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‘The world is full of magical things patiently waiting for our wits to grow sharper.’


– Misattributed to Bertrand Russell
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October


The Hundreds


She wasn’t supposed to knock.


When Hana Chang blasted through the woods connecting our houses, she wasn’t supposed to rap with both mittens on my bedroom window, and she sure as hell wasn’t supposed to shout through the glass, ‘Quinn! Yoo-hoo!’


I rip off my headphones, kick my quilt to the bottom of the bed, and dart toward the window, signaling no with my hands.


Hana freezes. She forgot about Fern.


The bed across the room squeals as my younger sister tosses and turns, her eyes glued shut. By the way she’s breathing, I can tell she’s awake but pretending not to be. If this were last year, Fern would’ve sprung out of bed and joined in the adventure, twisting her waist-length hair into a knot and slipping on her gloves. She would’ve tiptoed across the hall and knocked on our brother Reed’s door, and all three of us would’ve crept through the foyer and into the hazy-white yard.


But things like that don’t happen anymore. Here’s how it goes now: Fern throws eye daggers, Reed triggers earthquakes everywhere he stomps, and I’m . . . well, it’s safe to say that none of us are fine.


Hana points to the pumpkin patch and tree house behind her, and I nod in silent agreement: Meet you there in three. Her boots make a trail in the newly fallen snow, each footprint glimmering like the wet underbelly of a fish.


Silently moving across the room, I grab Dad’s old boating jacket from my coatrack, yank on an extra pair of socks, and try to pull my hair into a ponytail before remembering: Oh yeah, I cut it off. As of last week, seventeen inches – snip, snip, gone. I was getting sick of it, I guess. Sick of catching my glance in the mirror and remembering: this is how my hair looked last summer. Now the longest strands hug my jawline. Mom and Nana Eden made a big to-do about it, and then started joking about salvaging all the trimmings to make an afghan. (Which is exactly what every seventeen-year-old girl needs, right? A blanket woven from her own hair.)


‘Waste not, want not!’ Nana crooned, clutching her elbows to double over in laughter.


I don’t understand my family anymore, except maybe Galileo. He’s meowing at the front door and fixing me with his most pathetic kitty glance. A plastic cone haloes his head – his own darn fault for chasing that porcupine into the woods. Lacing my boots up to my knees, I gently scoot him out of the way and close the door behind me.


Hana is whisper-yelling from the tree house, ‘Ahhhh, sorry, was Fern mad?’ She readjusts the ears on her crocheted otter hat and watches her frozen breath mushroom into the night. The moon is making everything silver, a bit like my hair. Mom says the color’s because Sawyers are wise beyond their years, but ninety-five percent of Winship, Maine, would likely disagree. People at school use plenty of adjectives to describe me. ‘Wise’ isn’t included.


To be fair, I don’t blame them.


‘I’ll probably hear all about it in the morning,’ I groan. ‘What I don’t get is, Fern sneaks out at least once a week, and somehow that’s fine. It’s just not okay when I do it.’


‘Sucky double standards.’


‘Yeah.’ I cock my head at her – at her white-and-brown face paint, the small trickle of fake blood descending from lip to chin. ‘I thought you were going as something scary this year.’


‘Google “otter attack.” They don’t mess around.’


This – this right here – is why we’ve been best friends since she moved here from New Jersey in second grade. We initially bonded over Harry Potter, even though she’s a Hufflepuff and I’m a Slytherin. (Ever since the virtual sorting hat debuted on Pottermore, we’ve refused to discover our actual houses, for fear of dismantling everything we think we know about ourselves.) The last five months would’ve been hell on toast without her. Okay, they still were, but I want to give credit where credit’s due.


She examines me from head to toe, teeth chattering. ‘Wha–what are you supposed to be? Wait . . . Katniss Everdeen?’


‘I think I’m missing some essential things, in that case: bow and arrows, nerves of steel.’


‘You totally have that forest-huntress thing going on, though. We just need to get you a brown wig.’ She thwacks an otter-paw mitten against my shoulder. ‘I really, really missed you today.’


‘Did you? I couldn’t tell by the twenty-seven caramel apple photos.’


She grins. ‘I thought they might entice you out of your hobbit hole.’


‘Yeah, well,’ I say, although it’s not strictly an answer.


‘You missed some truly spectacular costumes.’


‘Best one: go.’


‘Not best, exactly, but Jason Talley went as a shower curtain. I can’t believe he didn’t get frostbite or something. He basically just wrapped his naked body in clear plastic.’


‘Did you have to wash your eyeballs?’


‘With much soap. My retinas will never be the same. Neither will the police who arrested him . . . Next year, we’ll go together, right?’


‘Right,’ I echo with a confidence I don’t feel. ‘So, you ready?’


Hana does a little one-two step that tells me yep.


The sky is turning a darker and darker black, bone-white stars poking straight at us – a picture-perfect October night. Frost creeps over everything. I shake my fingers to keep them from freezing, and check side to side for the bobcat that used to hang around our pumpkin patch. Nana swears its absence is a bad omen; the first night it disappeared, all our pumpkins turned purple, and the temperature dropped twenty-seven degrees.


Fern used to spend entire afternoons spying on it out the window – watching its tufted ears twitch.


Leaving the tree house and quick-stepping around the icy vines, toward the top of the hill, Hana blurts out, ‘Oh my actual God. I don’t think I’ll ever get over this.’


And immediately I think, I won’t, either, before realizing she’s talking about The Hundreds, the summer camp that my family owns and operates – where we live. It’s aggressively pretty under the moonlight and dusting of snow. Small rustic cabins. A meadow of dormant wildflowers. A hundred acres of birch, ash, and maple trees that whisper to one another in the wind. No matter how green it is in June, The Hundreds is most striking in fall and winter. Lonely, yeah, but also quiet and smooth, like the longest brushstrokes in a painting.


‘It’s a bit like Narnia,’ Hana says.


‘Minus the wardrobe.’


In June and July, my family runs eight summer sessions, one week each – nearly eight hundred campers in total. Campers arrive on Monday mornings and leave on Sundays at noon; a new batch comes the next week, and we do the same activities. Hana, my siblings, and I are counselors – partners in exploring the outdoors, relaxing in the yoga and meditation cabin, and performing silly plays. Most of the campers are from out of state, and for a lot of them, it’s the first time they’ve stepped beyond the confines of a city. The first time they’ve swum in the ocean, caught fireflies with their bare hands, or eaten s’mores by a gigantic fire pit. And, above all, the first time they’ve been somewhere that feels alive – like, alive. Nana says that The Hundreds has a heartbeat, same as a human. When I was a kid, I’d turn over rocks and press my fingers to the cool dirt, checking for a pulse.


Ask anyone in Winship, and they’ll tell you the rumors – that impossible things happen at The Hundreds: Blueberries grow in the dead of winter. Sick cats wander into our woods and suddenly they’re cured. When the last blizzard hit, all the animals ran here. Our house is like that as well. Cluttered wallpaper, crooked hallways, and every once in a while, the shimmer of something, in the corner of a window, racing across the bathroom tile. An unnatural puff of light that wasn’t there before. Ghosts? Nana and Mom think so.


They also believe that The Hundreds has a sea monster – some aquatic beast in the depths of our cove. For years, I thought the idea was so implausible that Nana must’ve made it up, maybe to keep campers out of the water when it’s dark.


But then I started learning about marine phenomena.


And I saw the sea monster on the worst night of my life.


A black ridge. Sleek. Massive.


Stop it, stop it, stop –


Guilt gurgles up like acid. I kick those thoughts away.


Hana and I pick up the pace when we hit the trail, wetness gathering in the creases of my jacket. I wrap it tighter around me, although I usually don’t mind the cold. Far from it. I was always first in the water during Winship’s annual Polar Plunge and have been known to make snow angels in my bathing suit. Mom says it’s because I’m half girl, half seal, like in that hippie storybook Nana used to read to us.


Hana sticks out her tongue and catches a snowflake. ‘You know how no two snowflakes are exactly the same? Wouldn’t it be cool if snow tasted different in other places?’


‘Like what? Snow in Paris –’


‘– would taste like baguettes. Definitely baguettes.’


‘And black coffee,’ I say. ‘Don’t they drink tons of coffee?’


‘At least on TV . . . Oh!’ She taps her matching otter backpack and bounces on her toes. ‘I brought a camera, by the way. My dad’s old SLR. Thought if we’re going to take a picture of a ghost, we might as well go old-school.’


‘Then old-school it is.’


On the outer edge of The Hundreds is a rickety Victorian with a spectacularly pointy roof. The woman who lived there – a seventy-eight-year-old wildlife photographer named Belinda Atwood, according to the Winship Gazette – wasn’t exactly chatty; she passed away two months ago and Nana didn’t know about it in time to make blueberry pie. ‘Kicked-the-bucket pie,’ Nana calls it. Any family of dead neighbors automatically gets a twine-wrapped box dropped on their porch.


Late last night, Hana was driving back from her Monster Movie Club and glimpsed, through one of Ms. Atwood’s windows, a blurry figure dressed in white and lit up like a Christmas tree. Hana parked her minivan and called me from the scene, crouching behind a snow mound.


I said, ‘It could be Ms. Atwood’s family or something.’


‘I’m telling you, this isn’t her family.’ Her voice crackled through the phone – intense and resolute. ‘Remember that ghost in my house that started stealing all the spoons? I know what I’m talking about.’


‘I thought one of your little brothers stole all the spoons?’


‘Quinn, focus. It’s the weekend before Halloween, when unexplainable things are supposed to happen. And this is The Hundreds we’re talking about here.’


Since ‘supernatural detective’ isn’t a career that pays actual money, Hana’s determined to become the next best thing: a character makeup artist in Hollywood. I can’t even tell you how many weekends we’ve spent rewatching The Lord of the Rings, Hana lecturing me about intricacies of elf ears. The abnormal is her normal; she is a fierce believer in the unexplainable.


But she shouldn’t have been wandering the woods by herself. I said, ‘Okay, I believe you. But just go home, okay?’


‘Fine. But we’re investigating tomorrow night.’ Then she hung up the phone.


The snow begins to fall in thicker clumps as we come to the clearing in the trees, where – two hundred feet away – the blue-and-white house materializes between ridges of earth like a pop-up tent. All the lights are on.


After a moment, I shift in my snow boots, breath stretching out like octopus tentacles in the air. My toes are icicles. ‘So what happens now?’ Silence. ‘Hana?’


My friend pauses, grips her mitten extra tight in mine, and whispers: ‘What’s that?’


Suddenly I hear it, too. Music.


The forest sounds – wind zigzagging through the trees, the soft hush of snow, the distant beating of the ocean – fade into the background. I let go of Hana’s hand and take two steps toward a melody that’s seeping out of a window. Guitars, strings, a peppy beat. I can’t place the song . . . but haven’t I heard it before?


I’m vaguely aware that Hana’s whispering my name over and over again – Quinn, Quinn, the window, the window – and I’m thinking, Wait a flipping second, I’m trying to remember something, when I look up and see the ghost. Except that she is definitively unsupernatural – just a woman, no more than five foot two, wearing a shapeless white dress with white candlelight dancing all around her.


And she’s staring straight at us.


How must we look? A black-haired girl in otter garb, blood dripping from her mouth. A round-faced girl in lace-up boots, frozen in the snow.


That’s when I notice the very large NO TRESPASSING sign in the garden, glinting in a hill of snow.


I say, ‘We should go.’


But then the music stops. Out of the corner of my eye, I can see the front door creaking open – and a guy stepping onto the porch. He’s got terrible bedhead – longish black hair cycloned in every direction – and he’s in some sort of printed pajama bottoms and a T-shirt that exposes the light brown skin of his arms.


‘We should go,’ I repeat, louder this time. The last thing I need is someone calling the police, giving this town yet another thing to gossip about. Snatching Hana’s hand, I start dragging her in the direction of my house.


If there’s anything I’m good at, it’s running away.
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June


There Are Two Monsters in This Story


The summer started with a canoe.


Dylan, you were drifting with me in The Hundreds’ cove, an hour before the campers arrived for the first weeklong session in June. Time was already thick and lazy, soft and slow. Yellow sun washed over us – enough heat that your freckles were starting to pop.


‘So what do you tell them about the sea monster?’ you asked, squinting your eyes in the bright light. ‘I think we should get our stories straight.’


Yesterday we’d tie-dyed our senior counselor T-shirts. Mine, coral and indigo. Yours, a brilliant blue. I pulled down the lid of my faded Red Sox baseball cap, blocking the sun, my hair still wet from early morning laps – a long rope, slung over my shoulder. ‘That it’s like a dragon that only comes out at night.’


You chuckled. ‘And that doesn’t scare them?’


‘Oh, totally. But it keeps them out of the water when we’re not watching.’ For the first season ever, you and I were teaching swimming together, and I was fantastically excited. Eight whole weeks of water fights, belly-flop competitions, and instructing kids on the doggy paddle. Eight weeks of Sunday afternoons in your truck, listening to those god-awful country bands as you messed up the lyrics just to make me laugh. It had been a cold winter, and I was looking forward to long, hot days in the cove – hours and hours gliding through the water, until my fingers turned to raisins and my muscles went all wobbly.


Soon enough, I could hear the grumbling of gravel through the woods: vans from the airport pulling beneath the twisted-wood sign.


‘Should we get going?’ I asked.


Even in that tiny canoe, everything about you looked as broad as the beams on our barn: wide shoulders, arms ropy with mass. But with your lazy smile, damp reddish-blond curls, and old basketball shorts frayed at the hem, you appeared totally relaxed.


Actually, scratch that. You looked smug.


‘I have a surprise for you, Sawyer.’


I liked the last-name nickname thing. Neither of my siblings were Sawyer to you, only me. ‘Is it a puppy?’


‘It’s better than a puppy.’


‘Okay, now I know you’re lying, because nothing is better than a puppy.’


You shrugged, flicking some water in my direction. ‘I guess you’re just going to have to wait and see.’


I waited. And oh boy, did I see.


Two hours later, one hundred campers assembled around the outdoor stage, where Nana appeared from a trapdoor, dressed head-to-toe in tie-dye. This snazzy entrance always got her the ooohs and aaahs. She welcome-welcome-welcomed everyone, delivering the rules of the camp, explaining how to make this the best summer EVER. And then, counselor introductions. My sister, Fern, went first, skipping onstage: shiny, buzzing – her junior counselor T-shirt paired with pink jean shorts and lilac Converse shoes, her hair in a complicated braid. If daisies could talk, they would’ve sounded like my sister. ‘Hi! I’m Fern. I’ll be doing some photography and a bit of dance.’


My brother, Reed, ran onstage next, in basketball shorts that matched yours. ‘Hi, everyone. I’ll be helping out with all the sports stuff. And just so you know, color wars are going to be epic!’ He had this goofy-happy look on his face that only appeared at camp. Usually ‘goofy’ wasn’t in his repertoire. Hanging out with Reed was like lounging on the quietest beach and listening to the wind. He was calm and wise and seemed to have a lot in common with the ancient oaks in our forest. I loved him to the moon and back.


Fern was beaming at him, and I was beaming at her.


This was my safe place. Summer. Under the same trees with my siblings. No more than a year and a half between each of us, we practically came into this world together. In elementary school, we had to draw self-portraits; each of us drew the three of us, holding hands.


When it was your turn, Dylan, you grabbed my elbow and dragged me up with you. ‘Showtime, Sawyer.’


‘What?’


‘Just roll with it.’ Stepping to the front of the stage, your voice skipped across the crowd: ‘Hey, guys, I’m Dylan, but you can call me Your Favorite Counselor. This is the Fantastic Swimming Sensation, Quinn Sawyer, and we’ve prepared a little sample of song and dance for your opening-day entertainment.’


What?


Every year, we had a prank war; apparently you’d started early. I had the singing voice of a tone-deaf gorilla. ‘Dylan, no.’


‘Nana? Would you do the honors?’


Nana scooted up to the front of the stage with two microphones at the ready. I threw her a look like Et tu, Brute? Then the speakers in the trees started playing a horrific karaoke version of Journey’s ‘Don’t Stop Believin’.’


Oh my God, this is actually happening.


Dylan, you were snapping your fingers, begging everyone to clap to the beat. You pointed to me as if I were that small-town girl, living in a lonely world. ‘She took the midnight train,’ you sang, ‘going a-ny-where.’ You had a killer voice. Maybe I didn’t tell you that enough. I know you were joking and all, but it was smooth and silky and really something.


My brain flipped between choices: sing along, or fling myself offstage. Oh, screw it. ‘Just a city boy . . .’


In the back row behind the campers, Fern cringed then started giggling, and Reed laughed his quiet laugh so deeply that he had to clutch his gut. By the chorus, it was painfully obvious that (a) I could not sing, and (b) this was just sprung upon me. But everyone seemed to love it – and, Dylan, your joy fizzed around you like sparklers.


I know that it didn’t happen right then. It was probably an accumulation of moments over fourteen years, like the way you cared for our mutual pet fish, Mr. Smitty, until he met his maker right before winter break (which was not your fault at all). Or when you let me borrow your favorite book, The Road, and I realized that you’d starred the best passages so I could know them, too. But still, really? Falling in love with you didn’t feel slow, like summer. It felt like springing from the high dive and plummeting into the deep.


As the song finished, all I could think was: Oh crap oh crap oh crap, don’t screw this up.


But as you know, in all camp stories, there are monsters.


In this one, there are two.


The sea monster.


And me.
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October


No Salt Water Will Save Us


Six hours after rushing back through woods with Hana, I wake up – the lump in my throat as big and prickly as a pinecone. Luckily for Galileo, I don’t bolt upright, because he’s nestling around my head like a Russian hat, his plastic cone of shame poking into my pillows. Outside, it’s still dark and a bit eerie with before-dawn blue, perfect for Halloween. Usually my sister and I dress Galileo up like a pumpkin and time how long it takes him to tear the felt to ribbons, but I doubt that’ll happen this year.


My rose-gold headphones are tight against my ears, right where I slipped them last night. The Sunshine Hypothesis, my favorite podcast about fantastical animals, is still going. The axolotl with its beady eyes appears alien and yet unnervingly human. The host’s name is Indigo Lawrence; she’s got this amazing purple Afro, and always wears high-waisted jeans, red lipstick, and earrings that dangle to her collarbone. I know this because she’s also a singer in Portland’s most famous indie rock band, Spark Nation – so Indigo is everywhere, in magazines and newspapers, even peeking out from street art. When she’s not absolutely slaying onstage, she tells the world about animals that should only exist in the imagination, but creep and swim and crawl on Earth. Each episode features a different animal. I’ve listened to all of them. Now I’m relistening, paying extra attention to the monsters.


Indigo says, It sounds like something out of a fantasy novel, doesn’t it? It’s so cool how her voice seems to linger in the dead spaces between words, like the afterglow of an image. I can sink into it. There’s a zebra fish poster on the ceiling above my bed, and I can pretend that I’m at the very bottom of the wild blue water, looking up.


How awesome is this? Its ability to regenerate severed limbs is—


Fern bangs the bathroom door shut.


She’s a door slammer now, especially when she thinks I’m sleeping. I’ve broached the subject of separate bedrooms, oh, about seventy million times with Mom. Seriously, just stick me in the attic, I’ve told her. But her response is always something akin to: yada, yada, you’re sisters and you really do love each other, blah, blah, that’s final, want some birch-bark tea?


Groaning, I set my headphones aside, slide out of bed, and gently knock, just twice, on the bathroom door.


From the other side: ‘What?’


‘I need to pee.’


‘Hold it.’


I knock again, harder this time, and rattle the glass doorknob. There’s rustling, the swift closing of cabinets. Fern yawns open the door, the skin around her eyes sunrise pink. Her hair’s imperfectly braided, loose loops and stray hairs; she’s missed two buttons on her blouse, and her purple, sequined cat ears are definitely on backward. She’s fifteen – less than two years younger than me – but I still have this urge to, I don’t know, take care of her? To be the older sister who fixes her hair. Her cat ears.


All the words I should say flutter up my throat then dive-bomb back down again.


I’m sorry.


It’s all my fault.


Forgive me.


But haven’t I already said those things a gazillion times? She knows I feel like crunched-up crepe paper, too.


‘Thanks,’ I mumble.


Fern slinks into the hall (she’s really got the cat thing down) as about a half ton of bad juju radiates off her skin. ‘Oh, you’re very welcome,’ she says over her shoulder. Her voice has something in common with razor blades – daisies no more.


I use the bathroom then shrug on an oversized plaid shirt, roll the sleeves up to my elbows. Everyone at school will probably get dressed up – witches, sexy chipmunks, Super Mario Bros. – but really, what’s the point? If anyone asks, I’ll say I’m a lumberjack, a costume that also doubles as curve cover-up. The last thing I want is for boys at school to notice my boobs, which just – ta-da – appeared a few months ago. They’re like grief boobs or something, as if the universe said to me: I know last summer was unbearably shitty, so please accept these in consolation!


After running a comb one and a half times through my hair, I shuffle into the kitchen, where Fern says, ‘Good thing you didn’t forget your mask.’


‘Pea,’ Mom scolds from near the sink, where she’s sorting the last of the rhubarb for jam. Pea is Fern’s nickname, and Mom doesn’t know that she despises it. ‘Don’t talk to your sister like that.’


Knitting an orange monstrosity of a beanie by the breakfast table, Nana Eden agrees. ‘If you’re going to make fun of your sister, at least think of something more creative. We had that insult in my day, dear. So you’re about’ – cocking her head so hard that her witch-hat earrings sway – ‘two hundred and seventy-five years out of the loop.’


‘Well, sorry,’ Fern says, just not to me.


Mom throws a melancholy glance at both of us then travels to the pantry to grab a few more mason jars, her wool cape trailing behind her. She’s a shawl wearer and a great knitter of anything that moves on its own. Hippie Earth Mother Clothing, Fern calls it. When winter comes, Mom will garb herself in enormous Icelandic sweaters and start growing microgreens in clay pots by the sink. She has to occupy herself now that camp season is over – and she can make any plant twitch to life, even in the iciest days. Take the vegetable garden outside our kitchen window: artichoke buds are poking through the snow, next to a blueberry bush untouched by the arctic weather. It keeps blooming and blooming, all year long. Sometimes the white-tailed deer trot up and nibble off every single blueberry, and the following day, they’re back, ripe as always.


Nana puts aside her knitting to stand up and flick Fern’s purple cat ears. ‘I like these – fancy schmancy.’ And then to me, placing both hands on my shoulders and whispering into my (human) ear: ‘The next time you sneak out, Cookie, tell Hana not to bang on the window like the British are coming.’ That’s her nickname for me – Cookie, after the Cookie Monster on Sesame Street (I had a very serious Chips Ahoy! phase).


But . . . Oh. Oh, crap.


A whole conversation occurs with only our eyes.


Me: So you know?


Her: I am an all-seeing, all-knowing master of the universe, and you should be aware of that by now.


Me: Please don’t tell Mom.


Nana ha-ha-has and tries to kiss my forehead, except she’s quite a bit shorter than me – if you don’t count her hair, which is piled high on her head. It conceals things like bobby pins, nail files, pencils. I have a sneaking suspicion that if you tipped her over, an entire drugstore aisle would tumble out. This is one of the things Grandpa Michael loved most about her, or so says the handwritten list of One Hundred Things framed above our fireplace. When Grandpa proposed in the 1950s, he said he wanted to buy her an Eden to match her name: a hundred acres of summer-camp land, where he’d plant a hundred types of wildflowers, and they’d have a hundred children. Now she and Mom run the camp with the help of two permanent staffers in town, while Dad’s role is more ceremonial: posing for camp snapshots, lighting a few bonfires, digging up daylilies and trimming hedges when he has free time.


Throwing Nana another plea for mercy with my eyes, I ask Mom, ‘Do you think I could take some rhubarb jam for Hana when it’s ready?’


Mom twirls over to me. She loves to dance, especially when there’s no music. That way she isn’t restricted by the beat. She says, ‘Sure. You can give it to her the next time you two slip off in the dead of night.’


‘Nana!’ I say.


‘I didn’t breathe a word, Cookie.’


Mom continues, her voice jokey and light, but there’s strain beneath it – a ripple in the calm. ‘You weren’t up to anything illegal, I hope. No running away to join a biker gang?’


I tap the countertop with bare fingernails. ‘I don’t think Hana would do well in a gang. She’d try to name the bikes after minor celebrities or something . . .’


‘I can see that.’


‘Are you mad?’


‘No, I’m not . . . but you need to tell us these things, okay? What if I woke up in the middle of the night to check on you, and you weren’t there?’


I shrug, because what do you say to that?


Part of me liked it better when she was completely hands-off. Reed comes home smelling like liquor? He’ll feel sick in the morning – that’s punishment enough. But now Mom has new crinkles on her forehead. Last summer, it finally dawned on her: when she’s hands-off, we become slippery. It’s hard to get a grip.


‘Okay,’ she says. ‘But you’re doing the dishes for the next two weeks.’


And what’s Fern’s punishment for sneaking out literally all the time? Should I really keep covering for her? ‘Fine.’


‘You’ll be done before you know it.’ She reaches into the nearest cabinet and pulls out a pack of herbal supplements. Mom insists that ground-up green things will help me get through this.


But what if there is no through?


‘Now sit, sit!’ she says.


This is part of Mom and Nana’s attempt to get us back on the Sibling Track: commanding us to assemble at breakfast. Every. Freaking. Morning. Today, the table is loaded with pumpkin-seed-and-hemp waffles (which are actually pretty delicious, if you get past the grassy aftertaste), along with six steaming mugs of homemade herbal tea (just don’t ask what’s in it). Nana circles the table and drops sprigs of fresh mint on everyone’s plates.


We always have family breakfasts in the weeks before camp begins, when the weather is nice enough to eat in the garden and Dad picks tomatoes for fresh juice, but in the fall it’s different. It’s wrong. All of us know these forced meals are Mom and Nana’s excuse to gather us at one table, like sharing a pot of tea will suddenly make things okay.


Fern grinds her teeth and sits.


I grind my teeth and sit.


Nana smiles like everything is normal.


Then: boom, boom, boom – my hulk of an older brother lumbers downstairs, silver-blond hair already tucked under a Vancouver Canucks cap. Hats are his new thing. He keeps the brim down low, so he doesn’t have to look anyone in the eye – especially me. I bet he’s been awake for hours, riding unicorns across the desert or whatever the hell happens in his video games. Either that or doing his Arnold Schwarzenegger impression in the mirror, lifting those gargantuan dumbbells. I think about ants that carry twelve times their body weight on their backs. One day, maybe he’ll be that strong – strong enough to hold . . . everything. But until then, all the boxes marked REED’S DORM ROOM will probably remain stacked in our hallway, right where he plunked them after dropping out of the UMaine forestry program three months after his eighteenth birthday.


He used to walk like leaves traveling across the ground. I used to sense a calm inside him. Now there’s this typhoon that’s spinning and spinning, and won’t seem to break out of his skin. It stays firmly inside, whirling through his ribs and his guts and his heart. When he’s not working at Leo’s Lobster Pound, he’s the assistant basketball coach at Winship High. And he’s dating someone. Charlie.


‘Anyone seen my gym bag?’ Reed calls out, voice like a craggy mountain.


‘Check the foyer,’ Dad says, trundling down the stairs as well. His beard is reaching mountain-man lengths.


‘How would Willie Nelson know where Reed’s gym bag is?’ I ask Nana.


‘That’s not Willie Nelson.’ She laughs. ‘That’s clearly one of those men from – What’s that show called?’ She snaps her fingers. ‘Dark Dynasty?’


‘Duck Dynasty,’ Dad corrects her. Up close, his beard is hypnotizing, like one of those inkblots that could be either a butterfly or a bunny. It’s difficult to tell if he’s a beard with a human attached or the other way around. Growing it is his way of trying to convince Mom, after all these years, that his city self can handle the wild. He grew up in Boston but met Mom at Winship U, the liberal arts school in town, where he now teaches marine biology.


‘My beard could beat any of those Duck Dynasty beards in a fistfight,’ Dad says. ‘Just remember that.’


‘Beards don’t have fists, Henry,’ Mom counters, kissing him full on the lips. Most of the time my parents are sweet together, but sometimes I think all that sweetness is strangling me slowly. Flipping through their Niagara Falls wedding pictures is one thing; watching them practically grope each other in the kitchen – where their children eat their food – is another.


Instinctively, I roll my eyes, noticing that Fern and Reed do, too, and for a split second we forget not to smile at each other. When we remember, even the room sighs, all the hardwoods letting out a collective whoosh.


Fern glowers and clears her throat, probably one second away from telling our parents to get a room.


‘Go ahead,’ Mom announces, breaking the kiss. ‘Everyone eat.’


None of us want to disappoint her (disappointing Mom is kind of like upsetting the Dalai Lama), so we start forking waffles under a canopy of wishes. There are seven rows of exposed wooden beams on the ceiling. At the end of each weekly summer session, every camper writes a wish on a slip of paper, and Nana hangs them from the beams with string. They’re good luck, she claims. All this hope is bound to do us some good.


As I take my first bite of breakfast, attempt number 19,584 to engage us collectively in conversation begins.


‘So I’ve signed up for a new course at the artists’ colony,’ Nana says. ‘Anyone want to guess what it is?’ Last year, she carved a seven-foot-long canoe from a felled log, and the year before that was an oil-painting ode to Maine’s wildlife; now there are like seven thousand pictures of waterfowl in our downstairs bathroom alone. Peeing has never been more terrifying.


‘Sculpting?’ Mom offers.


‘In a way, but not quite. Quinn, what’s your guess?’


‘Uh, soap making?’


Nana shakes her head. ‘No cigar.’ And when no one else volunteers anything, she steamrolls on. ‘I think it’s a brilliant idea, actually, especially with the high elderly population in town. I’m really surprised that no one’s thought of it before.’ She swipes the air with her hand, like she’s revealing the letters in Wheel of Fortune. ‘Get Buried in Your Work: Build Your Own Coffin.’


Dad chokes on his tea.


‘I must’ve heard that wrong,’ Mom says.


Nana still isn’t grasping the shit storm she’s unleashed. ‘Well, I think it’s genius. Finally something practical. Let’s face it, I’m never going to use that canoe.’


To which Reed growls, ‘Stop it.’ Except he’s not snapping at Nana but at Fern, who’s loudly clanked down her fork and pushed back her plate, angry hands and angry eyes blackening the air.


‘Stop what?’ she spits.


‘Stop being such a delicate little snowflake.’


‘Reed,’ Mom warns.


‘I will,’ Fern counters, ‘when you stop being such an asshole.’


Mom again: ‘Fern.’


Pushing back her seat in a great burst of energy, my sister stands. ‘Look, we shouldn’t have to do the whole breakfast thing. We’re not six years old, okay? We don’t have to pretend we like each other.’


And with that, Fern flounces out of the room, Mom’s voice clipping at her heels: ‘Pea, there’s no need to . . .’


Everyone at the table collectively grunt-sighs.


(At least we’re doing something as one.)


For the next minute, Nana sheepishly sips her tea as Galileo rams his cone into my shins.


‘Families shouldn’t act like this,’ Mom finally says, cracking the silence like a spoon to an egg. She tosses her hands up into the air, silver bangles clinking together. ‘On top of everything else, I’m starting to think there’s a presence in this house.’


Nana concurs with a dramatic head nod, a pencil slipping from her hair.


Dad holds up his hands in protest. ‘Don’t jump to any conclusions—’


But Mom’s already halfway to the herb cabinet, shawl rippling behind her, and Dad’s words bounce right off it. (That shawl has magic powers.) When I was a kid, I genuinely thought that my mom was a witch – a good one, though, like a 1970s version of Glinda in The Wizard of Oz. Every once in a while, she senses a presence – a ghost, a spirit, a demon – and closets must be cleaned. Floors must be dusted with salt. Holly must be hung by each window. Even though we believed, Reed and I had a running joke about it.


This bread! I would exclaim as a slice popped from the toaster. This bread feels haunted!


It must be cleansed! he’d say. Cleansed with jam!


But all the sage smoke in the world won’t cleanse grief from the house. It’s not a demon Mom can exorcise with a dose of arrowroot. No salt water is going to save us.


Now it’s Reed who pushes back his chair, announcing that he’s going to take the Time Machine – our nickname for the camp’s ancient Chevy station wagon – to pick up Charlie. He doesn’t offer me a ride, and Mom doesn’t hear him; her head’s buried in the cabinet. Glass jars clink together.


And we slide farther apart.


At the bus stop, Fern and her new best friend, Harper, are both looking at me like they’re itching to plant a half ton of rancid salmon in my locker. Maybe it’s because I just told Harper that Pegasus (her Halloween costume) is definitely not pronounced Peg-ass-us: ‘There’s no exaggerated ass in the middle.’


Fern throws a supportive arm around Harper’s white wings. ‘Because you know everything? Quinn, you’re the ass. Just shut the hell up.’


I’m channeling mollusks, here. Or arthropods – anything with a protective shield, so no one will see the fleshy underside, how easily these words can spike right through.


I tug at my flannel shirt under my jacket. Although the temperature’s ten degrees or less, I’m boiling. Sticky with sweat. Stress will do that to you – along with an Antarctica parka that Mom bought half-price from North Face.


‘Know what?’ I say. ‘I’ll just walk.’


‘Suit yourself,’ Fern says. Or maybe she says, I hope you drop dead in the snow, and they find you frozen like one of those mile-marker bodies on the ascent to Everest. Hard to tell – the tone says it could be either. Moons ago, we’d only bicker about little things: Which movie’s better, Fight Club or The Big Lebowski? Who’s hotter, that guy from the vampire show or Reed’s friend Spencer? No, it’s your turn to clean the litter box – remember?


‘Your cat ears are on backward,’ I tell her, slipping on my headphones and walking away.


The quickest route to school is actually through The Hundreds’ forest, past the outdoor stage and behind the set of cabins, looping around the high-ropes course dangling with icicles a foot long. Nana claims that, in the winter, the camp’s heartbeat speeds up – pulsing beneath layers of ice and snow – but today, it’s the opposite. Gleaming and beautiful and still.


I slow my steps. Why do I want to hurry to school?


I turn up the Sunshine Hypothesis. Out of all the animals in the world today, Indigo says, the most dangerous to humans are, in fact, other humans.


Ain’t that the truth.


Indigo laughs in my ears; the sound’s throaty and rich and warm. It’s kind of odd, isn’t it? We think these deep-sea animals are dangerous or scary because they’re ‘strange.’ But how can we say that another creature is ‘strange,’ when the real and imaginary so often blur? Maybe it’s more likely that, as humans, our knowledge is too limited – too confined and disjointed to fully appreciate the scope of what is possible in the world.


I stop.


Pull my headphones off.


Because the barn doors are open.


I’ve avoided stepping inside the barn – even going near the barn – for ninety-two days. It’s supposed to be bolted shut. It’s supposed to stay shut until summer. Taking a few steps closer in the snow, I shout, ‘Hello?’ into the wind, and only the wind responds – clattering the doors against the siding, sending a shudder down my spine.


If no one’s there, I should . . . close the doors. Yes, very quickly close them. Very quickly – boots slapping against snow and grabbing the door and absolutely no peering inside, at dust spiraling through glacial blue light, at archery stands and broken aluminum easels and boxes of extra silverware for the mess hall.


And definitely, one hundred percent, not looking at the boats.


I didn’t realize my parents had draped them – a blue tarp shrouding every boat. I feel like I’m walking into a graveyard for giants awaiting burial. It might be cool if it weren’t so creepy. I release a breath that smokes through the space, one part of me screaming: Leave!
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