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In every theater, no matter how large or small, there is one light that never goes off. Long after the actors have bowed and the curtain has closed, long after the audience has left and the sets have been struck and the floor has been swept, there is still one light left shining in the center of the empty stage.


This light is called the ghost light.


In part, the ghost light is left on to keep people from getting hurt in a dark theater. But more than anything, the ghost light is left on because theater people have a lot of superstitions. They believe in things that can and cannot be said, pre- and postshow routines, personal trinkets and tricks and good luck charms. And if they should fail to honor these just so? Well, lights aren’t the only type of ghosts in theaters.


The ghost light of this story was shining on the auditorium stage at Camp Goodman, where Miss Maxine Bradley, the Acting teacher, was performing her own pre-camp superstitious ritual. She was wearing a neon-yellow visor over her snowy-white hair, a bright purple unitard, and green leg warmers. As if her clothes weren’t loud enough, she was also blasting a song on an old cassette player that leaked through her headphones and into the empty theater. Tomorrow, she would greet another batch of campers, and she liked to dance around the stage a day in advance. It was a ritual she had performed every single summer of the camp’s sixty years—and everyone knew Miss Bradley was the oldest instructor at the camp.


She was halfway through her pre-camp dance when something made her pause. She wasn’t sure what, exactly. She hadn’t heard anything—she couldn’t have, over her music—and she hadn’t seen anything, either, as the stage was empty. But something made her stop dancing, and that same something made the hair on the back of her neck stand up.


Miss Bradley was superstitious about the hair on the back of her neck standing up.


Slowly, she paused her music and lifted her headphones off. The silence of the auditorium swooped down on her as she spun on the spot, looking first at the stage behind her, then into the backstage wings, then out into the audience. The empty seats before her seemed to have their faces held up to the stage—expectant and waiting.


“Hello?” she called into the quiet.


A buzzing sound came from behind her.


She spun around and gasped as something dark skittered across the floor—then laughed in relief. The sound was just the ghost light, its bulb buzzing away. And the thing that had made her jump? Only her own shadow. She laughed again and shook her head for working herself into such a fright. She was about to put her headphones back on when she realized her shadow was doing something unusual. It was growing darker and lighter, darker and lighter. She turned toward the ghost light again, more curious than afraid now, and saw a remarkable thing.


The ghost light—the light that should never, ever go out—was flickering. Brighter, then dimmer… brighter, then dimmer… and the electric buzz grew louder and softer with it. It was strangely hypnotic to watch, like the gentle pulsing of a jellyfish.


Miss Bradley felt annoyed now. She didn’t want to get caught in the dark, and she certainly couldn’t safely conduct a class here tomorrow if the lights were on the fritz. She looked over her shoulder, into the dark space offstage, thinking she might be able to find someone there to help her.


“Hello!” she called again.


As if in answer, the buzzing of the bulb grew louder, the light brighter. It began to pulse even faster than before—bright, dim, bright, dim—almost like a heartbeat. Almost like it were alive. Almost like the light was saying hello back.


The hairs on the back of Miss Bradley’s neck stood up even taller.


She stepped closer to the light, squinting when it got to its brightest.


“Hello?” she whispered.


This time, the buzz was almost deafening, the light so bright she had to raise her hand to shield her eyes. In the metal frame, she could make out her own reflection, stretched long and thin in the metal—and there was something behind her, something else.


Someone else.


Miss Bradley gasped. She would have screamed, but she didn’t have time—the floor disappeared from under her and she dropped, silently and heavily, into the square of perfect darkness.


A second later, the trapdoor slid shut.


The stage was empty again.


The ghost light faded back to its usual brightness and shone on.
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Maren



June 2015—20 Hours Later 
Stonecourt, Massachusetts


“Hey, hey, here we go!” Ed said as they turned off the highway and bumped down a gravel lane, speckled and shady with trees. “We made it in one piece after all!”


He gestured grandly as they passed under a gate with GOODMAN’S arching in metallic, spidery script across the top.


The camp sure didn’t look like much, Maren thought, as they crawled forward in a line of other cars. Just trees, more trees, and a scattered collection of squat buildings peeking out between them. But then they pulled around the drop-off circle and a building like a glacier suddenly appeared, sparkling in the sun and towering over the rest—the auditorium, Maren realized. Its whole front was made of long panes of glass that gleamed like teeth, reflecting Ed’s junky car as it pulled to a stop.


Just as her sister, Hadley, had described it.


Maren’s heart started to beat unpleasantly in her throat. The entire drive from Boston, she had felt a slow burn of anger rising off her, as if she were quietly radiating heat. But now that she was really here, at the Charlotte Goodman Theatre Camp in the middle of Nowheresville, the Berkshires, her anger was twisting into something else, something more like nervousness.


Maren’s heart beat faster when she caught sight of the kids piling out of the cars around them. One girl had bracelets up both forearms, her mouth triple coated with glitter lip gloss. Another girl had violet hair down to her waist. One boy, who actually seemed to be wearing a magician’s black silk cape, was talking to another boy who had drawn scowling rings of black liner around his eyes. These kids made Hadley look, well, subtle—and subtle was not a word Maren would have used for her sister.


A short boy with floppy hair that fell to his shoulders stepped out from the minivan directly behind them. He seemed pretty normal, in a T-shirt and sneakers, but no sooner had those sneakers touched the ground than a squeal of “Graham-eee!” went up and a flock of girls enveloped him, tousling his hair and hugging him off his feet.


“Wow,” Ed said. “They’re… friendly.”


He smiled hopefully at Maren. Maren turned away and got out of the car.


Ed and her mother had divorced when Maren was just a baby. He was a bass guitarist and toured around with different bands, popping back into Boston every few weeks to take the girls out on the weekends. It wasn’t that Maren didn’t love him—she did. It was just that, before this spring, Maren had only ever seen him when they went out for a movie or pizza or ice cream. Before this spring, Maren had never had to sleep on his dumpy couch that smelled like corn chips, or try to scavenge some sort of dinner from his fridge that only had half-empty bottles of mustard and salad dressing. Before this spring, Ed had been a kind of joke she and Hadley shared—their scruffy, incessantly late, never-really-a-rock-star father, who once made the girls ride in the back of his car because his bass guitar was in the front seat. “Guess we know where we stand in comparison to the real leading lady of your life,” Hadley had joked.


And now, Maren thought as she popped the trunk, she knew where she stood in comparison to her sister.


“Hello!” came a musical voice, and Maren turned to see a short, pleasantly plump woman walking up with a wide smile. She had a cloud of curly golden-brown hair that frizzed and tumbled at odds with itself. It looked as though her face was emerging from its own dust cloud—in a nice way—and her astounding blue eyes shone all the brighter for it.


“I’m Jo, owner and general manager here—and you,” Jo said, stepping away as if to get a better look, “you must be Maren Sands!”


Maren, surprised, only nodded.


“I thought so.” Jo beamed. “Your sister talked about you all the time. We’re so pleased you’re joining us this year.”


“Maren’s happy to be here, too,” Ed answered for her. “Although”—he dropped his voice—“she’s been having a rough time. See, our family’s been through quite a bit.…”


Maren scowled and looked away. She wasn’t eager to hear her father tell the story of Hadley for the thousandth time, as if it had anything to do with her. Nearby, the short boy, now free from his cluster of girls, was watching her curiously—great, so he’d hear everything, too. Maren glared at him for good measure, then gritted her teeth and turned back, willing the next few minutes to be over with already.


But Jo had put up her hands and was shaking her head. “Say no more,” she said. “Summers are for fresh starts, I always say. The only thing I need to know is whether or not you have any allergies.”


“Um…?” Ed looked at Maren quizzically. Some father—didn’t even know if his kid had allergies. “I don’t think so,” Ed said when Maren gave him nothing. “Is that a problem?”


“A problem not to have allergies?” Jo laughed kindly. “Goodness, no! Just need to know because there’s an apiary on the grounds. I came back from there this morning and probably scared a few early arrivals, looking like an astronaut!”


“Sorry, there’s a what on the grounds?” Ed said.


“Beehives,” Maren said automatically.


“That’s right!” Jo looked at her with interest. “How do you know that?”


Maren shrugged and looked away.


“Are the bees a problem?” Ed asked.


Jo shook her head. “They’re at the far edge of the property. We make sure the campers don’t get too close, and we always have EpiPens on hand, just in case. Not exactly standard camp fare, I know, but the hives were my mother’s and I can’t bear to give them up. Anyway!” She clapped her hands as if to get back on track. “Should we let Maren here head to her cabin, or do you have any other questions?”


“I think we’re good,” Ed said. “We’ll call if anything comes up.”


“Remember to try the camp landline first,” Jo said. “We’re in a bit of a cell phone dead zone up here.”


“Really?” Ed tried hard not to look shocked, which made him look extra shocked.


“Oh, you and Maren will be able to talk plenty,” Jo reassured him. “There are computers in the library Maren can use anytime, and the village has more service than we do, so when the campers go into town on Sunday, they wear out their thumbs on their phones. You’re welcome to my personal number, too, but I’m not sure how much good that’ll do.” Jo smacked her hands against her pant legs. “Honestly, I haven’t been able to find my phone all day.”


“Check the shelf,” Maren said.


Ed and Jo looked at her, and Maren bit her tongue. She hadn’t meant to say it out loud, it had just popped out. She spoke fast now, hoping to get it over with quickly: “You normally keep your phone in your pocket, right?”


“That’s right,” Jo said.


“But you wouldn’t be able to get to your pocket in a beekeeping suit. So you must have taken the phone out and put it down somewhere before you put the suit on—I’d guess on the same shelf where you keep your hood and mask.”


Jo’s laugh came bounding out in a way that made Maren think of a friendly dog. “If my phone is there, I’m going to make sure you get an extra cookie tonight.” She beamed down at Maren, then turned to Ed. “That’s one smart kiddo you’ve got!”


“Yeah,” Ed said, smiling. “She certainly doesn’t get it from me.”


Maren looked away again. Ever since she was little, everyone liked to talk about how smart she was. But all being “smart” really meant was she wasn’t allowed to make mistakes. And what did it matter anyway, if you still weren’t smart enough for the important things?


“Excuse me, Jo?” A nervous-looking woman with a briskly swinging blond ponytail walked up from the minivan. “Graham does have a bee allergy, you remember that, right?” The woman pointed to where the short boy was muttering next to another woman, who had blunt bangs and glasses.


“He says of course she knows,” the blunt-banged woman called. “He says he’s only been here a thousand times!”


“Hi, Louise, hi, Beth!” Jo said, waving to the more distant woman. “And hello to you, too, Graham, welcome back for your thousand-and-first summer!” All three women laughed, but Maren felt a little sorry for the boy, who dropped his gaze so low his long hair swung in front of his face.


“It’s not true what they’re saying, is it?” the nervous woman said once the laughter had died away. “We saw the new development from the highway, and people say this might be the camp’s last year—”


“Just a second, Louise,” Jo interrupted. She turned back to Maren and Ed. “Do feel free to ask me any questions, anytime, but if that’s all for now, Maren, Mr. Cairn will be here shortly to lead campers to their cabins.” With that, and another smile that seemed too big for her face, Jo turned and guided Graham’s mom away, talking softly and reassuringly under her breath.


Ed was still squinting at his phone. “I really don’t have any service. Huh. Weird.”


“Tell me about it,” Maren grouched, but really, she felt relieved at the thought she might not have to talk to her mom or Ed or anyone else for a while. At home, all anybody ever wanted to talk about was Hadley, and all anybody said was that she was doing “better.”


“Hey.” Ed sank down until he was level with Maren and put a warm hand on her shoulder, making it impossible for her not to look at him. “I know this isn’t exactly what you wanted. But it’s only a few weeks. You can tough it out for a few weeks, right?”


Maren opened her mouth to say she was fine but, to her horror, she felt tears start to build in the space behind her eyes. “Can’t I just stay with you?” she blurted out.


Ed’s expression fell. “I’m traveling every weekend this month, and you’re not old enough to stay at my place alone.”


“Well, why can’t I just stay in my real room at Mom’s?” Maren hated how small her voice sounded. She had promised herself she wouldn’t do this, but now that she was here, she couldn’t help it. “It’s not like Mom’s gone more than she normally is at work,” she went on. “It’s not like I need a babysitter.”


“Your mom has her plate full with… She’s just got a lot to handle,” Ed said.


He didn’t say with your sister, but Maren heard it anyway. Instantly, the tears disappeared, burned away by that angry heat again. Well, fine. If her parents cared more about her sister, then what did she need them for anyway?


“I bet you learn to love it in no time.” Ed was still talking, a big smile forced through his patchy beard. “Hadley was always nervous at first, too, but by the end—”


“First-year?” interrupted a crisp voice behind them.


A tall man with a clipboard stared down at them from behind perfectly square glasses. His skin was the color of glassy volcanic rock, and everything about him seemed defined by a sharp, stonelike edge, from his perfectly trimmed mustache to the ruler-straight part in his hair to the expertly folded cravat tucked under his chin.


“Yes,” Ed said quickly, standing. “Or, I mean, no?”


The man raised an eyebrow—its arch unsurprisingly sharp.


“It’s her first year at camp,” Ed clarified. “But she’s going into seventh grade.”


The man gave a single nod and raised his clipboard to scan it. “Second-year, then.”


“Second-year?” Ed laughed. “How does that work? My other daughter started coming here when she could barely tie her shoes.”


The man gave Ed a look that said he preferred not to waste his time with foolish questions from clueless fathers. “This session is for rising sixth, seventh, and eighth graders. Rising high schoolers will be here next month, and the elementary school session is in August.” He turned back to his clipboard. “Sands or Templeton?”


Ed looked subdued. “Sands.”


The man made a mark on his paper, then looked over his glasses to consider Maren. For the second time, she had the sense she was being compared to Hadley—only this time, there wasn’t much warmth in the comparison. “Very well, Miss Sands,” he said after a moment. “I’m Mr. Cairn. The second-year girls’ counselor is our Movement teacher, Eartha. She’s supposed to be here to help get you settled, but where she is remains to be seen.… As if I didn’t have enough to concern myself without Miss Bradley also deciding to take the day off…” He sighed through his nose and removed his reading spectacles with an elegant flutter. “No matter,” he said. “I’ll take you to your cabin now.”


He turned and started down the path without waiting.


Maren looked at Ed, who made a joking grimace. “Yikes,” he whispered. “Don’t get on his bad side, huh?”


“I’ll be fine,” she said, and she was almost pleased to hear how cold her voice was. “You should go.”


Ed blinked. “Oh, but I don’t have to leave right away,” he said. “I can help you carry your stuff to your cabin, maybe meet some of your new friends—”


“I said I’m fine,” Maren said, loud enough that the long-haired boy, Graham, looked over at her again. “I can carry my own stuff. Just go.”


“Okay,” Ed said. “Well, have an awesome time, and—”


But Maren had already dragged her sleeping bag, backpack, and duffel bag from the trunk and was walking away, past the fancy auditorium with all those windows that seemed to watch her go. A very small part of her hoped Ed would follow her anyway and insist on helping. A very small part of her knew she wouldn’t have stopped him if he had. But a moment later, she heard the rumble of Ed’s junker grind to life, and she knew she was on her own.








[image: image]











Camp Goodman had been Hadley’s place. She had gone as a camper every year for as long as Maren could remember and, for the past few years, had also been invited to be a counselor for the little kids’ camp.


“You should go next year,” Hadley had told Maren. It was the end of summer vacation the year before, and Hadley was supposed to be packing up her bedroom for her first semester of college. Instead, they were propped on Hadley’s bed, watching a marathon of an old mystery show while Hadley painted their toenails. “You’d love it.”


Maren wrinkled her nose. “Why?”


“Because Goodman’s is totally the best,” Hadley said. She leaned back to study the blue polish on her toes. “The kids there are all weirdos—you’ll fit in great.”


“Hey, look who’s talking!” Maren pretended to be offended.


“Exactly!” Hadley grinned. “I’m saying that as a compliment. Who wants to be normal?”


Maren rolled her eyes but couldn’t help smiling: “Weirdo” did feel like a compliment from Hadley. Even just lying around the house, Hadley always looked in some way magnified. That day, she was wearing huge red cat-eye glasses and a vintage velvet smoking jacket over her pajama bottoms. She was the sort of person who filled a spotlight like it had been custom-made for her. Maren, meanwhile, wore regular glasses and jeans and had remarkably unnoticeable brown hair. She was the sort of person the spotlight passed right over, and, mostly, she was okay with that.


“Being in a play, it’s hard to describe how special it is,” Hadley went on. She straightened her leg and then pulled Maren’s foot toward her. She held up first a green, then an orange polish bottle next to Maren’s toes. “Playing Emily in Our Town was just magical for me.…” Hadley’s gaze got far away. When she spoke again, it was with a lilting accent and dramatic enunciation. “Goodbye to clocks ticking—and my butternut tree! And Mama’s sunflowers,” she intoned the lines. “And food and coffee—and new-ironed dresses and hot baths—and sleeping and waking up.”


“Oh, earth,” Maren chimed in—she had helped Hadley practice the lines so often that she, too, could repeat them without even trying. She clutched her heart melodramatically, “you’re too wonderful for anybody to realize you!” Then pretended to faint back on Hadley’s pillows.


“Ha-ha,” Hadley said, rolling her eyes. She selected a raspberry color and, after carefully edging the brush against the bottle, started painting Maren’s big toe. “Man, it’s annoying how quickly you memorize stuff. Guess that’s why you’re the smarty-pants of the family.”


Maren felt something inside her shrink. She pretended to watch TV while Hadley focused on the work of polishing.


Maren picked things up quickly. That’s how she thought of it—not that she was smarter than her sister or the other kids in her class, just that she figured things out faster. It had never seemed like something Hadley minded (or even noticed, really) but, last fall, Hadley had trouble with the SAT and hadn’t gotten into the college she wanted. It was fine, Hadley kept telling everyone, because she was still going to school in New York, and a theater school at that, which was what she had really wanted—but Maren knew the disappointment cut deeper than her sister let on. Maren also knew she had no reason to feel guilty, but with their mom working long hours at the firm and Ed being Ed, it had always been her and Hadley against the world. So what would happen if Hadley decided she didn’t like “smarty-pants” Maren so much anymore?


As if reading her mind, Hadley said, “The least you could do is put those smarts to good use.”


Maren glanced at her sister cautiously.


But Hadley only smiled and nodded at the TV screen. “Who did it?”


Maren bit back a smile and shook her head.


“Oh, come on, Seaweed,” Hadley wheedled “I know you know!”


When Maren still wouldn’t tell, Hadley took the nail polish and intentionally brushed a line across the top of Maren’s foot. Maren screeched as the cold paint tickled her skin, and then she and her sister were wrestling—as much as you can wrestle with wet, freshly painted toes—across Hadley’s bed, sending her pillows and books and magazines sprawling.
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The paths through the woods were long and windy and branched off to other, smaller paths every once in a while. At every intersection, Mr. Cairn informed her, there were wooden signs that pointed in different directions—the one that pointed back where they had come from was labeled AUDITORIUM, another said CAFETERIA, and one, pointing straight up, JUPITER. By the time they stepped out into a clearing at the end of the GIRLS’ CABINS path, it felt like Maren had walked to Jupiter. Her hair was plastered in dark sweaty streaks to her forehead, her glasses kept skidding down her nose, and the straps of her backpack dug uncomfortably into her shoulder. She tried to wipe the sweat away as they moved toward the cabins, conscious of some girls sitting on the grass out front.


“It’s so not fair they make us wait to learn what play we’re doing,” one girl was saying, swinging her honey-colored hair to the side so she could adjust the straps of her blue halter top. “How are we supposed to know what audition to prepare?”


“You don’t need to worry about auditions, Allegra,” piped up another girl. She had wide, watery eyes and a small, rabbity mouth, and was leaning toward the first girl, Allegra, as if begging to be patted on the head. “You’re sure to get a lead—you always do.”


Allegra narrowed her eyes. “A lead?”


“The lead, I mean,” the girl corrected herself quickly, and the way her mouth worked as she stumbled over the words made her look even more rabbity. “Whichever lead you want.”


“Plus, we’re third-years now,” said another girl in a dull monotone. She was drawing a black ring of barbed wire around her arm with a pen. “They always give the good roles to third-years.”


“As well they should,” Allegra sniffed. “I haven’t been coming to this camp since I was five for nothing.” Her face shifted to sickeningly sweet when she caught sight of Maren and Mr. Cairn walking past. “Oh, hiiii, Mr. Cairn,” she simpered.


“Miss Alvin,” Mr. Cairn responded without slowing his pace. “Welcome back.”


“We were just wondering what show we’re doing this year,” Allegra oozed on, pinning Mr. Cairn with a smile that seemed more like a snarl to Maren. “They won’t tell us, but surely you know, don’t you?”


“Of course,” Mr. Cairn said, a hint of satisfaction creeping into his voice. “And I’m sure you’ll perform admirably for your audition.”


Allegra swelled with pleasure. Maren fought hard not to roll her eyes. Something of her thoughts must have shown on her face, however, because Allegra’s gaze snagged on her, and her eyes narrowed coldly. Maren turned and hurried to follow Mr. Cairn to one of the cabins set deeper in the trees, nodding as he pointed out the squat cement restroom, but feeling the gaze of the girl on her back the whole time.


What was spectacular about the cabin was absolutely nothing. In fact, if Maren had been told to close her eyes and imagine a run-down old camp cabin, this would have been pretty much what she would have come up with: creaky wooden floors, chipped paint on the stained walls, windowsills frosted with a thick layer of dead flies. There were two sets of bunk beds and dressers, one on each side of the room, though one set was already occupied.


“Miss Sands, these are your cabinmates, Miss Lorna McCall and Miss Katie Yang.” Mr. Cairn stood in the doorway and nodded in turn at the two girls.


Lorna and Katie smiled at Maren.


“Hope you don’t mind,” said Lorna, who, with her almost invisible eyebrows, looked perpetually surprised. “We picked our bunk first.” She gestured to a bed half-hidden under stuffed animals and fuzzy pillows, the bedposts strung with beads, and the wall speckled with pictures. A lot of the photos, Maren noticed, were of Lorna and Katie from the time they were kids, always with their arms around each other.


“We’re switching top and bottom every night,” Katie added, a mouthful of bright blue braces jutting out when she smiled, “so that way it’s fairer.”


They stared at Maren, as if waiting for her to tell them what an awesome idea it was.


“It’s awesome,” Lorna said, when Maren didn’t respond.


“You’re over here,” said Mr. Cairn, fluttering a hand toward the bunk on the far side of the room. “And it looks like your bunkmate already selected the top bed.”


This was an understatement. Based on the clothes flung about, it looked as though Maren was sharing a bunk with a small tornado.


“Go ahead and unpack,” Mr. Cairn went on, turning to go. “A brown-bag dinner will be available in the cafeteria for the next few hours as campers continue to arrive. Then there’s the opening night ceremony in the auditorium precisely at eight, which is man-da-tor-y.” He hammered out every syllable of the word, as if relishing each one. “You should be able to find your way easily enough, if you stick to the paths, and be sure to—”


But whatever Maren needed to be sure to do was drowned out by a strange, warbling whistle. A moment later, a huge shadow filled the doorway behind Mr. Cairn.


“Where are the loons?” the shadow cried and clomped into the cabin.


Maren’s first thought was that this woman had enormous feet. Then she realized the woman was wearing thick wooden clogs painted with daisies. Then she realized that, actually, her feet were enormous inside the enormous clogs, too. All of the woman was enormous. She was probably over six feet, and seemed even taller in her drapey, blockish dress, with a long gray braid swinging behind her.


“I went searching for the loons,” the woman continued, smiling to reveal a gap between her two front teeth. “But my call may be out of tune.”


She made another strange whistle. Mr. Cairn gave a tight smile.


“Girls, meet your counselor, Eartha Trails.” He turned and addressed Eartha. “You need to go farther north to find nesting loons.”


For a moment, Eartha looked devastated, but her expression bounced back half a second later. “Hey!” she cried and stooped in front of the girls, bringing her hands to her knees as if they were much younger children. “How about we become the loons? They can be our collective animal familiar for the cabin!”


Maren snuck a sideways glance at Lorna and Katie. She was relieved that they, too, seemed overwhelmed by the gigantic physical and energetic presence of Eartha Trails.


“How about we let the girls settle in before choosing a cabin mascot, shall we?” Mr. Cairn said, turning for the door. “Girls, we’ll see you tonight. And remember to follow the trails.” He paused before he went down the front steps and added, “You can’t possibly find trouble so long as you follow the trails.”


When they were gone, Lorna and Katie immediately turned to each other and began whispering, the word “loon” floating up between giggles. For a moment, Maren felt the urge to join in, but she hesitated.


Her gaze drifted back to the photo collage wall. They didn’t seem to need anyone else. And anyway, if they’d been coming to camp this long, would they know Hadley? Would they ask about her? The last thing Maren wanted was to have to keep explaining about her sister.


Maren dragged her duffel and backpack over to the dresser by her bunk. She began unpacking her clothes and other stuff into the bottom two drawers. Eventually, Lorna and Katie wandered out to get some dinner, but Maren, still full from snacking on gas station junk food during the drive, grabbed a notebook from her backpack and flopped back on her bunk with a sigh.


In addition to being smart, Maren had always been called quiet—a label that felt unfair. Just because she wasn’t always pushing to be first in line or the loudest in the room the way Hadley was didn’t mean that Maren had nothing to say. At school, she could get by just answering questions when she was called on and sitting with some of the other nice, “quiet” girls at lunch. But at home, it had always felt as if Hadley soaked up all the talking time, all their parents’ attention, all the breathing space. She bickered endlessly with their mother, and she set the tone of either sarcasm or silence whenever they saw Ed. Maren sometimes felt like in order to be the good kid, the peacekeeper, she had to be the quiet one.


“It’s such a relief,” their mother had once told Maren with a sigh, “having at least one kid who doesn’t have to share every feeling.”


As if Maren didn’t have feelings she wanted to share, too.


Instead, Maren had taken to writing what she felt in a notebook or journal, a place where she was allowed to say as much as she wanted about anything she wanted—although recently, she hadn’t had a lot to say there, either.


She closed her notebook again. She reminded herself there was exactly one thing she wanted from this summer: to get through it as quickly and painlessly and invisibly as possible. She didn’t expect a camp full of Hadley-like people to make much space for her to join in anything; by this time, she had stopped expecting it of even Hadley. But she was fine by herself. She wasn’t Hadley, and she certainly didn’t want to be.
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When Maren sat up again and looked out the open door, she saw that the sun had started to set. The gaps between branches glowed bright orange and pink, as if the trees were drooping with fantastic fruit. It was probably time to head to the auditorium. Maren pulled a hoodie on and moved to the door.


But no sooner had she stepped out of her cabin than she was distracted by a shrill shriek: “God, get away from me, stalker!”


Unsurprisingly, the voice belonged to Allegra. She and a few more girls were still sitting on the grass, only now the rabbity one was braiding a little girl’s hair and Allegra was making a very ugly face. She raised one hand to shield herself from a boy standing nearby with a small, handheld digital recorder.


“Stalk her?” said the boy with the camera. “I barely know her!” He laughed an oddly high, hiccupping laugh, like a broken wheel squeaking on a shopping cart. He had the worst haircut Maren had ever seen, short and bowl-like around his face so that it seemed like his entire head was covered with bangs, and was wearing a button-down vest covered in shamrocks.


“I said stop filming me, creep.” Allegra swiped an annoyed arm at the boy’s legs, but he quickly danced out of reach.


“Relax,” the boy said, aiming the camera around the group. “I’m not interested in you. Blonds are so Hitchcockian, totally passé.”


Allegra squinted. “What did you just call me?”


“I’m just saying, I need a heroine with a bit more cojones.”


He aimed his camera at the little girl in the center, who smiled and gave a playful shake to her braids—his braids, Maren realized with a jolt. The girl in the center was actually the boy Graham, who Maren had seen at drop-off. This would have been surprising enough, but even more surprisingly, the boy with the camera suddenly spun in Maren’s direction and shouted, “Bunkie!”


Startled, Maren looked over her shoulder. No one there. She looked back.


“The stalker’s your bunkmate?” Allegra said, smirking at Maren.


“I don’t know,” Maren said automatically.


“You don’t know?” Allegra said, smirking wider. “You don’t know who you’re bunking with?”


The other girls in the circle adopted similar smirks. Graham, frowning, started tugging out his braids.


“I grabbed an early dinner, then started shooting establishing footage, so we haven’t met yet,” the camera boy—or, camera girl, Maren realized—explained with another grin. “I’m Theo.”


“Honestly,” Allegra said, shaking her head and making her voice a fake, ugly sort of innocent. “Can you believe Goodman’s lets people like her into the girls’ cabins?”


A soft, hissing laugh rose from the group, like a venomous puff of smoke.


Theo’s expression went carefully blank. “Actually,” Theo said, “I prefer ‘they.’ It’s better to ask than make an assumption about someone else’s gender pronouns.”


“What?” Allegra made an even uglier face.


“My pronouns. I use ‘they, them, their,’ please,” Theo went on as if she—they—hadn’t noticed. “So if you want to insult me, you’d say it like: ‘Can you believe Goodman’s lets people like them into the girls’ cabins?’”


Allegra rolled her eyes at the correction. “Oh, you’re one of them,” she said. “Everyone knows they’re just doing it for attention. My mom says it’s obviously a phase.”


Maren expected Theo to get mad or embarrassed, but they only laughed their squeaky-wheel laugh.


“Sure,” they said sarcastically. “I’m the one who likes attention.” They pursed their mouth and pretended to toss a long sheet of hair over their shoulder—a deadly accurate impersonation of Allegra. A snicker moved stealthily through the group. Allegra’s eyes flashed.


“We should probably get going, right?” Graham said, shaking out the last of his braids and standing. “Don’t want to miss the show announcement.”


Allegra’s attention instantly switched. “I swear, they better pick a play with some good female leads. I didn’t grow out my hair all year to have to play a statesman in Julius Caesar or Hamlet or something.”


Seeing her chance to escape while Allegra was distracted, Maren turned and hurried toward the path while the others were still standing and dusting grass off themselves. She heard footsteps following after her, and a moment later Theo appeared jogging beside her.


“For the record, I think I’d be an excellent statesman,” they said, huffing under a huge backpack clattering with key chains. “And I do love a good death scene, so Julius Caesar would be right in my wheelhouse.”


Maren made a noncommittal sound and kept walking.


“Lots of people think that, you know,” Theo said. “Think that kids like me use different pronouns to get attention, because we want to be different or because it’s a phase or whatever.”


“I don’t think that,” Maren said defensively. In truth, she had never really thought about it at all until now.


“But I’m just being myself,” Theo went on as if they hadn’t heard. “I don’t need attention for being different—I am different. I just have to accept who I am. And so does everyone else.”


Maren didn’t know what to say, slightly awed by Theo’s self-certainty. Had she ever said anything half so confident? She decided to change the subject. “Why do you have your backpack with you?” she asked.


“My equipment bag? It’s for my camera.” Theo smacked the clattering hump fondly. “I wanted to go to film camp but couldn’t find one for under high school ages. It’s cool, though. I’ve decided to make a documentary about Goodman’s. Mind if I ask for your opinion on the rumor that it’s shutting down after this year?” They raised their camera and aimed it, its lens flashing and winking, at Maren.


“Yes, I do mind,” Maren said, then walked faster.


Theo lowered the camera but hurried to keep up. They rambled on about what kind of camera they used and why, as well as an in-depth analysis of how even the best contemporary directors—including the famous auteur and Theo’s personal favorite filmmaker, Quigley Forrager—now used digital instead of traditional film, and how Austin, Texas, Theo’s hometown, was particularly advanced when it came to digital filmmaking.


While they spoke, Maren watched them out of the corner of her eye. She had heard the terms “trans” and “nonbinary” before but had never met anyone who identified as either. Most people Maren knew were either a boy or a girl and had never felt any kind of anything about it. Not that Maren minded—if Theo wanted to use “they,” it was fine by her—but even so, Maren hoped Theo would find someone else to befriend before too long. Theo might not care about attention, but they certainly got plenty of it, and they’d make it hard for Maren to stay under the radar this summer.


With Theo’s help, they both managed to get hopelessly turned around on the paths, and the sun was setting in earnest by the time they arrived at the auditorium. Inside, the lobby had royal-blue carpet and the walls were covered with gold frames of old people who looked rich; when Theo and Maren followed the other kids into the theater itself, however, it was clear the camp had seen better days. The velvet fabric on the seats was threadbare in places, and the beat-up stage floor was scarred with layer upon layer of scuff marks, deep gouges, and electrical tape.


Jo, the camp manager, was sitting on the stage in the light of an antique-looking lamp, swinging her feet over the edge. She had pulled a fluffy orange sweater over her overalls, which, combined with Jo’s normal cloud of hair, made her look as if she had her own gravitational field. Maren slid into a row near the back and ended up wedged between Theo and a boy tugging at a strip of rubber peeling from his sneakers. When the rest of the campers had maneuvered into one seat or another, Jo raised an arm, signaling overhead. The lights dimmed to a spotlight around her, making her hair look even bigger in the glow.


“If theater be a mirror to life?” Jo called out over the audience.


Maren jumped in her seat as the auditorium exploded with a single shouted phrase: “THEN PLAY ON!”


This incomprehensible announcement was followed by stomps, cheers, whistles, and outright screams. Even the boy next to Maren gave up ripping apart his shoe to shout, “Oh yeah!” and pump his fist a few times. Theo grinned as they panned their camera across the cheering audience. Maren sank further in her seat.


“Did you know that this is Camp Goodman’s sixtieth anniversary?” Jo said when she could be heard over the cheers. “My father, Lee, was the first manager of the camp.” She stretched out an arm in front of her to the right, where a stooped figure wearing a baseball cap sat in a wheelchair in the first row. “And for sixty years, we have been honored to watch so many talented young people grow into their own onstage. When I say that you all are part of our family, I mean it truly—and how about you meet the amazing instructors that lead this family!”


The crowd kept clapping and cheering as various names were called and adults stood from their seats for their introductions. There was Mr. Cairn, who offered a tight, military wave when Jo announced he was teaching Directing, and Eartha, who waved both arms over her head, as if imitating a butterfly, when her name was called—appropriately, she taught a class called Movement. The rest Maren hadn’t met yet: A rosy-cheeked woman named Ms. Green taught Musical Theater, and a scruffy-haired man named Monty taught Playwriting; a short woman named Ms. Casta taught something called Speech and Diction, while a large man named Bernie was the “tech master.” Costume and Makeup was being taught by Rose, a woman so tall and beautiful, with dreadlock braids down her back, that Maren thought she must be a model.


Maren clapped along politely as the names were called, and she was just starting to zone out when Jo said in conclusion, “And Miss Maxine Bradley is our Acting teacher, of course, but she couldn’t be with us tonight.” Almost without taking a breath, Jo immediately plowed on to discuss rules and expectations… but there was something in the way Jo breezed past Miss Bradley’s name that made Maren sit up straighter. Adults were always doing that to her these days—thinking that if they said something fast enough or casually enough or cheerfully enough, Maren wouldn’t notice and understand. But it was normally those things that ended up being the most important. Maren looked around, wondering if anyone else had noticed anything unusual.


“What’s up?” Theo whispered.


When Maren turned to them, she saw their camera was aimed at her.


“Nothing,” Maren said, leaning away. “Nothing.”


“Well, now that we have that out of the way,” Jo finished her speech and blew a relieved breath into the microphone. “I bet you’re dying to know what show you’re going to be making so great this summer, aren’t you?”


The room went silent, breathless with anticipation.


“As I said, this is our sixtieth-anniversary celebration. And in honor of our camp’s history, we have decided to perform the first play ever performed here.”


With that, a projection lit up the back of the theater, and Maren squinted to read it. A digital banner unfurled in fancy lettering:


1955–2015 CAMP GOODMAN PRESENTS: TWELFTH NIGHT.


“Excellent!” Theo cried as the rest of the audience erupted in cheers.


Maren clapped along. She had heard of William Shakespeare, of course, and knew some of the more famous plays: Hamlet to-being or not, Romeo and Juliet dying for love, even the wild island of The Tempest. But she had no idea what Twelfth Night was about, and she had never met kids her age who were so excited about putting on a play before.


“Is there a good death scene?” she surprised herself by joking to Theo.


“Not really,” Theo said back, “but there’s always room for improvement.”
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In the lobby, there were two tables set up—one stacked high with white binders, the other with a punch bowl and plates of cookies. Theo charged straight for the snacks, but Maren opted to stop and pick up a white binder first, which, it turned out, held a large-print copy of the Twelfth Night script. At the second table, the woman with rosy cheeks was passing out single cookies wrapped in cellophane packets while Mr. Cairn policed the glasses of punch with a hawklike gaze.


“Chocolate chip or—wait.” The red-cheeked woman paused when Maren got to the front of the line. “Wait, are you Maren?”


Surprised, Maren just nodded.


The woman smiled, her cheeks seeming to glow all the brighter, and picked up a specific cellophane packet with two cookies.


“Hang on, Ms. Green, we have to make those last,” said Mr. Cairn disapprovingly.


“Jo’s orders,” Ms. Green insisted. “This young lady apparently helped her find her phone.”


Maren accepted the package, muttered her thanks, and scooted out of the line. She might have been imagining it, but she thought she felt Mr. Cairn’s gaze follow her as she walked away. She wound through the lobby, where everyone clustered off in twos and threes, until she made it to a relatively quiet corner. There she leaned against the wall, toying with the cellophane wrapper. She hadn’t meant to eavesdrop, but she suddenly heard someone say, “You don’t think it’s true about Jo closing the camp, do you?”


She looked up at the three people standing in front of her—two boys and a girl with round, earnest eyes inside an equally round, earnest face.


“Oh, I heard she’s sold it already,” said one boy, with extra nonchalance. “I heard it’s only a matter of time before this whole place becomes a Walcorp parking lot.”


“She wouldn’t do that!” the girl said. “Would she?”


“Not if the ghost has anything to do with it,” said the other boy, and he gestured at the wall behind them, where there was a small, framed portrait.


The first boy laughed, but the girl’s eyes got rounder with worry.


“Don’t even joke about that,” she said.


“Joke about what, the Goodman ghost?” the other boy said, grinning wickedly. “Don’t worry, you don’t need to be scared… so long as you don’t anger it!”


“You going to eat those?”


Maren jumped as Theo appeared next to her. Their finger was aimed at Maren’s cookies. Maren shook her head quickly and held the packet out.


“Really? Neither of them?” Theo seemed astounded, but they had already opened the package, lifted out both cookies sandwiched together, and taken a large bite, crumbs snowing down their vest.


Maren tried to turn back to the conversation about the camp, but the two boys were talking about some video game, and the round-faced girl had wandered away. Hadley hadn’t mentioned anything about a ghost—but then, Maren thought with unexpected bitterness, Hadley had a way of not telling Maren the important things.


Maren took a step toward the framed picture on the wall to study it closer. It was of two girls standing on some cement steps. The girl on the left looked like a living doll, with a big flouncy dress, a perfect smile, and dark curly hair pulled back in an enormous bow. The other, taller girl was also wearing a flouncy dress, but she smiled with her lips closed, her head cocked at an angle, as if considering the photographer. There was an inscription along the bottom: Rosalie and Charlotte “Charlie” Goodman.


Maren looked again at the taller girl. So this was Charlotte Goodman. Along with her closed-lip smile, there was something about the thoughtful angle of the girl’s head that made it look as if Charlotte had a spectacular secret.


There was a sudden hacking sound, and Maren turned just in time to see Theo spit something into their palm.


“Yeesh!” Theo shook their head at the pile of half-chewed cookie they held. “Who puts fortunes in with chocolate chip cookies?”


“A fortune?” Maren couldn’t help leaning closer and looking at the mess. Half buried in the soggy clump was a damp piece of paper, a bite mark along one corner. “I don’t think they put it in the cookies so much as between them,” she said. And didn’t expect anyone to shove them both in their mouth at once, she thought but didn’t add.


“Here—” Theo pulled the scrap free and, before Maren could protest, forced it into her hand. “Maybe it’s lucky.”


Maren made a face as she pinched the damp paper with her fingernails. She was about to ask Theo if there had been a fortune in the other cookie packets, but she looked up at the exact moment they cupped the pile of spat-out cookie back into their mouth. They grinned at Maren while their jaw worked, and Maren decided her question wasn’t worth seeing Theo’s chewed food again.


She looked back at the paper. It was about the size of a business card, made of the same sort of thick, creamy paper with gold around the edges. The message there was in a swirly cursive—handwritten, probably, based on the way the ink ran where Theo had bitten it. As Maren squinted to make out what it said, she felt a sudden shudder rise along her spine—as if the words meant more than they seemed. As if it were some puzzle for Maren to figure out.




In my stars I am above thee;


but be not afraid of greatness: some are


born great, some achieve greatness, and


some have greatness


THRUST upon them.
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