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For all the kids who wanted to go to summer camp but weren’t allowed to, this one’s for you.

And for my friends.






1 A Little Fresh Air Never Hurt Anybody


A dozen kids in matching T-shirts smiled up at Naomi from the front of the brochure she held. They were stacked on top of one another like Legos, balancing to form a pyramid that didn’t quite look like it could have a peak without an extra person.

Join us, the kids said with their smiles, as if flashing teeth and the promise of pyramid building would be enough to convince her if the information inside couldn’t.

Naomi frowned down at them. She did very few things without researching them first, but this time her dad had done the research for her. Supposedly.

“It’ll be great, Nomi!” he said, apparently in league with the pyramid-building kids.

He was waving his own brochure around in that excitable, wiggly way he got that always reminded her of the twins, and flipped through the laminated pages, obviously not reading so much as remembering. “It’s quiet out there and they have all kinds of new things for you to try: swimming, archery, even pottery, I think. And the hikes are supposed to be pretty good! The group leaders tell you all about the ecosystem up there, the trees and insects you’re seeing, all of it. Besides, a little fresh air never hurt anybody.”

“Have you been there?”

He blinked. “What?”

“Have you been there?” She held up her brochure, watching the way CAMP TWISTED PINE, raised to the touch and written in bright yellow, reflected her overhead light. The camp name didn’t inspire much confidence or excitement.

“Well, no, but—”

“So how do you know it will be great?”

Naomi—not Nomi, thank you very much, though no one in her house listened to her about that, her dad least of all—liked facts. Things that were real and true and provable. Liking something was not a fact. It was an opinion. Worse, in her dad’s case it was a guess.

Dad sighed, reining himself in. He placed the brochure neatly in his lap before twisting to face her from his seat on the edge of her bed. “It’s called being optimistic. It sounds like it will be great, so I’m assuming it will be. Go’head, take a peek.”

She squinted at the booklet in front of her before flipping it open. “ ‘Camp Twisted Pine, named after our favorite three-hundred-year-old tree nearby, offers you the chance to get out of the city, take in some fresh air, and explore someplace much greener than the concrete jungle,’ ” she read aloud. “ ‘Come experience bonfires, sunsets, and more at our sleepaway camp tucked into the heart of the Pine Barrens.’ ”

Inside there were more pictures and more smiling kids. Kids playing volleyball. Kids swimming in a lake too blue to actually be in New Jersey. Kids in a line, surrounded by trees on all sides as they crested the top of a hill. They all had matching temporary tattoos, a half circle with lines coming out of it that looked like a sunrise. Did the smiling mean they were actually having fun? Or were they all just being optimistic too?

Naomi shut the brochure. “No, thank you.”

Her dad sighed again. He did that a lot lately. Heavy, shoulder-melting exhales that always made her feel a little guilty somehow. “What don’t you like about it?”

What did she like about it?

Staying in a cramped cabin, swimming in a probably polluted lake, and eating burnt marshmallows off of sticks they’d found on the ground didn’t sound like fun. It sounded like the opposite of fun. If there was a monster, assuming that monsters were real in some world or another, that devoured everything fun, it would probably skip right over this camp.

“I just want to stay here,” she said instead, “like we always do.”

It was finally summertime, which meant it was time for Dad-ventures where Naomi, her dad, and the twins, Aman and Omar, wrote down all the places they wanted to go and the things they wanted to do and threw all the suggestions into an old Phillies hat. Every Monday, someone picked two things and those were their activities for the week. Sometimes it meant eating ice cream until their stomachs hurt, like Aman loved putting in. Other times it was trips to the library or the butterfly garden or lunch on top of one of the skyscrapers in the city that were so high up, Naomi had to keep her eyes shut as she ate, feeling around on her plate for the roundness of blueberries or the ridges of potato chips.

“This summer’s different, kiddo,” her dad said softly.

Naomi knew that. And she hated it.

She looked around her room that was half normal mess, half organized one. Dad had come to help her clear it of the last bits of elementary school but so far all he’d done was tell her about camp and all she’d done was conjure up memories for everything she touched, like the first science quiz she’d ever gotten extra credit on or the mushroom-shaped eraser she’d gotten from a book fair back in first grade.

Dad was wrong. This summer wasn’t just different—it was the start of a different life, one where she didn’t see her dad every day. How could she explain to him that if everything else had to change, she needed this summer to stay the same as it had always been?

She couldn’t.

Science was her thing. Explaining herself to her parents? Not so much.

So, she did what she always did when it felt like things were overwhelming for everyone around her. She shoved her own worry deep down inside and reached for the soft smile that almost always got her one in return.

“You’re so easy compared to the boys, baby,” Mom had told her once, a long time ago. “It’s such a relief.”

It had made her feel good then. Proud. And she’d settled into the role as best she could since. Easy Naomi. Quiet Naomi. Responsible Naomi. After a little while, it just became part of who she was. She liked making things easier for other people. Especially if it meant focusing on her own feelings a little less.

“I’ll think about it,” she promised.

Her dad perked up. “Good. Good! Your brothers are on board, so it’s just up to you, Nomi.” He stood, the bed squeaking as he did so. “It’s a good place, baby girl. You’ll see.”

He kissed the top of her head and strode out of the room. Naomi turned her attention back to the brochure. Kids still smiled up at her. The forest stood tall and proud in the background, behind a handful of colorful buildings and log cabins. She didn’t see a twisted pine tree anywhere.

She flipped the page.

“ ‘The Pinelands,’ ” she read aloud.

She reached for her backpack, digging out the observation journal safely tucked inside. This was her second one. The first was on her bookshelf, full of sketches of plants and small creatures she’d seen on previous field trips or in the nature books she checked out from the library. She could learn so much more about things online or in books than she could by just staring at them, she was sure, but she still liked seeing things, she supposed. And the brochure was right about something—there was probably more to see up there than in her city. Here, there wasn’t even a park close enough to walk to, and she knew how much the twins liked being outside.

Naomi sighed, tucking the brochure into her journal. She’d do what she promised her dad she would.

She’d think about it.






2 To Camp or Not to Camp


“Have you ever been to summer camp?” Naomi asked Cindy and Navi from beneath the scattered shade of a huge oak tree.

It was the last meeting of the school year for their Nature Club, which was a library-based club and not an outdoors one like their teacher Ms. Maldonado had assumed when she became their club’s sponsor. As a result, which really felt more like a punishment sometimes, depending on the weather, their club had to meet outside once a week. Today was an outside day.

Navi shook her head but Cindy made a face. “Yes, and it was horrible. They made us sing songs before dinner and I got so many bug bites I couldn’t stop scratching.” She scratched a freckled arm, like phantom bug bites had popped up again. “It was the worst day ever.”

Navi laughed. “Wait, you were only there for a day? It couldn’t have been so bad, then!”

Cindy huffed. “Try telling that to my sunburn. It was a family day and my parents made all of us go to support Amy in her first year as a counselor.”

Amy was the oldest of Cindy’s five sisters, all of them redheads. Naomi liked Amy. She was nicer than she had expected a high schooler to be and had even let the girls use her laptop once to look up a type of dragonfly they’d seen when Naomi’s phone wouldn’t work.

“Did Amy like it?” she asked. Cindy, admittedly, liked complaining more than she liked anything else, something Naomi usually didn’t mind. Now, though, she wanted an actual review.

The redhead rolled her eyes. “She loved it. Goes back every year, even wants to do it when she’s in college, she said.” She frowned. “I think being a counselor’s way different than being a camper, though. When you’re a counselor you can do whatever you want.”

“I don’t think that’s true,” Navi said. “They still have rules.”

“They’re the ones who make the rules. That means they don’t have to listen to them if they don’t wanna.”

The girls fell into their usual bickering for a while and Naomi tuned them out as she glanced over the school’s field. It was midway between the elementary school and the middle school and used by both. The oak tree they sat beneath was on the field’s outskirts, the only tree around for ages. The rest of the field was grass, perfect for surprise baseball and soccer games during gym. She wasn’t sure why no one had cut it down, or planted any other trees nearby, but she liked it. It felt like a guardian for both schools, older than everything else around and keeping a careful eye on the kids underneath it.

“Hey,” Navi called, drawing Naomi’s attention. “Why’d you ask anyway? Are you going to camp?”

Naomi turned back to her friends. Their argument had died out and Cindy was in the middle of braiding Navi’s thick black hair, her face drawn into an expression of deep concentration.

“I don’t know.” She sighed. “I’m thinking about it.”

“Like you’re actually allowed to think about it or your parents are sending you anyway?”

Normally, the answer would have been easy and come quick. Naomi’s parents didn’t really force her or the twins to do much. They asked, and sometimes they convinced, but a lot of things were left up to them when they could be, at least things like fun places to go or activities. Not so much bedtimes or what to have for dinner, but only Aman and Omar complained about those things anyway. Now, though, she just wasn’t sure. Her parents had changed so much in the past few months. Nothing at home really felt the same anymore, no matter how hard Naomi tried to make sure she was the same her she’d always been, in the hopes that they’d remember who they were too. Dad still slept in the guest room. Mom still never made it home in time for dinner.

“I think,” she said finally, “they might just send us anyway.”

“Is it nearby, at least? Amy’s camp was all the way over in Pennsylvania, way far from the city. Maybe you’re going to the same one. I could tell Amy and she could give you some tips.”

“I doubt it’s the same,” Naomi said, thinking back to the brochure. “It’s in the Pine Barrens.”

Navi gasped, leaning forward suddenly. She gasped again, this time from pain as Amy tugged on the end of her braid. “You’re going there?”

“Yes? I mean, maybe?” Naomi frowned at the wide-eyed look on her friend’s face. “Why, what’s wrong with the camp?”

“I don’t know about the camp,” Navi said, leaning back until her head and Amy’s hands were no longer uncomfortably spaced apart. “I just know about the Pine Barrens.”

Naomi relaxed a little. “What about it?”

She knew a little about the area, mostly that it covered almost the entire bottom half of the state and was the biggest example of an Atlantic coastal pine barrens ecosystem left in the country, but she’d never been there before.

“You know, that it’s protected and stuff.”

“By what?” Amy asked.

Navi grinned. “By the Jersey Devil.”

Naomi laughed, rolling her eyes. “By laws,” she corrected. “The Jersey Devil is just a story.” She paused, then added, “And a hockey team.”

“I guess you’ll find out. You’re the one going to its house.”

“Maybe going. To a camp where monsters definitely don’t live.”

“Well,” Cindy muttered, eyes still on the crooked French braid she was plaiting, “wherever you’re going, bring lots of bug spray.”



Naomi made a list of places they could go instead of Camp Twisted Pine.


	Grandma’s house

	(Other) Grandma’s house

	Absolutely nowhere



She was prepared to deliver it to her parents right before bedtime, one of the few times they were both home, but she paused on the landing of the stairs when she heard whispers coming from below.

“We’ve been over this, David. You need to move out and it needs to be soon. I can’t keep doing this—avoiding the house, never seeing the kids. It’s not fair to me or to them.”

“And me leaving is?”

“Yes.” Her mom’s voice was a hiss, sharper than Naomi had ever heard it. She flinched back into the shadows, pressing herself against the wall that hugged the stair’s railing. “The sooner we can establish a new normal for everyone that isn’t this… limbo, the better it will be.”

“For who?”

“How selfish do you have to be to ask me that? Our children. Or are you so…”

Naomi tiptoed quickly away from the stairs and back to her room, leaving the angry whispers behind, though they threatened to swirl around in her head like song lyrics she only half knew. She looked down at the list in her hands. It seemed silly now. Her parents didn’t just want them to go—they needed them to. Besides her dad leaving—and she tried to ignore the stinging of tears that thought brought with it—she didn’t know what they needed an empty house for but it was clear that they did. Maybe either grandma’s house wasn’t far enough away when her parents needed space to figure out how to rearrange all of their lives like pieces on a chessboard.

She crumpled the list in her hands and tossed it in her trash can. Then she reached for her observation journal, pulling free the pamphlet she’d only skimmed before. She buried her head beneath her comforter, using the lowest setting for the flashlight on her phone to start reading it through. When the door to her bedroom creaked open, she was on a paragraph about archery.

Naomi didn’t answer the whispered question of her name.

She just kept her head under the covers and her eyes on the laminated pages until the door clicked shut again.

Spend the summer in nature in the Pine Barrens, she read through bleary eyes as she turned the page. Learn respect for the living creatures we share our planet with and bask in the beauty of protected pineland.






3 Promises, Promises


Naomi agreed to go to camp on Saturday, over a chocolate-chip-pancake-and-bacon breakfast that her dad had clearly made to get on her good side. It was the third breakfast that week her mom had missed, even though pancakes were her favorite.

It was also an easy decision.

She was already outvoted two to one since the boys had been on board the second their dad had brought the idea up to them, and her parents obviously didn’t want her home. If agreeing to go made everyone happy—almost everyone—then why shouldn’t she agree?

So, yeah. Easy.

At least, it had felt that way until, a week later, they pulled into a parking lot where a bus was waiting to take Naomi and her brothers to Camp Twisted Pine.

“It’s only a couple of weeks, Nomi,” her dad reassured her.

Naomi stared into his dark brown eyes and tried not to frown.

“Right,” she agreed, swallowing down her disappointment. She’d agreed to go and now it was time to. What else could she do? But two weeks felt like forever, especially knowing he probably wouldn’t be home, at least not permanently, when she came back. “Two weeks.”

She glanced at her little brothers. They were so obliviously excited, squirming in their mom’s arms as she did her last look over, finger picking Aman’s curls with one hand and wiping a smudge of chocolate from Omar’s cheek with the other. They were perfectly happy with the current arrangement. They’d go anywhere if it meant being able to run around outside all day.

Naomi toed the ground, gently pushing a loose piece of gravel with her shoe. She didn’t look up when she heard her dad moving until he was kneeling in front of her, pressing both hands to her shoulders.

“Hey.” When she looked up, they were eye level, his staring deep into hers like he could see into her brain and all the thoughts jumbled up inside it. “Talk to me. What’s wrong?”

She bit her lip.

She couldn’t tell him that everything was wrong. That she knew when she got home he wouldn’t be there, that she wasn’t even sure when she would see him again if he wasn’t. It would only make him sad. Naomi would rather keep her sadness to herself than do that.

“I’m just nervous,” she said. That was true too. “What if…”

What if I get lost in the woods or eaten by a bear or fall into a river or lose the boys or…?

“What if I get homesick?” she finished instead. “They don’t even let us have phones.”

Dad laughed. “I don’t think they’d be much help anyway. Not a lot of service in the Pine Barrens.” She felt her frown grow, then smiled reluctantly when he ran a thumb along the wrinkle in her brow. “That’s what letters are for, baby girl. You can send me drawings of all the things you see up close, like the ones in your journal. Show me all the new stuff you’ll be studying.” He grinned. “Besides, I’m sure the camp still has phones somewhere if you really end up missing the sound of my voice.”

She started to protest—drawing things twice, once for her journal and again for a letter, seemed inefficient—but loud clapping cut her off before she could get a word out.

“All right, Twisted Pine campers! I hope you’ve said your goodbyes and gotten those last-minute hugs because we are leaving! Please remember to give all your electronic devices to your parents! You won’t have any use for them and we’re not responsible for them being lost or broken. Give your luggage to Randy and please line up by the buses. Again, we are leaving!”

Somehow, the tall, brown-skinned teenager standing in front of the pale blue bus managed to smile widely as she yelled instructions. Large Afro puffs topped her head on each side, a pink flower in the middle of one, a blue flower in the other. She wore jean shorts, white sneakers, and the same bright yellow shirt with CAMP TWISTED PINE written inside the outline of a sun that all of the counselors scattered around the parking lot wore, except hers had HEAD COUNSELOR written on the left side of the shirt. Naomi watched with growing dread as other kids began moving away from their families and toward the bus as instructed.

She turned back to her dad with wide eyes. “Please don’t make me go.” It slipped out before she could stop herself, even as she blinked back the tears gathering in her eyes.

You’re making this harder for everyone, Naomi, she scolded herself.

She turned to her mom, already being pulled toward the bus by the twins with both hands, just in time to catch her glance at her dad. They shared a long look. They shared a lot of looks these days, a lot more of them than words, but this one was tired. Impatient, the way Mom got when they had to wait too long in line at the grocery store.

Naomi looked down at her dad, and fixed her smile back into place before he could speak. “Never mind. It’s just two weeks, right?” She needed the reassurance. She’d mark off the days and they would fly by. Not a fact, but her own bit of optimism this time.

He nodded eagerly, smiling back. “Two weeks,” he said. “I promise. Then you’re out of the woods and headed home.”

He hugged her. It was a little tighter than his usual bear hugs and she was grateful for it as she leaned into him. “Don’t stay in the cabins all day, huh?” He grinned as he pulled back. “Remember: a little fresh air never hurt anybody.”

Naomi was almost positive that wasn’t true but she kept her mouth shut and nodded.

“Be good, baby,” Mom said when it was her turn to say goodbye. Dad had taken Naomi and the twins’ luggage over to Randy and they all stood in the bus line with the other kids waiting to get on. “Keep an eye on your brothers.”

“I will,” she promised.

Her mom’s smile softened. She cupped her cheeks and pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “And try and have fun, Nomi.”

Naomi didn’t promise anything this time. Instead, she got in line and waited quietly, nudging the twins forward every time it moved and more campers got on the bus.

“You must be…” The head counselor looked over her clipboard, pencil hovering in the air above it before coming down decisively. “Samuels!” she said excitedly. She looked at them, eyes skating over the twins to land on Naomi. “Aman, Omar, and Nomi?”

“It’s Naomi,” she corrected. The teenager nodded and checked them off with a satisfied smile. “I’m Mara. Head on in!”

The boys clambered aboard, racing each other down the aisle until they grabbed a seat in the back, scooting in until they disappeared from sight. Naomi didn’t bother following them. Instead, she found an empty seat somewhere in the middle, the window facing the parking lot of parents.

Most had already left but some were still around, waving goodbye. Hers were still there too. They didn’t stand as close to each other as some of the parents did, arms looped around waists or shoulders, but she hadn’t expected them to. Her mom was waving, to her brothers, she assumed, but her dad only stood quietly, watching the bus. She wasn’t sure if he was looking for her or trying to make sure the bus seemed ready for its journey.

His eyes landed on her window just as the bus began moving forward. She lifted her hand in a small wave and it stayed up as her parents and the cars and the parking lot blurred and disappeared.

“Okay, campers!” Mara called from the front of the bus. Still yelling. Still cheery. “We’re on our way!”






4 Camp Twisted Pine


Pine trees blocked out the sun.

Naomi eyed the thick branches and needlelike leaves with caution. Even though she preferred having solid ground under her feet to the bus’s constant jostling, she did miss the solid, metal safety of the bus. She was almost sure that at any moment the trees above and around them would grow thicker branches and fuller leaves until they overlapped enough to trap them in the forest or, worse, squish them. She’d read about Venus flytraps, so she knew all about dangerous plants and how they caged and devoured living creatures. With the flytraps, all a bug had to do was accidentally step on a few tiny hairs on the leaf’s surface and it was stuck. With nowhere else to go, all it could do was keep moving around, keep touching more hairs, until the plant closed around it with a…

SNAP!

Naomi jumped, bracing herself as she turned to find one of the massive branches heading straight for her. Instead, all she found were the identical grinning faces of her brothers, Aman and Omar, and the broken twigs on the forest floor beneath their sneakered feet. She frowned at them but, as usual, they didn’t pay her any attention. They were too busy poking each other with sticks.

They’d left the air-conditioning of the bus behind at the first sight of the forest. It was too dense for the bus to pass through, one of the counselors told them, and the camp wasn’t far—they could consider it their first camp hike. But they’d been walking for what felt like hours and Naomi still hadn’t seen one hint of a campsite. All she could see were trees.

This was a far cry from home. There, it was cars and people you had to be careful of. Here? Who knew what hid itself in and behind the trees? Even in the daytime it was dark. The trees blocked out a good part of the summer heat but they also blocked out most of the sun. Dappled bits of light pierced the canopy, leaving enough light to see by but nothing to remind her of just how bright the sun had been on the drive to the Pine Barrens.

She glanced around the small group of new campers. There were about fifteen of them, including herself and the twins, but none of them seemed bothered by the hike. Her brothers were still giggling, some of the other campers were chatting, and the counselors—all teenagers; she hadn’t seen one real adult since she’d gotten on the bus—were gathered in groups in the front and back of them like herding dogs, bright yellow shirts setting them apart from everyone else.

She was fine, she reassured herself. She was not a fly and she knew for a fact that pine trees and white cedars didn’t even eat flies, let alone people.

She had just started to relax into the comfort of logic when a loud buzz startled her. Naomi slipped the vibrating smart watch from her pocket with as much secrecy as she could and cradled it in her palms. It was the thing she’d debated most while she packed. Swimsuits for the lake, her bonnet for sleeping, a jacket in case it got cold… and the watch. If she couldn’t have her phone and her mom had thumbs-downed her calendar for lack of space, this felt like the next best thing. She’d be able to see the two weeks passing in real time and maybe that way they wouldn’t feel so long.

Still, she wasn’t even at camp yet and she’d already broken a rule.

Naomi ignored the nagging thought, hoping that the sound of chatter—human and insect—kept anyone from hearing the vibrations as she looked for the button to silence it. She found it just in time to catch the full battery and see the “no Wi-Fi” symbol flash red before the watch’s face faded to black.

“You’re not the only person who brought electronics with them. I’m pretty sure I saw some kid with a whole Steam Deck sticking out of his back pocket.”

“Oh!” Naomi exclaimed. She tried to stuff the watch in her pocket and dropped it instead.

The hands of the stranger next to her were quicker than hers. The girl who’d spoken dangled her watch in front of her by its black strap. “Pretty sure it’s useless if you lose it on the first day.”

Naomi looked at her. There was no teasing smile like she might have expected, or any smile at all. She just looked at Naomi as Naomi looked at her, dark eyes roaming, bronze skin faintly flushed from the hike. Her brown hair was pulled back into a ponytail, half-hidden beneath a red baseball cap, and Naomi got a glimpse of something green by her ear.

Naomi snatched her watch. Panic made her heart race and she glanced ahead and behind to make sure none of the counselors had seen it. There was no yellow-shirted person marching her way or calling her name. She relaxed.

“Thanks,” she murmured. She stuffed the watch as deep into her pocket as it would go.

“A thank-you would be nice.”

Naomi snapped her head up. “I said thank you.”

“Oh.” The other girl frowned. “My bad.”

She turned her head ever so slightly and this time Naomi could make out the thing in her ear. It was green and plastic, curving along the full length of her ear, a thin white cord creeping up and disappearing beneath the red hat. A hearing aid, she guessed. Or an implant.

“Sorry,” she blurted when she realized she was staring.

The other girl ignored her apology. She tugged her hat farther down on her head until it covered the tips of her ears.

“I’m Naomi.” As she introduced herself, she raised her voice. To her surprise, the other girl flinched.

“I’m Jackie. And I can hear you—stop being so loud.”

“But I thought—”

Jackie scowled. “Whatever you thought, it’s wrong. I can hear.” She shrugged. “At least a little.”

“Oh,” Naomi said. And then, “Sorry.”

She racked her brain to think of something else to say, and how softly or loudly she should say it, but she’d thought of nothing by the time she saw the sign. CAMP TWISTED PINE was etched into a long wooden board held between wooden poles on either side of the narrow path they’d come down. Just beneath it was a bright yellow banner with WELCOME! made up of different handwritten letters in multiple colors.

Whispers and voices grew louder as the trees thinned, the sky returned, and the camp itself finally came into view. It looked more or less how Naomi had imagined it would: wooden buildings with bright-colored roofs spread out everywhere, a long building where she assumed they would all eat, and a few colorful decorations and signs that she couldn’t read from so far away.

Naomi did a double take as the group stepped under the welcome sign and past the wooden poles. Grass grew at their base, inching up the wood, but a different greenery caught her eye. A thick cluster of flat, wide leaves looked almost like a swarm of insects as it wrapped around the bottom of the pole. It reminded her of ivy except ivy leaves were smaller and not so deeply lobed. They also weren’t… fuzzy.

She frowned. She wasn’t sure but the leaves looked almost like kudzu, which didn’t make any sense. Kudzu was an invasive plant, classified as a weed, whose favorite thing to do was grow and grow until it hurt everything around it—flowers and trees and even buildings.

But the Pine Barrens were protected. There were adults whose jobs it was to make sure that kind of thing didn’t happen here.

Naomi slowed down as the rest of the group walked farther into the camp, drifting closer to the pole for a better look. She bent down, reaching out a hand to touch the nearest fuzzy leaf.

“Careful.” She snatched her hand back, straightening up and turning at the sound of Mara’s voice to find her smiling down at her. “You never know which plants might be poisonous.”

“I do,” Naomi insisted.

“Well,” Mara said after a moment, looking her over, “you might be surprised. The Pine Barrens is a big place, after all, and you’re just a kid. You can’t know everything yet.”

Mara turned away from Naomi before she could respond, facing the rest of the new campers. The other counselors had stopped their small group when she’d stopped. They looked ready for instructions. Reluctantly, Naomi walked over to join them.

“All right, everyone, welcome!” Mara exclaimed. “We finally made it! I know some of you might want to run off and make new friends immediately and we’ll have all the time in the world for that later, I promise. But for right now, please form a single-file line with no pushing. The camp’s not going anywhere and this’ll make things easier for all of us.”

“What will?” Naomi asked.

“Just our first camp bonding activity,” Mara said, smiling. “Camp Twisted Pine temporary tattoos.”






5 Cabin Nine Girls


Naomi took everything in as she was jostled into place in line, just behind Jackie. Her eyes drifted from the tall totem pole with signs branching in every direction—FROG HOLLOW, BLACKBERRY PIE HILL, DEVIL’S LOOKOUT, PYTHON TRAIL, CABINS 1–10—to the lake she could see glittering in the distance, just over a colorful row of stacked canoes. Her view of the camp disappeared as she followed the other new campers up a few steps and into a green-roofed building.

It was large and mostly empty except for a few cafeteria-style tables set up in the middle, covered in colorful yarn and tiny, glittering beads. At a table to the far right of the room was another yellow-shirted teenager. She smiled, lifting her hand in a wave as everyone turned to look at her.

“This is Tiffany,” Mara said, introducing her. “She’ll help you all with the tattoos.”

Near the back of the line, someone spoke up. Naomi turned to see the speaker, a boy with a mop of curly red hair who looked younger than her brothers. “Are we actually getting tattoos?”

She couldn’t tell if he sounded nervous or excited.

“Nope.” Tiffany held up an airbrush tool. “Close, though.”

Naomi eyed the machine carefully and then turned to look at the stencils spread across the table. There was the sun she’d seen on the kids in the brochure, of course, but there were others too. Tiny fairies and open-mouthed tigers and even a few that just looked like words, though she couldn’t read them from where she was standing.

“Do we get to pick?” Jackie asked from in front of her.

Tiffany opened her mouth but it was Mara who spoke up, moving closer to the table covered in stencils. She ran her hand lightly over them, like she was choosing one too, before picking up the familiar design.

“Everyone gets the sun,” she said, waving the stencil slightly. It wobbled in her grip and caught the overhead light, the black plastic shining. “It’s tradition. But after that? Up to you.”

The tattoos took a little while. There were arguments over who got to use what stencil first and questions about where they were allowed to get the tattoos (“you cannot put it on your face,” Mara told the girl who asked) but in the end, everyone walked out of the building with an airbrushed tattoo or two (or four, like the ones Omar and Aman showed Naomi along their arms) and formed a semicircle in the center of the camp’s entrance, close to the unlit bonfire.

Naomi ran her hand along her tattoo. It had dried immediately and felt like air being blown on her when she’d gotten it, but it tingled a little in the sun. It was like being itchy but not enough to scratch, just the phantom feeling of something new on your skin that hadn’t been there before. She stopped messing with it and looked up as Mara clapped.

“Now that you’re all Twisted Pine official,” she said, “let me welcome you to camp! I know this place might be a bit more outdoorsy than some of you are used to and that we don’t have any phones or video games for you to get lost in.”

The smart watch felt like it was burning a hole in Naomi’s pocket.

“But,” Mara continued, “this is meant to be a place for everyone to get back in touch with nature. With this group joining us, we currently have the biggest number of campers we’ve had in a long time and I couldn’t be happier!”

Her smile widened. “So just know that however long you’re staying with us, whether it’s a week or the entire summer, me and all the other counselors are happy to have you and we hope that you come to love the Pine Barrens just as much as we do.”

She clapped again. “Now. Cabin assignments!”

“Cabin assignments,” Naomi repeated quietly.

Logically, she’d known that she wouldn’t be rooming with her brothers. She didn’t even do that at home. But the thought hadn’t really crossed her mind that she would be sleeping with strangers. She tried not to think too hard about it now either.

There were ten cabins overall, Mara explained. Five for boys, five for girls.

“We’ve grouped you all by the gender marked down on your enrollment sheets but if that has changed since, please let me or one of the other counselors know!”

Otherwise, there were no changes. Not for best friends or even twins. Everyone was here to make new friends and that started with getting out of your comfort zone and meeting new people.

“Okay?” she asked when she was finished explaining.
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