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The Hollywood Edit GREENLIGHT ALERT!


The long-in-development movie Frank N. Stein is finally coming to life! This adaptation of Mary Shelley’s novel imagines Frankenstein’s monster as a superhero whose powers are awakened when he is reanimated. The script was written by Dave Stuart.

Stuart’s first movie was the summer camp feature Bug Juice, based on the award-winning play. (The film won no awards and was roundly panned.) He’s more recently known for his high-concept scripting work (the Alien Rebels franchise and the Ghost Robot franchise). Stuart is also a director, but following the box office bomb of Annul and Void five years ago, he has not directed since.

Filming will take place this summer in Budapest, Hungary.






The Pocono Eagle A Groundbreaking Autumn?


It seems as though, after years of legal wrangling, construction will finally begin on a former summer camp in Lake Phoenix. The 40-acre plot of land was formerly the site of two summer camps that sat across a lake from each other—Camp Somerset for Boys (closed in 1987) and Camp Van Camp (closed in 1993). The two owners of the overlapping plots of land have been in and out of court for the past few years, with the owners of Camp Van Camp fighting any development. But while it is currently unclear what is happening with the Camp Van Camp land, the owner of the former Camp Somerset, Rick Andersen, has procured permits to begin construction on his land in September—with six planned lakefront condominiums.

We reached out for a comment from Andersen, who inherited the former Somerset property five years ago when his father, beloved community figure Robert Andersen, passed away. “I’m thrilled to begin construction in the fall. It’s a very exciting phase,” Andersen replied in an email. When asked about pushback from his across-the-lake neighbors, and the community, he replied, “I have every right to build and don’t listen to anyone who says otherwise.”

We were unable to get Cal Van Camp, owner of the Camp Van Camp property, on the phone. But when we called at his house, the person answering the phone (she did not identify herself but sounded young. And like she was putting on a British accent) said, “This entire thing is a tragesty (?) and will not be allowed to stand! We don’t want to have to see terrible condos and construction! We shall fight on the land! We shall fight in the lake! We shall fight, um, near the lake! We will never surrender, and we will—Mom! I’m giving an interview!” And then there was the sound of a muffled argument and the phone was hung up.

More to come on this developing story.
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I could tell something was wrong the second I came downstairs.

First of all, my dad was sitting at the kitchen table.

I know for most people, this might not be weird. Normal dads probably sit at kitchen tables all the time.

But we live in Los Angeles, and my dad is a writer—he writes screenplays. Not just everything the actors say—all the action and settings and everything else that happens in a movie has to be written down too. (Not everyone knows this. Nana, my dad’s mom, still thinks that the actors make up their own lines, no matter how many times my dad tells her otherwise.) He also used to direct movies, until his last one did so badly that now he’s in movie jail, and when we go on hikes, producers pretend they don’t see him when he waves.

But because of this, my dad was normally always busy writing something, and always in motion—pacing around our pool as he tried to figure out a story problem, or working in his office, or in meetings. He was almost never just sitting still at home. So right away, I knew something was up.

“What’s up?” I asked as I came into the kitchen.

I’d been upstairs reading, which was pretty much what I’d been doing since school let out last week. I’d managed to make it through the sixth grade, even though I barely passed PE. (My PE teacher didn’t seem to get that some people can climb ropes and some people can’t. And that no amount of encouraging me to do it would magically give me the ability as I spun in circles a few inches off the ground and everyone snickered.)

I’d been deep into a mystery—my favorite type of book to read. My current favorite series was Miss Terry’s Case Files, where the heroine, Terry Turner, is a seventh-grade detective who people hire to get to the bottom of things. Whenever I was reading those books, I couldn’t help wishing that I, too, lived in a small town in Vermont with lots of mysteries. Stupid Los Angeles had a lot of private detectives already, so nobody needed to turn to middle schoolers to solve their crimes.

“Why aren’t you working?” I asked my dad.

“I want to talk to you about something,” he said.

“Okay,” I said, sitting across from him, studying his expression and noticing that he looked pale. I frowned. “Are you remembering to take your B-12?”

“Ryanna,” my dad said, shaking his head. “Keeping track of vitamins is supposed to be my job. I should be asking you that.”

“Of course I’m taking all my vitamins. Are you taking your B-12?”

My dad sighed. “No.”

I nodded, satisfied, and headed to the cabinet, where I pulled the white bottle down. I knew most of my friends would not have any idea if their dad was taking his vitamins, and would probably be alarmed that this was something they were supposed to keep track of.

But it had been just my dad and me, ever since my mother died when I was three.

I’d basically grown up on movie sets with my dad all over the world. I loved everything about being on set—getting snacks at craft services (aka “crafty”), hanging out in the hair-and-makeup trailer and learning all the best gossip, the friends I’d make with the child actors, who were usually the only other kids around.

But mostly what I loved was that a movie set was a tidy, orderly universe. The day’s schedule was printed every morning and handed out—and it told you everything. The shot list and the time the sun would be coming up and setting. The times that different crew and actors would be arriving. When lunch would be and what we were having. While there were often a lot of surprises that cropped up while making a movie, the basic structure of the day was never in question. Everyone had a job, and if there was ever an issue, there were always lots of production assistants with walkie-talkies who could answer any questions for you.

But especially when my dad was directing, he was the one who was responsible for knowing everything, which meant it became my job to make sure that he was eating and drinking water and remembering to call Nana back so she wouldn’t panic and call his agent over and over again. When I started middle school, my dad said that he wanted to be home more, and we hadn’t spent much time on set since. But some habits were hard to break.

I handed him his vitamins. “Here.”

“Thanks. But I do need to talk to you, Ry. This is serious.”

“Okay,” I said, starting to get worried I was in trouble. But we’d already gotten my report card, which was fine except for the PE grade. “Is everything okay with Ginger?”

Ginger was my stepmother—she and my dad got married eight months ago in Ojai, which is a town two hours outside Los Angeles. (It’s pronounced “oh hi,” and my dad and Ginger made shirts to go in everyone’s welcome bags that read OJAI THERE, WELCOME TO THE WEDDING!)

They’d only dated for about a year before they got married, but it hadn’t come as a surprise to me. Dr. Ginger Kang was my pediatrician, and for once my dad came to my appointment, not my babysitter, and I watched them get googly eyes at each other right there in the office. They were talking so long that I finally left and went out into the waiting room to read an old issue of Highlights. (I still enjoyed the “What’s wrong with this picture?” puzzles, after all.)

And by the time my dad came to get me, with a dazed look on his face, I was pretty sure I knew where it was going.

I felt like everyone—my dad; my teachers; my old therapist, Dr. Wendy—had been expecting me to have a harder time with Ginger joining our family. But while it was definitely different, it mostly felt like things were pretty much the same, just with some added improvements. It helped that we moved into a new house right before the wedding so that, according to my dad, we could all start fresh as a family. I was thrilled because my new room had a window seat, something that I’d wanted ever since I’d read The Mystery of the Haunted Homestead, where someone finds a dead body in one. (When we moved in, there was nothing but dust bunnies in mine. I checked.)

And despite some small bumps along the way—Ginger organized the spice rack in a way I hated and kept changing back (she told me that eleven-year-olds shouldn’t have opinions about the spice rack)—things were definitely better now. My dad laughed more, there were plants all over the house, and we now had a cat, Cumberbatch, who spent all his time sleeping in sunbeams except when he woke up to yowl at us for food. Ginger had insomnia, so she was always online shopping late at night, which meant that clothes she’d picked out for me were constantly showing up (even if Ginger usually had very little memory of buying them). But even Insomnia Ginger had great taste, and when the packages arrived, we’d do fashion shows and try-ons in my room. She was great at braiding hair; she saw kids all day, so she knew about the cool sneaker trends; and she’d taught me about stuff like leave-in conditioner.

And best of all, she didn’t try to be my mom, or take over my life. It was like she understood it had just been me and my dad for a long time, and she was going to ease in rather than barge in. It had been so drama-free with Ginger that it made me wonder if all the fairy tales with evil stepmothers had been lying.

“Everything’s fine with Ginger,” my dad assured me.

“Talking about me?” Ginger asked as she came into the kitchen, a cover-up over her bathing suit. She grinned at me. “Want to go swimming, Ry?”

“I was just talking to Ryanna about the… conversation,” my dad said to Ginger, widening his eyes at her.

“Oh,” Ginger said, widening her eyes back. She opened the fridge and pulled out a water, then came to sit next to my dad. “Right.”

“What conversation?” I demanded. I felt out of the loop, which always made my mouth get dry and palms sweat.

“I received a letter last week,” my dad said. He reached into his pocket and pulled out an envelope, and from that, a folded piece of paper. “It was sent over a month ago, but it went to our old address.” He handed the paper to me, and I opened it up and smoothed out the creases.


Hello, David—

We know it has been a while. But we feel it’s time Ryanna gets to know where she comes from while she still can. We’d love to have her in Lake Phoenix for the summer.

If this is acceptable, please call.

Cal & Vivian Van Camp



I stared down at the letter. Where was Lake Phoenix? What did while she still can mean? But most importantly—“Who are Cal and Vivian Van Camp?”

My dad winced slightly, and Ginger reached out and gave his hand a squeeze. “Your grandparents. Your mother’s parents.”

“Oh.” I just blinked at him for a second, then looked down at the letter again. I knew Nana, my dad’s mom, who lived in New York City. (My dad’s dad died when he was in college.) And I’d gotten to know Ginger’s parents, who lived in the Bay Area and had taught me poker. But I had never once heard from these other grandparents before.

My dad never talked about my mom’s family, so I only knew the basics. She was one of five siblings, the middle one. She had two brothers and two sisters. But mostly, all the facts I knew about my mom were from when she was older: Her name was Cassandra, but everyone called her Casey. She was gorgeous, with long blond hair and a big smile. She died when I was three. She was crossing the street in New York City when a taxi had run the light, and hadn’t seen her in time. And she was an actress who’d met my dad on the set of Bug Juice, the first movie he wrote.

“I called them,” my dad said, making this sound like And then I went to the dentist. “They want you to come and spend the summer with them. And I told them I’d check with you.”

“But…” I looked between my dad and Ginger. Ginger had her serious face on, which was a real contrast to her cover-up, which had embroidered rabbits on it and read SUN’S OUT BUNS OUT. “The summer’s already started. We have a whole plan in place.”

I glanced over to the color-coded calendars that hung on the wall. I was going to go to a local day camp for June and half of July. Ginger had her practice, and my dad was going to be on set working. A movie he wrote, Frank N. Stein, was filming in eastern Europe this summer. It was a retelling of Frankenstein in which the monster was a zombie but also a single dad and somehow also a superhero? The last draft my dad let me read had been really confusing; he blamed the notes he was getting from the studio.

And then in mid-July, Ginger and I were going to fly out to Hungary and spend a few days on set, and then the three of us were going to tour around eastern Europe before heading home. It was the plan we’d worked out over weeks, and nowhere in that plan did I see room for hanging out with grandparents I didn’t even know.

Ginger looked at me with a sympathetic smile. “I know it’s a lot to take in.”

“Why haven’t we heard from them before?”

My dad and Ginger looked at each other without speaking. Finally, my dad said, “We had an argument a long time ago. And we all decided it would be better not to be in contact.”

“Nobody asked me.”

“You were three,” my dad said with a smile.

“Still.”

Ginger’s phone rang. Her eyebrows rose, and she got up to answer it, sliding her finger across the screen. “This is Dr. Kang,” she said, her voice going more serious and professional. Sorry! she mouthed as she headed out the back door, walking toward the pool. “Well, are you sure he ate it?” I heard her ask before the door slammed shut.

I picked up the letter again, trying to sort out what I was feeling. “Where is this?” I asked, tapping my finger on Lake Phoenix.

“It’s in Pennsylvania. About three hours from New York City.”

“I thought Mom was from Philadelphia.” The word “Mom” caught on my tongue, like it was rusty from lack of use. Sometimes when I’d be with friends, I’d notice the way they tossed “Mom” around, so carelessly, like they didn’t even realize that some people never got to say it. I was sure I must have said it when I was little, but since I couldn’t remember, did it even count?

“She was. But she always spent summers in Lake Phoenix. So when we were back east, we used to go.”

“We who? You and Mom?”

“You too,” my dad said. “We brought you a few times. You don’t remember?”

I shook my head. Somehow adults always expected you to remember things that had happened when you were two years old. Even though they could never remember where they put their keys five seconds ago.

“You—your mother brought you up there when you were three. You spent almost the whole summer up there.”

“I did?”

“We actually met there. Your mom and me.”

I frowned—this didn’t sound right. “I thought you met on the set of your movie. That’s what you always told me.”

“But Bug Juice was filmed at their summer house. Casey was an extra until the director realized how good she was, and then her part got expanded.”

“Because you expanded it,” I said with a smile. I’d heard this part of the story before, and it always seemed so romantic to me. “Because you were falling in love with her.”

My dad smiled the sad smile he did whenever he talked about my mom. “Exactly.”

“But wait. Bug Juice is a movie that’s set at camp. How was it filmed at their house?” I’d never seen my dad’s first movie—it was adapted from a play, but the movie was changed a lot so that the characters were teenagers, and since it was PG-13, I was not allowed to see it. He’d shown me some clips of my mom from the movie, dressed in shorts and a polo shirt, herding campers into a cabin, but apparently I wasn’t going to be allowed to see the whole thing until I was thirteen.

My dad took a breath and explained how my mother’s family had run a summer camp in Pennsylvania until the nineties, when it closed down. But they still spent summers up there. And so when the Bug Juice production was scouting for locations, an unused summer camp was the perfect setup.

“So they want me to come to a camp for the summer?” It was like finding out that someone lived at a zoo. Who lived at a camp?

“It’s not a camp anymore. It’s more like… a house with a lot of archery targets.”

“Why didn’t you tell me any of this?” It felt strange. Like there was a whole part of my life that had been shut off from me.

My dad looked down at the paper. “Like I said, I don’t… have a great relationship with your grandparents. And I don’t have the best memories of that place. But if you want to go, Ryanna, you can. Ginger and I think you’re old enough now to decide for yourself.”

“Of course I’m not going to go,” I said immediately, folding the letter up. The summer had been planned out already, after all. The calendar was all filled in.

A look of relief passed over my dad’s face. “Well, it’s your decision. Do you want to talk it through with Dr. Wendy?”

Dr. Wendy was the therapist I used to see once a week—my dad had found her for me after my mom died. He’d been worried about me processing my mother’s death, which I didn’t really understand, since I couldn’t even remember my mom. But I liked Dr. Wendy, even though half the time I wasn’t really sure why we were talking. And while it was nice to have someone to talk to about friends and grades and the current Miss Terry mystery I was reading, I’d asked my dad if I could stop seeing her this past year. He’d agreed but let me know that she would always be available in case of an emergency.

“No—” I started, just as my dad’s phone rang. He winced as he looked at it.

“Gotta take this,” he said. “It’s Annabeth.” Annabeth was my dad’s agent. She gave great holiday presents and terrified everyone around her, including my dad. He jumped to his feet and headed down the hall to his study.

I sat at the kitchen table in silence for a moment, then picked up the letter and the envelope—I figured that maybe it would be another eleven years before I heard from these grandparents again, so I might as well preserve a keepsake—and headed back up to my room.

As soon as I stepped inside, I could tell that something was off. I looked around, trying to see what it was, then noticed four books that had been knocked off my bookshelf onto the floor. “Cumberbatch!” I scolded. Cumberbatch was round and gray and fluffy, with a white splotch on his back, like someone had dropped paint on him. He was kneading my comforter with his paws, what Ginger always called “making biscuits” for some reason. He paused long enough to give me a withering look before going back to it.

I sighed and picked up the books. I had a system—it was why my dad and Ginger weren’t allowed to put things away in my room. I put the books back in their spot—alphabetically but also color coded—and I was grateful, for the thousandth time, that I didn’t have to share a room like some of my friends did. I knew I wouldn’t be very good at it.

I decided to forgive Cumberbatch, crossed over to my bed, and hopped up next to him. I gave his chin a scratch as he stretched out with a rumbly purr.

I rubbed the spot on his head he liked and glanced over at the framed photo on my nightstand—it was where I kept the last picture I had of my mother and me. We were in New York City, posed next to a serious-looking stone lion, both of us laughing so hard, our eyes were closed. I traced my finger over the glass, looking at my mother’s bright blond hair, how her hand was holding tight to mine.

I turned away from the picture—it was starting to make me sad—and folded up the note from my grandparents. I went to put it in the envelope… which was when I realized something else was in there.

I lifted out a photo, a printed-out one. Something about the colors—well, and the fact that it was a printed-out photo—made me think it was older. It was of a girl who looked my age. She was in a one-piece bathing suit with jean shorts over it, sitting under a picnic table. In the background, I could see a dock. She was holding what looked like a tackle box for fishing, but it was pink and purple and locked with a padlock. And she was raising one hand in a peace sign.

I looked closer—this girl looked a lot like me. She was blond, and I had dark red-brown hair, but besides that… I turned the picture over, holding my breath. Written on the back was:

Casey, Camp Van Camp.

12 years old.

I turned the picture over, my breath catching in my throat. This was my mom when she was around my age.

My mom looked like me. I looked like my mom.

I stared down at the letter my grandparents had sent. My thoughts were whirring. What did while she still can actually mean? Did it mean that this was a onetime offer? My only chance to go to Pennsylvania—wherever that was—and see more pictures like this of my mom?

Because suddenly that was all I wanted. I wanted to know more about her—much more than just the same stories I’d heard so often from my dad. And I wanted to know what had happened. Why hadn’t I heard from my mom’s family? What had gone on between my dad and my grandparents to cause a rift this big?

My eyes drifted over to my bookshelf. All my Miss Terry mysteries were neatly lined up—and it felt like they were scolding me. Because all this time, I had been living inside an actual mystery and I hadn’t even realized it, much less cracked the case.

But this was my chance to. I could go to Lake Phoenix—I could find out more about my mom. Because if there was this photo, there were more. Whole albums and lots of stories—stuff my dad probably didn’t even know. I’d get to hear all of it. And as an added bonus, I would get to the bottom of the feud.

It would mean upending all my summer plans—but the same thing had happened to Terry in The Hound of the Baskin-Robbins. She was supposed to go to Maine but then got pulled into a mystery about stolen ice cream scoopers. You always had to answer the call. And this was mine.

I jumped off the bed—Cumberbatch yowled at me, not happy that I stopped petting him—and took the steps downstairs two at a time.

The kitchen was empty, but my dad and Ginger were sitting on loungers by the pool, and I hurried out to join them.

“I’ve made a decision,” I said before I’d even reached them. I needed to say it before my mouth went too dry to talk. Before I started wondering if this was actually a good idea. “I want to say yes. I want to go to Lake Phoenix for the summer.”






CHAPTER 2 [image: ]


Looks like we’ll be there in twenty,” Kendra called from the front seat. Kendra was our driver who’d picked us up at JFK in a big black SUV.

We’d flown from LA to New York that morning. And even though we were on the early flight, I hadn’t been able to sleep on the plane. Neither had my dad—he spent the flight either working or reading The Stockholm Syndrome by Sven Svensson, the Swedish crime author he was obsessed with.

I’d spent the flight alternating between reading Ex Marks the Spot, the latest Miss Terry book, and looking out the window, imagining the summer—just me and my grandmother and grandfather. I figured it would be quiet and peaceful. I was picturing reading in a hammock by a lake (because what else was I going to do, with just me and two old people?). I’d get all my questions answered about my mom, and get all the stories about her that I could. I had a feeling it might be kind of a boring summer, but that was okay. I was there for a greater purpose, after all.

“Thank you!” I said now to Kendra. I reached across the back seat and tapped my dad’s arm—he was in the middle of a work call. Twenty minutes, I mouthed, and he nodded.

In the two weeks since my dad told me about the letter, things had moved really fast.

Since my dad didn’t want to speak to my grandparents unless he absolutely had to (I noted this as a potential clue to work out later), he turned all communication over to his assistant. His assistant got all the information about the trip from my grandparents, including a packing list of what to bring, and Ginger had followed it to the letter. She’d been very excited about getting me all-new summer clothes, even ordering me a trunk with my initials painted on it to put all my stuff in. We’d packed shorts and T-shirts and sweatshirts and bathing suits and sneakers and flip-flops and one nice dress. Ginger had insisted, even though it hadn’t been on the packing list. Always pack a nice outfit, she’d told me with a wink as she’d placed it in my trunk. It’s a rule. You just never know when an occasion might arise.

My dad had organized it so that we could fly to the East Coast together. He’d drive with me to Lake Phoenix, then find a coffee shop or diner or something to hang out in while Kendra drove me to my grandparents’, and then he’d go back into New York City. I’ll stay with Nana for the night, he’d explained to me as we were going over the itinerary—I was looking at it with a pen in hand in case I had notes. Just in case you change your mind. I won’t fly to Budapest until the next day. So if it’s not what you want, I can still come get you, make arrangements.

I’m not going to change my mind, I’d assured him. I was pretty sure he wasn’t thrilled about me going. He never said anything, but I could pick up on the general vibe. Ginger also seemed sad, bursting into tears regularly, bemoaning the fact that we were leaving her all alone in the house with nothing but the cat for company.

I had been worried that I’d also start to get homesick in the lead-up to leaving, but this was helped when a few days before I left, Ginger came down with the flu. Suddenly she was barfing all the time. She stayed in bed most of the week, and I tried to give her some space—not wanting to catch it.

But I’d made an exception to give her a hug that morning before we got our super-early flight. She’d sat up in bed and hugged me hard, whispering in my ear, If you don’t like it, just call me. You don’t have to stay if you’re not happy. We’ll figure it out. Okay?

I’d nodded.

She’d smoothed her hand over my head. Love you, kid.

Love you too. I’d given her a smile, then run out of the room before too many of the germs could get me.

“Okay,” my dad said now, closing his computer and turning to look at me in the back seat. “You said twenty minutes?”

I nodded, then pulled out the itinerary that I’d made when I’d found three errors on the one his assistant had sent. “So just to remind you, your flight tomorrow is noon, so you’ll want to leave for JFK around nine thirty….”

“Ryanna. You’re not supposed to tell me my schedule. That’s supposed to be my job.”

“It can’t hurt to double-check.”

“I think I’m good. But that reminds me…” He reached into his messenger bag and pulled out a padded envelope. “Here.” He held it out to me. I peered inside—a white envelope, papers, and—

“A phone?” I picked it up reverently. My dad and Ginger had told me that I wouldn’t get a cell phone until eighth grade. (This was also the year that I would be allowed to see PG-13 movies and get my own real social media accounts—ones without penguins and kittens as avatars. At some point, they’d decided everything important would happen in eighth grade.)

“Just for emergencies,” my dad said in his I’m serious, Ryanna tone of voice. “If you want to leave early, or need to talk to us, I want you to feel like you can without having to ask to make a call.”

“Uh-huh,” I said, barely listening as I turned the phone over in my hands.

“Plus, if it’s the same as it was eight years ago, there might not even be reception—Ryanna!”

“Right.” I tried to look responsible. “I’m listening.”

“I mean it. The phone is a privilege, and it’s for emergencies only. Promise?”

I nodded. “Promise.”

“Hold on to those documents.” He explained they were signed medical forms in case of emergency, and contact information for where he would be.

I lifted out the small white envelope and opened it, and my eyes widened again. There was cash inside, and a credit card with my name on it. “Whoa.”

“The card is also for emergencies only.”

“And the cash?”

“Well,” he said, and gave me a small smile. “I wanted to make sure you had some spending money. I don’t want you to need to take any from Cal and Vivian, okay? No matter what they say, I can certainly…” My dad’s voice trailed off, and he cleared his throat. “Never mind. Just don’t spend it all in one place, okay? I’m not sending more from Hungary.”

“Got it.” I tucked the envelope inside my canvas bag, the one with RYANNA stitched on the front. Ginger had gotten it for me for school last year. She’d had to special-order it—the way anything with my name always had to be ordered.

Knowing that I had a phone, and cash, and a credit card, and medical forms that I had to be responsible for was making me feel very grown up, and I sat up a little bit straighter.

“If it starts to feel too long, I’m back in New York in the beginning of August for meetings. You can always just leave and come stay with me at Nana’s. You don’t have to stay for the whole summer.”

“Okay,” I said, filing that away in the back of my mind. Maybe by early August, I would have gotten all the information about my mother that I could and would be more than ready to head back. “But no matter what, we’ll be home to celebrate your birthday together.”

“I should hope so,” he said, laughing—his birthday was at the beginning of September.

“Good,” I said with a grin. “Because I didn’t pack any string.”

The birthday string was a tradition with us. My dad had done it for me when I was little, and when I was six, I started doing one for him, too—and now we collaborated to plan Ginger’s, which was really fun.

Basically, you woke up on your birthday to find a string tied somewhere in your room—the bedpost, your foot, your doorknob. (When my dad and I did Ginger’s, we tied it around Cumberbatch’s collar. He was not a fan of this.) You had to follow the string all over the house, and there would be little presents tied to it, and it would lead you to other presents. When my dad did it, he always had the string go through the fridge, where there were always birthday donuts waiting for me. And there were at least three clues on the string that would hint at what the string was leading to—the big present.

Last year for my birthday, there had been a bell tied to the string, and a mini personalized license plate, and a picture from my dad’s favorite old movie, E.T.—all of which meant that by the time I followed the string into the garage and saw it ended at a bike, I had already figured out what it would be.

“You know your mom started the birthday string tradition, right?”

“She did?”

“Yeah. She started doing it for me when we were dating, and then I started doing it for her. So then of course we started doing it for you—even when you were a baby and more interested in eating the string than following it.”

“Why did she start it?”

My dad shook his head. “No idea. But your mother always loved a treasure hunt.”

“Okay, sir,” Kendra called from the front seat. “It looks like we’ve reached the downtown area.”

I turned to look out the window, wondering if “downtown” was maybe too strong a word. We were on a street with a single stoplight and a handful of stores and restaurants on either side. Sweet Baby Jane’s looked like an ice cream parlor. Borrowed Thyme looked like a bakery. There was a pet store and a small supermarket and a souvenir shop.

“Just up ahead,” my dad said, pointing to the end of the street. The sign read POCONO COFFEE SHOP, and then in smaller letters under it, WALK IN. ROLL OUT. “You can just let me off there.”

Kendra swung into the parking lot, and when she put the car in park, my dad got out, and I did too. I shut my door and looked around, blinking in the sun. The sky was a vibrant blue, with a few lazy clouds trailing across it. And there was so much green. There was green grass, and the trees had bright green leaves on them—there wasn’t a palm tree in sight.

And also—the air felt… wet? Like I’d wandered into a bathroom right after someone had turned off the shower. It was almost never humid in California, and I wasn’t used to it.

“It’s humid.”

“Welcome to the East Coast.”

“Wow,” I said, trying to take a deep breath.

My dad gave me a sad smile. “So I guess this is it, kid.”

“Yeah,” I said. I nodded a few too many times. I fought down the lump that was starting to rise in my throat. I was seized by a sudden urge to tell my dad I’d changed my mind. I could get back in the car and have Kendra drive us both to New York and not have to do this really scary thing all by myself.

But then I shook it off and focused on why I was here. I was going to learn everything I could about my mom. I was going to meet my grandparents. And I was going to get to the bottom of a mystery.

“Just call if you need anything. And if things get too much, or you ever need to talk…” My dad paused to lift his messenger bag over one shoulder. “You know you can reach out to Dr. Wendy, right?”

“Oh.” I was suddenly disappointed but wasn’t sure why. “Okay.”

“I put her number in your phone, along with the info for where I’ll be in Hungary. I’m always just a phone call away.”

I nodded, and he pulled me into a hug. “Bye,” I said, the word catching in my throat. “Don’t forget your vitamins! And bring a sweater to set; you always forget it’s cold. And remember to charge your phone!”

My dad laughed and stepped back. “Have a good time. And tell Cal and Vivian that… that…” His voice trailed off, and finally he just shook his head. “Anyway, have fun. I can’t wait to hear all about it.”

He turned and headed into the Pocono Coffee Shop. I got back in the car, noticing just how big the back seat was now that I was the only one in it.

“Okay,” Kendra said. She turned around to give me a smile. “I’m going to make a quick stop for gas, and then we’ll drop you off with…” She paused and squinted at her clipboard. “Cal or Vivian Van Camp.”

“Sounds good.”

She put the car in gear, and we were only driving for a few moments before she pulled into a gas station—it looked like we were just up the road from where we’d let my dad off. She stopped at a pump, and I looked around. There was a building just ahead—POCOMART was printed on the awning.

“I’m just going to fill up,” Kendra said. She cut the engine and turned around to look at me. “Want to stay in the car?”

I glanced down at my bag, and the envelope with the cash in it, then back at the mini-mart, exciting possibilities occurring to me.

“I might go into the store.” I tried to make my voice sound casual, like I wasn’t secretly gleeful inside.

“Don’t be too long.”

“I won’t!”

It seemed like PocoMart was a regular mini-mart—except for the wall of firewood along the back. And as I walked through, I saw a section just for s’mores fixings—marshmallows, chocolate, more graham crackers than I’d ever seen in one place.

I looked at them for just a moment before moving on. I’d had s’mores at restaurants, and occasionally we’d be at someone’s house with a firepit and would try to make them. But this usually came with so many warnings about not getting any marshmallow drippings on the fake firepit rocks that it had always seemed like more trouble than it was worth.

There was an electronic ding as the door opened and I saw two kids come in—a boy and a girl. The boy wore glasses and was talking a mile a minute. “We need something befitting the occasion. Something somber.”

The boy was Black, and the girl looked South Asian—but I wasn’t sure if they were siblings or just friends. I tried not to make assumptions. Since Ginger had become a part of my life, I’d noticed that when we were together, people would look around for the adult that was supposed to be with me—and overlook her, just because I was white and she was Korean American. These kids seemed like they were near my age—the girl maybe a little older, the boy a little younger.

The girl shook her head. “What’s a somber snack?” She was dressed all in white, with her dark hair in a high messy bun.

“Well—maybe just nothing too happy, then. No Laughing Cow. Or Almond Joy. Or Snickers.”

“You’re taking this too far.”

Knowing my time was limited, I hurried over to the candy aisle and debated my options. M&M’s? Peanut M&M’s? Peanut butter M&M’s? Or maybe I wanted to go sour—Sour Patch Kids, sour gummy worms, super-sour straws. I was on the verge of reaching for a pack of Skittles—which somehow seemed like a compromise—when I saw it on the back wall.

The Icee machine.

There were three flavors: cola, cherry, and blue raspberry. I grinned as I hurried over and grabbed a jumbo cup. I was never allowed Icees. It’s just pure sugar, Ginger would say, shaking her head whenever I’d ask if I could have one at the movies or Dodgers games. It’ll go straight to your brain. She wasn’t convinced when I told her my brain was where I wanted the sugar to go.

But now I had spending money in my pocket and nobody to tell me no. I started filling my jumbo cup with cherry, and occasional hits of blue raspberry.

I filled it all the way up, the last swirl rising above the cup, then wondered if I should have put the lid on first, the way I’d seen the people at concession counters do. But whatever—I was sure it would be fine. I spotted the lids at the end of the counter. I turned around quickly to grab one—and crashed right into someone.

The Icee went flying out of the cup and landed all over the person I’d just bumped into.

I stared in horror at what had just happened. It was the girl I’d noticed before. She was looking down at herself, her expression equal parts shocked and furious.

But this was understandable, because her outfit—which moments before had been white—was now, almost entirely, red.
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Oh no,” I gasped. I clapped my hand over my mouth. I’d always read about characters doing that in books but had never quite understood why until that moment.

If I had ever needed a ten-second rewind (like in my dad’s terrible movie, Ten-Second Rewind), it was now. Because this was bad.

The girl in front of me was covered in red. Covered.

She stared down at herself, then at the empty, dripping jumbo cup in my hand. “What…?” she started, then glared at me. I instinctively took a step back. “What did you do?”

“I’m so sorry,” I said. I looked around for anything that could help. There were brown PocoMart napkins in a nearby dispenser, and I grabbed some and held them toward her, even though I knew this was way beyond the help of a napkin. “It was an accident—”

“Everything is ruined!” she cried. “This isn’t even mine; it’s Quinn’s. And I’m not supposed to borrow it. She’s going to kill me!”

“Oh. So—why are you wearing it if you’re not supposed to?”

“Because I didn’t realize that someone was going to throw a Slurpee on me!”

“Technically, it’s an Icee. And I didn’t throw it on you. It was an accident.”

“What is happening?” The boy she’d walked in with was hurrying up. His eyes widened behind his black thick-framed glasses. “You’ve been shot!” he wailed.

“No, I haven’t,” the girl said irritably. “Calm down.”

“Stabbed, then?” He looked at her fearfully. “Who did it?”

“Her,” she said, pointing at me. The boy gaped at me. “Well—she didn’t stab me,” the girl added after what felt like far too long a pause, and very grudgingly.

“My Icee spilled,” I said quickly, since I noticed that everyone else in the mini-mart was now looking over at us. Apparently if you yell the word “stab” repeatedly, it gets people’s attention.

“Oh,” the boy said. He looked relieved and maybe—unless I was imagining it—a little disappointed. “Well—I’m glad you’re not dying.”

“Except that I am.” She pointed down at her sweatshirt.

A second later, the boy gasped again. “Quinn is going to kill you!”

“I know. I’m a dead girl walking.”

“RIP, you.”

“Exactly. Say nice things about me. I’m gone.”

“Is there a problem?” A teenager in a PocoMart polo shirt ambled up to us. He looked at the puddle of red on the floor and sighed. “I’ll go get the mop.”

“Um—should I…?” I asked. I held up my empty cup. Was I supposed to pay for the Icee that I’d spilled? The last thing I wanted was to get in trouble.

“Don’t worry about it,” he said, turning and heading toward the back. “If you still want one, just get a fresh cup.”

“I’m okay,” I said, carefully stepping around the red puddle to throw the crushed cup away. An Icee no longer sounded good.

“What about me?” the girl demanded.

“What do you mean?” I asked, genuinely confused.

“How are you going to make this right?” she asked. The boy also turned to look at me, folding his arms across his chest.

“Um…” I looked around for a solution. I was all too aware that Kendra was probably waiting for me back at the car. “Want me to buy that for you?” I nodded at the box of Junior Mints in her hand.

“Sure!” the boy said eagerly.

“No,” the girl snapped, shaking her head, and the boy’s face fell. “You can’t fix this with Junior Mints.”

“Look…,” I said. I shook my head. I was feeling my patience starting to wear thin. “I apologized. I said I was sorry. I offered to buy you candy. I don’t know what you want.”

She narrowed her eyes at me, and I narrowed mine right back. I wasn’t sure what happened next, but then she spoke. “I will not,” she said, emphasizing every word slowly, “forget this. You watch your back.”

“Yeah,” the boy piped up next to her.

I took a breath—but then couldn’t think of anything to say back. We’d gone so far outside the normal interactions I was used to having that I had no idea how to respond.

I pulled the door open and hurried outside, leaving PocoMart empty-handed. I’d only been in the Poconos a few minutes, and somehow I’d managed to make an enemy.

I got into the car and was surprised to see that Kendra had a map spread out on the dashboard—like, an actual paper map. I stared at it. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d even seen a map, outside of movies with elves who go on quests. Terry had used an old map to find a buried time capsule in the backyard of her former best friend in Ex Marks the Spot, but I’d had very little personal interaction with them.

“Everything all right?” I asked.

“I’m not getting great service here, so my GPS is having trouble. Just wanted to confirm I’m heading in the right direction.”

“Okay, cool.”

Kendra looked at the map for a moment longer, then nodded and met my eye in the rearview mirror. “Here we go. Need anything, Ryanna?”

“I’m good.”

Kendra nodded and pulled back onto the road. “It’s a really unusual name,” she said, reaching out and turning up the AC. “Where’s it from?”

My name was always an issue. People either didn’t know how to pronounce it (“Rye” like the bread, then the “Anna” that rhymes with banana, not “Anna” like sauna) or thought I was saying Rhiannon. When they finally got their heads around Ryanna, it was usually the first time they’d heard the name—and always wanted to know where it came from.

Whenever I asked my dad why I had my name, all he said was that it was my mother’s favorite name. And that she had told him, even before they were married, that if she ever had a daughter, she was naming her Ryanna. And you didn’t ask her why? I would press him, hoping that maybe he’d suddenly remember a different facet of the story. Or where it came from?

Your mom was stubborn. Once she wanted something, she was going to get it. She wanted to name her daughter Ryanna, and she was firm on that. And by the time you came along, it just seemed like a given.

But now, I realized, I was heading to a place where I might finally get an answer. Maybe my mother had told her parents where the idea for my name had come from.

“My parents just liked it,” I said, realizing that Kendra was waiting for an answer. I never got to say “parents,” so I liked to break it out when I could.

I smoothed down my hair and then my clothes and wondered if my grandparents would be standing outside to greet me. Maybe my grandmother would have baked cookies. And I’d get to see their house, and unpack my things in the room they would have set aside for me, and…

“I think we’re here!” Kendra shook me out of these thoughts.

“We are?” I looked around. We were rolling up a long gravel driveway, the tires crunching over it. There were tall green trees on either side and, halfway up the driveway, a large sign arcing over it. CAMP VAN CAMP was spelled out in wooden capital letters. “I guess we are,” I agreed. My heart was thumping in my chest. I rolled down my window and leaned my head out to get a better look.
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