if we did Hamilton,” sighed Kit. “I don’t understand why Shannon gets to have blue streaks in her hair, and we can’t even have our nails done.”

“Because we’re the lowly campers, and she’s the all-powerful director,” I said in my spookiest voice.

Jules finally turned to me and smiled, the kind of faraway smile you give someone who you’ve seen before but whose name you don’t quite know. Like when you’re on a walk in your neighborhood and you pass the guy who’s always walking his German shepherds, but you’ve never actually stopped to introduce yourself.

“Hi,” I said, reaching out to give her a hug.

“Hi,” she mumbled back. I leaned into the hug, but she didn’t. I’ve given stage hugs that felt more real.

The front door banged against the wooden cabin wall, making us all jump a foot in the air.

“The party has arrived!” Fiona burst into our cabin, pushing her sunglasses up to perch on her curly red hair.

“Yay!” said Jules, happily bounding over to give her a real hug.

Okay. That was hard to ignore. Kit glanced at me, but I avoided eye contact.

Why was Jules acting like this? Why was my best friend in the world, who I hadn’t seen in ten months, pretending I was just some girl she’d been in a show with once before? If Kit had asked, I would have told her the truth: I didn’t know. I didn’t know why Jules had been so weird all year, and I didn’t know why she was being weird now, and I couldn’t even ask her because she, Kit, and Fiona were all singing the camp song while I awkwardly stood in the corner like an ensemble member watching the main cast.

Kit and Fiona started chatting about who our counselor would be, when the final two girls in our cabin would arrive, and what kind of ice cream they’d have at the welcome meeting campfire. Jules and I sort of glanced at each other. I imagined walking over to her and grabbing her hand, and the two of us running out into the sunshine and skipping off to the welcome meeting. We’d go sit on the dock, our favorite spot, and let our feet dangle over the water. She’d tell me everything about her eighth-grade year, and I’d tell her everything about mine. I’d tell her about getting into Moorland Academy, an arts-focused school I’d be going to for senior high, and how my stage fright was as terrible as ever, even during school plays and show-choir concerts back home, and that I’d only gotten accepted because we sent audition videos instead of trying out in person. She’d probably tell me about her three little sisters, and if her dad had stopped smoking like she’d asked. We’d turn back into who we really were. Best friends, showstopping sisters, singing into hairbrushes and planning out our future Broadway careers. Our New York City apartment with the brick walls.

Instead of what we were. This. I felt like an actress who’d lost her leading role. I was relegated to the audience, watching all the action from the very last row.
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The Fourth Summer

Two Years Ago

Age: Eleven

Everything is different this year.

That’s how Jules Marrigan feels as she gets off the bus. The loud, sweaty yellow bus that smells like rubber and chalk. Classroom smells, right here in summer. The bus picked her and the handful of other fly-ins up from the Milwaukee airport; a giant beast for driving only ten of them. They squeal and share stories of the school year. Jules likes these girls, but they’re not Eowyn. She can’t wait to get back to camp. She can’t wait to squeeze her best friend.

The bus bumps down the road, under the giant wooden arch announcing that they’ve arrived at Lamplighter Lake Summer Camp for the Arts. This is Jules’s fourth year at camp, and this year is her year. She can feel it, that difference—feel it like the blood pumping through her skin, the muscles tightening in her shoulders, as if someone had injected her with stage makeup and bobby pins and glitter.

Getting off the bus, Jules can practically follow the smell of cedar and woodsmoke right down to the bonfire pit, just to the left of the rickety dock and shingled boathouse. When she sees Eowyn, they both shriek so hard needles fall from the pine trees.

Jules and Eowyn are going to be stars together. That’s been their plan, ever since they were eight years old. They’d watch bootleg YouTube videos of their favorite musicals together over FaceTime during the year, singing along, pushing each other to go higher, louder, crisper. The dream: Wicked. One day, they’ll perform it on Broadway together. It’s perfect for them. The prequel to The Wizard of Oz that tells the story of sweet Glinda and snarky Elphaba. The best of friends, before they became the worst of enemies.

Jules is a soprano, teetering on the edge of mezzo. She’ll get there. She’s blond, springy, loud. Eowyn, with her dark hair and big eyes and alto voice, will be Elphaba. They’ll be roommates in New York City and eat sushi every night. They’ll be on the covers of magazines. They interview each other to practice, asking all those news-article questions: “What’s your favorite song to sing in the show?” “What’s the best part of living in New York?” And of course, “What does it feel like to star in a show with your best friend?” They giggle, shoving hairbrushes into each other’s face at night in their cabin. “Eowyn Becker, Jules Marrigan—what does it feel like to be stars?”

The mainstage show this year is Oklahoma! Kind of cliché, but it has “star-maker parts,” as Eowyn’s dad texts her. Eowyn is allowed to keep her phone. Eowyn, Jules is learning, is able to do a lot of things the other campers aren’t.

Another thing that’s different this year: they actually know a real live Broadway star, and it’s all anyone can talk about.

“Can your brother take us backstage?” Kit asks excitedly. Eowyn laughs and FaceTimes him. Nick rolls his eyes at their preteen excitement, but he takes the phone backstage anyway, introducing them to the cast of his new show. He spent all winter in the chorus of some off-Broadway show about a haunted laboratory, but now he has a main role in a new show. It’s about Harry Houdini, and the way he could make people disappear. Nick is the star. The show opened in the spring, and Dr. Becker flew Jules up for opening night. It was the best weekend of her life.

“Call me right after Casting Day,” Nick makes them promise. “I want to hear everything.”

Eowyn is destined to be Laurey, even though her voice can’t quite reach those high notes. When she sings, everyone at camp stops and listens. Jules wishes she had a voice like that. Jules wishes a lot of things.

It’s Casting Day.

Jules is singing “Quiet” from Matilda. The vocal coach, Chip, helped her pick it out. Chip is dazzling, a word that’s a musical word, but so accurate. He was Chad in All Shook Up in a fancy theater in Chicago that year, and Eowyn got to see him in it with Nick, sending Jules tons of photos. Chip can sing—really sing. He spends time with each kid, pausing to make sure they’ve got the melodies, but the truth is this: they’re eleven now. You can kind of tell who Chip thinks has it and who doesn’t. Who has that extra glimmer of oomph in their voice, and who has to stretch into the notes. Who’s faking it.

Eowyn, of course, gets lots of extra attention. But Jules gets some too. She’s been working so hard all year, and this year, she was Cosette in her community theater’s production of Les Misérables. It’s not exactly Broadway, like Nick was on, but still—an adult show, and one of her all-time favorites. Her parents drove her to every single rehearsal and saw the show four times, even though she knew tickets were expensive. They cheered the loudest in the audience too, which she pretended was embarrassing but secretly loved. Once, her mom even held her phone up for the entire show so Eowyn could watch. That was totally against the rules, but Eowyn told Jules she had cried when Jules sang “Castle on a Cloud,” thinking of her own mom. Eowyn and her dad had sent Jules a giant bouquet of roses on closing night that made her parents’ daisies from the grocery store look like flowers for a doll. But Jules loved both bouquets, watering them every morning until they were brown and crumbling.

So, this year, maybe . . . Ado Annie. A lead role. A mezzo. There were thirteen-year-olds in the intermediate show, so it was a long shot. Last year, she had been a chorus member in Into the Woods. Almost every intermediate is a chorus member their first year. Everyone, that is, except Eowyn.

But that hint of Maybe this year, maybe this year, maybe this year, flickered through her mind every time she curled up in her bunk at night. Ado Annie was goofy, and Jules knew “Quiet” was a good song to show off her acting. You had to have the total package, not just the voice, and—okay. In her worst moments, she thinks maybe—that same Maybe this year, maybe this year, maybe this year—she beats Eowyn in that arena. Eowyn is far and away the best singer at camp, but Jules thinks she might be one of the best actresses.

Maybe.

Camp is cannonballs into the lake. It’s ice cream cones at any time of day. It’s late nights around the campfire singing show tunes and seeing who can go the highest in warm-ups. It’s staying up late whispering with Eowyn, giggling when they’re shhh’d by an annoyed Kit and the other campers. Four years in, she and Eowyn feel like they run the place. They know which practice rooms have the best acoustics, they know that the counselors sneak up to the old tennis courts at night to complain about the campers, and they know which drawer in the dressing room doesn’t stick. They know they’re good too—shiny and loud and nimble—better even than some of the older girls, and twice as daring. They belong in the spotlight.

Eowyn and Jules wake up early on Casting Day and look up clips of Laurey and Ado Annie on Eowyn’s phone before breakfast, their feet dangling from the dock like always. But also, not like always. This is their year. Everything is different.

The mainstage is intimidating to some people, but not Jules. She loves it. The backstage with its endlessly tall curtains, thick waves of velvet that seem like perfect homes for ghosts, secret hideaways where characters can come to life and stars can burst into being. This is where Jules feels at home, more than anywhere else. Much more than her crowded, rickety old apartment, where she can’t even practice an audition song without her sisters telling her to shut up. She doesn’t even have her own bed at home. She shares with JoJo; how embarrassing is that? For most of the girls, the cabins are roughing it. In the cabin, Jules feels like she’s in the fancy New York hotel room she got to stay in with Eowyn during Nick’s opening weekend.

She volunteers to go first at auditions. It’s better that way, she’s learned—come out hot, set the bar. The longer you watch, the more the nerves kick in. She opens her mouth and sings, with the ancient accompanist, Bev, pounding out the tune on the piano. Chip is watching, along with Laurel, the dance instructor, who used to be a Rockette. But most importantly, Ramona, the director of the mainstage show this year. Shannon brought her in from LA.

Jules pretends she’s just singing to Eowyn. Just practicing, in their cabin. She remembers the night after Nick’s opening show, when the three of them performed “Easy Street” from Annie for Dr. Becker in the hotel room. They’d put on his ties and pretended they were feather boas. Nick did a hilarious Rooster. Dr. Becker laughed and laughed, applauding and begging for encores.

When Jules performs, whether it’s onstage or in that hotel room, she feels most herself. She feels like she belongs, like she’s doing something she’s good at and living the life she’s really meant for. The one that doesn’t involve going to school in an overflow trailer parked on the middle school lawn. The one that doesn’t involve endless bags of Lay’s barbecue potato chips and Netflix binges. The one that doesn’t involve a future working at her mom’s hair salon.

She knows she landed it. Even that final note at the end, the one that’s hard to perfect—she hits it, because she is Matilda, she is a girl whose parents don’t understand her, whose only solace is a home away from home. She can’t see the audience; the lights are too bright. But she can feel it. She always can—if she does particularly well, it prickles off her like an electric spark. And she nailed that solo.

“Okay, Jules,” says Ramona. “Thanks for coming in.” It’s a lukewarm acknowledgment, not even feedback, but that’s to be expected. No playing favorites at auditions. Ado Annie is hers.

She bounds down the stage steps and is met by a squealing Eowyn and Kit, whispers of “That was amazing!” and “Ado Annie, Ado Annie, Ado Annie.” She can see herself singing “I Cain’t Say No” to a crowd of people.

Sophia goes, then Yukiko, then Kit. Eowyn is growing green. She’s been dealing with this lately—a fear that wasn’t always there. She tells Jules she doesn’t know what it is, but lately when she’s been onstage, it hasn’t felt like home at all. It’s felt like the lion’s den.

“Everyone stares at me and thinks, ‘She’s not as good as Nick,’” she keeps saying miserably. Jules assures her it isn’t true, but it’s a virus that’s wrapped itself around Eowyn’s bone marrow. Nick isn’t just Eowyn’s cute big brother anymore. He’s Nicholas Becker. He was on the cover of People at the grocery store. Of course it makes Eowyn nervous. But she shouldn’t be. If she can stay calm and nail it like Jules did, she’ll have Laurey in the bag.

Eowyn is called onstage. Jules sits in the very front row—maybe it will make Eowyn feel better to see her. But when those lights go on, the sinking feeling in Jules’s stomach explodes. That look on Eowyn’s face—nothing will make her feel better. Jules wonders if she’s going to throw up, or scream. Or both.

Her song is “The Girl I Mean to Be” from The Secret Garden. Bev starts the accompaniment. Jules crosses her fingers so hard they hurt.

Eowyn opens her mouth but fumbles the first note. She barely gets it back, trying to hit a stride. What’s going on? This isn’t the Eowyn Jules knows. Sure, she gets nervous, but not like this. She’s a beat off the entire song, and Jules feels her heart sinking with each botched line and off-key note.

When her best friend is done, Jules immediately tears away, not even staying to hear the same flat “Thanks” from Ramona, albeit a bit kinder than the one Jules got. It was not a good job. It was a terrible job. She rushes backstage to meet Eowyn, who is sobbing.

Jules throws open her arms, pulling her in. Surely they’ll consider more than just this one audition, she insists. They have to. They will.

The next day, the cast list goes up.

Jules isn’t Ado Annie.

She’s Laurey.

Eowyn is a good friend. She always is. She gives Jules a huge hug, congratulates her a thousand times, insists she’s so happy for her, and offers to help her practice. She landed a
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