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This is for you, Mom.

I miss you like mad.
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SUNDAY


[image: images]

Jack Kerouac was sitting cross-legged on the end of my bed. Again.

“BOO!” he said.

“I hate it when you do that.”

“I didn’t scare you, Nicolas,” he said, skipping across my name and dropping the s. I rarely heard his accent, except at the end of some sentences. Or when he was cursing me up and down in French.

He peered at me with his glacier-blue eyes and took a drag on a cigarette.

“I asked you not to smoke in here,” I said, reaching for the cigarette. But there was nothing to grab. Not a cigarette, not a hand.

“I opened the window,” Jack said.

“My parents are going to think I’m sneaking cigarettes and giving myself lung cancer.”

He looked at me, holding the cigarette loosely between two fingers. “Tell them the truth, then.”

“Yeah right.” I picked up the cheap blue pen from my nightstand and the mini composition book underneath it, and wrote down the date. Jack Kerouac, the great American author, had been dead for fifty years, but this was the twenty-seventh time he’d visited me in three months. I put the notebook back.

Jack looked over my shoulder at the radio on my dresser. It popped on and rolled across stations, settling on jazz. Always jazz. “I like this cat.” Jack bounced his leg across his knee. “Charlie Parker.”

“Just don’t turn it up so high this time.”

The music got louder, the saxophone crying like a lone bird.

“Knock it off.” I turned around and jabbed at the off button. I sighed. “I thought you were going off to work on a new book or something.” At least, that’s what he’d said the last time, accusing me of taking up too much of his time, saying I didn’t understand anything about beauty or art, certainly not the truth! All I cared about was rules and correcting everybody. You’ll grow up to be a gawddamn editor one day! And then he stomped himself out in a fury, taking his near-empty bottle of whiskey with him.

Now, he snuffed his cigarette out in the ashtray on my windowsill and rolled back onto my bed. “When are you going to take that down?” He nodded at the poster hanging above my pillows and began reading it aloud mockingly. “‘The only people for me are the mad ones, the ones who are mad to live, mad to talk, mad to be saved, desirous of everything at the same time, the ones who never yawn or say a commonplace thing, but burn, burn, burn like fabulous yellow roman candles exploding like spiders across the stars.’”

“I’m not going to take it down, I told you,” I said.

He propped his boot on the poster. “Gawddamn book,” he murmured, and ground the sole of his boot across his signature at the bottom like it was the butt of a cigarette. We’d been arguing about the poster ever since he showed up the night of my sister Diana’s funeral. I’d been scared shitless that first time—confronted by a brooding drunk man. But now I was just irritated because he wouldn’t go away.

“Well, everyone else seems to love the book,” I said.

“Poseurs,” he said.

I’d never read On the Road, so I didn’t care so much about the book or the fact that Jack Kerouac, the guy who wrote the thing, hated the poster. All I knew was that it was “an American classic,” but not the kind teachers would ever assign. The kind teenagers read to piss their parents off and prove to the world how rebellious they were.

My sister had given me both the poster and the book. I didn’t plan on reading the book, not even her paperback copy, the cover bent and rubbed pale by her hands after years of rereading. I didn’t care about the 1950s or the “Beat Generation.” I didn’t care about Jack Kerouac, some icon of nonconformity and road trips and wild nights. Some author who drank himself to death under the weight of his success, like every other literary great who put her head in the oven or a shotgun to his head. It was clichéd. Jack Kerouac and every teenager’s life-changing experience with On the Road was clichéd.

But I wasn’t taking the poster down.

Because I did care about my sister.

I missed her like hell.

I tried to shove Jack’s leg over to make room for myself on the bed, but lost my balance instead. There was nothing to actually shove.

Jack smirked. I resigned myself to the edge of the mattress and tried to ignore him.

He folded his hands behind his head, and I knew what was coming. “Is today the day?”

“No. I keep telling you.” Why couldn’t it be someone funny like Mark Twain or Voltaire showing up in my bedroom? Why did it a have to be a moody, nagging alcoholic?

“Confession is good for the soul,” Jack said.

“Is that what your nuns at Catholic school said?” I mocked.

The jazz clicked on again behind me. Maybe the same song, maybe different, but now the saxophone battled with a piano.

I glared at him. “Or was it the Jewish kids at Horace Mann?”

“Are you making fun of me?” He asked as the volume went up. “Or the Jews?” And up.

“Don’t,” I hissed.

And up.

“Seriously, you’re pissing me off.”

“Am I making you mad?” He winked at me, but without a smile. “The burning-madness of it.”

The jazz blasted. I plugged my ears.

Just then, my door swung open, my dad on the other side.

The saxophone cried.

My dad jabbed at the radio till he succeeded in turning it off. “We need to talk.”

“I just like the song, it’s fine.” I insisted, “I’m fine.”

“It’s jazz, Nick, not gangster rap.” He sighed. “Your mom and I just need to talk to you.” He set his hand on my shoulder and led me out of my room.

I turned around to f lip Jack Kerouac the bird, but he’d slipped out the window, the way he sometimes did.
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A few minutes later, my parents had me trapped in the living room, dreading whatever was coming next. They sat across from me on the couch, my mom’s legs tucked neatly against my dad’s, her hand in his, her eyes brimming with anticipation. It looked happy, this scene. It looked all Norman Rockwell. But I’d heard their arguments. I’d heard the blame. That’s what tragedy does to families. It holds a f lame to what binds you, and sometimes you learn what you thought were rods of steel are actually mere threads.

I was the only thread they had left, and I knew how thin it was.

I stared. I’d figured they’d pulled me out of my room to discuss the too-loud music, or the liquor bottle my mom had found the week before (I’d snuck it in for Jack Kerouac, of course), or just the fact that I’d holed up in my room for too many days.

But no. We were on to Phase Three of the Fix-Nick-Quick Plan. If we could fix Nick, maybe that would mean this family wasn’t broken.

But they didn’t know. They couldn’t know.

“It’s already paid for,” my dad announced, like a sports commentator, all loud and certain. But he was rubbing his thighs nervously with his palms. This had clearly been my mom’s idea.

Counseling had been my dad’s idea, back in April. And I’d done that. (We’d all done that.)

But Jesus camp?

How was a week with zealots going to cure my “depression,” as the psychologist had diagnosed it? (Isn’t everyone depressed when their sister dies? Does that need a diagnosis?)

The prescription had been the doctor’s idea, back in May. And I’d done that too. (I think my mom was still doing that.)

But I was not doing a wrathful God and his hobo-hippie son.

“I don’t want to go,” I said, staring down at the brochure my dad had handed me.

Eden Springs, the camp was called. WHERE HAPPINESS HAPPENS!

“I’m already happy,” I said. “I’m fine.” And I cared about God as much as He cared about me, which didn’t seem like a whole lot.

“Oh, honey.” My mom slid from the couch and squished into my chair next to me. “We know you’re happy, but we also know you’re sad.”

“I’m fine, Mom. And besides, I can’t do a week with these people.” I f lipped open the brochure. “They’re not even real. Look at them. They’re like mannequins. It’s going to be me and a bunch of plastic dolls, like, praising the Lord or whatever. Like …” I straightened my arms and then bent them in perfect right angles at the elbows. “Like Barbie, you know? ‘Hallelujah,’” I said in a girly voice, lifting my arms straight into the sky. “‘Hallowed be thy name.’”

My parents stared at me gloomily.

“You know how you have to move Barbie’s arms and stuff?” I tried again. I lifted my arms straight this time.

“We get it, Nick,” my dad said.

My mom slid back to the couch with my dad. Side by side, they looked like an advertisement for a leading detergent. All pastel and khaki.

“Look, we don’t even go to church,” I reasoned. Sure, there was a Bible in the living room. But it was on the top shelf, way out of reach, next to Beowulf, The Tao of Art, and a book of poetry by some Spanish guy. Like part of the foreign language section.

The only reason our Bible was even on my radar was that I’d heard on the bus in elementary school that the Bible had swear words. I’d wanted to see a swear word printed out for the masses, so I’d looked for the part where Jesus rode in on an ass. And there it was.

It turned out there were more swear words in the dictionary, though, so I’d ultimately opted to read that for more scandalous text.

“Honey,” my mom started again. “We know you miss her. And we know this summer is going to be hard. If you can’t do your annual road trip with her, then—”

“Then I can be with her in spirit?”

She looked at me optimistically. “Well, yes, I suppose so.”

I rolled my eyes. “Because you know she’s the last person in hell—”

“Nick—” my dad chided.

“—who’d go to church camp. They wouldn’t even let her, you know. Those people would not have even let her set foot on their campus. Or their revival tent. Or whatever.”

“Well, yes, because it’s for high schoolers,” my mom pointed out. “She’s too old.”

“She’s actually dead,” I snapped, and my mom winced. What was wrong with me? It was her daughter, for God’s sake. I softened my tone. “Look, even if she were in high school—and alive—she would never have gone.”

“You’ll make new friends,” my dad recited.

“Where’d you even hear about this camp?” I glared at them as realization dawned. “Charlotte.”

Charlotte was my oldest sister. Throughout her teen years, she’d been that girl (i.e., a lot of boys got to “know” her, Biblically speaking). Then she’d gotten involved in some youth group, graduated high school, and moved to Nebraska, or some other f lat, dry state with rolling waves of corn and a high percentage of Republican voters. I’d lost track. She was cultish and hated anything with a rainbow on it (not post-Noah’s ark kind of rainbow, the gay-pride kind). I’m sure she didn’t even let her kids eat Lucky Charms, and it would have nothing to do with gluten.

Both Charlotte and Diana had been in middle school when I was born, and they acted like extra moms when I was growing up. They’d treated me like their doll, painting my nails and putting me in tutus. I’m sure she’d since repented for encouraging cross-dressing.

And, yes, once she’d gotten all religious Charlotte had tried to convert me. She’d dragged me to her youth group like a pet. At first it had been okay—what boy doesn’t like free peanut-butter Ritz crackers and endless cups of lemonade, and being the center of all his sister’s older friends’ attention? But pretty soon, I’d been forced to memorize verses and perform in skits. The day a bunch of youth group kids lowered me from a ceiling to be healed by Jesus—and dropped me—I was done.

She’d never tried to convert Diana. No, Diana was clearly a lost cause. Not fit for the fold.

The sad thing was, Charlotte had five kids. I had five nieces and nephews, and I’d never met them. She’d send pictures sometimes. Now and then she’d call our parents, but only brief ly. Nothing real.

So, it had been me and Diana.

And then she left me too.

I took a deep breath and looked at my parents, who at least had the decency to look a tad bit contrite about the Charlotte factor. They knew my feelings about her—regret and creepiness.

But she was still their daughter. “Honey, this camp was very good for Charlotte when she was hurting.” I hated it when my parents did this, when they justified Charlotte. When they defended her.

“She wasn’t hurting, she was—” humping the whole town, I wanted to say. But I didn’t. We all knew she was “Charlotte the Harlot” at her high school.

“Aren’t you afraid I’ll end up like Charlotte? I mean, what if I come back and think you’re devil worshippers too?”

“That’s not how it works …” my mom sighed.

“That is how it worked.”

“Charlotte needed something. She found that something at Eden Springs.”

She had found God. She had found justification to hate our sister. The rest of the family hadn’t been unholy enough in her eyes to hate, but we hadn’t been righteous enough to love either.

“Wait,” I said, holding up the brochure. “Did you talk to Charlotte?” She hadn’t even come to Diana’s funeral. She’d called us maybe once in the months since Diana died. “Did you call her? Or did she call you?”

My dad’s face folded up all neat. “It’ll be fun. End of discussion.”

He wiped his palms on his khakis and stood up. My mom stepped toward me and touched my cheek. They both walked out of the room.

“Why would you listen to her?” I asked no one.

But I thought I knew. Just to hear her voice. Charlotte and Diana were nothing alike, but their hearts beat the same blood. When you lose someone, you find the closest thing to that person and hold on.
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I left the house. I wasn’t going back to my room, where Jack would be waiting, broody and antagonistic. And I wasn’t going to sit with my parents. They’d always loved their daughters, but Charlotte had loved God and Diana had loved women. And Charlotte’s God did not love women who loved women. It was a love pentagon, which seemed appropriate given Charlotte was certain Diana was in hell. And my parents had thought they could love both of them anyway.

My parents didn’t hate Diana. She was their daughter, pure and simple. But every time Charlotte had come up and they’d told Diana “just let it go,” or “she’ll grow out of it” (like she was a bed-wetting schoolgirl), it had been like arsenic.

I walked around the garage, through the gap between the building and the neighbor’s fence. At the back of the yard stood a handful of tall fir trees that shaded a green Volvo.

After my sister died, I had avoided the car, avoided the shadows where it sat altogether. After a while, I was able to walk by it, but I kept my eyes down, always staring at my feet. I didn’t want to look inside the windows. I was afraid of suddenly seeing her there—maybe what she looked like after she died in it, or what her rotting corpse would look like now. But I was also afraid of not seeing her behind the wheel. Where she’d always been.

I snapped open the door and slid inside. Just me, the hollow silent interior of the car, and not even the smell of her anymore. Not the patchouli oil she wore or the coffee she drank too much of. It used to smell like her. In the way that clothes and bedrooms and anything smells like someone. The smell you especially notice when someone leaves.

Diana bought the car when she’d turned sixteen, and she’d planned to hand the keys over to me on my sixteenth. I still had a year to go, but I didn’t want it anymore. It just sat in the yard under the dripping fir trees, the interior smelling of mildew, the rain slipping through the poorly sealed windows and the two little holes in the roof.

I leaned back on the ugly, plaid driver’s seat and stared at the roof, the small places where the rain always seeped in, so tiny that I couldn’t see the sky through them.

On the day Diana died, I hadn’t been paying attention.

She’d walked into the house—she’d still had a key even though she’d moved out years before. After a few minutes without one of my parents hollering for me to do this or that, I’d figured it was my sister. I’d pulled myself away from the old-school Atari game, Asteroids I think it was, to walk upstairs and find out what she wanted. She’d been so erratic by then, and I remember feeling dully irritated with her. Just under the skin.

She’d been planning to move to northern California to work as the gardener at a spiritual retreat. And she hadn’t really been hanging out with me much, which—yeah—had started to piss me off. We’d go listen to some music at the coffee shop, but she’d be on her cell phone the whole time. One of the last times we hung out, she just left me to go hang out with her girlfriend, Leah, trying to make up for some feud between the two of them. Diana hadn’t hung a picture of her and Leah up at work, and Leah had been pissed. Diana had argued that Leah didn’t understand how conservative it was there. She wouldn’t get fired, but she’d be second-guessed and scrutinized.

“Leah’s right, just hang the picture,” I’d said. “Nobody cares.” Then I’d joked, “You’re being gay.” We both hated that phrase. That’s gay. This is gay. You’re gay.

Diana hadn’t laughed or rolled her eyes with me that time, though. She’d put her head in her hands. “Nick, you have no idea how small this world’s box is. You’ve never had to try and fit in it.”

She was right. That’s what I would tell her now, if I could. And I’d tell her that I didn’t know how small the world was because she made it big for me.

But she was gone, and the world had shrunk and shaded.
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Jack was waiting for me back in my room.

“I have to pack,” I said. “Why are you still here?”

“Are you going to tell your parents about what happened? Before you go to this religious camp of yours?” He eyed me from under his heavy brows. His black hair was glossy, perfectly in place.

I ignored him and got my suitcase out of my closet.

He kept on behind me. “Yes, the Great Editor must pack his suitcase full but leave the truth out!”

“I can’t just tell them and take off.”

The truth was, I was never going to tell my parents. I was never going to tell anyone.

When I turned around, the window was open wide, and Jack was gone. Thankfully, the empty bottle of liquor and pack of cigarettes had gone with him.


MONDAY
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My alarm didn’t go off—probably Jack messing with the radio—but my parents cajoled me out of bed, lest I arrive late to my own salvation.

I threw on the T-shirt I’d picked out to protest this whole camp thing. It featured a doe-eyed cat and read EVERY SINGLE TIME “YOU’RE” IS MISSPELLED “YOUR,” GOD KILLS A KITTEN.

I didn’t make it halfway down the stairs before my dad said, “Change your shirt.”

“Why?”

He raised his eyebrows.

My mom came around the corner. “Honey …” She looked a bit misty. Maybe she always did.

“Freedom of speech,” I said. “Freedom to be hilarious.”

“You don’t have the freedom to be a jerk,” my dad said with a chuck on my shoulder.

“Honey, you don’t want this to be your first impression,” my mom added.

Actually, I did. It was best everyone at Jesus camp knew that God’s role in my life had been relegated to punch lines on grammar T-shirts. But, whatever. My parents weren’t going to change their minds. I’d made my point to them, at least.

I changed into my GOT MILK? shirt. The “got” was crossed out, and “Do you have any” was scribbled over it. I had a plethora of nerd shirts thanks to Diana, who’d thought my obsession with correctness in English usage was fun and quirky. Unlike Jack, who found it infuriating and smug.

I didn’t talk on the drive to the church. I just watched the houses get closer and closer together as we made our way toward the center of our small city, which is situated just south of cool (Seattle) and just north of mentionable (Tacoma).

When we arrived, I carried my backpack to the check-in line. My dad rolled my suitcase over to a cluster of others, as directed by a guy in a lime-green T-shirt that cheered HAPPINESS HAPPENS HERE! in rainbow-colored letters. (Rainbow! And to think, my homophobic sister chose this camp for me.) There was a heart over the i in “Happiness.”

At the front of the line, a girl and boy with the horsey smiles that dentists dream of handed me my own T-shirt, and I vowed to save it for Charlotte. A thank-you gift.

My parents lingered behind me. I hugged my mom. I was quite a bit taller than her, but still too skinny to offer much comfort. Her shoulders shook lightly beneath my arms, and I realized she was crying. Christ. I felt bad for her pretty much all the time. My dad put his hand on my shoulder, and then pulled us all in for a big hug.

Like most parents, they were naïve and misinformed. Having spent the evening before discussing the relative merits of confession with a dead author, it was clear I needed antipsychotics, not Jesus. But of course my parents didn’t know what was going on with Jack Kerouac. I didn’t even know what was going on.

My mom cried a bit more and hugged me again before my dad half carried her to the car, and I waved to them as they drove away. And then I was alone.

Except for the fifty other kids teeming around the church.

I was struck by the sheer volume. The squeals, the guffaws. They’d all pulled their Happiness camp shirts on over whatever they’d worn, and their parents fumbled with cell phones to take pictures. The girls nearly snapped their moms’ wrists to get the phones back and hyperanalyze the photos.

“Not good.”

“Oh, my gosh, look at my face.”

“Weird raccoon face.”

“I need a new face!”

“Cute!”

“Oh, my gosh, tag me! Tag me!”

And then the Instagram bender. The Snapchat binge and purge.

I felt a tap on my shoulder and turned.

“Good morning!” The suitcase-director in the Happiness camp shirt held out his hand.

I shook it. “Hi.”

“I’m Jason!” He continued to pump my hand.

“I’m Nick.”

The overenthusiastic stranger pulled me into a side hug. “It’s a blessing to have you here. T-G-I-J, am I right?”

“Perhaps … ?”

“Thank God it’s Jesus!” He squeezed my shoulders. “Right?”

“Right … I guess. But redundant.” I thought Jesus was God.

“Ha! You from Valley Christian?”

I was trapped in his embrace. “No, Mountain View High School.”

“So glad to have you! You ready for an awesome week?”

I shrug-nodded under the weight of his side hug.

“It’s gonna be awesome!” He threw his hands into the air, then shouted toward the group, “Because HAPPINESS … ?”

“HAPPENS HERE!” everyone shouted back, even the parents, cheeks pink with abandon.

“Awesome, awesome!” Jason laughed ever so joyously. He slapped my shoulder, unaware of the brute strength of his enthusiasm.

Jason stood next to me, hands together, smile beaming as he looked over the throng of teenagers. I waited for more conversation. When nothing happened, I, too, looked over said throng of teenagers and their hundred-watt smiles.

Suddenly, I realized: I was that kid. The awkward kid with no one to talk to. The Shadow Kid. The parent’s shadow, the teacher’s shadow, the camp leader’s shadow, the one whose face beseeches his peers to please, please, please be his partner for the science lab. The one who writes poems in Elvish for his English teacher.

I was not a super popular guy by any means, but I’d never been that kid before.

Although, my name in Elvish is Turwaithion. Toor-wye-thee-on. Of course I looked it up.

“I guess I better get on the bus,” I said. I had to escape from my role in this drama. And from the PCP-strength of Jason’s cheerfulness. Luckily, he moved off to herald more campers.

I headed over to the line of four buses: three regular school buses and the ubiquitous short bus.

The chanting continued. Like a commune. Like a cult. No wonder the camp was held in Oregon.

“HAPPINESS!”

“HAPPENS HERE!”

“HAPPINESS!”

“HAPPENS HERE!”

“HAPPINESS!”

“HAPPENS HERE!”

I weaved through the “members of the movement” and approached a high schooler who looked particularly power hungry with his clipboard. His f loppy black hair and eyeliner contradicted his Happiness camp T-shirt. “Which bus do I get on?”

Goth kid looked at me, read the front of my shirt. “Where’s your camp T-shirt?”

I held it up.

He nodded. I waited. We locked eyes. And then, with the help of his intimidating eyeliner, he won the T-shirt standoff. I slipped the camp shirt over my own. In exchange, he pointed to my bus.

I was on the short bus. Of course I was. I did, in fact, have a religious disability. There was no federal No Soul Left Behind Act for me, though. Just the short bus on earth and hell in the afterlife.

I mounted the steps, and the bus driver held out a piece of paper toward me. I tried to take it, but he pinched it tight, eyeing me dubiously before he let go. “You chewin’ gum?”

“No.”

His lips tightened. Then, “You sure?”

I opened my mouth, lifted my tongue. “Any other cavities you want to see?” Pun intended. “Cavities, get it?”

He didn’t get it, or he wasn’t impressed. “Go sit down,” he said.

I spotted a seat at the back of the bus and walked down the aisle, avoiding eye contact with the clan of short-bus unfavorables:

1.   a girl in a wheelchair

2.   a boy with a broken arm

3.   a girl with too-red lips (but superhot)

4.   a girl with a red bandana on her head (but prettycute)

5.   a twin brother and sister

6.   a girl who I later watched pick her nose for hours. At this age, nose-picking struck me as a disability, so assigning her to the short bus made sense.

I fell into my seat and peeled the Happiness T-shirt off. Then, I pulled my cell phone from my back pocket, opened my text messages, and scrolled to the feed between me and Leah.

All the messages from her were old, from before my sister’s funeral. I hadn’t talked to her since. I tapped out a new message: You know what week this is. Bro-sis road trip week. Parents are sending me to church camp. Can we talk when I get back?

Maybe if she answered, I could explain what happened at the funeral. I could tell her how she was the closest thing to my sister I had left. My parents had Charlotte. I had Leah.

Maybe I’d even tell her the truth.

“Anything in that writing-box there?” Jack was peering over the seat in front me. I darted my eyes to see if anyone heard him. No one on the bus had even turned in my direction.

He added, “Just makin’ sure you’re feeling okay amidst this joy-collecting.”

I shook my head, unimpressed with his word magic. “Do not follow me to camp,” I whispered. If my tally marks were correct, Jack had appeared twenty-nine times so far. His visits were getting more frequent.

Bandana Girl turned around. “Pardon?”

I glared at Jack, but he was gone. “Um, do we take this to camp?” I f lashed the paper the bus driver had given me.

“You have to confess,” the girl said. She turned back around.

I looked at the paper. I looked at the back of the girl’s head.

WTF.

Jack popped his head back over the seat and winked. “I told you so.”




PRAYERS AND CONFESSIONS

Bill: Jesus? He’s no son of God. He’s an alien. Yeah, he came down to Earth. And, yeah, he rose again. Back to a spaceship where his little green friends live. Listen, I just drive the bus. I don’t give a shit. As long as the little angels don’t put gum all over the seats.

Jason: Once again, Father, I just thank you. Thank you for these kids, for sending each one of them here this week. I know You have a purpose. You see their hearts, Lord. You know who needs the Happiness. Happiness happens here because of You. And also because I did cheer in college. Ha! Praise Jesus!

Holly: If Payton wants to break up with me because he thinks I’m the Whore of Babylon, then fine. Whatever. I’ll work it like the Great Harlot.
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Somewhere around hour three, after Jack had convinced me that Bandana Girl was a real person and not some paid pro-confession accomplice of his, after we took a break at a rest stop where I nearly hyperventilated in a tampon bag in the unisex bathroom, a mechanical shout jolted me from my anxieties. Goth stood at the front of the bus with a walkie-talkie in his hand.

He was pushing buttons and turning knobs, clearly frustrated by the crackle, then silence. Crackle, then silence.

The other bus riders weren’t paying attention to his technological woes. The kid with the broken arm had his headphones in. Nose-Picker was lecturing Bandana Girl about mermaids while she passed a bottle of sunscreen to Red Lips. (Sunscreen on a bus?)

Outside, the land was f lat and brown. In the distance I thought I saw a patch of green and a barn, but it could’ve been a mirage. Or the ghosts of the infamous Rajneeshee commune.

“Goddamn it,” Goth mumbled, and everyone’s heads shot up in shock and horror. Shame splashed his face, but he quickly recovered. “No, I mean that literally. Like, this thing is of Satan and deserves damnation.”

Everyone around me nodded.

“What are you trying to do?” I asked Goth, who swayed with the motion of the bus.

“It’s Lottery time, man.”

“Which you need to explain, Stewart,” Red Lips called up to him. (Stewart. Could Goth have a less scary name than Stewart?) “He’s a Pamper.” She turned all the way around in her seat, resting her chin on her hands and grinning at me. Wait, was she f lirting with me?

“A Pamper?” I asked.

Bandana Girl chimed in: “Pamper. Diaper. Baby—”

“You’re a new camper,” Red Lips said, side-eyeing Bandana Girl. “Pamper, camper, get it?” Her eyelashes got all batty.

Rhyme was the lowest level of humor in my book. But this girl was the highest level of hot, so I didn’t roll my eyes.

“So, like, are you from Mountain View?” she asked.

The kid with the broken arm was suddenly watching me. His eyes f licked to Red Lips, then back to me. Red Lips smirked at him. Smiled at me. Smirked at him.

Oh, is that what was going on. Broken Arm and Red Lips—a drama couple. Or a drama ex-couple.

“It’s the Donkey Lottery,” Stewart interrupted, then slammed the walkie-talkie on the seat twice, like he was un-jamming a stapler.

I reached for the walkie-talkie and Stewart handed over the cheap, plastic, China-crafted toy. “See this button here? It’s to change channels,” I explained.“This button is to talk. You just kept changing channels every time you tried to talk.”

I knew Stewart had found the right channel when I heard crackly cheering through the speakers. He turned the volume way up until the tinny sound threatened to rupture my eardrums. What was I hearing? The last screeching death throes of a donkey being sacrificed to God—the donkey that “won” the lottery? Like that Shirley Jackson short story we read in English, where the winner was stoned to death?

I tried to plug my ears, and then I saw the mouths of my fellow passengers begin moving. They were chanting.

Hee-haw Hee-haw Ha Ha Ha,

On a donkey, no need to walk.

Hee-haw Hee-haw Ha Ha Ha,

Just like Jesus, no need to walk.

Haw-hee Haw-hee He He He,

Who’s gonna win the lottery?!

And then they started shouting, “Meeeeeee!”

“Meeee!”

“Meeee!”

And I recognized the screeching from the walkie-talkie. What I’d thought were the death throes of the donkey had just been the campers’ desperately gleeful responses to an apparently not-rhetorical question. Bandana Girl set down her book and improvised a little dance to go with the chanting.

I did not join their sacrificial rites.

Finally, they ended their chant in laughter and applause—my fellow passengers just as delighted as those I could hear from the other buses through the walkie-talkie. Then everyone on the short bus got quiet, looking expectantly at Stewart. He held out the walkie-talkie.

“Genevieve!” shouted a voice—I recognized Jason’s—through the speaker.

Someone squealed on the other end before being drowned out by my bus and the rest of the campers. “Hee-haw … Hee-haw …” they brayed. And this time it was not a chant; they actually sounded like donkeys.

“Chris Cooper!”

The boy twin across the aisle startled me with a shout and a fist pump, and I heard the deep tones of, “Cooooop! Coooooooooooooooop!” from the speaker before they were again drowned out by the brays of my short-bus compatriots.

“Hee-haw … Hee-haw …”

So, now I knew that guy’s name, and that my bus was not completely ostracized.

“Kaitlyn J.!”

Squeal!

Bray.

I still had no idea what was going on, but my busmates were on the edge of their seats. Literally. Rubbing their sweating, anxious palms into their thighs.

“Nick S.!”

My bus friends whooped.

“Isn’t that your name?” Bandana Girl asked.

“Is that you?” the twin sister chimed.

“Nick Sampson, or the new kid?” Goth called through the walkie-talkie.

I didn’t know whether to be excited or terrified.

The walkie-talkie crackled. “Sampson,” Jason said f latly.

My fellow passengers groaned and looked at me with pity. I was not the Chosen One.

“Hee-haw … Hee-haw …” The tinny chant echoed through the walkie-talkie.

Then the bus stopped.
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The driver cut the engine, the bus parked right in the middle of a dirt road. Dust billowed up from below the tires. Through the yellow hue, I saw only more yellow and brown. We were in a canyon, just as barren and lifeless as the land we’d driven through to get here.

I was going to die with my fellow travelers, à la the Donner Party. Except, instead of freezing to death, we were going to bake. Which camper would I eat first?

The door to the bus opened and Jason bounced up the steps. “T-G-I-J! Am I right?”

Squeals and cheers from the other eight people on my bus. I was sure this was more convincing on a normal bus of thirty-five.

“Coooooooop,” he growled. “Chris Cooper, my man! Praise Jesus!”

Fist pumps from Chris. Glares from his sister. I could almost see the devil on her left shoulder shank the angel on her right.

Jason looked at her, and he must have caught on to her disdain. “Jesus has a plan! Next year for you, Christina!”

Christina? And Chris? Had their parents totally lacked creativity, or just thought that was a cute idea?

I caught movement from outside my window.

Four donkeys stood docilely next to the camp counselors holding their reins. The donkey-toting teens donned long white robes and sandals. Several other counselors stood next to wagons loaded with our luggage and yoked to pairs of Clydesdales.

Chris Cooper retrieved his backpack, slipped it over a shoulder, and followed Jason off the bus.

The rest of us grabbed our belongings and stepped off the bus. Well, the girl in the wheelchair didn’t step. We waited for her while she whirred slowly to the ground.

It was when we finally walked (or rolled) around the bus that I understood what the Donkey Lottery was. The campers I could only assume were Genevieve, Nick Sampson, and Kaitlyn J., as well as our own Chris Cooper, each scrambled up onto the back of their own donkey.

They were not in robes or sandals like the teenage counselors. They did not have a beard or halo like the real Jesus riding on an ass into Jerusalem. But that was definitely what was being simulated there.

I stif led a laugh and looked around for someone with whom I could commiserate, but I saw only earnest and enraptured faces. Even the prettycute Bandana Girl appeared at peace with it all. There was nothing ironic going on here.

And then we started down a dusty road into Eden Springs, in the blazing afternoon sun.

The road went on forever. I was without water. I was without food. I was without the sunscreen that had been passed among my busmates.

It didn’t take me long to consider prayer.
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I knew we’d arrived in Eden Springs when I spotted a long line of counselors, a tunnel of them, a gauntlet of them, all in robes and sandals. They each bent over and picked something up off the ground, and then they started waving the things. And I saw the whole donkey metaphor had not been played out.

As the donkeys walked through the gauntlet, the robed counselors waved palm fronds. The rest of the campers followed those on donkeys through. Triumphant smiles abounded.

Surely they knew the end of the story, the part where the notorious donkey-jockey got taunted, maimed with a cat-o’-nine-tails, mocked, and stabbed in the skull with thorns. And that was before he finally asphyxiated on the cross and was pierced in the side. You know, just to make sure he was not playing dead.

I was hot and dehydrated. My skin was pink with a burn. I walked around the gauntlet in order not to endanger these well-intentioned Christians with my homicidal disposition.

And then I was at camp. Which was, indeed, a paradise when compared to the walk.

Green grass everywhere. Somehow a breeze. In the distance, a pool and waterslides. Perfectly leaved trees. Paved sidewalks. Freshly painted cabins with porch swings.
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