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   1. A DEPUTY AT THE AIRPORT 
 
   C lara grinned at her friends as they ran toward her in the baggage claim area. It felt like they hadn't seen each other in forever. At least, not in person. Video chats didn't really count. Denise stood beside Clara, her hands fidgeting with the strap of her bag as the girls approached. In Clara's mind, her friends getting to meet each other was a great idea. The only person missing was her best friend from Florida, Mia. Sadly, Mia had been unable to make this trip. Clara shook her head, banishing the thought. Mia and Clara had just reconnected after a couple of years of silence. Clara figured she'd have to make the first trip out to Florida to visit Mia.  
 
    Stacy reached her first and pulled Clara into a hug. "Oh my gosh, girl, you look great." She pushed Clara back to arm's length and took in her worn jeans, band t-shirt, and Chucks. Clara had fashioned her dark brown hair into twin French braids, making her look younger than her almost twenty years. The black eyeliner around her green eyes made them pop. Stacy nodded her approval, then passed Clara off to Hannah and Tracy as they approached. Clara hugged them both and watched out of the corner of her eye as Stacy pulled Denise in for a hug.  
 
    "It's so good to finally meet you. Clara has told us so much about you." 
 
    Denise hugged Stacy and patted her back awkwardly. "It's nice to meet you, too. Now I can put faces to the names." Next to each other, the two girls couldn't have been more different. Stacy's naturally auburn hair had been dyed blonde. It was something she'd done on a whim and she'd decided that she liked it so much, she'd keep it that way. According to her, Clara's brother Rodney, who happened to be Stacy's boyfriend, really liked it. Stacy's pale skin stood out like day and night against Denise's dark skin. Stacy had gotten lucky, though, as she didn't have the freckles that sometimes plagued redheads. That honor had been given to Tracy, who had a smattering of them across her chubby face. Tracy had kept the natural hue of her red hair, which today was pulled away from her face in a high ponytail. All three girls wore jean shorts in contrast to Clara's and Denise's jeans. Tracy favored flip-flops, while the other two wore tennis shoes.  
 
    After hugging both Tracy and Hannah, and admiring Hannah's short black bob-something Clara had never thought she'd see-both girls turned to Denise and pulled her into a hug of their own. Denise grinned at Clara, her smile bright, and Clara could see her shoulders relax. Denise had been worried that the girls wouldn't accept her, even though Clara had assured her a million times that her friends weren't like that. Hannah's grey eyes crinkled as she smiled at the group and pulled away from the hug. "Okay, ladies, we've got a cab to catch. We need to get out to the camp quick before they shut it up and won't let us in." 
 
    Tracy's brown eyes widened. "They wouldn't do that to us, would they?" 
 
    Hannah giggled and patted Tracy on the back. "No, I'm kidding. But we do need to grab our bags and go." The other girls nodded and turned to the baggage rumbling past them. Tracy spotted her bag first and reached out for it, though the strap slipped through her fingers. She huffed and followed it around a corner, Clara closely behind her. As she reached for it again, a large hand wrapped around the strap and pulled it off the belt.  
 
    "Here you go, Miss." The man's Tennessee drawl made the words melt in Clara's ears. Tracy looked up into large hazel eyes, flecks of green through the brown. He smiled, flashing large, perfect teeth. With his black hair slicked back and his Wrangler jeans, he could have been any cowboy in any western. Clara watched as Tracy took the bag, trying not to look surprised at seeing the handsome man in front of her. His square jaw and broad nose fit his face perfectly.  
 
    "Thank you." Tracy's words barely made it out of her mouth. Clara hid a smile as she stepped up next to her friend.  
 
    Clara held out a hand to the man, offering to shake his. He placed his hand in hers and gave her a firm shake. "She's very appreciative, sir. Just doesn't like talking to strangers." 
 
    The man grinned and looped his fingers into his pockets. "Understandable. But you can trust me. I'm a deputy here in Nashville."  
 
    Tracy's eyes widened even larger.  
 
    "Nice to meet you, Mr. Deputy. We're visiting. Going to work out at Camp Summerville for the next couple weeks." 
 
    The deputy nodded. Something flashed in his eyes, but it came and went so fast that Clara wasn't sure what she'd seen. He pulled out his wallet, took a business card, and handed it to Tracy. "Well, here's my contact info, just in case you ladies ever need anything. Have a nice day." He nodded at the both of them, then picked up his black backpack, slung it over his shoulder, and walked away. Tracy watched him go, turning only once he was out of sight.  
 
    "He was so dreamy." Her voice came out wispy and Clara couldn't help but laugh.  
 
    The other girls joined them. Hannah looking at Clara questioningly. "What happened to you two?" 
 
    Denise had pulled a ball cap out of her bag and placed it over her head, which gave her the look of an avid sports fan. She'd told Clara it was really to protect her face from the sun. Because she kept her hair so short, she had to be extra careful when outside. "And who was that guy?" Denise's dark eyes met Clara's, asking a silent question.  
 
    Clara shook her head and glanced at Tracy.               "I think Tracy has an admirer."  
 
    Stacy and Hannah looked at Tracy expectantly. "He's a deputy and he got my bag for me. Oh, and gave me his business card." Smiling, she held up the card for the other girls to see.  
 
    Hannah laughed. "We haven't even made it to camp yet and Tracy's met a guy." She shook her head, hoisted her bag onto her shoulder, and turned to lead the way to the exit, where they'd grab a cab to take them to the camp.  
 
    Luckily for them, a yellow van sat out front, the light bar on the roof lit up. Clara opened the side door and smiled at the driver, a middle-aged man with graying dark hair and kind brown eyes. "Are you available?"  
 
    He nodded and smiled. 
 
     "Great. We're heading out to Camp Summerville."  
 
    "Well, hop in, ladies. I can get you there in a jiffy."  
 
    The girls clamored into the van. Clara and Denise sat in the middle captains' chairs, while Tracy, Hannah, and Stacy grabbed the back bench seat. Once Clara had shut the door, the driver headed out. He offered to play music for them while he drove, explaining it would be a forty-five-minute drive. Clara thanked him, then turned in her seat so she could see all the girls and gave them a huge grin.  
 
    "This is so exciting." Clara couldn't contain her happiness. It was summer, she'd made it through her first semester of college, and she was getting to spend time with four of her favorite people.  
 
    "Too bad Jazzy couldn't come." Tracy gave Clara a small smile. Jasmine, Clara's younger sister, had also been invited to be a camp counselor but had turned down the offer, stating that she had her own plans. Clara suspected they involved a boy, but until Jasmine told her that, Clara wouldn't ask.  
 
    Clara played with the end of one of her braids, nodding. "Yeah, I was pretty bummed but Jaz had her own plans."  
 
    Stacy giggled. "Boy plans."  
 
    Clara tilted her head. While she'd moved to Texas to go to college with her boyfriend Anthony, the other girls had stayed closer to home. Stacy in particular was at Clara's house a lot, as she was seeing Clara's brother. "What do you know?" Clara wasn't hurt that Jasmine had confided in her friend. Stacy was easy to talk to.  
 
    Stacy shrugged. "Not much. You know how Jazzy is. She keeps everything to herself. But there's a bounce in her step, she smiles a lot, and she looks pretty happy. We just assume she's met someone." Clara assumed the "we" was Stacy and Rodney.  
 
    Clara smiled. "Well, good. I want her to be happy." Clara's tone implied the rest. That Jasmine's dating life hadn't always been perfect. Clara had worried that after dating a serial killer, Jasmine would be scarred for life. It made her happy to know that Jasmine was getting out there and seeing someone, even if she hadn't told her big sister about it yet.  
 
    Hannah's grey eyes penetrated Clara's, narrowing. "Speaking of happy, how are you doing?" 
 
    Clara sighed, blowing at her bangs. She'd known they'd ask that. She just hadn't expected it so soon. "I'm good. I'm talking to a therapist." 
 
    "And is it helping?" Stacy leaned forward, concern etched on her face.  
 
    Clara nodded. "Yes. She's given me a lot of good tips on how to handle my anxiety and fear. I don't jump at every sound in my apartment now." Last fall, while waiting to start spring classes, Clara had started interning at the police precinct to figure out who had murdered the previous intern there. When she'd unknowingly taken home a box containing proof of the killer's identity, the killer had followed her home and broken in, then tied up Clara and threatened to kill her. Thankfully, Will, Morgan, and Harry, three cops whom Clara worked with, had figured out something was up and come to her rescue. Her boyfriend had called Will when Clara had failed to show up for a dinner date and Will had sprung into action, coming to save her.  
 
    While Clara had been physically fine, mentally she'd been a frightened wreck. After many talks with her family and friends, she'd contacted a therapist, with whom she now had weekly appointments to work through what had happened. Those would continue while she was at the camp, just over the phone. Clara was grateful that her therapist was willing to talk to her on the phone. The volunteering opportunity had seemed like the perfect thing to do with her summer and it gave her a chance to have all her friends together in one place.  
 
    Hannah sat back, satisfied. "That's good. Can't have you scared of your own shadow." She smiled at Clara, showing she understood. If anyone did, it would be Hannah, what with her best friend having been one of the victims of Jasmine's serial killer boyfriend.  
 
    Denise leaned around her seat and looked at the girls. "So, how did you all meet?" 
 
    They exchanged glances, grinning. "Hannah, Tracy, and I grew up together. We met Clara our last year of high school, when she decided to solve a murder that had been unsolved for about four years." Stacy grinned at Clara in pride. 
 
    Denise looked at Clara, then back at the girls. "So, she really does solve murders?" The girls nodded. Denise looked back at Clara. "I mean, I've seen her solve one, but I didn't realize this was something she did often." 
 
    Clara shrugged, her cheeks reddening. "Only sometimes. I don't solve them ALL the time." 
 
    Hannah leaned forward again. "How many have you solved?" 
 
    Clara scratched her neck. "I'm not sure. I've never counted." The girls laughed, the mood in the van light and carefree.  
 
    Tracy rubbed her hands together, a gleam in her brown eyes. "Okay, so inquiring minds want to know. Clara, how are you and Anthony doing?" 
 
    Clara blew out a breath, over mulling the question. How were she and Anthony doing? "We're fine." 
 
    "Oh no, they're doomed." Stacy said the words, then clapped her hands over her mouth and looked surprised. "I'm sorry, I didn't mean it like that. ‘Fine' is just a bad word to use when talking about your current boyfriend." 
 
    Clara frowned. "You say ‘current' like I might pick another." 
 
    Hannah reached forward and rested a hand on Clara's. "Are you ever gonna put that ring back on?" 
 
    Clara looked down at her hand, at the empty finger that used to be adorned by the beautiful engagement ring Anthony had given her. Anthony had joined a frat after coming to the college and there had been some tension between Clara and him over it. Then, at a party, he'd kissed another girl and decided not to tell Clara about it. Shattered, Clara had given back the ring. Anthony had apologized and done his best to make up for it, even proposing again, but Clara wasn't sure she wanted to marry him anymore. She didn't doubt that he loved her, and she loved him, but something was stopping her from saying yes. "I don't know." 
 
    Denise snorted. "I think Clara has feelings for someone else." Clara looked at Denise, knowing exactly what she was going to say. She'd mentioned it before. Clara nodded and gave her the go-ahead. Might as well get everyone's opinion on the matter. "I think she has feelings for Will." 
 
    "The cop?" Hannah looked between Clara and Denise. The girls had heard all about Will, had even met him at a party at the frat, where Clara had considered setting him up with the girl who had kissed Anthony.  
 
    Denise nodded. "Yeah, the cop. He came to our rescue during the last murder she solved. You should've seen the way he hugged her when he came rushing into that cabin. He was so worried, I wasn't sure he was going to let her go. It was definitely not a ‘friend' hug." 
 
    Clara sighed. "I didn't realize there were different types of hugs." The other girls laughed, while Stacy shook her head.  
 
    "Oh, Clara, there are. Denise, did he hold her close and close his eyes?" Denise nodded. "Clara, sweetie, he really likes you." 
 
    "I called it. I thought he liked her when we met him. He couldn't keep his eyes off her at that party." Hannah's mouth quirked in a triumphant smile. As the daughter of a sheriff, like Clara, she prided herself on being observant.  
 
    Clara rolled her eyes. "I'm with Anthony. Whether Will likes me or not, it really doesn't matter." 
 
    Stacy reached out and touched Clara's shoulder. "And if you like him in return?" 
 
    Guilt made Clara's insides churn. Ever since the hug, ever since Denise had pointed out to Clara that it seemed Will had feelings for her, these things had plagued her. She loved Anthony. At least, that's what she kept reminding herself. Clara had kept her distance from Will, trying to put things into perspective. He'd called a couple of times, but once he realized she wasn't going to do more than talk about school and beg out of anything he invited her to, he'd stopped. It had hurt to do that to him, but she had to figure herself out first. Her green eyes met Tracy's blue ones and she sighed. "Anthony and I are working things out. I really want to make it work with him. Will isn't an option." 
 
    The three in the back shared a look, then sat back, letting the subject drop. They had weeks to discuss this with Clara. It would be good for her to get away from everything and be able to really figure out how she felt. Maybe by the end of this trip, she'd know whether she wanted to marry Anthony.  
 
    

  

 
  
    
 
    2. THE OTHER COUNSELORS 
 
   T hey pulled up to the camp shortly after, the girls all peering out of the windows of the taxi to get a good look. Several cabins sat in a semi-circle, with a big house in the center of them. Off to the side sat a red barn with a fence enclosing it. Inside the fence, two horses grazed on grass. A lake sat behind the big house, sparkling in the afternoon sun. The girls climbed out of the cab, paid the driver, and watched as he drove away. The whole ride, he'd kept his peace, letting them talk. Clara smiled at the rear of the van as it pulled away.  
 
    A voice made them all turn, smiles plastered on their faces. A girl stood on the porch of the house, her short black hair blowing in the gentle breeze. A pair of wire-framed glasses was nestled in her hair. She smiled at the girls, causing dimples to appear on her cheeks. As she stepped off the porch and walked toward the girls, Clara realized that this girl was a couple of inches shorter than she was. Clara stepped forward to meet her and reached out her hand for a shake. The girl took her hand, then pulled her into a hug. "I'm a hugger." Clara laughed and hugged her back. The girl stepped back, a smile lighting up her face. "My name's Katy. And you ladies must be my new camp counselors." The girls nodded. "Do you all have names?" 
 
    Clara pointed to each girl, stating their names as she did.  
 
    Katy hugged each girl, making them all smile. "It's so good to have you all here. Getting counselors is becoming harder and harder. The local girls don't want to stay around town to work during the summer. We're lucky to have you. Let me show you around." She led them into the big house, a wooden structure with a tin roof-something Clara hadn't seen since she'd lived in Florida, where her next-door neighbor had put one on his house. Katy looked up at it. "It's soothing when it rains." The girls nodded and followed her into the main entrance.  
 
    The front door led directly into what had most likely been the living room of the house before it had been converted. Now, instead of couches and coffee tables, a foosball table sat in the middle of the room, while a dartboard hung on one wall.  
 
    "This is the recreation room, where the kids can do any kind of activities they like. We like to give them a couple of hours in the evening to unwind after a day full of activities. We have card tables we can pull out so that they can build puzzles or play games together." Katy walked through the room to an adjoining room that ended up being a kitchen. At the counter, chopping up vegetables, stood two girls. They looked similar to one another, making Clara think that they could be sisters, although one girl was several inches shorter than the other. The taller girl's brown hair was also a shade darker than the shorter girls'. Both had stunning green eyes, while the shorter girl's freckles stood out on her pale face. They smiled as Katy led the girls into the kitchen. "Ladies, these are some more counselors, here to help us. These two lovely gems are Maddy and Savannah." Katy indicated that the shorter girl was Maddy, while the taller one was Savannah. Savannah wore her hair loose around her shoulders, while Maddy's was braided away from her face.  
 
    The girls gave small waves, then went back to cutting. Clara nodded to them, then followed Katy through the rest of the house as she showed them some of the other rooms. One was a movie room set up with a projector to play movies like in a theater. Upstairs were the counselor's bedrooms, although Katy mentioned that the counselors also took turns sleeping in the cabins with the girls.  
 
    Denise looked around the first bedroom, with twin bunk beds and a small dresser shoved against a wall. "Is this an all-girls camp?" 
 
    Katy nodded. "For underprivileged youth. We get a lot of girls here who just need some extra help. Everything is run on donations and grants. The girls don't pay anything to attend. It gives them a couple of weeks to just be kids, without having to worry about their lives out there in the real world." She indicated that they could claim their beds, mentioning that because there were eight counselors( altogether, everyone would have a roommate. Hannah and Tracy snagged one room, Stacy and Denise another. Katy smiled at Clara and pointed to the last room. "Looks like you get to share with Maddy. Savannah and I share the room over there." She indicated the room across the hall. Clara nodded and noticed that the bottom bunk already had a colorful sleeping bag on it. Assuming that Maddy had claimed that bed, Clara tossed her bag on the top bunk. After setting down their stuff, the friends followed Katy back downstairs as she explained that this first night would be for just the counselors. "The campers will show up first thing tomorrow morning. This gives us a chance to get to know one another and get settled in before they arrive."  
 
    The girls went back to the kitchen and offered to help the two sisters with dinner. They both smiled and shook their heads. "We got this covered. Food will be ready soon. Beef stew. Go sit in the movie room and relax." Maddy gave the girls a wide grin as she said this. They nodded and headed into the movie room as one.  
 
    Sitting in the cushioned red chairs, they leaned back and waited to talk until Katy had left to help the sisters. "Everyone is so nice here," Tracy said in wonder, like she'd expected to be treated poorly. 
 
    "Is it odd to anyone that we're all about the same age?" Denise sounded slightly worried by the fact that they were the oldest ones there.  
 
    Clara shrugged. "Maybe Katy is very responsible for her age. Who knows?" 
 
    The other girls nodded and looked around the room. "I love that we get rooms here in the big house."  
 
    Hannah snorted. "Yeah but we still gotta rotate sleeping in the cabins. By the way, not it."  
 
    As the others girls scrambled to call not it, Clara smiled. "I'll do it first. I don't think it will be a big deal." 
 
    They all exchanged looks. "We'll see about that when the kids show up." Hannah tried to smile to lighten the words. Clara could see that everyone was nervous about meeting the campers. Who knew what kind of lives these girls had been living?  
 
    Shortly after, Katy and the sisters came in with the stew and handed bowls out to everyone. Katy turned on the projector and gave them all a big smile. "My mom put together a little orientation video of sorts. It gives a history of the camp and what we do here. We can watch it while we eat." The other girls nodded and settled in for the movie, scooping the stew out of their bowls as quietly as possible. Clara took her first bite of the stew and savored the meat as it practically melted on her tongue. Those sisters sure could cook.  
 
    The movie started with a shot of the camp as a woman's voice narrated. "Camp Summerville, a place for girls to come to relax and escape the hardships of life. A place to build lifelong friendships." She went on to explain that the camp had been established by her own mother, Katy's grandmother, and that it had been up and running for over forty years. The narrator detailed the activities the camp offered, some of the traditions it maintained, like polar bearing, and how things had changed over the years. The girls all shivered when polar bearing was mentioned. That was going to start off the morning on a chilly note. Katy's mother ended the video by thanking the counselors for volunteering and wishing them a happy camping summer. As it shut off, Katy raised the lights and clasped her hands in front of her as she smiled at everyone.  
 
    "And that's Summerville, you guys. I hope you enjoy your time here." 
 
    The girls all nodded and leaned forward so they could talk. "How long have you worked here?" Hannah gave Katy an appraising look. 
 
    Katy's cheeks reddened. "I look young, don't I?" The girls nodded, Maddy and Savannah joining in. "I'm actually older than I look. It's just good genes. I've been working here since my teens, but I've been running the camp myself for the last five years. Mom has moved on to other hobbies and left the camp in my care." 
 
    Clara's eyebrows shot up. "That's pretty awesome that she trusts you so much." 
 
    Katy shrugged. "It was no big deal. I've been groomed my whole life to do this." She looked like she wanted to say something else, then shook her head. "I think we've had enough fun for the night. Time for bed. The campers are going to be here bright and early tomorrow morning." The girls followed her up to their rooms and said goodnight to each other in the hall. Clara followed Maddy into their room and watched as she slipped into her bunk, then pulled a bag from the foot of the bed.  
 
    Clara went to the dresser and unloaded her duffel bag into the top two drawers. "I took only the top two drawers. You can use the bottom ones." 
 
    Maddy gave her a huge smile. "Thanks. I hadn't really unpacked yet. Katy put us to work the minute we got here."  
 
    Clara scratched at her forehead, feeling bad that she and the other girls had just sat around. "I'm sorry. We would've helped." 
 
    Maddy shook her head and reached up to undo her braids. "It's not a big deal, trust me. Savannah and I have been coming here for years. We used to be campers." She glanced around the room with a look that made Clara feel like she was encroaching on someone's space. "This is like our home away from home. So, we know what to do the minute we get here." 
 
    Clara nodded and leaned against the door, her pajamas clutched in her hands. "This place is really that great?" 
 
    Maddy nodded. "The campers who come here have a rough life. Poverty, among other things, makes their day-to-day lives difficult. Here at camp, they get to be just campers, just kids having a good time." Maddy's shoulder slumped slightly. "The first couple days are going to be rough. The new girls are going to be suspicious about everything. They'll question everything we want them to do. It takes time for them to open up." 
 
    "I can understand that. We'll just have to be patient." 
 
    "The returnees will help them transition. We're just here to make sure they don't kill one another in the process." Maddy hopped off the bed and carried a bag out into the hall. "I'll get changed, then you can, okay?" Clara agreed and stepped over to the bed to lay out her sleeping bag and pillows. Maddy returned before Clara had even finished smoothing out her sleeping bag. Once changed and with her teeth brushed, Clara returned to the room and climbed onto the top bunk. Maddy reached behind her head and flicked off the light. Clara was lying in the dark, wondering if she should say anything else to Maddy, when she heard soft snoring coming from the bottom bunk. Rolling over, Clara whispered, "Good night," then closed her eyes, hoping the next day would go smoothly for all involved. 
 
    

  

 
  
    
 
    3. MEETING THE CAMPERS 
 
   T he girls were all waiting outside the big house when the yellow school buses pulled up the next day. Katy had gotten everyone up extra early so they could eat and be dressed and ready to go by the time the campers arrived. All the girls had helped make breakfast and left the kitchen looking like a disaster zone when they finished. They had promised to clean up once the campers were busy getting settled into their cabins. Each of the girls had been paired together, two to a cabin. Katy had decided to pair them up based on sleeping arrangements, so Clara had been paired with Maddy.  
 
    As the girls piled out of the buses, Clara shielded her eyes from the morning sun to get a better look. What she saw made her heart hurt. The girls were all different ages, ranging from twelve to eighteen. Most wore ill-fitting clothes, with nothing more than a backpack strapped to their backs. They jostled each other for position, the older girls standing behind the younger ones, pushing them forward. The younger girls looked annoyed, even put out, to be here. The older girls, the ones Clara assumed had been here before, looked excited. One girl, her dark hair formed into many little braids, leaned forward to whisper excitedly in a younger girl's ear. They looked so similar, with the same dark skin, matching hazel eyes, and oval-shaped faces, that Clara assumed they must be sisters. The younger sister looked annoyed that the older sister was talking to her, as she shooed her away with her hand. Clara hid a smile, as that was exactly what Jasmine would've done to her.  
 
    Once all the girls were off the bus, Katy stepped forward and clapped her hands for attention. "Alright, ladies, welcome to another summer at Camp Summerville. I trust you all are excited to get settled and get started?" Many heads nodded, although Clara noticed the younger girls just looked at Katy in suspicion. "Okay, well, let's pick cabins then. Remember, there are twelve girls to a cabin. So, get going." A mad dash ensued, the older campers heading to their preferred cabins, leaving the younger campers to watch them in confusion. Realizing they were being left with whatever the older campers didn't want, the younger girls followed and looked more uncertain.  
 
    Clara stepped up next to Katy and watched as the girls raced away. "You let them pick their own cabins?" 
 
    Katy nodded, her eyes flitting from cabin to cabin. "The older campers, they've built up a relationship with the other girls here. This gives them a chance to get to bunk with their friends from last year. And it gives the new girls a chance to make new friends by being stuck with the girls who are left. There will always be the few outliers who have to be placed by us, but that's never really been a problem. It also tells you who your least confident girls are, the ones who will need extra coaxing. They're the ones you have to assign to a cabin because they aren't brave enough to join one themselves."  
 
    Clara noticed several of the younger girls standing outside the cabin closest to the big house's right side. They stood away from each other and glanced around with worried looks on their faces. Katy smiled and walked toward them. Clara followed, the other counselors trailing behind her. Katy stopped before the girls, hands on her hips. "No rooms, ladies?" 
 
    The girls looked at each other, then back at Katy. "We don't know where to sleep." 
 
    Katy placed a hand on the shoulders of two of the girls and turned them toward the next cabin. "Well, let's go see what's available, shall we?" The girls nodded and followed her to the next cabin. In each cabin, Katy found a bed for the girls. The older girls welcomed them with open arms, while the new girls who had managed to get their own beds looked at them with suspicion. Clara sighed, knowing that for most, this had to be a nerve-wracking experience.  
 
    Once all the girls were placed, Katy gave them a couple of minutes to get settled in and unpacked before she pulled out a bull horn and called them out of their cabins. Once they'd gathered before her in a group, she gave them a quick rundown of the rules, informing them of the two hours of free time after dinner, the chores everyone would have to perform, and that the big house was off-limits except for meals and game time. The older girls nodded like they'd heard these things before. The younger girls looked up at the big house, curiosity glinting in their eyes. Clara could just imagine the thoughts that tumbled through their heads. These girls thought the counselors were hiding something in the big house.  
 
    Katy clapped her hands, breaking up the girls to do whatever chores needed to be done. She assigned each pair of counselors to lead the girls in the various tasks. Savannah and Katy took a group to the kitchen to clean up and prepare the next meal. Maddy and Clara were assigned to the barn, to clean out stalls and brush out the horses with the group of girls from their cabin. Clara noticed that the two sisters she'd seen earlier were in her group and she smiled. This was one young camper who hadn't been abandoned in the mad dash. Even now, the older sister gripped the younger's hand tightly.  
 
    In the barn, Clara handed out tools and helped the girls start cleaning out the stalls. They removed the old hay and replaced it with fresh hay. Clara climbed up to the hayloft and tossed the clean hay down to the girls. Maddy had taken several of the girls and spread them out among the stalls, where they were brushing down the horses. One of the younger girls wrinkled her nose at the dirty hay and looked over at Maddy. "When do we get to ride the horses?" 
 
    Maddy glanced around and noticed the girls all watching her for a response. Clara leaned against the wall of the loft, interested in the answer. "Probably tomorrow after morning chores. Today is just for you all to get accustomed to being here and get the lay of the land." The older girls nodded but the younger ones looked disappointed.  
 
    When they'd finished with the barn, they moved out to the chicken pen, where they gathered eggs and fed the chickens. Maddy handed Clara the basket of eggs. "Go ahead and take this inside. I can handle the girls for a minute alone." Clara nodded and headed to the big house.  
 
    In the kitchen, she found an even bigger mess than when they'd left it this morning. Katy and Savannah were trying to explain a recipe to the girls surrounding them, but several had already grabbed bowls and were mixing things, not even listening. Katy kept glancing at them like she wanted to say something, but ended up just pressing her lips together and going back to the recipe. Clara set the basket of eggs on the counter and gave them a small smile before heading back outside. Lunch and dinner were definitely going to be interesting if the campers were the ones cooking.  
 
    The morning passed quicker than she expected. Lunch consisted of a simple soup and salad, the soup being spicier than Clara had thought it would be. Several of the girls pushed away the soup, eating only the salad. Clara noticed that some of the girls managed to trade their soup for salad from the campers who liked the spiciness. Clara looked over at Katy, who shrugged. After lunch, everyone carried their bowls into the kitchen. The girls who had cooked now started cleaning up while the other groups headed outside for a little fun. Katy directed the other counselors to have their girls get into bathing suits and head to the lake. Clara led her group to their cabin and waited outside for them to change. As they trooped out, she realized several girls were in shorts and t-shirts, with no suits in sight. She stepped up to one of the older girls, her gut churning with worry. "Do you guys not have suits?"  
 
    The girls exchanged looks. Then one of them, the older sister she'd noticed earlier, stepped up. "Not all of us swim very often." Clara bit her lip, her heart hurting for these girls. She looked at Maddy, who gave her a sad smile.  
 
    "We have extras in the big house just for this reason. I'll go grab them." Clara nodded and waited with the girls while Maddy disappeared into the big house. She reappeared moments later with enough suits for every girl. She handed a suit to whoever needed one, then they waited while those girls got changed. Once everyone was suited up, they made their way down to the lake, whose water sparkled in the afternoon sun.  
 
    At the lake, Clara noticed a dock set up near the back of the big house, a small boat tied to it. Someone had carted in sand, so the lake had a small beach surrounding it. The sand warmed their feet as they walked across it to the dock. Katy stood on the dock, her feet spread, her hands hanging at her sides. She waited until all groups were present, then pulled out her bullhorn. "Okay, ladies, this afternoon starts our first swimming lesson. Who here can't swim?" She watched as no one moved, the girls all glancing at each other. Katy grinned, winking at Clara. "So, all of you can swim? I can toss you all off the end of this dock and you won't sink to the bottom like a stone?" Again, no response. Clara sensed this was normal, that none of the new girls, whom this was obviously for, wanted to be the first to state that they couldn't swim. Katy scanned the sea of faces and finally pointed at one of the younger girls in the middle of the group. The girls' face flushed a deep red when Katy pointed at her. "You wanna give it a shot? Show us what you got?" The girl squared her shoulders and stepped out onto the dock amongst whispers and giggles. The older girls seemed to know what was happening. Because they'd been here before, Clara figured this was a normal occurrence. Katy walked the girl to the end of the dock, one hand on her shoulder. She pointed to a floating pier several yards out in the lake and told the girl to swim to it. The girl nodded and jumped off the dock without hesitation. Clara ran to the end of the dock, her gut clenched. If the girl drowned, they'd all be in big trouble.  
 
    Several seconds passed as Katy and Clara watched bubbles float to the top. The girl's head broke the surface of the water, her panicked face enough to make Clara almost leap into the water. She looked at Katy, who handed Clara her blow horn and jumped off the dock with the grace of someone who had done this a thousand times before. In seconds she resurfaced, the girl clutched in her arms, sputtering and spitting out water. "So, I take it you can't swim?" The girl didn't respond, her face red. Katy pulled her to shore and laid her out on the beach to catch her breath. Then Katy walked back to the dock and took the horn back from Clara. "Okay, ladies, that was the hard way. Wanna do it the easy way?" Several nods met her words as the older girls pushed the younger girls forward. Katy split them into two groups: the swimmers and the non-swimmers. Clara and Maddy were assigned to the swimmers, along with Denise and Stacy. Both girls wore conservative one-piece bathing suits. Stacy's was bright red while Denise's purple suit sparkled. Clara's green suit brought out the color of her eyes. Maddy's black and white checkered suit looked like a chessboard come to life. All the girls had gotten one-piece suits for camp, knowing that they needed something functional, not sexy. The kids they were working with weren't going to care what they were wearing anyway. 
 
    The four girls stood in the water and watched as the older girls tossed balls to each other or swam out to the floating pier to jump off it and climb back up. The older sister Clara had noticed earlier kept glancing over at the dock, where Katy was teaching the younger girls how to float and keep their heads above water. Clara stepped up next to the girl and followed her gaze. "Has she ever swam before?"  
 
    The girl's head snapped up and she searched Clara's face. "No, we don't really go to pools or anything." 
 
    Clara nodded. "Me neither. I prefer the beach or a nice lake, to be honest." 
 
    The girl snorted. "Don't really go to those, either." Clara could hear the bitterness in the girl's voice. She changed course, judging that the current topic of conversation wasn't going to get her anywhere.  
 
    "I'm Clara, by the way. You are?" 
 
    "Diamond, like the jewel."  
 
    Clara smiled. "Well nice to meet you, Diamond. What's your sister's name?" 
 
    Diamond looked mildly surprised at Clara's comment. "Crystal. But how did you know?" 
 
    "I'm an older sister, too. Only older sisters grip younger sisters' hands like that. It's like a secret code telling other older sisters that they're yours." Clara gave her a wink and got a small smile out of the girl.  
 
    "She was so nervous coming here. I didn't want her to be scared." Diamond sighed. "I tried to teach her to swim this past year, but since I'm not very good at it, I wasn't able to teach her much." Clara glanced at the group of younger girls and noticed that Crystal was floating where the others were struggling.  
 
    "She seems to be floating just fine to me. That's better than the others. I think you gave her a firm foundation to start from and that's pretty important." Clara squeezed Diamond's shoulder before walking over to where Stacy, Maddy, and Denise stood, talking and watching the older girls play.  
 
    Stacy smiled as Clara approached. "So, what was that about?" 
 
    Clara glanced over her shoulder. "Older sister stuff." Stacy and Denise looked confused but Maddy gave Clara a knowing smile.  
 
    "The first couple days are awkward. They were for me when I first came here." 
 
    Clara nodded. "I figured. It's an adjustment. How long have you been coming here?" 
 
    Maddy shrugged. "A while. Savannah and I met here." Stacy and Clara exchanged surprised glances. They could've sworn the two were sisters. Maddy caught the looks and shook her head. "We look alike, don't we? That's what drew us together when we first got here. Everyone just assumed we were related, so we never contradicted them. Neither of us has siblings, so it's nice to pretend every summer. We became counselors once we aged out. This place gave us an escape, a chance to explore the things we really wanted to explore and to just be kids. We wanted to give back." The three other girls nodded, realizing that for some, this camp was pretty amazing.  
 
    Clara looked around at the older girls. An idea was forming. "Let's play some ball." She grinned and ran to shore, where she grabbed a beach ball someone had brought down from the big house. She tossed it to Denise, who caught it. "The goal is to keep the ball in the air for as long as possible. We'll count the hits. If it hits the water, we have to start over."  
 
    Denise tossed the ball to Maddy, who passed it to Stacy. The older girls gathered around and watched as the ball went up and down. Stacy passed it to one of the older girls, who in turn passed it to another. Soon, the ball was moving from girl to girl, the whole group shouting the numbers as the ball went. On hit twenty-three, the ball sailed over Clara's head, barely brushing her fingers as she dove to hit it. She came up out of the water to hear laughter surrounding her. She grabbed the ball and tossed it back into the group blindly, not sure whom she was aiming at.  
 
    The lake time lasted another hour or so. Then, Katy blew a whistle, grabbing everyone's attention. "Okay, ladies, time to head in. The group that's preparing dinner needs to hurry. Pizzas don't bake themselves." The girls dashed to the cabins, squealing and giggling as they went. Clara and her friends followed them and smiled at how happy they all seemed. This was turning out to be a pretty good summer. 
 
    

  

 
  
    
 
    4. CLARA FINDS A MYSTERY 
 
   I n the kitchen, after they'd cleaned up, Clara's group of girls got to work on pizzas. Katy had laid out boxes for homemade pizza, and the girls were pulling veggies out of the fridge to chop up for toppings. Clara and Maddy had offered to help but the girls had pushed them into stools, handing them glasses of water and then setting to work. They chatted about the lake and how fun it had been. Maddy grinned. "Wait until we go polar bearing tomorrow." The older girls squealed, making the younger girls look nervous. 
 
    "What's that?" Crystal scrunched up her small nose and looked at her older sister with worry. 
 
    Diamond patted her head. "Something super fun, I promise. You'll see." She winked at Clara over Crystal's head and went back to applying toppings to the pizza they were working on. Soon, the ovens were full of pizza and the girls were wiping off the counters. Clara set a timer and sat back, listening to the girls talk.  
 
    "Do you think it will happen this year?" The whisper caught Clara's attention amidst all the chatter and Clara turned her head, trying to focus on the words. She wasn't sure where in the group they were coming from.  
 
    Another voice joined the first. "Not sure. Last year it did, but they brushed it under the rug like it was nothing. Claimed she'd gone home early." 
 
    "But she was a counselor. Why would they go home early? I think something bad happened to her, don't you?" 
 
    "So, if one were to leave, who do you think it would be?" 
 
    Silence met the question. Clara strained but couldn't hear anything else. She shook her head and decided to ask Maddy about it tonight when they got ready for bed. She was so distracted by what she'd overheard, she couldn't concentrate the rest of the evening and got beaten quite badly at rummy by several of the younger girls. She'd laughed it off, not really concerned about losing. She was more concerned about missing counselors. Maddy had been here for a while, so she'd definitely know what was going on. 
 
    In their room that evening, as they brushed out their hair and changed into their pajamas, Clara broached the subject. "So, I overheard something today I wanted to ask you about." 
 
    Maddy turned to Clara, her brush pulling through her thick hair. "What did you overhear?" 
 
    "Some of the girls mentioned a missing counselor from last year. What was that about?" 
 
    Maddy sighed. "Oh, that. Yeah, last year one of the counselors disappeared. Katy had us tell all the girls she went home early, but between you and me, we don't know. She'd sprained an ankle one afternoon during a hike and headed back to the big house. When we got back from hiking, she was gone. All her stuff was still here but she wasn't. Katy tried calling her home a couple of times but never got a response. We called the local police and they did a search but nothing turned up. Katy decided she probably got bored and went home and wasn't responding to us because she was embarrassed. She boxed up her stuff and is keeping it in the attic in case the girl comes back." 
 
    Clara nodded, goosebumps rising on her arms. Girls didn't just disappear off the face of the Earth. Clara suspected that there was more to this than some counselor leaving without telling anyone. She smiled at Maddy, though, keeping these thoughts to herself. "Well, that makes sense. Hopefully, nothing happens this year." 
 
    Maddy nodded. "It shouldn't. That girl was different. She came here as a camper like me and Savannah, but she never really seemed happy about coming here. We were surprised when she came back as a counselor." 
 
    Clara grabbed her sleeping bag off the bed and tossed it over her shoulder. "Maybe she really liked it here but didn't know how to say that." 
 
    Maddy shrugged. "Maybe. Who knows?" She grinned. "Good luck tonight." Clara saluted, then headed out the door. She and Maddy were splitting nights in the cabin. Clara had volunteered to sleep in the cabin with the girls first, so she headed there now. The other girls had opted to do the same, one from each room heading to their respective cabins for the night. 
 
    In the cabin, bunk beds were set up so that twelve girls could comfortably sleep. A large bathroom sat across from the entrance to the cabin, with several showers and toilets inside, like a communal bath. Clara found a small single bed next to the bathroom, empty and waiting. She spread out her sleeping bag and rested with her hands behind her head. They were going to have an early morning, so Clara wanted to get some sleep. The girls whispered amongst themselves, the sound lulling Clara into dreamland. 
 
    *** 
 
    The cold water broke over her head, making Clara lose her breath. She rose to the surface, gasping and shivering. The lake was cold in the morning. The ice cubes floating by didn't help. Apparently, Katy had gotten all the girls sleeping in the big house to toss ice cubes into the lake to drop the temperature some more. Not that it needed any help. Clara's teeth chattered as she watched the older girls pull the younger ones into the water. Denise swam up next to Clara, her teeth clattering in sync with Clara's. "How long do we have to do this?" 
 
    Clara glanced at the shore. "I'm done if you are." Denise nodded, trying to smile. She followed Clara out of the water and they stood on the shore, wrapped in towels and watching as the girls splashed and played. Tracy and Hannah walked up, towels wrapped around them, too.  
 
    "Too cold in there for me." Tracy gave herself a shake, sending water flying.  
 
    Hannah nodded her agreement. "Fun for the kids, not for me." 
 
    Clara grinned. "Yeah, we're getting too old for this." The other girls giggled. Clara's face turned serious for a moment. She glanced around, then motioned the girls closer. She figured they could fill in Stacy later. "So, I heard something interesting yesterday. A counselor last year went missing. No one has seen or heard from her since she disappeared. Cops claimed she probably just went back home but Maddy says they've never been able to get a hold of her. Her stuff is still here in the attic." Clara exchanged a knowing glance with Hannah. "I want to get a look at her stuff." 
 
    "And you need our help?" Hannah gave Clara a small smile. 
 
    "A lookout would be nice. Maddy is in the cabin with the girls tonight, so getting out of my room would be easy. I just don't want to get busted." 
 
    Hannah blew out a breath. "I'll do it. I'm not in the cabin tonight either."  
 
    Before Tracy and Denise could comment, Maddy joined their group and threw an arm around Clara. "Cold yet?" Clara nodded, trying to keep her teeth from chattering again. Maddy laughed. "Yeah, we don't normally last long out here in the morning. Time to clean up and get breakfast going." She glanced at Hannah and Tracy, whose group had breakfast duty. They nodded and called to their group of girls as they headed to the big house. The girls ran out of the water, shrieking and calling to each other. Clara smiled to see them so relaxed. Maddy followed her gaze and smiled too. "Every day gets better. By the last day, they smile all the time." Clara nodded and followed Maddy to the big house. Anticipation of what was to come made her skin tingle. She couldn't wait to see what was in that girl's pile of stuff. 
 
    

  

 
  
    
 
    5. A GIRL NAMED GRETCHEN 
 
   T hat night, after the lights were out, Hannah met Clara in the hall outside her door. Clara clutched a flashlight, which she'd snagged from downstairs before heading up to bed. They went to the opposite end of the hall, away from the bedrooms, where the attic stairs could be pulled down. Thankfully, the stairs didn't make any noise as the girls pulled them from the ceiling. Clara turned on the light and climbed the stairs, leaving Hannah at the bottom in case anyone came out of their rooms.  
 
    In the attic, Clara shined her light around. Boxes of all shapes and sizes were stacked throughout the room. Clara realized this was more like a real room than just an attic, with a floor covering the beams, so she wouldn't have to worry about stepping through the ceiling. She moved to the closest box and shined her light on the side. The word "attic" in black marker appeared before her. Guessing she'd need a box with a girl's name on it, and kicking herself for not asking what the name was, she moved from box to box and read the title written on their sides, glancing at them, then moving on. Toward the back of the attic, she found what she was looking for: a solitary box with the name "Gretchen Pike" written on the side. She opened the box and set the flashlight on a box that stood towering over the small one. The flashlight cast illumination down on Clara.                
 
    In the box, she found a purse, a backpack, a green sleeping bag, and toiletries: everything a teenage girl would need at camp. The purse still held Gretchen's cell phone and credit cards, along with her ID. From the ID, Clara gathered that Gretchen was a local girl, freckled and chubby, with buck teeth and thick glasses. Clara set aside the purse. In the backpack, she found spare clothes but nothing else. At the bottom of the box, she found a notebook, green and spiral bound. Flipping it open, she discovered that almost every page had been written on. A journal, if she wasn't mistaken. Grinning, Clara put back everything except the notebook, then grabbed the flashlight and headed back out. Perhaps the journal would give her an idea of what had happened to Gretchen.  
 
    Back downstairs, Hannah smiled when Clara showed her the notebook. "Maybe I'll find something here. I'll let you know," Clara said. Hannah nodded and helped Clara put back the attic stairs, then went to her room and closed her door gently. Clara went to her own room and climbed onto her bed. She opened the notebook to start reading it. It wasn't like she could sleep with it under her pillow, anyway. Clara flipped to the first page and took in the scrawled writing. Gretchen liked loops and swirls, making her writing very artistic. She also liked to draw, as she'd left little doodles in the margins. Her first few pages were full of excitement and happiness, claiming that camp was her favorite place to be and how happy she was to be back. There was mention of Maddy and Savannah, but not much and not very nice. Apparently, the girls didn't get along and Gretchen made it clear they didn't appear to like her. But that didn't seem to bother her, as she was here for the girls, not to make friends with the other counselors. She also mentioned Katy. Her words made Clara think there was some hero worship going on there.  
 
    Toward the middle of the journal, Clara found something interesting. Gretchen had met someone, a boy, and he was sneaking out to the camp at night to meet with her. She never mentioned his name, but his description struck Clara as familiar. She just wasn't sure from where. Gretchen was head over heels for this boy, gushing about how handsome and sweet and charming he was. Then he disappeared. He stopped texting her, stopped taking her calls. Gretchen's journal turned into heartbreak, wondering what she'd done to make him mad at her. Clara's heart hurt for the missing girl. He had to have been the first boy she'd loved and he'd ghosted her.  
 
    Clara set the journal under her pillow and turned off the flashlight, then closed her eyes. She decided that on Saturday, when the girls got their free day, she'd go into town and see what the local cops knew about Gretchen. They had to at least have a file on her she could look through. It couldn't hurt to ask, right? Clara slept, those thoughts weighing heavily on her mind, the mystery boy's face right on the edge of her memory.  
 
    *** 
 
    She woke the next morning with excitement running through her. In her sleep, she'd figured out who the mystery man was. He sounded an awful lot like the cop who had spoken to Tracy at the airport. Just one more reason to go and see the police that weekend. Clara hopped out of bed, unable to sleep any longer. She couldn't wait to tell the other girls what she'd found. She just had to get them alone. 
 
    The opportunity presented itself that evening, during free time. The girls had all decided to watch a movie, so they made popcorn and had settled in the theater, leaving the counselors to their own devices. Katy had gone up to her room, claiming a headache. Savannah and Maddy had gone down to the lake, leaving Clara and her friends alone. They huddled around a table, the journal before them. Clara flipped to the middle and read the description of the man Gretchen had been meeting. "Sound familiar?" She looked at Tracy, who seemed to pale as Clara read off what Gretchen had written. 
 
    "The cop at the airport." Clara nodded and reached out to take Tracy's hand. "You think he may have done something to her?" 
 
    Clara looked at the other girls, then back at Tracy. "I'm not sure. Maybe? I won't know more until I talk to him." 
 
    "Which you plan to do this weekend." Hannah gave Clara a knowing look. "We're going with you." 
 
    Stacy held up a hand. "Wait. Only half of us can go. We have to split the weekend, remember?" The other girls nodded. 
 
    Denise looked around the table. "Has that been decided yet?" 
 
    The girls shook their heads, indicating no one had discussed it with them. Clara closed the journal and pulled it to her. "Well, I figured Maddy and Savannah would want to have their day together. If we can convince Katy to take the day with them, only one of us has to stay behind." Her eyes fell to the tabletop, a wood that someone had painted white many years ago-so many years that the paint was peeling in places. Clara picked at one of the spots, not wanting to ask any of her friends to stay behind and miss out.  
 
    Stacy blew out a breath. "I'll do it." Clara's eyes rose to her face. "It's not a big deal. I'm not really into this stuff anyway." She gave them all a reassuring smile. Hannah started to protest but Stacy raised a hand. "No, it's true. Clara, you and Hannah love this stuff. Your dads raised you that way. Denise seems to be really into it too. And Tracy, well, you might have a connection with this guy, which could come in handy. I'll stay back, distract the other girls. Heck, I'll ask Katy to spend the day with me. That way she won't think to try and go with you guys." 
 
    Clara smiled gratefully at Stacy. "You're the best."  
 
    Stacy shrugged and gave her a huge grin. "So Rodney keeps telling me." That got a chuckle out of everyone.  
 
    "How is my big brother?" Clara asked innocently. She hadn't brought him up much, wanting to give Stacy the chance to do it on her own. Now that the door was open, she was going to hop through. 
 
    Stacy's cheeks reddened, her blush creeping up from her neck. "He's good. Keeps telling me he misses me." 
 
    "Not sure why. You talk every night." Denise winked at Stacy, making her blush more. 
 
    "We haven't been apart this long before. It's hard on him." 
 
    Clara leaned forward, a wicked gleam in her eyes. "You think this will convince him to propose?" 
 
    Stacy shrugged again. "I don't know. I think he wants to. He's just afraid." 
 
    Hannah snorted. "Afraid of commitment, you mean. He knows you'll say yes. We all know you'll say yes. His fear doesn't have anything to do with you." 
 
    Stacy slumped in her seat and clasped her hands in front of her. "We aren't in any rush. I still have to finish college." Stacy had finally decided on a career, choosing to focus on early education and become a teacher. Clara knew that she was good with kids, so it was the perfect job for her.  
 
    Noise from the theater room pulled their attention away from the conversation. "Looks like the movie's over." Hannah sighed, stood, and reached her hands over her head to stretch. The other girls stood too and headed over to the theater room to grab their groups. As they led the girls to their cabins, Clara couldn't help but think that soon she'd be able to ask the cop about Gretchen. She couldn't wait to find out what he had to say. 
 
    *** 
 
    The following afternoon, two days before the girls were to get the day to themselves, Stacy told Clara that Katy had agreed to hang out with her on Saturday. "Now we just have to make sure the other two want to as well." Stacy and Clara stood on the porch and took in the groups as they did outside activities. Savannah was teaching archery to some of the girls, although she was not having much success in getting them to hit anything. Maddy was over with the horses and watched as the girls took turns riding one. She said that she intended to take them on a trail ride next week and Clara offered to tag along. It sounded like so much fun. 
 
    "Think you can do it?" 
 
    Stacy leaned on a post, chewing on her lower lip. "I can give it the old college try. What's the worst that will happen? They'll say no?" 
 
    Clara nodded. "Yeah, then I'll have to take them into town with me and figure out how to get away from them long enough to talk to the cop." Clara didn't think the girls would care that she was asking around about Gretchen but until she got more information, she didn't feel comfortable mentioning what she was doing. 
 
    Stacy patted Clara's arm and stepped off the porch. "I'll convince them, don't worry." By that evening, Stacy had gotten both girls to agree to spend Sunday with her and Katy. She'd given Clara a triumphant grin and a thumbs up, making Clara relax. Now things would go the way she wanted them to go.  
 
    *** 
 
    Saturday morning dawned bright and breezy. Birds chirped outside Clara's window, waking her up with the light. She hopped out of bed and dressed quickly, wanting to get to town as soon as possible. She rushed downstairs to the kitchen, where she found the other three girls frying up breakfast. She leaned over Hannah's shoulder, inhaling the smell of bacon. "Oh, man, that smells delicious." 
 
    Hannah smiled, flipping the pieces. "Almost done. I figured we'd eat breakfast here, then grab lunch in town." Clara nodded. She set her purse on the table and rifled through it. Finally, she pulled out the business card the deputy had given them.  
 
    "Deputy Brayden Bianchi. Hmm, Italian maybe?" She glanced at Tracy and gave her a wink. Tracy's cheeks turned pink as she tried to cover her face. "Oh look, the address to the station is on here too. How nice of him to give us that."  
 
    Hannah set a plate of food in front of her and shook her head. "Eat, so we can leave." Clara gobbled down the food, savoring the eggs as they melted on her tongue and the bacon as it crunched. Once finished, the girls cleaned up the kitchen, then headed out. They took the keys for the van that Katy had informed them the night before they could use to get to town. Hannah drove, with Clara riding shotgun. Tracy and Denise sat in the back, both perched on the seats in anticipation.  
 
    The girls had all gone super casual today, with only Tracy dressing up a bit. She wore a jean skirt and green tank top while the other girls were all in shorts and t-shirts. Tracy had shrugged at Hannah's questioning glance, stating that she wanted to look pretty when she saw the deputy again. Hannah had rolled her eyes but kept quiet, knowing that anything she said wouldn't change Tracy's mind.  
 
    They drove most of the way in silence, too excited and nervous to do much talking. Clara had Gretchen's journal with her, just in case the deputy tried to weasel his way out of talking to them. She didn't think he'd done anything to Gretchen but maybe he knew who did. When Hannah pulled up to the police station, Clara hopped out first, barely waiting for the van to stop. As the others climbed out, Clara walked toward the front of the building, not waiting for them to catch up. The station looked like every other building in town: solid, square, and brick. Glass doors led into a lobby where an officer sat at a desk, typing on the computer in front of him. He glanced up as Clara approached and gave him her biggest smile. "Can I help you?" 
 
    She took in his brown eyes, the laugh lines surrounding them, and his rosy cheeks and decided that he liked to laugh a lot. She pulled out the business card and handed it to him. "This was given to me earlier this week. I was hoping I could speak with the deputy?" He glanced at the card, then back up at her. By then, the other girls had joined her. 
 
    "Friends of yours?"  
 
    Clara glanced behind her and smiled at the girls. "Yes. The deputy?" 
 
    "Let me see if he's busy." The officer picked up the phone on his desk, punched some numbers, and then waited. When the line was picked up, he muttered, "Is Deputy Bianchi there? He's got visitors." He waited, then continued, "A few girls. They have his card." He hung up and looked back up at them. "He'll be out shortly. Have a seat." He indicated the benches behind them, then returned to his computer before they'd stepped away from the desk. The girls all shrugged at each other, then took the seats and waited. Tracy looked nervous, her legs bouncing as she sat. Hannah reached over and placed a hand on the bouncing legs.  
 
    "Calm down." Tracy smiled at her, but Clara could see she was still nervous. Thankfully, the deputy didn't make them wait long. He strode out of a door to the right of the desk, a smile plastered on his face.  
 
    "Ladies. To what do I owe the pleasure?" His eyes stopped on Tracy for longer than the others and Tracy blushed, ducking her head.  
 
    Clara stepped forward and held out her hand. He shook it, his hand firm in her own. She liked a guy with a good handshake. "We just wanted to ask you something. We found a journal at the camp and we think you might be able to shed some light on it." She pulled the journal from her purse, showing it to him. His eyes widened but other than that he did not indicate that he recognized it.  
 
    "Follow me this way." He led them through the door and toward the back of the building. After several turns, he stopped at a door with "Interrogation" stamped on its window. He pushed the door open and turned on the lights. They flickered a couple of times, then stayed on, the buzzing from the fluorescent melting into the background. The deputy stopped at the metal table and leaned against it as the girls shuffled into the room. Hannah and Clara took the lead, with Tracy and Denise standing behind them. "Where did you find that?" 
 
    Clara held the journal in front of her. "In a box in the attic of the big house. We're counselors at Camp Summerville. It's Gretchen's. They boxed up all her stuff after she disappeared." He nodded, like he'd heard this already. "You knew her, didn't you?" 
 
    He rubbed the back of his head and looked at the floor. "I did. I met her when she came into town for her free day." 
 
    Clara flipped open the journal to a page she'd marked. "And then started meeting her secretly? This is you whom she describes in her journal, right?"  
 
    He nodded. "Gretchen was sweet. And so very smart. She knew everything there was to know about anything. And if she didn't know, she'd teach herself about it. She was going places." He sighed. "Then she disappeared." 
 
    "But you broke it off first, didn't you? She says that you said you couldn't see her anymore." Clara paused and gave him a minute to follow her thinking. "Would she have hurt herself because of that?" 
 
    He snorted. "Gretchen, kill herself? Because of me? No way. She had plans. She wasn't going to let one summer romance get in her way. That's why I broke up with her. She wasn't going to come back here and I couldn't follow her. My life and job were here and I couldn't ask her to stay." 
 
    Clara frowned. "Why didn't you tell her that? Why ghost her?" 
 
    The deputy looked confused. "I didn't ghost her. I left her a note with one of the other counselors. She called me a few times after that, but I didn't answer, not wanting to drag it out and hurt her more." 
 
    Hannah placed a hand on her hip, tilting her head. "Then what happened to her?" 
 
    He ran a hand through his dark hair and blew out a breath. "I don't know. I searched and searched for her, but she was never found. The lady who ran that camp tried to say that she just went home, that she had a rough time fitting in and that she didn't want to talk to anyone from here, but I called her a million times and she never picked up. I finally found a number for her mom and called her. Said she hadn't seen Gretchen since she left for the camp and she didn't know when she'd be back, if ever." He shrugged. "Her mom was a druggie so it's not like she noticed when Gretchen was around anyway." 
 
    "She left her stuff behind too. Why would she leave without her things?" Clara held up the journal to make her point. 
 
    "That was exactly my argument. But everyone seemed to want to believe that she'd gone home or made a new home somewhere else. I've called every Gretchen I can find online. None of them are her." His eyes met Clara's, sadness pouring out of them. "I think she's dead. I don't know how or why, but that's my theory. I just wish I could find her body so I could bury her and give her peace." 
 
    Clara nodded. "I have to agree with you. Everything points to that." She handed him the journal. "You can keep this. I made a copy for myself already." He accepted the journal and gave her a grateful look. Clara glanced back at her friends. "Well, time to go enjoy our free day. Thank you, Deputy." She turned to go but his voice stopped her.  
 
    "Maybe I could join you ladies for lunch? Show you the best burger place in town?" 
 
    Her friends nodded, making Clara smile. "Lunch it is. Where should we meet you?" Once they'd worked out the logistics, the girls headed to the nearby mall to kill some time. Tracy seemed subdued while they walked around, so Clara dropped back, letting Hannah and Denise take the lead. She bumped Tracy's shoulder with her own and gave her a smile. "What's on your mind?" 
 
    Tracy looked at Clara, then back at the floor. "What if he still has feelings for her? Then he wouldn't be interested in me." 
 
    Clara wrapped an arm around Tracy's shoulders. "I mean, he'll probably always have feelings for her. But she's gone and you're not. I'm sure he'll realize that." Clara thought a moment, then continued. "But you heard him. His life and job are here. Do you really want to date someone you know won't move anywhere else? I mean, if this works out, you'd have to move here." Clara tried to laugh like it was a joke, but it was something she was genuinely concerned about. 
 
    Tracy shrugged. "I don't know. He hasn't even asked me out yet. Maybe he won't."  
 
    Clara squeezed Tracy's shoulder. "He'd be stupid not to."  
 
    By the time lunch rolled around, the girls were starving. Walking a mall will do that to a person. Deputy Bianchi was sitting at a booth in the burger joint when the girls walked in. He had a plate of fried pickles ready for them. They dived in, thanking him as the tangy flavors assaulted their tongues. "I figured you'd all be hungry by now." Tracy sat across from him, with Clara and Denise next to her. Hannah sat next to the deputy, keeping a good two feet between them. Hannah wasn't going to risk Tracy thinking she was interested in the deputy.  
 
    A waitress with badly dyed blonde hair approached their table and asked for their order. She gave the deputy a big smile, which he returned, then turned to glare at the girls. The deputy gave them his burger recommendations, then sat back as they ordered. Once the waitress had walked away and given them one last glare before she went, he leaned forward and clasped his hands in front of him. "So, how is the camp this year? Katy still in charge?" 
 
    The girls nodded. "She seems to be pretty good at it." Clara popped another pickle into her mouth, chewing slowly. 
 
    He smiled. "She's had a lot of practice. Her mom got out of there as soon as Katy was old enough to manage it. Not really her thing, I think, but she did it because Katy's grandmother had." 
 
    "But she came back after Gretchen disappeared?" Hannah took a swig of water, her eyes on the deputy. 
 
    "Yep. I think Katy had called her in. Definitely not a normal situation." His eyes moved to Tracy, who turned pink under his steady gaze. "What's your favorite shake?" 
 
    "What?" Tracy's voice came out in a squeak. Clara grimaced on her behalf. 
 
    "Your favorite shake? I want to know what it is so when I take you out, I can order it for you." 
 
    Hannah snickered behind her hand while Denise tried not to fall out of the booth with laughter. Clara pressed her hand on Tracy's leg, hoping to give her the confidence she needed to answer. "I like cookies and cream." Tracy ducked her head, her red hair falling in front of her face.  
 
    He grinned. "Me too. So, say tonight you and I get a shake together before you head back to camp?" He looked around the table. "If that's alright with you ladies?" 
 
    All three girls nodded. "Totally fine with us." Hannah gave Tracy a grin and a wink.  
 
    The deputy looked at Tracy. "So, you want to have a shake with me?" 
 
    Tracy nodded, her cheeks flaming. He gave her a smile, which widened when the waitress dropped off their food. She leaned over Hannah, trying to give the deputy a look at her cleavage, but his eyes were on Tracy's face and the food. The girls dove into the burgers, practically moaning as the juices ran down their chins. 
 
    "Holy crap, these things are good." Denise took another bite and closed her eyes as she chewed. Clara nodded her agreement, licking some of the juice off her hand. The deputy bit into his own burger and watched as Tracy ate hers.  
 
    "Best burgers in town. No one makes them like Dave does." He pointed to the window near the back, where the girls could just make out a guy in a white coat standing in front of a grill.  
 
    After lunch, they bid the deputy goodbye, promising to drop off Tracy at the shake place that evening. He said he would bring her back to the camp and they parted ways. The girls giggled and talked about him for the rest of the afternoon. Tracy kept asking if her outfit was okay and the other girls kept reassuring her that it was. Clara joined in, but at the back of her mind, she couldn't help but wonder why Katy's mom had brushed off the disappearance so easily. Something about her excuses felt off. Clara decided she'd talk to Katy about it next, when she could get her alone.  
 
    Hannah bumped her and pulled her back to the conversation. "Hey, where were you?" 
 
    Clara bit her lip and watched as Denise and Tracy talked about topics she should bring up with the deputy. "Just wondering why Katy's mom brushed away Gretchen's disappearance. It seems odd that she'd insist the girl had gone home when she hadn't." 
 
    Hannah shrugged. "Avoiding bad press? This camp is supposed to be good for these kids. If people go missing, the sponsors will stop supporting them and the money dries up." 
 
    Clara blew out a breath. "True. It just irritates me." She smiled. "I'm gonna ask Katy about it tomorrow night. Wanna help?" Hannah nodded, linking arms with Clara. Between the two of them, they'd get answers for sure.  
 
    

  

 
  
    
 
    6. DIGGING FOR INFORMATION 
 
    T he girls got back to camp late that night, Tracy even later than the rest of them. They waited up for her, wanting to hear all about her shake date. She couldn't stop gushing about how sweet the deputy was, how he'd held open doors for her and pulled out chairs. He'd even given her a kiss goodnight, which made her blush every time she mentioned it. Denise finally had to usher her up to bed. She shook her head over Tracy's shoulder as she walked her up the stairs. Hannah and Clara giggled at Tracy's excitement. It was so cute to see.  
 
    Hannah looked at Clara over a steaming mug of hot chocolate and took in her ratty pajama pants and oversized shirt. "So, you think something bad really did happen to Gretchen?" 
 
    Clara nodded. "It's just a gut feeling right now, but this whole disappearance thing isn't adding up. I'm going to talk to Katy tomorrow night when she gets back. If she was in charge here, why did her mother have to come out to lay down a cover story? It just doesn't make sense." 
 
    "Maybe her mom didn't think she could handle something like that. Didn't want bad press for the camp." Hannah and Clara sat on couches in the game room, Hannah's long legs tucked up under her, her pajama shorts showing off her tan.  
 
    "So, she's confident enough in her abilities to leave Katy here alone the rest of the time? No way. I don't buy it." Clara stood and stretched, her mug of hot chocolate forgotten. "I'm beat. You?" Hannah nodded and followed her up the stairs.  
 
    At Hannah's door, she turned to Clara, a curious look on her face. "Is this how it was with Betty? A gut feeling you couldn't let go of?" 
 
    Clara nodded and reached out to touch Hannah's shoulder. "Yeah, it was. It was like she was begging me to find her killer." Both frowned at that. Betty's killer had ended up being Anthony's younger brother Andrew, who'd been dating Clara's sister Jasmine at the time.  
 
    "Well, hopefully, we can put Gretchen to rest too." Hannah slipped into her room, leaving Clara to go to her room alone. Maddy was down in the cabin with the girls, so Clara climbed up into bed. Anticipation of her conversation with Katy the following day made sleep almost impossible. Instead, she tossed and turned all night, wondering what Katy would say. 
 
    *** 
 
    Katy, Savannah, Maddy, and Stacy headed into town the next day. Clara had considered asking Stacy to talk to Katy about Gretchen but decided she wanted to hear the answers for herself. So, instead, she waited, playing games with the girls and watching three movies, one right after the other. She popped so much popcorn, she heard the microwave beep even when it was turned off. Right before dinner, she tried to convince the girls to go outside and get some fresh air-a suggestion that caused them to groan. When she suggested they brush down the horses, the groans changed into cheers. Clara followed them to the barn with a smile.  
 
    The van pulled back in a couple of hours after the girls had gone to bed. Clara sat in the cabin and watched as the four girls climbed out, chattering about their day. Stacy looked comfortable with them, which warmed Clara's heart. That girl could get along with anyone. Clara slipped out of the cabin and closed the door softly behind her. She approached the four girls, a smile on her face. "Hey, ladies, how was your day?" They all started chattering at once, talking about the food and the mall and the things they bought. Clara let them go on for a minute, waiting to speak until they calmed down. "Sounds like a lot of fun. Katy, can we talk a minute?" Katy raised an eyebrow but nodded, waving the other girls to bed. She followed Clara around the back of the cabin and set down her bags to lean against the wall. Clara realized she'd forgotten to grab Hannah, but didn't want to worry Katy by making her wait while she grabbed her friend.               
 
    "What's up?" 
 
    Clara tried to discern Katy's expression but couldn't see her face very well in the dark, so she gave up. "I wanted to ask about Gretchen." She saw Katy stiffen and continued before Katy could stop her. "I found her stuff in the attic. She had a journal. I haven't read the whole thing yet but I wanted to get your opinion on what happened. Yesterday, I spoke to the deputy whom she'd been seeing. He hasn't been able to get in contact with her and he says her mom told him Gretchen never came home. I just want to know what happened to her." 
 
    Katy sighed and looked out at the lake behind the cabins. The half-moon hovered over it, making the water sparkle. "I always knew this would come back to haunt me." 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    Katy turned to Clara, her hands clenched at her sides. "Gretchen was troubled. Her mom is a mess and camp was the only constant in her life. Once the deputy broke up with her, she became a mess too. I tried to talk to her about it, but she clammed up every time I broached the subject. Then one day, she was just gone." Katy pointed out to the woods behind the lake. "I suspect she walked into those woods to die. There are bears there, although normally they're more afraid of us than we are of them. But if she went in there and got lost, she could have starved and we'd never find her." 
 
    Clara nodded, understanding what Katy meant. "And your mother came out here to cover for it?" 
 
    Katy chuckled. "Mom is eccentric, to say the least. And lazy. She lives off any extra proceeds for the camp. So, any money that doesn't get used on the camp, she uses." 
 
    "Isn't that embezzling or something?" 
 
    "Not when you list it as a wage. That's what she pays herself. My cut is significantly less, mind you." Katy shrugged. "Not a big deal. I don't need much. And I don't do it for the money. But Mom was worried that bad press would hurt the money influx, so she showed up here, created some lame cover story about Gretchen going home, and then left. I don't think anyone believed that story to begin with, but without a body, there was nothing anyone could do." 
 
    "Wow. I'm sorry."  
 
    Katy sighed. "Thanks. You're the first to say that. Gretchen was nice. I really enjoyed having her here. But her disappearance scared away several of my regular counselors. Savannah and Maddy are the only two who came back this year. Thank goodness you girls showed up." Katy gave her a grateful smile, then attempted to stifle a yawn behind her hand.  
 
    Clara patted her shoulder. "Bedtime. See you in the morning." Both girls headed to bed. Clara considered what Katy had told her. Suicide didn't strike her as something Gretchen would do, not based on the journal she'd been reading and the deputy's words. Gretchen had plans, a life she wanted to live. There was no way one break-up would make her walk into the woods. Clara decided she'd get to the bottom of this, even if it took the whole time she was at the camp.  
 
    

  

 
  
    
 
    7. RUNAWAYS 
 
   T he girls sat around the following night, during free time, discussing what they knew. Clara filled them in on her conversation with Katy. "It just seems so odd to me. I've been reading Gretchen's journal and she doesn't strike me as the suicidal type." 
 
    "Maybe she got involved in the wrong crowd after the breakup." Stacy filed her nails, only half-listening to the conversation. 
 
    Clara gestured around them. "Here? At camp?" 
 
    "Or in the town." Stacy blew on her nails, still not looking up. "Maybe someone preyed on her emotions."  
 
    Hannah looked over at where Savannah and Maddy were playing cards, talking amongst themselves. "Maybe they know something. They were here last summer. Maybe they saw something?"  
 
    Clara nodded, agreeing that was a possibility. Leaving the others at the table, Hannah and Clara made their way across the room to Savannah and Maddy. They pulled up chairs next to theirs.  
 
    "Who's winning?" Clara looked between the girls and gave them her best smile. She hadn't had much time to talk to Maddy since the first day, given that they never slept in the same room at the same time.  
 
    Savannah grinned. "I am." 
 
    Maddy rolled her eyes. "You only think that, Vannah. I'm gonna knock your socks off."  
 
    Savannah chuckled. She picked up a card that Maddy had discarded and used it to lay down three 8's. Maddy grunted and watched as Savannah discarded.  
 
    Deciding to just ask the question, Clara plunged in. "Do you guys remember Gretchen?" 
 
    Two pairs of matching eyes fell on Clara. She didn't squirm under the stares. She was used to getting funny looks when she asked questions like this. Maddy spoke first. "I already told you we knew Gretchen. We grew up with her. She was here every summer like we were." 
 
    Savannah nodded. "Nice girl. Kind of nerdy, but super smart. Loved working with the kids. And she was really good with them too." 
 
    "I think she wanted to be a teacher, didn't she?" Savannah nodded at Maddy's question. "She had a boyfriend last summer too. Cute deputy in town."  
 
    Hannah and Clara exchanged a look. "So, she told you about him?" Hannah tried to keep her tone casual. 
 
    Savannah snorted. "Told us about him? She gushed about him every chance she got. She couldn't get enough of him." 
 
    "So, what happened?" Clara leaned forward and watched both girls closely. Maybe Gretchen had told them something she hadn't written in her journal. 
 
    Maddy shrugged. "He did the responsible thing. He broke up with her. They didn't have a future together. She was going to go back home and he was never going to leave this town. She knew he was only doing what had to be done, but it crushed her." 
 
    "How badly?" Hannah gripped the table, her knuckles turning white.  
 
    "She cried for a couple of days, then straightened her shoulders and said she'd be fine. She disappeared that afternoon." Maddy's sadness leaked into her voice. Clara raised an eyebrow at her, surprised at her tone. The other day, she'd acted like she and Gretchen were barely speaking. 
 
    "Any idea where she went?" Both girls had dropped their eyes, so Clara couldn't gauge their feelings.  
 
    "Katy thinks she went into the woods. Katy's mom claimed she went home. We know she didn't go home, as she didn't take anything with her. Maybe she ran off with someone new. Who knows?" Savannah laid down again, discarding her last card. She gave Maddy a triumphant grin.  
 
    Maddy groaned and tossed her cards on the table. "Not like she was coming back after last summer anyway." A look crossed her face, one that bore sadness and anger at the same time. It disappeared as quickly as it came.  
 
    "Not coming back?" Clara looked at Hannah, who shrugged. 
 
    "Gretchen was going to college. She got a scholarship and was going to get her teaching degree. She said college would have her so busy that she wouldn't be able to come back to camp. She was going to have to work part-time to support herself. Counselors don't get paid, so she couldn't work here." Savannah glanced at Maddy, then at Clara. "It wasn't a big deal, we totally understood. We can't keep coming here every summer. We have to grow up sometime."  
 
    Maddy bit her lip and looked at the table. "She could've still come. Katy would've paid her." 
 
    Savannah sighed. "Maddy, we've been over this. What Katy offered to make her a full staffer wasn't enough. She needed a real job."  
 
    Maddy pushed away from the table and wiped at her eyes. "I'm going to bed." She stomped off, leaving the three girls to watch her go.  
 
    Savannah leaned back in the chair and shook her head. "She doesn't take change well. She wants everything to stay the same forever, not realizing that life doesn't work that way." She frowned and leaned forward. "This is my last summer. I haven't told her yet. She didn't take Gretchen's news very well last year. Spent weeks trying to convince Gretchen that she could come back. When Gretchen disappeared, she blamed herself, thought that she'd driven Gretchen away." 
 
    Clara scratched the back of her head. "I talked to Maddy about Gretchen a couple of nights ago. She acted like she barely hung out with her." Clara glanced toward where Maddy had disappeared. "You don't think Gretchen left on her own, do you?" 
 
    Savannah shook her head. "No way. Gretchen wasn't one to just up and leave. The girl was a planner. Everything had to be just so before she did it." Savannah's eyes focused on the stairs, where Maddy had disappeared. "I have to move on. I have a life to live. I haven't told Maddy yet because I know she'll spend every waking moment convincing me otherwise. I figured I'd wait until the last day and then tell her. That way it's quick." 
 
    "You don't see each other outside of camp?" Hannah sounded confused.  
 
    Savannah shook her head. "We live in different cities. Traveling to each other is difficult, especially when you don't have the money to do it. Camp is the one place we see each other every year. I know it will hurt her, but I feel it's time to move on for me, ya know?" She stood and stretched. As she gathered up the cards, she glanced between Hannah and Clara. "If you figure out what happened to Gretchen, could you let me know? I still worry about her and I know it would put Maddy's mind at ease." Both girls nodded and watched as Savannah walked away.  
 
    They headed back to the group and settled into their seats. Tracy leaned forward, curiosity written all over her face. "So?"  
 
    Clara sighed. "Well, they all have been coming to camp together for years. Last year was going to be Gretchen's last. She was starting college and needed a job that would help pay the bills. Maddy wasn't happy about it but Savannah says Maddy doesn't handle change well."  
 
    "They knew about the deputy," Hannah added. Tracy's eyes widened. "Gretchen gushed about him. Then cried over him. But Savannah said in the end that Gretchen had accepted his reasoning and moved past it. Or at least tried to move past it." 
 
    "Not that she really got the chance. She disappeared that same day." Clara drummed her fingers on the table. "How does one girl just go missing? And no one seems overly concerned about it?" The drumming got louder. "And Maddy's attitude is so off. She told me she barely knew Gretchen. Now Savannah is telling me they were all the best of friends. Why would she act like that?" 
 
    "Runaways." Five heads turned as one. Diamond stood behind them, her hands behind her back. They hadn't heard her approach. "A lot of these girls are runaways. Or were. They've run away from home, foster care, you name it. Gretchen was one of them. She ran away from every foster home she'd ever been in, always going back to her mom." 
 
    Clara tilted her head and took in Diamond's taut face. "You knew Gretchen?" Diamond nodded. Clara jumped up, grabbed her a chair, and set it at the table. "How did you know her?" 
 
    Diamond sat and rested her hands on the table. "Gretchen was my counselor last year. She was super sweet and very attentive. She always listened to us. She liked to share her stories to show us that she was like us. And that we could rise above what life had given us. She was going to go to college. She'd been dating that deputy. She told us we could do anything we wanted and we all believed her." Diamond took a deep breath. "But Gretchen was a runaway. She admitted that herself. Said that when things got rough in her foster homes or when she missed her mother, she ran home. Sometimes her mom was there, sometimes she wasn't, but it didn't matter because Gretchen always knew her mom would come home eventually."  
 
    "So, you were here when she disappeared?" Denise took up the questioning, leaning around Clara. 
 
    Diamond nodded. "We were hiking around the lake and Gretchen twisted her ankle. Savannah and Katy sent her back to the camp to wrap it and prop it up. When we got back from the hike, she was gone." 
 
    "Where were the other counselors?" Denise smiled at Diamond, hoping to put her at ease. 
 
    "Maddy and the other girls were dinner-prepping, as Katy and Savannah had taken us all hiking. Sometimes the counselors cook the meals by themselves." Diamond stood and glanced around the room. "It's getting late. I should head to bed." The girls nodded at her, wishing her goodnight. 
 
    They sat back, all rubbing their faces. "So, she was injured. An injured girl just wandered off into the woods for no good reason?" The doubt in Denise's voice mirrored everyone's feelings. 
 
    "Yeah, I'm not buying it. Something happened here. I'm going to find out what." Clara glanced around the table. "You girls mind helping me?" Grins and nods greeted her. Of course, they'd help her. Clara's heart warmed at what great friends she had. Together, they'd get to the bottom of what had happened to Gretchen. 
 
    

  

 
  
    
 
    8. THE CLEARING 
 
   T he next several days were spent on swim lessons, horseback riding, and hiking. Clara took on the hiking, wanting to get a look at the woods. Savannah offered to join her, as she didn't really know where she was going. Clara accepted, thankful to not have to hike out there by herself with a group of girls. Savannah led the way, with Clara bringing up the rear. This way, Clara could watch the girls and have a look around with no one the wiser.  
 
    Things in Clara's room were awkward. Maddy was barely talking to her. When Clara tried to ask what was wrong, Maddy just shrugged and left the room before Clara could ask any more questions. Clara was unsure whether it was the Gretchen topic that bothered Maddy or something else. Clara tried to find something in the journal but all mentions of Maddy and Savannah were positive, although Gretchen did write that Maddy's constant nagging about coming back to camp the following year was getting tiresome.  
 
    Clara pulled out her own journal and finally wrote an entry. Writing used to come easy to her, like second nature. But after being attacked in her apartment the previous fall, writing had been a struggle. So much of her life had been violated, she just couldn't put it down on paper. Still, her therapist had suggested it as a way to work through her feelings. So, she wrote, not really knowing what she wanted to say. "First week of camp down. There seems to be a mystery here for me to solve. Not sure if that's a good thing or not but now that I've started it, I can't stop. Gretchen deserves justice. The girls are helping, which is nice. And Tracy is seeing the deputy, which may prove useful. I'll follow this to the end." She closed the journal and placed it under her pillow along with the copy of Gretchen's journal she'd made and kept. Clara considered glancing through it again, but wasn't sure what else she could glean from its pages. What she really wanted to do was check out the woods. Maybe there would be clues as to where Gretchen had ended up. By now, if she'd died in the woods, animals had probably scavenged the body, but maybe there was something they could bury. Clara drummed her fingers on her thigh, trying to think of a good reason to go to the woods. She couldn't take the girls, as that would be too dangerous. She'd have to venture there by herself. Sighing, she climbed out of bed. She needed coffee to help her come up with ideas.  
 
    At the bottom of the stairs, voices stopped her in her tracks. They were muffled, but she could make out what was being said. "You can't just never come back." The voice sounded full of pain. 
 
    "Look, I get it. Camp has been important to both of us. But Gretchen was right. Eventually, we have to move on." Clara figured that must be Savannah, which would mean the upset voice was Maddy's. Clara leaned against the wall, not wanting to eavesdrop but also not wanting to interrupt their conversation. 
 
    "Yeah, she wanted to leave and look what happened to her."  
 
    Savannah scoffed. "Come on, Maddy. Gretchen probably ran off with some guy and is living it up somewhere far from here. Camp has served its purpose. It's time to move on." 
 
    "But we'll never see each other." Maddy sniffed like she was crying. 
 
    "We'll see each other. I'll make sure of it." Clara heard footsteps, then a door open and close. Sniffles told her that Maddy had stayed while Savannah had left. She popped around the corner, not wanting to be caught listening to the two of them. Maddy glanced up at her, red-eyed.  
 
    "Hey, are you okay?" 
 
    Maddy shook her head and looked over at the door through which Savannah had left. "I feel like I'm losing my best friend. After losing Gretchen, I don't know if I can handle that." 
 
    Clara placed a hand on Maddy's shoulder. "You won't lose her. My friends and I don't live near each other but we all make a point to keep in touch. You and Savannah can do that too." Clara wanted to ask about Gretchen, about why Maddy had pretended that they weren't friends, but seeing how distressed Maddy was, she decided against it. 
 
    Maddy just nodded and looked sad. She left the room and headed up the stairs. Clara watched her leave, feeling sorry for her. Change was hard for anyone. Clara worried that Maddy wouldn't handle it well.  
 
    A scuffing behind her made Clara turn to find Katy standing in the other doorway and leaning against the frame. "She had the same argument last year with Gretchen." 
 
    "It didn't work on Gretchen. Why does she think it'll work on Savannah?" 
 
    Katy sighed. "She's trying to guilt Savannah into coming back. By the end of next week, she'll be throwing Gretchen in her face, claiming that Savannah doesn't care about her. By the time camp is over, she'll be resigned to Savannah not coming back. That's how she reacted toward Gretchen." 
 
    "So, when did Gretchen disappear?" 
 
    Katy looked up at the ceiling, trying to think of the date. "Near the end of camp. Not the last week, but maybe the week before that?" 
 
    Clara took a deep breath. She knew that if she wanted to check out the woods, now would be a good time to ask. "I was thinking of going through the woods, seeing if I can find any trace of Gretchen. What do you think?" 
 
    Katy looked out the window. "I say go first thing in the morning when there's plenty of light. And take provisions with you in case you get lost."  
 
    Clara rubbed her hands together. "I can go Saturday morning."  
 
    Katy smiled. "On your free day? Really? 
 
    Clara shrugged. "I won't be able to relax until I figure this out." She patted Katy's shoulder and headed out to the cabin for the night. Maddy didn't look like she'd be up for staying with the girls and Clara didn't mind leaving her alone to get herself together. Maybe a really good cry would make her feel better.  
 
    *** 
 
    By Saturday, Clara had convinced the girls to go with her into the woods. Tracy looked a little put-out and said that she'd wanted to hang out with the deputy but if they really wanted her along, she'd go with them. Clara felt bad but until she knew what had happened to Gretchen, she didn't want Tracy getting too close to the deputy. Hannah seemed to feel the same way, as she promised to take Tracy into town that night to meet him for dinner once they were done in the woods. Tracy accepted the offer of company, not seeming to think it was strange that her friend wanted to come with her. Then she grabbed her backpack, demanding that they leave immediately.  
 
    Katy saw them out and pointed toward the left side of the lake. "I took the hikers up that way the day Gretchen disappeared. She twisted her ankle about halfway up, so it shouldn't take you long to reach where she may have gone into the woods." Clara thanked Katy for her help and headed out. The girls followed her in a single file. Hannah brought up the rear, her head swiveling as she looked for anything out of place.  
 
    They walked next to the lake. Ducks splashed nearby. The ground squished beneath their hiking boots, making Clara grateful she'd suggested that they wear them. A slight breeze blew across the lake, bringing with it the sounds of the campers playing in the water. The girls didn't talk at first, focusing on their mission. Again, Stacy had stayed behind, offering to take her day with Katy, Maddy, and Savannah. She said that there was a store in town that Maddy wanted to take her to and she seemed to be looking forward to it. Clara was happy that Stacy was fitting in so well with the other girls.  
 
    Halfway up the trail, Clara halted and looked at the lake, then over at the woods. The trees were tucked in close together, not giving much room to move between. The underbrush was overgrown, most of it over knee-high. Clara took a swig of water before starting toward the woods, holding in front of her a stick she'd found. Who knew what they were going to discover in there? 
 
    Pushing through the brush bordering the woods, the girls headed inward and looked for any signs that someone else had been there. The crunching of their feet made any other sound almost impossible to hear. Tracy sneezed a couple of times and pulled out a tissue to wipe her nose. She glanced at Clara apologetically. "Allergies."  
 
    Hannah called to Clara, making the group stop. "We aren't going to find anything wandering around. We need to find an area that people might actually go to." 
 
    Clara nodded, wincing. "Sorry. I was just so happy that getting into the woods had been easier than I thought." 
 
    Hannah grinned. "What? You thought Katy would try to stop you?" 
 
    The girls exchanged glances. "Why would you think that?" Denise leaned forward, her eyes on Clara.  
 
    "Well, Maddy and Savannah made it seem like the woods were dangerous. I thought they may have been off-limits, but Katy never mentioned that."  
 
    Tracy looked around them, then flinched when a bird took flight nearby. "Maybe we should spread out, look around for signs of other people?" The others nodded in agreement. Each turned to face away from the group. As one, they started walking away, making sure to stay within calling distance of each other. Clara scanned the ground in front of her and looked for trampled grass or leaves. She knew they were probably wasting their time. With it having been a year since Gretchen's disappearance, the likelihood that any signs of her remained was pretty slim. Then Denise's voice rang out, pulling Clara's attention off the ground.  
 
    "I found something." She stood away from the tree line, the farthest from the lake. The other girls converged on her and glanced around. Denise pointed to the ground, at a log. Stuck to its side was a piece of cloth, the bright blue standing out against the green and brown. Clara bent down and pulled her makeup kit from her pack. She pulled out a pair of tweezers and used them to free the cloth.  
 
    She held it up for the other girls to see. "Definitely not natural to this environment. So, maybe she rested on the log, then headed that way?" Clara pointed farther into the woods and looked to the other girls for confirmation.  
 
    As they nodded, Clara stuck the cloth into a plastic bag, which she then placed in her pack. Once it was safely back on her back, she stepped forward, the girls with her. They fanned out, scanning the ground for any other signs that someone had been there. Clara saw brighter light ahead and aimed for that, thinking Gretchen may have done the same. When she broke through the trees, the sight that met her eyes made her gasp. The girls tumbled out after her, their gasps adding to her own.  
 
    Before them sat a clearing where the grass had been thoroughly trampled. A stone had been pulled to the middle of the clearing, and bowls had been placed on it. A wooden pentagram hung from the nearest tree. Clara walked past it, glancing up as she did. The pentagram swung with the slight breeze, making Clara shiver. "What is this place?" Hannah wrinkled her nose as she sniffed at the bowls. 
 
    "It looks like an altar, but to what?" Denise circled the stone and pulled out her phone to take pictures.  
 
    Tracy pointed at the pentagram. "And what does that mean?"  
 
    Clara pulled out her phone to do a quick search. "Pentagrams are a sign of protection in Wicca. So, maybe whoever put it up wanted to protect their clearing." 
 
    "Protect it from what?" Tracy stood near the stone and clutched her bag as she watched the others walk around.  
 
    Hannah shrugged. "Who knows? From discovery or someone who wanted to do them harm?" 
 
    "The real question is, who put it here?" Clara glanced at the bowls and noticed that they were empty. "It's close to the camp, so it was probably someone from there. But who could it be?" 
 
    Hannah sighed. "Anyone. We're going to have to ask everyone." 
 
    Clara shook her head. "And tip our hand that we found it? No way. We'll just have to watch everyone super close and see if they give themselves away." 
 
    "Have any of them struck you as Wiccan so far?" By Denise's tone, Clara could tell that she meant that as a rhetorical question. Denise nodded. "Exactly. We're going to have to start asking questions. Someone is obviously keeping this a secret."  
 
    Clara tossed up her hands in surrender. "Fine. We'll ask. But how do we start?" 
 
    Denise grinned. "That's easy. It's religion, right? Start talking about your own religion and everyone has to comment on their own. We'll find our Wiccan in no time."  
 
    The girls moved away from the clearing and settled nearby to eat their packed lunch of sandwiches. As they munched, they discussed what little they knew about Wicca. "Guess we should read up on it, shouldn't we?" Clara's suggestion was met with nods, which made her smile. Her friends seemed to be down for anything to help her solve this mystery.  
 
    As they finished, Tracy looked back at the stone. "You don't think they sacrificed Gretchen there, do you?"  
 
    Clara frowned, her forehead wrinkling. "I hadn't thought of that."  
 
    Tracy blushed. "Sorry. It just occurred to me that the stone would be the perfect place to do that." 
 
    Hannah hugged herself. "Okay, now I'm creeped out. Let's go." The others nodded and followed her out of the woods, Clara bringing up the rear. As they walked away, she looked back, sadness tugging at her heart. If Gretchen had died there, it had to have been a scary and painful death. Clara clenched her hands, determined now more than ever to find out what had happened. 
 
    

  

 
  
    
 
    9. FINDING THE BODY 
 
    T hat evening, after Hannah had left with Tracy to take her to her date, Clara sat across the table from Katy, playing cards while the girls huddled in groups around them, chatting and writing letters home. Denise had opted to go into town with Hannah and Tracy, as Hannah had offered to take her to a movie once she'd dropped off Tracy. Stacy had guilted Hannah into letting Tracy have a little alone time with the deputy. Clara had opted to remain behind, as she wanted to ask Katy what she knew about the clearing. She figured asking over a game of cards would be harmless enough.  
 
    Katy sighed as she looked at the hand she held. "You're a terrible dealer."  
 
    Clara grinned behind her cards, scanning the ones in her hand. "Sorry. My mom claims that too." 
 
    Katy's eyes met Clara's. "So, what did you find in the woods?" At Clara's surprised look, Katy nodded. "Your friends all headed into town, but you stayed behind. You had to have found something. Otherwise, you wouldn't be here." 
 
    Clara chuckled. "You'd make a great detective." 
 
    Katy shrugged and glanced around the room. "You spend a lot of time with girls who try to hide things, you learn what clues to look for. So, what did you find?" 
 
    From her pocket, Clara pulled the plastic baggy containing the scrap of fabric she and the girls had found. "Does that look like something Gretchen would've worn?" 
 
    Katy picked it up and held it to the light. "Maybe? I didn't pay much attention to their clothes. Where did you find it?" 
 
    "In the woods, farther in than I had thought she would've gone. It led us to a clearing. There were some disturbing things there." 
 
    "Disturbing how?" 
 
    "Wicca? There was a pentagram, and a stone that seemed to be acting as an altar of some sort. Anyone here practice?" 
 
    Katy's eyes drifted around the room, then back to Clara. There was something there but Clara couldn't decipher it. "Wicca, you say? My mom dabbled in that for a bit, back in her younger years. Maybe it was left over from then?" 
 
    "Your mom dabbled? Dabbled how?" 
 
    Katy shrugged and glanced at the cards in her hand. "Not really sure. She wore beads and claimed to be able to do things others couldn't. Had a tarot deck that she loved to pull out for guests. Once the fun of it wore off, she stashed the deck in a drawer, got rid of the beads, and started meditating. She goes through phases. It's sad to watch sometimes."  
 
    Clara rested a hand on Katy's, sadness filling her. Katy's life hadn't been perfect, no matter how much she tried to hide it. Her mother didn't sound very stable. That made Clara wonder why she'd been the one to handle Gretchen's disappearance. Clara shook her head, trying to focus on what she wanted to ask. "Where did she stash the deck?" Katy looked confused, so Clara elaborated. "That clearing wasn't left over from your mother's time. It was fresh. The bowls were clean, like someone had just washed them. The grass was short, like someone had been tending to it. Maybe one of the girls here found the deck and decided to take up Wicca?" 
 
    Katy chewed on her bottom lip, her eyes darting around the room again. "That's a possibility. It could've been in any drawer in this house. Once she abandoned something, she wasn't picky about where she left it."  
 
    "So, maybe Gretchen stumbled onto something that someone didn't want her to see? Maybe a ritual that was being performed in that clearing? And she was silenced for it." Clara didn't think Gretchen had been sacrificed. From what she'd been reading, human sacrifice wasn't done in Wicca.  
 
    Katy leaned forward, the card game forgotten. "You really think that's a possibility? But who could it have been?" 
 
    Clara shook her head. "I don't know. I'd have to find out who was out in the woods with her that day. And most of the girls who were here last year didn't come back. Any reason for that?" 
 
    Katy waved her hand. "Most were considering not coming back anyway. We go through cycles. Girls who used to be campers come back for a couple of years as counselors, then decide to not come back, that it's time to move on. Maddy and Savannah have been coming back the longest. The other girls used Gretchen's disappearance as an excuse to move on." 
 
    "Did any of them maybe practice Wicca?" 
 
    Katy shook her head. "I wouldn't know. We didn't talk about that sort of stuff. As you can see, we're typically busy with the campers." Clara nodded as she gathered up the cards.  
 
    "Thanks for the info. I'll see what else I can find out about that clearing." Katy smiled, then stood. She gathered up the girls and ushered them out to their cabins. Savannah, Stacy, and Maddy followed, leaving Clara to head up to her room alone. As she snuggled under the sleeping bag, Clara kept wondering who could've possibly found those cards and what they were doing out in that clearing. 
 
    *** 
 
    The next morning, Katy and the other girls got ready to head into town together. Clara and her group had planned a day of fun, starting with swimming and ending with horseback riding. No one was interested in hiking-not after what they'd found in the woods. Clara sat at the kitchen counter, enjoying a cup of coffee before the campers got up, when Savannah popped in and glanced around. Then she slid in next to Clara. "I heard you found the clearing." 
 
    Clara nodded and took a sip of the warm, bitter brew. It had helped wake her up after a troubled night's sleep. "We did. Do you know anything about it?" Since Savannah had approached her, Clara decided to be direct. 
 
    Savannah nodded. "Several years ago, Gretchen, Maddy, and I found a tarot deck. Probably tossed in the drawer by Katy's mom. Really pretty deck. We decided to keep it and learn more about it. We got really into it that summer, going out to that clearing and setting up that stone altar. We honestly didn't know what we were doing, just pretending and stuff. It gave us something different to talk about that wasn't home or camp." 
 
    "Someone's been out there recently. Any idea who's still maintaining it?" 
 
    Savannah shrugged. "I don't know. I stopped going the year before Gretchen disappeared. She and Maddy were still kind of into it, but even Gretchen was tired of it. Said that it wasn't truly what the beliefs were about and that we were getting too old for pretend." Savannah bit her lip, like she wanted to say something more, then shook her head. "I don't know any more than that."  
 
    Clara nodded her thanks. She wished Savannah a fun day, then turned to finish her coffee. Katy honked the horn on the van, signaling it was time to go. Savannah slipped out, leaving Clara with more to think about. Clara took another sip of coffee, letting the ideas slide through her head. Maddy knew about the clearing too. Maybe Maddy thought she could cast a spell of some sort that would make Gretchen stay? Frustrated, Clara rinsed out her mug and got started on breakfast, deciding everyone needed a really large helping of eggs.  
 
    By the time the campers had eaten and cleaned up the kitchen, the sun was warming up the lake and everyone was excited to get wet. Clara led them out to the water. The more experienced girls swam to the floating dock while the younger girls stayed near shore, practicing their backstrokes and floating. Clara and the other counselors sat on the dock, their feet in the water. Clara leaned back on her elbow s and sighed. "I talked to Savannah this morning." Three sets of eyes turned to her. "She knew about the clearing." 
 
    "How?" Denise leaned closer to Clara. The sun reflected off her sunglasses.  
 
    "They set it up. Savannah, Maddy, and Gretchen." She sighed. "They found a tarot deck in a drawer. Decided it would be fun to pretend they were Wiccan and set up the clearing to do just that. She didn't go into what they did there, but she claimed it was just pretend, that none of it was serious. Also mentioned that she stopped going last year, that she found it childish. She did say that Gretchen and Maddy still went, but she said that Gretchen also thought it was childish." Clara let her head fall back. She enjoyed the feeling of the sun on her throat. "Issue is, I haven't seen anything about the clearing mentioned. Gretchen talks a lot about the deputy and the other girls, but she never mentions the clearing. Which just seems odd to me." 
 
    "Unless she stopped going too." All eyes cut to Hannah. "Maybe when Savannah stopped going, Gretchen did too. So, to Gretchen's mind, it didn't exist anymore. She wouldn't write about something that wasn't a part of her life." 
 
    Tracy raised a hand, like she was still in class. "But if Gretchen stopped going, why did Savannah think she still was?" 
 
    "Maybe that's what Maddy told her." Clara lay flat on the dock, her hands behind her head. "Maybe Maddy thought that if she and Gretchen were still going to the clearing, Savannah would come back. She really doesn't like change." 
 
    "Who does that sound like?" Hannah uttered the words so low, Clara almost missed them. Clara's eyes cut to Hannah's, a knowing look in them. Anthony's brother, Andrew-the one Clara had figured out was a serial murderer-had hated change. It was part of the reason for his killings.  
 
    Clara shook her head. "Maddy's just a kid. A misguided kid who's had a rough life. I don't think she did anything to Gretchen." 
 
    Denise turned onto her side and traced the wood with her finger. "So, what do you think happened?" 
 
    Clara shrugged. "I'm not sure yet. Maybe Gretchen, hurt as she was, limped to the clearing because it was closer, thinking someone would find her soon. When no one did, she couldn't limp back to camp, so she spent the night there. Maybe an animal got to her, or exposure?" Clara blew out a breath. "But what happened to the body?" 
 
    Screams pulled their attention to the floating dock. The older campers were swimming away from it in a hurry. Clara stood and shielded her eyes with her hand as she watched them. The only one not swimming away was Diamond, who was tugging on something underneath the dock. Clara hopped into the water and swam past the girls as she headed toward Diamond. Clara could hear her grunting before she reached her. "Diamond, what have you got there?" 
 
    "I have to get her out. She's stuck." Diamond tugged on something again, grunting with the effort. 
 
    "Who?" 
 
    "Gretchen." Diamond took a deep breath, then dove under the water, slipping beneath the dock. Clara followed her, bracing herself for what she was going to find. She almost let the air in her lungs escape when she joined Diamond underneath the dock. Strapped to the bottom was a body, hair floating around a skeletal face. From what she could see, it looked like the crabs and fish had eaten away most of the flesh. Clara wasn't a medical examiner, so she didn't know how long the body had been there, but her best guess was since last summer. Diamond struggled with the bindings, but couldn't get them loose. Clara motioned for her to follow and kicked away, back to the surface. When she looked over at the wood dock, she saw the girls huddled with the other counselors, shivering.  
 
    "Hannah, I need a knife." Hannah nodded and bent down to pull one out of Clara's bag. She hopped into the water and swam to Clara with the knife in her hand.  
 
    As she passed it over, she asked, "Is it her?" Clara nodded. She popped the knife open and turned back to the floating dock. "Call 911. Tell the deputy we found her." 
 
    "He won't want you to touch her."  
 
    Clara hesitated at that, knowing Hannah was right. But Gretchen was in the water. There wasn't going to be much evidence. Even now, she wasn't much more than a skeleton and hair. Looking at Diamond, Clara shook her head. 
 
    "I know, but Diamond isn't going to leave her there either." Clara ducked back under the dock and sawed away at the straps holding Gretchen in place. Once the skeleton was freed, Diamond pulled it to her and hugged it as she pulled it out of the water. Clara could see tendons holding it together-probably the only reason it hadn't fallen completely apart. Diamond swam to shore and pulled it with her. Clara sighed, wondering how they were going to get the body away from Diamond.  
 
    They sat on shore with the body until the cops showed up, Deputy Bianchi at their head. He nodded at Tracy and gave her a small smile before asking Diamond to let go of the body. She glared at him and grasped the skeletal hand harder. The deputy crouched down, one hand resting on hers. "Young lady, I have to take her with me, okay? I can't figure out what happened to her if you don't let her go." 
 
    "You promise you'll figure it out?" Diamond's voice quivered. 
 
    "I promise." She must've believed him because she let go of the hand and scooted away. He nodded at the medical examiner's team, then stepped over to where Clara and the other counselors stood and pulled out his pad and a pen. "Okay, ladies, care to tell me how she was found?" 
 
    Clara glanced at the campers knotted near the body, Diamond now in the middle of them. "They were swimming out by the floating dock. One of the girls said that the hair brushed her foot. She freaked out and dared one of the others to swim underneath it to take a look. When that girl did, she saw the body. While the others swam away screaming, Diamond tried to free it. I helped her." Clara looked at her toes, knowing that she'd been wrong. But if she hadn't freed the body, Diamond would have.  
 
    "So, no one noticed her down there before?" He sounded skeptical, like it was hard to believe she was only just found.  
 
    "The girls aren't the strongest swimmers. They don't really learn until they get to camp. The older girls have more experience, so they hang out at the dock, but going under it isn't really something they do." Hannah tried to keep her voice light, but Clara could hear the edge to it as she defended the girls. 
 
    He tapped his pen on the pad. "Anything else I should know?"  
 
    Denise nudged Clara, who took a step forward. "There's a clearing. It's halfway up the hiking trail, near where Gretchen turned back last year after she twisted her ankle. I can show it to you." He nodded and followed her away from the group. The other girls gathered up the campers as they finished giving their statements to the other deputies, then took them back to the house to let them process what had just happened. 
 
    Deputy Bianchi didn't say much as he followed Clara around the lake. She kept her eyes on the ground and looked for the spot where she and the other girls had found the clearing the day before. She led him into the woods. Sticks and leaves crunched under his boots. Clara headed to the clearing, then stopped at the edge of it to give him time to catch up. It didn't look any different than it had the day before. The three bowls still sat on the stone altar.  
 
    The deputy stepped into the clearing and turned in a circle to take it all in. He pulled out his phone to snap pictures of the pentagram, the stone altar, and the bowls. "How did you find this?" 
 
    Clara stuffed her hands into the pockets of the shorts she'd put back on while still wet. "We wanted to see where Gretchen may have disappeared to. We didn't know exactly where that might be but we decided to search anyway. We found some cloth stuck to a log and that led us to this clearing." 
 
    "Any idea who did all this?" 
 
    "One of the other counselors said it used to be her, another girl, and Gretchen. That they'd come out here and pretend to be Wiccan or something. She said that last year she stopped because it seemed too childish. She thought Gretchen and the other girl were still coming out here." 
 
    Deputy Bianchi turned to her. "Except it's not in her journal." Clara looked at him in surprise. He shrugged. "I read it all the way through. She never mentions the clearing." 
 
    Clara nodded. "I know. I've read it too. I don't think she was coming out here last year either."  
 
    "Which leaves only the one girl." He sighed and pulled off his cap to run a hand through his hair. "And where is she now?" 
 
    "Out in town with the other three counselors. It's their off day." He nodded and turned to head back to the lake. Clara followed, not sure what else she could say. None of this proved who had hurt Gretchen.  
 
    Back at the house, the deputy thanked the girls for their help, then left. They stood on the porch. Clara turned to the others, sadness etched across her face. "Where are the girls?" 
 
    "I made them popcorn and sat them in front of a movie. Lord of the Rings. They'll be there a while." Hannah grinned, bringing a smile to Clara's face.  
 
    Denise leaned against the railing, her hands behind her for support. "So, what did the deputy say about the clearing?" 
 
    Clara blew out a breath. "Exactly what I did. That there's no mention of it in her journal. I think he's going to try to talk to Maddy, since it now seems she was the only one going out there still." 
 
    "It's weird, ya know? Her body turning up after all this time?" Tracy rubbed her arms like she was cold.  
 
    "It was strapped to that dock really well. If her hair hadn't touched that girl's foot, she might not have ever been found."  
 
    Hannah shook her head. "Maybe eventually, once the rest of the tendons and stuff dissolved. But then she would've been just bones." 
 
    "She's practically bones now. How are they going to determine what happened to her?" Denise looked at Clara as she asked the question, like she expected Clara to have the answer. 
 
    "Maybe she was bludgeoned? That would leave a mark." Clara sighed. "I don't know. I think right now we should leave it in the deputy's hands. Let's check on the girls."  
 
    They spent the rest of the afternoon distracting the campers by taking them out to the barn to ride the horses. Then they made a huge pizza dinner. The night ended with the biggest game of Uno that any of them had ever played. When they all headed out to the cabins to bed, Clara was surprised to find that the other counselors hadn't returned yet. She thought about texting Stacy but then decided not to. Let them have their fun. She curled up in her bed in the cabin, thoughts of Gretchen flitting through her mind as she fell asleep. 
 
    

  

 
  
    
 
    10. THE ACCIDENT 
 
   T he next morning, Stacy shook Clara awake. The sun was barely up. Clara sat, rubbing her eyes and glancing around. All the campers in her cabin were asleep, their snores filling the room. Stacy looked a mess, her hair a tangle around her head. She motioned for Clara to follow her out, so Clara climbed out of bed, shivering slightly when her bare feet hit the floor. She followed Stacy outside, where she wrapped her arms around herself in the cool early morning air. "What's wrong?" 
 
    Stacy kept her back to Clara and looked over at the big house. Clara didn't see the van anywhere, which struck her as odd, but she refrained from asking. Stacy clearly wanted to tell her something. "There's been an accident." 
 
    Clara's mouth fell open. "What kind of accident?" 
 
    Stacy turned and Clara was finally able to see her for the first time. Her clothes were wrinkled. They were the same ones she'd worn the day before. Bags under her eyes indicated that she hadn't slept. "The van. It crashed."  
 
    Clara stepped forward and took Stacy in her arms. "Were you in it?" 
 
    Stacy shook her head and pulled away. "No. Katy, Savannah, and Maddy were. I don't know who was driving but they were coming around to pick me up. I stayed with all the bags so we wouldn't have to carry them so far. I waited twenty minutes before I realized that the sirens I'd been hearing weren't going away. When I got around to where we'd parked, it was there, crashed into a stone pillar in the garage, smoke pouring out of the busted engine. They took the girls to the hospital." 
 
    "Are they okay?" Clara placed a hand on Stacy's shoulder, wanting to offer comfort. 
 
    Stacy shook her head. "Katy and Maddy are pretty banged up, but fine. Katy broke her arm, Maddy's face is a mess. But Savannah's in a coma. She's not waking up. Her head took a hard hit and the doctors aren't sure if she'll ever wake up."  
 
    "Stacy, we found something yesterday."  
 
    Stacy turned, her eyes searching Clara's face.  
 
    "We found Gretchen, tied under the floating dock. The cops came out and took away the body. I showed the deputy the clearing."  
 
    Stacy sighed. "We talked about the clearing yesterday. Maddy seemed angry that we'd gone there but Katy had told her it wasn't a big deal, that she wasn't a real Wiccan anyway. Savannah hadn't said anything but she looked annoyed by the topic of conversation. I'd brought it up only to gauge reactions." 
 
    Clara nodded. "The deputy will probably want to talk to Maddy once she gets back since it appears she's the only one still using the clearing." 
 
    Stacy sighed. "That should be today. I got a cab to bring me out here. Katy said that she and Maddy would get their own once they were released." Stacy looked down at her clothes. Shock crossed her face, like she was seeing them for the first time. "Guess I'd better get cleaned up." 
 
    As she turned to leave, Clara pulled her into another hug. "I'm glad you're okay."  
 
    Stacy snorted. "Me too."  
 
    Clara watched as she headed to the big house. Fear tugged at her heart. The van crash seemed too perfect. Gretchen's body was found and the people who may know something ended up in an accident? Clara shook her head, then went back into the cabin to grab a couple more minutes of sleep before the campers awoke for the day. 
 
    *** 
 
    When Katy and Maddy returned to camp that afternoon, they looked pretty banged up. Katy's arm was in a purple cast, which all the campers wanted to sign. Maddy's lip was busted and her face was scratched up pretty badly. "I got hit with a lot of glass," was all she said about it. Maddy locked herself in their room, not coming out except to eat. Clara wanted to remind her that it was her night in the cabin, but decided to sleep there instead, letting Maddy have her space.  
 
    During free time, Katy sat around with the girls, a cup of coffee in hand, and told them what had happened. "Maddy was driving. I don't normally let the other girls drive but she really wanted to and I didn't think it would be a big deal. She and Savannah were in some kind of fight and I don't think her full attention was on driving. A car came whipping around the corner and she overcorrected, slamming into the pillar." Katy took a sip of coffee and winced at the bitter taste. "I don't blame her. She's doing enough of that for the two of us." 
 
    "And Savannah?" Clara's heart clenched at the look on Katy's face. 
 
    "She hadn't been wearing a seatbelt. We were just going around the corner, no big deal. She got thrown around in the back pretty bad, hit her head a couple of times. They aren't sure if she'll ever wake up." Tears brimmed in Katy's eyes. Clara reached across the table, grasped her good hand, and squeezed it. Katy sniffed, squeezing back. "My mom is gonna love this." 
 
    Clara tilted her head. "Will she have to come out here?" 
 
    Katy nodded. "Any press is good press in her mind. She'll come out to do the interviews and handle that sort of thing. Got to make sure we don't lose our sponsors." Katy sounded bitter about it, like she resented the attention the camp would get from her mother. Clara gave Katy a sad smile. Some parents just had different priorities.  
 
    "The deputy is going to want to talk to Maddy." Tracy said this while looking at her phone. The light from the screen washed out her pale face.  
 
    "Really? We gave statements at the hospital." Katy took another sip of coffee and winced again. 
 
    Tracy nodded. "It's not about the crash. It's about Gretchen." Her eyes met Katy's. "She was found." 
 
    Katy set down the cup. Clara realized that they'd been so busy distracting the campers all day that they hadn't had time to tell Katy and Maddy about Gretchen. "Her body was found yesterday, strapped to the bottom of the floating dock." 
 
    Katy's hands flew up to her mouth. "Oh my gosh. That poor girl." Her eyes scanned Clara's face. "Do you think she drowned?" 
 
    Clara shook her head. "I don't know yet. She could've been placed there after she was dead, as a way to hide the body. The medical examiner will know more." 
 
    Tears finally spilled down Katy's cheeks. "That poor girl. I prayed she'd just run off with some guy or she'd started a new life. I never believed she was actually dead." Her eyes flitted over to where Maddy stood with a group of girls, giggling together. "Poor Maddy. After what happened to Savannah, this is going to crush her. Those three were thick as thieves." 
 
    Clara followed her gaze, an idea occurring to her. "Thick as thieves? Did they go into the woods a lot together?" 
 
    Katy nodded. "All the time. Before they were counselors they loved to explore the woods for hours on end. We had to put a stop to that after Gretchen disappeared." 
 
    "What about last summer? Did all of them still go into the woods? Before Gretchen disappeared, I mean?" Clara could feel the other girls staring at her, wondering at her line of questioning. Clara knew that if anyone had noticed who went into the woods and who didn't, it would be Katy, whether she realized it or not. 
 
    Katy shrugged. "Gretchen and Maddy did. Savannah hung around the house more. She didn't seem as interested in being out there anymore. Gretchen went out there the most, but I suspect she was meeting a boy." 
 
    Clara's eyes flew open wide. "Really?" 
 
    Katy nodded and gave Clara a sad smile. "She seemed really happy at the beginning of summer, like a young girl in love. Before she disappeared, that happiness was gone. Something must've happened." Katy yawned, then stood and stretched. "I'm gonna hit the sack, ladies. I'm beat." She waved to Maddy as she headed out of the room. Maddy watched her leave, then briefly made eye contact with Clara before going back to the girls.  
 
    "I feel bad for Maddy." Stacy leaned forward and rested her head in her hands. 
 
    Clara looked at Stacy. "You like her?" 
 
    Stacy nodded. "She's very sweet. Hangs on my every word right now. Not sure why, but it seemed to irritate Savannah a bit. Maddy wanted to follow me around today, not hang with Savannah." 
 
    "Maybe she was trying to hurt Savannah?" Denise looked at the surprised faces and shrugged. "Teaching her a lesson. Savannah wants to leave, so Maddy is going to pretend she already has?" 
 
    "Well, that's unfair." The derisive tone of Hannah's voice made Clara wince, but she tried to hide it. Hannah was right, no matter how abrasive she was.  
 
    "Do you think we should tell Maddy?" Tracy's nose was still stuck in her phone. She was probably talking to the deputy. 
 
    Clara sighed. "She's my roomie. I'll talk to her." She stood and said goodnight, then walked over to Maddy. "Hey, I think we need to talk. Come with me?" Maddy nodded. She wished the campers goodnight, then followed Clara up to their room.  
 
    Once inside, Maddy flopped down on her bed and crossed her arms over her head. "So, what did you want to talk to me about?" 
 
    Clara leaned against the ladder and looked down at Maddy, sadness tugging at her heart. "I know this will be a lot to take in but they found Gretchen yesterday."  
 
    Maddy sucked in a breath, her eyes closing. "Oh no." 
 
    "Yeah. Bad, right? She was under the floating dock, strapped there." 
 
    Maddy's eyes fluttered open. "Who would do such a thing?" She rolled to her side, her arms wrapping around her body. Clara sat next to her and patted her shoulder. 
 
    "I don't know, but the cops are going to find out. They want to talk to you about it, maybe tomorrow, if that's okay?" 
 
    Maddy nodded. "Sure. That's fine. Anything to help Gretchen."  
 
    Clara bit her lip. She decided to finally ask the question that had been haunting her. "Why did you act like you barely knew Gretchen when I first asked about her?" 
 
    Maddy rolled over to look at Clara. "It seemed easier than talking about her. Guess it was a stupid thing to do." She closed her eyes as tears leaked out. "She really didn't run away. Someone hurt her." 
 
    Clara nodded. "Yeah, they did. I'm gonna get the girls into bed. We can talk more tomorrow." Maddy nodded and watched silently as Clara grabbed her pajamas and headed out the door. Clara wanted to say something comforting but she wasn't sure what to say, so she closed the door quietly, hoping Maddy would feel better in the morning. 
 
    

  

 
  
    
 
    11. PATRICIA 
 
   W hen Clara walked into the big house the next morning for breakfast, a woman she'd never seen before stood in the kitchen with Katy, glaring around. Her arms were crossed over her small frame. The billowy flower shirt she wore didn't do much to reveal her real size. Red painted toes peeked out from underneath the bright pink skirt she wore. Her dark hair, the same shade as Katy's, was piled on top of her head in a messy bun. "I can't believe this is happening. How could you be so irresponsible?"  
 
    Clara saw Katy flinch. Deciding to speak up, Clara walked around the island and put on her biggest smile. "Good morning! You must be Katy's mother. I'm Clara, one of the counselors volunteering here this summer." She held out her hand, ready for a shake. The woman looked at her hand, then at Clara's face, her left eye twitching ever so slightly. 
 
    "I don't shake hands. Nice to meet you." She turned back to Katy, her teeth clenched. "We'll talk more later." She spun and stomped out, leaving Katy standing there with her hand on her chest. 
 
    "Well, she's sweet." Clara gave Katy a smile, which Katy gratefully returned.  
 
    "She means well. She's worried about the camp getting shut down. And she's not wrong. I'm the one who let Maddy get behind the wheel." 
 
    "Does Maddy have a license?" 
 
    Katy nodded. "Yes, but normally we don't let the younger girls drive. You guys doing it is fine, you drive all the time. While Maddy has a license, she doesn't have a car and not so much practice. I actually took her last year to get her license in the van, if you can believe that." 
 
    "Still, your mom shouldn't blame you. You couldn't have known what would happen." 
 
    Katy shrugged and turned to the coffee pot. She poured herself a cup. "In my mom's mind, I should be able to anticipate everything, just like she did. If you ask her, she ran this camp perfectly." 
 
    Clara placed a hand on Katy's shoulder. "It's going to be OK. The cops will figure out who killed Gretchen, Savannah will get better, and we'll end this summer with a bang." 
 
    Katy took a sip of coffee, savoring the flavor. "I hope you're right." She left Clara in the kitchen, going the way her mother had. Apparently, they had to finish their conversation. Clara poured her own cup of coffee, then sat at the island until the other girls woke up. She suggested that the counselors make breakfast for the campers today. They agreed and jumped right into it. Clara saw Maddy in a corner chopping veggies and stepped over to help. 
 
    "How are you feeling?" 
 
    Maddy sighed. "Better. I think I needed a good night's sleep to put things in perspective. At least now we know what happened to Gretchen."  
 
    Tracy stepped up to Maddy. Her red hair was pulled back into twin braids and she smiled. "Deputy Bianchi said he'd like to stop by to speak to you today about Gretchen, if that's okay?" Maddy nodded and turned back to the veggies. Tracy pulled out her phone to text the deputy, while Clara grabbed a knife and helped Maddy. The campers came wandering in, hungry looks on their faces. They devoured the scrambled eggs, toast, and bacon like they were starving. All talk was about the accident and Savannah.  
 
    "Can we visit her?" Diamond asked this around a piece of toast, a hopeful look on her face.  
 
    Clara frowned. "I'm afraid that won't be possible. They let only family visit at the hospital." The girls groaned but nodded in understanding. To distract them, Clara suggested a morning hike once chores were done. Denise and Hannah volunteered to come along. Tracy and Stacy offered to stay back with Maddy to wait for the deputy. Clara hoped the conversation wouldn't be too hard on Maddy. She could only imagine what the deputy wanted to know.  
 
    As they got ready to leave for the hike, several vans pulled into the drive. Clara stepped out onto the porch, shielding her eyes against the glare of the sun from the windshields. She watched Katy's mom approach the vans and shake hands with several of the people inside them. Everyone she spoke to seemed to be attired in business suits. Clara wondered if these were the trustees or sponsors or whatever. Then she saw the microphones and cameras and realized they were reporters, looking for a story. Clara shook her head. She couldn't stand reporters and always avoided talking to them. Even after she'd helped catch Anthony's brother, she'd refused to talk to reporters.  
 
    She walked around to the back of the house, where the campers and other counselors waited for her. Then she clapped her hands and got their attention. "Okay, ladies, let's get to it." They nodded and followed her to the trail that bordered the lake.  
 
    They spent the first part of the walk in silence, each girl stuck in her thoughts. Soon, though, the girls began to talk, the main topic being Gretchen, with some mention of Savannah here and there. Clara heard Diamond tell another girl, "We went on a hike the day Gretchen went missing. She claimed she hurt herself but I thought she was faking." Clara slowed down, letting the other campers go ahead of her until she was beside Diamond. 
 
    "What do you mean she was faking?" 
 
    Diamond shrugged and pulled out a canteen to drink. "I mean that she said she hurt her ankle but she wasn't even limping. She kept glancing at the trees and waited until we'd all walked past her before starting back. I looked back once, to check her progress, and she was gone, like a puff of smoke. I tried to say something, but no one would listen to me."  
 
    Clara glanced at the woods. "She probably went in there." 
 
    Diamond shrugged. "Sure but why? What could be in there that would draw her in?" 
 
    Clara sighed. "That's a very good question." She walked until she caught up to Denise, whom she nudged with her shoulder. "So, random idea. Diamond doesn't think Gretchen was hurt. Said there was no limping. And that she disappeared while heading back to the house. So, that means she went to the clearing. But why?" 
 
    Denise looked up at Clara, her eyebrows raised. "To meet someone?" 
 
    Clara nodded. "Okay, but who? She'd broken up with the deputy." 
 
    "What if he wanted to talk and asked her to meet him there?" 
 
    Clara scratched her chin. "I guess. I just don't think she was meeting him." Clara walked on, her thoughts jumbled. She hoped the police had more to go on than she did and wished she was back at the house so she could pick the deputy's brain. She knew Gretchen had met with someone. She just had to figure out who it was. 
 
    

  

 
  
    
 
    12. SUSPICIONS 
 
   W hen the campers got back to the big house, the reporters' vans were gone, having been replaced by a cop car. The word "Sheriff" had been stenciled on the side in black letters. Clara headed inside, hoping to talk to the deputy before he left. She found him with Maddy and Katy's mom in what had once been a living room. They sat on folding chairs, drinking from Styrofoam cups. It sounded like he'd just started asking questions. Clara leaned against the doorframe, listening. "So, how did Gretchen seem to you that morning? Nervous, excited?" 
 
    Maddy shrugged. "She seemed normal. Ready to take on life, head home, and go to college. It was all she talked about anymore. It made me sad." Maddy fiddled with her cup, not really drinking from it. 
 
    "Why did it make you sad?" 
 
    Maddy sighed. "She was leaving and not coming back. I didn't understand how she could just do that. This was such a big part of our lives. How could you just turn away from it?" The pain in her voice tore at Clara's heart. 
 
    "People grow and change. It's just life. When was the last time you saw Gretchen?" 
 
    "Here in the house, at breakfast. She was going on the hike and kept bouncing around the room. I wasn't sure what she was so excited about. She'd been pretty mopey for a couple of days before that." Maddy looked at the deputy and Clara winced. She meant Gretchen had been moping because of him.  
 
    He ran a hand through his hair. "Any idea what had her so excited?" 
 
    Maddy's face went from sad to mad in an instant. "Why don't you tell me? Maybe you asked to meet her out in the woods, in the clearing? Maybe she didn't say what you wanted to hear and you hurt her?" Maddy's fists were clenched, like she wanted to punch him. 
 
    He held up his hands. "Maddy, I'm the one asking questions." His voice lowered as he leaned toward her. "I'd never hurt Gretchen. You know that."  
 
    Maddy seemed to relax at his words. "I know but I can't for the life of me think of what else would make her so happy. You made her act like that." 
 
    He nodded, standing. "I know. I'm sorry." He glanced at Katy's mom. "I'll be in touch if I have any more questions." He turned to the door and noticed Clara for the first time. "Ma'am." He smiled at her as he walked past. Clara rolled her eyes and turned to follow him out. 
 
    She stopped him at his car. "So, what do you think?" She crossed her arms and waited for his reply. 
 
    "I think this is a police matter and you should let me handle it." 
 
    Clara shook her head. "I'm good at this. I have experience. Call the chief in my college town. I helped her out. Better yet, call my dad up north. He's a sheriff and I've helped him before too." The deputy cocked an eyebrow at her. "Look, I've solved murders before. I put my boyfriend's brother in prison. I know how to get the information you may not be able to get. All I ask is that I be kept in the loop."  
 
    He narrowed his eyes. "I'll check out your references. Where is it you go to college?" Clara told him the town, gave him her dad's number, and then watched as he drove off, her gut churning. Would he let her help? She certainly hoped so.  
 
    *** 
 
    Maddy kept to her room for the rest of the day, claiming she didn't feel good. Clara suspected the talk with the deputy had rattled her and she decided to let Maddy have her space. Clara spent the day with the campers, helping them harvest veggies from the garden and clean out the stalls in the barn. The chores were a distraction, keeping everyone's hands busy, and thus not giving their minds time to think about things. It certainly helped distract Clara. 
 
    Maddy finally appeared that evening during free time. She walked over to Clara's table and sat down. Clara offered to deal her into their card game but Maddy declined, shaking her head. "I think the deputy did something to Gretchen." 
 
    Clara's eyebrows rose but she said nothing, continuing to deal. Tracy looked upset but held her tongue. Hannah smiled and said, "Go on." 
 
    "Gretchen loved him. He made her happy. He's the only reason she'd be so excited. What if he planned to meet her in the clearing and then killed her?" 
 
    Clara held up a hand. "Did he know about the clearing?" 
 
    Maddy snorted. "Of course he did. That's where they were meeting all the time."                
 
     The girls exchanged glances. "So, if they were meeting there, it wasn't a surprise to him when we told him we'd found it." Hannah couldn't keep the suspicion out of her voice. 
 
    "Then why did he make me show it to him?" Clara felt confused. He'd acted like he'd never seen it before.  
 
    Maddy shrugged. "Who knows? But who else would she meet in the woods? Who else would make her that excited?"  
 
    Clara rubbed her chin, considering Maddy's words. "I mean, he really didn't seem to know the clearing. He followed me the whole time. Are you sure she was meeting him out there?" 
 
    Maddy shrugged and stood up. "Where else would they meet?" She walked over to the campers, plastering a smile on her face for them. Clara watched her talk to them and shook her head. 
 
    "That just doesn't make sense."  
 
    Hannah followed Clara's gaze. "You think she's lying?" 
 
    Clara sighed and rubbed her forehead, her cards completely forgotten. "I'm not sure. But if she is, why? What does she gain by lying about the deputy?" 
 
    "I could just ask him." Tracy held up her phone, one eyebrow arched.  
 
    "Not over the phone, Trace. I want to see his face. Guess we're going into town this weekend to talk to the deputy."  
 
    Tracy groaned. "Our free days really aren't going to be free, are they?" 
 
    Hannah nudged Tracy. "What, you and the deputy have a big date planned?" 
 
    Tracy nodded. "We wanted to go river rafting." She smiled at the girls. "He invited you guys too." 
 
    Clara smiled back at her. "I can question him on the river just as well as I could anywhere else. Let's have some fun." The others nodded, agreeing to the outing. Clara's eyes drifted back to Maddy and took in her whole appearance. She seemed better now, over the shock of the accident and the questioning. Clara hoped that she'd feel better in the days to come and that Savannah would wake up soon. She felt that only Savannah could confirm Maddy's claim and tell her whether the deputy had been out to the clearing. 
 
    

  

 
  
    
 
    13. RIVER RAFTING 
 
   T he girls stood near the van and watched as the deputy pulled up beside them in a beat-up pickup truck. The paint had faded from bright red to something closer to pink, while rust covered quite a bit of the bottom half. He hopped out, a faded ball cap on his head and a grin on his face. He waved at the girls, then reached into the bed to pull out a tube. "I have my own. You can rent them at that booth for fairly cheap." He indicated a stand about twenty yards from them. The girls nodded and headed over to the stand to get their tubes. He walked up behind Tracy, wrapped an arm around her waist, and kissed the back of her head. She giggled, swatting at his arm. Clara smiled, happy that Tracy was happy.  
 
    Clara got tubes for everyone, passing them back as the cashier handed them to her. They turned and followed the deputy to the starting point in the river, laughing when they realized he had two tubes and a cooler. "One tube for the cooler, so we don't lose it." He hopped into the water first and turned to help Tracy in. Each girl wore a different-style suit, one that fit her personality. Denise and Tracy both wore two-piece tankinis: Denise's a deep purple and Tracy's a dark green. Hannah, by far the tallest of the group, wore a light blue bikini with a coverup over top, just until they got into the water. Clara's red suit was also a bikini but she opted for shorts for the bottoms instead of the small bikini bottoms Hannah sported. As the girls settled into their tubes, the deputy held them steady. Once in the tubes, they linked them together with a piece of rope he'd brought. That way they wouldn't lose anyone.  
 
    As they started floating down the river, he popped open the cooler and pulled out sodas for everyone, passing them down the line. "I've got snacks too. This is a pretty long river, so we'll be out here a while." 
 
    Clara took a swig of her soda, enjoying the bubbles on her tongue. "So, Deputy, you come out here often?" 
 
    "Braydon. Just call me Braydon."  
 
    Clara smiled. "Okay, Braydon. You come out here often?" 
 
    He shrugged and looked around. "Pretty frequently. It's my favorite spot to relax after a trying week." 
 
    "This week was pretty trying." Hannah jumped in, following Clara's lead. If anyone could help her question someone while seeming not to be questioning them, it was Hannah. Being a sheriff's daughter did that to a person.  
 
    He nodded. "It was. But also provided a lot of closure. I've imagined a lot of scenarios about Gretchen in the last year. At least now I know where she was." 
 
    "So, was she drowned?" Clara played with the rim of her can, not wanting to seem too interested. She wanted to keep him talking about the case for as long as possible, get as much information as she could.  
 
    "The medical examiner doesn't think so. Not that there's much to go on but she had a pretty good crack on the back of her head. He thinks she was whacked and then tied under there to hide her." 
 
    "Whacked?" Denise looked at him in surprise. "Who says ‘whacked' anymore?" 
 
    He laughed, the sound loud and deep. "Well, I guess I do. That was his word, actually. I think he meant hit really hard." He shook his head. "You should meet him. He's quite the character." 
 
    "I might have to take you up on that." Clara winked at him, hoping he wouldn't hear the excitement in her voice. She'd love to pick the medical examiner's brain about this case.  
 
    Hannah took over the questioning, watching as the deputy took a sip of his soda. "So, about the clearing. Maddy said something interesting yesterday that we thought you should know." He nodded and waited for her to continue. "She said you knew about it. That you used to meet Gretchen there when you guys were dating. Is that true?" She quirked an eyebrow at him and gave him a small smile. 
 
    He shook his head, looking utterly confused. "The clearing? The one you ladies found?" All four girls nodded. "No, I've never been there. That's why I had to have Clara take me there. Gretchen and I used to meet by the dock. We'd stick our feet in the water, lay on the dock and talk, or make out, whatever we wanted. Gretchen loved the stars. You can't see the stars so well in the woods." 
 
    The girls exchanged glances. "Then why would Maddy say something like that? It makes no sense." 
 
    Denise held up a finger. "What if Gretchen told Maddy that's where they met so that if Maddy went looking for them at night, she wouldn't find them? No one wants their night interrupted. Am I right, Braydon?" 
 
    He nodded and took another sip of soda. "Could be. Gretchen and Maddy were close, but there was a strain there too. Gretchen had told the girls she wasn't coming back this year and that seemed to upset Maddy. More than Savannah anyway." 
 
    "Savannah understood." All heads turned to Tracy. She shrugged. "This was going to be Savannah's last year. She understood why Gretchen wanted to move on." 
 
    "And now she's in a coma." Something clicked in Clara's mind. "Deputy, could the accident have been on purpose?" 
 
    He shook his head. "Didn't seem that way. I mean, Katy was in the van with them. She swore it was an accident." 
 
    "Or it just looked like one." Hannah met Clara's eyes over the rim of her can. Clara nodded, knowing Hannah was thinking what she was thinking. It was too much of a coincidence that Savannah had wanted to leave and now she was in a coma. Gretchen had wanted to leave and she was dead.  
 
    Tracy stretched her arms out behind her, groaning. "Enough shop talk. Let's talk about something else." Clara knew that was their cue to let the case go for now. She didn't want the deputy to get suspicious and clam up on them. An open line of communication was the only way she was going to figure out what was going on at that camp.  
 
    The rest of the river ride went smoothly. The snacks and drinks were all gone by the time they hit the end. Clara had to admit that the scenery was nice, the trees providing shade as they slid underneath them down the rapids. As they hopped out of the water, the deputy stopped Clara with a hand on her shoulder. "I did some calling around. It seems you're pretty experienced with solving murders. I spoke to my sheriff and he didn't have a problem with you helping out. Just don't do anything without telling me, okay?" 
 
    Clara nodded, grateful that her friends back at the police station where she'd interned had vouched for her. Will's face popped into her mind unbidden, his red hair sticking up, a goofy grin spread from ear to ear. Of course, Will would vouch for her. She blinked, banishing the thought. Will was sweet but she had a boyfriend whom she loved. She shook her head to clear her mind. "Got it. I'm not usually a daredevil. And I always bring backup." She smiled at the girls as they headed to the bench where the bus would pick them up to take them back to the stand.  
 
    He followed her gaze, a tight smile on his lips. "Just be careful. Something is going on at that camp. I just don't know what it is yet." 
 
    Clara nodded. "I agree. I'll help you figure it out." They shook on it, then headed over to join the girls and wait.  
 
    The ride back to camp was quiet, as everyone was tired from the day in the sun. Clara pulled the van into camp as the sun was setting. A rumble announced how hungry everyone was. They giggled as they climbed out and headed to the big house to scrounge up some food. Clara followed. She heard sounds coming from the big house, leading her to believe that was where Katy had rounded up all the campers.  
 
    The girls settled on salad and sandwiches-something quick and easy to make. As they downed the sandwiches, they walked into the other room, where they found Maddy and Stacy sitting with the campers, playing a game of Twister. Clara glanced around but didn't see Katy. She waved at Stacy, who grinned back and pointed at the Twister board. Clara shook her head and pointed toward the bedrooms. Stacy laughed, waving her away. Clara went up the stairs and stopped in her room to grab her toiletry stuff before heading to the shower.  
 
    Once clean and refreshed, she curled up in her bed. Sleep came quickly. She'd meant to ask Stacy where Katy was but she was so tired, she couldn't make her eyes open again. She decided she'd look for Katy in the morning. Clara let sleep carry her away. 
 
    

  

 
  
    
 
    14. ANOTHER DEATH 
 
    The following morning, Clara went into the kitchen to make breakfast. She'd gotten up early, hoping to catch Katy before she took her day off. As the other girls came down to help, Katy didn't appear. Katy's mom came in from outside, where she'd slept. Because Savannah was in the hospital, she'd taken over her role of sleeping in the cabin with the girls. Looking around at everyone gathered, worry gnawed at Clara. Katy still hadn't shown herself.  
 
    As the campers stumbled in for breakfast, Katy still didn't show. Clara pulled aside one of the campers from the cabin where Katy normally slept. She waited for the girl to finish yawning before asking, "Have you seen Katy?" 
 
    The girl shook her head, her blonde curls waving. "No. She didn't come to the cabin last night. We haven't seen her since yesterday afternoon." Clara's head snapped up and she made eye contact with Hannah. Her gut clenched, worry now turning to fear. Something had happened to Katy. Clara could feel it.  
 
    Not wanting to upset the campers, they ate breakfast as usual, discussing normal, everyday things. After breakfast, she sent the girls out to do chores under the watchful eyes of Katy's mom and Tracy. Stacy and Maddy headed into town. They told Clara to let Katy know where they'd gone. The worry never left Stacy's face. Maddy didn't seem concerned. She claimed that Katy may have gone off on her own for some peace and quiet. Clara didn't believe that for a second.  
 
    Once they were gone, she turned to the other girls. "We have to find her. We're gonna search this whole camp for her, starting in her bedroom. Okay?" Hannah and Denise nodded and followed Clara up to Katy's room. There wasn't much to find in there. Katy had stacked books on her dresser and her bed was neatly made, indicating she hadn't slept there last night. Nothing seemed out of place, so Clara closed the door, making sure not to touch anything, just in case they ended up having to call the cops. They headed back downstairs, devising a plan. "Hannah, you check the barn. Denise, you check the lake. I'll go to the clearing. We'll meet back by the veggie gardens, but call me if you find anything." The girls nodded and headed in their separate directions. Clara headed straight for the woods and the clearing, her gut tightening with each step. She was afraid of what she'd find there. 
 
    When she stepped into the clearing, it was empty. The grass looked freshly cut, meaning someone had been there recently. She stepped up to the stone. The bowls had been filled with a dark liquid, but she didn't touch it, unsure what it was. The grass around the stone was trampled, like someone had been pacing on it. Clara walked around the stone and was pulling out her phone to take pictures when it rang. She saw it was Denise and answered, her voice shaky. "Did you find her?" 
 
    "Yeah, I did. Call the cops. Clara, she's dead." 
 
    Clara gulped. "Dead where?" 
 
    "The lake. She's face down in the water."  
 
    Clara hung up and immediately dialed 911. After telling the dispatcher what she needed to say, she jogged out of the clearing and headed to the lake. Her mind couldn't seem to accept the fact that Katy was dead. It just didn't feel real. Katy was sweet and charming and she genuinely cared about the camp and the campers. She couldn't be gone.  
 
    By the time Clara got to the lake, she could hear sirens in the distance. Denise stood on the dock, her gaze never leaving the water. Out of breath, Clara stepped beside her. "Where?" Denise pointed and Clara's eyes focused, her heart pounding. There, floating in the water, was a body, the dark hair fanned out from the head. To Clara, it looked like blood was coming from the head, but she couldn't really tell from this distance.                
 
    "I didn't touch it."  
 
    Clara patted Denise on the back. "Good job. Did you call Hannah?" Denise nodded and looked over Clara's shoulder. Clara followed her gaze to find Hannah leading the deputy to them. He frowned at the girls, then looked into the water and took a step back.                
 
    "Shit." He pulled his radio to his mouth, speaking quickly. "The ME is on his way down. Guess you'll get to meet him."  
 
    Clara stepped up to him and used his body to block her view. "She's probably been in there since yesterday. We got back late and she was nowhere to be found. One of the campers said she never came to bed, and her room is immaculate. We didn't touch anything. We just glanced in, wanting to see if maybe she took something with her." 
 
    He nodded and pulled out a pad and pen. "So, when was the last time the campers saw her?" 
 
    "The girl I spoke to said yesterday afternoon. You can speak to her if you want." 
 
    "I will eventually." He watched as the ME stepped into the lake, wearing rubber boots up to his knees. The man bent over the body and pulled it toward shore. With his long, graying hair and lengthy limbs, he was quite a sight. If not for the fact that his hair was gray, Clara would have assumed he was a gangly teenager. His warm brown eyes smiled sadly down at Katy's body.  
 
    "We'll get you cleaned up, my dear, and figure out what happened." Two assistants helped him load up the body and then walked it to their van. He strode over to the deputy, his eyes following the body. "Deputy. Ma'am." He inclined his head to Clara. 
 
    "So, Doctor, any thoughts?" 
 
    "Well, preliminary examination tells me she was in the water for quite some time. Looks like the fish started to snack on her too. But there's a lot of blood around her head so I'm going to guess bludgeoning, not drowning, as her cause of death. I'll know for sure once I get a better look at her. I'll keep you informed." The deputy nodded his thanks and waited until the doctor left to turn back to Clara.  
 
    "We should probably shut down the camp, send the campers home." 
 
    Clara's gaze followed the doctor. She shielded her eyes with her hand. "You'll have to talk to Katy's mom about that. She's in charge." 
 
    He nodded, tucking his pad back into his pocket. "Any idea where she'd be right now?" 
 
    "Watching the girls do their chores. Probably in the barn." She followed him as he marched to the barn, struggling to keep up with his long strides. Denise and Hannah followed closely, not wanting to miss anything. Who knew what Katy's mom would say?  
 
    In the barn, they found her leaning against a post, watching as the girls put down new straw for the horses. She held a water bottle and took sips here and there. Deputy Bianchi stepped beside her and rested his hands on his hips. "Ma'am, I need to have a word with you." She looked up at him and gave him a big smile.  
 
    "You can call me Patricia. We can step out for a minute." She nodded at Clara and the girls before following the deputy out. Clara inclined her head to the campers and silently asked Denise and Hannah to stay with them. They both nodded and took up Patricia's position. Clara stepped out of the barn and walked over to where the deputy stood with Patricia, a hand on her shoulder. She smiled up at him, twisting her body so he could see all her assets. As she got closer, Clara tried not to gag at the sight.  
 
    "Ma'am, we have some bad news." 
 
    Patricia giggled. "Oh deputy, I told you, call me Patricia. And if you're telling it to me, it can't be all bad." 
 
    He sighed, his eyes full of sorrow. "Patricia, we found a body in the lake this morning." 
 
    Her eyes widened. Katy's eyes, Clara noted. Patricia took a step back, her hand at her throat. "Another body? Who was it?" 
 
    "I'm afraid it was your daughter." 
 
    Patricia laughed, the sound clear and bright. "My daughter? Katy? You must be joking. Katy must've set this up. Ha-ha. So funny, darling. You can come out now. Trying to scare me like that, I can't believe you." The words seemed to tumble out of her mouth, one right after the other, like if she kept talking it wouldn't be true. 
 
    "I'm sorry to tell you this. A couple of your counselors found her floating there and called the cops. A preliminary exam matches her description." The deputy reached out a hand to touch her shoulder. 
 
    Patricia swatted it away, her laughter dying. Anger crossed her face. "You're wrong. My daughter isn't dead. Katy knows how to swim just fine." 
 
    He looked over her shoulder at Clara, who stepped up next to Patricia and wrapped an arm around her slim body. "They're not even sure she drowned. It looks like she hit her head. If she was unconscious when she fell into the water, she wouldn't have known to swim." 
 
    The tears came then, big fat ones that rolled down Patricia's cheeks. She sucked in huge breaths, trying to calm herself, to no avail. Sobs wracked her body as Clara held her up. "My baby, my beautiful baby girl. Why did this have to happen to her?" She turned and wrapped her arms around Clara, pressing her nose into Clara's shoulder.  
 
    Clara rubbed her back, surprised at her reaction. From what Katy said, Clara had assumed her mom cared more about the camp and the money than she did about her own daughter. She hadn't seemed very affectionate when she'd first showed up, lending credence to what Katy had said. The way she was acting, you'd think Katy was her only love. Clara looked over at the deputy, who gave her a reassuring smile. He patted Patricia on the back, trying to keep his tone soothing. "I'll keep you updated on what we find. If you can think of anything that could help us, let us know, okay?" Patricia nodded against Clara's neck, her sobs getting louder. The deputy tipped his head to Clara, then headed back to his cruiser, leaving her there holding Katy's mom. Clara glanced around, unsure what to do. Deciding that standing in the middle of the yard wasn't a good idea, she led Patricia inside. She sat her at the island in the kitchen and turned to make fresh coffee. While it brewed, she turned back and took in Patricia's red, blotchy face.  
 
    "I'm so sorry for your loss." Clara didn't know what else to say. Losing a child wasn't a normal thing. Parents were supposed to go first, knowing their children would live long, happy lives. Katy's life had been cut short, in her prime. Clara glanced around the kitchen, wondering what was going to happen to the camp now. Patricia hadn't run it in years, didn't have had any interest in it. Would she take it back up now that Katy was gone? 
 
    Patricia sniffled, a napkin bunched up in her hand. Clara didn't see her grab one, but she definitely needed it. "I can't believe she's gone. I had so many plans for us. We were going to do so many things together. I kept telling her we'd travel the world someday, see Europe like she always wanted." Her red-rimmed eyes met Clara's. "Now that will never happen." She dissolved into tears again. 
 
    Clara turned and grabbed two mugs from above the coffee pot. She poured the coffee, adding honey to hers and giving Patricia hers straight black. Patricia cupped the mug with her hands, inhaling the steam, trying to calm herself. "They'll figure out what happened to her, Patricia," Clara said. "Deputy Bianchi is very competent at his job. He never gave up searching for Gretchen." 
 
    Patricia gasped. "Do you think they're connected?" 
 
    Clara hadn't wanted to voice it, not yet anyway, but she had her suspicions. "Maybe? We won't know more until the medical examiner does the autopsy." She reached across the island and patted Patricia's hand. "Do you know how Katy wanted to be buried? Whether she wanted to be cremated?" 
 
    Patricia shook her head. "We never talked about those things. She was so young. She was going to outlive me." The tears started again but she wiped them away. "I still haven't heard from Gretchen's mom either. Don't think I will. The woman only surfaces for drugs." She sighed. "I could bury them together. I think Katy would like that and it would give Gretchen a final resting place." 
 
    While odd, Clara appreciated the sentiment. Most people wouldn't worry about someone else's child at a time like this. "I'm sure she would. I can help you figure out everything." Patricia nodded, staring into her mug. Clara left her, needing to talk to the campers before Patricia did. They deserved to know. She stopped at the door and turned back. "The deputy mentioned maybe shutting down camp and sending the girls home. What do you think?" 
 
    Patricia looked up at Clara, determination crossing her face. "No. The campers need us. We'll stay open. It's what Katy would've wanted." Clara nodded, agreeing with her. Katy cared more about the campers than anything else. She wouldn't want their summer ruined. She headed out to the barn, dreading what she'd have to tell the campers. This was going to crush them. 
 
    *** 
 
    As the young faces stared up at her, Clara gulped. Knowing what she had to say and actually saying it were two different things. She took a deep, steadying breath and made eye contact with Hannah before starting. "Something terrible has happened. Katy was found dead this morning, in the lake." Cries and gasps met her words. Several of the younger girls burst into tears. Clara's heart broke at the anguish on their faces. She met Diamond's eyes to find the girl staring back at her, anger and pain mixed on her face.  
 
    "What happened?" This came from the curly-haired blonde Clara had spoken to earlier. 
 
    "We don't know yet. The deputy is going to exhaust all his resources to figure it out. I thought it best if you all heard it from me rather than someone else." She tried to smile, but it fell short. Her heart hurt too much to smile.  
 
    "Are they going to make us leave?" Diamond's little sister stood with her hands clenched, her face pinched with worry.  
 
    Clara shook her head. "Katy's mom has decided to keep the camp open for now. It's what Katy would've wanted." The campers nodded, obviously agreeing with that sentiment. Clara took in their sad faces, many with tears streaming down their cheeks, and sighed. "I think today should be a free day, okay? Do whatever you want. Just make sure you have a counselor with you." The campers nodded and dispersed into small groups, many heading to the big house. Only a couple of girls seemed inclined to go elsewhere. Hannah and Denise stayed with the stragglers while Clara headed to the big house, knowing she had a phone call to make.  
 
    She went up to her bedroom, needing privacy and quiet. She pulled out her cell, barely glancing at it before pressing Stacy's number under her favorites. Stacy answered on the third ring. "Hello?" 
 
    Clara took a deep breath and held in her tears. Now that she was alone, it was hard to not just break down. "Hey, Stace, is Maddy there with you?" 
 
    "Yeah, she's right here. We're getting some lunch. What's up?" 
 
    "Can you put me on speaker?" Clara heard the click and knew Stacy had done as she asked. "Stacy, Maddy, I have some bad news. Katy's body was found this morning in the lake. She's dead."  
 
    Clara heard Stacy gasp, but nothing from Maddy. For a minute, Clara thought Maddy had misunderstood her. She opened her mouth to continue when Maddy's voice came over the phone. "No. You're lying." Her words had no tone to them. It was just a plain statement. 
 
    "Maddy, I wish I were. I wish this were a great big joke we were playing on everyone. The deputy was out here. They pulled her body from the water and will be doing an autopsy soon. They aren't sure exactly what happened to her yet." 
 
    "No." The word was so forceful, Clara could feel the anguish through the phone.  
 
    She heard Stacy move, probably closer to Maddy. "Oh Maddy, I'm so sorry," Stacy said. "Clara, how is Patricia?" 
 
    Clara sighed. "In shock? She doesn't know what to do next. She did decide to keep the camp open, which is good for the campers. We won't know more until we hear back from the deputy." 
 
    "We're coming back. We'll be there soon." Stacy hung up, leaving Clara to listen to the silence on the other end of the phone. She shut off her phone and flopped back on her bed, finally letting the tears flow. Katy had been so nice to them since they'd first gotten there and Clara had felt a kinship with her. She'd thought they'd be good friends by the end of the summer. Now, she'd never get that chance. Katy was gone and Clara couldn't bring her back. 
 
    She wiped her face, sniffling. She may not be able to bring back Katy, but she could figure out what had happened to her and Gretchen. This was no longer about some girl she'd never met. This was personal. Katy didn't just fall into the lake. Clara knew that much. Something had happened to her and Clara was going to find out what it was. 
 
    

  

 
  
    
 
    15. THE FUNERALS 
 
   T he next several days were spent in a fog. The campers went about their chores in silence, all laughter gone. No one talked about the upcoming funeral, which Patricia had insisted be held at the camp the following Saturday. She claimed Katy had loved the camp so much, she'd want to be buried there. Clara felt that was a little much, but kept quiet, thinking maybe Patricia needed Katy close. Gretchen was going to be buried there as well, during the same funeral. Patricia had decided to pay for Gretchen's funeral, as she knew that even if she got a hold of Gretchen's mom, she wouldn't be able to afford anything.  
 
    Clara tried to keep the campers' spirits up, encouraging them to do the activities they loved. No one wanted to go near the lake and Clara didn't blame them. That was where Katy had been found and for now, it was still fresh. Instead, she took them hiking and horseback riding, trying to do things to take their mind off everything. The other girls helped, except for Maddy, who locked herself in her room and refused to come out. Clara had popped in a couple of times to check on her, bringing her food so she wouldn't have to leave. Maddy hadn't acknowledged her, but she ate and left the empty tray outside the door for Clara. At least she wasn't trying to starve herself.  
 
    The morning of the funeral dawned bright and sunny, with birds chirping in the trees. Clara felt that was unfair. The weather should match their mood. She hoped the funeral would give the girls some closure, so that maybe they could move past this. Katy wouldn't want them to mourn her forever. Clara helped them get ready, styling hair where she could, offering compliments in other cases. Diamond took over helping with hair, handling the ones Clara had no idea what to do with. By the time the funeral rolled around, the campers were all ready.  
 
    Patricia had set up the funeral by the woods, bordering the lake, near where Clara and the girls had found the clearing. Clara didn't mention that fact, not wanting to say anything about the clearing on such a sad day. Both caskets were closed, as neither girl was presentable and it would just upset the campers to see their bodies that way. The deputy came, hat in hand, and sat next to Tracy. He held her hand throughout the service. Patricia had gotten a priest from the town to come out for it. Clara wasn't sure if Katy or Gretchen were Catholic, but maybe that was all Patricia could find.  
 
    As the priest went through his sermon, talking about death and life and Heaven, Clara glanced around and took in everyone. The campers huddled together and leaned on each other for support. They all looked anguished, sobbing into handkerchiefs that Clara had picked up in town for them. The counselors sat together, the deputy with them. Clara's friends were distraught, crying as the priest spoke. Maddy had emerged from her room, her hair brushed back from her face, her eyes red-rimmed, but she didn't cry. She stared at the caskets, anger on her face. Clara couldn't figure out why she was so mad. The girls hadn't asked to be killed. Clara felt it was an odd reaction to the funeral but didn't want to say anything to upset Maddy.  
 
    After the funeral, they all said their goodbyes to the girls, dropping roses that Patricia had bought onto the caskets. Then they turned away as the caskets were lowered into the ground. The sound of dirt hitting the wood of the caskets followed them back to the big house. There, Patricia had set out a huge spread and told the campers to eat until they couldn't eat anymore. She stood in a corner, wine glass in hand, taking small sips and watching everyone. Clara had noticed she did that a lot since Katy's death, just watching the other girls, like she could pinpoint who had hurt her baby.  
 
    Clara stood next to the deputy as he piled his plate full of little sandwiches and sides. She glanced around before asking, "What did the medical examiner say?" 
 
    He sighed and glanced down at her. "Blunt force trauma to the head. She was dead before she hit the water." 
 
    "So, not drowned."  
 
    He shook his head. "Nope. Which means someone put her in that water. Probably to get rid of any evidence." 
 
    "Did it work?" Clara bit her lip, knowing it probably did. Water tended to wash away everything. 
 
    He nodded. "Pretty much. We know the shape of the object that was used to hit her, but beyond that, any hairs or fibers are gone." 
 
    Clara sighed and looked down at her plate. "So, you don't have much to go on." 
 
    "Not yet. But we'll find something. We always do." He stepped away and headed over to Tracy. Clara had to smile at his confidence, but she knew he was worried. They'd searched the whole camp the day the body was found and had discovered nothing. There was no indication of where Katy had been killed. There was blood on the pier, but not enough to have come from a head wound. That meant she'd been killed somewhere else and dragged to the pier.  
 
    Clara stepped over Hannah and Denise and watched as Stacy tried to comfort Maddy. "They've gotten close."  
 
    Hannah nodded. "I think Stacy being there when you told them about Katy did that. Maddy has been following her around all morning. The only time she'd come out of her room was if Stacy was the one to get her." 
 
    "She found someone else to latch onto." Clara glanced down at Denise, surprised at her comment. Denise shrugged. "Just an observation. She was attached to Savannah and she's in the hospital in a coma. She was attached to Katy and she's dead. I'd be worried if I were Stacy."  
 
    Clara scratched her chin, nodding. "It is weird that the people Maddy clings to seem to get hurt. She was pretty close to Gretchen too."  
 
    Denise sighed. "I'm not saying Maddy is the killer or whatever, but she's the link. At least, it looks like she is." 
 
    Hannah looked between the two of them, worry on her face. "Maybe Stacy should be careful. What if it's someone obsessed with Maddy? Stacy would be the next target." 
 
    Clara popped an olive in her mouth, enjoying the salty tang before swallowing. "All good theories. We'll just have to keep our eyes on them for now." Clara glanced around, realizing for the first time that Patricia was missing. "Anyone see Patricia?" 
 
    Hannah and Denise shook their heads in unison. Sadness dripped from Hannah's voice. "No. She was here when we first got here. But she must've slipped out. This has to be really hard on her." Losing someone you loved was never easy. Hannah knew that all too well. Clara reached out, squeezing Hannah's shoulder. 
 
    "You okay?"  
 
    Hannah nodded, brushing away a stray tear with the back of her hand. "I haven't cried over Betty in ages." 
 
    Denise looked between the two of them, confusion on her face. "Betty?" 
 
    Hannah and Clara exchanged a look, then Hannah gave Clara a small nod. "Betty was a girl who died in the bathroom stall at our school. Murdered. My family moved into her house several years later. Betty and Hannah were like sisters, so the fact that Hannah's dad couldn't solve the murder really hurt." 
 
    "The fact that a high schooler did hurt my dad more." Hannah took a sip of her drink, trying to suppress a giggle. 
 
    Denise's eyes widened. She turned to Clara. "You solved it?" 
 
    Clara nodded. "Turns out my sister was dating the guy. Oh, and I liked his brother. I got him to confess while the girls recorded him in my closet. One of the scariest moments of my life." Clara shook herself, the other scary moment briefly passing through her mind. She wouldn't think about Alice today.  
 
    "So, Anthony…?" Denise let the question hang in the air. 
 
    "Is his brother. Yeah, I ended up getting engaged to him. They're nothing alike, trust me." 
 
    Denise looked down into her glass, her forehead scrunched in concentration. "What was his motive for killing?" 
 
    Hannah and Clara shared a look. Clara nudged Hannah to answer. "He thought the girls were stealing away his brothers. All the girls he killed were the older brothers' girlfriends. Some he scared off, but the ones he couldn't, he made disappear. Something about them all going to college together and playing football. Honestly, he was dumb. He wanted to keep his brothers to himself." Disgust rolled off Hannah in waves. Even after all this time, she couldn't get over how much she hated Andrew. Clara could understand the feeling.  
 
    Clara blew out a breath, trying to smile. "Enough morbid stuff. Let's see what Stacy and Maddy are doing." The other two nodded and followed Clara to where Stacy and Maddy stood, plates in their hands. Clara wrapped an arm around Maddy's shoulders and gave her a quick squeeze. "How are you holding up?" 
 
    Maddy looked up at her and gave her a small smile. "Better. I think burying them gave me closure. Now I have to worry about telling Savannah once she wakes up." Maddy sighed. "She's going to be so upset. She looked up to Katy so much. We all did."  
 
    Clara nodded. "It will be hard. We can help if you need us to." 
 
    Maddy gave her a grateful look. "Thanks. Stacy has been a great help so far." 
 
    Stacy shrugged, chomping down on a small cucumber sandwich. Swallowing, she nudged Maddy with her shoulder. "It was no big deal. You just needed a little extra support. This summer has been pretty tough on you." 
 
    Clara decided to ask the question and get it over with. "Maddy, do you know of anyone who would hurt Katy? Anyone she may have upset?" 
 
    Maddy chewed on her bottom lip, worry and concern crossing her face. "Honestly? There's only one person whom Katy ever fought with." The girls leaned forward and waited for her answer. This could be the key to solving the murders. "Patricia." 
 
    Clara shook her head and leaned back. "If Patricia killed Katy, she's a really good actress. She had a complete breakdown when the deputy and I told her."  
 
    Maddy shrugged. "Doesn't surprise me. She took acting classes several years ago, when she claimed she was going to go to Hollywood. Katy didn't have the heart to tell her that she didn't have the talent for it. But maybe the classes actually worked." Maddy took a sip of her drink, swallowing before continuing. "I don't know. All I know is that those two fought the day Katy disappeared." 
 
    Hannah and Clara shared open-mouthed looks. "Wait, did you tell the deputy that?" 
 
    Maddy snorted. "Not yet. I've been pretty out of it, remember?" 
 
    Clara placed her hands on Maddy's shoulders, then steered her toward Tracy and the deputy. "Well, you aren't out of it now. Time to tell him. This could be important."  
 
    Maddy glanced over her shoulder at Clara. "You think so? You think it'll help?" 
 
    Clara nodded. "I know it'll help." 
 
    They stopped in front of the deputy and Tracy, who both looked at the group in confusion. Clara grinned at them. "Maddy has something she wants to tell you." 
 
    Maddy clutched her plate and cup, her hands shaking ever so slightly. "So, um, well, Katy and Patricia got into a fight the morning Katy disappeared. Patricia had been offered a book deal to write about the camp and Gretchen's death. Katy told her she was exploiting the girls and what had happened to Gretchen. They started yelling at each other. We could hear them in the kitchen as we made breakfast. Katy came down after, apologized, and helped the girls with the chores. We didn't see Patricia until that afternoon." 
 
    Clara set down her plate and cup, then rubbed her hands together. "Which means Patricia could've slipped out of the house and hurt Katy and no one would be the wiser." 
 
    Maddy shrugged. "I guess it's possible. Maybe it was an accident?" She looked between the deputy and Clara hopefully. 
 
    "She accidentally killed her daughter? I don't know." Clara tried to keep her tone as neutral as possible. No need to upset Maddy anymore than she already was.  
 
    The deputy set down his stuff as well and scanned the room. "Maybe I need to have another talk with Katy's mom. Anyone see where she went?" The girls shook their heads. He nodded and kissed Tracy on the cheek before stepping away. The girls watched him go, then surrounded Maddy with hands and hugs.  
 
    "It'll be okay. Thanks for telling him, Maddy." Stacy stood the closest, her arm wrapped around Maddy. Maddy leaned into her and closed her eyes. 
 
    "It was the least I could do. Katy was always so good to me." Maddy sighed. "I think I'm going to go lie down now." She left, glancing back at them only once before heading out of the room.  
 
    Denise leaned against a wall, arms crossed. "You guys really believe Patricia killed her own child?" 
 
    Clara shrugged. "I don't know who killed Katy. It's just a lead." 
 
    Denise nodded. "A lead that Maddy handed to you." Stacy gave Denise a confused look, so Denise explained. "Everyone around Maddy ends up getting hurt or killed. Don't we think Katy and Gretchen are connected? If so, it can't be Patricia. She wasn't here last year until after Gretchen died." 
 
    "They did both end up in the lake." Hannah held up a finger as she said this.  
 
    Stacy shook her head. "You think Maddy had something to do with this? She's been distraught for days." 
 
    "Or acting. And planning how to throw the suspicion onto someone else." Denise shrugged. "Look, I don't know who did it. I'm just saying don't count her out. She's the common link between them. She has also been the one to throw suspicion onto two other people so far." 
 
    Clara glanced at her friends, worried they'd start arguing. "Okay, how about we gather the girls and knock out the chores so we can spend the rest of the day relaxing? Sound good?" The others nodded. Hannah grabbed Denise and Tracy grabbed Stacy. Clara followed them, grabbing the campers as she went and pulling them along with her out of the room. Everyone needed a really good distraction before tempers flared and they all said something they'd regret. 
 
    

  

 
  
    
 
    16. LUNCH WITH THE DEPUTY 
 
   P atricia reappeared that evening as the girls were walking the campers to bed. She didn't look at them as she headed into the big house, her nose high in the air. Clara just shook her head, not sure what else they could do for her. From the looks of it, Katy had been her whole world. While Maddy seemed to think Patricia was capable of killing her own child, Clara had her doubts. She wondered what the deputy had asked her, but thought it best to ask him instead of Patricia. 
 
    Because they were now down on counselors, the girls had to combine cabins. At Stacy's suggestion, they pulled out tents from a back room in the big house and set them up in the middle of the yard. It wasn't as comfortable as the cabins but it allowed them to keep an eye on all the girls. The campers didn't seem to mind, thinking this added to the camping experience, making it more authentic. Clara couldn't help but smile at their enthusiasm as they set up the tents.  
 
    The next several days were filled with chores and distractions. Clara did everything she could to keep up the campers' spirits. Camp was drawing to a close soon and she wanted them to have more good memories than bad ones. The girls agreed. Clara could see them doing all they could to encourage the campers, spending as much time with them as possible. The girls offered them the chance to talk about what had happened, but not many took them up on it.  
 
    Maddy eventually emerged from her room again, slowly getting back into camp life. She stuck to Stacy like glue, following her every move. This seemed to bug Denise but she kept her mouth shut and just watched them every time they were together. Clara let Denise do that, figuring it couldn't hurt. At the very least, it meant someone was watching out for Stacy. Maddy didn't seem to mind Denise's presence. She always looked surprised when she found her nearby.  
 
    Clara decided midweek to take a trip into town to talk to the deputy. She took the van, letting the other girls know where she was going before she left. The van, while having been damaged in the wreck, still drove, so Patricia had decided to hold off replacing it until after camp was over. The whole way to the station, Clara prayed that it wouldn't die on her. It didn't, but Clara had doubts it would make the trip back.  
 
    She called the deputy from the van, not wanting to bother him if he was busy. He answered on the third ring. Clara heard sounds from the room in the background: phones ringing, papers printing, people talking. "Deputy Bianchi," he answered. 
 
    "Hey, Deputy, it's Clara. I'm outside. I was hoping I could pick your brain for a bit." 
 
    She heard him lean back in his chair. "Sure. You hungry?" 
 
    Clara glanced at the dash clock, realizing it was lunchtime. "I sure am." 
 
    "Great. Be out in a minute." He hung up, leaving Clara to wait in the van until he stepped out and placed his brown hat on his head. He stepped up to the van window and smiled at her "Let's take my car. Yours is on its last legs."  
 
    Clara nodded and hopped out. "Which one is yours?" She glanced at the police cars, not really seeing a difference between them.  
 
    He pointed to the beat-up pickup that he'd driven out to the rapids. "That baby right there." 
 
    Clara giggled. "Okay. Let's go."  
 
    As they walked to the truck, he told her about it, about how he'd found it at an auction and bought it for cheap, fixing it up with parts he'd found at the junkyard. Stepping up next to it, he patted the hood. "Next, I'll get her painted. Saving up for that, though." 
 
    Clara glanced into the truck and took in the fresh brown leather interior. "It looks great on the inside." He beamed in appreciation as he held the passenger side door open for her.  
 
    They drove to the diner in silence. Clara tried to figure out what she wanted to say. She had more than one reason for this trip. Clara had seen how close he and Tracy were becoming. She wanted him to realize that summer camp was almost over. Once it ended, Tracy would be leaving. He hadn't been willing to leave this town for Gretchen. Would he be willing to do it for Tracy? Clara worried at her lip, not wanting to see one of her best friends get hurt. 
 
    Inside the diner, sitting on red plastic seats at a brown laminate table, Clara ordered a burger and fries while the deputy ordered a chicken sandwich and salad. He patted his stomach and gave her a wink. "I have to watch my figure, you know." 
 
    Clara shook her head, trying not to laugh. She leaned forward, her hands on the table. "So, did you talk to Patricia?" 
 
    The deputy nodded. "I did. She admitted to the fight. And also admitted that her daughter was right. She wanted to exploit the camp, make some fast cash, and didn't take into account how it would make other people feel. She now says that it was a stupid idea and a dumb reason to fight, that if she'd just listened to her daughter, maybe she'd still be alive right now." 
 
    Clara raised an eyebrow. "Why?" 
 
    He sighed. "She thinks that if Katy hadn't been mad at Patricia, she would've been at the house that afternoon instead of off by herself. Patricia blames herself." 
 
    "And doesn't strike you as a killer?"  
 
    He shook his head.  
 
    "Thought so. Doesn't really strike me as one either. Maddy mentioned she'd taken acting classes a couple of years back but her reaction at the news of Katy's death was just so genuine, it didn't seem fake to me." 
 
    "Me either. She even offered to take a polygraph. That alone tells me she didn't do it." 
 
    Clara ran her fingers through her hair and sat back. "Any thoughts on who did?" 
 
    He shook his head. "Not yet. Finding the murder weapon would certainly help. Fingerprints on it could lead us to the killer." 
 
    "Did the same weapon kill both Katy and Gretchen?" 
 
    The deputy looked surprised but covered it quickly. "You think they're connected too?" 
 
    Clara nodded. "Both killed at the camp? Has to be the same person. I just don't know who." 
 
    He scratched at something on the tabletop, his nails moving back and forth. "Same here. But I'll find out. Promise." The waitress brought their food and gave the deputy a big smile as she set it down on the table. He smiled back, then pulled apart the sandwich to add ketchup before putting it back together. Clara watched the process with a smirk.  
 
    "My older brother does that. Says they never stack it right." 
 
    He nodded. "He's not wrong. Everyone just kind of throws it together." He took a bite and nodded at how good it tasted.  
 
    Clara popped a fry into her mouth, considering her next question. "I think we need to talk about Tracy."  
 
    The deputy stopped chewing. He cocked an eyebrow at her, then swallowed and took a swig of water. "Really? What about her?" 
 
    Clara played with the edge of her plate, worry eating at her. Tracy might get mad at her, but she felt she had to say something. "What happens after the summer when she goes back up north?" 
 
    He drizzled dressing over his salad, not making eye contact. "We keep in touch, see where it goes." 
 
    "Didn't you offer that to Gretchen?" 
 
    He set down the dressing, finally looking at her. "I see. You think because I wasn't willing to make it work with Gretchen, that I'll break Tracy's heart. I'd never do that." 
 
    "But Gretchen-" 
 
    "Gretchen had her own plans. She wanted to go out to California and go to some big, fancy school. She never had any intention of coming back here. And I was fine with that. I understood that she needed to follow her dreams. That didn't mean I had to give up mine too." He took a bite of salad. The crunch of the lettuce distracted Clara for a moment. She ate another fry, enjoying the salt mixed with the ketchup. "Tracy doesn't have those kinds of dreams. She wants to settle down somewhere, be happy. She's going to get her teaching degree. When she does, she's considering coming back here to teach and see where this goes. She said she could continue working at the camp too, which she really seems to enjoy."  
 
    Clara's shoulders sagged in relief. "I'm sorry. I know it's not my place, but I was worried about her." Clara sighed. "I guess I could've asked Tracy first." 
 
    He held up a hand and smiled. "It's okay. Tracy warned me one of you girls might come bugging me about my intentions. She thought Hannah would be the one to do it, in all honesty. I was well prepared for this conversation." They ate their food in silence, enjoying the flavor and the vibe of the diner. It was relaxing after the week they'd both had.  
 
    He drove her back to the van and leaned into the window as she started it up. "It may not seem like it now but we'll catch whoever did this. You can count on it." Clara nodded and watched him walk back inside. While he seemed confident, Clara was worried. She had to find the murder weapon if they had any chance of figuring out who did it. But for all they knew, it was at the bottom of the lake. 
 
    

  

 
   
    17. PATRICIA’S BELIEFS 
 
   C lara wondered whether she should say anything to Tracy about her talk with the deputy when she got back to the camp. Deciding that if she didn't, he would, she found Tracy in the barn, brushing down one of the horses. Tracy noticed Clara watching her and motioned her over, then handed her another brush. "Go on, he likes it." Clara joined her, finding the repetitive motion to be soothing.  
 
    "Hey, so I spoke to the deputy today." Clara grimaced at the blurted words. 
 
    Tracy glanced over at her, smiling. "About?" 
 
    "His intentions with you." 
 
    Tracy laughed, the sound filling the whole barn. Her face turned red. "Oh, Clara. I knew one of you would. I honestly expected it to be Hannah. She's so overprotective." 
 
    Clara shrugged. "I think I just got to him first." She smiled. "So, thinking of moving here, huh?" 
 
    Tracy nodded. "I love it here. It's so peaceful. I love the camp. I can see why Katy enjoyed it so much. These girls, they're special. They need us. And I can teach during the school year. Maybe help these same girls." 
 
    Clara's heart felt like it would burst at how sweet Tracy sounded. "And it doesn't hurt that a certain deputy is here too?" 
 
    Tracy giggled. "He's grown on me, I think."  
 
    Clara set down the brush and pulled in Tracy for a hug. "As long as you're happy, that's all I care about. I'll come to visit any time you want." 
 
    Tracy smiled up at her. "Texas isn't that far from Tennessee." 
 
    Clara barked out a laugh. "What makes you think I'm going to stay in Texas?" 
 
    Tracy shrugged, then went back to brushing the horse. "Just a certain police officer you can't seem to get away from." 
 
    Clara bit her lip and picked her brush back up. "But I'm with Anthony." 
 
    Tracy glanced over at her. "Clara, young love is nice, but it's young. It thinks nothing can break it. If you truly wanted to be with him, that ring would be back on your finger right now. But it's not, because you have doubts. Because you have feelings for someone else." 
 
    Clara sighed. "But what if I break up with Anthony and Will doesn't want me?" 
 
    Tracy shook her head. "Doesn't want you? That boy is so into you, anyone can see it. I bet Anthony can see it." Tracy ran a hand through the horse's mane. "I get that it's scary. There's always the chance of rejection. But can you honestly say you'd be happy with Anthony if you didn't at least see what was possible between you and Will? That you'd be happy, with no regrets?" 
 
    Clara sighed, clutching the brush in her hands. "No, I wouldn't. I'd always wonder ‘what if.' And that's not fair to Anthony either." 
 
    Tracy nodded. "Exactly. Talk to him. He knows something's up. He's not stupid. Just let him down easy." 
 
    Clara huffed. "I don't wanna break his heart." 
 
    Tracy gave her a sad smile. "In this instance, I don't think you can avoid that." They finished in silence. Clara turned Tracy's words over in her head. Tracy wasn't wrong. Anthony deserved someone who wanted to be with him and only him. She couldn't promise him that right now. Maybe she never could, and she couldn't expect him to spend his whole life waiting for her. She decided they'd have to talk when she got back. That conversation wasn't going to be easy, but it had to be done.  
 
    Heading back into the house with Tracy, Clara smiled to find the campers gathered in the kitchen, helping Maddy and Patricia get dinner ready. The smell of marinara sauce made Clara's stomach grumble. "That smells so good, you guys." She smiled at them, hoping they were slowly getting through what had happened here. Her eyes landed on Diamond, who frowned. Clara stepped forward, but Diamond stepped back, obviously not interested in talking. Clara held up her hands, surrendering. Diamond would come to her when she was ready to talk.  
 
    Over dinner, the campers chatted about their week and the upcoming end of camp. Clara's stomach clenched at the thought of camp ending without an idea of who the killer was. Two girls were dead and no one had been arrested. She didn't want to leave until the murderer had been brought to justice, for both Gretchen and Katy's sakes.  
 
    Clara was pulled out of her thoughts by Patricia, who clapped her hands together. "Ladies, I just wanted to thank you all for another wonderful year. Every year, it seems you grow brighter. The gods are certainly proud of how you are all turning out." She rose and left them sitting at the table.  
 
    Stacy leaned toward Clara, her fork raised. "Gods? Did you hear that?" 
 
    Denise, seated on the other side of Clara, nodded. "Yeah, that was weird. What gods?" 
 
    Clara's eyes cut to Maddy, who was talking to the campers around her, not paying attention to the conversation the girls were having. "Maybe she's a practicing Wiccan?" 
 
    "Or it's left over from when she did practice," Hannah said, her fork pointing at Clara. Red sauce dripped from it. Clara had to admit that Hannah had a point.  
 
    Clara sighed. "Let's not overthink it. She's really stressed. She may be retreating into things she finds comfort in." The others nodded, but Clara didn't feel satisfied. It was too much of a slip for her to let go of it.  
 
    After dinner, she found Patricia by the lake, looking down at the water. Worried about startling her, Clara cleared her throat and waited for Patricia to turn to her. "Yes, Clara, can I help you?"  
 
    Clara glanced at the lake, at the moon shimmering on its surface, and gathered her courage. "At dinner, you said ‘gods.' What gods did you mean?" 
 
    Patricia smiled benevolently, like she loved answering this question. "Why, many gods. The old gods mostly. Those of the Earth." She spread her arms wide and turned in place.  
 
    "The old gods? What are those?"  
 
    Patricia glanced up at the moon. "Why, the Lady Diana, of course. She's the moon goddess. And Pan, the horned god of the Earth. There are others, but those are the two I mainly focus on."  
 
    "Did Katy know about your beliefs? Or share them?" 
 
    Patricia shook her head and looked out at the lake with sadness. "No. She thought it was a passing fancy, something silly that I used to distract myself. She wasn't wrong. At first, it was just a distraction, but as time wore on it really hit home with me. I found comfort in it." 
 
    Clara gulped and took a deep breath. "Your gods don't require sacrifices, do they?" 
 
    Patricia laughed, raising her arms to the sky. "Sacrifices? All gods require sacrifices." She lowered her arms. "But if you mean human sacrifices, no, they don't." 
 
    Clara nodded, feeling relieved. So, Katy and Gretchen weren't part of some ritual sacrifice. That was heartening. The bowls in the clearing popped into her head and she realized that she'd forgotten to mention them to the deputy. Mentally kicking herself, Clara pulled out her phone and shot him a text, attaching the pictures she'd taken. Then another thought occurred to her. "Did you ever enlist any of the campers in your rituals? Maybe teach them your ways?" 
 
    Patricia nodded, her hair bouncing on her head. "I did. They really enjoyed it. It helped them find solace for their pain." 
 
    "And no one seemed to mind?" 
 
    Patricia snorted. "No one knew about it. Why do you ask?" 
 
    Clara shook her head, moving away. "No reason. I was just curious. You have a good night." She headed to the tents where the campers were sleeping, hoping to find the girls awake. When she stepped into the tent she shared with Hannah and Denise, Clara saw that both were sitting up and waited for her. As soon as Clara slipped in, Stacy and Tracy followed and closed the tent flap.  
 
    "Where were you?" Worry tinged Hannah's voice, her face pinched.  
 
    "I had to talk to Patricia. What she said at dinner, it was different. I had to know." 
 
    "Know what?" Stacy leaned in, not wanting to miss anything.  
 
    "If she was a practicing Wiccan." The girls inhaled and waited for Clara to continue. "She is. She has been for a long time. Katy didn't know. She's also been recruiting campers. I'm not sure how well that would go down with the camp's sponsors." 
 
    "So, you think someone killed Gretchen and Katy to keep that secret?" Hannah didn't sound skeptical. Maybe she thought it was a good possibility. 
 
    Clara shrugged. "I don't know, but it's as solid a theory as any. I need to find out who they were." 
 
    Tracy glanced toward the tent flap. "Do you think any of the current campers would know?" 
 
    Diamond's face flashed through Clara's mind. "Maybe. But I'm not sure she'd help me. I'll have to ask. I don't really have a choice, do I?"  
 
    The other girls nodded in agreement. Clara settled into her sleeping bag, while Tracy and Stacy slipped out to head to their own tent. Clara closed her eyes. The sounds of the night lulled her into an uneasy sleep. She knew sleep wouldn't come easily until the killer was caught. 
 
    

  

 
  
    
 
    18. MADDY’S FEELINGS  
 
   I t took Clara three days to get Diamond alone, which made Clara think the girl was avoiding her. She finally cornered Diamond in the chicken coop one morning, gathering eggs. Clara stood just inside the coop and leaned against the frame, watching as Diamond filled a basket full of eggs. Clara let her work, not wanting to disturb the chickens. As she finished, Diamond glanced up and almost dropped the basket upon seeing Clara. "My goodness, you scared me shitless." She colored at the cuss word, bowing her head. "Sorry." 
 
    Clara smiled. "It's okay. I should've said something." Clara motioned her to follow, then stepped out of the coop and headed around to the back of the big house. She stood by the back deck and stared out at the lake as Diamond stepped up next to her.  
 
    "What do you need?" Diamond's voice was tight, like she knew what Clara was going to ask and didn't want to answer. 
 
    "Answers. Did you know Patricia is a practicing Wiccan?" 
 
    Diamond blew out a breath, almost sounding relieved. "All the campers know. Every year Patricia comes to the camp and offers to guide us, help us in our journey. Some girls take her up on it, most of us don't. It's not really our thing." 
 
    "And she did this right under Katy's nose?" 
 
    Diamond looked at Clara, sadness in her eyes. "Katy was great, but she couldn't control her mother. Patricia visited every year." 
 
    That caught Clara's attention. "Wait, so was Patricia already here when Gretchen went missing?" 
 
    Diamond nodded. "Yeah, of course she was. That's why she offered to handle it for Katy. Didn't you know that?" 
 
    Clara shook her head. "No, I thought Katy called her in." 
 
    Diamond nodded. "She hadn't been here for more than a couple of days." 
 
    Clara bit her lip, wondering how much she could ask Diamond before she shut down. "Do you know who is practicing with Patricia?" 
 
    Diamond nodded. "Yeah, I do." She sighed. "You want to know, don't you?" 
 
    Clara smiled. "That would be helpful."  
 
    Diamond shrugged. "Whatever. I'll have a list for you by tonight."  
 
    Clara thanked her and watched as Diamond walked into the house, her shoulders sagging. Did Diamond suspect who the killer was? Was she worried Clara would figure it out? Was she protecting someone? All these queries flitted through Clara's mind. She was left with more questions than answers.  
 
    *** 
 
    After dinner, Diamond passed Clara a piece of paper, sliding it across the counter at her. Then she slipped away, not waiting for Clara to say anything. Clara tucked the paper into her back pocket, deciding to wait to read it until everyone was settled during free time. The girls wanted to play another game of cards, so Clara could use that time to read it.  
 
    Sitting around the table with her friends, Clara pulled out the paper and briefly glanced at her cards before reading the names. To her surprise, Diamond's little sister, Crystal, was on the list. Maddy was there too, right at the top. Clara glanced over at Maddy as she sat putting together a puzzle with some of the other girls. Savannah said they'd played at being Wiccan, but what if Maddy had taken it seriously? Would she have tried to hide it from her friends? Clara passed the list to Hannah and looked back at her cards. Hannah shook her head and handed the list to Denise.  
 
    "All these girls?" Denise handed the list off and looked at Clara. 
 
    Clara nodded. "Yep, all of them. I think we need to get that list to the deputy." 
 
    Tracy spread it out before her and pulled out her phone to snap a picture. A few quick swipes and she set down her phone, smiling. "Done." 
 
    Clara grinned. "The perks of dating law enforcement." The girls chuckled, then went back to their game. While the list was intriguing, there was nothing they could do with it at the moment. Who knew if the girls on the list had anything to do with what had happened? Clara knew their best bet was to find the murder weapon, but she had no clue what it was. She'd have to bother the deputy for more information on that soon.  
 
    In their room that night, while getting ready for bed, Clara wanted to ask Maddy about the Wiccan stuff. If Diamond knew that Maddy and the others were practicing, she wouldn't be surprised to find out that Clara knew too. Taking a deep breath, Clara tried to phrase her question properly. "So, Maddy, Patricia is a practicing Wiccan?" 
 
    Maddy nodded, brushing out her hair. "Yeah, so? Everyone knows that." 
 
    Clara frowned. "Are you sure? Katy didn't seem to." 
 
    Maddy sighed and turned to Clara. "Katy saw only what she wanted to see. To her, her mother was a flighty weirdo who did what she wanted. Patricia really embraced Wicca. It gave her stability." 
 
    "You sound like you really understand it. Savannah mentioned to me that you guys used to pretend you were witches. Did you take it beyond that?" 
 
    Maddy's hands fell to her sides and a hard glint entered her eyes. "You mean, did I decide to do my research and become a real Wiccan? Yes, actually, I did." 
 
    Clara nodded, not wanting to offend or upset Maddy. "Did Gretchen know?" Clara guessed that Savannah didn't, as she hadn't mentioned it.  
 
    "I tried to teach her. When we got to camp last summer, I was so excited. Savannah didn't come to the clearing anymore but Gretchen did and I was so stoked to show her what I'd learned while we were apart. She wasn't really interested." Maddy sounded sad.  
 
    Clara glanced at her to find Maddy brushing away a tear.  
 
    "She told me that we weren't kids anymore and needed to grow up. She was already thinking about that deputy. I tried to tell her that I was talking about real Wicca, not the stuff we'd been playing at, but she brushed me off." She sniffed, like it was a painful memory. "Neither of them had time for me anymore." 
 
    Clara shook her head. "But Savannah and you spent most of this summer together." 
 
    Maddy looked up at Clara, the sadness gone from her eyes. "That's because she feels guilty that she's leaving me at the end of the summer." Clara's eyes narrowed. Maddy smirked. "Oh, you didn't think I know about that? Of course I knew. Savannah was acting so guilty, it was obvious what she was planning on doing. I called her out on it. She admitted it to me." 
 
    "Change is always hard." Clara paused before asking her next question. “Is that what you two were fighting about the day of the crash?” 
 
    Maddy scoffed, rolling her eyes. "What would you know about change?” Clara didn’t miss that Maddy had ignored her question, but answered anyway. 
 
    Clara shrugged and set down her brush. "Enough. We moved my senior year of high school to a completely new state. I left all my friends behind and had to start all over again. It wasn't easy but I did it."  
 
    Maddy shook her head. "You may be able to do it, but not everyone is like you, Clara. Some of us struggle to fit in anywhere. That's why I like Wicca. I don't have to fit in to belong." Maddy turned and walked out, leaving Clara to think over what she'd said. So, Maddy's conversion was newer, fresh. Maybe Patricia mentored her. Clara wasn't sure what it meant, but it felt like this was important information to keep on hand. She went down to the tents, unsure where to turn next. She itched to write in her journal, but decided to hold off until she had more information to record. No sense in wasting pages on things she didn't know.  
 
    

  

 
  
    
 
    19. LOOKING FOR THE MURDER WEAPON 
 
   C lara sat in the passenger seat of the van, feeling guilty for crashing Tracy's date. She and the deputy were going bowling but Clara had tagged along, wanting to ask him about the murder weapon. Tracy didn't seem to mind, tapping the steering wheel and singing with the music, perfectly content with Clara's silence. Maddy had avoided Clara since their talk and walked in the opposite direction when she saw Clara coming. Clara had tried to follow her to no avail.  
 
    At the bowling alley, the deputy had a lane already rented and ready to go. Bowling shoes for Tracy sat on a seat, waiting for her. The lights were dimmed so that everything that glowed in the dark could shine in the black lights. Clara's white shirt shone brightly in the room. The deputy looked surprised to see her but said nothing. Clara didn't get shoes, as she wasn't planning to stay. She'd ask her questions and leave, letting the deputy bring Tracy back to camp once their night was over. Clara tucked her hands into the back pocket of her jeans and waited until Tracy was tossing her first ball to say anything. "I just wanted to ask if you had any idea what the murder weapon might be. If I knew what I was looking for, I might be able to find it." 
 
    The deputy watched Tracy grab her ball as it reappeared. She prepared for her next shot. His jaw clenched, the only sign he was annoyed. "The ME said it was something hard, like a pipe. Shaped like a pipe or crowbar. Honestly, without the actual weapon, we won't know what killed them." 
 
    "Them? It was the same weapon for both?" 
 
    He nodded and gave Tracy a small smile as she walked toward them. "Yeah, both girls had matching blunt force traumas." He gave Clara a nod, then joined Tracy, picking up his ball to take his turn. Clara headed out of the bowling alley, thinking over what he'd said. If the same weapon was used on both girls, then it had to be the same person.  
 
    Instead of heading back to camp, Clara headed to the hospital. She wanted to see Savannah. No one had been by since Katy's funeral, and Clara felt bad that they'd all been neglecting her. The nurses seemed wary of letting her in, but when she explained that they worked together at the camp, they relented. When she stepped into the room, she stopped, her mouth falling open. The room smelled heavily of cinnamon. The smell nearly made Clara gag. Lined up on the windowsill behind Savannah's bandaged head were crystals of all kinds. Clara noted clear quartz and obsidian, among ones she didn't recognize. Savannah lay on the bed, still bandaged, though her bruises were healing, having gone from an angry purple to a faded yellow. A nurse stepped in behind Clara and gave her a tight smile. She was shorter than Clara, plump and graying, with laugh wrinkles around her brown eyes. "Please tell me you aren't here to light more of that stuff." 
 
    Clara snorted. "What stuff?" 
 
    The nurse pointed to a table near the bed, where a pack of incense sticks lay. Clara walked over and picked them up. "A girl comes in almost every evening to light them. Tried to get us to light them too, but we can't. Technically she can't either, but we've been looking the other way." 
 
    "A girl. What girl?" 
 
    "A young brunette. Shorter than you. Kinda cute." She glanced at Savannah. "Seems to really care. Keeps begging her to wake up." 
 
    Sadness tugged at Clara's heart. It had to be Maddy. Maybe she was slipping over here after bedtime, visiting Savannah alone. Clara wished she'd told them. They would've come with her. But Maddy probably thought they'd laugh at her lighting the incense. Clara set down the pack and stepped up next to Savannah, then took her hand. Machines beeped and hummed, recording everything they could about her. The nurse slipped out of the room and gave Clara some alone time. "Hey, Savannah, it's Clara." She swallowed, feeling silly for talking to someone who looked like she was sleeping. Well, except for the tube in her mouth. "I hope you aren't in any pain. We miss you. The campers miss you. They ask about you all the time."  
 
    She took a deep breath, steadying herself. "I guess Maddy's been here every day. I don't know what she's told you but I wanted you to know that Katy died. Someone killed her. And we found Gretchen. She was killed too. I just feel like there's a connection with the clearing but I don't know how to prove it or what I'd even need to prove it. A pipe of some sort was used to kill them. I just know that if I found it, we could figure out who did it." 
 
    She smiled and reached out a hand to touch the hair poking out of Savannah's bandage. "I thought you should know. I don't want you waking up not knowing anything. But don't worry, we'll be here when you wake up. Do it soon, okay?" She squeezed Savannah's hand. Clara was ready to pull hers out when she got a squeeze in response. Glancing down at their entwined hands, she smiled. "You can hear me, can't you?" Another squeeze signaled an answer. Clara grabbed the nurse call button and jammed it with her free hand. The nurse from earlier came huffing into the room, worry in her eyes. 
 
    "What's wrong?" 
 
    "She squeezed my hand." Clara pointed at their hands, excitement coursing through her limbs.  
 
    The nurse stepped forward and glanced at the monitors. "You must've imagined it. Nothing has changed." 
 
    "But I know she did. She did it twice. Watch." She looked at Savannah, steadying her voice. "Savannah, can you hear me? Squeeze if you can." Savannah's hand twitched as she squeezed. Clara glanced at the nurse, seeing her look of shock mirrored on the woman's face. "See?" 
 
    "Interesting. She may be moving out of the coma and into normal sleep, in which case she's starting to wake up. This is good news." The nurse smiled at Clara and patted her on the back before making a note in the chart and leaving the room. Clara smiled down at Savannah.  
 
    "You're gonna be just fine." She pulled her hand away and headed out of the room. Savannah waking up would definitely make the campers feel better. Not everything would end badly this summer, Clara was sure of it. She decided that she'd spend most of the next afternoon searching for the murder weapon. She'd start in the clearing. 
 
    *** 
 
    The following day dawned grey and wet. Clara sighed as she looked out the window, knowing that searching in a storm wasn't a good idea. But she also knew that she was running out of time. If camp ended before she found the murder weapon, they wouldn't be able to figure out who'd killed Gretchen and Katy. It didn't sit right with Clara to leave things as they were.  
 
    They gathered all the campers in the big house, deciding that today was perfect for a movie day. They let the campers pick the movie and then set them up with popcorn and snacks. They also suggested an ice cream bar later, which got cheers from the campers. The girls sat around the island, the sounds of the movie drifting in to them. Maddy had gone upstairs, claiming a headache. The girls all glanced at Clara as Maddy left the room. "She's avoiding me." 
 
    "We can tell." Hannah wiggled her eyebrows at Clara. "She runs from you like you have the plague." 
 
    Clara sighed and leaned on the island. "I just don't know why. All I did was ask her about her beliefs." 
 
    "Maybe she's embarrassed." Denise took a sip from her glass and glanced at Clara over the rim of the cup. 
 
    "But why? She wasn't embarrassed when she was telling me about it." 
 
    Denise waved her hand at Clara. "That's different from knowing that someone knows something about you that may be perceived as strange. In her mind, you're judging her, even if you really aren't." 
 
    Clara blew out a breath. "Well, crap." She shook her head. "She's been visiting Savannah every day, probably after lights out. Lights incense in the room, has lined up crystals for healing. She really wants Savannah to get better." 
 
    "And will she?" The concern in Stacy's voice touched Clara. 
 
    "I think so. She squeezed my hand multiple times. She's in there, ready to come out." 
 
    "That's one good thing, at least." Tracy mumbled the words as she looked down at her phone. Hannah nudged her. 
 
    "Talking to your man?" Hannah tried to peer over Tracy's shoulder, but Tracy pulled the phone close to her chest.  
 
    "Yes, if you must know, Ms. Nosey."  
 
    Hannah stuck out her tongue at Tracy. "You wanna marry him, don't you?" 
 
    The room went quiet as the girls waited for her answer. Clara realized she was the only one who knew what Tracy was planning to do. The others had no clue yet. By the look on Tracy's face, she wasn't prepared to tell them, either. Clara cleared her throat and pulled the attention back to her. "I'm going to do some scavenging today. That murder weapon is out there. I just have to find it." 
 
    Denise glanced out the window at the rain pattering on the ground. "In that?" 
 
    Clara shrugged. "I don't have much time left. I have to search while I still can, storm or no storm." She gave the girls a reassuring smile, then grabbed a rain parka from the coat closet and shrugged it on, zipping it to her chin. After pulling up the hood, she took a sniff. It smelled slightly musty. She wrinkled her nose, hoping the smell would wash away in the rain. Waving to the girls, she headed out the door, her head lowered against the downpour.  
 
    She trudged around the lake, knowing her destination ahead of time. She wanted to check the clearing first. Maybe something was there-a clue, perhaps. Or maybe the murder weapon was hidden there. She'd never really searched it very well. She was going to take the time to do that now. She pulled a flashlight out of her pocket, glad she'd grabbed it on her way out. The woods were dark during the storm, with barely any visibility. Clara flicked on the light and headed to the clearing.  
 
    She stepped out to find the grass higher than before, meaning it hadn't been tended to since she'd last been there, the day they found Katy. To her, that was a good sign. It meant that if the murder weapon was stashed there, no one had been by recently to move it. Clara started at the perimeter and used her flashlight to scan the ground, inspecting anything that may have been a good place to hide a pipe, like a log or under a bush. Not finding anything, she moved to the stone. The bowls were gone. Clara saw them on the ground, where the water had pushed them. Whatever had been inside them was gone, washed away by the rain. Clara searched around the stone, but again found nothing. She turned to the tree at her back and noticed a hollow in the center, at waist level. Bracing herself for any creepy crawlies, she reached into the tree and held her breath. The hole wasn't very big, so she didn't have to reach very far. She came up empty, finding nothing.  
 
    Sighing, she trudged back to the lake, her head down. When she broke free of the woods, she glanced at the dock and watched as the rain hit the water. Unsure where to go next, she walked to the dock, deciding that was a good place to look too. What if the killer had thrown the pipe into the water? Maybe it was still there. Clara searched all around the dock but didn't see anything. Then she hopped into the water. Her pants stuck to her legs and her shoes sank into the mud. Bending down to see underneath the dock, she walked up and around it, checking every crevice she could find. Again, she came up empty-handed. No pipes or pipe-shaped objects were hiding under there. She glanced up at the house, frowning. Where should she look next? Her eyes fell on the barn-the next logical place to hide something. Clara trudged there, her hopes sinking, her shoes squelching. She'd really thought that she'd find something in the clearing. Now she was just grasping at straws.  
 
    In the barn, Clara unzipped and took off the parka, breathing a sigh of relief as it slipped off. She shook out her hair, annoyed as it plastered itself against her chilled skin. At least she was dry in the barn. As she walked, her shoes squeaked, the water leaking out of them. The horses nickered in their stalls, tails slapping. She started with the shelves by the feed, pulling out everything and looking at it, then placing it back. Next, she went through the stalls, looking through all the tack and anything related to the horses. Not finding anything, she turned to the loft. She'd never been up there, so she was unsure of what she'd find. She put the flashlight in her mouth and climbed the rickety ladder. Pulling herself over the side, she stood, dusting off her pants. Hay lay scattered across the floor, clumps of it pushed around. Clara scanned the flashlight along the wall and took in the boards. Most matched, but several looked different, out of place, almost new compared to the rest. Clara moved closer to examine them, feeling along their surface. One moved under her touch, making her suck in a breath. She pushed it again. The board moved easily under her hand. 
 
    Again placing the flashlight into her mouth, Clara used both hands to pull the board out of her way. Her gloves made feeling for anything tricky, but she didn't want to contaminate evidence. A hole appeared, dark and ominous, like the hole in the tree. Clara reached in, searching for anything that might be inside. Her hands landed on something hard and circular, and she pulled them back for a split second in surprise. Taking another breath, she reached back in and pulled out a metal baseball bat. Not a pipe, but so far the closest thing at the camp she could find. Setting it next to her, she reached back in, feeling around some more. Her hands landed on what felt like a book. She pulled it out and was surprised to find Gretchen's writing on the cover. Had Gretchen kept two journals? One that she wanted people to find and one that she didn't? Clara tucked it into the back of her pants, then stood and picked up the bat. She bounced on her heels, excited that she'd found something. Looking out the barn door at the rain, she realized she couldn't take the bat out there, not with it pouring like it was. She glanced around, looking for a place to stash it until she could come back to get it. She decided to stick it with some tack in one of the horse's stalls, as no one was going to go riding today. She replaced the board, not wanting anyone to get suspicious. Then she climbed down the ladder, the bat tucked under her arm. She placed it with the tack, tucking a blanket around it just in case. Then she donned the parka again and headed back to the big house, excited to tell her friends about her find. 
 
    

  

 
  
    
 
    20. PATRICIA’S CONFESSION 
 
   C lara waited until she could get her friends alone to tell them, as she didn't want the campers to overhear them talking. Someone had hidden that bat and Gretchen's other diary. Someone here at camp was responsible. Why else would they hide those things like they did? Clara didn't want to think it could be one of the campers but at this point, she didn't know. So, she erred on the side of caution and waited until free time, when the campers were distracted and wouldn't notice them talking. Clara and her friends sat around the table, cards in hand, so they wouldn't look suspicious. Clara had placed Gretchen's second book upstairs under her pillow with the other one, not even attempting to read it yet.  
 
    Hannah leaned close to her, barely breathing. "What did you find?" 
 
    The others glanced around before leaning in, the cards in their hands forgotten. Clara absently shuffled hers, licking her lips. "A metal baseball bat. Wouldn't the handle end be about the size of a metal pipe?" 
 
    Hannah nodded, her eyes bright. "It could be mistaken for a metal pipe. Where was it?" 
 
    "A hole in the wall in the barn. One of the boards is loose and just moves." 
 
    Denise raised an eyebrow. "In the wall? That means there must be a crawl space or something back there." 
 
    Clara grimaced, that thought not having occurred to her. "How big of a crawl space?" 
 
    Denise shrugged. "The barn is huge. Who knows what secrets it's hiding? But you need to get that bat to the deputy ASAP." 
 
    Tracy held up her phone. "I could have him here in twenty minutes." 
 
    Clara nodded. "Do it. We need to get him that bat." Tracy tapped away at her phone and smiled at Clara as it buzzed a few minutes later. 
 
    "He's on his way."  
 
    Stacy glanced over at Maddy and the campers before looking down at her cards. "What about the other notebook? You haven't had time to copy it yet, have you?" 
 
    Clara shook her head. "I don't even know what's in it." 
 
    "If you gave it to him, would he share it with you?" This from Denise, who spoke to the table, keeping her head down.  
 
    Clara shrugged. "I don't know. He may not be allowed to. I want to keep it, just for a day or two so I can read it before handing it over. I promise I'll hand it over once I'm done with it." 
 
    Hannah's face pinched with worry. Both she and Clara knew that withholding evidence could get Clara into serious trouble-trouble that could affect her future career in law enforcement. Hannah opened her mouth to say something, then stopped, her eyes looking past Clara.  
 
    Clara turned to find Maddy walking toward them, a worried look on her face. She stopped beside Clara and looked at their cards. "Who's winning?" 
 
    Stacy shrugged and tossed the cards on the table. "Not me, that's for sure. I never win." She smiled, causing the tension in Maddy's shoulders to relax a little.  
 
    "Clara, can I speak to you for a minute?" Maddy asked. 
 
    Clara nodded, set down her cards, and followed Maddy out of the room. They stepped into the theater, which was empty, and Maddy turned, crossing her arms and glaring up at Clara. "One of the girls said you were wandering around the camp today. What were you doing out in that rain?" 
 
    Clara sighed, trying to decide what to tell Maddy. She couldn't tell her what she'd found, as it would freak her out. But she could tell her some of what she did. "I went back to the clearing." 
 
    Maddy's mouth fell open. "Why would you do that?" 
 
    "I was looking for the murder weapon. Something that was used to kill both girls. The cops have nothing to go on right now, but if we found the murder weapon, well, it might help figure out who did this." She watched Maddy closely for a reaction. Someone had placed that bat in the barn. Clara couldn't rule out anyone just yet.  
 
    Maddy clenched her jaw, her fists balled at her side. "And what? You thought they'd just leave it in the clearing, like that isn't the most obvious place to put it?" 
 
    Clara tried to keep the shock from her face. Maddy sounded defensive, like she was upset that Clara would think the killer was that stupid. Frowning, Clara shrugged. "It was a good place to start. I didn't find anything there." Clara didn't add that she'd found something. Maddy didn't need to know that.  
 
    Maddy started to say something else but Diamond popped her head in and looked at Clara. "That deputy is here to see you." Clara nodded her thanks and glanced at Maddy before stepping out of the room. She donned the parka again and walked outside in the rain, which was now a light sprinkle. The deputy stood by his car, hands on his hips as she walked toward him. "It's in the barn." He nodded and followed her inside. She walked over to the horse stall, slipped in, and pulled the bat from where she'd stashed it. She handed it to him, still wrapped in the blanket. "I didn't know what else to do with it. I didn't want to lose any evidence." 
 
    "Where did you find this?" The amazement in his voice made Clara smile.  
 
    "It was up in the loft, in a hole I found. I guess there's a crawl space back there or something." 
 
    "I'll send the team up here to search it tomorrow. Maybe they'll find something else." Clara cringed. One night. She had one night to read the other book and put it back where she'd found it. It would be tough, but she could do it. She watched as he walked out to the car. Worry gnawed at her gut. It was going to be a long night.  
 
    *** 
 
    Clara lay in her tent, flashlight in hand as she read the second diary. The soft snores of her friends surrounded her. The book was odd, with snippets of things written inside but not full stories like the other book. It was like this was where Gretchen had written all the bad stuff, the things that had bothered her, so that the other journal didn't include them. In here, her biggest problem was Maddy. Maddy had converted to Wicca and wanted Gretchen to join her. Together, they could convert Savannah. Maddy knew that if Gretchen converted, Savannah would follow. Gretchen documented how Maddy hounded her, trying to convince her that what she believed made perfect sense.  
 
    The day before Gretchen disappeared, she had written about a terrible fight between the two of them. Maddy had been bothering her again and Gretchen lost it, going off on Maddy and telling her that Wicca was fake and that she'd never believe what Maddy wanted her to believe. It left Maddy in tears and Gretchen feeling like a horrible person. From what Gretchen had written, she'd tried to talk to Maddy later, but Maddy had brushed her off, refusing to speak to her. Gretchen had planned a picnic at the clearing for just the two of them, which she planned to head to after getting out of the hike that afternoon. Clara closed the book, her heart pounding. Gretchen hadn't actually hurt herself. She'd faked it to get out of the hike so that she could go to the clearing unnoticed to meet Maddy. Maddy had to have seen Gretchen there. Could Maddy have attacked Gretchen?  
 
    Clara shook away the thought. Maddy didn't strike her as the type. No matter how angry she was, Gretchen was her friend. There was no way she'd hurt Gretchen. Clara resolved to put the book back where she found it the next morning and leave it to the cops. She tucked it under her pillow. Disturbing thoughts of being murdered in her sleep made her night a long one.  
 
    The following morning, after hiding the book again, Clara helped the campers make breakfast. She listened as they laughed and joked, talking about the end of camp. Just a couple of days away, right around the corner. Swapping numbers, they promised to keep in touch. Clara smiled at the friendships she saw developing. Some of them would last for the rest of their lives. 
 
    Patricia breezed into the room and glanced around. "Where's Maddy?" 
 
    Clara looked around, shrugging. "Haven't seen her yet this morning. Why?" 
 
    Patricia shook her head, waving a hand in the air. "No reason. Just wondering. She loves making breakfast with the girls." 
 
    Her curiosity piqued, Clara watched as Patricia walked out. It was weird that Maddy wasn't in the kitchen with her right now. She loved to help the girls cook and come up with new foods to make. Clara wiped her hands on a towel and told one of the girls that she'd be right back. Then she headed outside. As she walked toward the barn, a police car and a van pulled up and stopped near her. The deputy climbed out and pointed to the barn for the people in the van. As crime scene people scurried inside the barn, Clara stopped and waited for him to come to her. "You're here early." 
 
    "I didn't want anything to disappear. My showing up here last night might've spooked the killer. I didn't want to lose any potential evidence." 
 
    Clara nodded, understanding perfectly. "I don't think you'll lose anything. We all slept in tents last night." She pointed to the tents gathered near the big house.  
 
    "In that weather?" 
 
    Clara shrugged and watched as a tech brought over the journal she'd read last night. "It was only sprinkling by then."  
 
    The deputy took the book, barely acknowledging her. Mesmerized by Gretchen's handwriting, he ran his fingers over the words through the plastic that encased the book. "Another journal?" 
 
    Clara looked over his shoulder, biting her tongue. "Maybe it's from a different year?" 
 
    "Could be." He handed it back to the tech and turned to Clara. "Is everyone in the house?" 
 
    Clara nodded. "Should be. We're making breakfast. Patricia did wander outside to go look for Maddy. Not sure where they got to."  
 
    The look on his face made her grimace. "They left?" 
 
    Clara pointed to the van, parked next to the barn. "Not the property. That's the only vehicle here."  
 
    "Round everyone up. I want to talk to them." Clara nodded and headed into the house. She found Diamond and sent her to get Maddy and Patricia. No sense in worrying anyone until there was a reason to worry. The deputy probably thought as she did: that someone here was responsible. In that case, he wanted to get a look at everyone together, see if he could spot anyone acting odd. It was exactly what Clara would've done.  
 
    Clara gathered all the campers and counselors into the game room and watched as the deputy stepped to the front. He glanced at Clara and she shook her head. Diamond still hadn't returned. He sighed, tapping his watch. She shrugged, unsure what else he wanted her to do. She didn't have trackers on them, so until they showed up, she didn't know where they were. She leaned against the wall, hoping they'd arrive soon. 
 
    The kitchen door opened and hope sprang up in Clara. Diamond must've found them. In the kitchen, Diamond stood, Patricia leaning against her. Patricia's hand gripped her side, like it hurt. Then Clara saw the blood dripping from Patricia's hand to the floor, leaving a red puddle at her feet. Diamond's look of fear tore at Clara's heart. The girl didn't need to be experiencing this. Clara took Patricia, shooing Diamond into the theater to get the deputy. Patricia leaned heavily against her, panting. "Patricia, who did this to you? Did you find Maddy? Is she okay?" 
 
    "Katy." Patricia whispered her daughter's name, making Clara's skin tingle. The deputy rushed in and called for help over his radio. Diamond was on his heels.  
 
    "What happened?" he asked. 
 
    Clara shook her head. "I don't know. Diamond found her." The deputy asked Diamond to wait in the kitchen, then took Patricia from Clara and carried her outside, where the van was just loading up. Seeing the deputy, they took Patricia, knowing they'd get her to the hospital quicker than any ambulance could. The deputy stomped back into the kitchen, his uniform covered in Patricia's blood. Clara handed him a towel to help him clean up and then leaned against the counter, as curious about what Diamond would say as he was. 
 
    Setting aside the towel, he turned to Diamond, trying to smile. "What happened?" 
 
    Diamond shrugged, trying to act tough, but Clara could see the fear in her eyes. "I found her like that, over by the dock. She was barely conscious when I got to her." 
 
    "Did you see a knife out there?" 
 
    Diamond shook her head, causing her braids to wave down her back. "No. Just her, lying by the dock, the water splashing her legs. She was crying when I got to her, but I thought that was from the pain." 
 
    Clara turned to the deputy. "She said her daughter's name when I took her from Diamond. I asked her who did this to her and all she said was ‘Katy.'"  
 
    The deputy narrowed his eyes. "But her daughter's dead. We did an autopsy and everything." 
 
    Clara nodded. "I know. Which makes me think that maybe she feels guilty for Katy's death. We need to talk to her as soon as we can." Her cheeks reddened, realizing she'd just tossed herself into the investigation. What if he didn't want her help? 
 
    The deputy nodded, not noticing the slip. He gestured toward the theater. "What do we do about them? Patricia was the last person keeping this place up and running. Without her, the camp can't keep going." 
 
    Clara sighed. "We have counselors. Granted, fewer than usual, but we can keep things operational until the last day of camp. After that, I don't know." 
 
    Diamond looked between them, worry etching her features. "Close the camp? Are you serious?" Her hands clenched at her sides as tears brimmed in her dark eyes. "This camp is the best thing that ever happened to us. Every summer, we get to go somewhere that's not our homes and be truly happy. Without that, what chance do we have?" She turned and stormed out, leaving Clara and the deputy to stare after her.  
 
    Clara looked up at him. "She's not wrong." 
 
    He held up his hands. "I'm not in charge of the camp. I don't make the rules." 
 
    She blew out a breath. "I know."  
 
    He walked to the door. "Meet me at the car. We'll go to the hospital." Clara nodded and headed into the theater. She had some explaining to do. 
 
    The campers quieted as soon as Clara appeared. They stared at her with wide eyes. Diamond wasn't among them, but Clara wasn't surprised. The girl needed some space. She cleared her throat, preparing what she had to say. "Patricia's been stabbed and Maddy is missing. The deputy and I are going to the hospital to talk to Patricia now. I'll keep you guys posted on what's going on. For now, make sure you do your chores and listen to the other counselors, okay?" The campers nodded, all looking worried. Clara stepped out, her heart breaking for them.  
 
    The deputy was leaning against the car as she walked up. She climbed into the passenger side and buckled her seatbelt. He drove them to town in silence, both lost in their own thoughts. Clara leaned her head against the window, worried that Patricia would be dead by the time they got there. Then what would they do? The camp would have to close. There would be no other choice. 
 
    She followed the deputy into the hospital, keeping her eyes on the back of his head. Antiseptic assaulted her nose, making it twitch. She fought the urge to rub it and clenched her hands at her sides. This was one of the many reasons why she hadn't gone into the medical field. The deputy's boots clicked against the white laminate floor as he walked, his back straight. He had a purpose and he was going to fulfill it. As they stopped at the nurse's station, he removed his hat and gave the nurse at the desk a big smile. "Morning, ma'am."  
 
    She smiled at him, her cheeks pink. "Deputy. What can I do for you today?" 
 
    "Patricia Crammer was brought in here a little bit ago. I'd like an update on her status." He flashed that smile again. 
 
    She scanned the computer in front of her and gave him a small nod. "Yep, she was. They patched her up and she's resting in a room now, if you'd like to see her." 
 
    "I would. Which room?" She gave him the room number and he headed that way, Clara hot on his heels. It seemed that he'd forgotten she was with him. She kept her head down, not wanting to miss anything.  
 
    They stopped at Patricia's room, where the curtains were pulled shut. A machine sat next to the bed, beeping in time with her heartbeat. The blanket had been pulled up to her chin, which gave her a childlike appearance. Her eyes were closed but snapped open the minute they stepped into the room. Clara closed the door behind them, shutting out the noise of the hospital. The deputy didn't look back at her. He stepped up to the bed and took Patricia's hand. "How are you feeling?" 
 
    "My body hurts. I didn't know it could hurt this much."  
 
    He took the chair next to the bed while Clara stood behind him. She searched Patricia's face, seeing pain there. "Well, you were stabbed. That can be very painful." He gave her a small smile, which she returned. 
 
    Patricia attempted to sit up. "I take it this isn't a social call. You want to know what happened." Both Clara and the deputy nodded. "Well, fine. I can tell you." She took a deep breath and closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened them, determination flashed. "Katy's death is on me. Gretchen's, too. I caused them, even if I didn't actually hit them on the head myself." 
 
    The deputy had pulled out his notepad and was scribbling notes. "What makes you say that?" 
 
    "My beliefs. I'm Wiccan." She looked up at Clara. "She knows that. I'm not sure you do." 
 
    He shook his head. "Gretchen mentioned something about it, but not about you. I think Maddy was who she was talking about." 
 
    Patricia nodded. "Maddy is one of my girls, yes. I teach them what I know, about what I've learned through the years. It's mostly healing stuff, protection, crystals, that sort of thing. Respect for the Earth and everything on it. Life is sacred." Tears slipped down her cheeks as she talked. Clara grabbed a tissue out of her purse and handed it to Patricia. She nodded her thanks, not pausing her story. "I swore the girls to secrecy, as I didn't want to embarrass anyone with my beliefs. Katy didn't know. I hid it from her. She thought it had been a fleeting fancy but really, it had been what I was looking for my whole life." She sniffed and held the tissue to her nose. "I told the girls they could tell others if they wanted but they had to be discreet about it." Clara could see the deputy getting impatient. She laid a hand on his shoulder and smiled at Patricia to continue.  
 
    "You think it's one of your girls?" 
 
    Patricia nodded. "I know it is. I've had my suspicions for some time, but today confirmed it." She touched her side, wincing. "It's Maddy. She stabbed me. She killed Gretchen and Katy. And I'm pretty sure the van accident that put Savannah in a coma wasn't an accident at all." 
 
    Clara's eyes flew wide. That wasn't the answer she'd expected to hear. "Maddy? But why?" 
 
    "Maddy cherished our faith. Reveled in it, really. It gave her a place to belong. She imagined that she could convince her friends to join too, that they could all be in this together. I told her that not everyone embraced it the way we did and that it was okay if they didn't. But she was adamant she could convince them." Patricia smiled ruefully. "Then Gretchen told her she wasn't coming back last summer. Shattered all her hopes. She was angry at Gretchen, claiming she was tearing their group apart. Gretchen tried to explain, but Maddy didn't want to hear any of it." Patricia sighed. "Maddy hit her over the head with the baseball bat. Came and got me afterward, crying that she hadn't meant to, that she'd been so upset and Gretchen kept arguing with her. She just wanted her to shut up for one second and listen to her. By the time I got to the clearing, Gretchen was dead." 
 
    The deputy leaned forward. "What did you do, Ms. Crammer?" 
 
    "I helped Maddy hide the body. I called Gretchen in as missing. We tied her to the bottom of the floating dock, knowing no one would find her there for a while. It was a terrible, horrible thing to do, and I feel so guilty but I believed Maddy at the time that it was an accident. Then the van crash happened." 
 
    "And you didn't think that was an accident?" Clara's heart pounded. Maddy. It had been Maddy all along. 
 
    Patricia shook her head. "I knew it wasn't. Maddy had been calling me, complaining that something was off with Savannah but she didn't know what it was. Katy had told me before camp started that this would be Savannah's last summer with us. I didn't have the heart to tell Maddy. I guess Savannah did. I think the crash was on purpose, that Maddy did it in a fit of anger." 
 
    "Do you think she meant to kill Savannah?" The deputy scribbled something on his pad. 
 
    Patricia shook her head. "I don't really know. Katy was in the car. She said the girls had been arguing before they got in, but she didn't think anything of it." Patricia sighed. "Then Katy died." Patricia closed her eyes briefly, more tears falling. "I'll never forgive myself for that. I'm the reason Maddy was able to kill my daughter. If I'd reported what had happened last year, none of this would've happened. I was so caught up in Maddy's anguish, in worrying about sponsors for the camp, I never stopped to think about how dangerous she was." 
 
    "Why Katy? She wasn't one of you. She just ran the camp." Clara winced as she said the words. Katy did so much more than run the camp. 
 
    "Katy was onto Maddy. She knew that the stories weren't matching up and she knew that the girls had been fighting about something. Maddy took her out before Katy could put it all together." Patricia broke down, her body shaking with her sobs. The deputy watched her, pity in his eyes. 
 
    "You realize I have to place you under arrest, right? For Gretchen?" She nodded, dabbing at her face with the tissue. As the deputy read her rights to Patricia, she just nodded, a look of peace on her face. He cuffed her to the bed, promising to send someone to stand outside her door.  
 
    Clara turned to leave, but Patricia stopped her, placing her free hand on Clara's arm. "Stop her, Clara. For my girl. For Gretchen."  
 
    Clara patted Patricia's hand. "I will. I promise." Patricia nodded and settled back into her bed, a look of contentment on her face.  
 
    

  

 
  
    
 
    21. STACY’S A HOSTAGE 
 
   C lara and the deputy rode back to camp, his lights flashing and sirens blaring. Clara gripped the door of the car as he slid through town. The deputy radioed for backup, knowing that he'd be the first to reach the camp. "Do you think Maddy would hurt any of the girls?" she asked. 
 
    He didn't take his eyes off the road as he responded. "She's desperate. I think at this point she'd do just about anything." 
 
    They left town behind them and headed to the camp at a speed that made Clara gulp with worry. "She's unstable, which means we need to approach her with caution. She could have a hostage." As she said the words, Clara's phone buzzed. She answered, licking her lips. "Hello?" 
 
    "Clara, where are you?" Denise's voice rang over the line, her worry matching Clara's own. 
 
    "On my way back with the deputy. Why? What's wrong?" 
 
    "Stacy's missing. We can't find her in the house. We told all the girls they had to stay inside. We didn't even see her slip out." Denise's voice rose an octave, making Clara wince. 
 
    "She must've gone out to find Maddy. They've gotten close recently. Denise, don't go looking for her. Maddy is dangerous. The deputy will find her once we get there, okay? Stay in the house."  
 
    Denise agreed, then hung up.  
 
    Clara leaned back against the seat and closed her eyes. "She has a hostage." 
 
    The deputy's knuckles turned white on his steering wheel. "How? Who?" In that moment, Clara realized that his worry was two-fold. On the one hand, he was worried about Maddy hurting all those girls. On the other hand, he was worried about Tracy, fearing that she was the hostage Maddy had taken. 
 
    "Stacy. She and Maddy have gotten close over the last couple of weeks." She sighed. "Stacy slipped out after I left, probably to go look for Maddy."  
 
    The car picked up speed as he pushed the pedal down harder. "Then we need to find them soon." 
 
    Clara gulped and closed her eyes. "About that. Where are we going to look?" 
 
    "The clearing." He said it with so much confidence, Clara popped open an eye to look at him. 
 
    "Are you sure?" 
 
    He nodded. "I have a feeling that's where she's hiding. Not many people know about it. It's where Gretchen died. I think that's where she'll go." Clara couldn't argue with that. It seemed like everything was coming full cycle. 
 
    They pulled up to the big house and stopped inches from the front porch. Both hopped out of the car and headed toward the woods. Denise and Hannah stumbled out of the house and called after Clara. She dropped back and turned to them with her hands out. "Get back inside." 
 
    Both girls halted, panting. "What's going on?" Hannah's worried eyes looked beyond Clara to where the deputy was running around the lake.  
 
    "It's Maddy. The killer is Maddy. And we think she has Stacy. We have to get her." Clara took a deep breath. "But I need you guys to stay in the house with the campers. Keep them safe until we get back." 
 
    Hannah hesitated for a second before pulling something out of the waistband of her jeans. In her hand was a small pistol, something Clara had never seen before. "Here, take it. In case you need it." 
 
    Clara took the gun, her mouth hanging open. "Hannah, where did you get this?" 
 
    She shrugged. "I drove here remember? I have a concealed weapons license. I applied for one here in Tennessee after we got here, our first free day off. My dad got it for me for my eighteenth birthday. He's always been worried about me since Betty. I don't carry it around often but I do keep it nearby." 
 
    Clara checked it over and turned off the safety. "Thanks. I'll bring it back, promise." Hannah nodded and turned Denise back toward the house. Clara ran around the lake and headed to the clearing, annoyed that the deputy had some distance on her. If he thought he was doing this alone, he was sorely mistaken. Clara pushed through the trees, branches scratching at her arms and face and pulling at her hair. She could hear voices ahead, mumbled and low. He was there, trying to talk Maddy down. Good. She could use that distraction to get around Maddy. 
 
    Clara poked her head around a bush to take stock of the scene. The deputy stood near Maddy, both hands raised, his gun nowhere in sight. Maddy stood near the stone, her arm wrapped around Stacy's waist, a knife pressed to Stacy's neck. Clara ducked back down, then crept around the clearing, trying to get behind Maddy. As she moved, she listened to the conversation. "Come on, Maddy, you don't have to hurt her. She's your friend." 
 
    "All my friends end up hurting me." Clara heard the sob in her voice. That was a very broken girl out there. 
 
    "Maddy, moving on with your life isn't a bad thing. Friends do it all the time. Even family does it. You have to grow up sometime."  
 
    "Why can't it just stay the same? Why can't we just spend every summer here forever?" Clara shuddered, remembering similar words being said to her before. Some people just didn't know how to let go.  
 
    "So, you kill them? How can you see them then?" 
 
    Maddy sniffed and took a deep breath. "Gretchen was here with me all this summer. I knew exactly where she was. And if Savannah stays in a coma, she won't leave here either." Maddy chuckled. "And now, with both Gretchen and Katy buried here, I'll always have them with me." 
 
    "So, you're going to kill Stacy too, is that it? Keep her here as well? You know her family won't allow that. They'll bury her back home, where she belongs. You won't get to keep her like the others." 
 
    Clara heard Stacy inhale, which propelled her faster through the underbrush.  
 
    "It doesn't matter. I'll have the others." 
 
    "But you'll be in prison. You won't get to see them." A note of desperation crept into the deputy's voice. Clara just needed him to talk a little longer.  
 
    She crept out of the underbrush, behind Maddy and Stacy. The deputy saw her, but didn't move his eyes, not wanting to give her away. He nodded his head and gave her the okay. Clara steadied the gun in both hands like her father had shown her, then aimed at Maddy. Realizing that firing the gun was probably a bad idea, she slinked forward, deciding to smash Maddy on the head instead. She raised the gun, then brought it down as hard as she could.  
 
    Maddy cried out. Her grip on Stacy's waist loosened and the knife slid down Stacy's neck before Maddy collapsed to the ground. Stacy ran from Maddy to the deputy, grabbing onto him for dear life. Clara jumped up, rushed over to Maddy, and kicked the knife out of her reach. The deputy stepped forward and placed Maddy under arrest, pulling her to her feet as he did. She winced and shook her head as blood dripped down the side of her face. Glancing around the clearing, the deputy ushered her over to the stone and sat her on it while he called for backup. Maddy glared at all of them, refusing to speak.  
 
    "I'm going to take Stacy back to the house," Clara said. The deputy nodded and gave Clara a grateful smile. She handed him Hannah's gun before heading out of the clearing. "Hannah wants that back, just FYI." He nodded, tucking it away.  
 
    As they walked back to the big house, Clara filled Stacy in on what had happened. "Patricia helped Maddy hide Gretchen's body. Maddy told her it had been an accident and Patricia believed her, wanting to believe the best about her. And she didn't want to lose sponsors for the camp. After the van accident, Patricia suspected that Maddy had done that on purpose, to hurt Savannah. Maddy knew Savannah was acting weird and Patricia assumed Savannah told Maddy that she wasn't coming back next summer." 
 
    "So, she did all this because she was angry?" 
 
    "And maybe because she felt abandoned? I don't know the psychology behind it. Maddy is a very troubled girl with a lot of issues. She's going to need a lot of help." 
 
    "Do you think they'll lock her up?" The fear hadn't left Stacy's voice, no matter how calm she tried to be. 
 
    Clara took Stacy's hand, swinging it with her own. "I think they will. She's not crazy. She knew exactly what she was doing each time she hurt someone. She's dangerous." 
 
    "What made Patricia confess?" 
 
    "I think the guilt over Katy's death. Not that she really had a choice. She had a stab wound that she couldn't just explain away. But she blames herself. Says that if she'd turned Maddy in last summer like she should've, Katy would still be alive. It's something she'll have to live with for the rest of her life." 
 
    Stacy blew out a breath. "Man, that's tough." Clara nodded her agreement. They walked the rest of the way back to the house in silence. 
 
    When they stepped inside, a group of girls surrounded them, all asking questions at the same time. Hannah pushed her way through, with Denise and Tracy right behind her. One look at the two of them and she clapped her hands, making the campers go silent. "Okay, ladies, let's give them some space. I'm sure they'll be able to update you here shortly. Back up, please." The campers moved away, letting Hannah reach Clara and Stacy. One look at Stacy's neck and she frowned. "You've got a pretty mean gash there. Let me get you fixed up." She pulled Stacy into the kitchen, with the other girls following. 
 
    Denise looked from Stacy to Clara. "What happened?"  
 
    Tracy glanced around, biting her lip. "And where's Maddy and Brayden?" 
 
    Clara hopped up on a barstool and rested her hands on the counter. "He's with Maddy in the clearing, waiting for an ambulance. I hit her over the head with the gun." 
 
    "Why did you do that, by the way? Why hit her instead of shoot her?" Stacy stood by the sink as Hannah wiped at the blood on her neck, a first aid kit beside her. 
 
    "I didn't want to hit you. And I'd never shot that particular gun before. What if I missed and she killed you because of it?" 
 
    "But if she'd heard you, she would've killed me anyway." 
 
    Clara smiled. "She didn't hear me, did she?" Stacy nodded, wincing as Hannah pressed a warm, wet towel to her neck. Clara continued, barely pausing to take a breath. "Maddy killed Gretchen, in a fit of rage I think. Then got Patricia to help her cover it up, claiming it was an accident. Patricia believed her, mainly because she felt responsible for her. Then the van wreck happened and Patricia started to suspect it wasn't as innocent as it looked. Katy did too, which is why Maddy took her out." 
 
    "Katy had suspicions?" Denise sat next to Clara. She took one of her hands, squeezing it. 
 
    "I think so. She may have asked Maddy some questions that led Maddy to believe so as well. So, Maddy killed her too." Clara shook her head. "Maddy didn't take responsibility for what she did to Gretchen. She just covered it up. She tried to kill Savannah. I fully believe that now. The wreck wasn't an accident." 
 
    "Why kill Savannah? She didn't know about Gretchen or suspect anything?" Denise looked from Stacy to Clara. "Did she?" 
 
    Clara shook her head. "No, she didn't suspect anything. She'd told Maddy that she wasn't coming back next summer. I'm assuming the same fit of rage that overtook Maddy when she killed Gretchen made her try to kill Savannah." 
 
    "Which means she can try to plead temporary insanity, can't she?" Stacy's voice held a note of fear that Clara hadn't noticed before. 
 
    "She could. But not for Katy's murder." All eyes turned to Clara. "Katy's murder didn't happen in a fit of rage. There was no argument beforehand. It was all premeditated. She planned to kill Katy. She was completely in her right mind when she did that." 
 
    "What happens to Patricia?" Hannah bent over Stacy, applying some gauze and tape to the gash.  
 
    Clara sighed. "She'll have to serve time. She helped hide a body. She's an accessory after the fact." Through the kitchen window, Clara watched as the deputy led Maddy from the woods and walked her toward the big house and his police car. She leaned heavily on him and shook her head from side to side. Clara stood and headed to the door. "I'm going to make sure he doesn't need help." The others nodded, letting her go.  
 
    Clara walked toward them, using her hand to shield her eyes from the sun. As she got closer, she realized something was off. Maddy was leaning on him, yes, but he also seemed to be hurt and was leaning on her. Then Clara saw it: the knife sticking out of his side. Maddy smiled at her, her eyes bright with excitement. "Come to see me off?" She cackled. The sound raised the hair on Clara's arms. 
 
    "Maddy, what did you do?" 
 
    "You think I was going to go down without a fight? Shows what you know." She shoved the deputy away from her, barely glancing at him as he stumbled, gripping his side where the knife was still embedded. She squared her shoulders and tossed her hair over one shoulder. "Looks like it's just you and me. I made him call off the ambulance. No one's coming to get me. Made him cancel the backup too." She smirked, cocking one eyebrow. "Unless you want to try?" 
 
    Clara clenched her fists. "You won't win." 
 
    Maddy laughed, her hands on her hips. "So says you. Come on, show me what you've got-"  
 
    Clara lunged at Maddy, not letting her finish her sentence. Maddy dodged, the head injury not seeming to bother her anymore. Clara landed near the deputy and looked at him with worry. His eyes were closed-whether from exhaustion or because he'd passed out, Clara didn't know. Looking at his belt, she smiled. She pulled free the can of mace and hid the canister behind her back. His gun was gone-Clara assumed tossed into the woods-but the taser was there, ready to be used. Clara yanked that out too and turned to face Maddy.  
 
    "Pretty pathetic for a sheriff's daughter," Maddy said. "Come on, try again."  
 
    Clara jumped to her feet, the taser at her side. Maddy's eyes focused on the taser. She waited for Clara to use it. Clara knew she'd have only one shot with the taser, so she had to make it count. She started to raise her arm, then turned and pulled the mace out instead and shot Maddy in the eyes with it. Clara closed her own against any back spray.  
 
    Maddy screamed, clutching at her face. She rubbed her eyes furiously, blinking rapidly to clear them. "My eyes." She glared at Clara. With the redness of her face, the sight was more funny than scary. Maddy's eyes were slits, barely able to stay open. Maddy lunged this time and took the offensive. Clara jumped back, over the deputy, her feet landing in the water. They were closer to the lake than Clara had realized, as the water lapped at her feet. She backed up some more, avoiding the jabs Maddy sent her way. "Fight me." 
 
    Clara shook her head. "No, Maddy. I don't want to fight you. I want you in custody, where you belong."Maddy screamed, charging her. Clara waited until the last second, then bent down, wrapped her arms around Maddy's waist, and pulled her into the water using a wrestling move her big brother had shown her years ago. Maddy tried to wiggle free, but couldn't. Her arms flailed, to no avail. Clara held on tight, refusing to let go.  
 
    The deputy sat up, still clutching his side. He looked at Clara, winced, and reached for his radio to call for help. The girls came charging out of the house, Hannah holding a shotgun that she pointed at Maddy. Diamond stood next to her, one of the BB guns from the shooting range tight against her shoulder. She smiled at Clara. "I considered the bow and arrow but thought this might be better."  
 
    Clara nodded her thanks and looked back at the deputy. "Some help would be nice, please," she grunted, straining to keep her hold on Maddy. Deputy Bianchi stepped up and pulled Maddy away from Clara, then spun her around, cuffing her arms behind her back. The deputy walked Maddy to his car, nodding at Tracy as he walked by. The girls ran up to Clara, all clamoring to touch her.  
 
    She glanced at Hannah's shotgun. "More gifts from your dad?" 
 
    Hannah shook her head, the shotgun pointed at the ground. "No, Katy kept this stashed in the house. She showed it to me one day, just in case. Right before she died, actually. I think she knew she wouldn't be here to protect us and wanted to make sure we could protect ourselves." She grinned at Clara. "Not that you needed much help. That was awesome." 
 
    Clara rubbed her arms, which were trembling from having to hold Maddy for so long. "I never intended to touch her at all." She looked down at the taser in her hand. "I didn't even get to use this." The other girls laughed, slapping Clara's back. They pulled her toward the house, Diamond running ahead to put on some coffee. "Can I have a bath too, please?" The girls nodded, unable to stop smiling, glad that Clara was okay. 
 
    

  

 
  
    
 
    22. THE LAST DAY OF CAMP 
 
   D eputy Braydon stopped by the last day of camp as the bus came to pick up the campers. He stood back while the girls hugged. Patricia stood back and smiled at them. As they piled onto the bus, Diamond stopped before Clara, a hand on her hip. "I think I wanna solve murders too when I graduate." 
 
    Clara smiled, one eyebrow raised. "Oh, really?" 
 
    The girl nodded. "Yep. But I think I want to be the scientist who finds the evidence." 
 
    Clara smiled and clapped a hand on Diamond's shoulder. "And I think you'd be great at it. Keep me posted, okay? You have my email." Diamond nodded and gave Clara one last smile before running to the bus. Crystal's small face watched her out one of the windows. As the bus pulled away, the campers gave one last wave and hollered out goodbyes. Clara turned to the other girls, unable to stop smiling, her heart full. "That girl's going places." 
 
    "We could always use her at the department once she graduates." Deputy Braydon ran a hand through his hair as he smiled at the group.  
 
    Patricia stepped forward, her hands clenched in front of her. "Katy always said she was going places." She frowned, the mention of her daughter still hurting.  
 
    Clara looked at the deputy. "So, what happens now?" 
 
    "Maddy goes on trial. She's got a public defender. He's not bad but I'm not sure how much he'll be able to do for her. Gretchen's second journal? It cataloged all the fights she and Maddy had, talked about how she thought Maddy was putting a curse on her, casting evil spells on her." 
 
    Patricia wrinkled her nose. "How terrible. I taught her better than that." 
 
    "She also suspected Maddy was reading her journal, which is why she kept two. The second one never left her person, which means Maddy didn't see it until after she killed Gretchen." He looked at Patricia, his eyes hard.  
 
    Patricia closed her eyes, tears brimming. "And I helped her. I can't begin to tell you how sorry I am."  
 
    "Well, the judge has seen fit to release you on bail until your trial." He gave her an encouraging smile. "I don't see why he wouldn't give you probation. Make you work at the camp." 
 
    Patricia smiled back and wiped at her tears. "I'd like that, I think." 
 
    "What about Savannah?" Hannah asked this quietly, making Clara jump. 
 
    "She's awake, thank goodness. Every day she's getting better. She's terribly sad about Katy and Gretchen and what Maddy did, but thankful she survived. I'm going to visit her every day until she's better. It's the least I can do." Patricia gave them a warm smile. Clara felt that Savannah was in good hands. 
 
    Clara looked between the deputy and Tracy. "And you two? What happens here?" 
 
    They exchanged a glance, Tracy coloring slightly. "Well, we think we want to try the long-distance thing," Tracy said. He nodded in agreement. Tracy continued: "We like each other. We get along great. We support each other. And I'm not against living in Tennessee." She winked at Clara. "They need teachers here too." 
 
    Deputy Braydon touched his forehead to Tracy's. "And we can visit each other. That won't be a problem at all." She nodded her agreement. Clara smiled, her heart warming at their happiness. At least one good thing came out of this summer.  
 
    Hannah looked at all of them and shook her head. "Next summer, we go to a place that has a beach. Got it?" The others nodded, laughing as they headed into the house to gather their things. The cab was already on its way to take them to the airport. They stayed in their rooms to give Tracy a moment alone with her deputy. When they came back out, he was gone, the dust on the road the only sign he'd ever been there.  
 
    Clara hugged Tracy. "He couldn't stay?" 
 
    She shook her head. "Duty calls."  
 
    They said their goodbyes to Patricia, wishing her luck before heading out to the waiting cab. They loaded their things into the back and then climbed inside. This time, Clara sat smooshed between Hannah and Stacy, with Denise and Tracy in the captains' seats in the middle. As the van pulled away, Tracy smiled at Clara. "So, Clara, any insight into what you're going to do when you get home?" 
 
    Clara clutched her journal, knowing what Tracy meant. Was she going to go home and continue dating Anthony, pretending that everything was okay? Or was she going to see how things panned out with Will? Would Anthony hate her? Would Will even want to date her? She'd spent the night before writing it all out in her journal, the pros and cons of both decisions. In the end, she'd decided that if she didn't take a chance, she'd spend the rest of her life wondering "what if?" 
 
    "I'm going to break up with Anthony. I think we need a real break. Not just an engagement break." She kept her eyes on her feet as she spoke. "I want to see if there's anything between Will and me. This whole summer, while all this stuff was going on, all I could think about was how Will would handle this, and what Will would think about it. Not once did I wonder what Anthony would think." 
 
    "So, you're going to give Will a shot?" Tracy's voice came out more a squeal than words.  
 
    Clara nodded. "I am. Does that make me a bad person?" She glanced at her friends, worry eating at her. Anthony was a great guy. She'd moved to Texas to be with him. She didn't want to break his heart but she felt that this was something she needed to do. 
 
    Hannah shook her head. "No. You're not married to him. You're free to date other people if it doesn't feel right anymore." 
 
    Clara sighed. "I was so just sure of us when we left home. Now, I don't know if there's an ‘us' anymore. And it hurts." She pressed her hand to her chest. While the pain was mental, that didn't mean it didn't hurt.  
 
    Tracy took her hand. "It'll all work out like it's supposed to. You'll see." Clara smiled at her friends, thankful for their support and understanding. It made navigating this thing called life so much easier. She lay her head back and closed her eyes, trying to plan what she'd say to Anthony when she saw him. It was going to be a tough conversation but it had to be done. 
 
    

  

 
  
    
 
    23. A HEART TO HEART 
 
    Anthony stood by the baggage claim, his hands in his pockets as the girls approached. Denise and Clara had parted ways with the other girls at the airport in Tennessee, promising to text as soon as they all landed. Clara shot them a text and smiled slightly. Even with everything that had happened over the summer, it had been good to spend it with her best friends. She threw an arm around Denise and smiled at Anthony as they approached. He pointed at the baggage carousel. "We need to wait for anything?" Both girls nodded, so Anthony planted himself near it, ready to grab whatever they told him to. Clara wrapped her arms around him from behind and gave him a quick hug. She felt tears prick her eyes. She was going to miss this.  
 
    Once both duffels were in hand, Anthony walked the girls to the car and tossed the bags in the trunk. He'd driven Clara's little red beater car, the one she'd had since high school. He didn't have a car of his own out there, usually catching a ride with one of the guys or borrowing theirs, so Clara had let him use her car for the summer. He slapped the steering wheel as she climbed in. "Ran great the whole time you were gone." 
 
    Clara nodded. "Good. I was hoping she would." She felt awkward, knowing that soon she was going to break his heart.  
 
    He drove to Denise's place first, one of the sorority houses near campus. As Denise climbed out of the car, she hugged Clara from behind. 
 
    "Thanks for the eventful summer. See you later." She waved as they drove off, her duffel clutched in one hand.  
 
    Anthony glanced at Clara, then back at the road. "What was that about?" 
 
    Clara bit her lip, knowing he wasn't going to like her response. "Oh, nothing really. We solved a murder or two at the camp." 
 
    Clara saw his hands tighten on the wheel, the knuckles going white. "A murder?" 
 
    "Or two. Apparently, a girl disappeared last year. A counselor. This year, her body was found. There was a van wreck and one of the girls ended up in a coma." As Clara launched into the story of what had happened over the summer, Anthony seemed to relax. Sure, he didn't like that she got involved in these things, but he knew, like her mother did, that this was what she liked to do.  
 
    When she finished, he gave her a small smile-one that didn't fully reach his eyes. "Sounds like you were busy. Did you have any fun at all?" 
 
    Clara laughed and held her sides. "I did. The whole summer was fun. A little sad, but still fun." 
 
    He nodded and pulled into the parking garage for her apartment. "Kiki misses you." 
 
    Clara rubbed her hands together. "I can't wait to see her. How was she?" 
 
    "Well-behaved. It was nice staying at your place. Now I have to go back to living in a house full of dudes." He waggled his eyebrows at her, making her giggle. 
 
    "You chose that."  
 
    He nodded, then climbed out of the car and helped her with the duffel bag. He carried it up to the apartment for her and unlocked the door. Kiki jumped on him as soon as he was inside, then saw Clara and abandoned him to jump on her.  
 
    "Oh, I see how it is. Mommy's home and I'm chopped liver."  
 
    Clara laughed and knelt to scratch Kiki's body. Her silky fur slid through Clara's fingers with ease. "I missed you, pretty girl." Kiki's pink and black tongue licked Clara's face, making her wince. "Oh, your breath. What have you been eating?" 
 
    "Dog food. Scout's honor." Anthony held a hand against his heart. 
 
    Clara snorted at him. "Were you even a scout?" 
 
    He shook his head, chuckling. "No, I wasn't. But I wanted to be." 
 
    Clara stood, stretching, her body shaking with laughter. "Of course you did." The laughter died on her lips as she realized now was the time. She needed to say what she had to say before she lost her nerve. She took a quick breath, licking her dry lips. "Anthony, we need to talk." She motioned to the couch and waited for him to sit before sitting next to him and taking his hands in hers. "I've had this whole summer to think and I feel like maybe it's time we took a break." 
 
    His shoulders sagged, the hope that had been on his face gone. "You want to break up?" 
 
    She nodded, the tears threatening to fall. "I do. I just don't feel like this is fair to you, to make you wait for me when I'm not ready. I don't know that I ever will be again. I feel like we're drifting in opposite directions. I don't want to force you to wait for me. It's not fair to you." 
 
    Pulling one hand free from her, he cupped her chin with it. "I'll always love you, Clara. Always. No matter who else I date or even marry, a piece of me will always belong to you. You know that, right?" 
 
    She nodded, her tears falling now. "I'll always love you too. I just don't think I can be the person you need. I think we should pursue other options for ourselves."  
 
    He leaned in, kissing her softly on her lips, then placed a kiss on her forehead. "I know you're right. Doesn't mean I like it." 
 
    She reached into her pocket and pulled out her engagement ring on a silver chain. At first, she'd worn it around her neck, but as it became more apparent that she wasn't going to stay with Anthony, she'd taken it off. "This belongs to you." 
 
    He pushed it away, back into her hand. "Keep it. I bought it for you. I could never give it to anyone else." 
 
    "But you could pawn it or resell it and use the money for school." 
 
    He shook his head. "If you give it to me, I won't do any of those things. It'll sit in my drawer gathering dust forever. Keep it as a memento of us." He stood and rubbed his thumb along her cheek one last time before heading to the door. With a final pat on Kiki's head, and one glance back at Clara, he was gone, shutting the door behind him. Clara curled up on the couch, clutching the ring to her chest, letting the sobs envelop her. Though she knew she'd done the right thing, it still hurt. And he was right. She'd always love him. 
 
    *** 
 
    Clara sat in the Evidence room with Morgan, tapping her shoe on the floor as she waited. Morgan read a newspaper, his steely eyes scanning the pages, the lights shining off his bald head. He glanced at Clara's foot, then up at Clara. "What's gotten into you?" 
 
    Clara sighed and stood. "I don't know. I'm nervous." 
 
    Morgan closed the paper and turned his full attention on her. For anyone else, that would be intimidating. Morgan was a big dude, tall, broad, and dark. When he smiled, his whole face changed, lighting up. Right now, though, he looked annoyed as he waited for Clara to continue. "About?" 
 
    Clara blew out a breath. "I'm going to ask Will out." 
 
    Morgan blinked several times, confused. "Ask Will out. Like on a date?" 
 
    Clara nodded, biting her lip. "Yeah, I am." 
 
    "What about Anthony?" 
 
    "I broke up with him." Clara winced at the words, the wound still fresh.  
 
    "Are you sure you're ready to dive into another relationship so soon?" 
 
    Clara gulped, paling. "What?" 
 
    Morgan spread his hands, trying to make his voice soothing. "It's just that your breakup with Anthony is fresh. And even if you broke up with Anthony so you could date Will, which I suspect is what you did, you still need time to heal from that pain. Jumping into another relationship isn't going to lessen that pain. You need to deal with it first." 
 
    Clara gave him a quizzical look. "I should just make you my therapist." She blew out a breath. "You're right. It's not fair to Will for me to jump right into something with him. Maybe I do need some time alone." She glanced at her watch. "In that case, wanna go to dinner tonight with me and Will and Harry?" 
 
    Morgan cracked a smile. "Of course I would. Where are we going?" 
 
    As Clara told him about a local burger joint she wanted to go to, Will and Harry walked into the room, talking with their heads bent together. They stopped when they saw Clara, matching smiles on their faces. Will pulled her into a hug first, squeezing her tight. "You're back. How was it?" 
 
    Harry hugged her next. "Yeah, how was camp?" 
 
    Clara laughed, then launched into the story of the murders. Both guys looked shocked, their mouths falling open. Will placed a hand on her shoulder. The skin underneath her shirt tingled at his touch. "Clara, you went to summer camp. How did you find a murder at summer camp?" 
 
    She grinned up at him. "I'm good like that." She frowned, realizing his typically unruly red hair was tamed. "You cut your hair?" 
 
    He patted the top of his head, his cheeks reddening. "I did. Do you like it?" 
 
    Clara nodded, uncertain. "It's different." 
 
    Harry nudged Will. "Told you she wouldn't like it." 
 
    Will sighed. "But Margie likes it."  
 
    Clara's heart stopped and dropped to her feet. "Margie?" 
 
    "Yeah, Will's new girlfriend." Harry nudged Will again, not noticing how pale Clara had become.  
 
    Clara tried to swallow, her mouth suddenly dry.               "You have a girlfriend?" She didn't look at Morgan, knowing that he'd already known this fact and had tried to save her from getting hurt. Thank goodness she hadn't asked Will out on a date.  
 
    Will nodded, his face lighting up. "Yeah, she's pretty great. We met right after you left, at a party someone threw." 
 
    Clara snorted. "You went to a party?" 
 
    Will rolled his eyes. "I do go out sometimes." 
 
    Clara nodded and gave him a tight smile. "I know you do." She clapped her hands together, recovering from her shock. "How about you tell me about it over dinner? Harry? Morgan? Food?" They all three nodded. Morgan went to lock up as his relief walked in and gave them a nod. The group headed out, Clara's heart in shambles in her chest.  
 
    Over juicy burgers and greasy fries, Will told Clara about Margie. Harry helped with the story, having heard it so many times. "I was by the punch bowl and ended up serving everyone drinks because people kept asking me to. Margie came over, brown hair curled and pinned up. She grabbed me, pretending to know me and claiming to need me right then. Yanked me away from the bowl before I could pour another drink. We spent the rest of the night out on the balcony, talking. It was amazing." 
 
    "Don't forget what you did to her dress," Harry chimed in from beside him.                
 
    Will blushed and looked down at his burger. "I may have spilled my drink on her dress. I felt like such an idiot. She smiled, brushed it off, and said my drink was the same color as her dress so no one would be able to tell." 
 
    "And you guys have a lot in common?" Clara popped another fry into her mouth, munching on it to distract her from her feelings.  
 
    "We do. She's in law school, so she loves hearing my cop stories. We debate stuff all the time, which is so much fun." He smiled through the whole dinner, so much so that Clara thought his face had to hurt. 
 
    "What about your dog? Do they get along?" Clara knew that Will had adopted Kiki's mom after Anthony told him about her. Will and his dog were inseparable. 
 
    For the first time, Will frowned. "She says she's allergic to dogs so I haven't introduced them yet. We've only really hung out at her place, not mine." Then he brightened, his smile returning. "But she did say last week that she's going to talk to her doctor about what she can take so she can be around her." 
 
    Clara nodded, her heart sinking even lower. "She sounds amazing. I can't wait to meet her." The words tasted bitter in her mouth. She'd rather do anything else than meet Margie. 
 
    "Great. How about dinner tomorrow night? You can bring Anthony." Will winked at her, reminding her of the terrible double date she'd set him up on last fall. 
 
    Clara sighed. "Sadly, it would be just me. Anthony and I broke up."  
 
    Harry's fork clattered to his plate. Apparently, some people ate fries with forks, which Clara had never seen before. "You did what?" 
 
    Will leaned forward, concern on his face. "But you two are a super couple. Why would you break up?" 
 
    Clara gave him a sad smile. She wanted so much to tell him that it was partly for him, that she couldn't be with Anthony while she thought about Will. However, she didn't want to burst his bubble or steal his happiness. Instead, she said, "I felt we needed a real break. This half-in-half-out thing wasn't working for me and I'm not even sure I want to marry him anymore. I couldn't put that ring back on and that says something. I don't want him to wait for something that may never happen. It's not fair to him." 
 
    "How did he take it?" Harry picked his fork back up and stabbed it into another fry. Morgan raised an eyebrow at him but said nothing.  
 
    "Pretty well, I think. Said he'd always love me. Told me to keep the ring. I believe him. I do think he'll always love me but I think there's someone else out there whom he'll love more than me one day." Clara looked down at her glass, her heart hurting all over again at the memory. 
 
    Will reached out a hand and took hers in his. "It will be okay. You'll be okay." Clara looked up at him and smiled. She appreciated the thought, even if it didn't feel right at the moment.  
 
    Harry cleared his throat and looked between the two of them. Will let go of her hand and returned to eating his burger. "So, Clara, any new dating prospects?" 
 
    Clara grimaced internally and looked over at Morgan. He shook his head and looked pointedly at his food. Clara leaned back, rubbing her stomach. "Not right now. I think I'm going to do the single thing for a while, let myself heal." 
 
    Harry nodded. "Well, if you ever need a hot date, I'm all yours."  
 
    Clara burst out laughing and watched as Will kicked Harry under the table. Morgan shook his head. "If anyone is going to be her hot date, it'll be me." 
 
    Harry looked at Morgan in surprise. "Aren't you a little old for her?" 
 
    Morgan grinned. "Maybe. But it'll keep away all the undesirables. Better yet, I'll just be her wingman." 
 
    Clara leaned on Morgan's arm and patted it. "Oh thank you, brave sir. I appreciate the offer." She winked at Harry, making him smile wider.  
 
    Will ate quietly, his eyes on his plate. Harry tried to engage with him, but Will seemed distant now, distracted. Once they'd all paid and were leaving, Will waved off Harry and Morgan and walked Clara to her car. With his hands stuffed in his pockets, he looked younger and more vulnerable. When they reached her car, he stopped and turned to her. "Are you sure you're okay?" 
 
    She nodded, her keys in her hand. "I will be. It'll take time." 
 
    He gave her a sad smile. "I wish-" He let the sentence die.  
 
    Clara squeezed his arm. "I know." She climbed into her car and waved at him as she drove away, her heart beating in her chest. She let the tears fall and wiped at them with her sleeve. She'd felt cute when she'd left her apartment this afternoon, in a black long-sleeved sweater and blue jean skirt with black booties. Now she felt silly, overdressed for a dinner at a burger joint. When she got to her apartment, she sat in the parking garage and got it all out of her system. Once she was done, she took a deep, cleansing breath. This wasn't the end. Will hadn't married Margie. They were just dating. Clara could use the time to get over Anthony and get to know herself without him. She smiled in the rearview mirror. Who knew what the future held? She couldn't wait to see what happened next. 
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