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For the Valley Girls: here’s to bonfires, bold moves, and a summer we’ll never forget.


CHAPTER 1

Freedom might have smelled like cow manure, but it had never tasted so sweet. I crumbled another piece of sticky maple goodness off the leaf-shaped candy I’d bought after my last pee break. Man, even the gas station candy was fancy in Vermont. The most gourmet thing we had at the Vince Lombardi Service Area was Kit Kat bars. I licked my fingers clean before putting my semisticky hand back on the wheel.

More air. Louder music. I jammed my left finger against the button on the side of the door, rolling the car window all the way down, cow poop scent be damned. Mmm. The fresh, stinky air whipped my hair, sending red tendrils smacking against my sunglasses.

As “Born to Run” blasted out of my speakers, I yelled out the window along with Bruce’s growl, startling a field of particularly pungent bovine clustered near a split-rail fence.

Like any self-respecting person from New Jersey, I loved Springsteen. Actually, I was highly suspicious of anyone who didn’t love Springsteen, regardless of their home state. I was just glad I hadn’t let Dad ruin Bruce for me. Although, to be fair, could anything ruin Bruce? The man was un-ruinable.

Maybe I wasn’t born to run—as my not particularly successful athletic career could attest to—but I’d never been more ready to run. Things hadn’t been great at home before the Sext Heard ’Round the World, but after, it was like World War Z had erupted. At this point, I would much rather face an army of zombies than hear the name Heather ever again.

Okay. I knew Heather wasn’t the reason my parents divorced. It was probably coming anyway. I’d gleaned enough from television to know that most parents didn’t constantly scream at each other. It was more like Heather had become the blond, perky embodiment of their divorce. And I’d heard more than enough from my mom on the topic of Heather to last a lifetime.

Sometimes I wished Mom was more of a let’s-repress-all-this-stuff-and-never-talk-about-our-issues kind of mom and less of a let’s-share-all-the-details-of-my-personal-life-with-my-teenage-daughter kind of mom. There were things I didn’t need to know. And things I could never un-hear.

Snap out of it, Cass. I shook my head, trying to clear it. None of that mattered anymore. I was driving north, farther and farther away from Jersey and my parents and everything. And every mile that put a bigger distance between me and the stupid Ruth’s Chris Steak House where Heather worked was a mile I relished.

Ruth’s Chris Steak House. What did that even mean? What was a Chris Steak House? Was Chris a preparation of steak? It wasn’t Ruth Chris’s Steak House, so it wasn’t her last name, whoever Ruth was. It made no sense.

I turned the volume up even louder, blasting all thoughts of Heather out of my brain. I definitely wasn’t in Weehawken anymore, and that was the important thing to remember. Hell, even just a quick glance out the window confirmed I was way out of Weehawken. I knew Jersey had farms, because of all the tomatoes and stuff that showed up in the grocery store with their cheery JERSEY FRESH! labels every summer, but there weren’t any near where I lived. Vermont was serious farm country. Gently rolling hills, bales of hay, big red barns, tall silos, and even a couple weathered farmhouses complete with wraparound porches and gingerbread detailing on the eaves. And, of course, cows. So many cows, lazily flicking their tails back and forth as they grazed in the summer sun.

When I’d imagined making my professional theater debut, I never imagined cow country. I certainly wasn’t complaining—I was only a couple weeks out of high school and about to grace the stage of Vermont’s only professional outdoor summer Shakespeare theater. And yeah, that may have been a lot of qualifiers, but it was still a real theater. My stomach tumbled over into a nervous happy flutter. A real theater. I’d only ever been in plays at school or theater camp before. But out of all the people who’d auditioned for this internship, I was one of the chosen ones. And now I was being paid to act—a meager amount, but still—just like a real job. Just like I’d always wanted. I knew, of course, that out of the millions of people who wanted to be actors, very few actually were. But getting this part made me think that maybe, just maybe, I could be one of those few. Now all I had to do was act my face off.

The road curved, cutting away from the fields and gradually climbing as it arced toward the small mountain range I saw to my right. As I turned the car around the bend, the trees by the side of the road got denser. It was like from farm to forest in a heartbeat. Everything was so green and lush, I felt like I’d rolled right into Narnia.

I passed a wooden sign nailed at the start of a dirt road: LAKE DUNMORE THATAWAY. Crap! Assuming, of course, that Shakespeare at Dunmore was actually at Lake Dunmore—which seemed like a pretty safe assumption—that was my turn. I swerved quickly to the right, just barely making the turn, which of course sent my maple candy flying off the passenger seat. Noooooo! Not my sweet maple goodness!

I bent down to get the candy—five-second rule—when something hit the back of my car. The force of the collision jolted me forward a few inches. I screamed in a not very dignified way, sat upright, and threw the car into park. And in the process, I smushed the maple candy into a pale brown goo. I quickly wiped it on a crumpled Burger King napkin in my cup holder. Awesome. I’d gotten into a car accident over candy, and now I couldn’t even eat said candy. I’d gotten into a car accident! Oh my God. I’d been driving this thing for less than a day, and I’d already been in an accident! I was so dead.

Oh, crap, crap, crap. Crap on a stick! I turned the car off and smacked my head against the steering wheel. You know what this was? This was karma. I had accepted Dad’s don’t-hate-me-I’ll-let-you-drive-my-old-car-to-Vermont-and-keep-it-there-all-summer bribe, and now the universe was punishing me. I’d accepted that bribe under false pretenses. I did hate him. I just wanted the vehicle he’d cast off after his midlife crisis insisted he chauffeur her around town in a brand new Beemer.

I screamed again. A heavily bearded guy in a plaid shirt was knocking on my window, and he looked pissed. Was this how Deliverance started? I’d never seen it. Now, I wished I’d had. It probably contained some tips I could have used. At least one person always survived. That was how horror movies worked. So, there’s always a chance. Unless you have glasses. In which case, you’re screwed.

He knocked again and he still looked pissed. I took a deep breath, unbuckled my seat belt, and opened the door.

“So, you want to tell me what the hell happened?” the guy demanded, crossing his arms. From what I could see underneath the heavy beard, he was much younger than I’d originally thought—he might even have been close to my age.

“Why don’t you tell me what the hell happened?” I jumped out, shut the door behind me, and crossed my arms right back at him. “Unless I’m mistaken, you rear-ended me.”

“Technically accurate, but—”

“Yes,” I interrupted, “actually, in every way accurate. If someone hits you from behind, the accident is that driver’s fault.”

“Not if the front driver stops suddenly for no apparent reason.”

“Nah-uh. A basic rule of the road requires that a driver be able to stop safely if a vehicle stops ahead of said driver. If said driver cannot stop, he didn’t leave enough space between himself and the vehicle before him. Ergo, your fault.” Thank you, Ideal Driving School.

“Did you just nah-uh me?” he asked incredulously.

“Yes. Yes I did. And then I dropped some knowledge. And then I ergo-ed you. Boom.”

“Did you just drop the mic?” The incredulity continued.

“Dropped the heck out of that mic.” My hand was still frozen in mid-air. “Bringing back an old-school burn. Old-school burn on you.”

“Cool hand gesture.”

What a smartass.

“I can think of a different hand gesture that would be more appropriate right now,” I muttered. Curling my hands into tight fists, I could practically feel my middle fingers itching against my palms. But I wouldn’t let those birds fly. After all, I was a lady.

“I’m sure you could.” He narrowed his eyes at me, like he was afraid I was one step away from going full-on reality TV villain or something. Which I so was not. I had never ripped out anyone’s weave. Ever. “Regardless of technical fault, you were still driving irresponsibly.”

“I was driving perfectly responsibly.” My nostrils flared—a surefire tell that I was lying. Luckily, this weirdo didn’t know that. Or that I’d crashed the car for maple candy. The car! I pushed past him and ran to check the fender, wedging myself in front of his filthy Jeep Grand Cherokee. I squatted down, running my hand along the back of my car. No bump. No dent. Not so much as a scratch or a flake of silver paint missing. Holy flying gumballs. I had seriously lucked out.

“There’s no damage,” I heard from behind me. “I checked.”

“No damage to the fender, maybe.” I quickly stood up and turned, crossing my arms defensively again. Generally speaking, I preferred not to be standing butt-out when confronting people. It’s really hard to have the upper hand that way.

“I think you mean the bumper,” he corrected me. “The bumper is the part of the car at the rear designed to absorb the impact of any collision.”

“Thanks,” I said. “That was a really enjoyable lesson on car parts. Quite timely and absolutely necessary to this conversation.”

“So, we’re done here?” He shoved his hands in his pockets.

“Not done! I haven’t decided if I’m suing you yet.”

“Suing me!” he exclaimed. “For what? Look, the car is fine.”

“I’m not fine! I could sue you for emotional damage! Or whiplash! Owww, my neck …”

“Oh, please,” he sneered. “Save that performance for the academy.”

“You could at least apologize, you asshat.”

His eyebrows rose a little at asshat. Whoops. Once again, my temper had gotten the best of me. I took in a deep breath and exhaled slowly. Flying off the handle wasn’t going to win any arguments.

“Fine. I’m sorry I was driving perfectly normally and a collision occurred that was technically my fault but was actually your fault.”

“Great apology, bro,” I snorted.

“Are we done now? Or have you decided to sue me?”

“Not going to sue you. If for no other reason than that would require exchanging contact information. And I have no desire whatsoever to contact you ever again.”

“I can assure you, the feeling is mutual.”

“Great. See you never.”

“Great.”

We were still standing on the side of the road glaring at each other.

“Try not to rear-end anyone else today.”

“Try to drive like a normally functioning human.”

“Thanks. Drive safely.”

“I don’t think I’m the one who needs a reminder to drive safely here.”

Okay. That was enough glaring, even for me. I stomped back to my car, slid into the seat, and slammed the door.

What a ridiculous douchewaffle. Obviously I wasn’t going to sue him, since that meant Mom and Dad would find out I got in a car accident, even one that wasn’t technically my fault, and I sure as hell didn’t want to lose the car. So why did any words remotely related to legal action pop out of my mouth? Something about that guy just got under my skin. But here was the important thing: I’d had an incredibly lucky break. The car was fine, I was fine, and I’d just seen Señor Pantalones Locos drive off in my side mirror, never to be seen again. It was over. Time to move on. I put the key in the ignition and carefully eased back onto the road.

After rounding another bend, heading deeper into the forest and under the shade of the trees, I was immediately distracted by a squirrel. A GIANT squirrel. The King Kong of anthropomorphic squirrels. It was even taller than the roof of the Bait ’n’ Bite General Store it stood next to. The squirrel was dressed in an old-fashioned red-and-white-striped bathing suit and held a sign that read WELCOME TO LAKE DUNMORE: HOME OF SOME-MORE SUMMER FUN!

Wow. Now there was something you didn’t see every day.


CHAPTER 2

Pulling past the Bait ’n’ Bite, I turned the corner and came face to face with the shores of the lake. It was enormous, and beautiful—a perfect oval of deep blue water, still as glass, ringed on all sides by cabins. I passed a tiny pebbly beach with Adirondack chairs bordering a makeshift marina with kayaks and canoes waiting on shore. I loved the way the cabins disappeared into the woods as they marched up the side of the mountain. It was almost like something out of a fairy tale, like Snow White should be hiding out in one of those cabins with the Seven Dwarfs. I half expected Little Red Riding Hood to go skipping past me at any minute. And there was my turn—luckily, no last-minute swerving mishaps involving maple candy this time. At least these directions were pretty easy to remember. Black Bear Pass had a way of sticking in one’s brain. If I’d been looking for a street sign, I would have missed it—the only road demarcations seemed to be painted planks of wood nailed onto posts. There, at the end of the dirt road, stood an old white house on the shore of the lake. From the front it looked like any normal building, but the back half of the bottom level was in the water, like some kind of boat garage. A wooden sign in front proclaimed it to be the BALD MOUNTAIN SCHOOL BOAT HOUSE. I pulled into the driveway and parked.

Grunting, I managed to yank my huge duffle bag out of the trunk. Slinging its strap over my shoulder, I resisted the pull to topple to the ground and crunched my way over the gravel toward the front door. The house’s white paint was cracked and peeling in more places than not, but the bright green shade on the shutters gave the whole place a cheery look. It didn’t look rundown so much as—well used. I pushed the screen door to the front of the house, careful not to put my palm through a softball-sized hole in the middle. The door creaked noisily open.

“Hello?” I called cautiously, my eyes adjusting to the relative darkness inside. All I could see was wood. Wood floors, wood paneling, wood ceiling. And on top of that, the wood paneling on the walls was almost completely obscured by wooden oars of all shapes and sizes. This whole place was like a beaver’s fantasy.

“Welcome, stranger.” A pale girl with a heart-shaped face and bright blue bob made her way down a narrow set of wooden steps. That was the most vibrant hair color I’d ever seen in my life. She shone in the relative darkness, an electric beacon. “You must be Cass.” She pulled Pokeball-shaped earbuds out of her ears, tucking them into the pocket of her cardigan. I nodded. “Our last arrival. Points for insouciance. Our extremely informational meeting is imminent. I’m Langley,” she saluted, raising a dark brow sardonically above the rim of her cat’s-eye glasses, “your stage manager and overall SAD servant.”

“Sad? You’re a sad servant?”

“S-A-D. Shakespeare at Dunmore. You’ll need to pick up the acronyms quickly around here. And considering the intern stipend they not so generously bestowed upon me, factored against the insane hours and amount of work this job requires, I’m basically an indentured servant. It’s theatrical debt bondage. Only not as fun as it sounds.”

I stared at her blankly. It didn’t sound particularly fun.

“Ooookay,” she sighed, clearly thinking her biting sarcasm was lost on me. “You’re checked in. I’ll give you the tour.”

“Great.”

She had the kind of sense of humor where I wasn’t quite sure if she was mocking me or not. Or if she was attempting to be humorous.

“So, we’re in the storage room now, which is ultimately useless to you unless you have a penchant for sporting life jackets as a fashion statement.”

“Not out of the water.” I watched an industrious spider spinning a web between two oars.

“Don’t wear these ones in the water,” Langley shook her head. “The Bald Mountain Prep School uses this place to train their crew team during the school year and as storage in the summer. And, of course, to make rent money off homeless actors—on the condition that we stay the hell away from the boats. Which, incidentally, are through the doors on my left. Not that you need to know. Door at the end of the hall leads to the world’s smallest kitchen. Good luck claiming your fridge space. Follow me.”

Behind her, I struggled up the creaky wooden stairs with my bag, barely squeezing through the narrow passage. Upstairs, it was far more spacious.

“This is the Actor Lounge,” she announced as we hit the top of the stairs, arriving in a room with two mismatched floral couches, a TV, and a foosball table that had been unsuccessfully duct-taped together. “This is where you guys hang out. This or the kitchen, if you can fit. Nowhere else. See the sign on the door back there?”

A wood-paneled door on the other end of the room bore a handwritten sign that read SAD ACTORS KEEP OUT!

“Anywhere that says ‘Keep Out,’ keep out, ’kay? Pretty self-explanatory.”

“Got it,” I nodded. “Mind if I ask why?”

“Oh, you know …” She led me out of the lounge and down a narrow hall. “We’re lucky Bald Mountain lets us use the place at all. Usually they board it up in the off-season, but we got them to open the downstairs and this wing for us. But it’s easier to keep anything we’re not using boarded up, you know? That way we don’t have to clean it. And, you know, mice.”

“Wait, what?”

“This is you.” She jerked her thumb at a door that had the names Cass, Amy, and Heidi cut out of magazine letters and taped on it. Like an artsy ransom note.

I hoped she’d been kidding about that whole mice thing. Not that I’m afraid of mice or anything; I would just prefer not to share my living space with them. Those things poop everywhere.

“This is the girls’ room. The boys live at the other end of the hall. I’m upstairs in the attic—holler if you need anything, and I may respond. If I don’t have anything better to do. But I’ll hear you—the walls are thin. I’ll leave while you get acquainted with your fellow captives. Meeting on the lawn in fifteen.”

As Langley popped in her earbuds and walked toward the lounge, I pushed open the flimsy wooden door, which creaked noisily. Like everything else in this house. Inside, a girl who looked like a teeny-tiny fairy tale princess was sitting on a rollaway cot, sobbing silently but profusely. Fat teardrops spilled out of her big blue eyes, clung to her thick dark lashes, and landed on the tip of her perfect button nose. A very tall, thin girl in a peasant top had draped one long, elegant arm around the princess’s shoulders, copper bangles clanking up and down her wrists. The two of them looked up.

“H-h-hi,” the tiny blonde sputtered, and blew her nose into a Kleenex. White crumpled tissues dotted the floor like gross, mucus-filled snow.

“Come on in,” the tall girl waved me over with her free arm. “We’re having kind of a rough day.”

“I’m r-r-ruining our first m-m-moments together as r-r-roommates,” the blonde sobbed. “This is not good memory making!”

“No, no, sweetie, it’s fine,” the other one said soothingly. “It’ll be funny in like a week, I promise.” She smiled, crinkling the dusting of freckles across her nose. “I’m Heidi. You must be Cass.”

“Yup. Hi.” I dropped my bag next to a set of bunk beds lined up next to the wall. The bottom bunk had stuff strewn over it, so it looked like the top for me. I walked over toward the girls on the cot.

“S-s-sit,” the short one sniffled. “I’m Amy.”

“Hi.” I sat on the other side of Amy. “This is probably a stupid question, but are you okay?”

“N-no,” she sighed. “No, not at all.” She picked the cell phone up out of her lap and handed it to me. I read the series of text messages on the screen:

Connor: its ovr

Amy: Y???>

Connor: we gradu8d an I wanna hook up with hotsluts @ skool

Gradu8d? I stared at the text, puzzled for a few minutes.

“Your boyfriend broke up with you because he wants to ‘hook up with hot sluts’ in college?” I asked incredulously.

This kicked off a fresh round of sobs.

“He did it today,” Heidi whispered, “just as she crossed the border into Vermont. That’s when she got the text.”

“What a douchebag,” I muttered murderously. Who would do something like that? Somehow, the depths to which the male species would sink continued to surprise me. “Okay, firstly, saying something so crass makes him a total douche. Secondly, he broke up with you via text, which is like, douche move one-oh-one. But most importantly, you could never be serious about someone who uses text words like gradu-eight and misspells school and thinks hotsluts is one word. You just dodged a bullet, my friend.”

“I don’t want to dodge him; I love him.” Amy sniffled. “He may be a bullet, but he’s my bullet.”

“Maybe … maybe it’s time to let the bullet fly away,” Heidi offered, making a flapping, birdlike gesture with one large hand.

“Yeah, and shoot someone else,” I mumbled. “I know we just met”—I folded my legs up under me—“so it’s probably not my place to say anything at all, and I definitely shouldn’t have just used the word ‘douche’ about forty-seven times, but this guy is clearly a Class-A douchebag.” Forty-eight times. God, I’m classy.

“No, no, he’s not! Not at all! We had some good times, too!” Amy reached over Heidi to pick up a framed photo that was laying in a partially unpacked pink floral quilted duffle bag. “See?”

I picked up the silver frame, which was engraved with A NIGHT TO REMEMBER: BIG BEAVER FALLS HIGH SCHOOL PROM. I studied the picture: Amy, in formal wear and a plastic tiara, was clinging to a good-looking blond guy in a plastic crown.

“That does look … fun.” I set the frame down decidedly. I hadn’t actually made it to my prom, so maybe that had been a barrel of laughs. What the hell did I know? “But still—”

“Wait!” she reached over me to grab another frame. “More fun!”

Amy smiled sadly at the frame, which read GO BIG BEAVERS!, and showed her in a cheerleading outfit and the guy I assumed was Connor sweating profusely in a football uniform.

“Although Cass may have been putting it a bit bluntly,” Heidi said as she gently removed the frames from Amy’s lap and placed them back in the bag, “I think she’s right. You wouldn’t want to be with someone who would break up with you for such a terrible reason anyway.”

“Exactly.” I nodded. “Really, why be with anyone?” I added earnestly. “Commitment is a waste of time. It only ends up like this. Being single is so much better. None of the messy emotional cleanup.”

“Well, I didn’t mean that all relationships are bad …” Heidi started.

“Sure they are.” I nodded again, then realized I was in danger of going full-on bobblehead. Definitely time to stop nodding. “They all end. So why bother starting? I sure wouldn’t.”

“Wait a minute.” Amy dabbed at her eyes. “You wouldn’t? So, are you saying you’ve never been in a relationship?”

“Oh, God no!” I shot her a horrified look. Both Amy and Heidi looked slightly stunned. Clearly, neither one had ever watched her mom staple-gun half-naked pictures of her dad’s new wife to every tree and telephone pole in town. Now, I knew what came after “I love you.” What came next was going batshit crazy and having your teenage daughter bail you out of jail after a property damage charge. It was so much better to stay safe. Stay alone. Not open yourself up to any of that mess. I never wanted to have a cop wrestle me to the ground and pry a staple gun out of my crazed hands.

“No relationships? But … but why?” Amy spluttered.

“Um … Exhibit A.” I picked up a Kleenex. “Exhibit B.” I picked up another one. “And Exhibit C.”

“Tissues?” Amy wrinkled her nose.

“Tears,” I clarified. “So not worth it. There’s no boy who is. It’s better to get out before someone gets hurt. Or ends up holding someone else’s used tissues … gross.” I dropped them hurriedly. “I rest my case.”

I felt like it was a little early in our friendship to get into the whole sext-printout-staple-gun-telephone-pole-jail-bailout explanation.

“Or maybe,” Heidi said gently, “you should just choose someone nicer next time.”

“Good luck with that.” I shook my head sadly. “Every guy is a giant toolbox. No matter how nice he seems at first. I promise you this.”

“That’s not true.” Heidi squeezed Amy’s shoulder before mouthing the word “nicer” to me behind Amy’s back.

“Choose someone who’s less of a giant toolbox then, maybe,” I amended brightly, attempting to be conciliatory. Nicer, as instructed. “I mean, comparatively. If you have to. And just don’t get too invested in the whole situation. Protect yourself and you won’t get hurt.”

“Maybe the boys here will be nice,” Heidi suggested hopefully.

“Oh, because there’s a strain of men not known for their total douchebaggery—actors.”

Heidi shot me a warning look. Amy’s lower lip wobbled dangerously.

“Just kidding. I bet they’re super.” I grimaced. But, like, a nice, friendly grimace. “Should we go check ’em out?”

“It’s just about time for our informational meeting anyway.” Heidi glanced down at her watch.

“Just a minute!” Amy bolted up from the bed and sprang to her mirror, performing a quick makeup rehab. Seconds later, you couldn’t even tell she’d been crying. “Ready,” she announced, a look a grim determination on her flawless face as she spritzed herself with a bottle of “Touch of Pink” by Lacoste.

“Where are we going?” I asked as Heidi unfolded her limbs. Standing, she was even taller than I’d thought. She could have easily rested her chin on my head.

“We’re meeting on the lawn,” Heidi replied, “and then, we’re off to points unknown.”

I still wasn’t entirely sure how to navigate this maze of a house, but Heidi, explaining that her flight from Boulder had gotten in hours earlier, knew where she was going. Amy and I followed in her wake. The door to the outside world appeared after a short trip down a flight of stairs and around a corner. Langley was already at the meeting point, standing on the lawn, clutching an enormous binder to her chest.

“Welcome,” she said flatly. Pretty much the least welcoming welcome of all time. God, Langley was even worse at enthusiasm than I was. “I gather from your presence here that you made it with no real problems?”

Heidi nodded her assent. Amy swiped on some lip gloss like she was girding her loins before heading into battle.

“Well, I got in a small car accident—”

“A car accident?” Amy gasped.

“No. Well, yes, I did, but I’m totally fine,” I explained. “It was really minor. Some toothless yokel in a jeep almost ran me off the road, but seriously, no damage. Like beyond lucky. I’m fine.”

“I’m from New York. Hardly a yokel,” an all-too-familiar male voice announced from the back of the room. “And I’m pretty far from toothless.”

I turned. I would have recognized that insane growth of facial hair anywhere. It was the guy from the jeep, grinning through his heavy beard, displaying an irritatingly full set of teeth.

“You!” I gasped.

“Yup,” he said grimly. “Me.”

This was way too coincidental to actually be happening. How was this even possible? How was he here? Why was he here? It made no sense.

“How’s your neck?” he asked, all fake solicitousness.

“Fine. No thanks to you.” I glowered. Okay. Regroup. I took a deep breath. Time to play it cool. I would not be defeated by some lame-ass hipster lumberjack. “And you said you’re from New York?” He nodded warily. “Ah, well that explains why you can’t drive.”

“New Yorkers are the best drivers in the world,” he shot back.

“Maybe in a world that consists solely of Boston and New York,” I replied.

“Please,” he said. “You’re criticizing my driving? You had practically stopped in the middle of the road and were slowly veering into oncoming traffic.”

“There was no oncoming traffic. I had slowed down for … reasons.” Don’t say maple candy. Don’t say maple candy. Don’t even think about maple candy. Anymore. “And the last time I checked,” I picked up steam, “there was no minimum speed on one-lane dirt roads. Ramming into someone in a no-passing zone, however—”

“No-passing zone?” The stupid toothy non-yokel was getting louder, and the visible parts of his face had turned red. “There are no no-passing zones on one-lane dirt roads, because there are no lane demarcations. That’s the whole point of a one-lane dirt road; you can pretty much do whatever you want!”

“Because that’s a great traffic law!” I realized I was shouting, too, but I didn’t care. “Everybody, go ahead and do whatever you want! Who cares what happens! Talk about a New York attitude—”

“New York attitude?” he parroted. “New York attitude! What does that even mean?”

“It means—”

“Enough!” Langley barked. We stopped yelling at the same time and turned to face her. The rest of the cast must have arrived. Five pairs of eyes stared at us like we were a volatile reality show. “Sorry to break it up when things were getting interesting, but we’ve got places to be. You can do more … socializing … later.”

I snorted, as the jeep guy muttered, “No, thanks.”

“Everyone.” Langley pulled six strips of silk in bright jewel tones out of her binder. “Please choose the silk that speaks to you and your aura,” she read off her binder, “and tie it on.”

“Like a blindfold?” Amy asked querulously.

“Or a ninja?” one of the other boys asked in a slight Southern drawl. I turned to look at him and nearly got whiplash. Holy hotness, Batman.

“Like a blindfold,” Langley replied.

“Are you joking?” I arched an eyebrow.

Heidi was already tying on an amethyst blindfold. “Close the eyes to see,” she smiled serenely. “Classic trust exercise for ensemble building.”

I preferred to trust myself with my eyes open, thank you very much. I disliked these moments when, all too often, theater games turned into amateur psychology. Shudder. Couldn’t we just run our lines or something?

“This is clearly a joke,” the toothy non-yokel said.

“Not a joke,” Langley insisted. She seemed a little too amused that we were all about to blindfold ourselves. Hmph. “Choose a color.”

“None of these really work for me,” a third boy complained, as he held various strips of fabric against his cheek and discarded them disdainfully. “This palette is awful. I hate jewel tones.”

“I think it’s supposed to flatter your aura, not your skin tone,” I replied, unable to keep the sarcasm out of my voice. How could a piece of fabric speak to your aura? I was pretty sure I didn’t have an aura. And that poly-silk-blends couldn’t talk.

“Whatever you pick, it’ll flatter your insides, not your outsides.” Heidi tried to pat his arm, but missed, as she was blindfolded, and pawed the air. “Besides, the only important thing is that we can’t see. That’s how we build trust.”

The boy with the Southern accent tied a turquoise blindfold around Amy’s shiny hair before tying a sapphire blue one around his own head of sandy blond hair. How chivalrous. Heaving a sigh, the indecisive boy picked up the topaz yellow strip between two fingers, considered it at arm’s length, and eventually resigned himself to tying it on. The toothy non-yokel took emerald green, and I was left with ruby red. Fantastic. Now my head looked like it was on fire.

“Honor system,” Langley said. “We’re trusting you to say you can’t see. Get it? Cuz it’s a trust exercise. Can you see?”

“No,” I said honestly, amid mumblings from everyone else to the same effect. I groped around in front of me until I grabbed onto someone surrounded by a little cloud of what I recognized as “Touch of Pink.” Amy.

“From now on,” Langley said, “silence. Form a chain. Lay on Macduff. And cursed be he who first cries ‘hold, enough!’”


CHAPTER 3

Generally speaking, I’d prefer not to have Macbeth quoted at me while I am visually incapacitated. Way too macabre. I walked right into a sandalwood-scented blur that must have been Heidi. She grabbed my wrist, then felt her way down until she clasped my free hand firmly. I heard everyone shuffling around, and we must have formed a satisfactory chain, because we gradually began shuffling away. Next, I heard what sounded like a car door opening, and I was lifted along and up into something so high it must have been a van. I was wedged between Heidi and Amy. My eyes watered at the potent cocktail of sandalwood and Touch of Pink. Good thing I only smelled like Powder Fresh deodorant, or it would have been unbearable in there.

The van started and bumped its way out of the driveway. I wondered idly if this whole summer theater apprenticeship thing was a front and I’d actually been kidnapped. Nothing broke the silence except for the soft crunch of tires on gravel, Amy’s nervous giggles, and Langley’s infrequent shushing. I had no idea how long we were in that van. Being naturally impatient, everything always seemed longer to me than it actually was. And it seemed even longer because I couldn’t see anything. Kind of like how Space Mountain seems like such a long roller coaster, because you have no idea where you’re going. Nevertheless, many bumpy, blind minutes later, the van ground to a halt. I heard the door open once more, and I was pulled out, scrambling until my feet hit solid ground. The group shuffled along something that felt similar to the gravel driveway back at the Boat House until I walked straight into Amy, who’d stopped cold. Heidi walked into me, and then, with much shuffling and bumping, everyone gradually came to a stop.

“Drop hands,” Langley instructed. “Remove your blindfolds.”

I took mine off. We stood at the base of a mountain that climbed toward the sky, stretching endlessly onward and upward, covered in rocky patches of grass studded with wildflowers. It must have been an off-season ski slope, because a stopped chairlift stretched all the way up it, looming over our heads like a big metal monster.

“Tie them around your heads like the warriors you are,” Langley droned on, still reading off her binder without any expression whatsoever. Heidi had finished tying hers before Langley had even stopped speaking. She looked like she’d stepped straight out of the pages of a Free People catalog. I rolled my eyes at Amy, who scrunched her nose and chose to tie hers like a headband instead. One pointed look from Langley, though, and she sheepishly changed it. I tied mine ninja-style, while the boy with the yellow ribbon tied his with a spectacularly gorgeous bow, then twisted it so the bow sat a rakish angle to his brow. The stupid jeep guy was still staring down Langley. Heaving a mighty sigh with an even more obnoxious eye roll than mine had been, he eventually tied his sash sloppily around his head.

“Your journey begins,” Langley read, “at the base of this mountain.” She gestured somewhat woodenly toward the off-season ski hill. I had a feeling that whatever strange script she was reading from had a “gesture to mountain” stage direction. “Your journey this summer, like your journey on the mountain, will be uphill. Rigorous. But together you will ascend.” On “ascend,” her arm pointed to the peak of the mountain.

We stared at Langley. We stared at the mountain.

“So … ascend!” she repeated, gesturing again.

“Like, up the mountain?” Amy asked.

Langley nodded. “Like up the mountain.”

I stared. So it wasn’t, like, a rock-climbing wall, but it was still pretty steep. Definitely more of a rigorous hike than a casual stroll.

“This is a joke, right?” I asked. Langley had to be joking. I’d been involved in some weird theater exercises before, but this one took the cake. Langley shook her head grimly in response. “This has got to be a joke. There’s a chairlift up this mountain for a reason.”

“What, you can’t handle it?” That idiot who almost ran me off the road poked his head out of the line to face me. “Afraid of a little hike?”

“Um, no,” I contested hotly as I tied my ninja band tighter. “I can absolutely handle this. I was joking.”

“Sure you were.” He smirked.

“Watch me.”

I started up the mountain, stomping every step, churning up little eddies of dust and rocks in places where the grass had been worn away by other insane, suicidal hikers on forced marches.

“Enjoy the death march, suckers!” Langley cackled as she hopped back into the van. Part of me wondered if she’d invented this whole thing on her own just to mess with us.

The rest of the group followed less angrily in my wake. Heidi ascended like a graceful, long-limbed mountain goat, simultaneously picking flowers, weaving them into garlands, and practically skipping up the 90 degree incline. Even with her stops for flowers, she was rapidly outpacing the rest of us. We straggled behind her in a clump. Man, that hill was steep. Not that I was going to let anyone, particularly plaid-clad bad drivers, see how much it was making me sweat. I kept on going, propelled by nothing but sheer force of will and a desire to prove that cretin wrong.

“Eek!” Amy pitched forward over a boulder, falling neatly into the arms of the Southern boy, who had zoomed to her side at nearly superhuman speed to catch her.

“Don’t worry.” He grinned. “I got you.”

“Gosh.” Amy blinked up at him. “That was like Edward Cullen-fast.”
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