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DEDICATION

FOR JAY AND SUE,

      AS TIME GOES BY





PROLOGUE

In the end, there were two Camden Armstrongs. One I watched for a whole summer of relentless craving. The other was the one I fell in love with.

During that first summer with that first Camden, I breathed wonder instead of oxygen. Wonder about what he carried on his broad but skinny shoulders, what made them square off on certain days and what made them sometimes sag. What it might feel like to sweep those nearly black bangs away from his face and get a peek at what was really going on there.

Once you start this type of wondering about someone, they’ve got you for sure. They own you in a way you can’t control. (As if you even wanted to.)

This was also the Camden who, when I closed my eyes alone at night, kissed me against a swing set at the lake playground. He’d hold me in the water while I floated on my back, his palms perfectly spanning the cutout of my bathing suit as if it were made to order for him. Sometimes this Camden-in-my-mind took me on drives to the Lenape Creek so we could dangle our legs off the wooden footbridge. Or he’d do something exquisitely regular, like buying me a road stand ice cream, and we’d eat it sitting on the hood of his car.

Good God. Those imaginary nights. It’s kind of amazing, how nostalgic you can feel for memories that never actually happened.

As for the other Camden?

I can tell you this much:

I know what it is to want something so badly, you feel like your cells aren’t properly bonded together without it. At any moment you might just crumble apart.

I also know what it’s like to get that something.

And honestly, I’m still not sure which is worse.





THE FIRST SUMMER

(OR, THIS THING THAT HAPPENED THAT I STILL DON’T REALLY UNDERSTAND)
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My best friend, Kendall Parisi, waved her arms over a patch of rubbly grass near the edge of our town’s tiny swimming lake.

“I hereby declare this to be our spot for the summer,” she said.

It was Memorial Day weekend, and that meant the lake was finally open for the season. The lake had a name name that nobody used, a retired reservoir with a halfhearted beach, the water cloudy but cool. I’d grown up thinking we were lucky and special for having it, and still believed.

“And I declare it to be a good spot,” I said just as seriously, dropping my bag on it. Staking our claim.

The spot was under a tree, but not one of the more popular trees. Yes, there was actually popularity among the trees here. Some things about the lake were a little ridiculous, but that was part of why we loved it.

“I wish we could mark this with a flag,” said Kendall, unpacking a rolled-up towel.

“Or urine,” I said.

“You’re gross.”

I smiled wickedly and spread out my blanket on the spot, now officially our spot, and everything could begin.

We were almost done with my horrible sophomore year of high school, and the promise of summer sat on the tips of our tongues. It tasted like mint, and sunscreen, and that pleasantly disgusting sweetener in diet iced tea.

I’d be spending most of the next three months babysitting my six-year-old half sister, Danielle, while my mom finished nursing school. Kendall was going to work at Scoop-N-Putt, the ice cream/mini-golf place on Route 299, but she promised we’d still get to hang out at the lake most days. There was also my newly earned driver’s license all weighty in my wallet, a key card to a whole extra level of the world.

The perfection of these plans was something I could lay down and bask in. I pulled off my sandals, stretched out on the blanket, and closed my eyes. I felt the long sleeves of my rashguard top ride up, which meant they were no longer covering the three long, expertly straight lines on my left forearm.

It had been four months since that frigid night I’d cut myself on purpose. For the record, I hadn’t been trying to die but rather, to live; to find a way to breathe again. Four months was enough time to turn the scars brown, but not enough to fully understand them, and definitely not enough for me to let others get a look. I tugged my sleeves back toward my wrists.

Kendall wound up her long auburn hair in a bun and collapsed next to me. I could see-without-seeing that my friend was scanning the beach behind her mirrored sunglasses. “Ari, check it out,” she said after a few moments. “Maisie just walked in with Andrew. They must have made up after that fight at the prom.”

I lifted my head enough to seem like I was, indeed, checking it out. “Mmm.”

It was important to Kendall to know the Five Ws of journalism about people—the who, what, where, when, and why—and whether they applied to her, too. She used to write field guides to native North American wildlife as a hobby. Now she did this.

Kendall had been my best friend since sixth grade. My only close friend, you could say, if you wanted to be mean and specific about it. But she’d been all I needed when it came to the big things. She taught me how to put in a tampon—the normal way, not like the school nurse had shown us in health class, with one leg up like you were tying a shoe (yuck). When we started high school, Kendall joined the newspaper and urged me to check out Mock Trial. So, you know, we’d have some kind of life.

After I cut myself, Kendall visited me on every one of the five days I stayed home from school. I hadn’t been able to explain to her why I did what I did, or why I hadn’t asked her for help. She pretended she didn’t want to know. Things changed between us, after that.

I lay down again and shut my eyes. Secretly, I wanted to be reading my book, a vintage Silver Arrow novel I’d just bought online. I’d made the mistake of putting it in my bag and now the thought of it kept tugging at me. But Kendall didn’t get Silver Arrow—she didn’t get any sci-fi, especially not a TV series that aired before we were even born—and I wanted us to have a good time together.

We were both at the lake on opening day, as we’d always been and were supposed to be. As if it were etched on a Dead Sea scroll somewhere.

One type of antidepressants had made me sick but the second was working. I knew it was working because the sun right here on my face felt like every good thing that had happened to me plus all the other good things that hadn’t happened yet but would absolutely, definitely happen soon for sure.

Summer.

After a minute, Kendall whispered, “Who the hell is that?”

I sighed, opened one eye, and looked sideways toward the beach. It took me a bit to lock in on who she was talking about, but then I saw the boy.

He was tall, dark-haired. Our age. Stepping gingerly around people while clutching one of those striped Navajo blankets to his chest.

That’s all it takes, sometimes. He doesn’t have to be saving kittens from a tree or making shirtless jump shots, or dropping some brilliant comment in American History class. But one moment, this person is not in the world for you. The next moment, he is. It’s exactly that simple. And also, irreversible.

He was with a blond woman who wore what appeared to be a gigantic scarf tied in eight different places. As we watched, he guided her to a sliver of shade on the opposite edge of the beach, then spread out the blanket and took a tote bag out of her hands without her asking.

“Do you know?” asked Kendall, wrinkling her nose and all her freckles with it.

“Uh-uh,” I said casually, then caught my breath and hoped Kendall didn’t notice.

He was not from our high school, we were sure of that; there were only sixty-some-odd guys in each grade and most of them we’d known since forever. A summer renter, maybe? Or from another town.

The boy—actually, at this point, I was already thinking of him as The Boy—offered a tube of sunscreen to the woman, who shook her head. We heard him say, “Mom! Cancer!” as he shoved it toward her again. She smiled at him then and plucked the sunscreen out of his hand. He smiled back. Even from where we sat, I could see each one of his carefully carved features participating in that smile. And dimples, for God’s sake.

Then he turned away and slipped out of his button-down shirt.

His shoulders were wide and solid, but the rest of him was skinny, as if some body parts were losing a contest with others. I couldn’t quite identify the color of his skin, but I could tell it was more dark than fair. More night than day.

We watched him, both Kendall and I, alert as cats as he walked across the dock to the rickety diving board at the far end. (If we’d had the right kind of ears, they would have been pricked up.) He stepped slowly to the edge, then turned to do a backward somersault into the lake, lopsided and not very good at all. The splash looked like it hurt.

And I was already halfway gone.

A week later, Kendall and I were sitting low on the beach, our feet in the water, sand seeping into the edges of our bathing suits. I’d found a bumpy rock embedded in the sand and couldn’t stop rubbing my big toe back and forth over it. My little sister, Danielle, waded nearby in her mismatched bikini—a top covered in cherries, blue-and-white-striped bottoms. She made it look like a fashion statement rather than what it really was: the result of a messy room where you could never find the proper other half to anything.

“You guys! Watch me!” called Danielle. She started to spin in circles, still holding her plastic bucket. Faster, then faster again. Until she staggered and fell hard into the water.

“Is she okay?” Kendall asked.

“She makes herself dizzy on purpose,” I replied with a shrug. “Your question is more complicated than it sounds.”

Danielle righted herself and started spinning again.

“Excuse me,” said someone nearby.

We turned to see The Boy standing ankle-deep in the water. Looking at us.

He’s shorter up close, was the first thing I thought. But still, wow.

“Hey,” Kendall said to him, Oscar-winning cool and casual.

“That rope out there,” he pointed to the line dotted with red-and-white buoys that looked almost exactly like my antidepressant pills. It marked the far edge of the swimming area. “What happens if you go on the other side of it?”

“The lifeguard yells at you,” said Kendall.

“That’s all?” asked The Boy, raising his eyebrows.

“He uses a loud, scary voice,” I added.

“There’s no giant lake squid that comes up from the deep and swallows you whole?”

Kendall and I shook our heads. Dani stepped out of her spin to stop and listen.

“No patrol boat chases you down, scoops you up in a net, throws you in Lake Jail?”

“Not that we’ve seen,” I said, laughing a bit.

“Huh,” was all he said, scanning the off-limits area of the lake, something lighting up behind his expression. He then dove into the water and sprinted out to the boundary rope.

Kendall, Dani, and I fell silent, all watching him swim a trail of white froth through the dark water. When he got to the rope, I expected him to dip underneath it into the forbidden zone. But he turned for the raft tied to the corner of the rope and hoisted himself up the ladder.

“I’ve got to get some intel on Sunscreen Guy,” said Kendall after a few moments.

“I’ve just been calling him The Boy.”

“See? We can’t go on like this. I’ll talk to Mabel.”

Mabel had been running the lake’s snack shack since the 1980s. Mabel absorbed details about people like osmosis.

As Kendall headed off on her mission, I went waist-deep into the water to meet Danielle. She wrapped her arms and legs around me, buoyant and effortlessly huggable. Her cold wet against my warm dry. That moment of shock, until we became the same temperature.

“Will you throw me out like garbage?” she whispered in my ear.

I lifted Danielle away from my body. “You’re no good anymore!” It was part of the game. “I’m chucking you out with the trash!”

Then I tossed her as far as I could into the water. She shrieked with joy.

“Again!” she said when she came back up for air. “This time, let’s pretend you’re putting me in the recycling bin. It’s blue and it’s prettier. Now, go!” So I went. Again, and again, and again. Dani was the best distraction ever.

Ten minutes later, Kendall swam out to meet us, and even with her mirrored sunglasses I could tell she had a mischievous glint in her eye.

“Camden,” Kendall said simply, paddling a circle around me.

“What?”

“It’s weird, but that’s his name. Camden.”

“All you got was a name?”

“He goes to Dashwood.”

“Oh.”

Dashwood was a private alternative school on the edge of town, halfway up a mountain, surrounded by forest. Nobody I knew had even seen the place. Most people called it “Crunchwood” because there were few teachers and no classes. Students did what they wanted, when they wanted to do it. The rumor was they didn’t even need to wear shoes if they weren’t in the mood.

Kendall lowered her sunglasses so she could give me a look. “We think he’s cute, right?”

I grimaced. “Cute’s not the right word.” I hated that word and anyway, it didn’t belong on the same plane of existence as this boy. Camden.

“International Sex God?” Kendall offered with arched eyebrows, pulling out an old phrase from our private best-friend language.

“Perhaps,” I said, giving in to the smile.

“I won’t tell Lukas,” added Kendall.

“Lukas is just a friend.”

“Who you made out with.”

“That was before.” I didn’t need to elaborate. Before meant, before January. Before my night at home alone with a Lady Bic razor and a bag of frozen peas.

Kendall looked pained, then covered it up and said, “So? He still likes you. He’s not scared away.”

“He will be, eventually.”

She kicked me under the water. I splashed her back.

“Why are you always so hard on yourself?” asked Kendall, but I knew she didn’t really want an answer. “I thought we agreed, that’s something that would make you happy. To have someone. You’re close. I wish I were that close.”

“I don’t need ‘someone.’ I have my whole family. And lucky for them, they have me.”

My mom was working hard to finish nursing school. My stepdad, Richard, was gone most days, running his art supply store. There were meals to prepare and a self-regenerating to-do list stuck to the fridge with alphabet magnets. Also, the small matter of a real live child who needed to be, you know, fed and clothed and supervised. I filled the gaps. Sometimes it felt like there were more gaps than whatever it was that went between the gaps.

Let’s keep her busy, I’d heard my mother tell Richard once. She didn’t want me to have time to retreat into myself, apparently a place full of dark corners and hazardous material.

Kendall was my friend and wanted to help, too. What was happy anyway? A dumb-sounding word, if you really broke it down. Happy was something you didn’t think too much about because if you did, you knew you weren’t.

I turned to look out at the raft where Camden sat by himself, staring off into the sky. I was always confronting the sky with questions, but that didn’t seem to be the case with him. It was more like he and the sky were collaborators. Like maybe he had the whole edgeless thing on his side.

How would that even feel? I couldn’t imagine. But, oh, to find out.

Soon, summer began in earnest, so hot and green and wet, it was hard to remember what any other season felt like. I saw Camden at the lake a couple of times a week, but it was always from afar and we never spoke. He usually came alone, which totally fascinated me—who had the nerve to come to the lake alone?—but sometimes he did come with friends: a rickety-tall boy and a petite girl with long, straight, jet-black hair. They’d disappear down a trail into the woods for a while before coming back out to strip down to their bathing suits and do yelping cannonballs off the dock.

I knew the lifeguards liked to drink or smoke stuff in those woods after the beach closed at night. Were Camden and his friends bold enough to do it during the day? And if I myself didn’t smoke anything and had even washed cars as a fund-raiser for Students Against Drunk Driving, why did the thought of Camden doing these things make my kneecaps feel unattached from my legs?

“We’re hardwired for the naughty ones,” sighed Kendall once, as we spotted Camden and his compadres come out of the woods. “It really sucks.”

Here’s one thing I learned watching Camden during those weeks: a person’s body can move and not ever touch you, but still have a physical impact on yours. He leaned against the diving board railing as he waited his turn, and it was like I was that railing. The motion of his hand as he ran it through his wet hair while talking—long fingers scattering beads of water—or the angles of his elbows as he stretched out on the sand: these things could make the hair on my arms stand up.

I never liked the word attraction. It’s way too much about magnets, and not enough about why someone’s mere presence can make you feel pleasure and pain at the same time.

Crush didn’t work either. I wasn’t twelve.

What should I have called it? I just called it Camden.

Sometimes, I’d catch him looking my way. A trick of the light, of course. Or the wishiest wishful thinking. Because there was no way I could possibly be worth that.

“Go talk to him,” said Kendall the time we caught Camden glancing at us while he stood in line for the snack shack. “Seize the moment.”

“I will,” I said. “I will.”

“I mean, this moment. Not some theoretical future moment.”

“I have to keep an eye on Dani.”

“I have two. I’ll keep them both on her.”

“Plus, I already have an ice cream. It would be so obvious that I was going over for him.”

“So?”

“Then he would know.”

“Argh,” snarled Kendall. “You’re making me crazy with this. What are you so afraid of?”

I looked at Camden again. He was at the window now, joking with Mabel. She was actually laughing. I hadn’t even known that she could laugh, and that it sounded like a chipmunk on helium.

What was I afraid of? Anything that might tip me off balance and make me fall back into that place I knew was still there, waiting beneath all my newly glossed-over, smoothed-out surfaces. But I couldn’t explain it to her, because I couldn’t even explain it to myself.

As the summer went on, Kendall gathered more details from one of her three older brothers, who seemed to know everyone with one or two degrees of separation. His mom was named Maeve Armstrong and was a medium-famous artist. They lived in a converted church that was either lavender or turquoise—the reports varied on that. He’d been homeschooled until last fall. The most delicious rumor was that his father was Ed Penniman, the lead singer for the legendary punk band the Stigmaddicts.

All this was unconfirmed, of course. But I knew two things about Camden Armstrong for sure:

       1) His eyes were the exact same forest green as the diving board.

       2) I ached for him in places I never knew could ache, like earlobes and collarbones.

At night, I’d lie awake and picture what Camden’s life was like. I’d think of him in his turquoise church, painting like his mother. Reading books I’d never heard of. Playing guitar or piano, whichever worked best for the songs he wrote. Because surely he wrote songs, surely it wasn’t possible for a boy to look like that and not write songs.

I knew a third definite thing about Camden, eventually. I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it myself.

One day, Camden came to the lake wearing a black baseball cap with a white X on it.

It was a specific white X. Deeply specific, at least for me, and maybe for him, too: the logo for the short-lived TV reboot of Silver Arrow from a few years back.

He knew about my show.

He knew.

About. My. Show.

And so three times. Three times, I started walking over to where he sat by himself on the Navajo blanket. Practicing the line in my head. Laughably simple, really, but then again, all the best beginnings are. Nice hat. Are you a Silver Arrow fan?

The fourth time was going to be the charm, I swear.

Then Danielle was suddenly at my side, tugging on the hem of my rashguard. “Ari, I got a splinter.”

“Again?”

“It’s not my fault, it’s the freaking dock’s fault.”

“Don’t say ‘freaking.’” I took her hand and led her to the lifeguard station, where they probably kept a pair of tweezers with her name on it. And yes, I’ll admit I didn’t mind the extra time to get my nerve up even higher.

But when we got back, Camden was packing his stuff to leave.

I bit down hard on the tip of my thumb as I watched him walk away.

This is what I remember from the next time I saw Camden. It was late August by then.

Camden and his friends on the dock, waiting in line for the diving board.

The girl—I now knew her name was Eliza, I’d heard the boys yell it enough times—reaching out and taking Camden’s hand.

Camden letting her.

Then, Camden leaning in to kiss Eliza.

Eliza letting him.

Their faces breaking apart but their hands staying connected, until it was his turn to dive.

Me not watching that dive. Me not seeing Eliza laugh at whatever he did.

Me, walking up the beach and toward the parking lot and away, away, away from the lake, already closing the book on summer. So mad at myself for being afraid.

And as I drove home, it occurred to me that my thinking about safety could be all wrong. Maybe safety lay in actually pursuing the things you desired. Maybe the real danger was not pursuing them and never knowing what would have happened if you did.

Maybe regret was the thing that really knocks you off balance into whatever’s waiting below.

September, then Halloween. November and Christmas.

The dreams would come randomly, when I hadn’t even been thinking about him (I swear). Sometimes once a week and sometimes more. Often, they came at the end of a Black Diamond ski slope day, the kind of day where you have to be an expert at life to get to the bottom without breaking a bone.

It was always something simple and pathetically G-rated. We’d be walking. We’d be holding hands. We’d be driving in a car with the windows down. When I woke up, I’d try to go back to sleep and pick it right back up. More, I begged the powers of, well, whatever’s in charge of this stuff. Please, please, more.

“Destructive,” was Kendall’s comment when I got up the courage to tell her about the dreams. We were back at her house early from the lamest-ever New Year’s party, turning on the TV to see the ball drop.

“I have no control over them,” I protested.

“Maybe not,” she said. “But there are other things you can control. It’s not like he moved away or was only visiting town from another country.”

“He goes to Dashwood. That may as well be another continent.”

“Why don’t we figure out where he spends time outside of school, and then, you know, go to that place. A radical idea, I know.”

“Then I would still need the guts to talk to him.”

“Ari,” she continued, her patience wearing thin; I could see it. “You either have to find a way to connect with this guy or move on. It’s not healthy for you. And it’s not healthy for me to watch it be not healthy for you.”

I nodded. I knew she was right.

But then a week later, I saw him.

It was the frozen dead of January. On my to-do list that day was a trip to the bookstore to pick out a gift for one of Dani’s friends. I rounded a corner toward the kids’ section and there was Camden. My mental images of him were so deeply seated in summer that I almost didn’t recognize him in his parka, his hair longer as if he’d grown winter fur.

“Check this one out,” he said to his friends, the boy and the girl, the kissing girl Eliza, as he held open the pages of a graphic novel.

They checked out what he wanted to show them and then they all laughed, hard. Loud. I fought the urge to go peek over their shoulders. Maybe Eliza sensed that, because she started to turn around.

Which is when I fled like I was running for my life. A detour through the cookbooks, through the door empty-handed, the sound of Camden’s laughter jingling after me into the cold.

That night was the best and worst dream yet. We were at the lake, on the raft. He touched my leg.

Just as in a nightmare when you always come out of it right before someone stabs you or the train hits you or the plane crashes, I startled into reality right before we kissed.

That was it. (Pathetic. G-rated. Like I said.) But it felt so intense, I awoke wanting him even more. Like he’d come, then left. Like I’d snatched him away from my own self.

Kendall had been right. There were no answers to be found in the Camden Dreams. I needed reality, and hope, and forward motion. I needed what was actually possible. I was so serious about this, I made it a proper noun. The Possible. That was something I could commit to.

Then there was the boy, the real boy. It had been a whole year since that bad, bad night and Lukas was somehow still waiting for me.

So I turned to him.
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This is what bugs me about calendars: all those perfect, emotionless squares. Those squares keep coming, every morning after every night, whether you want them to or not.

When the square of the Saturday of Memorial Day weekend arrived—the end of my junior year—I stayed in bed overthinking exactly all of this.

“The lake! The lake!” yelled Danielle, running into my room and bouncing on the mattress.

“Yes, the lake,” I mumbled into the pillow. “But for the love of God, no bouncing.”

Mom came in and sat on the bed’s opposite edge. Her wet hair hung in tired clumps, fresh from the shower she always took the minute she came home from the hospital night shift. Her eyes hung, too. I was sure they’d somehow moved farther down her face in the last year.

Danielle kept bouncing. Mom did nothing about it, even though when I was her age, I wasn’t allowed to bounce. Because of, you know, the inevitable skull-breaking and waist-down paralysis that would result. Maybe bouncing had gotten magically safer in the last few years and I missed the memo.

“That’s right,” said Mom. “The lake opens today. I’m sorry I can’t go with you.”

Danielle stopped bouncing and crawled into my mom’s lap; my mom wrapped her arms around Danielle and leaned into her. At first glance they didn’t appear to be mother and daughter. My mother was a deep brunette, her features severe as if they were drawn with extra-thick Sharpie. Danielle, in her nearly white curls and pale pixie skin, resembled her dad, my stepfather, Richard. I didn’t match either of them, with my straight not-brown-not-blond hair you might recognize if you saw the photos I have of my father, who left when I was two. I’d recently cut that hair blissfully short, just below my chin, while Mom’s and Danielle’s hair was long.

It bothered me that the three of us females in the house didn’t look like a family. Maybe if we looked like one, it would be easier to feel like one.

“Let’s wait until your next day off,” I said to Mom. “Besides, the water will be freezing. I’ll do some crafts with Dani downstairs and we’ll be quiet while you sleep. And later if you give me a list, I’ll take her to the grocery store.”

My mother got a faraway look. I knew this was a tempting offer: one less thing to do today. An hour she could have all to herself, sleeping or watching Millionaire Matchmaker, which for her was basically like going to the spa.

“Arianna, no,” she finally said. “It’s going to be a beautiful day. I can’t let you hang around the house. You both need to be out, being active. I’ll pack up some snacks.”

She left the room. Danielle watched her go, then turned to me and bugged out her eyes.

“Maybe your guy will show up!”

“Shhh!” I lowered my voice, hoping Mom hadn’t heard her. “What do you mean, my guy?”

“You know. Your summer crush.” Now she smiled that evil genius kid smile.

“How do you know about things like ‘summer crushes’?”

“Because I live. In the world. Also I eavesdropped on you and Kendall talking about it once.”

“Well, that’s over, and you’re not allowed to talk about it. Actually, don’t even think about it. Don’t think about thinking about it.”

(That went for me, too.)

“You’re no fun,” said Danielle. Her expression turned sad and she added, “I wrote a letter to Jasmine about the lake because I wanted to know if any of her friends live there. But she didn’t come last night.”

Oof. I usually knew when there was a fresh note for Jasmine, Dani’s fairy pen pal. I’d slip into Dani’s room once she was asleep and grab it off the windowsill, then write back on special green vellum paper I kept hidden inside an old math textbook.

“You know what happens sometimes,” I told her. “Jasmine gets busy working at the fairy vet hospital and can’t write back for a while.”

Danielle nodded, apparently satisfied with this. I loved that I could make things better for her so easily.

My mother came back in, holding out some cash like it was the most brilliant idea she’d ever had, and said, “Here’s something for ice cream. A special treat to celebrate summer.” Her face got suddenly serious again. “Promise me you won’t get the kind with artificial colors.”

Dani rolled her eyes. I sat up, swung my feet to the floor, and took the money from my mother.

The Possible, I chanted to myself.

Everything is Possible.

Maybe I would continue to believe it. Maybe it would even be true.

Every summer, Danielle created a rock collection that she arranged in meticulous groups along the edges of our front porch. To most people, they looked random and unremarkable, easy to dismiss as a little kid’s Accumulation of Crap. But I’d learned to see what was special about each one.

As soon as Danielle and I stepped from the car across the lake’s parking lot, she bent to pick up the first member of the new crop.

“Look,” she said. “It’s a perfect oval. And so smooth.” She held the rock and stroked it with one finger as if it were alive.

“Mmmm,” I said in not-faked admiration. “Good for drawing a face on.”

Dani nodded, then clutched it to her chest as we walked over to the admission kiosk. The kiosk was actually a tall, narrow wooden house, and years ago Kendall and I decided it looked like a latrine so we called it the Crapper. A kid from school named Julian was working the Crapper today, perched on the metal folding chair, reading a book.

Kendall. God, I wished she were here and not camping with her older brothers, that she’d chosen me over them this weekend.

“Hi, Julian,” I said as we stepped up to the Crapper window. “One adult, one kid, please.”

“Hey, Ari,” said Julian, taking my money. He swished his eyes toward my arms. It had been over a year, but the buzz about my scars was still humming, because people could see them now. I’d stopped covering them up. I wasn’t trying to show them off or anything. At some point, they’d become a part of me. I woke up one day okay with them, the same way you’re okay with a birthmark or a white spot on your skin from a long-ago mosquito bite you never stopped picking at.

It was like a physical reminder of my depression, a way for me to accept that even though I had fought and won, it would always be there with me. And also that I had power to fight again.

“Ready for the season?” I asked Julian, who was still fixated on my arms. What do you think? Were they what you imagined?

Julian glanced back up. “There’s carpeting on the dock this year. Splinter-proof.”

“Fancy.” I smiled. No worries, you’re not the first person I’ve caught looking. The lookers used to bother me until my therapist, Cynthia, suggested that maybe people saw a little of themselves in those lines on my skin.

I’d recently asked Cynthia if I could take a break from our sessions for the summer. I was tired of talking about feeling okay and thinking about feeling okay. I wanted a chance to just, you know, feel okay. She’d said yes, but she’d also made me set an appointment for the first week in September to make clear this was a trial run. It felt like a challenge, and one I wanted to win.

It was early, the opening day crowd beginning to trickle in. I led Danielle to a nice spot under a tree far from last year’s. As far as I could possibly get from last year’s. Then I did a quick casing of the joint to confirm that nobody I knew was here yet, and that nobody else of particular interest—oh, for instance, nobody I’d had boring-devastating dreams about—had shown up either.

I prayed for him to come. I prayed for him not to come.

Danielle was ankle-deep in the water before I could even get the blanket spread out. “It’s so freezing ice-cold I’m gonna die!” she yelled. “Come in with me!”

“Wow, you really know how to sell it.”

“We’ll play whatever you want. Mermaids, dolphins. Sea monkeys!”

“Tempting. But I didn’t wear my suit today.”

Dani scanned my regulation tank top and black jersey skirt with distaste. Maybe that’s really when you become one of the grown-ups. You come to the lake and don’t even bring a damn suit.

“You’re not leaving those on, are you?” Danielle asked, pointing at my feet.

Oh. I’d forgotten about my boots. I’d worn them every day of the two months since I’d bought them and they didn’t even feel like footwear anymore. They were just soft purple leather perfectly molded around all the stuff at the bottom of my legs. Like I was a doll and someone had painted them on. Actually, that doll existed. I had two versions of it at home, one of them mint in box.

“They’re my Satina Galt boots,” I said. “You know I wear them everywhere.”

Danielle made a face. Which was really rich, coming from a child who often wore the same outfit three days straight, only taking it off for a mandatory change of underpants.

Satina Galt was the character who made Silver Arrow what it was, to me. The boots made me feel strong. They made me feel like something Possible. Maybe if I wore them long enough, I would actually be that something. My mother understood the boots. She never let on, but I could tell by the way she looked at them sometimes, like they were a memory of a memory. Occasionally, she looked at me that way, too.

Something over my shoulder caught Danielle’s eye and her face lit up. “Oh! Madison’s here!”

I turned to see a girl I recognized from Dani’s class, and the kids ran to each other, hugging and squealing like they hadn’t spent seven hours at school together the day before.

When does that stop? I thought. When you’re not afraid to claim your friends, to clasp them to your chest and shout to the world, Mine! When you know for sure, pinkie promise, that the way it is now is the way it will always be.

Kendall and I hadn’t hung out in weeks. We’d both been so busy, of course. She had the special year-end edition of the school newspaper and already started work at Scoop-N-Putt. I had Dani and a job at Richard’s art supply store and a really packed schedule of hanging out alone in my room, lurking on Silver Arrow fansites.

It stung, to watch the little girls now.

I located and approached Madison’s mother: huge sunglasses, stylish beach hat, paperback in hand.

“Hi,” she said, grinning. “How are you?”

“Good. How are you?”

“I’m fine, thanks. I actually meant, how are you? You look like you’re doing really well.”

I smiled and said, “Thank you.”

I said it because I lived in a small town, and people don’t want good stories to end, and everyone thinks they know a little bit about depression, and because these were just a few of the terms I unknowingly agreed to that night over a year earlier.

“I have to go to the restroom. Do you mind keeping an eye on Dani for a few minutes?”

“Of course not, sweetie. She’s lucky to have you.”

Yes, she is, I thought as I walked toward the restroom building, my head swimming. I miss Kendall. There was still gossip about me.

Inside, the cool and the dark and the silence and the quick bliss of being unseen.

I went into an empty stall and jiggled the lock shut. You look like you’re doing really well. What exactly does that look like? What would not-doing-well look like? Because I had once been not-doing-well for a long time and nobody noticed at all.

Turns out, I wasn’t completely alone in the bathroom. I could hear someone in the next stall going, too. It was one of those awkward situations where you find yourself in sync with a stranger.

After I was finished (first!), I stepped out of the stall to wash my hands. I heard the other stall door open and glanced up into the mirror.

“Am I in the wrong bathroom?” asked Camden Armstrong. Like it was simply an intellectual question.

This is where I wondered if I was having a hallucination.

Then in the mirror, I could see a urinal on the wall behind me.

And this is where I panicked.

“Um, no,” I managed to say. “Apparently, I am. Sorry!”

I ducked my head and walked quickly past him out the door. I’m not sure what ducking my head was going to accomplish, but as I mentioned: the panic.

No. No, no. Pleasetellmethatdidnotjusthappen. I stumbled across the beach, my feet not going where I wanted them to go, trying and failing to get away from my own mortifying self.

Once I got back to my blanket, I waved at Madison’s mom and she waved back. The two girls were swimming nearby. I grabbed my phone and texted Kendall with quivering thumbs.

Just saw Camden Armstrong at the lake. Went into the men’s restroom by accident. Call me.

Those days, I was always looking for things to connect over with Kendall. Our friendship was like the drawstring in a pair of sweatpants, always slipping out of sight and out of reach. We always knew it was there. One of us merely had to retrieve it with that safety-pin trick until next time.

I waited for a reply, looking out at the lake so I wouldn’t have to watch Camden come out of the restroom, so maybe he wouldn’t see me back. He was here. I had spoken to him. I wasn’t sure what I felt other than an overwhelming urge to dive into the lake, swim past the far boundary rope, then keep going and never come back.

My phone chirped with a message from Kendall.

Bad reception here, can only text. But now very intrigued.

I was in the middle of typing out more details when Dani bolted up the beach from the water, full-body shivering, lips nearly blue.

“Make me a burrito,” she demanded, as if she knew I needed something else in my brain that moment. I put my phone down, grabbed her towel and wrapped it tight around her body and arms, tucking in the end corner at her neck so only her head and feet stuck out. Then I pulled her into my lap as she giggled.

“Mmmm. I’m so hungry. And look at this delicious lunch!” I pretended to take a bite of her belly.

My mother never pretended Danielle was a burrito. If she had, it would have had to be a whole-wheat one, with no sour cream because that adds too much fat and dairy. I loved giving Danielle these moments she never got from Mom. That I never got from Mom. It was like I was giving them to both of us.

I heard a noise on the diving board, a loud whoop, and looked up to see Camden backflipping into the water.

As if the last year had never happened. As if someone had rewound the tape, and here we were, in the exact places we’d been exactly twelve months before.

But I’d become a different person since last May, and a switch inside me flicked on. There was a blinking YES in neon lights.

Oh God those green eyes and those shoulders and the shaggy straight hair, and oh God.

And that thing that took place in the restroom, that ridiculous and horrifying thing we shall not talk about ever again, did that count as a conversation?

They say, there are no do-overs in life.

I say, anything is Possible.
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“What are you thinking about, ducky?” asked Richard the next day.

I was kneeling in Aisle 2 of Millie’s Art Supply, staring off into space.

“I’m thinking there are way, way too many colors of craft sand in the world,” I said.

My stepdad didn’t bat an eye. “Yes, I agree. War, poverty, climate change, and craft sand. Times are bleak.”

I really loved him a lot.

“Look,” I said, pointing to the bottom shelf and the bags I’d already arranged in official rainbow order. “I went all ROY G. BIV, and then I opened the last box and found this. Turquoise!”

Richard sighed. “I’ll help you make a space between the green and the blue,” he simply said, and sat down beside me on the linoleum floor.

Working together like that, stacking bags of craft sand in swift, efficient movements, it was easy to feel that what we were doing was important. Like an aesthetically perfect shelf display could change someone’s life. (And who says it couldn’t? It totally could.) It was these microscopic here-and-now moments that had helped me the most. I had a lot of them in my job at Millie’s, which Richard owned. Three afternoons a week and all day on Sundays.

Which of course was going to make it that much harder to quit.

Finally, we got down to the last two bags of turquoise. “If there’s a box we don’t know about,” said Richard as he balanced them on the pile, “and it’s filled with, say, eggplant-colored sand, I may have to kill someone.”

It was almost six o’clock and closing time. He patted my back and stood up slowly, stretched, then walked over to lock the front door. He took a moment to carefully smooth down the lost-dog notice someone had posted inside the vestibule. FIND VERA! it shouted at us all day.

“Come on,” said Richard. “Mom and Dani are waiting.” We were supposed to meet them at the restaurant next door for our regular Sunday session of “all of us sitting down in the same place at the same time,” occasionally known as dinner.

“Will you do me a favor in there?” I asked as we headed out the back. “When the moment’s right, can you ask me if I’m excited about summer?”

We all had our things at Moose McIntyre’s.

My mother liked to line up the scalloped edge of the paper place mat with the edge of the table, as if she could get this one thing to be perfect, everything else in life would follow.

Richard always studied the menu intently, right thumb stroking his right eyebrow, even though he ordered the same exact thing every time.

Danielle did the maze on the kids’ menu, then the word search, then colored the turtle who was named Shelly and wore a sailor suit for reasons nobody ever understood.

I sat next to the window, counting every familiar face that walked by outside. My record for a single meal was forty-eight.

After we got our food, but before everyone was done, Richard gave me a look and I nodded.

“So, Ari,” he said. “You’ve got what, two more weeks of school? Excited about summer?”

He was good. Convincing. We’d done this little show before. It was Mom Management Vaudeville.

“I am. In fact, I have an idea I want to run by you, if you’ll promise to keep an open mind.”

Mom put down her grilled chicken wrap and rested both hands on her place mat. “We always keep an open mind,” she said, in a way that would never convince anyone she had an open mind.

I glanced at Dani, who was snugly in her own little world, focused on her turtle. I took a deep breath, then looked squarely at Mom. The only way out was through.

“There’s a morning-shift housekeeper job available at the River’s Edge B&B, and I’d like to apply.”

Mom and Richard didn’t react, like they were waiting for the punch line.

“River’s Edge B&B?” I added pointlessly. “Up on 9W?”

Mom frowned. Certain lines on her face appeared only when she frowned this much. “But you already have a job.” Mom looked to Richard, but I kept my eyes on her. Seeing Richard’s face right now would destroy whatever resolve I had.

“I’d like to do something different this summer,” I said.

“But Richard depends on you.” Mom touched Richard’s arm and I looked at it, her limp hand on his wristwatch.

“I’m replaceable.” I’d anticipated exactly this objection from Mom. I’d done some prep. “There must have been four college students who stopped in today, asking about work for the summer. He’ll have no trouble finding someone else.”

“But why, Ari?” asked Mom. She turned to Richard. “We need to know why. Right, honey?”

I dared look at Richard now. He tilted his head, staring at me. I knew I owed him an explanation.

I thought of Richard’s face in the doorway of my room after they found out what I’d done. My mom had gone into nurse mode, checking my cuts to make sure they’d stopped bleeding, getting them properly cleaned. She didn’t have the time or luxury to be shocked or hurt or regretful. At least not right away. (Or ever. I still couldn’t tell.)

But Richard did. His face. So sad. It was the kind of sadness that shifts a tectonic plate somewhere inside that person.

In some ways, watching Richard realize my truth was harder than watching Mom and Dani do it. Because he was the first person I would have gone to for help, and because I didn’t, and also because I had no idea why.

“I’ve worked hard this year,” I finally said, then realized I had to
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