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For the ones who are afraid—like I once was—of what coming out will change. There is nothing wrong with you for being yourself. And even if some doors close, others will open—to people who will love you for exactly who you are.






Prologue THEN


I peered down at my bare feet dangling off the dock. The sky was clear. Starlight danced on the surface of the lake, and I was half tempted to jump in, to swim in a sea of stars. Magical was the word that came to mind whenever I tried to understand the changes I had started to feel in myself. I didn’t sneak out. I didn’t break rules. And if I’d ever done anything reckless, it was with the best friend I’d had since I was five—not with someone I barely knew.

But nights like this, us spending stolen time together, meant something to me. I just didn’t know what yet.

“Well, this is getting old. Don’t you think?” Hannah’s question snapped me out of my thoughts.

“Oh,” I said. Then, in an attempt to recover and hide how disappointed I was, I mustered up yet another underwhelming response. “Yeah… sorry.”

“ ‘Sorry’? Why are you apologizing? This lake is the problem,” Hannah said, kicking up a few drops with the tip of her big toe.

“Oh.”

Yep, that was me. Ever the stimulating conversationalist.

“I mean, this last week has been great,” she said, turning away from the lake to look at me. Her eyes stayed on mine, then dipped down and lingered long enough for me to know she was staring—at my lips, my neck? I wasn’t sure. It made something in my chest wake up. Almost as fast as she looked me over, her gaze returned to the water and she continued, “I think we can do better. I mean, we’re in the middle of nowhere for fuck—I mean, Christ’s—shit.”

We both laughed. I guess maybe it is complicated to figure out who or what’s sake it is when you’re up in the middle of nowhere at a Christian summer camp, especially when you’re not even a Christian.

“What I’m trying to say is that there’s way more to this place than this lake and a couple of wooden shacks.” She gestured to the bunks behind us, where all the other counselors and campers were asleep.

By then, sneaking out had become a habit for us. And Hannah was right—the lake was getting old.

“What do you suggest?” I asked.

At the time, I was still so unaware of myself, of what my dread of her saying she was tired and wanted to go back to bed really meant. I worried that our adventure was already over, that the taste of something else, of something better than what I was used to, had already run out, the flavor gone and chewed up too fast.

“Come on,” she said, standing up.

I followed quickly, dusting off the back of my pajama shorts and slipping into my flip-flops. We padded up the wooden planks, having learned early on which creaky ones to avoid in the otherwise silent night. Hannah started jogging, so I did too, and I followed her to the edge of camp, where the administration building sat behind the only paved parking lot on the grounds. There, among a couple other counselors’ and a few staff members’ cars, was Hannah’s Subaru.

I don’t know if she knew where she was going when she fished her key out of the pocket of her jacket and twisted it into the ignition. We gently peeled out of the parking lot, and then Hannah laid into the gas once we reached the main road. We raced into the night, the Camp Refuge road sign disappearing behind us. I wasn’t thinking about how it might look if someone woke up to discover that we weren’t in our bunks, that both of us were missing and off the grounds entirely—breaking the first and most absolute rule. I didn’t care.

Nothing mattered beyond the way Hannah made me feel, just by being near her, being seen by her.

“What are you doing?” she asked when I reached up and pressed a button over our heads.

Slowly, her sunroof slid open, giving way to the now familiar blanket of stars poking through the clearing in the trees. We snaked our way farther up the mountain, chasing the sky.

I unbuckled my seat belt and stood up. I almost hesitated, but the cool air rushed through the opening and tugged me harder. Notes of hemlock and sweet maple flooded my nose, waking me up and tickling my brain. Gripping the edge of her roof, I faced the night: air caressing my skin, wind in my thick, curly hair, blood rushing underneath my goose bumps. Music came on, the first song on the soundtrack of our summer. The volume boomed, disrupting the night with Glass Animals’ “Youth.” It was perfect.

I was free. For the first time, I was free.

When I sat back down, I was breathless. Hannah laughed, buzzing from my energy. I thumbed my way through her Spotify playlist, picking songs that I did and did not know, twisting the volume dial down when she turned onto an unmarked road. Neither of us had pulled up a GPS. She seemed as familiar with these woods as she was with her own backyard.

In the name of spontaneity, we followed the road until we found ourselves in a tree-lined clearing. Hannah cut the engine but left the car on so that the music could play quietly.

“Come on,” she said, her door already open.

I followed her around to the back of the car. She popped the trunk and climbed in, pulling a lever to collapse her back row of seats.

“Here.” She handed me a hoodie from the top of a pile she had started pulling apart.

I put it on, feeling lucky that she had it. When the collar cleared my head and I reached up to push my hair out of my face, I found her spreading out a comforter and a couple of pillows. I crawled into the trunk and lay down on my side, my body mirroring hers.

Her hazel eyes glistened in the moonlight spilling in from the roof. Her gaze shifted upward and so did mine. Humid air licked the soles of my feet as they hung out the back of her trunk. I stared at the stars, the trees lit by the moon, hoping this moment would never end. The whole world felt so far away.

“This is amazing,” I whispered.

“Yeah.”

I let my eyes fall back down to find Hannah already looking at me. Her hand cupped my face, and her thumb began tracing my cheekbone, down the side of my nose, to my lips. Her fingertip was soft, her hand was warm, and the gentleness in her eyes slowed my heartbeat.

She shifted closer to me, and suddenly my entire world consisted only of her: the rosy hue of her skin, the sharp angles of her nose, the forgiving curve of her cheek, the hazel and gray flecks in her eyes. I could see where her baby hair started crawling out of her forehead, the way the soft tendrils lay against the side of her face like… like a kiss.

I wanted to kiss her.

I had never kissed anyone before. And I had never thought about kissing a girl. Not until that moment. But it made sense. All of it—the past week, the nights on the dock—every day became a waiting game for when it would be time to meet Hannah at my window. I’d count the seconds after all our campers were asleep so that I could climb out and finally feel like myself.

I had a crush, and this realization sent a ripple of excitement across every inch of my being—to the top of my head, down to my toes, and out to my fingertips. I felt electrified by it. Maybe Hannah did too, because that’s when she leaned in.

I closed my eyes.

I remember the softness of her lips. I remember wondering and worrying for a millisecond if mine were chapped. But then I wasn’t thinking at all. I remember her hand leaving my face and her fingers grazing my neck. I remember feeling her hair tickling my forehead, her nose poking into my cheek. I remember how whole I felt being close to her, and how I wanted to be closer still.

I remember the smell of rain and hemlock drifting in through the open windows, mixing with her mango shampoo. The comforter was soft, and the floor of the car was hard beneath it. Her hoodie was worn and warm and it felt like Hannah had wrapped herself around me—and I wanted her to actually be around me. I remember how that need to be closer to her nearly consumed me, before we pulled apart for air.

Her smile.

My heart racing.

My first kiss.

My mind rushed to collect all the details so that later, when I finally did close my eyes, I could come back here. So that I could always come back here.

There was just one more detail I needed. “What’s the song playing right now?”






Chapter One NOW


“Cold Love” by Rainbow Kitten Surprise trickles from Kristen’s portable speaker. The whisper vocals and the soft thump of the bass ooze out, gripping my heart and making me pause mid-lick of my triple-scoop salted caramel cone. This song. The hairs on my arms stand up even though I’m baking in the eighty-degree sunshine. With the heat consuming me on the outside, my mind takes me back to that cool summer night six weeks ago when my whole life was turned upside down and I was too infatuated to notice.

I shift back to reality. The one where Hannah and I aren’t speaking anymore.

After the way things ended at camp, I need space, to put some distance between me and that whirlwind feeling that clouds my judgment whenever I’m around Hannah.

I got back from camp a few hours ago, and as promised, my best friend was leaning against her car, parked at the curb in front of my house, ready to whisk me away for a “tea” and ice cream sesh.

“How’s your cone?” Kristen asks, holding hers out to me.

I grab her coffee and cream swirl in my free hand while she gathers her blond mane into a messy bun on top of her head. I catch a glimpse of the amateur sun stick and poke tattoo dotting the inside of her wrist, something new from our summer apart.

“It’s good, refreshing,” I tell her, taking another lick.

She reclaims her cone and we both take a second to lick and, in her unfathomable case, chew our ice cream. I take in her yin-yang ring. It matches the one that showed up on my cabin doorstep at Camp Refuge in July with nothing but a return address to let me know it was from my best friend. The ring, the tattoos on her wrist and tucked behind her ear, are all new.

“So, how was Bible boot camp?” Kristen asks, stretching her legs out across the bench on her side of the table.

“It wasn’t a boot camp. It was actually pretty nice,” I say, and at least—to some degree—that’s true. This summer was a lot of things, “nice” being one of many conflicting descriptions.

“Details,” she demands.

“I was in one of the cabins that faced the lake, so that was cool. The other counselors were friendly, and the services weren’t overbearing.”

“You mean you didn’t spend every spare second with your head bowed in prayer?”

Even though she’s teasing, I know there’s a part of Kristen that still resents me for leaving her this summer. This was our first time being apart since becoming friends in kindergarten. Considering the mess I got myself into without her, I might have to rethink going away for college…

Camp Refuge was my parents’ idea. At first, I wasn’t entirely sure why they thought it made sense for me to be a counselor the summer before my senior year of high school, especially since I never attended when I was younger. But then they reminded me that I hadn’t been outside northeast Ohio. Even though I wasn’t going to a sandy beach in Florida or California, Camp Refuge was something. It’s also run by our church, which was the main selling point for my dad.

“It was fun,” I say, focusing on my ice cream instead of looking into Kristen’s eyes.

I haven’t decided if I want to tell Kristen about me and Hannah. At first, I wasn’t ready to tell anyone about us because being with her, being with a girl, was not something I ever imagined for myself. I didn’t know if liking Hannah meant I was fully gay or if it meant I just really liked Hannah, and I wanted to figure that out for myself. I was excited to figure it out… But after everything blew up in my face at the end of camp, I’m not ready to talk about our time together, even with Kristen. What happened at Camp Refuge can stay at Camp Refuge.

“Okay, but for real, please tell me you made out with at least one hot Christian boy,” Kristen presses.

I can’t help but laugh. “Kris, that’s not what Christian summer camp is for,” I remind her, regaining my composure and licking melted ice cream off my knuckles.

“Okay, then spill!” Her eyes grow wide, her excitement contagious. “What was it like to get the heck out of Stow?”

She leans forward with her elbows on the table, her ice cream perched in front of her face.

“Okay, okay,” I say, resisting the heavy feeling trying to weigh me down, reminding me of what a horrible friend I am for keeping so much from her, for not trusting her. We tell each other everything, but for now, I try to focus on what is safe to share. “I liked having a clean slate, you know? I was just a girl who lived in a cabin off the edge of a beautiful lake. We took care of kids during the day, but at night we had time to ourselves and that was the best…” I try to think of more things to say.

Camp Refuge is in central Ohio, almost three hours south of Stow. There’s a man-made lake surrounded by cedar cabins; a small church with rooms for services, game nights, and Bible study; and the entire campground is encircled by woods for miles. It’s an escape to get closer to God.

Or to each other…

“But what about the other counselors? What about the night swimming Jameson told you about?” Kristen asks, splaying her free hand in exasperation.

At the start of summer, Jameson was my main goal. We attended Sunday school together when we were little and then sang in the choir until I convinced my mom that I was a weak link with my inability to carry a tune. Soon after, we were together at youth ministries until I was finally old enough to not be forced to attend church every Sunday. You could say our love was fated by God himself. At least, I used to tell myself that. But then I got to know Hannah Fitzpatrick.

“The other counselors were cool,” I say, quickly biting my ice cream.

“And the night swimming?” she asks, huffing in disbelief. “This is like pulling teeth.”

The truth? I went night swimming once. It was before Hannah and I found our way to each other and discovered that the woods around Camp Refuge had so much more to offer than swimming in the ravine behind the mess hall.

Still, to not blatantly lie, I say, “It was fun, but not as racy as you want it to be. We would all wade or sit on the rocks and just talk about our lives back home. And, no, I did not make out with any ‘hot Christian boys.’ ”

“So, what you’re telling me is that you leaving me in Stowhere nowhere land to conquer new territory was a complete waste?” She cocks her eyebrow before taking a huge chomp out of her ice cream.

“It’s all about perspective.”

For a second, I consider throwing caution to the wind and telling her about Hannah. Kristen is my best friend, she loves me, and she’s not a Christian. She won’t care the way the other counselors cared. I could share my life-changing, exciting, amazing—except for the very end—summer. She’d probably be happy for me—surprised, but happy.

But that would break the seal. I barely scraped by at the end of camp after the Incident. To have walked away from being outed at Christian summer camp relatively unscathed, without a phone call home to alert my parents, was a miracle. I want to tell Kristen, but what if I jinx this second chance?

We fall silent, focusing on our cones for a moment. Kristen twists hers around to get a near three-sixty lick. Her tattoo flashes in front of me, and I see an opportunity to take the attention off myself.

“Let’s not pretend like you did nothing this summer. What’s with this?” I reach across the table and grab her wrist, turning it back over to reveal the tattoo. “I noticed the one behind your ear too. Plus, when did you suddenly get into the Chinese philosophy of dualism?” I tap my ring, and Kristen reflexively glances down at her own.

“First of all, why do you have to be so extra? ‘Chinese philosophy of dualism?’ It’s YIN and YANG. Just call it what it is.” We both laugh at her mocking me, my chest loosening a little. “Second, the tattoos were a gift.”

“A gift? You know that’s going to last forever, right?” I ask.

“Just like the sun,” she says, smiling down at her wrist tattoo. The one behind her ear is a crescent moon, so I figure there’s no point arguing against that one, since it’ll last forever just like the moon.

“Who is it from, then?” I ask.

Kristen’s cheeks flush with a rosy tint. She looks down at her dwindling cone and sticks the rest of it inside her mouth, making it impossible for her to talk.

“Oh, come on. Is it really some big secret?”

Kristen rolls her eyes playfully, pointing at her mouth before standing up to take her napkin to the trash. I decide to finish my cone before it completely melts. I’m wiping my face as she sits back down across from me. Kristen clasps her hands together, weaving her fingers and bringing her knuckles to her lips.

She takes a deep breath before moving her hands and saying, “I met someone.”

Same.

“Who?”

“Let’s not get into that just yet,” she says, smiling uncontrollably. As her best friend, I know when she’s hiding something.

“Okay, intrigue,” I say, leaning in a little.

“Clarity, you don’t want to know,” she tells me, her tone more insistent.

“I definitely want to know who replaced me this summer,” I counter.

“You’re going to judge.”

“I won’t, okay? I promise.”

“Ugh, you’re definitely going to judge,” she grumbles, a smile sneaking on to her face.

“I am not,” I say, trying to reassure her while also racking my brain for potential guys at our school who a) she would want to hang out with and b) I would judge. The anticipation only makes me more curious.

Kristen covers her face with her hands, shaking her head.

“How about this,” she says, finally. “You’ll meet him tomorrow at school, but only if you genuinely promise not to judge?”

“Are you in a relationship with this young man?” I ask, trying to mimic her mom’s Southern accent.

Kristen blushes, only confirming the suspicion. But she still reveals nothing. She holds out her pinky, and though I still have my doubts, I hook my pinky around hers and swear to keep an open mind.

“So, I guess that means I’m in the Single Seniors Club, and you’re otherwise engaged,” I add.

“I was really hoping you would finally hit it off with Jameson or meet someone at camp who happened to go to our school or a school close by. That way we could do the whole double date thing. Maybe drag our boyfriends to our last first Friday night football game,” Kristen says, pouting a little.

Even if Hannah and I were moving forward with a secret relationship like we talked about, that would never have room for stuff like double dates, and definitely not at school.

I let myself picture what it might be like, Kristen and her boyfriend, Hannah and me, on a double date. Apple picking in Hudson or walking the corn maze at Szalay’s farm. It’s a nice idea… one that would be way less anxiety inducing if Hannah were a guy and there was no threat of anyone or everyone looking at me differently for being myself.

“Hey,” I say, getting Kristen to look at me. “Even though we usually do everything together, this doesn’t have to be one of those things. I’m happy for you and he who shall not be named, and I don’t want you to feel like you can’t shine because of me.”

“Ugh, Clarity! I don’t deserve you.” Kristen smiles and reaches across the table to squeeze my hand. “I really hope you guys get along.”

“Me too,” I say.

I’m optimistic. Even though everything turned upside down at Camp Refuge, I’ll do whatever it takes to make sure nothing changes here at home, especially not between Kristen and me.






Chapter Two

Crap. Crap, crap, crap.

“Whose car is that?” Kristen asks as she pulls into the end of my driveway. A hauntingly familiar yellow Fiat is parked behind my parents’ cars.

“Probably one of my parents’ friends,” I lie, not even having to think about it. There’s no way to twist or omit the truth about this car and everything that its presence here could mean. I snatch my purse and make sure I have my phone. “Thanks for the ride; I’m glad we got to catch up.”

I hop out of the front seat, not wanting to test my luck. I’ve never lied to Kristen before, nor kept secrets. But in this moment, I feel the tiny remnants of my composure slipping away.

Kristen waves before backing out onto the street. It isn’t until she drives off that I take a breath.

Mrs. Patricia, proprietor of Hauntingly Familiar Fiat, happens to be the director of Camp Refuge and a member of our church. Until a few weeks ago, she was this figurehead who spent most of the day in the administrative office in the building at the camp’s entrance. After Hannah and I were found together, Mrs. Patricia became someone I feared even more than God.

Our church is full of old people who treat you like you’re their own kid. They yell at you when they catch you doing something wrong, grab you by your arm, and drag you over to your parents’ pew themselves, where they whisper-scream your crimes, even during the sermon. And the worst part is that there is no age when you outgrow this… well, maybe once you have children of your own or you’re so old that your parents are dead.

Either way, there was a precedent set by my church that Mrs. Patricia would call up my parents and tell them what I’d done, or was, or—whatever. That she’d say I sinned and sensationalize what happened, which was just a kiss for Christ’s sake. Somehow, the counselors who found us knew that our kiss was not the first, and it wasn’t a fluke. Or maybe they assumed and started spreading rumors that were on the nose. I mean, it would be my luck that the time someone spreads church gossip about me it’s actually true.

I was so scared. At first I was scared because I didn’t think I was gay. I didn’t necessarily want to be gay—I mean, I’m not gay. I just like—I mean, liked—Hannah. I also know that in my experience, Christians, especially old-school Baptists, don’t take so nicely to the idea of someone being gay, and I didn’t want my parents to know.

More than anything, I was embarrassed and had barely processed my own feelings, let alone thought about processing them with anyone other than Hannah. But the situation got worse from there and the incident became the Incident. I had to avoid Hannah for the last week of camp just to save face. I even blocked her number.

Usually when a piece of church gossip starts, it floats from pew to pew and everyone has some whispered-down-the-lane idea of what’s going on in someone else’s life that’s none of their business. And then, since we all only see one another once a week, it takes a minute for all the details to circulate and for everyone to know the tea. Now, imagine that, but among a bunch of high school seniors living in nearby cabins with nothing better to do after a day of watching children pray. Seriously, though, it’s amazing how the counselors had one another’s backs when some of them were hooking up in the woods after night swimming; but the second two girls developed a deeper, meaningful relationship, it’s like they all turned into preschoolers with a tattling problem.

Most of the counselors avoided Hannah and me. Yasmin, for some reason, took the news incredibly hard. She’d rush her campers away whenever I came near. She even cried and left our group session at the end of that week. She told me she was sad that I was going to hell. Not only that, but she couldn’t imagine me, the same four-year-old who used to color in angel pictures during Sunshine Saints with her, doing “unspeakable acts.” I mean, if the girl I used to share Eggo waffles with is so deeply affected by this, I don’t even want to begin to imagine how the truth might hurt my parents. Plus, it’s not like anyone knew the whole truth. And still, the world imploded.

My world imploded.

Then, I had my one-on-one with Mrs. Patricia. I tried to recover by telling her that I repented and recognized my sin and would change my ways, all the stuff I learned in Bible study. I begged her not to tell my parents. I admit, in that moment, I don’t know if I believed everything I said. I still don’t know. But I knew that I would do anything to make the mess go away, to have it not change my life at home the way it changed everything at camp. Don’t get me wrong, lying at Christian summer camp was not my best move. But, I guess, neither was kissing a girl.

Mrs. Patricia said she wasn’t going to call my parents; she said she would even manage the other counselors—whatever that meant. She figured that since I’m nearly an adult, the situation ought to be handled as such. But now that she’s at my house, I realize she didn’t promise anything. She said she wouldn’t call, but she didn’t say anything about paying us a lovely visit. And on the same freaking day that we all came home!

I knew that she and my parents would face each other at some point; I was just hoping it would happen on a Sunday morning at church and—Lord willing—when I was out of sight and out of mind.

As I walk up my driveway, I try to predict the different ways this is going to go. It hurts to think Mrs. Patricia would do this to me. Am I going to walk in with everyone in the living room waiting to have an intervention and ship me off to Christian “therapy” camp? Mom is crying, Dad turns to face the wall because he’s so disgusted with me, and Mrs. Patricia just looks me in the eye, shaking her head with disapproval? Or worse, I walk inside and immediately have to turn around because I’m being disowned? That already happened to someone at our church, back when I was in middle school.

I would rather my parents think something was wrong with me than get rid of me. Well, I mean, I would rather it not matter at all, but I figure that might be too much to ask for.

I skirt along the side of the house, noting that the front door is open and once I step into the frame, they will see me from almost anywhere on the first floor. I decide to go in through the garage and stop to press my ear to the door to make sure they aren’t in the living room. I brace myself, taking a deep breath, before twisting the knob as slowly and quietly as I can.

Inside, I hear voices echoing from the other side of the house, our kitchen. There isn’t any crying or yelling, no gasps of disbelief. They’re laughing, Dad’s full-belly cackle making the walls vibrate.

“Hello?” I call, not wanting to startle anyone.

I peer around the kitchen doorway and see Mom and Mrs. Patricia sitting at the kitchen table. Mom is still dressed in the clothes she had on when they picked me up from camp earlier. Dad has changed into basketball shorts and a T-shirt and is sporting his World’s Greatest Dad apron.

Even though the smells of coriander and clove are intoxicating, a knot of fear twists in my stomach.

“Oh, my eyes can see, now that I have my sweet Clarity,” Dad sings, raising his spatula like a sword. His little chant makes me cringe every time, but I can’t live without it.

“Hey, guys,” I say, trying not to stare too hard at Mrs. Patricia’s face. I don’t see guilt, or disapproval. At least, not yet.

“Hey, sweetie, how are you? Did you have fun with Kristen?” Mom asks. She reaches around to pull out the chair next to her.

I tentatively take a seat, trying to act natural. “It was cool. We caught up and got ice cream,” I say, reminding myself to smile.

That “Don’t Be Suspicious, Don’t Be Suspicious” TikTok plays over and over in my head.

“Great,” Mom says, beaming. The gloss on her lips shimmers under the kitchen lights, making her smile seem almost unreal. “Tomorrow is the start of senior year,” she tells Mrs. Patricia.

“You can’t tell,” Dad teases, using the end of his apron to dab sweat off his brow. “Sometimes I think we are more excited than Clarity is.”

“I’m excited,” I assure them. It just might not show because I’m painfully nervous right now.

“Well that’s good, and hopefully my proposition only makes this year even better,” Mrs. Patricia says, looking at Mom first and then me.

“A proposition?” I search Mrs. Patricia’s brown eyes for a hint. She too is still wearing her clothes from this morning: a pink Camp Refuge T-shirt and jean shorts, or jorts, as Kristen calls them. She looks too casual to ruin someone’s entire life.

“Yes,” Dad says, holding up his spatula again, only this time it’s signaling to hold on. He puts a lid on the cast-iron skillet, stopping the steady flow of fragrant steam, and comes over to sit down next to Mrs. Patricia.

“I’m here to offer you a position as my assistant Sunday school teacher,” Mrs. Patricia says. She stares at me while I try to sus out what’s going on in her head.

She wants me, the girl all the other counselors exiled, to come teach the Sunshine Saints with her?

“Really?” I ask, instead of saying the first thought that comes to mind.

Which is NO.

“Yes, Patricia was telling us how well Camp Refuge went this summer. She said it was one of the best years yet,” Mom explains, her pride practically flowing out of her like a windstorm.

The energy is touching me, but it feels undeserved. Camp Refuge did go well, in terms of the Bible studies, games, guided spiritual meditations for the older campers, and campground explorations for the younger kids. It was the other… things that didn’t go well. I’m pretty sure that my after-hours “activities” are what defined me this summer.

“I saw how great you were with the kids, how much they admired you and how much they learned from you. We need more of that in the classroom here,” Mrs. Patricia explains. She leans forward, smiling so wide I fear her face might break. “There’s a wonderful spirit at the camp, and each year more kids walk away having gained something. But this year, it felt different.”

Of course it felt different. Two of your counselors were outed!

“This would be a great opportunity,” Dad says, you know, just in case I wasn’t already drawing that conclusion.

“You would be an asset to the Sunday school team,” Mrs. Patricia adds.

She falls silent, the pitch over. Suddenly, all eyes are on me.

There’s no way I’m just going to show up every Sunday morning and we never talk about it. And it’s my senior year! I’m in almost all AP classes and I am finally president of the festival committee. Therefore, on top of my unprecedented homework load, I’m also going to have a mountain of festival planning to do! So why would I, in my right mind, add anything else?

But if I say no, that’ll be suspicious. I wasn’t super excited about Camp Refuge, but when my parents “suggest” I do something, I just know the expectation is that I’m going to say yes. That’s how I ended up in this mess to begin with, and if I start changing my ways now, that’ll be a red flag. Won’t it?

“And it’s not a huge commitment,” Mrs. Patricia assures me, since I’m taking forever to speak.

“What do you mean?”

“It would just be for the sunrise service.”

You mean the ass crack of dawn?

“Oh,” I say. “That’s not too bad.”

Don’t be suspicious, don’t be suspicious.

“I can do it,” I say, hoping that at least some of my tension will now leave me. It feels like one problem—the fear that I was walking in to find out that everything I did to keep the Incident a secret was in vain—has just given way to a new one.

“Awesome,” Mom says, patting my arm. “We are so proud of you, and this is going to look great on your college applications.”

Mrs. Patricia starts talking about how she already has my contact information from the camp directory and that she will email me some lesson plans so I can start to prepare. The start of fall classes is in two weeks.

As she’s talking, my mind fades in and out of the conversation. I don’t have a car, which means Dad is going to have to drive me to Sunday school. This will create a weekly opportunity for Mrs. Patricia to out me to him if she suddenly decides to do so.

When everyone stands up to say goodbye, and my parents walk Mrs. Patricia to the door, I can’t help but wonder if I’ve only made things worse.

“Man, look at that,” Dad says as he and Mom return to the kitchen. “One door closes and He just opens another.”

Dad takes the lid off his pan and the aroma of seasoned drumsticks wafts my way. Usually, I would hover around him and try to steal tastes of the sides while watching the magic happen with the meat. But I’ve lost my appetite.

I sigh, not having to pretend that I’m tired, because this day has been draining.

“I think I’m going to go wash up and unpack a little,” I say, ready to be alone.

“Okay, we’ll call up when dinner is ready.” Mom leans over, giving me a peck on the cheek on my way out.

With my door closed, I flop onto my bed and sink into my mattress, my fluffy comforter soft against my face as I try to bury myself. I’ve missed this: a bed that gives instead of poking into me.

I still can’t believe that I woke up this morning with the sun, sitting on the porch of a cabin in front of a scenic lake. Camp Refuge was an escape—until it became a place I needed to get away from. Nevertheless, it was beautiful and far away, and for a while, nothing felt real. Maybe that’s why it was so easy to deny the truth behind what Hannah and I were.

In the spirit of putting this summer behind me, I pull out my phone and open my messages. The last time I texted Jameson was before the Incident. He was up late one night after the other counselors went swimming and asked where I was. I lied and told him I was in bed. I was actually lying awake next to Hannah in the back of her Subaru.

I’m torn. Wishing I was back at the lake right now but also excited for the start of senior year tmrw. Hbu?

I hit send. I need to focus on getting through senior year, decide what colleges I’m going to apply to, and make this fall’s Squash the Pumpkin Festival a hit. I also want to find a way to apologize to Jameson, since I did kind of put him on the back burner this summer.

I’m surprised when I see the typing bubble pop up on my screen so quickly. I sit up, my curiosity growing the longer it takes him to type.

Clarity I hope you’ll understand but I don’t think we should talk anymore, at least not right now. It seems like you’re going through some things and questioning your faith and I have been working very hard to not surround myself with sin. I want you to know that I care about you and I love you as my sister but if you’re going to turn away from God then you’re turning away from me too. I want you to be happy and I hope you find your way back to your faith. If you want to talk about it I’m here for you 100%. But if you’re going to continue down the path you’re on, which is an okay choice to make if that’s what you really want for your life, then I don’t think we can be friends. I’m sorry and I hope you understand. And I will always be praying for you and wishing you the best.

Tears sting the corners of my eyes, and my throat runs dry. My thumbs hover over my touch screen.

I want you to be happy…

My instinct is to deny everything, tell him that the Incident is behind me and that I never meant to turn away from my faith… But I also know Jameson deserves better than that. He deserves the truth, and I have nothing to say because I don’t know what that is.

Jameson knows me. We colored in pictures of white Jesus together during Sunshine Saints. We are friends. Well, I guess we were friends.

I wish you the best too.

I hit send and lie back down, feeling hollow.






Chapter Three THEN


“Clarity, just talk to me,” Hannah pleaded, whispering outside my cabin window. I’d popped the screen back in place; I had vowed not to sneak out anymore.

“Hannah, we can’t do this—”

“Do what, Clarity?” The challenge in her tone made my stomach pinch.

I grudgingly popped the screen back out—so much for self-preservation. Hannah held out her hand to steady me, but I ignored her and the biting pain in my ankles when I landed off-balance outside my cabin window.

“What?” I hissed, instantly regretting it when surprise passed over her face. This hostile, standoffish gremlin wasn’t me, at least not with her.

“What do you mean, ‘what’? Are you okay—are we okay?”

“I don’t know. My friends won’t look at me. No one will look at me, Hannah. It’s like I’m being shunned,” I admitted, hating that my cold resolve easily melted into embarrassment. The same embarrassment I felt earlier when Yasmin iced me out of our lunch table… and Jameson didn’t do or say anything.

Go sit with your girlfriend, she’d spat at me. Hannah and I weren’t in a relationship—she wasn’t my girlfriend. But we’d talked about it, and for the first time, the word sounded nasty.

“They hate me, Hannah—”

“They don’t hate you.”

I toed some of the loose dirt between us, not convinced. “Why are you here?”

“Maybe I just wanted to see you.” She brushed her hand down my arm, usually a gesture that I’d lean into. When I didn’t move or say anything, she added, “We go home in a few days, and this’ll all be over. I’m excited for us to finally be together, like, together.”

“You can’t be serious,” I said, the words coming out sharper than I intended. I met her gaze for the first time since coming outside. Her eyes were as hard as boulders.

“So that’s it, then?”

If it weren’t for the utter sarcasm in her tone, I would’ve just said yes and been done with it. If only ending things and moving on were that easy.

“So, a couple of immature kids who can’t think for themselves beyond a book full of fantasy stories—”

“Hannah—”

“Snitch on you for kissing someone you care about, and our plans just vanish into thin air? Our relationship gets tossed?”

“It’s more than that, and you know it—”

“I know that you and I have something special. Have not had. It’s not over. This feeling hasn’t gone away. I know that I matter to you as much, if not more than, you matter to me, and denying it makes you a liar. We knew it wouldn’t be easy. That’s why we agreed to be together in secret. So, all of this”—she gestured wildly, hands flailing in the directions of the lake and the cabins and the camp—“maybe it validates your fears, but it doesn’t change anything. It doesn’t have to change anything.”

I leaned back against the wall of the cabin, the wood weathered and smooth against my bare shoulders. Hannah took a step closer to me, ignoring the distance I’d tried to put between us, and waited.

Even before the Incident, I wasn’t ready for everyone to know about us, about me. At first, I told myself it was because everything was so new and I just wanted to experience it for myself without it being a “thing.” But I also knew I was afraid. I didn’t know how liking Hannah would change things, if it would change things. What would Kristen think? What would my parents think? We go to the same school, so there’d be plenty of opportunities for us to “run into” each other, to just see each other throughout the day. To try a secret exclusive relationship.

“You know I’m right.” Hannah interrupted my thoughts, tipping her forehead against mine. Her hair fell like a curtain, blocking the world out so that only our faces existed. She always wore her hair down at night, which made it easier for her mango shampoo to waft in my direction, no matter where we were or what we were doing.

I smelled the sweet scent on my next inhale, and when my lips parted, it took too much effort to not close the space between us.

I shifted away, remembering that someone could see us.

I’m pretty sure Hannah knew that’s what I was thinking because she sighed and took a step back. I tried to ignore my own inclination to shift closer to her, that magnetic, automatic pull between us. But I couldn’t. Despite all my rational thinking, I wanted to be close to her.

I still hadn’t said anything when she told me to think about it.

Days went by and I stayed quiet.

She didn’t come back to my window, and when I woke up on the morning we were due to go home, she’d already left Camp Refuge.






Chapter Four NOW


Dodging Hannah should be easy enough. Before this summer, we went years barely interacting and never had the same classes or the same friends. We don’t have any classes together this semester either. But seeing her in the hallway is still going to sting.

I smile and wave when I pass Kristen at her locker, and she does the same. There’s no time to chat as I bob and weave in between students on the way to Mrs. Rubio’s classroom. She’s the faculty adviser for the festival committee. We started keeping in touch via email at the end of last semester when she realized the festival committee might die out. A majority of the members graduated, leaving me and two other—not-nearly-as-committed—members to make up the entire group. That practically guaranteed me the president position, but it failed to guarantee that the committee would survive. Yet somehow, by the grace of God, we secured more members. She emailed me last week to say a student reached out with their friends to join the club. So she set a meeting for today, before homeroom, to fill me in on the details.

Every year, the festival committee plans two festivals, one for the fall semester and one for the spring. In my opinion, the fall one is always more memorable. The Squash the Pumpkin Festival is a night filled with carving and chucking pumpkins, painting gourds, navigating hay mazes, and playing timeless—kind of disgusting—games like bobbing for apples, all while collecting money and food for Thanksgiving. Even though the high school sponsors the festival, the entire community shows up. Kristen and I have gone every year since we were little and entered the pumpkin chucking together, and we always get our faces painted—even though we end up in the company of little kids.

Needless to say, I’m more than excited to return as president of the committee and throw myself headfirst into festival planning.

“Clarity!” Mrs. Rubio beams, standing up from behind her desk.

“Hey, Mrs. Rubio. How was your summer?”

I admire her blue-and-white floral-print dress and the bikini-strap tan lines I see peeking out on her shoulders.

“Relaxing,” she admits, momentarily staring off into her memories. “Mr. Rubio and I took a late honeymoon.”

Late as in two years late. They got married when I was a sophomore. The wedding, the dress, and every other detail were something the entire female student body of Ridgeway High couldn’t stop talking about.

“How was your summer?” she asks.

I laugh, stifling the butterflies and bile creeping up my throat.

“It was… fine,” I say, hoping I don’t start nervous sweating. “Nothing exciting.”

Mrs. Rubio considers me for a moment, but then something catches her eye over my shoulder.

“Oh, great,” she says, smiling.

I turn around and—

“Hannah?”

“Hey, Clarity,” she says, a smile consuming her face.

I open my mouth even though I have no idea what to say.

“You guys know each other?” Mrs. Rubio asks, the understatement of the century. “That makes this so much better.”

“Makes what better?” shoots out of my mouth faster than I intend.

I pointedly don’t look at Hannah, nor do I notice how her honey-blond hair is up in her typical ponytail and the zit that had been bothering her all summer is gone—which means she probably took my advice and started using toner—but that’s beside the point. I don’t look at her. I don’t think she’s cute. I don’t like her perfectly proportionate, sun-kissed forehead, or how she has no tendrils when her ponytail is fresh, so nothing hides her gentle hazel eyes.

“Clarity, last week Hannah managed to recruit the entire field hockey team to help out with the festival committee! Because of her, we don’t have to shut down.”

Of course. I should be happy. However, the only reason this happened is because this summer happened. After Mrs. Rubio sent me the initial email about potentially having to disband, who did I turn to? Who did I whine to in the middle of the night when my thoughts were consumed with panic?

“That’s great,” I say, forcing myself to smile. If only I’d kept my big mouth shut.

“I think it’s fair that since Hannah recruited more than half of our new members that we give her the position of copresident. That way, you both can work together.”

All. Year. Long.

“Yay.” I try to sound happy, but it comes out half-hearted.

“I don’t want to step on any toes,” Hannah jumps in. “I mean, Clarity has been in this club way longer than I ever will be.”

Truth.

“Even so, it might help balance things if we have you in a leadership position since you know the new members well,” Mrs. Rubio counters, making complete sense… the same way Mrs. Patricia was making complete sense as she dug my grave just yesterday.

Mrs. Rubio looks at me, raising her eyebrows in hopes of backup.

Even though it’s the last thing I want to do, even though I’ve been working my butt off to be president (notice how there isn’t a “co” in there), I say, “It’s fine, Hannah. Thank you for saving festival committee.”

Without missing a beat Mrs. Rubio turns around and grabs two folders off her desk. She hands one to each of us, and I notice how Squash the Pumpkin is written in bright orange Sharpie, Mrs. Rubio’s neat cursive unmistakable.

“So, the first meeting is next Tuesday. If you can start coming up with ideas for decorations, venues, and a schedule, that would put us in good shape. We only have nine weeks!”

First bell rings, leaving me with no choice but to accept this reality if I want to make it to homeroom on time.

“Thanks, Mrs. Rubio,” we say on our way out of the classroom.

“Clarity, wait,” Hannah says, fighting to keep up with me as I push through the current of students in the hallway.

“I’m going to be late to homeroom,” I reply over my shoulder, making a point of not turning around all the way so that I don’t have to look at her face again.

“Clarity, we have to talk.”

“Right now?” I whirl around.

We’ve stopped in the middle of the hallway and students eye us as they move to avoid bumping into us. This is exactly what I didn’t want, drawing attention to Hannah and me together. I grab Hannah’s wrist and lead her to the corridor Kristen and I usually meet up in before homeroom.

When I turn to face her again, she’s smiling at me. A deep, sly smile, one that reaches her eyes and makes the hair on the back of my neck stand up.

“I wasn’t talking about that. I was talking about festival committee,” she admits, as if it’s some inside joke.

Right.

I swallow the embarrassment creeping up my throat and close my eyes for a moment.

“I know this isn’t ideal,” she says, her voice soft. “It was supposed to be a surprise; save the club and create a way for us to hang out at school without drawing attention.”

“This isn’t—” I start to say.

But Hannah cuts me off. “You didn’t want festival committee saved?”

“I didn’t want us to be thrown together like this.”

“Since when—no, wait.” She shakes her head. “Don’t answer that. I already know,” she says, her tone turning cynical. “Because I’d bet that before all that stuff went down, this would’ve been great. Me being on festival committee factors into our plan perfectly.”

“Hannah, there is no plan.” The reminder of what we were supposed to be, how in an alternate universe this corridor meeting would be a secret moment for us to share before class, makes it hard to breathe. “I gotta go.”

“Look, Clarity,” Hannah says, shifting so that she’s firmly between me and the hallway. I can’t tell if she’s blocking me or shielding me, but I’m forced to look up at her either way. “I still want to be wi—” She stops short, glancing over her shoulder before refocusing on me. Her eyes lock on to mine, direct but soft. “I still want to do what we talked about. I know that what happened at camp was scary, but it doesn’t have to change things.

“So, the offer stands. Be my girlfr—be… mine. Think about it and let me know by the end of today.”

She turns to leave but pauses. “No matter what you decide, the team is down for helping your committee. I know how important the festival is to you.”

I watch her walk away, disappearing into the flow of students finding their lockers and rushing to homeroom. I could yell for her to come back, give her an answer right now. Tell her that I’m not going to change my mind; I just want her to drop it.

But that might not be true.
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