
Chapter One

			Lacey

			Nothing interesting ever happened at Camp Lavender. Of this, I was absolutely certain. Every summer was exactly the same—girls piled into camp, spilling out of buses and minivans or the occasional two-door convertible if their dad was going through a midlife crisis. They spread out over the camp grounds shrieking and giggling and ready for a summer away from their families. Six weeks of bug bites and Bible studies later, they piled out again, their hair a little lighter, their skin a little darker, and their shoes caked in the stubborn orange dirt that only Gladwall, Texas, could produce.

			When I woke up on that particular June seventh, I felt a familiar pit in my stomach. My days of wandering the camp grounds unbothered were officially at an end and the seemingly endless days of avoiding sweaty campers and their irritating zest for life stretched ahead. The only thing that made this summer special was the fact that it would (hopefully) be my last one spent here. I pulled my faded Camp Lavender T-shirt from three years ago over my head and took a deep breath before descending the stairs to the kitchen, where I could hear my parents chattering with excitement. The only thing worse than feigning excitement, I had learned from experience, was the emotional torture of my parents’ crestfallen faces when my enthusiasm for the first day of camp was lacking. Being the daughter of the founders, they reminded me every year, came with certain responsibilities, and mandatory enthusiasm was one of them.

			This place was their dream, their livelihood, and the culmination of years of effort, and it seemed to me to be rude and unnecessary to express my disdain for the entire operation. It’s not like they were pressuring me to take over the family business or anything like that. One more never-ending summer here and I would be permitted to move away to the college of my choice, provided I got in and received a financial offer stable enough to justify the decision. That’s what my parents had taken to calling it—the decision—as if the words college and move and future were too jagged to pass their lips without cutting them open. They couldn’t understand why I would ever want to live anywhere but Texas. I kept reminding myself that they didn’t have to understand.

			There was a giddy air to the way my dad handed me my plate of scrambled eggs and toast that morning. I stifled a sigh at the thought that this was the last breakfast my dad would make me in our kitchen until summer was over. If I wanted a hot breakfast for the next six weeks, I would have to eat it in the dining hall, teeming with other high school students, and not until after an impassioned prayer offered up by one of the counselors. I had noticed over the years that the prayers seemed to get more and more sentimental as the weeks went on and the camp counselors’ heat exhaustion increased. If God could make Texas a little cooler in July, I would accept that as a definitive ontological argument for the existence of a higher power. St. Anselm himself would have had his doubts after the heat index hit 112 Fahrenheit.

			“Are you ready for week one?” my dad asked and grinned across the breakfast table. I smiled back and shrugged.

			“I guess!”

			I didn’t mean for it to come out in the breath of a sigh.

			He tilted his head down and looked at me over his glasses with feigned disapproval.

			“When did Lacey turn into such a cynical teenager?” he asked, as if I were not in the room.

			My mom settled into her chair next to my dad with a bowl of her favorite bran from Buckwheat’s. It seemed like everything she ate those days was some form of beige and brown mush.

			“Please,” she said. “Lacey was born a little old man. She came out of the womb with a pipe and a cane.”

			I paused mid-crunch on my toast and mumbled, “Get off my lawn, you crazy kids.”

			“I hope you’re going to be nicer than that when the campers get here,” my dad said. All I could offer him was a noncommittal shrug. He shook his head at me in half-sincere frustration.

			“Remember,” he said, “that this camp may be old news to you, but it is a place of transformation and miracles for the young women who attend. It’s a place where they won’t get distracted by boys and cell phones—and Slip or whatever that new app is called.”

			“It’s called Slant, Dad.”

			“Well, you know what I mean.” He waved away the invisible nuisance with a fork full of sausage. “This is a place for peace and human connection and spiritual connection. This is a place to escape from all the temptations and distractions of the secular world and be able to hear the still small voice, maybe for the first time for some of these young ladies. Perhaps this year you will witness to one of them and make a lifelong friend.”

			It was a good speech, and one that I had heard in various iterations since before I was old enough to understand it. He must be right, though, because I had seen so many girls break down in tears after worship on Wednesday nights, overcome by grace or faith, or whatever it was that made them close their eyes and put their hands in the air while Crowbar played his guitar on the worn down stage in the rec room. Yet somehow it was always those same girls who snuck to the woods after curfew with a bottle of Nate’s Grapes Wine Blend they had stowed away in the bottom of their trunks. If I had cared, I might have told my parents that they needed to start checking the contents of trunks, but as far as I was concerned, it was better to look the other way.

			And then there was The Prayer. This was the emotional event that would ideally happen for each camper before they left Camp Lavender that summer. The Prayer, as I understood it, would guarantee their salvation and absolve them of the burden of sin and death to which they were otherwise doomed. I, of course, had said this prayer long ago, when I was seven years old, repeating it after Silly Putty, my all-time favorite camp counselor, at the picnic table looking over the lake. Silly Putty (whose real name I had eventually learned was Chloe) had the biggest eyes and the widest smile I had ever seen. Her passion for All Things Jesus was hard to describe, except to say that it was the least-cringey I could ever remember witnessing. It was like Jesus was her best friend, and I wanted that. I didn’t have a lot of friends back then. Not that I had any now.

			My parents were in a hurry that morning, thankfully for me. If I were still seven, I would have run down to the front gates of camp to jump and cheer with the counselors as the girls arrived. But after a reasoned request when I was thirteen, my parents had allowed me to keep to myself throughout the majority of the summer weeks. For the first day, I had developed a system that (almost) always ensured that I would not run across a single jubilant soul on the first day of camp, which was inevitably the worst day of all.

			First off—the dining hall. I put on my slip-ons and ambled down the path from our cabin to the dock. The heat from the asphalt radiated up my body and created the day’s first pools of sweat in all my crevices. I swore to myself for the thousandth time that I would go to a university on the East Coast, NYU if all went well, where people wore boots and scarves in the winter and carried canvas bags full of poetry books to read at coffee shops. I was convinced that I had been born in the wrong place and quite possibly at the wrong time.

			“Banana chocolate chip pancakes, two fried eggs, and turkey sausage?” Sidewinder asked as soon as I stepped into the dining hall. It was eerie when it was empty, but in a way that I loved. A dozen rickety round tables were set up in a zigzagging pattern across the frayed carpet, which was stained and threadbare after suffering thousands of caked teenager sneakers twice a day.

			“No, ma’am! I just ate with my parents,” I replied, pushing through the swinging metal door that led to the kitchen. Sidewinder was broad and red and had been at Camp Lavender as long as some of the pine trees. She stayed back of house as often as possible, coming out of the kitchen only when my dad decided to bless the hands that had prepared the food for one of the camp meals. I could tell that Sidewinder hated this ceremony, but she always smiled politely and bowed her head, keeping one eye on the kitchen while blessings were showered upon her.

			I took a deep breath through my nose. The dining hall kitchen always smelled like coffee and boxed mashed potatoes and I loved it. There was always coffee available, in case the staff needed it, and I had come to love the ritual of starting off even the unbearably humid mornings with a steaming Styrofoam cup in my hand, sitting on the dock, watching the sounds and colors of the day start to stretch over the lake. My mother loved to tell me that drinking coffee was going to stunt my growth, but at five feet nine inches, I had no desire to grow any further.

			I carried my cup to the dock, kicking aside some of the pine needles on the steps. The dock was lined with built-in benches that faced inward toward the dock. I sat backward, with my legs dangling through the gap in the bench a few feet above the water. I set my coffee on the bench and pulled a small olive green notebook out of my back pocket. I kept this on me at almost all times for three main reasons: one, my parents didn’t let me have a cell phone; two, I didn’t want my parents to find it; and three, you never knew when inspiration might strike.

			If it weren’t for watching the pages of this notebook transform from blank to covered in ink, I don’t think I would have had any sense of time passing at all. I wasn’t one of those delusional teenagers who think they are the next great American poet. In fact, I had decided that no one was going to read my poetry if I didn’t turn it into lyrics and set it to music, so that was my plan. Eventually. For now, my plan was to stare across the same man-made lake I had been staring across for eleven years and see if I could conjure some kind of original thought. On this particular morning, my thought started to transform itself into some sort of mantra or prayer—a plea to God or the gods or whoever was in charge of the next six weeks—Can something different happen this summer? Anything different. Please.

			Despite my bone-aching, earth-shattering boredom, I had to admit to myself that there couldn’t be a better place to watch a sunrise than at Camp Lavender, but I hadn’t been out of bed to see one of those since I hit my teens and suddenly lost two-thirds of my energy. Sleep was one of my primary strategies to decrease the time between now and college. I wasn’t altogether sure whether I was excited about college—the transition from a university to a career as a renowned poet seemed tenuous at best—but it was by far the fastest way out of the flat circle of time Camp Lavender had created for me. In seventh grade, I read my dad a poem I had written about a mallard I had seen gliding across the lake that morning.

			“I want to be a famous poet,” I had declared with that broad young confidence small children have before anyone has ever hurt them.

			“It’s a beautiful thing to dwell on the glory of God’s creation,” my dad had replied. “But remember that this was given to you by Him—and you must give the glory back to Him.”

			Soon after, he had given me a biography of Isaac Watts, which inspired me to try my hand at writing a hymn. The glow on my parents’ faces when I sang it to them in the living room was unmatched by anything I had seen before or since. They told me that God had given me a beautiful gift. My mom made copies and laminated one to put on the fridge, held there by a cross magnet that had been previously reserved for Christmas cards from immediate family.

			But the green book was for something else.

			 

			 

			I pushed open the door to the infirmary as hard as I could. I liked the way that Dr. Dan would always jump a few inches out of his chair and slap his hand onto his chest as if he were having a heart attack.

			“Doc, I’m CRASHING!” I yelled as I stumbled dramatically toward the exam table in the middle of the room. “Get the smelling salts! I’ve got a desperate case of the vapors and a touch of consumption.” I sank to my knees, clutching at the exam table paper.

			Dr. Dan leaned back and crossed his tan arms. “First day getting to you already?”

			I shrugged. “Honestly, it’s not that bad. If I play my cards right, I think I can get through the whole day without seeing a single camper.”

			Dr. Dan swiveled back to his computer and shook the mouse to wake it up. This was the fifth year he had spent the summer at Camp Lavender, and I was no longer the buoyant twelve-year-old he had met when he first pulled up in his yellow convertible. I wondered sometimes what he thought about me, the girl who lived at camp all year long.

			“What you need is just to make an actual friend,” he said.

			“You’re my friend.”

			“A friend your age. A teenager. A girl.”

			“Why do I need to do that?”

			Dr. Dan seemed to think that my reclusiveness was more a result of social awkwardness than verified introversion and that the only cure was a generous dose of human interaction. To be honest, I thought he might be right.

			“Because you don’t want to show up at college in the fall like a girl who just stumbled out of a cave and doesn’t know how to adjust to human society.”

			“College isn’t about making friends. It’s about getting educated.”

			“Education is useless by itself, Lacey. You have to develop social intelligence, too.”

			I stared at him in silence, trying not to flinch at the sting of the words and the idea that he thought of me as some kind of antisocial freak.

			“Besides, aren’t seniors in high school supposed to play pranks and get up to reckless shenanigans before they graduate?”

			Dr. Dan seemed like the kind of guy who was probably very popular in school. He had a sharp jawline and a confident laugh. He was compensated well to be the resident doctor at Camp Lavender. He said that it was a laid-back way to practice medicine with many perks and very few drawbacks. My parents loved him. My mom made him her world-famous chocolate chip cookies and my dad let him dock his Jet Ski at the lake free of charge. Most of his days were spent tending to minor lacerations and abrasions, sometimes with my assistance. He removed his fair share of splinters and treated a yearly outbreak of pinkeye and spent weekend nights in town. Once I asked him what he did while he was in town, but he told me that he would tell me when I was older. I never asked again.

			I leaned against the edge of his desk. “Are you going to let me give any shots this year?”

			“Are you going to say whoops when you give them?” Dr. Dan fired back.

			I grinned. “I make no promises.”

			He shook his head and hid a smile. “Please don’t go to medical school.”

			“That’s a promise I CAN make,” I retorted. “Also, don’t you have to be good at science to be a doctor?”

			“And math.”

			“Gross.” I tapped my fingers on the edge of Dr. Dan’s desk, my eyes roaming over his computer.

			He sighed and stood up from his chair. “All right, have at it.”

			“Five minutes,” I promised as I dropped into the chair in front of the computer.

			“Remind me why you can’t just use your computer at home for this?”

			“Because then I’d miss my chance to come visit the world’s greatest doctor,” I said. “I just need to do a little research for an English essay.” Dr. Dan pursed his lips, but said nothing. Over the past few weeks, I had become very efficient at logging into Slant, checking or posting a poem, logging off, and erasing the computer’s search history. Not that Dr. Dan would care one way or another to read my anonymous online poetry, but on the off chance he should mention it around my parents, I did not even want to contemplate what the consequences would be.

			I typed in my username and password while Dr. Dan flipped open his phone.

			Twelve notifications.

			Dr. Dan stood up to walk to the restroom and I switched back to a KnowAll page about Emily Dickinson. I kept my eyes trained on the tab in front of me until I heard the bathroom door click, then I switched back to Slant.

			 

			@MoonBoi11 liked your post.

			@MoonBoi11 commented on your post: This is one of the most beautiful things I have ever read.

			 

			I quickly reread the poem I had posted, wondering who this stranger-on-the-internet was who had found, read, and taken the time to comment on my writing. I pulled the green book out of my back pocket and held it open with my forearm while I typed out my new poem as quickly as I could.

			The walkie-talkie on Dr. Dan’s desk let out a gravelly sound.

			“Uh-oh,” I heard from the bathroom.

			I exited the Slant tab and cleared the search history as the toilet flushed. I was hard at work taking notes on Dickinson when Dr. Dan opened the bathroom door. He picked the walkie-talkie up from the desk and turned up the volume, holding the earpiece to his ear.

			“Sounds like we’ve got our first camper injury down by the blob,” Dr. Dan said, setting the walkie-talkie on the desk.

			“That was fast.”

			“Wanna go pick the camper up and bring her back? Sounds like it might be a stitches situation.”

			“Are you gonna let me give her stitches?”

			“I’ll let you take the golf cart.”

			“Deal!”

			I grabbed the key off Dr. Dan’s desk.

			“Don’t go all Evel Knievel out there on me.”

			“Pedal to the metal!” I called back through the door as it swung shut.

			




Chapter Ten

			Jo

			I felt like I was falling in slow motion. The shock of the moment, or perhaps my level of intoxication, heightened every single one of my senses. I gasped and the smell of chlorine and pine filled my lungs. It was as if I could feel each individual drop of pool water sting my back as I smacked into the surface of the pool. The splash of the water thundered in my ears like a cannon shot. The sharp familiar taste of pool water rushed into my mouth. As I sank from the force of my fall and the surface of the water closed over my head, I opened my eyes and the lights in the pool made it seem like I was suspended in bright golden blue light.

			Time resumed, and I came up for air, gasping and coughing. Before I could reorient myself, Lacey had grabbed my arm and dragged me to the edge of the pool.

			“Hey!” I yelled, but she put a cold wet hand over my mouth and held her finger to my lips, shaking her head. I stopped struggling and stared at her, listening hard. I heard the rattle of the pool gate as someone fiddled with the latch. We were floating just beneath the edge, clinging as closely as we could to the wall to stay out of sight.

			“Stay still,” Lacey said into my ear. I nodded and she released her hand from my mouth, using it to keep herself from bobbing up higher than the edge of the pool. We heard the crunch of feet as someone paced outside the fence, but no one came through the gate. I breathed slowly, trying not to cough from the pool water that had infiltrated every orifice of my face. We treaded water as quietly as we could. I felt Lacey’s hand on my shoulder and looked at her. She pointed to the bottom of the pool. There, I could just make out a dark shape.

			“Those bastards,” I said under my breath.

			“They hid their flag in the pool,” Lacey responded. “Stay here.”

			Lacey used her feet to push herself off the wall of the swimming pool and I watched the light ripple off her as she made her way down to the deepest part of the pool floor. When she resurfaced, she was clutching a beanbag wrapped in a red bandana.

			“I got it,” she said, grinning broadly. Pool water glinted on her face and her normally wild hair lay drenched and dark against her head and neck.

			“Now all we have to do is make it back to—”

			Lacey was interrupted by one of the loudest cracks of thunder I had heard in my life. Instinctively, I reached out to grab Lacey’s arm and pull her toward the edge of the pool.

			“We have to get out of here,” I said.

			We scrambled out of the pool, Lacey shoving the Ruths’ flag into the waistband of her shorts. It must have been nearly eighty degrees, but she shivered a little. I noticed that the curve of Lacey’s waist and hips was visible for the first time as her usually baggy clothes, now soaked from pool water, clung to her skin. I saw Lacey pull her T-shirt away from her torso, as if aware of my gaze, and I turned my eyes to the sky.

			“Well, that explains all the clouds,” I observed.

			As if on cue, raindrops started to fall, fast and frenzied.

			“We better get back to the rec room,” I said.

			“Wait—” Lacey said.

			“What?” I turned.

			“Shouldn’t we go set up the electroscope?”

			A wave of shock ran over me, as if I myself had been struck by lightning. I felt almost as surprised that Lacey remembered the name and existence of my experiment as I did that I had completely forgotten about it in the excitement of winning capture the flag.

			“Oh my God, yeah,” I said. “But what about the game?”

			Lacey shrugged. “It’s fine. Who knows if and when it will storm again? Come on.” She started for the gate, her sneakers making a wet squelching sound with every step she took. The first bolt of lightning cut across the sky.

			“Holy shit,” I said under my breath. “This is it.”

			The dash across camp was treacherous. This was a true Texas rainstorm, beginning abruptly and proceeding furiously. There was no way of knowing whether it would storm all night or clear up in five minutes, and Lacey seemed to sense the urgency of the situation, because she broke into a run toward the cabins. She waited outside for me as I ran inside, dripping all over the floor, and grabbed my contraption from my duffel bag. Cabin six was empty except for Rebekah, who was sound asleep on her lower bunk, facing the wall.

			We ran to the field that held the zipline tower. I jogged after Lacey, barely aware of the discomfort of my soggy clothes and shoes. When we arrived at the base of the tower, Lacey turned to me with wide eyes.

			“Listen,” she said, “I don’t have my key.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“It means we can’t get the harnesses.”

			My stomach dropped into my soaking shoes.

			“We can still go,” Lacey said, “We just need to be careful.”

			I nodded, trying to ignore the giant pit opening in my stomach. Lacey stared at me for a moment, but the rain was only coming harder and faster, and there was no time to hesitate or share feelings about how scary this situation was. Lacey turned and started making her way up the spiral staircase with one hand gripping the railing on the side. Without looking back, she held out her other hand behind her back, and I grasped it. The stairs were slippery, and made only more slippery by the complete lack of traction on our shoes, but we made it to the top. At the top, Lacey let go of my hand and dropped to her knees. I did the same.

			“Okay, what needs to happen now?”

			I was crawling around, trying to set up the electroscope as quickly as I could. “I just need to find a secure place to—”

			The loudest crack of thunder I had heard in my life caused me to lurch. As if it were happening in slow motion, I felt the electroscope fly out of my slippery hand and skitter across the narrow platform of the zipline tower. I didn’t even have time to yell before a gust of wind sent the contraption flying off the edge of the tower. We crawled to the edge of the platform and looked down. I could barely make it out, so far below us through the rain, but I knew that it had broken upon impact with the ground.

			The rain was coming down in slanted sheets now, and the prospect of making our way down the spiral staircase was more than a little intimidating. I was staring blankly at the ground, devastated. I pulled my knees to my chest and rested my forehead on them, almost unaware now of the thunderstorm quite literally crashing down on us.

			Lacey scooted toward me, huddling with me in the middle of the sky. I felt raindrops drip off the ends of my hair and down my neck and face. She put a tentative hand on my shoulder, but I was too embarrassed to look up.

			“It didn’t even have a chance to fail,” I said.

			“I’m sorry,” Lacey said.

			The rain filled the pause.

			“Can we make another one?”

			I shook my head. “I don’t know where to get more parts.”

			“We’re going to have to get down from here,” Lacey said. “It’s dangerous to be up so high during a storm.”

			I nodded, but did not move. Lacey grasped my elbow and dragged me to my feet. She guided me toward the stairs and stepped in front of me. I placed one hand on the rail of the staircase and one hand on her shoulder and slowly, slowly, we spiraled down.

			We must have looked like two deranged, drenched girls as we made our way across the muddy field and back toward cabin six. The other campers and counselors had made their way inside their cabins by now. On the porch of cabin six, I turned to Lacey and gave a small wave. All I wanted to do was put on dry clothes and curl up in my bunk bed to contemplate my utter defeat. Lacey pulled the bandana-wrapped beanbag from the pocket of her shorts and held it out to me. I took it.

			“What do I do with it?”

			Lacey shrugged. “Just keep it, I guess. A souvenir of victory. Also, don’t forget to have Dr. Dan clean your wound again tomorrow since, um, it got wet. Also, sorry I shoved you into the pool.”

			I gave a short laugh and gestured toward the storm. “I was gonna get wet anyway.” I turned toward the cabin door.

			“Also—”

			I stopped.

			“Yeah?”

			“I want to do a poetry slam.”

			I waited.

			“In Austin.”

			“Oh.”

			“And I—want you to help me get ready for it.”

			“Oh?”

			“Just—don’t be mean.”

			“Okay.” I blinked, unsure of what to say.

			“I mean do you—if you—want to.”

			“Yeah, I do,” I said, feeling something like a smile form on my face.

			“Okay. Well. Go dry off. I’ll come find you tomorrow.”

			I nodded again. Lacey stepped off the porch, then turned abruptly back. “And also—”

			“Yeah?”

			I squinted through the rain, barely able to make out Lacey’s face as she receded.

			“It was about Emily Dickinson.”

			And she was gone.

			




Chapter Eleven

			Lacey

			I was relieved that I was able to come home with a valid excuse as to why my clothing was absolutely soaked. I couldn’t explain the reality—that I had jumped into a swimming pool fully clothed and then I had climbed to the top of the zipline tower in the pouring rain to try to help a camper complete a potentially dangerous and unauthorized experiment that no one but the two of us knew about.

			When my parents asked why it had taken me so long to make it back home, I explained that I had been helping lost campers find their way back to their cabins in the storm. In return, I received approving nods and smiles and only a small knot in my stomach from the guilt of outright lying. My mother instructed me to leave my sopping clothes on the tile in the laundry room and to make my way straight to bed.

			In the bathroom, I fished my green notebook out of the pocket of my shorts. I gave it a slight shake, but knew almost immediately that it was a lost cause. I opened it and stared at the rippled pages and the blurry words, then tossed it onto the tile of the bathroom floor, where it made a definitive SPLAT. I turned on the shower and felt the sting of hot tears in my eyes. Only some of those poems had been turned into Slant posts. Most of them had been written down only in my notebook and were now lost forever.

			I peeled off the clothes that clung to my skin and stepped into the shower. The warm water poured over me as I leaned against the tiled wall of the shower. Something inside me released, and my tears turned into silent sobs. I told myself that maybe the notebook would have been ruined by the rain anyway, but why had I not just left the notebook in a drawer? Why had I not pulled it out of my pocket before I had plunged into the swimming pool to hide from the Ruths and win capture the flag—which didn’t even matter because the whole thing had turned into a big muddy mess?

			I put my hands over my eyes and tried to take a deep breath. I did not cry often, and when I did, it was only in private. The shower was one of the only places where I felt isolated from my own judgment and could allow a short release of emotion. I thought of Jo, sitting at the top of the zipline tower in the rain, with her head bent over her knees. I wondered if Jo had been crying too. I wondered if the falling electroscope had felt to Jo like opening the soggy pages of my notebook had felt to me. I sat down on the edge of the shower and put my head in my hands.

			Who the hell is Emily?

			I lifted my face out of my hands and smoothed my hair back, thinking about this question. Jo must have found access to a computer somewhere. She must have logged onto Slant and searched for my name. She must have scrolled through the profiles until she found mine and then read at least one of my posts. Not only that, she had thought about the poem long enough to criticize the traditional rhyme scheme and to question who the poem was about. I burned at the thought of Jo reading my poetry and judging it for its old-fashioned style. Who the hell had she thought Emily was? I felt the odd sensation of a laugh forming in my throat. There was something funny to me about the anger behind that question. I thought with satisfaction of how cool I had probably looked walking into the rain after stating that my stupid poem was about Emily Dickinson.

			Or maybe that was even more embarrassing than how bad Jo thought the poem was. I turned off the shower and reached for a towel.

			Jo

			Everyone in cabin six was chattering about the game and how it had been ruined by the storm and how no one had found either flag as they wrung out their clothes and bustled in and out of the showers. Funfetti was trying to get everyone to hurry because it was way past our normal curfew and we were still going to have to get up at the same time tomorrow for breakfast.

			I took one of my classic Jo Delgado two-minute showers and put on a fresh T-shirt and shorts. Hayley found her way next to me while we brushed our teeth and asked me in a low voice about the whereabouts of the orange water bottle.

			“I must have left it by the pool,” I muttered.

			“Shit, okay, well one of us will have to go get it tomorrow at some point. It reeks of Nate’s Grapes.”

			I thought about pointing out that the water bottle ought to be Hayley’s sole responsibility, but remembered that I had certainly drained the rest of its contents while hiding in the pool bathroom and thought better of it. I nodded reassuringly and Hayley’s shoulders relaxed a little.

			“So what ended up happening after I was captured?”

			I shrugged. “Not much really. I hid until everyone was gone and then I—then it started pouring rain and I was just trying to make my way back to the cabin at that point.”

			“What took you so long? Everyone else was back like an hour ago.”

			“Uh…” I did not bother to ask myself why it seemed impossible to tell Hayley the truth about what had happened in the intervening time, and if I had asked myself I would not have known how to answer. Thankfully, Hayley answered for me.

			“You finished the bottle, didn’t you?”

			I paused brushing my teeth and looked guiltily at Hayley. I gave her a mischievous smile. “Well, what else was there to do?”

			Hayley let out a laugh. “Fair enough, but you owe me a bottle now.”

			“How the heck am I supposed to get you a bottle of Nate’s Grapes? I don’t exactly think they sell it in the Snack Shack.”

			“I’m sure you’ll think of something.”

			This comment was too vague for me to interpret, so I just gave a nod.

			I noticed immediately that someone must have touched my duffel bag. I rummaged through it to check whether any items were missing, but they were all accounted for. Funfetti stood by the light switch and started counting down from ten for lights out. I started to zip up my duffel bag when I noticed that the cap of my cologne bottle was loose in the bag. I snapped it back on and leapt into my bunk just as the room went dark.

			I stared at the frame of the top bunk, only dimly visible as my eyes adjusted to the darkness of the room. The sound of girls fluffing their pillows and rearranging their blankets and settling in provided a pleasant ambient noise for my flurry of thoughts and emotions. I squeezed my eyes shut as the vision of the falling electroscope faded into my brain like the start of a bad movie. I played it through a few times, trying to ignore the fact that tears were starting to form in the corners of my eyes. If my mom knew that I was crying over a failed homemade science experiment, she would click her tongue and say “Ay, reyna, we are strong women. We do not cry.” If I just kept my eyes squeezed shut, the tears wouldn’t fall, and then they wouldn’t count.

			I replayed the memory of being pushed into the pool to be saved from the potential captors approaching. Or had Lacey pushed me for another reason—like the reason she had pushed me off the zipline tower? I thought about what had happened in the moments before. They were hazy. Lacey was annoyed that I had criticized her poetry. I had asked her a question…I took in a deep breath through my nose, my head still swirling a little from the cheap wine. I smelled the sandalwood and pine and my eyes popped open. Lacey had smelled like this. I sat up in bed, staring hard at my duffel bag, trying to make my eyes adjust to the darkness. Had Lacey been in cabin six? Been near my bunk? Touched my things? How? When? Why? I lay back down and pulled the covers up to my chin, my mind whirling in progressively slower concentric circles until I finally fell asleep.

			




Chapter Twelve

			Lacey

			I found Jo the next day during arts and crafts. The smell of the arts and crafts shack was strangely pleasing—a mixture of mod podge, puff paint, and cedar. Jo was stringing a beaded bracelet with light green, dark green, and black beads. I selected a small box and some paint colors at random and sat down at the long table across from her.

			“How’s it going today, Einstein?”

			Jo’s head shot up. She had been utterly absorbed in the tiny beads and had not noticed when I entered the room.

			“Can’t really call me that anymore,” she said. “I’m not a scientist now, just a camper.”

			“And not a happy one, I take it?”

			Jo let out a deep sigh. “Honestly, and don’t judge me, I think I have a mild hangover.”

			“Ooh,” I said in a sweet voice, “I have no idea what that’s like since I’m a good Christian girl.”

			Jo rolled her eyes. “Well, it’s rather unpleasant. I didn’t see you on the dock this morning during Bible study. Did my criticism yesterday put you off of working on your poetry?”

			I ducked my head and started squeezing out light blue paint onto the long piece of paper that served as an arts and crafts tablecloth. “Please,” I said with affected nonchalance. “My notebook just got ruined in the rain.”

			“Oh, shit, for real?”

			I was surprised when I looked up to see an expression of genuine concern on Jo’s face.

			“Did you have them written down anywhere else?”

			“Well, as you apparently know, a few of them are on Slant. But no. A lot of them are gone.”

			“I’m so sorry,” Jo said.

			“I’m sorry too,” I said. “About your experiment. And your hangover.”

			We worked on our art projects in silence for a few minutes. I tried to focus on painting, but the visual arts never seemed to come naturally to me. I frowned at the little box, then watched Jo stringing beads. She seemed utterly engrossed in her project, delicately selecting the tiny beads and holding the wire steady as she strung them on.

			“How do you pick the colors?” I asked without a preamble.

			Jo blinked like someone who had been suddenly interrupted while reading. “What?”

			“How do you, uh, pick the colors you want to use?”

			Jo pursed her lips. “I actually associate colors with feelings,” she said. “And people and sounds and stuff.”

			“Seriously?”

			“Yes,” Jo said.

			I grinned. “Cool. So, uh, what color am I? If I have one.” I looked down at my paintbrush, embarrassed by my curiosity. Maybe it was presumptuous to assume that I was important enough to even have a color. But Jo answered without hesitation.

			“Dark green,” she said. “Like a pine tree.”

			I wasn’t sure why I tried not to smile. I put down my paintbrush. “I think I know something that will make you feel better,” I said.

			“What?”

			“A slush baby and a cold chocolate bar from the Snack Shack.”

			Jo’s face lit up. “That does sound good,” she said. “But I don’t have any Lavender Loot, remember?”

			I gave her a wave. “I got you.”

			I stood up and put my box on a shelf designated for unfinished crafts; Jo followed suit. She followed me toward the middle of the camp grounds where the Snack Shack was located. It occurred to me that she had probably never even set foot in there, not wanting to be tempted by cold drinks and sugary treats, which cost Lavender Loot or cash, which I was guessing she didn’t have either.

			“Why is Camp Lavender the hottest place in the United States of America?” Jo asked, panting. “Like hotter than Houston.”

			“Gladwall produces a special kind of heat only manufactured in East Texas,” I answered.

			“To remind us of how unpleasant hell will be so we’re more tempted to repent and be saved?” Jo joked. She glanced sideways at me, trying to gauge whether I was amused or offended. My mouth twisted to the side while I tried not to laugh.

			“Hush, you sacrilegious Catholic,” was all I said.

			The door to the Snack Shack made a Ding! sound like we were in an old movie. A cool blast of air hit us, chilling the droplets of sweat that had formed on our foreheads during the short walk.

			“What’s your favorite thing to get from here?” Jo asked.

			“Okay,” I said, turning toward her with excitement. “I have tried every single combination of slush baby and candy in this place and I am going to tell you what to get. Do you trust me?”

			Jo nodded.

			I punched the air with excitement. Jo raised her eyebrows at the gesture, but I was too energized to be self-conscious. I hurried over to a shelf that contained an array of candies and chocolates and picked up a bar in bright gold packaging.

			“Have you ever had these?” I asked Jo.

			“No, what are they?”

			“They’re called caramel crisps, and if I told you that God made them, you would believe me.” I snatched two packets off the shelf and took them to the refrigerated section of the shack. I laid them carefully in between two bottles of soda and turned back to Jo with a solemn face.

			“The key is to have them cold,” I said. “So we’ll get our slush babies, then we’ll come back and get them right before we go.”

			I approached the counter, where a counselor named Mudslide was doing a book of crossword puzzles.

			“Can I get two blue raspberry slushies and put two caramel crisps on my tab?” I asked.

			Mudslide nodded and I watched Jo watch with wide eyes as a whirling silver machine deposited masses of thick, icy, blue substance into bright red and white striped cups. It was pure summer magic. I picked the drinks up off the counter and motioned with my head for Jo to retrieve the packets of chocolate.

			“Where to?” Jo asked.

			“To work on my poetry,” I said, following it up quickly and self-consciously with, “if you still want to, if you have time.”

			The beauty of entering the second week of camp was that all of the campers were given three hours of free time in the afternoons in which they could nap, swim, eat, play, and generally get up to various forms of mischief. Those with Lavender Loot were the luckiest because the Snack Shack ran on this particular form of camp currency. If Jo stayed on my good side long enough, she would have access to a generous supply of snacks for the summer.

			“I’ve got nothing but time.” Jo laughed.

			“Okay, well, I want to make sure we go somewhere where we’re not going to run into anyone else, but that involves some rowing.”

			Jo looked skeptical as I led her toward the dock.

			“There’s an empty chapel across the lake. We could walk to it, but we’d have to go all the way around the lake on the horse trail and it will take forever and the heat makes the horse droppings absolutely reek.”

			Jo grimaced. “Rowing it is. Take me to the canoes, Heller!”

			I grinned and walked faster, taking a sip of my icy drink. “Try it!”

			Jo took a long sip. I watched her face as the sour taste filled her mouth. Slush babies somehow tasted just like the electric blue color they were.

			“Holy—” she started, but must have remembered not to swear and ended, “slushie, Batman.”

			I laughed. “It’s so good, right?”

			Jo peeled open her packet of caramel crisps while we walked and popped one of the small chocolate squares into her mouth. They were sweet and crunchy, as the name suggested, and I watched Jo’s eyes close in enjoyment. I let a square melt on my tongue. For a moment, the burst of cool sweetness made me forget about the vicious heat pounding down on us. Jo made that mmm sound people make when the deliciousness of a treat completely overtakes their senses.

			“I told you,” I said in response.

			“I never doubted you.”

			We arrived at the dock and I gestured at a corner where a set of oars were stacked together vertically and six red and green canoes floated alongside each other, hooked to the dock, waiting for someone to take them out on the lake.

			“Hold this.” I handed Jo my slush baby and caramel crisps and pulled two oars out of the stack.

			“Which color?” I gestured at the canoes.

			“Does it matter?” Jo asked. She squinted at the canoes, which were all more or less the same, take or give some wear and tear.

			“I thought it might to you,” I said.

			“Oh, um, green,” Jo said, a smile flickering across her face.

			I nodded and
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