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Chapter 1


Saturday, August 10, 1996
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“WHOA!” SUSANNA FLAILED, unbalanced. The steep, downhill trail rushed up. She dove sideways and tumbled down into the wooded ravine. 

At the bottom, she sat up, clutching the ground. The world spun. Her elbows and right knee smarted. She felt around her right foot’s white Reebok sneaker, checking the ankle just recently freed from a cast. Thirteen-year-old younger sisters could be so careless, when determined to win at all costs.

Cara ran up and knelt beside her. “Are you all right, Sis?”

Susanna blinked and squinted ahead at the huge fallen oak, refusing to die. Its head lay caught in the canopy above her. Its trunk stretched down at a fifteen degree angle across a creek to roots pointed skyward, leaving a huge hole behind it. Why was everything so blurry? Her hands flew to her face and she gasped. “My glasses! Cara Bethlyn McCoy!”

Cara stiffened. “I didn’t do it! You’re the clumsy one, always falling.”

After bullies shoved her. Susanna glared, her left hand on the pocket of her size-14 women’s carpenter jeans, below her purple tie-dyed T-shirt. At almost fifteen years old, she’d long since lost all hope of being skinny like her dad rather than plus-sized like her mom. “I didn’t clobber into myself.”

“As if!” Cara laughed. “For reals, I didn’t mean to knock you down.”

Susanna turned over on her knees and peered around her at the rocky dirt path, but those darn frames blended into the background. She groped for them. “Just help me find them.”

Cara started up the hill. Something crunched underneath her platform Dr. Martens. “Uh, I think I just did.”

###
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SUSANNA FOLLOWED HER sister up the sun-speckled one-lane gravel road to their campsite. Salty sweat trickled onto her brow. She wiped it away. In the dog days of August, the woods provided no relief from the humidity.

The sisters reached the rusted 1980s swing set near the edge of their lot, in the gravel lawn before a deck and their white Nomad travel trailer. A wood bench painted red, a matching chair, and a picnic table sat out on their deck. They entered the front door, to the right of the dining booth across the head of the trailer, currently still lowered down into their unmade double bed. 

Their auburn-haired mom looked up from washing the breakfast dishes and put her hand on her ample hip. “Susanna, where are your glasses?”

“They broke.” She dug in her pocket then handed over the pieces and held her breath. Even if her dad could tape the arms on and bend the frame back in shape, the scratches on the thick lenses rendered them useless. That might be a godsend—if her folks didn’t kill her. Cara better appreciate this.

Her mom shifted through the remains of Susanna’s glasses, shook her head, and dropped the deceased in the trash. “Any chance you obeyed us and kept your old pair so you’d have a spare?”

The huge Steve Urkel glasses, held together by tape? Lost, in the trash. Susanna shuddered. The penalty for her stuff getting broken or lost was the item not ever getting replaced. Surely her mom would be kind and replace the brand-new, broken glasses even though she didn’t at all deserve that.

Eyes closed, Mom took frustrated breaths to calm herself. Looking up, she said softly, “I will walk down to the payphone and call the eye doctor. You’re off the hook for now, kiddo, but be more careful. We can’t afford this.”

Susanna sighed with relief. Thank goodness her mom didn’t punish her. Bad enough she now had to endure a fuzzy world where numbers and letters vanished five inches past her nose. Procrastination was her family’s hobby, so she’d be lucky if she got new glasses before school started. She rubbed at her aching temple. This was not going to be fun.

“What’s for lunch?” Cara asked.

“Nothing. We ate a late breakfast.”

“But, Mom, we’re starving!” Cara batted her eyelashes. “Pretty please? How can you deny a growing girl a meal?” 

“Oh, all right.” Her mom grabbed a bill from her purse and handed it to Cara. “Here, go get something to eat.”

Cara and Susanna rushed for the door. “Thanks, Mom!”

They headed back to the shortcut through the ravine, walking this time. Susanna glanced sideways at Cara. “I can’t believe you got away with that.”

Cara beamed. “It comes with the territory.”

At the Glenshire Campgrounds Office, the sisters grabbed ice cream bars from its convenience store freezer. They took them to the register on the L-shaped front counter. Cara passed the five dollar bill to the gray-haired Phill Durant, who owned Glenshire. 

He peered at Susanna. “What happened to your glasses?”

“They broke,” she said.

“Oh, I see.” Phill rang up the ice cream and gave them a grandfatherly smile. “Will that be everything, girls?”

Cara leaned forward. “We’ll take two mini-pizzas, too, please.” 

Phill finished ringing up the order. He slipped a quarter into one of his fists and held out both. “Pick one.”

Why couldn’t Susanna be anywhere else? 

Cara pointed at Phill’s right fist. Phill laughed, opened the empty hand, and tossed Cara her quarter before heading to the freezer. The girls moved to the side counter. Behind it, Phill pulled out what Susanna assumed was their four-inch pizzas and stuck them in the microwave.

Amy and Krystal raced out from the game room, giggling, and headed over. Both preteens wore shiny pink jelly sandals. Amy’s overalls hung from one shoulder over a florescent Lisa Frank screen-printed shirt, an outfit that did zip to relieve her pudgy, baby look. Butterfly clips held back her blonde-streaked, brown bob. Krystal’s hot pink short-shorts peeked out below her baby doll tee, and her dirty blonde hair was feathered.

Susanna sighed. In the absence of girls her age, she could either hang out by herself or tag along with the immature middle schoolers.

Amy sent the sisters a wide smile. “Hi, Cara Beth. Hi, Sue-Ann. Did you get contacts?”

“I’m not allowed contacts. My glasses are broken.”

The microwave dinged. 

Phill took out their pizzas and slid them across the counter. “Here you go, girls.”

“Thanks.” Cara and Susanna took their food over to the orange booth in between the game room’s entry way and the office’s main double doors. 

Krystal and Amy slid onto the bench across from them. Between bites of pizza, Cara said to Amy, “I told Susanna what you said about the cute new kid. It’s her bet Jordy is a snob.”

Krystal snorted. “Please, being filthy rich and from a major city doesn’t mean he’s a snob.”

“Whatever.” Susanna waved. City boys like Jordy would be nice to pretty little things like Krystal, but at best they ignored girls like herself.

Once the sisters finished their lunch, Amy stood. “I have to find Ricky. Somebody come with me.”

Cara and Krystal slid out of the booth. 

“We’re coming,” Krystal said.

“Susanna,” Phill called, “could I talk to you a minute?”

“Ooh, you’re in trouble.” Krystal giggled.

“Not.” Susanna wrinkled her nose. “Go on ahead, I’ll catch up later.” Fat chance. She and Cara had known the brothers Nate and Ricky since Ricky and Cara were in kindergarten. But both brothers now ran with Boo’s gang. Five rowdy, noisy teenage boys, all in one place, and clearly not keen to be chased by three oblivious middle-school girls? Not adding to that crowd.

After Cara and her friends had left, Susanna joined Phill at the counter and leaned into it. “What’s up?”

Phill sighed. “I suppose you’ve heard Jordan’s on board?”

“You could say that,” Susanna said dryly. Krystal’s most outrageous tale held Phill’s son was an ex-con, which she’d clearly made up. Her more likely story claimed Jordan was an architect turned bum. Both stories involved his rich daddy bailing him out. Evidently it never occurred to anyone Phill might like to retire some time this millennium. “Cara’s interested in your grandson, but I doubt it’ll be mutual. She heard Jordy’s much older than us?”

Phill shook his head. “Junior just turned sixteen last Memorial Day. I’m warned he got his license over the summer and is dying to hit the road.”

And of course he wouldn’t get special treatment and be allowed to drive in the park despite Phill’s rules against minors driving. Susanna bit her lips together to keep that bit of sarcasm to herself.

Phill cleared his throat. “Jordy’s lived around Chicago his entire life, and he’s been hiding in his guest room since he got here. So I want someone who knows the park like the back of her hand to give him the chef’s tour.”

“In other words, you want me to introduce City Boy to nature.”

“Oh no, Jordy spent seven years in the Scouts. He knows the woods.”

“Sure and I’m not a country hick.” She’d seem so, to a Chicago boy.

“Does tomorrow at noon work for you?”

“We’re not leaving until later that afternoon.”

Phill beamed and patted her shoulder. “Great, see you here tomorrow.” 

“See you.” She turned and left out the main double doors. 

Just before the gate to the permanent campers’ area, she stopped in her tracks. Did she promise Phill that she’d give his stuck-up grandson a tour of the park? Oh gosh, she did. Her cheeks warmed. If anyone found out, she’d never hear the end of it. 

She glanced back at the office. Just a fuzzy, brown rectangular blur. She sighed. No, she couldn’t take it back. How could she ever get through this? What if she tripped over something? Okay, so she’d gone back up the hill and down through it again without another incident. If she could navigate that, she shouldn’t have any problems elsewhere in the park, either.

But if she went along with this and anyone saw them . . . . She shuddered but stomped around the gate and back toward the woods. It wasn’t fair. She shouldn’t have to face such humiliation. Not here.

She laid her index finger beside her right eye, passing through the space her glasses should have filled. A slow smile came over her. Maybe she didn’t have to play dead this time. Maybe, for once, she’d get the upper hand—and teach City Boy a thing or two.

###
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AROUND NOON ON SUNDAY, a white 1993 Suburban roared past Jordy and stirred up a dust cloud. He coughed and picked up his pace, mentally cursing at the rude driver. 

Once in the clear, he stopped to knock any lingering dust out of his hair, which the sun had bleached to an irritating dark blond. He preferred “light brown,” like it said on the license Gramps’ dumb rules had rendered useless. At least his blue Tommy Hilfiger shirt and his cargo shorts looked okay. And his chain was long enough that it never popped out of his loose-fitting shirts and got him asked questions about his sparkly jewelry’s significance.

Jordy got moving again, albeit at a turtle’s pace. He eyed the gatehouse coming up on his right and glanced to the camp office built into a distant hillside ahead. Like the party house he’d already passed, both needed a fresh coat of paint. Cracks laced the foundation of the gatehouse. Moss grew on the roof. One broken window looked like some kid put a baseball through it, and no one bothered to board it up, let alone replace it. Beside the gatehouse, a quaint, dusty payphone booth waited for Superman to change clothes in it.

Jordy reached a crossroads before a tent camping area and took the road leading toward the office. He shook his head. Gramps’ idea of fixing potholes seemed to be dumping rocks on the roads, and he hadn’t done that recently. Maybe with Jordan here, this place would get some much-needed repairs. Jordy had no intention of sticking around long enough to find out. With any luck, his mom would soon get here and take him back to Chicago.

His so-called father was too far gone—by three years. Jordan had yet to acknowledge he’d never again be the dad that Jordy loved and missed. Jordy had spelled it out for his so-called father, who only insisted his name was still “Dad,” and that he’d rather be in Chicago, too, but he had needed a job this badly. If that garbage were true, then why hadn’t Jordan been in Chicago?

And why had Jordy’s mom suddenly shipped him off to here? What was keeping her, anyway? She made it sound like she would follow by car within a couple days. Surely the drive here didn’t take this long.

Likely, his parents were making their split official. His mom had been hiding something for months. Her secret better not involve an engagement ring in her future. Not even a cleaned-up Jordan could ever replace his dad. He just wasn’t the same. Nothing could ever be the same again.

At camp office’s hillside walkway, Jordy groaned. No more delaying the inevitable. He took the steps uphill two at a time and let the screen door bang shut behind him. He glanced over the deserted store. The tacky, brightly colored T-shirts on sale all declared “I’m a happy camper!” 

Frowning, Gramps tapped his fingers on the L-shaped counter’s white linoleum. “What’d you do, boy? Get lost? We’ve been waiting half an hour.”

Jordy approached his grandfather, almost tripping over a snag in the gray carpeting. “Gees, Gramps, it’s only a quarter after. It’s not my fault you got here early. What’s the big deal?”

A snort beside the counter drew his eye to the girl standing there. If she was a girl. She was around five-seven, four inches shorter than himself. Her long, reddish-brown hair was pulled back in a ponytail too snarled to tell if it was straight or curly. She’d paired a moth-eaten violet, tie-dyed T-shirt with the filthiest carpenter jeans he’d seen on a girl over ten.

Oops, his eyes had strayed to her well-padded hips and her rather nice pear-figure. He sheepishly moved his gaze back to where it belonged. Okay, she was definitely a girl, and looked to be the same pants-size as his last ex-girlfriend, who he had liked the most. The high cheek bones also hinted that a pretty girl hid beneath the dirt, but it seemed she was a real-live hick. 

She shook her head. “Figures. Keeps a lady waitin’ then wonders what he did wrong. Come on, City Boy, where’s yo’ manners? Thought he wouldn’t need ’em so he left ’em in Chicago.” She snorted. “Ya bitter go and get ’em, even hicks will want respect.”

Jordy arched one eyebrow at the way she’d said Chicago. She spoke with a country twang and mocked the way Chicago natives spoke? That took gall. 

Gramps said, “Jordy, you owe us an apology. We’re waiting.”

He rolled his eyes and mumbled a sorry.

“What was that?” She all but purred, smirking. “You’d bitter speak up, we can’t understand mumbo jumbo.”

“I’m sorry I kept you waiting! Satisfied?”

“Ya don’t need to shout.” She had flinched like his noise was painful and now turned to face Gramps. “Well, Phill?”

“What? Do you need anything else?”

She stamped her foot. “Ain’t you goin’ to introduce us? I ain’t takin’ no stranger ’round.”

Gramps laughed. “Oh, right.” He turned to Jordy. “This here’s Susa—”

“Sue-Ann McCoy.” She extended her hand. Her scornful cat-green eyes dared him to take it. “And you are?”

Gramps scrunched his brows. “She’s been here twelve years. Sue-Ann will be in the tenth grade when school starts.”

While Gramps spoke, Jordy stepped forward and shook Sue-Ann’s hand. Surprise flashed through her eyes before she lowered them. 

“Jordan Walker Durant, Jr. My friends call me Jordy.” 

She backed away, shifting like he’d violated her comfort zone. So much for friendly hillbillies.

“But, you can call me Jordy anyway.” She’d better, anyway.

Sue-Ann rolled her eyes. “I bet ya’d rather me call you Master Durant, like I’m some sorta servant. I got news fur ya. You ain’t no bitter than me.”

Gramps leaned over the counter and whispered to Jordy, “I’d behave, if I were you. She is as sweet as raspberry pie. But she was born with fire in her soul. And that attitude of yours is pouring on the gasoline.”

Sue-Ann shifted her weight. “Let’s get started. Ya wanna start with the business stuff or the fun stuff first?”

Like anything was “fun” about Glenshire, especially if all the girls acted like this. “I’ll take fun.” 

“Good.” Her eyes brightened. “By the way, welcome to Glenshower. First stop’s the game room, then the pool, then we’ll be headin’ o’er to the lake.” 

He shrugged. She continued, “The game room’s this a way, through the big doorway.”

Jordy followed her through the door on the right. He surveyed the game room—one pool table, three ancient video arcade games, a pinball machine, and foosball table. The pool table was located near the main entrance and ought to play decent. Not much to say for the atmosphere. The beige walls begged for a fresh coat of paint.

“What’d ya think?” Sue-Ann asked.

What could he think? This place was decrepit, just like the rest of the campgrounds. “Not bad. Though, I’ve seen better.”

“I bet ya have. Come on, this-a-way to the pool.” She headed for the exit on the south wall.

Before they reached it, four guys came in with a middle-school boy. The tallest, oldest guy had a ponytail and swaggered like the BOSS emblazoned in camo letters across his hunter green shirt. The guys all sent curious glances at Jordy and started a pool game.

Sue-Ann shook her head. “Ya can play with Boo’s gang later.”

Had he heard that right? “Boo? How do you spell that?”

“Don’t ask me. I ain’t his ma.” She escorted Jordy out to the cement area surrounding the deep end. He blinked at the pool smiling with crystal-clear depths and a trace of chlorine on the breeze. A diving board and a slide stood guard. On three sides, healthy grass stretched out beyond the cement patio, with a chain-link fence on the right and the left. The swimming pool, at least, beat the one he’d used in Chicago hands down.

She waved. “That buildin’ out back used to be a restroom, but now it be the laundry. It takes coin, of course. Showers and restrooms be down under the camp store. Ya ready to move on?”

Jordy sighed. “I guess. Not that I wouldn’t mind staying here all day.”

“Ya can play later. We best keep movin’, I reckon.” She took him down a ramp leading from the pool to the putt-putt course, and then slid under the railing and down to the ground. 

Jordy hesitated but followed. She headed back toward the office.

“Where are we going?” he asked.

“To the lake. There be a clearin’ up ahead. Figured ya wouldn’t want to jump o’er the crick.”

Crick? She said crick. “Whatever.”

Sue-Ann turned onto a dirt path leading through some trees. The path opened up at the bottom of a grassy hill with a steep incline. 

Jordy stopped. “I don’t see a lake.”

Sue-Ann pointed up the hill. “It’s up there.”

Might as well see if she knew how to have fun. “Race you.”

She eyed him sideways. “Okay. Ready, set . . . .” She took off running up the hill. Near the top, she shouted, “Go!”

“Hey!” He sped after her. At the top, he found her standing on the grassy shore of a fishing pond large enough to be blue. This would be a lake—to a preschooler. He ignored an urge to steal her cute nose. “You cheated.”

“Ever hear of the survival of the fittest?” She laughed with joy shining in her beautiful green eyes. She raced around her so-called lake.

“Come back here!”

At least ten yards ahead, she stopped and turned to face him. “And why should I?”

“So I can throw you in the lake!” He kept his tone lighthearted.

Chuckling, Sue-Ann grinned back playfully. “Gotta catch me first!” 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2
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BY THE TIME JORDY CAUGHT up to Sue-Ann, she’d climbed up a tree-lined, rocky path leading away from the water’s sandy bank in this spot. It would’ve been fun to find out if a pretty girl was hiding under all of that dirt, but it was for the best. He’d never earn her good graces, if he actually pulled that stunt. 

She cleared her throat, and the playfulness melted away. “This be the lake. Folks like to fish while lil’uns play on the shore. Kids like us often take walks up here. Some permanent campers like me prefer the lake. Now, ’cept for the hill, that’s the fun stuff, so on to the business. Well, first I bitter show ya the other side. Come on.”

Jordy followed her around a bend with a semi-circular thicket of trees hugging the lake shore. On this side, it looked like the pond that it truly was with green water, algae, and cattails.

Sue-Ann turned and took him up still another grassy hill, this one with a gradual slope. At the top, she stopped on the road. “This be called the front. The first two roads come together and swing on by the lake here to hook up with the third. On the other end, the main road crosses all three then turns to meet the three roads into the woods. It dead-ends at the overflow, which this road will take us to. Walk with me and see.”

Her verbal portrait left his head spinning, but around the next bend, two roads split off from theirs. They continued on back into the woods, crossing a wider road before hitting a clearing, which the path looped around. 

They headed up the left side. The empty sites in the middle must be what she’d meant by the overflow. He said, “So, you’ve got a full map of this place inside that brain of yours.”

“Just don’t ask what the road names be. Those signs were just put up in July. If ya really wanna know, we can check. Officially, the roads be lettered and the lots numbered. Mine is 41C, for instance. Be sure to look us up. Cara Beth be tickled pink.”

Would “Cara Beth” be the only one? He looked Sue-Ann over, but her face revealed nothing. Man, this girl could put on a show. Well, so could he.

Sue-Ann rushed on, “Ya’ll notice lots of folks have signs on their sites sayin’ who all lives there. That was Dad’s idea. He made ours first and when new folks moved in, they got one, too. My dad even helped some. It was the same with the dog run. Folks with dogs saw what he done with Ginger and said, ‘hmm, that be a good idea,’ and the rest be history.”

He decided not to tell her people did that stuff in Illinois, too. The poor girl seemed to think her daddy invented campgrounds.

They reached the end of the road, turned left, and hit a fork in the road. He glanced at the road sign. “Wait—they’re both Road C?”

Sue-Ann turned to the right. “It loops, like the overflow.”

“Oh. What’s to the left?”

Sue-Ann stared at the gravel road. “My lot’s that a way. It’s nothin’. Ya need to see this road.”

They walked down the twisting back road. What was so important down here to make her lot nothin’ all of a sudden?

When they came up behind a Nomad, Sue-Ann winced. 

Out of it dashed a cleaner, younger version of her, with a dark tan and without red in her brown hair. “There you are!” The younger sister’s almost-black eyes took in Jordy. She smirked. “Who’s your friend?”

Red flooded Sue-Ann’s ivory cheeks. “Phill roped me into showing Jordy around, Sis.”

Jordy blinked. What happened to her accent? Her younger sister spoke normally, with a mid-western accent. And, all of a sudden, so did Sue-Ann.

Her sister squealed and tugged on her hands. “Oh, please let me go with you! Mom and Dad are driving me crazy! Come on, cut through the site.”

Sue-Ann sighed. “We might as well.” 

They headed across to the Nomad’s site, headed toward the ashes in the rustic campfire ring, surrounded by four rugged benches. Each consisted of a weathered board slapped across two stout logs. Nice, for what it was.

Sue-Ann waved at the younger girl. “This is my sister, Cara Beth. She’s thirteen and is starting the eighth grade. Cara, this is Jordy. I’m sure the Gossip Queen here knows more than I do.”

“Of course,” said Karen, or whatever Sue-Ann had just called her sister.

The sister stopped by the campfire ring, with Jordy and Sue-Ann right behind her. Sue-Ann sent a nervous glance toward the Nomad.

Her sister asked, “How did you like Chicago, Jordy? Have you been to Columbus yet?”

“Chicago is awesome.” Or Chicagoland was. His opinion of the city itself was none of their business. “I can’t wait until my mom comes to her senses and I can go home.”

“Oh, I see. Homesick, huh?”

This was also so none of their business. Jordy caught movement in the camper out of the corner of his eye. 

Sue-Ann waved and headed off though a circle of young trees growing closer together than usual here. “Come on, we need to get going.”

Jordy and Sue-Ann’s sister ran to catch up to her out on the gravel road. 

The younger girl fell in step with Sue-Ann as they turned left onto the next road. “Where are we headed? To the office?”

“Where else is there?” Jordy asked.

The younger sister turned onto a path matted with dead leaves. Sue-Ann put her arm out. “I’m not taking City Boy down the hill. It rained last night.”

Cara Beth glanced at Jordy’s Nike sneakers. “I see. Silly boy has got his good shoes on.”

Oh? He jerked his thumb at her new-looking Dr. Martens. “Nice shoes.”

“Yeah, my new school shoes are all that and a bag of chips! What of it? My mom made an exception to the rules just this once.”

“To stop your whining,” Susanna grumbled, rolling her eyes.

“Whatever. His momma would kill us, if we bring him back filthy.” The spoiled, silly girl giggled. “Especially considerin’ where it came from.”

Jordy narrowed his eyes. “Where?”

Mischief twinkled in Sue-Ann’s eyes. “The sewage tanks empty into the creek running through the ravine. Everyone under twelve loves to play in it. We used to come back covered in gunk and my parents would be furious. We still hang out down there, but we’ve outgrown playing in the creek.”

In an open sewer rather. Jordy wrinkled his nose. “That’s disgusting!”

The girls laughed, in the way meant to exclude the ignorant outsider. 

Hint taken. If Sue-Ann wanted to play it like that—fine. He would shut his trap for once and keep his distance.
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[image: ]


THANKFULLY, SUE-ANN, Cara, and Jordy passed behind Krystal’s campsite without incident. They’d also made it past Amy’s and Nate’s places, but Nate and Ricky had spotted them in the game room along with Boo, Greg, and Ty. Why couldn’t the boys have gone home already? Whoever heard of playing pool at 12:30 on a Sunday?

Sue­-Ann glanced at her watch. If they walked Jordy all the way back, their parents would come looking for them. She’d already narrowly escaped introducing them to Jordy once. She pointed to the left, down the main road to the gate separating the permanent campers’ area from the weekenders’ area. “That’ll take you back to the office. You should be able to find your way from there, okay?”

Jordy nodded.

Susanna turned and fled down the path into the ravine. At the bottom, she headed for the fallen tree, the one which soared over the creek at about a fifteen degree angle. It remained caught in the trees atop the steep hill on the other side of the ravine. She used the tree’s vertical root like a ladder to climb on its back, favoring her right ankle, and settled down.

Cara pulled herself up on the tree beside her. “Should you be climbing trees on your bad ankle, Sue-Ann? Especially after the tumble yesterday.”

Susanna rolled her eyes. “And whose fault was that? Relax, I know what I’m doing. I don’t need my little sister babying me.”

“Whatever.” Cara leaned in. “Why did Jordy call you Sue-Ann?”

“Probably because I told him to.”

Cara narrowed her eyes. “What are you up to, Susanna Quinn McCoy?”

“What do you mean?” She kept her tone innocent by using her last four years of theater arts classes to become Sue-Ann. “I’m up to nothing.”

“As if! You hate that nickname more than we hate it when Dad mortifies us by loudly singing ‘Susie Q’ at you.”

Her sister was lucky that her song, “Every Breath You Take,” wasn’t old enough to be on the oldies station yet.

“I’m waiting.” Cara folded her arms.

Sue-Ann sighed. “I didn’t want City Boy to miss out on getting pranked by his tour guide, so I gave him our hillbilly routine. He fell for it, too.”

Cara’s jaw dropped. “My sister, conning Phill’s grandson? How long do you think you can keep this up?”

“Oh, you’ve blown the accent, but a guy like Jordy Durant would never pay attention to me anyway.” Susanna jabbed at her sister’s midsection. “But don’t you go spilling the rest. I’d rather not be around when he figures out that Sue-Ann is an improv role played by Susanna of Columbus, Ohio.”

“Um, okay, he won’t hear about it from me.” Cara glared a moment, lips pursed, before she poked Susanna’s gut. “So, what did you think of him?”

Susanna jumped down. Sharp pain shot up her right ankle. She winced. Oh yeah, still healing. “We need to get back.”

Cara hopped down and grabbed Susanna’s arm. “Oh no you don’t. Spill.”

“Hey!” Their dad shouted at the top of the hill, on the trail back to their campsite. He wore a blue windbreaker despite the heat and clownish plastic glasses. He waved with his whole arm. “Cara, Susie Q, we’ve got to go!”

“Coming, Dad!” the girls called in near unison.

Susanna jumped over the creek, favoring her sore ankle. 

Her sister followed her. “We’ll finish this later.”

Susanna shook her head. Not on her life.

###
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ON TUESDAY AFTERNOON, Jordy sat on his guest room’s made double bed upstairs at his grandfather’s house. Two new Chicago Bulls posters featuring the Jordan named Michael “flying” made a lame attempt to dampen the “you don’t belong here” being screamed by the preppy, earth-toned décor clearly chosen to please married, wealthy, adult guests. 

At least Gramps had tried.

Jordy tossed a pair of socks at the basketball hoop laundry basket on the closet door. The socks landed short. He retrieved his socks from the floor and tried again. All net. This gift was sweet, but he was bored out of his skull after an entire week of activities this exciting.

His mom was still MIA, along with Jordy’s not-packed Nintendo game system. His so-called father kept planning the bonding rituals Jordy’s mom loved to drag him through, but Jordan kept rescheduling, thanks to Gramps.

Someone knocked on the door. He called, “It’s open.”

His father entered and thrust a paper bag at him. “Could you take this to your grandfather? He’s at the office, son.”

Son. Grr. He’d save the battle armor in case Jordan ever tried to call him Junior, though. “Sure, I don’t have anything better to do.”

“That a boy. Why don’t you go see if your grandpa will give you the keys to the truck? I’m sure you could use more driving practice.”

“Cool.” He smiled—Jordan hadn’t offered his keys. At least something hadn’t changed. His dad had always been overprotective of his car. Gramps would probably likewise baby his truck, but it was worth a shot.

In the deserted camp store, Jordy called, “Gramps? You here?”

“Back here!”

Jordy followed the sound of his grandfather’s voice to a back office. He set the paper bag on the cluttered desk. “Here. Jordan said to give you this.”

Gramps looked up from the forms before him. He frowned and put his pen down. “J.J., why are you calling your dad by his first name?”

“Don’t know,” Jordy lied. “Just do.”

Gramps peered at him skeptically. “Right. Thanks for bringing this over. I’d love to chat, but I have to fill out this paperwork.”

“Okay, when can I have the keys to the truck?”

Gramps laughed. “When you know the park like Sus—” Gramps shook his head. “Like Sue-Ann does.”

Jordy’s jaw dropped. “But she could find her way blindfolded.”

Gramps grinned. “Then you better get practicing.”

Seemed Gramps had no intention of ever letting him drive. “Isn’t there anything to do around here?”

“Of course there is! Follow me.”

Jordy followed Gramps over to the main exit. Gramps opened the door, which screamed for oil. Gramps gestured down the grassy slope’s pathway to the pine trees that stood guard at the bottom. “I’m gonna dig this all up and put in a parking lot.” Gramps pointed at the lawn in between the gatehouse and the road here to the camp office. “Over there we’ll put in basketball and volleyball courts. We already have the putt-putt.”

Jordy snorted. “Terrific. How about right now?”

“Teenagers. Aside from putt-putt, I recommend the lake. You can fish, take a walk, explore. And there’s the game room and the pool.”

“Great. I can go skinny dipping with Sue-Ann.”

Gramps’ hard stare said he didn’t have a sense of humor.

Jordy laughed nervously. “Gramps, I’m kidding.”

“You’d better be,” Gramps grumbled, before saying, “You couldn’t if you wanted to. The McCoy girls aren’t here.”

“Aren’t here? Where else would they be?”

Gramps sighed and shook his head. “Haven’t you learned yet?”

Doh. “Permanent camping is the middle-class, rental version of owing a vacation home?”

Gramps nodded. “A handful of employees do live here in RVs, but most families with kids are only here on the weekends. Sue-Ann and Cara talk like they live here, but they don’t. They’ve just been coming so long, it’s a second home to them. Don’t let Sue-Ann fool you. They live on the East Side.”

East side of what? Not Chicago surely. “Whatever. You know what they say. Don’t send your kid to the pen and expect to get back an angel.”

###
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ON FRIDAY AFTERNOON, Jordy dropped his last quarter in the game room’s Pac-Man machine. He pretended the ghosts were the grandfather stealing all of his money. Okay, so that wasn’t Gramps’ intent, but it was the end result of making Jordy filter requests for money through Jordan. He’d rather stand barefoot on live coals than ask his father for anything, so he was now dead broke until his mom decided to show.

On Pac-Man’s last life, his father entered the game room’s doorway into the office. “Could you come here a minute, son?”

A ghost ate Pac-Man. Stupid distraction. Grunting, he followed the jerk into the store. “What’s up, Gramps?”

Gramps looked up from the till he was counting. “There’s a ravine in the woods at the end of the main road. The camp kids like to play down there on a huge, uprooted white oak.”

“Would it be close to an open sewer that gets mistaken for a creek?”

“Yeah, the oak crosses the sewer alongside an unofficial trail through the ravine. Boards provide a safe crossing on the ground. The unsafe crossing is over the oak. Don’t attempt that. But do go make sure the oak hasn’t decided this is the year it surrenders to death; it is somehow still alive. If it does look unstable, go tell your dad, and we’ll take care of it.”

“Sure.” Jordy shrugged. The undead oak did explain the attraction to a sewer, but no way would he ever admit that now.

###
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“COME ON, SUE-ANN! I want the dirt! You’ve been mum all week!”

Grr. Susanna picked at the fallen white oak’s bark, perched sidesaddle on its trunk, facing the hill. She rubbed at the ache above her right eye. Cara wouldn’t let up until she gave in. “There’s nothing to tell, Cara.”

“No way. You got to meet him. You actually talked to him!”

Susanna laughed. “So did you.”

“Not like you did. Come on, what’s he like? Is he as nice as he is cute?”

“Nice? Please! City Boy’s a jerk. And cute? Hardly.”

“Don’t lie to me, Sue-Ann. I’ve seen him. Of course he’s cute! Sandy hair and those blue eyes. I know you like those blue eyes.”

Ha. Without her glasses, dark shadows hid his eyes behind a raccoon-like mask. Not that she minded, that made it easier to look at him—from a safe distance. “Strange, I seem to recall a certain someone . . . .”

Cara groaned. “I’m sorry! Okay, I forgot. But, he can’t be as bad as you thought. I think you’re lying so you can keep him all to yourself.”

Yeah, right. “Can we please change the subject already?”

Cara’s hands flew to her mouth and her cheeks turned pink. 

Behind Susanna, a guy said, “Oh no, go right on ahead. A guy just loves to hear how fabulous he is.”

“Hey!” Sue-Ann whirled to face Jordy. He was leaning against the white oak’s vertical roots, too close for comfort, though he did still have raccoon eyes. She scooted back from him. “What are you doing here?”

“I live here,” Jordy said. “Too bad you can’t say the same.”

Sue-Ann smirked. “You assumed that I lived here? Assumptions can be dangerous, City Boy.”

“How long have you been back there?” Cara asked from behind her.

“I heard that you’ve been pestering your sister about me all week,” Jordy replied. “Doesn’t anybody take vacations around here? Man, as bad as this place is, it’s worse during the week. There is no one here.”

Sue-Ann covered her mouth and snickered. Poor City Boy, all alone in the big woods.

“My friend Krystal’s living here this summer,” Cara said. “Next week is her last. Can you believe we have less than two weeks before school starts?”

“Yeah, hopefully, I’ll be back in Chicago.”

Huh? Chicago was an awfully long commute. Susanna resumed picking at the white oak’s bark. “Your parents will want to stay close to Glenshower. You’ll probably get a place in Columbus.”

Jordy snorted. “Terrific. School in a cow town.”

“It’s not a cow town! Columbus is a big city.”

“Yeah, right. Chicago’s a real city.”

Figured. Sue-Ann chortled. “Have you been to Columbus yet?”

“Well, not exactly—”

“Go, and then tell me it is

















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Andred ., Graidaw

4\\
\ A
5 & ;i ’
7 -
/' Saa et - .






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





