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Praise for The Ghost of Spruce Point



“This is a well-paced mystery with a strong sense of place and solidly developed, realistic relationships.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Urgent present-tense narration and abundant sensory details initially establish a skin-crawling atmosphere, but a realistic, friendship-centric feel soon dominates the tightly paced narrative, and the young investigators’ idealistic tenacity results in a supernaturally tinged mystery with a summer camp vibe.”

—Publishers Weekly
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For Carol,

who taught us to love an adventure
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CAMP ASTICOU
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JULY 20

IT’S LATE AT night and the pond is freezing, but I can’t give up. I have to make things right before someone gets hurt.

Goggles on, I press to secure them like I do before a big swim race. Then I plunge beneath the water, kicking to stay inverted. I feel along the bottom, sifting through the rocky mud. Nothing. The silt I’ve disturbed puffs and clouds my vision.

My skin tingles and stings, but I keep swimming. Show me. The beam from my headlamp flickers. Soon I’ll need to take another breath. I sense movement and turn to see a floating mass of hairlike pond weeds. My light strobes in one final frenzy before going completely dark.

I struggle upward and have time for one gasp of precious air before something seizes my ankle. An electric jolt stabs me, and a hard yank pulls me down, down. I’m submerged in total blackness. All sounds are muted. I tug on my leg, but it won’t give.

My arms are reaching, grasping at the water. But soon my muscles go limp, the way they do after I’ve put everything I have into an intense competition. My lungs burn. I need oxygen. But even if I could get free, I’ve lost all sense of direction and don’t know which way is up. I stop moving, stop struggling. My brain goes fuzzy, and I long for rest. Darkness needles into every cell of my body, enrobing me in silence.
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MAY 3

I’M GIVING THE most important presentation of my life. It’s not for school, and it’s not an audition. But my stomach clenches and there’s a tingle of sweat at the back of my neck as if I’m in a packed auditorium, instead of speaking for an audience of two.

Dad and my stepmom, Deb, sit in front of me on the love seat, their legs touching.

If I don’t get this right, I won’t be able to go to Maine this summer. And my annual trips there are something I live for. All winter, as I’m slogging through the gray New York slush, I dream of the pebbly beach and the soft pine-needle forest paths of Spruce Point. It’s where I feel most like myself, and where I feel closest to my mom. This has to work.

“We’re ready, Frankie girl,” says Dad. “Let ’er rip.”

I square my shoulders and open the slideshow on my laptop. The first picture is of a set of cabins nestled among bright green trees. I clear my throat and speak in my future-lawyer voice. “Welcome to my presentation on why you should allow me to apply for the leader-in-training program at Camp Asticou.”

Next slide. A shot from last summer of me and my best friend, Parker Emerton, his sun-darkened arm draped over my pale shoulder. “As you know, our family has been renting the same cottage next to the Emertons’ Home Away Inn since before I can remember.” Well, technically Deb has only been there three times, since she and Dad got together when I was nine.

Dad’s eyes soften and he smiles. Deb’s mouth remains a straight line. She doesn’t love the rustic, woodsy vibe of the area around Fairview, Maine, the way Dad and I do. That’s why, “in the spirit of compromise,” Dad has agreed to stay closer to the city and rent a place on Long Island near where Deb grew up so they could “explore properties.” When I heard that, I knew I needed to come to my own rescue.

“Summer visits are very important to Parker and me,” I continue, “and he is securing permission to apply to this program as well.”

Next slide. The two of us with a bunch of other kids. “I miss my summer friends all year, and you’ve told me Mom believed in the importance of maintaining lifelong friendships.”

I shift my eyes to the abstract painting on the back wall, so I won’t have to see their reactions. Using the dead-mom card is a low blow, and I know it. But desperate times and all that. My mom died when I was two, but Dad talks to me about her all the time. He always says it would be a good thing if I turned out to be the same kind of person she was.

Next slide. A wide-angle view of our annual vacation spot on Spruce Point: the inn, cottages, and a few other homes with the ocean behind them.

“I know us kids got in some trouble last year, back when we thought Mrs. Gruvlig was a witch. But it won’t be like that again, I promise.” Mrs. Gruvlig is Parker’s only year-round neighbor. We thought she’d reawakened a centuries-old curse on the area, so obviously we had to investigate that. I’m not sorry, either, because it led to some spectacular adventures and a new friend.

I’ve been studying the Paranormal America: Coastal Maine book I found during our search and am eager to be back in an environment that sees spikes in that kind of activity every summer. Or so the book says. It certainly felt true last year. But I don’t have a slide about that, since it wouldn’t help my cause.

Next slide. An enormous stone arch between two massive pillars. The center block reads Camp Asticou 1928.

I look at the notes I took from their website.

“Camp Asticou is a small, old-fashioned summer camp with a big heart. The camp hosts an average of eighty campers per session across two distinct sections and prides themselves on individual attention to each child in their care. Their leader-in-training program is a two-week immersion for thirteen-year-olds who aspire to gain independence, maturity, and leadership skills under the close mentorship of experienced counselors. There is no charge to participate in the program, as LITs assist in activity areas and are an important part of the staffing model.”

Next slide. A screenshot of a map of the Spruce Point peninsula and surrounding area.

“The camp is exactly 13.6 miles from the Home Away Inn, so Parker’s parents could be there quickly if there was an emergency. Which there won’t be.”

Next slide. Happy camp kids swimming in a pond, the sun setting behind them. I read from my notes again. “Located on beautiful freshwater Walker Pond, Camp Asticou inspires curiosity in nature and is only minutes from the Atlantic Ocean and one of the most pristine tidal areas on the Eastern Seaboard, Penobscot Bay.”

Final slide. A selfie of me with puppy-dog eyes.

“Please, please, please let me apply for the leader-in-training program at Camp Asticou. Thank you for your kind attention.”

I close my laptop. Every muscle in my body tenses. This is it.

Finally, after a painfully long moment where Dad and Deb seem to have a whole conversation with only their eyes, they turn to me and say in unison, “Okay.”

I tackle them in a group hug, then zoom around the room, pumped with relief and excitement.

“Thank you! Thank you! You won’t regret this!”
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JULY 6

TWO MONTHS LATER, wispy fingers of fog reach across the top of the ocean and curl around Dad’s car as we make our way along one of Maine’s tiny coastal roads, sometimes following the water’s edge and other times dipping into thick forested areas. It’s been a long drive, but when I see the rolling blueberry fields and the bumpy foothills in the distance, I know we’re getting close. The pine trees flick past, their green staccato rhythm matching the amped thumping in my chest.

I lower my window and breathe into the rush of wind, curls snapping at my eyes and getting in my mouth. “It smells so good here!” I shout. “How much longer?”

Dad smiles at me in the rearview mirror. “Not long now. Aren’t you glad I made us leave at pitch dark o’clock to beat the Friday traffic? Just a few more miles. Keep your eyes peeled.”

Deb turns to tap my knee. “Please put that window up, it’s freezing! How is this July weather?” She’s always been a little allergic to nature, especially the wild and windy kind.

“It’s not that bad,” I say, but I do as she asks, since honestly, it is a little chilly. Dad clicks on the heat.

“Frankie, your fidget foot’s on my seat,” he says.

“Oh, sorry!” My legs always jiggle and bounce when I’m excited or nervous. Deb seems anxious too, but not in the happy way I’m feeling.

“I packed you an emergency kit,” she says, turning to hand me a floral drawstring tote.

There’s no place for decorative patterns in the woods, but she doesn’t know that. Deb and I have always been very different that way. We’re still trying to figure each other out.

“Okay.” I put the bag on the seat next to me.

“It’s bug spray, Band-Aids, and a headlamp with backup batteries,” she tells me. “The guy at the store said that’s what all serious outdoors people use. Plus, it’s water-resistant, so you should be able to use it just fine in the rain. And to be safe, I also put in some glow sticks. If all else fails, you can crack one and it’ll give you at least a little light to see by. You know how dark it can get out here in the middle of nowhere!”

Exactly! I think. Perfect for stargazing, campfires, ghost stories—all the good stuff!

As soon as I spot the sign for Camp Asticou, I hit Dad’s shoulder. “There it is! Turn here!”

A big yellow arrow on a brown post directs us down a narrow, tire-rutted dirt lane. A canopy of lush evergreens arches over the road, creating a dark tunnel. I shiver, even though the inside of the car is warm now. Deb tightens the colorful scarf around her neck. As we bump along slowly, I peer into the dense woods on either side of us and drum my cold hands on my thighs.

Something makes a shrieking sound.

“An eastern screech-owl!” Dad says, searching the trees to see if he can spot it. “Mostly nocturnal, but not uncommon to hear them during the day. That’s its warning call. Probably voicing his dislike of all this new activity in his territory.” Dad’s a professor of ornithology and never misses a teachable moment. “You should always heed an owl, Frankie girl. There’s a reason they’re a symbol of wisdom.”

The road makes several looping turns. “Are you sure this is the right way?” asks Deb. “Oh—there—up ahead. I see something.”

Dad drives under the stone arch we saw in the picture from the website. Once through, the trees fall away to a small field where a few cars have parked. The Emertons are already there, and Dad shouts, “Whoa!” as I launch myself from the back seat the moment he puts the car in park.

Parker and I run at each other like in a movie, then stop abruptly.

He takes a step back and tilts his head to the side. “Your hair’s longer.”

“And you’re way taller.”

Of course we’re both a little different. We’re a year older.

“Frankenparker!” he says, breaking the tiny moment of awkward. We laugh our way through our special handshake. “Hip-hip, elbow-elbow, head-shoulders-knees-toes-POP!”

Parker’s younger sister, Bailey, tackles me with a hug around the middle, and I take a staggering step to keep us from falling. The grown-ups are all hugging and greeting each other too.

“Oh, look!” I pull Parker across the clearing to an area marked by a wooden fence, which gives us a view of the pond below. Bailey follows. I inhale the smell of fresh clean water and wet leaves. The surface is black except for the flicks of churned whitecaps. I stomp my bare legs to warm them up.

Bailey’s chattering away, trying to tell me every detail of her life since I saw her last summer. Then suddenly, she stops talking and presses against my side. I follow her gaze.

“What’s Mrs. Gruvlig doing here?” I ask, before whispering into Bailey’s hair, “Remember, she’s not a witch. My dad is literally pen pals with her now!”

Parker’s neighbor greets our parents, and then they all come join us at the overlook.

Mrs. Gruvlig stands next to Dad, touching elbows instead of hugging. “I heard the Wilkins family is not staying for the season, which doesn’t seem right.” Even she gets it. “Figured I’d better come over here to say hello to your clan while I had a chance. And I wanted to make sure these two knew to be careful of the pond.” She points at Parker and me.

Deb puts a hand over her heart. “What do you mean?”

Mrs. Gruvlig raises one eyebrow. “Well, some say this water has a mind of its own. It can get angry.”

“That’s just stories locals tell,” says Mrs. Emerton, waving her hand. “Mostly people with old motorboats who complain it’s the pond’s fault when they stall out.”

Mrs. Gruvlig grunts. “I’ve heard ones from way back; unexplainable events that don’t belong in a pond. Sudden currents. Rogue winds. Ocean-like wave swells.”

“I don’t know about all that,” says Mr. Emerton, “but folks do talk about losing items in Walker Pond all the time. Like watches and sunglasses. Little things. And boat trouble does seem to happen more than normal over here. But I’m sure the camp has all the proper safety protocols in place.”

Mrs. Gruvlig leans forward. “It’s not just careless people. The water steals. You won’t find a person living around here who hasn’t lost something to its depths. Some say—”

“Okay!” says Dad, cutting her off. “I think it’s time to go see about getting these two checked in.”

As our group turns, I pause a moment to study the pond. Parker stops with me. Does the water seem mad? Is that even possible? No. I can’t let some stories freak me out before I’ve even unpacked.

When I turn, Mrs. Gruvlig hasn’t budged. Her gaze is fixed on me and Parker. She points to her eyes and then to the pond.

Watch out, her silent stare tells us. Beware.
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NEAR THE OFFICE, several kids our age are hanging around in small clumps with their parents, doing the same drop-off routine. A smiling woman in a long purple skirt and tie-dyed wrap calls for our attention and introduces herself as Ms. Worrall, the camp director.

“Staff training week is in full swing, but we always welcome our young leaders for the last two days so you will know your assignments and your way around before the campers arrive,” says Ms. Worrall. “And we’re ready to begin! Please bring your trunks, bedding, and extra bags to the grassy area in the middle of the driveway. Parents—it’s time for goodbye!”

We unload our gear and then there’s a swarm of hugs and kisses. Bailey starts to cry when she realizes Parker and I are staying and she’s not, even though technically at eight years old she would be allowed.

“Maybe next year!” I call as Mrs. Emerton whisks her into their truck.

Parker and I stand with shoulders touching, waving until we can’t see the cars anymore. I give him a high five. “We did it! We actually pulled it off!”

“I can’t wait to explore,” says Parker. “I want to see everything.”

“Same. But we’ll have to ‘be careful,’ ” I joke, imitating Mrs. Gruvlig’s voice.

Parker leans in. “They did lose a kid out here last summer.”

“Wait, what?”

He laughs at my shock. “It turned out fine. By the time the sheriff got here, they’d found the kid—sleeping in their bunk. But the week before, a group of campers had been taken to the hospital in Blue Hill because the counselors were worried about hypothermia. It was some snafu with a kayak-rolling class, something about unexpected cold temps in the water. Anyway, the camp got bad press for a few weeks. Everyone was talking about it. Luckily, my parents recognized both were accidents or they’d never have agreed to let me come.”

“I’m so glad no one told Deb about any of that!”

A whistle sounds.

“Okay, LITs, gather in!” A guy with a little chin beard waves us over to a flat area in front of the office. A young woman standing next to him gives another blast of her whistle. They both seem about the age of my cousin Nellie, who finished her sophomore year at Bard College last month.

We join them near a stout wooden structure with a bell suspended from it. A flag planted on the top beam flaps and snaps. We group up in a loose semicircle, and I glance at the four other kids besides Parker and me. The sun has begun to burn off the morning gray, making me squint. The girl at the other end of our line is staring at a kid in the middle. I sneak a peek but don’t notice anything unusual about him.

“Welcome, everybody. I’m Zara and this is Josh. We’re the LIT head counselors this year. It’s going to be an amazing season!”

Josh nods. “We’re super psyched to meet you. We’ve both been coming here since we were little, and we know you’re going to love camp as much as we do.”

The staring girl breaks her gaze and raises her hand. She’s wearing a Camp Asticou T-shirt with last year’s date on it, and her straight sandy-brown hair is pulled back neatly into a high ponytail. I rake my fingers through my dark, tangled mess, wondering if I should have let Deb fix it like she wanted to.

“Yes?” asks Josh.

“You already totally know Nolan and me,” says the girl. “We’ve been coming here since we were little too.” She pats the shoulder of the big guy next to her, and then, with a giggle and a smile, focuses her attention on the kid in the middle again.

“Of course,” says Zara. “And we’re so glad to have you back this summer, Stacy. You too, Nolan.”

“You bet,” says Josh. “And we’re happy you’ll be able to help show our new LIT friends around. But remember, each of you brings a unique strength to the team. Whether it’s your first time here or your fifth, you’ll be relying on each other to succeed.”

“You’ll be assistants in both a program area and a cabin,” says Zara. “But we’ll also meet as a group, usually in the evenings. Many of our LIT activities are designed as challenges to help you get to know one another better and grow as leaders. We’ll be watching for how efficiently you solve problems together. But we’ll also be on the lookout for who performs well individually.”

“That’s right,” says Josh. “One among you will be given the honor of being named Best of the Best at the end of the session.” The two returning kids clap. “This award comes with an automatic invitation for you to return next year as a CIT, a counselor-in-training, which is primo because that’s when you start getting paid!”

My mind sparks to attention. Not because of the money part. A reserved spot for next year could help me leapfrog over any other plans Dad and Deb might come up with that could derail things like they did this summer. And leaving here with the distinction of an award would only strengthen my argument for returning. In an instant, earning Best of the Best becomes my top goal.

Zara slaps her hands onto the sides of her jean shorts. “Right! Let’s start with introductions. I’m sure you’re curious about who you’ll be spending the next two weeks with. Some of my best friends to this day are from my stint as an LIT.” She gives Josh a sweet smile.

“Everyone, please tell us your name, even if we already know it, where you’re from, and one interesting fact about you,” says Josh. “I’ll start. Let’s see. I told you my name. I work on my family’s fishing boat over in Eastport, and I’m a junior volunteer firefighter. So, this job is basically like a vacation for me. Ha.” He points to his co-leader.

“I’m Zara, and I’m from Brunswick. I study education at UMaine.”

I’m closest to her, so I say, “Hi, I’m Frankie.” But at the exact same moment Stacy says, “As you already heard, I’m Stacy.”

We lock eyes, and she motions for me to keep going. But she purses her lips like she’s annoyed, which makes me annoyed. She doesn’t own this camp.

I stand up taller. “I’m from New York, and I’m on my school’s swim team. Last season I almost beat my middle school’s pool record for the five-hundred-yard freestyle. That’s the longest event.” Whoops. I hope that wasn’t too braggy.

“Is Frankie a nickname?” Stacy asks. “I’m only curious because I have a boy cousin named Frank and we call him Frankie.”

I curl my hands into fists. Her voice carries a fake sweetness, but I know she’s trying to needle me with this question.

“Yup. Frankie’s a nickname.”

“I love that for any gender,” says Zara. “Fantastic, strong, and gives big energy.” She winks at me.

“Anyway, my turn!” says Stacy. “I’m Stacy. I live twenty minutes from here and have been coming to this camp since I was eight years old.” Her face says beat that. I shrug.

“Welcome back,” says Josh. “And now let’s hear from another newbie. How about you?” He gestures toward a girl wearing a thin sweatshirt with an outline of an elephant and the word Protect on it.

“I’m Ivy,” she says, fiddling with her cuffs. She’s really small compared to the rest of us and has super-short bright blond hair. Pixie style, I think it’s called. Which is kind of perfect, because it completes her elf-like image. “I’m from New Hampshire, and, um… something interesting about me is… um… I’m afraid of heights. Once my family went to a fancy hotel, and I passed out in the glass elevator.”

“Oh dear,” says Zara. Josh writes something down on his clipboard.

“Okay, how about you?” Zara points at Parker.

“Hi, I’m Parker.” He waves. “I live in a hotel, the Home Away Inn. It’s across the peninsula from here, and it’s my family’s place. The people from Ghost Hunters International came and stayed there last year, for real. But we don’t have an elevator. Or a ghost. That we know of.”

“Cool,” says Josh. He turns to the kid next to Stacy. “Okay, you’re up buddy.”

“I’m Nolan,” the tall guy says, wiping at the sweat on his pink neck, then grabbing the brim of his Red Sox baseball cap. “Something interesting about me is that I’m partly bald.” He lifts his hat. “Ta-da!”

I try not to overreact, but dang, this kid is for real. He’s got short honey-colored hair, but there are several spots where his scalp is shiny and smooth.

“I’m not sick, it’s nothing bad,” continues Nolan, covering his head again. “It’s called alopecia. The kind I have means my hair falls out in random patches. Some people in my support group have no hair, anywhere. But check it out, I still have it plenty of other places, like here.” He pushes up the tip of his nose for us to see.

“Ew, Nolan, stop,” says Stacy. “Nobody here cares about where you do or don’t have hair.” Nolan smiles, even though she was trying to insult him. “Also, you forgot to say where you’re from. Nolan lives on Deer Isle.”

Then Stacy turns to the last LIT, the one she’s been focused on. “And I think we all know who you are!” she says in a singsong voice. “Right, everyone?”
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I LEAN FORWARD to get a good look. He’s not familiar to me.

“It’s Darius Wade!” Stacy announces. “From the Wades in the Waves family!”

Darius pulls in his lips and squeezes his eyes shut tight. “Mm-hmm,” he says. “That’s me.”

“What are you talking about?” asks Parker.

“Oh please, do you really not recognize him?” Stacy moves across the grass to grab Darius’s arm. “He’s, like, famous!”

“Oh!” says Nolan. “Wades in the Waves! The show with the family that goes all up and down the East Coast in their houseboat. Oh wow. You’re the older brother!” He and Stacy break into a theme song: “You plus me, blended by the sea, then came three…”

“Yes, uh-huh,” says Darius, cutting them off. “That’s my family’s channel.” He sweeps a hand over his freckle-covered face and pats an impressive poof of reddish-brown hair.

Zara snaps her fingers and points at Darius. “Okay, right, I see it now.”

“I can’t believe I didn’t recognize you right away,” says Ivy. “I’ve seen all the episodes from when you were in the Florida Keys. My grandparents spend winters on one of the islands down there.”

“I didn’t put it together either,” says Josh. “Gosh, no one told us you’d be here.”

“That was on purpose,” says Darius. “We used an alias on my camp form. I was really hoping to have a summer break from… all that.” He swirls his hand in a circle. “I would love it if everyone could treat me like I’m a regular kid.”

“That won’t be hard for me,” says Parker. “I’ve never watched your show. Never heard of Wades in the Waves, to be honest.” Then he grimaces. “Sorry, that came out sort of rude.

“No, please, that’s perfect,” says Darius. “Exactly what I wanted to hear.”

“Same,” I say.

Darius reacts like I’ve given him a present. When he smiles, one side of his face lifts higher than the other in an off-kilter way that makes my belly do a fluttery jiggle. What was that?

“But, Darius, your family got the Golden Streamer Award!” says Stacy. “You have like a million followers!” Josh does a little cough. “Which is the last I’ll say on the matter,” she promises, zipping her lips. “Except to say your family is so cool. And I have so many questions. That I won’t ask.”

“You have a lot of ‘interesting facts’ you could share, though,” says Ivy. “You’re always doing fun stuff!”

He turns to her. “True, but I’d love to keep things low-key here. So, let’s just say my interesting fact is that I have ridden in a floatplane and leave it at that, okay?”

Ivy gives him a thumbs-up and Darius tips his head to the side, sunlight glinting off one sparkly earring. “You look really familiar. Have you acted? Or are you a content creator? I swear I’ve seen you somewhere. If you’re taking a break like me, I totally respect that.”

“Oh gosh no. Not me.” Ivy folds her arms across her stomach and drops her head.

“Well,” says Josh, “nice to meet you, Darius-the-regular-kid-off-the-street. You’ve asked us not to give you any special treatment, and we can all do that, right?” Everyone agrees, even though Stacy can’t keep the giant grin off her face.

“Thank you.” Darius puts his palms together and bows.

He’s really cute. This unwelcome thought pops into my brain, and I immediately send a rebuttal. Nope. I don’t care about stuff like that. At least, I never have before. I put the back of my hand on my cheek, which feels flushed in a way that has nothing to do with the brightening sunshine. What is happening?

Zara claps her hands, startling me. “Okay! We’ll have plenty of time in the next two training days to get to know each other better,” she says. “But now it’s time to get you unpacked. First, a few landmarks to point out for those of you who are new. Behind us is the office, the large building across the way is the dining hall, and we call this space we’re standing on the oval.” In the air, she traces the oblong circle of packed dirt around us. “It’s kind of the center of camp.”

Josh points at me, Stacy, and Ivy. “During staff training, you three will be in Valley Camp in the Sparrow cabin with Zara; the rest of you will be up in Hill Camp with me in the Chipmunk cabin. And if you haven’t guessed it yet, you go up the path behind us for Hill camp and down that one over there for Valley.”

“When we say go,” Zara says, holding up her watch, “your task is to work together as quickly and efficiently as you can to get all your gear to your cabins, set up your beds, change into swim gear, and then report back here to the oval.”

“And your goal is to do all that in under thirty minutes,” says Josh.

“I’m starting to regret being asked to be treated normally,” says Darius.

Zara grins at Josh. Together they shout, “Go!”

There’s a tiny pause before Stacy shrieks, “Everyone run!”

We race to the huge pile. I’m gathering whatever I can when Parker says, “Where’s Chipmunk? Where do we go?”

“You and Darius follow Nolan,” I say. “And Ivy and I will follow Stacy. They know the camp! Everyone take as much as you can in the first trip, and then we’ll meet back here to divvy up and carry the heavy trunks together.”

Stacy twists her lips to the side. I can tell she doesn’t want to take directions from me. But she also realizes my idea is a good one.

“This way!” she says to me and Ivy.

“Let’s go!” says Nolan.

Arms full, we scurry off in opposite directions. Gravel crunches under our feet as Stacy leads us to a small horseshoe of three cabins. She motions with her head to the one with a sparrow painted on it. “This is where the youngest Valley campers stay.”

When we enter, she squeals. “Aw, I remember this! It’s so good to be back! I’ll take the spot closest to Zara’s.” She flings her sleeping bag down next to a bunk draped in a University of Maine blanket.

“Whose stuff is over there?” I ask, noticing another made-up bed.

“That must be Jasmine’s,” says Stacy. “She’s the head counselor for Sparrows this year. Zara will be her co-counselor when she’s not doing LIT activities with us. I know all the staff here.”

She snaps her fingers. “We have to be quick. Frankie, you go there, and Ivy, there.” She points to cots on either side of the door. I want to ask why she gets to make the decisions, but I also don’t really care where I sleep and don’t want to waste time.

“Fine,” I say. But I take a moment to check in with Ivy. “You okay over there?” I ask her. “You can have this bed if you’d like, since it’s by a window.”

“No, I’m good here. Thanks for asking, though,” she says, glancing at Stacy.

We rush to unpack a little. I have to admit, I’m happy about the windowsill above my pillow. It’s the perfect place for me to line up the few books I brought. I put Paranormal America: Coastal Maine right in the middle.

“Okay, let’s go, let’s go,” urges Stacy. “We have to get the rest of our stuff!”

We hurry back and meet up with Parker, Nolan, and Darius. The sun’s fully out now, and it’s a different day than it was this morning. I spin my hair into a loose bun, trying to get it off my hot neck.

“We definitely need two people on each trunk,” grunts Parker, lifting one side of his. There’s shouting and laughing as we pair up and bumble the trunks as fast as we can to the two cabins, sharing the work. By the time we get our beds set up, change into suits, and run back to the bell tower, we’re all drenched in sweat.

“Twenty-eight minutes,” says Josh, looking at his watch. “Not bad!”

“I feel like there are some child labor laws we should be reviewing,” says Darius. “My parents usually limit our outdoor activities when temperatures are this high.”

Zara and Josh smile at each other. Then she raises the whistle to her lips.

“Swim test time!” says Josh.

And we’re off.







[image: ] Chapter Five [image: ]GHOST STORIES
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THAT EVENING, WE have yummy spaghetti and spicy meatballs in the dining hall with the older counselors and staff. The LITs get our own table, which Stacy says will be the same for each meal.

After, Zara and Josh lead us to an area called the Birchwoods. We hike down a tree-lined path, and the way the low sun filters through the pine boughs floods me with the memory. The only one I have of my mom that’s my own, not a story someone told me.

It’s only a fragment, but she’s carrying me piggyback and sun is speckling down on us, exactly like it is now. She turns to me and smiles; her soft brown curls tickle my arm. And that’s it. The edges around the image fade into a watercolor blur. One of the reasons this area of Maine is so special to me is because I’m pretty sure this is where it happened.

I rub my arms and keep walking. We cross over a narrow wooden bridge that spans a small stream. Soon we arrive at a clearing next to the pond. It’s rimmed by birch trees, and in the center there’s a firepit and a few log benches. The afternoon was warm, but as the sun continues to sink, so does the temperature. The cool breeze coming across the water carries a surprising bite. While Zara lays the fire, Josh runs down a list of Asticou rules.

“The most important thing at our little camp is safety, especially around the water.”

“My dad says that boats have trouble here and people always lose stuff in Walker Pond, like weirdly a lot,” says Parker. “And my neighbor said I should be extra careful because the water likes to ‘steal’ from people.”

“Yes!” says Stacy. “I totally lost two different earrings in the pond last summer. Ruined both sets!”

“It’s true,” says Josh, laughing. “I swear this pond is cursed. Every time my buddy and I come here with his little Corson motorboat, it stalls out. Every time! Oh, and I should also warn you, when you’re swimming, you never know when you’re going to hit a freezing-cold spot.”

“That’s all just coincidence,” says Zara, snapping a twig and adding it to her growing pile of kindling. “But even so, water’s powerful and you need to respect it, like we respect all nature here.”
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