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      Most people would probably agree that ten year olds are impervious to falling in love. What does a kid know of love, they’d say. Most folks would say it’s entirely impossible to meet your soul mate (and know it) at the tender age of ten, to fall head over heels, madly in love. But most ten year olds haven’t been through what Jack Harrison has. If you were to ask Jack today, he would say that he knew more about love and loss and everything in between, even then, than the majority of adults roaming the planet.

      It would be nice to tell you that Jack Harrison wasn’t always the competitive, hard-nosed businessman most people know him as today. But to tell you any different would be a lie. Sure, maybe he was once a carefree, kind-spirited little boy, but Jack couldn’t recall that version of himself—and anyone who might have, was dead. In theory, the shift had likely already begun the year ten year old Jack met what would become the love of his life.

      It was the summer of 1990, a summer of record-breaking heat, the summer that he learned a lesson or two about what it takes to rise to the top, and exactly one summer after his mother had finally lost her five-year battle with cancer.
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        June 1990

      

      

      Jack clearly remembers the first time he saw her face. He could easily recall that he was lying face down on the ground as a mixture of blood and dirt coated the inside of his mouth, one eye swollen shut, the other carefully fluttering, and then opening ever so slightly until he found himself peering into the bluest eyes he’d ever seen, eyes so pure and so blue that it was hard to tell where they ended, and the bright blue morning sky began.

      They say if you are hit in the head hard enough, you’ll see a beautiful burst of colors, and that is exactly what Jack thought he saw as he struggled to force open the one eyelid he still somewhat had control over. Later, he would remember that it was her voice he had heard first, the voice of an angel calling out urgently as he forced himself into a ball and lay there thinking of his mother. Surely, he told himself, that if she could survive all those years of suffering, then he could endure the next few minutes—it shouldn’t be too long now until his bullies were satisfied with their work. He at least owed his mother that much, he thought.

      Raymond Netzer and Joseph Coulter were well known among the campers for getting their way. You were either with them or against them, a sentiment they enjoyed reminding Jack of with each blow. They were a good four years older than he was, among the oldest kids at Camp Hope. That’s the thing about death and the people it leaves behind. It changes them. You either come out better or worse afterward, one or the other, but never the same. Truth be told, there would always be kids like Raymond and Joseph. The world is full of them, bullies, up to no good. Death only added fuel to their fire. Jack and the others were merely an outlet for their anger, something to try to control where death had left them nothing.

      For this reason, Jack practically begged his father not to send him away again this summer, because he was unfortunate enough to know what was awaiting him. But his father was unrelenting, insistent that Camp Hope, a bereavement camp for children who’d lost a parent, was where he needed to be. His father needed to work, he reminded him often, and not only would Jack enjoy all of the activities they offered, but he’d be out of the way, and best yet, it wouldn’t cost his father anything. Maybe you should go to camp then, Jack had said.

      “Can you walk?” the little voice asked.

      Jack nodded his head.

      “Here let me help…”

      The girl pulled on his arm to no avail. “Come on. Get up before they come back.”

      Jack pushed himself up to a seated position and studied the girls face. She was younger than he was by at least a few years. He glanced behind her at the audience that had gathered. She seemed to have read his mind because she turned around then and thrust her hands palms up toward the sky as though she were demanding to know what it was they were looking at. She waved something he couldn’t make out above her head. “You see this here?” she shouted. “It’s evidence. Proof that you all just stood here and did nothing while those jerks beat him to a pulp! Now get to gettin’. Or else I’m turning these over. And you’re all in for it!”

      Jack watched the crowd scatter as he brushed the dirt off his pants, staggering a bit, as he made his way up to a standing position. He eyed the girl suspiciously.

      She thrust her hand toward him so suddenly it startled him. “I’m Amelie. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance. If only it were under better circumstances.”

      Jack furrowed his brow and shoved his hands in his pockets. He may not be as tough as the boys who’d just kicked the shit out of him, but he was no dummy. Jack knew exactly what he needed to do at this moment, for he’d learned very early in life the necessity of saving face. “No, trust me, kid, the pleasure’s all mine. Now those assholes are really going to have it out for me.” He looked her up and down. “Now, that a girl came to my rescue. I really didn’t need your help. I would’ve been just fine on my own”

      The girl seemed unfazed. “Well, I guess that’s one way to thank the person who just saved your life. Oh, by the way, you’re welcome.”

      Jack shook his head and turned back toward the hill. She followed. “Hey! You never told me your name.”

      Determined not to be seen with the girl as they made their way back to the center of camp, he picked up his pace as best he could given his injuries. “My name? It’s ‘as good as dead’ now.”

      “Oh, come on, lighten up. Look on the bright side, will ya. You have at least one friend here now. That has to count for somethin’, doesn’t it?”

      He turned on his heel and pointed his finger down at her face, vaguely aware of the onlookers. “Let’s get something straight here, all right?” He motioned at her and then back at himself. “You and I… we are not friends.”

      Her face fell, but even Jack was impressed by how quickly she recovered. “Well… I just thought… I don’t know anyone here… and… well by the looks of things, it doesn’t seem like you have many friends… at least not anyone willing to stick their neck out for you, anyway. So, it appears to me that you could certainly use a friend or two.”

      Jack allowed the corners of his mouth to turn upward ever so slightly, which he was pretty sure didn’t go unnoticed by the girl. She was young but smarter than she looked, he thought. And this would be just the first time of many that she would surprise Jack Harrison with her wit.
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        * * *

      

      The following morning Jack received a pink slip requesting that he report to the camp counselors office. He entered the rickety shack and frowned when he saw the culprits who’d caused his black eye sitting beside one another looking none too pleased. Wonderful. This is exactly what he needed.

      Mr. Thomas stood from behind his desk and motioned Jack in closing the door behind him. He motioned to the empty chair. Jack stood ignoring his wordless request. He knew what was coming, and he wasn’t going to make it any easier than it needed to be. The best thing to do in this situation is to remain quiet and composed, saying nothing at all.

      Jack stared at the floor. Mr. Thomas peered over the rim of his thick-rimmed glasses. “So… Jack… do you want to tell me what happened to your eye?”

      Jack shrugged. “I tripped.”

      Mr. Thomas glanced at something on his desk. Jack’s eyes instinctively followed.

      “Uh huh. I see.”

      Jack squinted a little in an attempt to get a better look at the colorful object the counselor was eying. “Look, I’m on A.M. dish duty today… so if it’s all the same to you, I’d better get to it.”

      The older man cocked his head to the side. “Jack, tell me… do you have any idea how poison oak could’ve made its way underneath the sheets of three of our campers beds. I mean… that’s a pretty atypical place for poison oak to grow, wouldn’t you say?

      Jack considered the question for a quick second. “Well, we are in the woods here… so I guess you never know…” Jack was guilty. He knew it, and the counselor knew it. How he knew, Jack didn’t know. But that wasn’t the point. The point was to be as vague as possible, to give as little information as he could get by with—without either admitting or denying his guilt.

      The counselor let out a quick, tired sigh. “Here’s the thing, Mr. Harrison… I had to send one of our campers to the emergency room this morning due to a severe allergic reaction. The other two are sitting out there waiting for their parents to pick them up until... until they have recovered. Now, usually, I wouldn’t have thought too much of this other than that it was an unfortunate incident. After all, as you’ve mentioned, we are in a heavily wooded area. But then this morning these showed up, coupled with a note.” He scooted the items across his desk toward Jack. “Do you want explain these?”

      Jack stared at the Polaroid’s but didn’t dare touch them. Damn. He met the old man's gaze head on. “What’s there to explain? What’s that saying? A picture is worth a thousand words? Yeah, that’s it… a picture is worth a thousand words.”

      The counselor leaned back in his chair and folded arms. “Jack, I can’t help you if you’re not willing to let me. But you can’t go around putting people in the hospital. Do you hear me? This is very serious. Bullying will not be tolerated here at Camp Hope. If these boys are bothering you, then I expect you to come to me. But you cannot continue taking matters into your own hands. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      “Completely.”

      “Mr. Harrison, one further question… do you have any idea how these pictures might’ve gotten into my office? They came with a note… a very demanding note. But with no indication of who the sender might be. You see, it’s my job to know exactly what goes on here within my camp, and if something is going on that I need to know about, I do not intend to be informed via a Polaroid photograph. Surely, you can understand my position, can’t you? The trouble is that I just want to ensure that our little photographer understands it, too.”

      Jack smiled though it didn’t touch his eyes. He shrugged his shoulders. “I have no idea.”

      The old man deadpanned. “Yes, that’s just what I expected you’d say. Well, I guess now that we’re clear here… you’d better get on to dish duty. Oh, and Jack?”

      Jack raised his brow.

      “It’s dish duty for you for the rest of the week. Both A.M. and P.M. With one as creative as you seem to be, it’s important that we keep all of that… talent contained. Now, one last time, are you sure you have no idea who sent these?”

      Jack glared. “Your guess is as good as mine.”

      “Ok. Well, then… just to be safe, I’m thinking we’d better make that two weeks.”

      “Yes, sir.” He nodded. “Am I free to go now?” The endless days of lying with his mother watching Perry Mason as she withered away counted for something, he thought.

      The man motioned toward the door. “I suppose so. But do let me know if you can think of anything that we’re missing here. About these photos, I mean.”

      Jack nodded.

      That day, Jack scrubbed the dishes cleaner than perhaps anyone had ever cleaned them—thanks to that goddamned girl. He knew exactly who’d sent those pictures. And now, not only had she invaded his life, but his thoughts, too. He was going to kill her.
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        * * *

      

      The next time that Jack saw the girl was in what they called ‘group session’ at Camp Hope. Jack hated ‘group’ where they were supposed to sit in a circle and ‘talk about their feelings.’ What the hell was there to discuss anyway, he wondered. Their parents were dead. They were in the middle of nowhere, misfits, cast off to some camp to ‘talk’ about feelings with strangers. Just so that the people who were supposed to really matter in their lives could avoid talking about them. It was what it was, so he never quite understood how talking about it was going to make any of it any different, which is usually why he sat outside the circle in the far corner of the room gazing out at the lake. Sure, they tried to make him inclusive within the group, the first few times of which he politely declined. The third time he walked out on them all together and let the door slam behind him. After that, they’d mostly left him alone. This summer marked Jack’s second year here at Camp Hope (which, by the way, he thought was a bullshit name), and it hadn’t gotten any easier and certainly was not any more fun, the way they’d all promised it would be. He hated this place, though, truth be told—ever since his mother had died he hated it everywhere. Sure, Jack still loved his mother more than he loved anyone, but he was coming to find that even she was a liar. It wasn’t getting better, and it certainly wasn’t OK. She once told him that he could still talk to her, that she would be there for him. But it was all a goddamned lie. He knew by now that she wasn’t really there. As hard as he might’ve tried, he couldn’t see her, he couldn’t feel her, and he couldn’t touch her. She wasn’t at a camp. She wasn’t at a lake in the middle nowhere. And she sure as hell wasn’t in any “group” circle time. She wasn’t anywhere except in the ground where they’d put her.

      Jack had been thinking of the letters when the girl’s voice caught his attention. Although he was pretty sure she wasn’t here last summer, he’d never paid much attention to whatever it was they discussed in their little powwow they held over there—but this time he found himself anxious to hear what she had to say. Whatever it was he was going to use it to destroy her. To crush her once and for all. Keep her out of his business, out of his life, out of his thoughts. Once is all it’d take, he knew this all too well. He watched as she stood and addressed the group. She was peppy, confident even—although not overly so. The good news was this was her weakness. It left room for people like him to create cracks, to manipulate the situation. But at the same time, she was the optimistic type. Nothing seemed to keep her kind down for long, and he hated her for that. These types of people were the worst.

      Jack leaned back in his chair, crossed his arms, and observed as she casually flicked her blonde ponytail over her shoulder. She paused, looked up, and smiled directly at him. It was an evil smile with a lie behind it. That much Jack knew for sure. Whatever she was about to say, it was going to be stupid. He was going to hit the jackpot later when he rubbed it all in her face. As she spoke up, her voice cracked a bit but she recovered quickly. “I’m Amelie and I’m eight. This is a poem I wrote in honor of my dad. He was a famous poet. But now he’s just dead.”

      The counselors smiled at one another, clearly a little uneasy and then nodded at the girl to go on. She was proud, her smile unwavering. It didn’t even falter on the word dead. This was going to be so good.

      “Roses are red.

      Violets are blue.

      My dad is dead.

      If you’re here... yours probably is, too.”

      The room was silent. The counselors looked nervous, wary. But the girl, she just smiled, and then glanced at Jack—or was it a wink? For a moment, he couldn’t believe it. But then, as she sat back down, she curtsied in his direction, and that one movement solidified it all. The more he thought about it, the more he was sure that she had, in fact, winked at him. Clearly, this Amelie girl was messing with him.
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        Spring 2012

      

      

      Jack Harrison stood in front of his office window overlooking the lake as he let his thoughts drift back to her. They somehow always did, whether he was here or not. Even still, this had always been the place Jack could feel her most.

      No matter how many years passed, he could still picture her there underneath the tree that first summer, and though he could barely remember the boy he was then, in his mind he could still see her there under that tree, pointing her camera toward some unknown object near the lake. Whatever it was, she was forever looking through that lens. He never could quite see what the big deal was. He could remember how alone she looked sitting there that afternoon and also how like him being alone didn’t appear to bother her all that much. He recalled how, finally, when he could not contain his anger any longer he strode over and stood over her, his hands on his hips, his expression fierce. Even years later, and though he would never have admitted it then, he could remember how sweet, how innocent, how beautiful she looked as she lowered her camera, looked up at him and smiled. No one had ever smiled at him the way she did—not before or after that day. It was a smile that implied: “I know more about you than you think I do.” It was a smile that meant it, too. It was a smile that immediately saw right through him—that day and every day since.

      “Why’d you do it?” he demanded.

      She pursed her lips, brought her camera back to her eye, and resumed looking at whatever it was she had been looking at off in the distance. She didn’t answer him for a long time, and the silence made him uncomfortable. Such a long time had passed between his question and her answer that Jack had given up hope that she was going to respond at all.

      Finally, she spoke quietly. “Do you believe in things you can’t see, Jack?”

      He frowned. “No. But what does that have to do with my question?”

      “Everything.”
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        * * *

      

      That summer was the first of many where he’d fight the urge to let the girl in and lose, after giving it his best shot. What he couldn’t understand then was that, for the rest of his life, he’d be fighting to keep her in.

      Over the course of those first few summers, they became fast friends—but with them it was always two steps forward, two steps back. She’d get too close, get on his nerves, and Jack would cut her off. That’s the thing about Amelie. She always was an inquisitive little thing and damn it if she didn’t incessantly hit the nail on the head when it came to people. She never pried. She didn’t have to. She was the kind of person who made you want to tell her things. And what people didn’t tell her, she somehow just knew. This quality fascinated Jack. He found himself drawn to it, to her.

      The summer after Jack met Amelie, he still hated Camp Hope and put up resistance when his father made him go—but he never again hated it quite as much. For the next six years, his father insisted on sending him, and each year, he found himself putting up less and less of a fight. By the time June rolled around, he had looked forward to telling Amelie about all of the stuff he’d done during the school year, all the people he pissed off, and how much trouble he had avoided getting into. If he remembered correctly, it was somewhere around the summer he turned sixteen and Amelie fourteen that things began to change. Most of that summer he had been busy chasing a girl named Kristy (he was determined to get to second base) and Amelie was busy doing what Amelie always did, writing poetry and taking photos.

      One particularly hot day, Jack found Amelie sitting on the edge of the dock alone, staring off into the water at nothing. He had also been particularly hot and angry that day as he’d tried and failed once again to make it to second base with Kristy. “What are you doing out here, kid?” he remembered saying. He had started calling her kid that summer because it made him feel somehow better than her. It made him feel superior—older and wiser, as if putting a name to it would make it so. In typical Amelie fashion, she didn’t seem to mind in the least.

      She didn’t turn to look at him. “I’m thinking, JACK. You should try it sometime.”

      Jack plopped down next to her, playfully shoving her shoulder. “What’s your problem?”

      “I didn’t have one. Until you showed up.”

      “Whoa. Have you finally gotten your period or something?” Jack held his wrist out motioning at the watch his mother had given him. “Because you know, kid, it’s about that time.”

      She stood and glared right through him. “You know what? Fuck you, Jack.”

      “Geez, kid. Calm down! I was just joking. What’s your deal, anyway?”

      She retreated a little. “I don’t have a deal. Just stay away from me, ok.”

      “What are you always staring at out here, anyway?” Jack pushed himself up and grabbed at her camera. She managed to grasp it behind her back where he couldn’t quite get to it, so he picked up her bag instead. She deadpanned. “Give me that, Jack.”

      Amelie continued trying to wrestle the bag from him as he playfully kept it away, holding it high in the air above her head. He was amused, and to her detriment, much faster, taller, and stronger than she was. “What’s in here anyway? Your tampons?” She grabbed at it once more as he lowered it and raised it above her head again suddenly causing the contents to spill out. Jack’s jaw dropped, and he stared at everything before him. There were dozens of photos of him. Of him and Kristy. There they were, plain as day—he and Kristy swimming. He and Kristy playing volleyball. He and Kristy eating lunch. He and Kristy around the campfire. Him laughing. Him frowning. As Jack stared at the photos, he noticed a strange look play across her face, though he wasn’t sure what it meant. Was it pity? Remorse? Hatred?

      “What the fuck is wrong with you, Amelie? This is sick,” he shouted.

      She stared at the ground, either unable or unwilling to meet his eyes. “You’re wasting your time with her, Jack. She’s not into you.”

      Jack glanced down at the photos once more. He watched a few of them scatter in the wind and felt the rage as it rose in his chest. By this time, a small crowd of onlookers had gathered. He could see the surprise on her face as he grabbed once more for the camera. Maybe it was pure shock, but she didn’t resist too hard as he took it from her hands. Jack turned the camera over in his palm, swallowed his anger, and then chucked it as hard as he could into the lake. Even now, he could still hear the audible gasp and picture Amelie falling to her knees.

      “No, Amelie. Fuck YOU,” Jack called over his shoulder as he made this way back up the dock.

      “Jack.”

      He turned around slightly, but he didn’t respond.

      “That was the last thing my father gave me.”

      Fuck. Jack dove in head first, clothing and all, and swam harder than he ever had in his entire life.
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        * * *

      

      Those words would be the last Amelie would say to him for the next three hundred and eighty-seven days. He knows because he counted. After the ‘camera incident’, Amelie refused to talk to him. Jack tried desperately to see her, but that summer, he learned another valuable lesson about women—when they’ve been publicly wronged, they tend to stick to together. There was no way any of them were going to let him get within two feet of her. Three days later, her mother picked her up a full month early from camp. Over the next year, Jack did two things: he wrote to her twice a week, and he worked his ass off to buy her a new camera. And it wasn’t just any camera he planned to purchase—it had to be the best camera on the market. Up until that year, money had never been all that important to Jack. He despised any talk of money—mostly because his father seemed to be obsessed with the topic. But looking back, Jack saw the ‘camera incident’ as one of those life-changing situations you couldn’t have possibly seen coming.

      Jack’s father was old school. If you wanted something, you had to earn it. End of story. His father was a successful stockbroker, hell-bent on teaching his son ‘the business.’ Up until that year, Jack couldn’t give two shits about business. At the same time, he also abhorred having to ask his father for anything. In the case of the camera though, he found himself with little choice.

      After a lot of persuading on Jack’s part, his father finally agreed to front him the six hundred dollars he needed to buy Amelie the camera he wanted her to have. He’d taken the bus downtown several times in search of the perfect camera. He talked to sales guy after sales guy in order to discern which camera would be best. If he could just get that camera for her, he felt certain she’d be so blown away that she’d finally forgive him, and they could finally go back to the way things were. Before.

      The caveat for his father loaning him the money was that he had to ride the bus to downtown Dallas every day after school and work for his father at the brokerage firm he owned. That was the year that Jack learned three things. One, his old man was an even bigger ass than he’d originally thought. Two, with money came opportunity, and without opportunity (such as with the new camera purchase debacle), you were nothing. And three, being successful in business provided one more power than you could possibly imagine.

      That year, the year Jack turned sixteen, was the year he fell in love with the pursuit of money. Nothing mattered more, nothing less.

      He was a quick learner, mostly because he had two things his older counterparts didn’t: youthful charm (or perhaps it was ignorance, because he didn’t know quite when to take no for an answer) and two, he had the drive they seemed to have lost somewhere along the way.

      After three days, he’d earned enough to pay his father back, and after three weeks enough to buy his first car. A car, which his father insisted he negotiate the deal all on his own. When he showed up in his brand new car, and told his father what he’d paid for it, his old man laughed in his face, insisted he read the terms of the agreement, and return the car if it were plausible. He was a fool, his father said, laughing in his face. It was that experience, the experience of heading back to the dealership and handing over the keys, that made Jack sure of one thing: it was the last time he’d allow himself to be screwed over in business. Ever.

      With the second car, Jack did his research. He put in phone call after phone call, learning the base-price car dealers paid manufacturers to obtain the vehicle he wanted to purchase. He then negotiated solely by phone, refusing to set foot in the dealership until the said base price was agreed upon. When Jack showed up in his brand new Mustang GT and told his Pops the price he’d paid, and exactly the method he used to arrive at that figure, his old man patted him on the back. It was the first time in as long as Jack could remember that his father put his hands on him for anything good. He never did forget that feeling.
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      Jack put the top down on his GT, turned up his Kurt Cobain c.d. on the stereo and let the wind blow through his now longer grungy, dirty blonde hair as he drove the nearly two hundred miles from Dallas to Camp Hope. He’d been caught up by work stuff. There were just too many deals to close, and it had set him back by a week. Although he’d called several times, he still had yet to speak to Amelie. Her mother always insisted she was out, but Jack was pretty sure she hadn’t always been telling the truth.

      He pulled into camp shortly before dusk, checked in, and then asked around for Amelie. There were so many new faces that year. Jack hardly recognized any of them. Seventeen was the maximum age for campers at Camp Hope, and he’d just about aged out of the program. His only option for returning after this summer would be to come back as a junior counselor, which was pretty much the last thing on earth he wanted to do. He was here now for one reason and one reason only. He needed to get this situation off his conscience. His plan was to give Amelie the camera, and then get back to business at home. Unsure where else to look, Jack headed for the dock. He pulled the camera from his backpack and double-checked the wrapping to make sure it was still presentable. He’d wrapped and re-wrapped it several times each time a little more satisfied, but he decided he just wasn’t good at that stuff. It was times like these he wished his mother were around. She had been the best gift wrapper around. Jack remembered how he’d admire his Christmas presents simply for no reason other than that she had made them look so damned good. It was these kinds of things you forgot about a person after they died. Mundane things that no one thought to remember until you needed them. But Jack found these were also the sort of things that cut the deepest. It was funny that a task as simple as wrapping a gift could throw him off kilter for an entire week—but it could.

      Jack made his way down the big hill and took in the sight of the fiery orange sun setting against the fading blue sky. Just below, he could make out a few figures sitting on the edge of the dock with their feet in the water. He slowly headed in their direction, but the two seemed oblivious to his forthcoming presence. Sure enough, it was Amelie and with her tracing his fingers along her palm was none other than the douche bag, Connor Levine. Connor was a year older than Jack and now served as a camp counselor… Jack was almost sure. He had always been well known around camp for ‘picking up’ the younger campers. Obviously, picking up had little to do with what it was Connor really did. Jack stopped in his tracks when Amelie threw her head back and laughed at something just out of earshot. He swallowed hard and cleared his throat. Amelie turned, and then cocked her head to the side as though she might not be seeing what she thought she was.

      Her eyes lit up with recognition, and she smiled that smile. As always, it cut right through him. “Jack. Hey. What are you doing here?”

      Jack shoved one hand in his pocket. The other held the wrapped camera. “I… I called, and you never called back. I wrote… and you never wrote back. “

      “Guess you can’t take a hint then, can you, bro?” Connor chimed in.

      As Amelie stood, her eyes met Jack’s briefly, before she lowered them toward the ground. But Jack never took his eyes off her. “I just came to give you this…”

      Amelie glanced up and hesitantly accepted the package. “Thank you,” she said, though it was almost inaudible.

      “Open it.”

      Connor stood. “Dude, get a clue. Can’t you see? She doesn’t want you, man.” He nodded at the package. Jack dared him with the expression on his face to touch it. She doesn’t want your shit, either. Tell him… Amelie.”

      Jack felt his face growing hotter. He took a step closer. The girl standing in front of him wasn’t the same girl who’d walked away last summer. She had changed. She’d grown up. She was just somehow very… different.

      Amelie frowned. She seemed to be studying him just as intently as he was studying her. “You grew your hair out,” she finally said.

      “Yeah.” He touched the camera. His hand brushing against hers caused something within him to light up. “Are you going to open it?”

      She looked down as though she’d forgotten she’d been holding something. Slowly and meticulously, she began unraveling the paper. Her eyes lit up when she removed the last piece. “Wow. Thank you, Jack. This is really, really nice. I mean… wow. You really know your stuff. But… you totally didn’t have to do this...”

      Jack smiled. He hung on every word she’d said. “Yes, I did.”

      Connor sighed loudly. “Are we done with this little reunion? Amelie and I here were discussing something important.”

      Amelie stepped forward and threw her arms around Jack’s neck. “I mean it, Jack… thank you.” Unable to help himself he inhaled her scent then pushed back abruptly. He grabbed her by the shoulders and glared into her eyes. “Amelie. Are you fucking high?”

      She laughed. “Maybe. A little...”

      Jack dropped his hands from her shoulders and lunged for Connor. Unfortunately, Connor was quick. He ducked. So Jack drop-kicked his ass straight into the lake. “Jack!” Amelie screamed. “What is wrong with you?”

      Jack turned to face her, his eyes boring into hers. “Ha. I guess I could ask you the same question. I really didn’t take you for stupid, Amelie.”

      Amelie raised her voice. “Well, I’m so very happy to have proved you wrong.”

      “I never got the chance to say I was sorry… but I wanted you to know. In person. Clearly that was my mistake. Anyway, I hope the camera is ok.” Jack shook his head, turned, and walked away.

      If he thought this was going to be an in-and-out trip, though, he’d been dead wrong.
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        * * *

      

      For the next week, Jack observed ‘Douchebag Connor’ parading his friend, his only friend—by the way, around camp. Connor was making a fool of the both of them. Jack kept his head down and tried to stay out of trouble, which for the most part meant keeping his distance. Until a few days later when Amelie left several photos for him in his camp mailbox. One of them was of her and with it a note that read: I’m sorry. Truce?

      Jack turned the piece of paper over and wrote six words: Tomorrow, noon. Dark Room. Come alone. He stuck the note back in her box and spent the rest of the day alone in his cabin working and doing whatever it took not to think of her.

      The next day, he showed up to the rickety shack, which had been turned into a dark room, where he found Amelie, already working. He stepped inside and leaned back against the counter. He crossed his arms and watched her as she worked. The longer he stared, the less it seemed he could make out what it was about her that had changed so much. Over the past year, she had grown several inches and quite obviously, filled out in exactly the right places. This bothered Jack more than he wanted to admit. She’d changed in other ways, too. The shy, lonely girl he remembered had somehow blossomed into a social magnet. He hated this newer version of Amelie so much that it pained him to admit just how attractive she’d become. From the way she laughed to the way she moved to the way the tiny blonde hairs stuck to the back of her neck—it was too much. It made Jack want to touch her, and it made him picture her in ways he never considered—and for this, he hated himself.

      She nodded in his direction. “What’s up, buttercup?”

      Jack shrugged. “Nothing.”

      She raised her brow. “You wanted to see me… here… for nothing?”

      He crossed and uncrossed his legs. “I think you should stay away from Connor Levine.”

      Amelie laughed. “Really? Because I was worried that you hadn’t made your feelings transparent enough already.”

      Jack studied her for a second before speaking. “You’ve changed.”

      “It happens, Jack. People change…”

      “And why are you smoking pot, anyway? You’re too smart for that shit, Amelie.”

      “Says who?”

      Jack moved closer. “Look. I know what I did last summer on the dock was wrong. I came here to apologize… and to try to make it right. Whatever that means. I’m leaving in the morning but before I go, I need to know that you’re going to stay away from Levine. He only wants one thing from you, kid. And we both know what that is. It’s no different from the others.”

      “And your point is...?”

      Jack sighed. “That you’re too good for him.”

      Amelie pinned the photographs up to dry and turned to him. “I happen to like Connor. And I also happen to like getting high. Why do you care so much, anyway? Is Kristy too busy for you this summer?”

      He rolled his eyes. “This has nothing to do with Kristy.”

      Amelie hurled a clothespin at him and picked up another. “Oh, but doesn’t it?”

      He ducked. “What are you talking about?”

      “Seriously.” She cocked her head and put her hands on her hips. “Seriously? You really don’t get it, do you? I liked you, Jack. Hell, I may have even been in love with you. But you don’t give two fucks about me. And what I realized later was that maybe you never did. Even before Kristy. It’s as if I’m invisible, Jack. It’s always about you. What does Jack want? What does Jack think? You never ask about me. Hell, you’ve never even asked how my father died. Everything has always been about YOU. And you know what? I’ve been ok with that. I let you be who you are because I care about you. I looked up to you. But you can’t just stroll in here with your ‘holier than thou’ attitude and expect me to change who I am just because you’re uncomfortable with it. You need to grow up, Jack. The world doesn’t revolve around you.”

      Jack smiled and crossed his arms. “So you care about me, huh?”

      Amelie shot him a go to hell look, threw up her arms, and turned her back to him.

      He stood there for a moment watching her breathing return to normal. “I do know how your father died, Amelie. I just figured if you ever wanted to talk to me about it… that you’d bring it up. It wasn’t my place…”

      She put both palms on the table and leaned against the weight of her arms, letting out a long sigh. “Can I ask you a question, Jack?”

      “Shoot.”

      She turned to face him, then perched herself up on the counter. “What is it like? The first time?”

      Jack spat. He ran his fingers through hair then paced the length of the tiny room. “What the hell? We are not discussing this. And you are not having sex with Connor Fucking Levine. Do you understand me? Have you lost your goddamned mind, kid? SERIOUSLY! Have you?”

      Amelie grinned, satisfied with herself. “Maybe, I have.”
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        * * *

      

      Jack paced back and forth. He went for a five-mile run and then swam laps in the lake. Just a few more hours, he told himself, until he could get the hell out of this place and never look back. All he knew was that if he didn’t get out of here soon, he was going to kill that Levine kid. What was he thinking anyway, taking advantage of her like that?

      Unfortunately for Jack, he knew exactly what he was thinking. And that was the problem. He considered his options: kick the kid’s ass and be thrown out of camp, or leave on his own accord and let it go. Neither one seemed very appealing. In the end, he decided that if Amelie were going to be stupid, then she should at least be safe. Because god knows, Levine could really care less. Jack had heard him say as much. Pussy was pussy, and the girls almost never asked that he wear protection. Surely, Amelie wouldn’t be that stupid. But she hadn’t exactly proved him wrong lately on that front, so he needed to come up with a solution and quick.

      As luck would have it, on his way to the mess hall for dinner, he spotted Connor Levine on the pay phone just outside the dorms. Jack placed his finger on the click button and flicked it. “What the fuck man?” Connor said, eyeing him before looking around nervously as the realization that the two of them were alone sunk in. Jack knew he had the advantage. People like Connor never faired well once they were singled out.

      Jack slowly removed the phone from Connor’s hand and placed it back on the receiver. “We need to talk,” he demanded. Connor backed up just slightly. Jack slapped him on the back a little hard… enough to force the air from his lungs. Connor shoved him off, but Jack grabbed his shoulder and squeezed hard before letting go. He held up his hands, and Connor put up his fists. “Hey… hey. No, worries. We’re just talking here. Man to man. Speaking of that, I need to ask you to leave Amelie alone.”

      Connor frowned. “And why would I do that?”

      Jack chuckled. “Because I’m telling you to.”

      Connor stepped back further and put his hands up in defense. “Look, dude, I know she’s your friend, and all… but if you wanted to tap that, then you should have taken your shot last summer when you had the chance. She was into you then, you know. And despite what you may think, I actually like this one. She’s cool. Someone you can talk to, you know. She’s got a good head on her shoulders. She knows what she’s doing. Maybe you should give her a little more credit.”

      Jack gritted his teeth. “I’m going to ask you one more time, Levine. Let this one go. Or I’ll beat your ass.”

      “Are you threatening me?”

      Jack lunged for him. Connor stepped backward and held his hands up higher. “Whoa. Whoa. I’m not looking for a fight, all right.”

      “How much?”

      Connor smiled. “How much what?”

      “Don’t fuck with me, Levine. How much do you want? What’s it gonna take for you to leave her alone?”

      Connor paused and stared up at the sky, scratching his chin. “Well… as you can imagine, there are a lot of bets on this one. So far… and it’s early in the game… I’ve got $550 on it.”

      Jack rolled his eyes. “Swear to me you won’t so much as look at her again, and I’ll give you $650.”

      Connor let out a deep breath. “$750.”

      “How about $650, I don’t beat your ass, and we call it even.”

      “Fine. $650 it is.”

      “I’ll have your money to you in the morning. Oh, and you can bet your ass I have eyes everywhere here. And if I so much as find out you come within fifty feet of her, I will personally see to it that you don’t walk for a year. You got that?”

      Connor rolled his eyes. “Yeah. I got it.”

      Jack thrust his hand forward causing Connor Levine to flinch. “Shake on it.”

      Reluctantly, he stuck out his hand and placed it in Jack’s.
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        * * *

      

      When Jack didn’t see Amelie at their nightly campfire, he went looking for her. He wanted to say goodbye and ask her if she’d come up and see him later that summer.

      He checked everywhere until finally, outside the dorms, a girl he didn’t recognize called over her shoulder, “Rec Room.”

      Jack made his way to the rec room but found that it was dark and empty. Annoyed, he decided to make his trek count and retrieved two quarters from his pocket and placed them in the soda machine slot. Just as he slid the first one in, he heard laughter coming from the closet. Amelie’s laughter to be exact. Jack stood there and listened for a second longer. As he got closer, he heard shushing, and then more laughter. Slowly, he opened the door as his stomach sank. Amelie practically fell over. She must’ve been leaning on the door. She, half-dressed and holding a beer can, while Conner Fucking Levine leaned over her and looked up wild-eyed.

      “You mother-fucker,” Jack called as he hurled his fist at Connor’s face. He hit him over and over, as Amelie screamed and pulled at him begging him to stop. When he ran out of breath, he released Connor and watched him slump to the floor, bloody and nearly unconscious.

      “What the fuck, Jack,” Amelie demanded.

      Jack grabbed her chin, and then let go as she pulled back. He placed his hands on both sides of her face. “Amelie. Look at me. You’re drunk and you’re about to be in deep shit. Do you understand what I’m saying?” She nodded slightly. “Good. Now, here’s what I want you to do. Listen to me carefully, ok?” Her eyes wide, she nodded again. “I want you to go to your room and pack your stuff. Discreetly. Don’t let anyone see what it is you’re doing. And don’t say anything to anyone. Do you hear me? I want you to meet me behind the guy’s dorms in ten minutes. All right?”

      Amelie shook her head and glanced down at Connor. “But what about him?”

      “I’m going to get help and meet you at the car, ok.”

      “I can’t just leave, Jack,” she said, her words slurred.

      Jack placed his hand under her chin and forced her to look at him. “Amelie, you’re half naked and drunk. And high. They are going to kick you out regardless. And they’ll probably get the police involved. You do get that, right?”

      He glared at her and waited for her to confirm she understood. She began to cry, dramatically. This was the last thing he needed.

      “Ok, then. We’ll head out tonight and let you sober up. In the morning, we’ll call your mom so she won’t worry and tell her you decided to leave early, and that I’m driving you home. Now, do exactly as I told you and meet me in ten minutes. Or I’ll have to leave without you.

      Dazed, she shook her head and headed toward the door. When she got there, she turned back. “Jack?”

      He exhaled. “Yeah?”

      “You are going to do the right thing, and call for help like you said you would, aren’t you?”

      Jack ran his fingers through his hair and pursed his lips. “Of course, I am.”
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      Jack quickly grabbed his bag. He’d already been packed. Now he just needed to double back through the woods to his parked car. The key was not to be seen. He didn’t want to have to answer any questions. He’d already decided that they’d take the back roads to avoid having to get on the highway and potentially get caught. He waited for Amelie for what seemed like forever. However, according to his watch, it had only been ten minutes. By minute twelve, he decided she wasn’t coming, and that he was just going to have to leave without her. His heart was racing as he slowly turned the key in the ignition. He made it half a turn before changing his mind. That damn girl. He could go back for her but what if she’d been caught? What if she’d flagged down help, and in the process, turned them both in. Jack slumped back in his seat and rubbed at his temples, considering his options. If he went back now, he risked going to jail for assault. He hadn’t had time to really discuss a proper alibi with Amelie, and besides, she’d been so wasted that she probably wouldn’t have gotten it right anyway. Not only that, but what if she had sided with Connor? Where did that leave him? In jail, that’s where it’d leave him. That damn girl. She would almost surely be the cause of his demise.

      Still, in the end, he decided he couldn’t just leave her. He hadn’t said goodbye. If she were pissed at him, and she would be he knew, she sure as hell wouldn’t have anything to do with him once she sobered up and Connor got to her. He wiped the blood from his hand on the back of his t-shirt. It was swelling rapidly, so he took a spare shirt from his backpack and wrapped it. He grabbed the hoodie that was lying across the backseat and slipped it on, pulling the hood around his face. Jack got out of his car and again doubled back through the woods until he was at the heart of Camp Hope. From there, he weaved in and out of the buildings until he reached the girls’ dormitory located directly in the center, closest to the counselor’s office. The light was on, and he could see a few counselors sitting around inside. He knelt down and almost crawled across the path to the girls’ dorms. Once inside, he high-tailed it to Amelie’s room and knocked. There was no answer. He slowly turned the knob, surprised to find it unlocked and ducked inside. Amelie’s roommate looked up startled.

      “She was packing, and then all of a sudden she just started throwing up. Next thing I know she’s passed out. I keep shaking her, but all she does is moan. I don’t know what to do. I was about to call a counselor… but she reeks.”

      Jack rubbed his good hand across his jawline and took a deep breath. Damn it. Fuck! He should leave her here. No, he has to leave her. “Ok… ok… just let me think…”

      “They’ll call her mom. They’ll kick her out.”

      Jack slumped on the bed. “No shit.”

      The girl shook Amelie again. Amelie rolled on her side and then promptly threw up.

      He sighed and pushed her hair away from her face. “Is there any way we can get her out of here without being seen?”

      The girl twisted her mouth and then bit her lip. “Um…”

      “A back door? Preferably something on the wooded side of camp?”

      Her eyes lit up. “Yeah. There’s a door off the living room. It opens out back.”

      Jack stood. “Great. Go check the halls real quick.”

      The girl looked at the door nervously. “Most of them are at movie night by the campfire. I’ll check… but what’s your plan?”

      “My plan is to figure out my plan while you’re checking.”

      Although she tried her best to hide it, the girl looked worried. “Nice plan. I’m so glad you’ve thought this through.”
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        * * *

      

      Jack handed the roommate Amelie’s belongings and then picked Amelie up and carried her just beyond the edge of where the woods began. He gagged the whole way there. She reeked of a mixture of alcohol and vomit. He placed her on the ground and instructed the girl to wait with her while he pulled the car out of the lot. Once outside the gate, he pulled off near the pines, killed his headlights, and waited for few minutes just to be sure that no one had followed. It was a dumb move, he later told himself. A chicken-shit sort of thing to do, he thought. It was almost as though he wanted to be caught. His father would’ve laughed and said people who hesitate never win. Jack would’ve countered saying he was cautious, just going the extra mile. But his would have disagreed. His old man would’ve said he was a pussy.

      Finally, Jack started out along the main road, doing his best to gauge where he might find a path that would get him back or at least close to where Amelie and the girl were waiting. Jack’s only saving grace that night was that he’d run the trails in these woods for years and knew them like the back of his hand. Once he found a spot he was comfortable enough to park, he pulled over and made his way through the woods on foot using a flashlight that was almost burned out. He cursed Amelie the entire way. He cursed her stupidity and the trouble she’d landed him in. He cursed himself for even giving a shit. Maybe his father had been right all along. Maybe he was a pussy.

      Once Jack made it back to where the roommate (he never did ask her name) and Amelie were waiting, he crouched down and sat for a few minutes trying to collect both his thoughts and his breath. He was pleased to see that while she was still passed out, thankfully she hadn’t thrown up again. He picked her up and then placed her back down, wiping the drool from his shoulder. No way was he going to make it all the way back to the car, carrying her and her belongings.

      The roommate seemed to have read his mind. You can take her stuff and come back. “I’ll wait. But I’m not walking through the woods with you. It’s too dark. Sorry.”

      “I’ll manage,” Jack said, with more annoyance in his voice than he intended to convey. He slung her duffle bag over his shoulder.

      “Where are you taking her?” the girl asked nervously.

      “Home,” Jack replied, matter of factly. “Listen, not a word of this to anyone, do you hear? I’ll have her mother call tomorrow and explain that she decided to leave early. But whatever you do in the meantime… do not tell anybody that you saw her like this, ok? Can you strip her bed and put it in the laundry? If anyone asks, just tell them that she got sick and called her mom. Say that’s all you know.” He reached for his wallet and pulled out a hundred dollar bill. “Here. For your trouble.”

      The girl searched his face, nodded, and took the money. Jack watched as she retreated back to camp not once looking back. He learned another life lesson that night: for the right price, people could always be bought.
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        * * *

      

      Jack placed Amelie in the car, reclined the seat and pulled off her tank top. He dug through her bag, found another, and slipped it over her head. His eyes lingered longer than he intended. He couldn’t help himself. He buckled her in, threw her soiled top in the trunk, and pulled out onto the road. He drove on for an hour or so before pulling off into a twenty-four hour gas station to fill up. He still had half a tank, but he couldn’t keep driving unless he had something to perk him up. He didn’t bother trying to wake Amelie. She was out cold. Better to let her sleep it off he told himself. Inside, he picked up water, Gatorade, crackers, a map, a Dr. Pepper and a Snickers Bar for himself. As he headed to the counter to pay, he noticed the sheriff car pull-up outside, and two uniforms step out. Please, please, please don’t let them notice the girl passed out in my front seat he pleaded to no one in particular. Jack quickly made his way to the counter and set his stuff down.

      “These and twenty dollars on pump two, please.”

      The clerk nodded toward the parking lot. “Nice car. Where you headed?”

      Jack gave the guy a look that conveyed he wasn’t in the mood for small talk. “Austin.” He motioned toward the car. “My sister and I are going to visit our dad. You know how it is… since the divorce, we hardly see him anymore. Of course, being the pain in the ass that she is, she had to go and get carsick on me. All over my mom’s car, too. Who, by the way, is going to be so pissed.”

      The man flicked a dread lock over his shoulder and glanced briefly at the uniforms that were filling up at the coffee machine. He handed Jack a roll of paper towels and slid his change across the counter. He lowered his voice and quickly shoved the map into a paper bag. “Dude, I gotcha.” He grinned slightly before straitening his face. “No one’s mother lets them take a car like that out on the road at this time of night,” he said, nodding in the direction of the uniforms in the back. Jack briefly glanced in the anti-theft mirror overhead. Thankfully, the officers appeared to be focused on something on the television at the rear of the store. The clerk continued speaking, quietly, under his breath. “Anyhow, let’s just pretend that pump two is broken. There’s another station about thirty miles south of here. Can you make it?”

      Jack grabbed the bag from the guy and took the paper towels. Clearly, the clerk was a little more experienced in matters such as these. “Um… Yeah. Thanks, man.”

      The clerk motioned slightly toward the door. “Safe travels, my friend.”

      Jack only nodded. However, for some reason, he desperately longed to tell the tattooed, pierced man standing opposite him that he was right. His mother would never have let him take a car like that out on the road, at this hour or any other. But it didn’t matter because his mother was dead. He wanted to say the words, if for no other reason than the fact that the guy seemed like the sort of person who would understand such a thing.
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        * * *

      

      Amelie stretched her legs, yawned, and suddenly sprang to life just after dawn. “I feel like ass,” she said.

      “You smell like it, too,” Jack said, handing her the Gatorade and a bottle of Tylenol. “Drink that. And take two of those.”

      Amelie gripped her head. “I don’t take pills.”

      Jack rolled his eyes. “Why’s that? You don’t seem to have a problem taking anything else.”

      “Well, smart ass… for starters, because the guy who killed my dad was high on prescription drugs.” She shook the bottle and tossed it in the back seat as though it burned her hand just to hold it. “But also because these drug companies are just trying to get you hooked on their stuff, that’s why. Hey! Where are we, anyway?”

      “A few hours outside of Austin.”

      She gasped. “Austin! Why are we going to Austin? Jack! I don’t want to go home. Why are you taking me home?”

      Jack glanced over at her and frowned as he noticed that she’d crossed her arms and was in full-blown pout mode. “Because, kid. You can’t seem to behave yourself at camp, and they were about to kick you out.”

      Amelie shifted her whole body in her seat a faced him. “Please don’t take me home, Jack. Please.”

      “Where, smarty pants, do you suppose that I take you, then?”

      “With you.”

      Jack laughed hard. “That’s hilarious. Um, no. You are not coming with me.”

      “Why not?” she hissed.

      “Well,” he said, holding up his hands making quotation marks in the air, “for starters, because you are a pain in my ass who had caused me nothing but trouble for the past seven days.”

      Amelie slapped her thigh. “Really, Jack? Seven days? Exaggerating much? Anyway… as I recall, you were the one who busted in the rec closet and beat the crap out of my boyfriend.”

      Jack glared at her and then focused back on the road. “He’s not your boyfriend.”

      “Whatever. If you take me home… I’m going to tell everyone that you kidnapped me. Because you did kidnap me, Jack. You know you did. You took me against my will.”

      “You were wasted, Amelie. And you are not blackmailing me.”

      She grabbed the wheel and turned hard. “We’ll see about that.”

      Jack pushed her off and steadied the car before slowing and pulling off on the shoulder. He pushed his door open and went around to the passenger side. “Get out.”

      Amelie didn’t budge. She fixed her gaze and stared straight ahead. “What in the hell are you doing?” he screamed. “You could’ve just gotten us killed!”

      She leaned over and rolled up the driver side window. Jack rushed back to the front of the car as soon as he caught on to what she was doing. She locked the doors and killed the engine. “What the fuck, Amelie? We’re not playing games here.”

      She smiled and held up the keys, dangling them in front of him. Jack’s face reddened, and he pounded on the window. “You’re dead, kid. DEAD!” he yelled.

      “Take me with you. Promise me you will… and I’ll unlock the doors.”

      Jack held up his middle finger and pressed it against the glass. She flinched but only a little as he slapped the glass one last time for good measure. It was futile. Amelie sank back in her seat and let her head fall back. Jack couldn’t let her win this battle… that much he knew. He’d wait her out he told himself. He’d just sit and wait her out. He headed further off the shoulder, into the brush and took a piss. Then he walked a few feet further and sank down into the grass. He watched her down that entire bottle of Gatorade. Eventually, she’d have to pee. Until then, he’d just wait. Unfortunately for Jack, it was turning out to be a very, very hot day.
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        * * *
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