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“If you love me, Georgia, you’ll do this.”

Georgia gave Mike a sideways look. Beyond her boyfriend’s gorgeous face, a wall of pine trees greeted her like a grave. “Christ! It’s a wilderness out here.” Her mind raced unpleasantly. “Like Children of the Corn. The Blair Witch Project!” She swiped the screen of her iPhone—her baby, her lifeline—until it lit up in a warm, comforting glow. She checked the status of her last Instagram post: sixty-seven likes, forty-two loves, and seventeen shares. 

Pathetic. She knew the camera wasn’t getting her best angle, but Mike wouldn’t stop the car for the selfie. She did the best she could in his cramped Mustang. 

“You’ve never seen either of those movies. Stop being dramatic.” Mike placed his hand over her phone screen, and she fought the urge to scream, “Let go of my everything.” Doing that would only reinforce the reason they were driving to the middle of nowhere. 

She took a breath and looked into Mike’s light blue eyes, then down to his model-worthy lips. The man’s face was perfectly symmetrically. His short, dark hair combed and styled just right. His beard stubble perfectly edged. Mike made every one of their photos drool worthy. He was the perfect Instagram boyfriend. They were the perfect Instagram couple. 

“I’m not being dramatic. I’m pointing out the obvious.” She gestured in front of them—the long dirt driveway that led to nowhere. Tall, thick forest on either side, blocking out the sun. “This place is creepy. I don’t do creepy.”

“You’ll do it if you want your grandmother’s money.”

The way he said it sounded cruel, heartless, like she never had a relationship with her grandmother. Mary Atwood practically raised Georgia from childhood, when her father was too busy working to care about anything else. Georgia’s mother had passed away when she was too little to know her. The only parent Georgia ever knew was Mary, and Georgia had worshipped the ground her grandmother walked on. Mary was kind, loving, and warm. She always listened to Georgia and took time to teach her things like baking cookies, planting flowers, sewing. 

Then Georgia grew up. She went to school. Made friends. Got on the internet. Realized there was a real world out there with tons to do and see. It wasn’t her fault she got a life. Mary should have been happy for her. Instead she’d complained nonstop about her granddaughter’s excessive phone use. 

Excessive? Her grandmother had been out of touch with reality before she died. She got stuck in the past, when the world still cared about her Farm Cooking at Home recipe series. Those books Mary wrote had once been lucrative. When there were still housewives at home, raising kids, looking to please their husbands with home-cooked meals. Then times changed. Women were freed from their prisons. Mary’s books stopped selling, but her grandmother had cleverly saved every dime from when things were good and invested well. Georgia had no idea her grandmother had any money based on the small ranch she lived in outside of Orlando, Florida. But Mary died with two million in the bank. All of which she left to Georgia—her only grandchild. 

On one condition. 

Georgia was to attend, and finish, a sixty-day rehabilitation program for internet addiction.

“There has to be some other way to get my inheritance.” She still had hope. Slim. Especially since she was currently sitting at the doorstep of her fate—Camp Mayville. The blue sign with horses on it sat on her left. 

Horses? Ew! She could smell the manure now. 

“You know there is no loophole, Georgia.” Mike stated the obvious. “Your grandmother made it, so everything is riding on you finishing the rehabilitation program. She even picked the place and paid for it in advance.” He gestured to the long dirt driveway. Georgia fought the panic and glanced back at her phone. 

“But why here!” she whined. “Why in Michigan? In the Thumb of Michigan ... the North Thumb of Michigan. I’m not even from Michigan!”

“I think that was the point. Your grandmother obviously wanted you to rehab away from Florida.”

Duh. Georgia knew what Mary had been thinking. If Georgia rehabbed miles from her world then she wouldn’t find a way to see her friends, to get back online. 

But her grandmother had underestimated her. Georgia would find a way to stay connected to her world, no matter what!

“Sixty days are worth two mil. You just have to make the best of it.” Mike said it like a man who had nothing to lose. Because he didn’t. All Mike had to do was drop his girlfriend off in wilderness hell and share her fortune on the other side. 

Georgia fought the resentment. Mike was her future husband. He loved her. The money should be theirs. And yet ... Could she trust him? He was a bartender at a popular nightclub. He was used to the nightlife, the excitement, women hitting on him. He said he flirted for better tips to help pay the rent on the apartment they shared. Though it went beyond the club. She was always after him to take his female “friends” off his social media accounts. 

“If I go do this,” she said, concentrating on Mike, avoiding the dirt road, the sea of green, “will you really quit your job at the club?”

He grabbed onto her left hand and leaned down to kiss the top of her knuckles. “I promise, Georgia. After you get the money, I will quit my job. We’ll get married. We’ll start our life together.”

He always said all the right things, but there was this constant nagging sensation at the back of Georgia’s mind telling her she couldn’t trust him. 

She concentrated on how well they photographed together. How jealous everyone would be of their perfect wedding. All those women who lusted after Mike would know he was Georgia’s forever. She could have it all. Money. The perfect house. The perfect husband. The perfect life. 

She pulled her hand from Mike’s and picked up her phone. “Fine. I’ll do the sixty days.”

“That’s my girl.” Mike drove down the driveway. 

Georgia scrolled through her phone until she got to the last text her best friend Amy sent ten minutes ago. 

All I see are trees in the background of your photo. I thought you were going somewhere tropical.

I wish, she texted back. Her nails clipped across her screen with familiarity. She could text with her eyes closed. I guess I’m doing this thing. Watch Mike for me while I’m gone. Tell me if he’s doing something he shouldn’t be.

How can I tell you what Mike’s doing if you don’t have a phone?

Georgia rolled her eyes. You think I’m going to do these sixty days without a phone? She would sneak it in somehow. Or find it if they took it away. She would never be parted from her lifeline.  

Isn’t that the point?

The point is to get the money. Georgia felt sick to her stomach texting it. She could almost picture the hurt in Mary’s dark eyes. But Georgia was hurt too. Mary left her the money. There shouldn’t have been a condition as silly as this one. Internet rehab? Mary had acted as if Georgia was ruining her life by having a smartphone, when in reality she had almost enough viewers on her YouTube channel to quit her job at Starbucks. Mary should have been proud of Georgia’s business skills. 

Instead. Here she was. 

The driveway through the tunnel of trees ended with Lake Huron in the background. To the left were several small, shabby log cabins. In front of her were two larger ones. And to the right was a chain-link fence with two furry lamas walking back and forth.

“Look at those Donkeys,” Mike said, parking his Mustang in front of the fence.

“Their Lamas.” Sometimes it astounded her how dumb her boyfriend was.

“Lamas, wow!” He pulled the keys from the ignition and turned to blind her with his dashing smile. “Want to take a selfie in front of them?”

“Yeah, cool.” At least Mike was hot. It didn’t really matter if he had brains. She could be the brains for them both. 

They got out of the car and walked in front of the fence. The air was warm and smelled fresh. She could hear the waves crashing into the shore. It sounded like death to her social life.

“It’s pretty nice here, babe.” Mike reached out for her phone. He knew the drill. The angle of the shot would be better from his height. Selfies from above made your eyes look bigger and eliminated all possibilities of a double chin. 

“What’s nice?” She gestured to the rows of tiny cabins, trying not to envision having to sleep in one of them. “Those shacks over there? Or the big ones behind us?”

“They’re bigger than our apartment.” He held up her phone and put his arm around her.

She turned her body outward, allowing for a better angle of her chest. “Our apartment is in downtown Orlando. Who cares if it’s big? At least there’s shit to do?” She reached up and adjusted the phone. She didn’t like the angle on her nose. It was too big. That would be the first thing she would have cosmetically altered after she got the money.

At the exact time Mike took the shot, a loud voice rang out behind them. “You must be Georgia Atwood.”

Dang. She turned her head, ensuring the shot got a very unappealing angle of her nose. “Don’t you dare post that,” she hissed at Mike and greeted the picture interloper with annoyance. 

“My name is Gerry Mayville. I’m the camp director.” Gerry was vertically challenged and stocky, with short reddish hair that whipped every which way in the wind. She was dressed in what could only be described as “mom jeans,” black work boots, and a white T-shirt with the camp logo across. She looked to be in her late fifties. 

Georgia sighed. Gerry was exactly the camp director she expected to run this place—old and no fun. 

“Hi, I’m Mike.” Her boyfriend reached out and shook Gerry’s hand when it was obvious Georgia wasn’t interested in introductions.

She watched the two of them make small talk while gripping her phone for dear life. At any second that woman was going to take it away. Then Mike would leave, and Georgia would be isolated and alone in Camp Hell.

“Well, Georgia, I’m happy that you made it here safe.” Gerry turned her full attention to Georgia’s phone.

Georgia tightened her grip. 

“Do you want a tour of the facilities or settle into your cabin?”

“Cabin,” she said, hoping that would allow her more time with her phone. Maybe she could send a farewell-for-now video to her YouTube followers, make sure they didn’t lose interest. She might even be able to document her time at camp. Like Paris Hilton and Nicole Richie on The Simple Life. 

“Sounds good.” Gerry gave her a warm smile. 

Georgia turned away. She wasn’t ready to make friends with her prison guard yet.

Oh God. Please don’t take my phone! She clenched tighter until her fingers ached. 

“I guess this is goodbye for now, Mike. We don’t invite family or friends into camp until week three. It gives our residence time to detox and get used to camp life.”

Detox? Camp life? Georgia gave Mike a look of desperation.

He ignored her, keeping his full attention on Gerry. “Sure. I get it.” 

“Go ahead and say your goodbyes,” Gerry told her. “I’ll be waiting nearby when you’re finished.”

Georgia watched Gerry walk away and turned to Mike as soon as Gerry was out of earshot. “Take me home!” Georgia cried, grabbing onto his arm. “Please, take me home. I don’t want to be here! I don’t belong here!”

He chuckled, pulling her into a hug. “Now, Georgia, you just promised me you would do these sixty days, remember? No more drama.” He pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “This is for our future, babe. It’s only for a short time. Then we’ll get the wedding we always wanted.”

She was pretty sure Mike didn’t want a wedding at all, but his words soothed her. She closed her eyes and placed her head against his chest, trying to picture her pretty white dress, her handsome groom. All those perfect wedding pics. Everything she ever wanted was only sixty days away.

“You’re right.” She pulled back to look at Mike. “It’s only a short time. You’ll be able to visit in a few weeks.”

“That’s right. I’ll bring you white roses, for our wedding.” He leaned close and kissed her lips.

Again, he said the right thing. Again, she felt that familiar unease. She cupped his face in her hands, forcing him to look at her. “Promise me you will be faithful.”

He rolled his eyes. “What kind of a request is that? I’m your boyfriend for Christ’s sake! You’re acting crazy.”

“I’m just nervous.” She pried her hands away, feeling instantly defensive and insecure. Two things she felt often with her boyfriend of two years. 

“I know, babe.” He reached out and stroked her cheek. “You’ll be okay.”

“I love you.” She looked into his eyes, needing to feel his love back so badly in that moment.

“Love you too.” 

He said the words, but they felt empty. Even worse, he didn’t look her in the eyes. Instead, he walked over to the Mustang, popped the trunk, and retrieved her large pink suitcase. 

Feeling more insecure than ever but refusing to address it—as she didn’t want to come off crazier—Georgia walked over to grab her bag from Mike. He rolled it over to her, then closed the trunk of his car. If her bag wasn’t on wheels, she would never be able to carry it to her temporary new home. She had practically packed her entire closet, not sure what to expect. 

“Well, see you, babe.” Mike patted her butt in farewell and put on his dark shades. 

She watched him walk to his Mustang and enter the driver’s seat. It was amazing how cheap and insecure Mike could make her feel when talking about marriage only moments earlier. Even worse, he seemed only too happy to leave her stranded in the Michigan wilderness. It reminded her of all the times her father had dumped her at her grandmother’s house for yet another work-related obligation. 

She hated feeling so damn insecure!

Georgia turned and stomped away, rolling her bag behind her, refusing to watch Mike leave. She heard him though, the reeve of his sports car, the way the wheels turned, preparing to peel away. And then he did peel away, loudly, kicking up rocks, honking without a care in the world. Probably had his windows down, his hair blowing in the wind as he enjoyed his freedom. 

Georgia walked to Gerry on a plank to her death.

“That’s some car your boyfriend’s got.” Gerry’s face revealed how annoyed with it she was.

Georgia shrugged in response. 

“How long have you two been together?”

“Two years.”

“That’s a long time,” Gerry said, gesturing for Georgia to follow her into camp.

Georgia walked forward slowly, forcing one foot in front of the other. “Will I have my own cabin?” 

Gerry shook her head, heading past the first two tiny red log cabins. Each had a green door, two windows, and what looked like bunkbeds inside?

Georgia’s feet felt like cement. “I have to share?” Her voice sounded extra whiny, even to her own ears.

“Two to each cabin. That’s what we like to do here. It helps to have the extra support nearby, someone else in the program who understands what you are going through. Our residents usually come out of the program with life-long friends.”

“And the ones who don’t?” Because Georgia was pretty sure she would be one of those, judging by the campers nearby. Boys and girls who looked too young to be in their twenties. Georgia was closer to thirty. She couldn’t hang out with a bunch of teenagers. It was humiliating. 

“I assure you, Georgia, you will make friends. Being in the program together is a bonding experience.” Gerry stopped at cabin 7 and turned to her. “I think you and your bunkmate will get along great. Stephanie is very outgoing.”

“And how old is Stephanie?” Cabin 7 looked like a red prison. Looming, looming.

“Seventeen.”

Just what Georgia feared. “Is that the average age here?” Please tell me I am not the oldest resident. 

“Around there. Some younger.”

“How young?”

“Thirteen.”

Oh Christ! Her grandmother signed her up for actual camp. Maybe that meant she could keep her phone?

“Well, this is your cabin. I’ll let you get settled in. Stephanie can escort you to our first meeting.”

“Meeting?”

“We do group therapy before lunch. You don’t have to participate, since it is your first time. Unless you want to.”

She didn’t want to.

“After the meeting, I can show you around, explain the rules.”

Group therapy with a bunch of teenagers? Rules and a boring tour from Ms. Gerry? What could be worse?

“I’m going to need your phone and any other devices you have before we part ways.” 

It just got worse. 

“Okay.” She handed Gerry her phone easily. The backup was hidden in her bag. As long as she bribed Stephanie, her secret should be safe. She could stay locked up in her cabin and surf the web all day long. No meetings. No teenager hangouts. 

“I need to search your bag too,” Gerry told her. “It’s part of program rules.”

“Why? I’m not hiding anything.” She gave Gerry her friendliest smile.

She smiled back—all teeth, like a shark—and reached for Georgia’s bag. “That’s what they all say.”
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Gerry was right about one thing. The roommate situation wasn’t all that bad. Georgia had walked into her new home, ready to cry over all the devices Gerry confiscated—two smartphones, one iPad, a laptop, and an apple watch—but then this bubbly girl with shoulder-length hair and big green eyes jumped down from the top bunk and cried, “Oh my God! You’re Glamor with Georgia! I watch you on YouTube. Or at least I did, before I came to this internet prison.”

“That’s me, the glamorous Georgia, in the flesh.” She gave her enthusiastic bunk mate/adoring fan a hug.

It was in that moment, Georgia decided, Camp with teenagers might not be too bad. If Stephanie followed Georgia’s YouTube channel, maybe she could get more followers in that age demographic. She could leave camp with more interest in her channel, which would help her goal of getting paid to post. 

Georgia had a second brilliant idea. She could glam Stephanie up for their camp group meeting as a way to advertise her expertise. The girl had about two inches of new growth and her blonde ends were looking pretty yellow. Which meant the water situation at camp was likely from a well. A dreadful thought. Georgia’s new roomie had great eyebrows, though, but they needed reshaping. Stephanie had a lot to work with. A lot of potential. 

Georgia rolled her suitcase into the room and heaved it onto the bottom bunk. She was suddenly excited. Other than posting online, her absolute favorite thing in the world was makeovers!

“Come over here, Steph. I have some things I want to show you.”

The girl was only too eager, skipping over and jumping on the bed, making the things in Georgia’s suitcase bang up and down. Stephanie’s energy was excitable—like a new puppy. Georgia liked puppies and all. Just not all of the time.  

Georgia slowly unzipped her bag, holding Stephanie’s gaze, increasing the anticipation. Stephanie grew still, as if knowing this would be an eye-popping moment. “What is it? Do you have a phone in there? I promise I won’t tell.”

“No, Gerry took all of that from me.” Georgia planned on getting one device back by the end of the night. If she didn’t post soon, her viewers would lose interest. The thought made her sick inside. If she didn’t have viewers, then she would cease to exist. She would be nothing. A nobody. A loser. 

“What’s in there? The anticipation is killing me!” Stephanie cried, urging Georgia on.

Thank God the girl was here. She didn’t want to be alone with thoughts like that. She unzipped her bag and revealed her jackpot—makeup, hair dye, hair products, and everything else a glam goddess would need. 

Stephanie gasped and placed her hands over her face, being all extra. “Is that bleach?” she asked, pointing at a white package with red lettering.

“Yep.” Georgia picked up the bleach and wiggled her brows. “How would you like to get a Glamor with Georgia makeover?”

Stephanie stood up. Her mouth dropped open, her eyes big as saucers. “Me?” She gestured to her cut-off jean shorts and white camp shirt—the same Gerry had been wearing, but Stephanie was drowning in hers. The shirt needed an upgrade. “I’m not worthy.”

Georgia laughed. “You crack me up, Steph.” She hesitated. “I can call you Steph, right?” Some people didn’t like nicknames. Georgia was one of them. She remembered getting teased constantly in grade school, people calling her George. Then she grew tits and George no longer fit. 

“You can call me whatever you want,” Steph said, running a hand through her hair, “as long as you get rid of these roots.”

“And what shall we do after we take care of those roots?” Georgia placed the bleach back in her bag and picked up a bottle of color in each hand. “Blue or pink? I’m thinking you would be a pretty stunning bubblegum.”

“Pink!” Steph exclaimed, jumping up and down. “I always wanted to dye my hair a cool color, but my parents were too uptight.”

“Well, your parents aren’t here now.”

Steph stopped jumping and chewed on her bottom lip, obviously thinking this over. Probably wondering what her parents would think if she came home from camp with bright pink hair. 

Georgia held her breath waiting for how Steph would go. Hoping she was ready to rebel. 

“Let’s do it,” Steph said with determination. “I’m almost eighteen, and my parents brought me to this place in the middle of nowhere!” She gestured around their cabin, looking distraught. “They took away my phone! I lost all contact with my friends. I have no life now. Nothing. My parents obviously don’t care about me, so I don’t care what they think.” 

Georgia’s dad didn’t care about her either. He’d moved to Europe shortly before she moved in with Mike and called occasionally. Not that she ever took those calls. She knew how little she meant to him and how much it hurt. Stephanie and she were two peas in a pod. 

“Let’s rebel,” Georgia told Steph and gestured to the chair next to their bunk. 

The girl hurried over with enthusiasm. 

Georgia busied herself mixing up bleach, prepping Stephanie’s hair with clips, and covering her with a grayish-colored bath towel Georgia found in the less-than-glamorous bathroom, which consisted of an off-centered toilet seat, a sink with yellow rust stains, and tiny shower stall.  

“Now, this is going to sting a little,” she told Steph, painting her first scoop of bleach onto the root section of her roommate’s hair, then used her plastic gloved hand to rub it into place. 

“I know the drill. I’ve been bleaching my hair for years. As soon as my parents let me.”

“So, your ’rents are cool with blonde hair?”

“They said as long as it’s a natural color.”

Georgia wasn’t sure Stephanie’s piss-colored ends were natural, but she kept that comment to herself. 

“Why did your parents send you here?”  

“I was on social media too much.” 

Who wasn’t?

“And they thought I was depressed.”

Georgia could tell by the sudden downward tone in Stephanie’s voice that the reasons she landed in Mayville were private and painful. It was time for a subject change. “Tell me about camp life. Is there anything fun to do?” Would she be able to handle living here for sixty days? 

“Working in the stables is fun.”

Georgia wrinkled her nose. Picking up after horses? So not happening. “Why in the world would that be fun?”

Stephanie looked up at Georgia with a dreamy smile. “Victor manages the stables. He’s so unbelievably hot.” She glanced back down, allowing Georgia to continue the hair process, and added almost as an afterthought. “He’s nice too. Like really nice. And funny.”

“How old is Victor?”

“Twenty-seven,” Stephanie said. “But he doesn’t seem that old.” 

“I’m twenty-seven.”

“Like I said, twenty-seven is not that old.”

Nice save, kid.

“Plus, I’m very mature for my age. Victor and I have plenty to talk about.”

Steph was obviously in love. Georgia smiled, remembering how many Victors she lusted after at that age. At least Steph’s crush was nice to her. Georgia remembered the thing she had for her math tutor in high school and receiving his icy response to her declaration of love. He’d been in college and had a serious girlfriend. It made sense, considering their age difference. Still, it’d hurt, made her feel rejected. On top of the fact that her own father, a college Math professor, hadn’t had time to tutor Georgia himself.  

“Victor is lucky that you like him.” Georgia finished applying her last strip of bleach. “Even more so when he sees your gorgeous new look.”

“Do you think I can actually look gorgeous?” Steph turned and gave Georgia the most heart-wrenching, vulnerable look. “I’m not even pretty.”

“What are you talking about?” Steph had to know she was pretty. Right? Somebody had to have told her that before. “You have thick eyelashes, big, pouty lips, and don’t even get me started on your perfect brows, that are about to be more perfect after I get my hands on them.”

“Are you going to apply makeup too?” Steph was back to excited, rocking in her seat. 

“I was thinking about it.” If only Georgia could forget what Stephanie said about not being pretty. Georgia was normally a full-glamor pusher, but she didn’t want the young girl to think she wasn’t good enough. “But I don’t think you need makeup. Your complexion is perfect already. I think we’ll just reshape the brows, curl your lashes, and add some skin glow serum. A little lip gloss and you’ll knock the breath out of all the boys here.”

“Even Victor?”

“He has eyes, doesn’t he?” Georgia was seriously starting to wonder about this Victor guy. Better not be hitting on Stephanie back. She might be mature for her age, but the man was practically thirty! “Okay, we got a good ten minutes of processing time because your roots were so dark.” She turned back to her suitcase. “I think that’s enough time to apply a face mask.”

Georgia listened to the squeal of delight behind her and smiled. Stephanie would definitely be a good distraction here. Now Georgia just had to figure out how to get her hand on one of her phones.

“Do you know where Gerry keeps all the things she confiscates?” she asked, digging through her suitcase, wondering if she would ever get to putting away her things. Judging by the two pathetic drawer lamp tables on either side of the bunk bed, there would be no place to put her stuff anyway.

“You mean our phones and stuff?”

“Yep.” Georgia briefly wondered if Stephanie could be trusted enough to even ask such a question. Gerry seemed like the type of woman who might employ spies.  

“In her office.”

Office. That wasn’t too bad. Georgia could sneak into an office.

“That’s always locked.

That would be a bit tricky. Georgia had no idea how to pick a lock.

“But Jason and I think there might be a way in,” Steph added, piquing her intrigue.

Georgia picked up the mask, trying to act casual. “Who is Jason?”

“Another resident here. He’s like me, but he’s just a boy. He’s the only other person who gets how lame it is we all got stuck here. Everyone else is all like, ‘Yay, therapy,’ for some reason and Jason and I are all like, ‘Therapy, never!’”

Jason and Steph sounded like her kind of people. “So, you and Jason think there is a way into Gerry’s locked office?” 

“Why? Are you thinking about sneaking in there?”

Georgia held her breath, trying to decide once and for all if Stephanie could be trusted. Ultimately, Georgia didn’t think it mattered. If Gerry found out what Georgia was up to, she would just deny it. She was an excellent liar when she needed to be. 

Turning to Stephanie, face mask in hand, Georgia smiled. “I’m going to get my phone back. But I need to know how.”

The girl smiled back. “Then you came to the right place. Jason and I have already devised a plan, and you are just in time.”
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Something happened to Georgia after she’d blow-dried Stephanie’s bright pink hair and applied a light gloss to her lips. Georgia’s heart started to pound. Her chest felt tight. Her head began to spin with thoughts about losing YouTube followers, losing friends, losing Mike, falling off the face of the planet! What was the point of performing a Georgia Glam Makeover if she couldn’t post it?

Oh God. Oh God. Oh God!

Georgia managed to place the lip gloss back in her suitcase before collapsing beside it on her new bed, folding into the fetal position. 

“Um. Is this part of the makeover?” Stephanie sounded mildly concerned. She was obviously still looking in the mirror, playing with her new hair, making kissing faces. 

At least she was happy.

Georgia was not happy. She was freaking the frack out!

“Makeover is done,” she said dramatically, because that was how she was feeling inside. “I’m done.”

“Are you okay?” Stephanie walked over to her, finally pulling herself from the mirror. 

“I don’t know. I feel funny.” Georgia felt awful. Like there was no meaning in the world. Like the world itself was over. 

Stephanie leaned close, inspecting Georgia’s face before standing back, nodding. “I think you are having withdrawals.”

“Withdrawals? From what?” 

“The internet.”

“What are you talking about?” This wasn’t drug or alcohol rehabilitation. There were no physical symptoms associated with detoxifying from the internet. Were there?

“Are you worried about posting?” Steph asked. “Worried about losing followers, friends? Thinking about that last pic you posted, how many likes you have?”

Georgia was worried about all those things and more. What if Mike posted that awful pic with the bad angle of her nose? 

“I’m not thinking about any of those things,” she lied to Stephanie, to herself. “I think I’m just having an allergy attack. It is a wilderness up here.”

Stephanie looked at Georgia as if she were losing her mind, but asked, “Do you want a Zyrtec? I think I have one in my bag.”

“No. I just need a nap.” A long, long nap. About sixty days long.

“So, no group therapy?”

“Not today.” Not ever.

“Gerry will want to know where you are.”

Gerry could screw off! “Tell her I feel sick.”

“What about Jason? I want you to meet him.” Steph lowered her voice. “So we can talk about the plan.”

Plan. Sham. Nothing mattered but her pounding head. These racing worries. “I need sleep.” She closed her eyes, hoping Stephanie would get the hint.

After a few minutes, Georgia heard the door to the cabin shut. She turned her face into her scratchy new pillow and screamed over and over again. Why was she here? Why had her grandmother done this to her? She took away Georgia’s connection to the world. Her grandmother was ruining everything Georgia had worked for on the internet. She would have to work for Starbucks for the rest of her life. She would never get the money, because she would never last here at camp. Not without her phone. Not without some connection to the world. 

Georgia must have screamed herself to sleep because the next thing she knew it was dark out. Her arms were stiff from hugging her suitcase. She heard the sounds of soft snoring from the top bunk. Stephanie was asleep. 

What time was it? 

Georgia sat up slowly. Her body felt stiff. Her mouth was dry, and her eyes were crusty—probably from tears. The alarm clock on the bedside table let her know she had slept for nearly twelve hours; it was midnight. 

Georgia stood up from bed slowly to not wake up Stephanie. Georgia was surprised a girl Stephanie’s age would be asleep by midnight, but then she remembered they were in rehab and there was probably a curfew.

Gross. Yet another reason to hate this place.  

She reached down into her suitcase and rummaged around until she felt the large furry pouch that held all her personal items. Then she felt her way to the bathroom. Shutting the door softly, she turned on the lights. The mirror above the sink revealed swollen eyes, a tangle of messy blonde hair, and drool crust near the corners of her mouth.  

Well. She had seen worse. Especially after a night of clubbing. 

Working mechanically, Georgia cleaned her face, toned, and moisturized. She applied eye cream and brushed her teeth until they sparkled. She brushed her hair until it swung on her shoulders in glossy strands of platinum. Then she looked in the mirror. To anyone else, Georgia might have look ed somewhat appealing. To Georgia, she saw nothing but flaws—her eyes were dull and brown, her nose too big, her lips were not full enough. 

She was not good enough. Not without her phone. Her filters. 

If she made it through these sixty days, she would have enough money to fix all those flaws. Then filters would be a thing of the past.

With that cheery thought in her head, she exited the bathroom and tiptoed over to her suitcase, looking for a sweatshirt. She planned to go out and explore camp a little while everyone was hopefully asleep. She wasn’t normally the type of woman who would venture outside into the night alone, but she had slept for too long. Now she needed some fresh air before she went crazy. The cabin felt too stuffy already. 

Georgia pulled on what felt like her dark gray hoody and touched her way to the door of the cabin. She couldn’t believe she had slept in her shoes but was glad she didn’t have to search for them. Holding her breath, because for some reason she thought this made her escape quieter, she opened the cabin door slowly and hurried outside, then let out her breath. 

She turned and greeted the night. The moon was full, luckily, because it allowed her to clearly see the cabins, the water in the distance, and the forest around where she stood. It didn’t seem like night. Not with the moonlight, which almost, actually, made her feel sort of calmer. The air was still warm and smelled fresh—the kind that made each breath she took enjoyable.

Georgia ventured into camp, heading in no particular direction. She had never noticed her breaths before. Not even in yoga class. She remembered being instructed to do so and wondering how bored did one have to be to think about breathing? But now she was, easily. Which answered her question.

Super—stuck in rehab in the middle of nowhere—bored.

It was crazy. One minute she was living in downtown Orlando, hanging out in clubs, and the next she was in Northern Michigan, hanging out in trees. Her grandmother turned her life upside down from the grave. 

For some reason this made her smile. Mary Atwood had always been a stubborn woman, kind, but stubborn. Georgia was like her grandmother, which was why they butted heads over her excessive phone use, her YouTube channel, her boyfriend. Mary had probably been the only person in Georgia’s life who didn’t find Mike charming and handsome. Instead, Mary took every opportunity before her death to warn Georgia she was wasting her life on Mike, that he was a worm of a man. 

That made her smile too. Probably because Mike was a bit too eager to drop her off here. She remembered how cheap she had felt when he patted her on her butt in farewell. If he loved her, he would have pulled her into his arms and refused to let go.

The thought brought tears to her eyes. It made her feel foolish, so she blinked them away. This was not a fairytale. She ignored the sinking doubt she felt and ventured further into camp. The cabins were no longer in sight as she headed up a dirt path that led closer to the Lake. The path dipped down a hill slightly and she followed, intrigued by where the path would lead. 

Her foot slipped as the ground suddenly dipped lower. “Whoa.” She reached out her arms in each direction and found her balance, thanks to yoga. All those morning classes had paid off after all. Even if she never found peace. Or the beach body she had been hoping for. 

Looking down, she noticed some steps. That was why the path dipped. She took each one, watching her feet, refusing to lose balance again, and ended up in front of a bridge that crossed over a small creek. 

Interesting. 

She walked across the bridge, listening to the fun sounds of the water bubbling across rock, and again, noticed how fresh the air felt in her lungs. It was nice. If only her yoga teacher could see her now! Enjoying nature. Who would have thought?

Georgia stopped in the middle of the bridge. To her left, the creek continued on bending this way and that. To her right, a wonderful view of Lake Huron. She turned on the bridge in awe. The moon reflected off the water in a magical way. The creek continued to bubble. It was like, perfect. Seriously perfect. 

She wasn’t sure what she was supposed to do. Maybe she should sit down cross-legged and meditate? But meditate on what? The fact that she didn’t have a phone to capture this perfect moment?

The bridge began to shake. She could hear footsteps. She turned to take in a tall figure stalking toward her. Her mouth dropped open and her body tensed in fear. This was how she was going to die. She knew she shouldn’t have gone out into the night alone. And wasn’t it fight or flight? Why was she frozen?

“That’s a good way to catch flies.” The stranger’s voice was deep. He walked close enough for her to see his dark eyes, his wide mouth, his short hair. He smiled, revealing dimples, one on each cheek. “You must be the new resident. Georgia, right?” When she didn’t respond, he added, “I’m Victor. I run the stables here,” and reached out his hand. 

So, this was Stephanie’s crush. Georgia could see why. The man was blessed by the athletic gods. Long legs, broad shoulders and chest. 

“I’m Georgia.” She finally found her voice, which meant she was no longer frozen. She extended her hand to shake with his. It was large, callused, and warm. His touch made her shiver. 

She pulled her hand back. What a silly reaction. She could smell the outdoors on Victor, not in a bad way, but still, he was an outdoorsy guy, no reason to feel flustered. Not that she was. It was just ... Damn, his gaze was still on her. It made her nervous. For some reason.

She tucked her hair behind her ear. He followed the movement, making her heart go bananas. Now she was touching her hair? Everyone knew that was a sign of attraction. 

She dropped her hand and turned toward the lake. Maybe this was all a dream? It was not like her to venture out into the night, alone, in a strange place, getting feels for a man who was not her boyfriend. 

“I’m losing my mind.”

“Is that why you are standing on this bridge alone?”

Shoot. She was speaking her thoughts aloud. “I’m not alone,” she told him, trying to cover her nerves with confidence. “You’re here now, for some reason.”

“I take this walk every night,” he told her, sounding amused. “This is the first time I’ve bumped into someone else.”

“We didn’t bump,” she said, sounding way too defensive. Who cared if they’d bumped? It wasn’t like she was cheating on Mike. 

“Encountered?”

“Sure.” Not sure. Encountered sounded almost romantic. The princess took a moonlight stroll near the beach and encountered a dashing prince. It was like one of the fairy tales her grandmother used to tell her when Georgia was little and couldn’t sleep.

“So, what’s on your mind, Georgia?” Victor leaned forward until his forearms were resting on the bridge. She couldn’t help admiring how relaxed and natural he looked surrounded by water and moon’s glow. 

She forced her gaze away, feeling ridiculous. “Nothing you need to worry about.”

“I see.” Again, he sounded amused. Which annoyed her to no end. “Well, if you want to talk, I’m here to listen.”

Because she was in rehab and he worked here, which meant he thought she was crazy. “I don’t need you to listen to me. I’m not your patient. Internet rehab is, like, made up or whatever. It’s not a thing.”

“Then why are you here?” he asked, not moving an inch from his relaxed position.

He acted like he was better than her! It made her so damn angry. “I was forced to be here,” she practically growled.

“By who?” He finally turned and gave her a look that suggested he knew how old she was. Too old to be forced to do anything.   

“It’s none of your business who.” She plopped her elbows up on the bridge and placed her chin in her hands, feeling salty. “You can continue on your walk at any time. Don’t let me stand in your way.”

“You’re not,” he told her calmly, turning back to the lake. “I normally stop at the bridge before walking home.”

“Okay, you stopped.” She waved one hand in the air. “Time to go back home.”

He chuckled. The sound was deep, musical. “Are you always this bossy?”

“I like to take charge.” Why did that sound so sexual?  

“I like to take charge too,” he told her. Was it her imagination, or did his voice get lower?

She shivered again.

“You seem cold. Do you want my sweatshirt?”

She glanced at his dark blue hoody and could just make out the camp logo with the horse. Camp Counselor was written in bold letters underneath. Did everyone here have to wear camp shit? If so, she would lose her mind. “No, thank you. It probably smells like horse.”

“Is that what I smell like?” He lifted one arm and then the next, taking big, exaggerated sniffs. “It’s hard to know what you smell like when you smell yourself all of the time. But I am pretty sure I showered sometime in the last two weeks.”

She smiled, couldn’t help it. He was making such a show. 

“Aw! She does smile!” he declared.

She spun away quickly. Damn. He caught her. “I’m not smiling.”

“That’s too bad. It looks good on you.”

For some reason she couldn’t stop smiling now. Not if her life depended on it. Which was why she refused to look at Victor, even as she felt the bridge shake again under the sound of his footsteps. “I’ll see you around, Georgia. Have a good night.”

She couldn’t help watching him disappear into the forest. His profile was quite appealing. And the way he said her name—his voice dipping low on the G and dancing around the rest—made her feel all giddy inside, like a little schoolgirl with her first crush. She could see why Stephanie was so enamored. There was something about Victor, besides the obvious physical attributes. Although who knew what he looked like in the daylight. She was probably just smitten because it was nighttime, and everything seemed a bit more magical at moonlight. 

Nothing seemed magical as Georgia walked back to her cabin. With every step, reality set in, and she was back to panic. Stressed over her phone, her followers, her long-distance relationship with Mike. Whatever peace she had felt standing on that bridge was gone. The nature had worn off, and she was back in wilderness hell.

Back to her original plan: must get back phone. 
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Georgia woke up with coffee on her mind. It was a relief, considering she’d spent way too long fantasizing about kissing Victor. She had to shut her eyes tight and repeat Mike’s name over and over again to finally get some rest.  

Now that she was awake, she chanted coffee, coffee, coffee and dragged herself out of bed and into the shower. The water was warmish but reeked of sulfur, which meant her blonde hair would soon be orange. Taking that into account, along with the many other aspects she already didn’t enjoy at Camp Mayville, Georgia was practically Oscar the Grouch by the time she was done dressing, blowing-drying her hair, and grooming herself as well as she could in the space allotted. 

“About time,” was her greeting as she opened the bathroom door. The voice was too deep to be Stephanie’s, which explained the strange boy sitting on her bed. He was young, probably around eighteen, with dark hair slicked back in a trendy style. His eyebrows were dark and plucked to perfection. Eyebrows were one of the first things Georgia noticed, and judged, about everyone she met. He was wearing dark camo pants that rested midcalf, white socks rolled up underneath black Converse, and a black long-sleeved shirt that read, No Thanks. All in all, effortlessly unique, and at the same time, oddly appealing.

“This is Jason,” Stephanie announced, jumping down from the top bunk. She looked as if she had been attempting to make her bed, but the blanket refused to cooperate. 

Georgia looked at her own messy bed and hoped bedmaking was not a camp requirement. “So, this is Jason.” Georgia walked closer, smiling.

Jason crossed his arms over his chest, looking both disdainful and bored. “So, this is the woman who wants in on our plan to break our phones out of jail but never showed up to discuss.”

“Stop being so dramatic!” Steph plopped down on Georgia’s bed next to Jason and wrapped her arm over his shoulders, hugging him close. “Georgia didn’t mean to have a breakdown.”

Breakdown? It wasn’t a breakdown! She could feel her cheeks growing red.

“Isn’t she beautiful,” Stephanie continued, still hugging a very stiff and resistant Jason. Although, there was a smile on the corners of his lips. He was enjoying Stephanie’s affection but pretending otherwise. It must be their thing. “Georgia is even more glamorous in person than on her YouTube channel.”

Georgia’s face was growing redder by the second. 

“I wouldn’t know; I never watched her channel.” Jason managed to get free from Stephanie’s embrace and was back to bored.

“You liar!” Stephanie playfully punched him in the arm. “You told me you did last night.”

“I did not.” He rubbed his arm dramatically. “You must have heard wrong. I’m pretty sure Georgia’s channel is for a more mature crowd.”

“You’re such a brat!” Stephanie laughed, shaking her head, and turned to Georgia. “He’s joking. Jason is obsessed with you and everything else glam.”

“The only thing I am obsessed with is finding some hair product,” Jason corrected, turning to Georgia expectantly. “I was told you have hair gel.”

Georgia smiled. Jason was her kind of person. “Maybe.” She extended a hand and pretended to look at her nails. “So, my show is for a more mature audience, huh?”

He rolled his dark eyes and sighed. “I was only joking. I’m obsessed. Trust.”

She dropped her hand, satisfied. “That’s better. Now where did I put my hair products?” She looked around the room. “I tried to organized things last night.”

“When?” Stephanie asked. “You were passed out when I got to our cabin after dinner, still hugging your suitcase from your breakdown.”

“I didn’t have a breakdown.” Georgia laughed, nervously, and walked over to the lamp table closer to the door. She had emptied her hair items in one of the two tables when she got back to the cabin last night. It was dark, so she couldn’t remember which one, just that it was essential in that moment to put some of her things away. It was like her commitment to stay the sixty days. To get her inheritance. Might as well since she was already here. 

“I got up at midnight and put some things away.” She opened the top drawer and found at least twenty disposable cameras. Picking up one, she turned to Stephanie. “What is this ancient thing?”

The girl’s face turned as pink as her hair and she covered it with her hands. “My parents keep sending me disposable cameras.”

“Because they think you are going to a wedding in the nineties?” Jason asked with obvious sarcasm.

“Oh, shut up.” Steph raised her head to give Jason a look. “My parents want me to capture my camp memories, but they know I can’t use my phone all right.”

“Camp memories.” Jason shook his head, clearly amused. “As if there were any memories here worth capturing.”

“Maybe you would have memories if you tried to make more friends,” Steph teased.

“Friends with who?” Jason gestured out the window, were there was a perfect view of a basketball court with at least ten boys playing ball. “Those jocks out there?” He gave a look of disgust. “The only court you’ll find me on is the royal one.”

“Prince Harry is no longer available,” Steph said, sadly.

“Don’t remind me.” Jason stuck out his lower lip. 

Georgia placed the camera besides the others, enjoying the banter between Steph and Jason, and thought about how lucky Stephanie was to have parents who cared enough to send her such out-of-date, cheesy gifts. 

At least they care. Unlike her father, who couldn’t even bother staying in the same country. She wondered if he even knew she had decided to go to rehab. The last they spoke, at Mary’s funeral, Georgia told him she would never go. She remembered her father saying, “Then the money will just sit there. What a waste.” 

No, the waste was the relationship between Georgia and her father.

Feeling extra sorry for herself, she walked over to the other lamp table and opened the drawer. Eureka! All her makeup, hair dye, and hair products. She reached in and fished around for the hair gel. She felt the familiar plastic round bottle and pulled it out, then turned to Jason and Stephanie.

Jason’s eyes were already on the bottle, looking at it with awe. “Is that Ouidad?”

“Only the best for these locks.” She ran her free hand through her hair. At twenty-six dollars a bottle, Ouidad was pricey, but worth every dime, especially considering how humid Michigan summers got.

“Gimmy, gimmy, gimmy.” Jason stood up eagerly.  

She pulled the product out of his reach. “Not so fast. I think there is a little plan to get our phones back that you haven’t told me about.”

Jason took a step back, looking sulky. “Not sure you can be trusted.”

“She can be trusted,” Stephanie argued, standing between them, ready to defend Georgia to the ends of the Earth. “Look at what she did to my hair. My brows!” Stephanie pointed at her perfect arches. “How could a woman like that not be trusted?”

Jason wagged his eyebrows at Stephanie but didn’t argue.

Stephanie turned to Georgia. “The phones are locked in Gerry’s office, but she leaves the window unlocked.”

“You mean, she did,” Jason corrected, glaring at Georgia. “Until Georgia didn’t participate in camp activities.”

“That’s not the reason, and you know it,” Stephanie said. “Gerry always locks the window when new residents come.”

“So, it is my fault?”

“Sort of,” Stephanie told her. “Like I said, Gerry gets cautious when new people come and will lock her office up real tight. After she sees the new residents adjusting to camp life, she loosens up and starts opening the window again. There’s no air conditioning in the main house, and it gets stuffy in there.”

“You’ve been in Gerry’s office?”

“Everyone goes there for their one-on-one counseling sessions.”

That didn’t sound good. “And when are those?”

“Once a week.”

One-on-one therapy once a week. Hell no! “What’s the plan?” Georgia needed to get that phone sooner than later or she would lose it.

“First, you participate in camp life ASAP,” Jason told her. He sounded more like a father scolding their child than a teenage boy, and it was hard not to laugh. 

“Okay.”

“Then we wait until Gerry starts opening her window again.”

“And how far up is Gerry’s window?”

“Second story.”

How where they supposed to get into that? 

“We have a ladder,” Jason added, as if reading her mind. “Stephanie and I found it in the old barn. We hid it in the woods next to the basketball court.”

A smart move. “Does Gerry close the window at night?”

Stephanie shook her head. “We’ve been watching Gerry’s office for days. She either shuts the window and locks it, or she leaves it open. There is no in-between.”

“How do you know the window is locked when it’s closed?”

Jason and Stephanie looked at each other and smiled. “Broomstick,” they said at the same time.

“Jinx!” Steph said, poking out her pinkie.

“Jinx!” Jason repeated, wrapping his pinkie around Steph’s. “You have to buy me a Coke.”

“No, you have to buy me a Coke. I said it first.”

“I’m pretty sure it was at the same time.”

“No way!”

“Okay, children.” Georgia fought the urge to smile. Her new friends were pretty immature, but at the same time, surprisingly refreshing. All her friends back home ever did was club, post, and post. Got kind of old sometimes. “Let’s go back to this broomstick thing.”

“Right.” Stephanie turned back to Georgia, looking all business. “Jason and I realized a long broomstick can reach to the top of the window when Jason is holding it. It connects perfectly into the window frame, and when Jason goes on his toes, the window can lift.”

“Only it doesn’t,” he said, “because it is always locked when it’s closed.” Again, he gave Georgia a look like this was all her fault. “I should know, I’ve tested it a million times, pulling out my calve muscles. I can barely walk after.”

“Take it down a notch, buddy. It’s not that serious.” Stephanie elbowed him lightly in the ribs. 

“How have you not gotten caught testing the window?” Georgia could only imagine the scene this must create with Jason stumbling around balancing a broomstick in the air. 

“We do it after dark,” Steph said.

“Late. When nobody is around,” Jason added.

Georgia thought about her midnight stroll, the fact that she wasn’t alone. “You’re telling me nobody else was ever up at that time?”

They both shook their heads in unison.

“The last person up is Victor,” Stephanie said. “He takes a midnight walk to the bridge and back every night.”

“Every night?”

“It’s his routine,” Jason said. “The man is OCD or something. Hot, but mental.”

“Very hot,” Stephanie agreed, then faced Jason. “And who cares if he’s mental?”

“I don’t,” he said.

“Me neither.”

“Should we both marry him?”

“Sister wives!” they cried out together.

Georgia laughed. The two of them were soul mates of comedy or something. “Okay. I think I get it. Wait until the window opens, get the ladder, then we strike. How soon do you think that will be?”

Stephanie drew her attention toward her. “That depends on how good of a camper you are.”

“The more I participate, the sooner Gerry will open the window?” Georgia guessed.

“Get her a prize.” Jason performed a slow clap for her benefit.

She placed a hand over her left heart. “I’m ready to be a model camper.”

“That’s good because this morning we have a group therapy painting session.”

Painting therapy? Nope! “I’ll start after lunch.” 

The soulmates of comedy gave her a disapproving look. 

Georgia sighed. Her fate was sealed. 
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Painting therapy involved creating a picture of your worst online memory and then sharing it with the group. Georgia was not prepared to create anything, let alone share it. But she tried anyway, at the encouragement of her two new friends. The fact that Gerry was running the group activity added more pressure. 

Georgia thought about her worst memory online and so many popped into her head. She was instantly overwhelmed and completely turned off by the activity. She was not about to share the time a woman in love with her boyfriend posted a photo of them all flirty at the club on his Facebook page. Or the day she’d realized from her father’s Twitter account that he’d taken a job in Europe. There were at least thirty residents in the art room with her, all younger, some by over a decade. Georgia would not be opening up to them, even if it meant ruining the plan to rescue their phones. So, she picked the day she learned her favorite online shoe boutique had gone out of business and painted a picture of her tears falling on an empty box of shoes. 

When it came time to share, Gerry looked for volunteers. One brave soul raised her hand—a young girl with a chubby face full of freckles and a curly mess of reddish blonde hair that begged to be straightened. She walked in front of the group nervously, clutching her picture to her chest. 

“Why don’t you start by telling us your name and age,” Gerry asked her. “We have some new people in attendance.” She smiled in Georgia’s direction.

Georgia forced a smile back. Maybe that would help their rescue phone plan after she bombed her art reveal. There was absolutely no way she would be telling this group her real age!

“My name is Mandy,” the girl said softly. “I’m thirteen.”

So young! Georgia adjusted in her seat uncomfortably. How could a girl that young already have a bad experience online? 

“Thank you, Mandy,” Gerry said. “Now, go ahead and show us your picture and share your memory.”

The girl turned the white paper around to reveal a very well-drawn picture of a phone screen with fire shooting out, filling the entire page in red, orange, and yellow. “My worst experience online was when my friend posted a video of us dancing on her YouTube channel.” Mandy paused, her face turning red, her eyes filling with tears. “People from my school saw it and pressed dislike. Then more people pressed dislike. It caught on like fire.” She moved her hand over her painting, over the flames. “And then they posted comments making fun of my hair and how fat I am.”

Oh no. Georgia closed her eyes. She couldn’t watch this little girl cry. It was heart-wrenching. Why did people have to be so cruel?  

“Tell us how that made you feel, Mandy.”

Georgia wished Gerry wouldn’t make the girl go on. Georgia couldn’t block out Mandy’s innocent voice with her eyes closed. 

“It made me feel like I was all those things they said,” Mandy continued. “Like I didn’t matter. One kid said I should kill myself. I felt like he was right.”

Georgia opened her eyes, feeling nothing but rage. This was beyond cruel. It was disgusting! A kid that young should never feel that way, should never make another person feel that way. 

“Can I sit down now?” Mandy asked, wiping away her tears. “I’m done sharing.”

“Yes, Mandy. Thank you for being brave.” Gerry gestured for her to take her seat. 

Mandy walked past Georgia, and without thinking, she reached up and grabbed the girl’s hand. “The only people who post negative comments are cowards, and the only people who press dislike are jealous,” she told the girl. “You are perfect and beautiful the way you are. Don’t you ever let another person make you want to kill yourself!” She squeezed Mandy’s hand. “Do you hear me? Your life is worth more than that.”

Mandy wagged her head up and down. She seemed to understand, or maybe she was just scared of Georgia’s sudden burst of passion.

Georgia let go of Mandy’s hand. It was only then Georgia realized every eye in the room was on her, including Gerry’s. “It sounds like you are ready to share, Georgia,” Gerry said.

Oh great. Georgia glanced over at Stephanie and Jason, who both gave her looks like, “you better share now or else,” and stood up slowly. 

“Sure.” Why the hell not? Might as well talk after the most heart-breaking story she’d ever heard in her life. 

She walked in front of the group and saw Mandy sitting there, looking up at her expectantly. There was no way Georgia could share her superficial memory now. She held up the paper with her painting facing away from the group. “My name is Georgia. I don’t look a day over nineteen.” Gerry’s mouth opened as if to say something, and Georgia hurried on. “I’ve had plenty of hate online. But everyone knows online hate only comes from disgusting little internet trolls. They are like this paper here, all blank and ugly. No color. Not interesting in any way.” She looked at Mandy and ripped the paper she was holding in half, then tossed each sheet into the air. “Screw the trolls!”

Every single person in the room started to clap and cheer at the same time. Then a chant started at Jason’s prodding. “Screw the trolls! Screw the trolls! Screw the trolls!”

Georgia walked back to her seat, feeling like a legend. Until she saw Gerry’s face. The look of disapproval. There was no way that window in her office would be unlocked tonight!

Gerry walked in front of the room, holding up her hand. “Thank you for sharing, Georgia.”

At the mention of Georgia’s name, the group cheered again. 

Gerry cleared her throat. The group shut up completely.  

“It looks like you all could use some outdoor time. Let’s break for now and revisit this activity after lunch.”

You would think everyone would be relieved. Instead, they got up slowly and walked shamefully out of the room, as if they had displeased their mommy. 

Georgia stood and hurried over to Stephanie and Jason, ready for some outdoor time, but the second she got close to her friends, Gerry suddenly appeared between them. “That was quite a little performance you put on, Georgia. You got everyone riled up.”

“Thank you?” she tried, looking at her friends, who were slowly backing out of the room and then gone.

Cowards!

“Yes. It was a very clever way to get around sharing,” Gerry said, smiling. It was not a friendly smile.

Georgia made note of that. Then she thought about her phone in Gerry’s office screaming to be rescued. She wondered what Mike had done last night. Had he gone out? Did Amy keep tabs? A few seconds online and she would know everything.  

“It was my first group sharing,” she said in her most innocent voice. “I wasn’t sure how to do it.”

Gerry raised an eyebrow.

“And I didn’t feel comfortable sharing yet,” Georgia added. “I need time to get to know everyone. I’m a very private person.”

“You have your own YouTube channel.”

Great. The camp leader had done her homework. “I am outgoing online. In person, I’m more of an introvert. I have many layers.”

“You seemed pretty extroverted to me a minute ago when everyone was chanting your phrase. What was it again? Down with trolls?”

“Screw the trolls.”

“That’s it.” Gerry gave her a long look. “Here’s the thing, Georgia. When it comes to sharing our feelings, we need to be honest—”

“I was being honest.” Mandy’s story filled Georgia with rage. She used the rage. 

“To a degree,” Gerry argued. “In order to really grow and learn something here, you need to dig deeper.”

“Okay.” Not happening.

“Good. With that out of the way, how about we have a little chat about the rules and expectations here at camp?” 

Georgia opened her mouth to say no thanks, and then remembered her trapped phone. “Cool.”

Gerry nodded with approval, and for the next hour, talked Georgia’s ear off—listing camp rule after camp rule. Must wear camp attire—that boring white T-shirt Stephanie had been wearing with the camp logo on it was one choice. Gross. Never! Must be up before eight. Like working the morning shift at her coffee shop. Only every day. Yippy! Lights out at ten. She guessed that meant they were supposed to be asleep that early too? Lame! No dating between residents. That one would be easy. She was not looking for jail time. Must attend all group and individual therapy sessions. Okay, but attend and participate were two completely different things. There were other expectations as well, but Georgia’s mind drifted off halfway through. She tended to get bored quickly, and it was easy to get bored with Gerry’s monotone voice.   

After the camp director finished her lecture, she pulled out a map of the campground and showed Georgia where they currently were on the map—in the main house—where the dining hall, art room, and Gerry’s office were. Then Gerry pointed out each site on cam: the stables, the tennis courts, the basketball courts, the cabins, the campfire site, the different walking trails, and, finally, the beach. The beach was the only thing Georgia was interested in. A little tanning oil and she could be a golden goddess by the time Mike got here in three weeks. 

Three weeks sounded like forever! She would never make it. 

“Now that you understand where everything is on the map, would you like a tour?” Gerry asked.

Georgia looked at the woman, wondering how long she expected their time together to last. She probably should agree and get on Gerry’s good side. But suddenly, she wasn’t feeling so agreeable. “Actually, I’m good. I think I’ll go back to my cabin and finish putting away my things.” In actuality, she was thinking about going back to bed. Her head was spinning again—worries over what was happening at home. Was Mike being faithful? Did Amy forget about watching him and find something more entertaining to do? She was probably hanging out with their friends, getting pedicures, and drinking champs. Boy did alcohol sound good right about now. 

“Okay,” Gerry sounded disappointed. She folded up the map and handed it to her. “If you need anything at all, just come by my office. I’m in and out of there a lot during the day.”

Oh, Georgia planned on coming to Gerry’s office all right. To steal her phone back!

“Thanks.” Georgia accepted the map that she never planned to use. “Can I ask you a question?”

“Absolutely.” 

“When can I go into town for personal items?” Georgia was thinking of things like wine, shower shoes, shampoo to get the rust out of her hair, wine, a sleeping mask, tanning oil, wine, and oh, yeah, wine, wine, wine, wine, wine!

Gerry gave her a suspicious look. “I go into town at least once a week. Sometimes twice. Just let me know what you need, and I will pick it up.”

Georgia highly doubted Gerry would be willing to purchase any of those items. “I like to pick out my own personal items.” Georgia gave the woman a knowing look. “You know, ’cause they’re personal.”

The camp director blushed a little, obviously thinking about Georgia’s monthly cycle. “Sure. I can take you into town on the camp bus whenever you may need.”

Arrive in town on a camp bus? Humiliating! It was obvious Gerry was not about to let Georgia buy anything, or do anything, without her watchful eyes. Georgia would have to get Gerry to loosen the reign. Georgia imagined the only way that would work is if she followed the rules and was a model camper. 

Great. Her specialty.

“Okay. I’ll let you know.” She was never going on that bus. “I’ll see you at group therapy after lunch.” She was not going to that either. The only place Georgia was going to was her bed. She could work on winning over Gerry another day. 

“See you then, Georgia.” Gerry smiled. 

Georgia forced her lips to an up shape and walked out of the main house. In one hand, she held the map to the campgrounds. In the other, she held a camp T-shirt, sweatshirt, and long-sleeved shirt. Every style of shirt for every type of weather to make every resident at Mayville a basic bitch. As soon as she was safely outside, Stephanie and Jason were in her face.

“How did that go?” Stephanie asked, grabbing on to her left arm.

“Did you act right?” Jason grabbed on to her other arm. Her friends steered her toward the cabins. 

“Why didn’t you guys tell me there was a uniform?” Her first concern, of course, was dress code.

“I thought it was obvious.” Jason gestured to the other campers around them wearing the dreadful white camp shirt. They looked like zombies. 

Georgia shivered. “Where is your shirt?” she asked Jason.

“It’s under my other shirt,” he said. “Where it belongs.”

“So, there is a way around the dress code!” Thank God.  

“Not for you,” Stephanie corrected. “Not until you gain Gerry’s trust and that office window is back to open.”

“Not until we get our phones back,” Jason added.

Georgia nodded. That was first on her list. Priority number one. There was nothing else more important. More essential. Except for, maybe sleep? She was tired, crabby, stressed out. That took priority over priority number one. At least for today. 

They got to Georgia and Steph’s cabin. Georgia pulled out of her friend’s grasp and entered her new home, tossing her items onto the bottom bunk. Then she laid down next to them and kicked off her shoes. “I’m going to bed,” she announced.

“You can’t,” Stephanie cried, plopping herself onto Georgia’s bed, shaking her around. “We have things to do.”

Georgia closed her eyes. She was doing what she had to do. “Like?”

“We’re going to muck the stables!” Stephanie declared.

Georgia opened her eyes and narrowed her gaze on her roommate. “Never. Going. To. Happen.”

“We’re going to pretend to muck stables and stare at Victor,” Jason interjected, plopping next to Stephanie on the bottom bunk, making Georgia shake around again.

There would be no sleep with these two around. “Go stare at Victor,” she told them, yawning. “I’m good.”

“Victor sometimes takes off his shirt during stable work,” Stephanie sang out, like this would change Georgia’s mind.

Truthfully, it made her pause. But then, “No thanks.” Then, because she felt she should, she added, “The only shirtless man I want to look at is my boyfriend, Mike.”

“Boring,” Stephanie said.

“Liar,” Jason added. 

“Will you two just get lost,” Georgia snapped, trying not to smile at the fact that she was a liar. She did want to see moonlight Victor in daylight, with his shirt off, but she could do that another time. She had fifty-nine freaking days! 

“We can’t get lost.” Stephanie sighed sadly. “Not without you. Gerry needs to see you participating in camp life. How else will our plan work?”

“It won’t.” Jason sounded positive about that fact. “Not until Ms. Selfish here gets her act together.” He pushed lightly on Georgia’s legs. “And by getting your act together, I don’t mean starting another riot during group therapy.”

“It wasn’t a riot,” Georgia argued, this time unable to hold back her smile. The memory of everyone cheering at her speech filled her heart. Funny, she never felt that way before, even when getting likes on her online posts. “You were the one who started the chant,” she accused Jason, sitting up in bed.

He shrugged. “I got caught up in the moment.”

“Me too,” Stephanie agreed. “It was awesome. Everyone cheering together. It felt like we were really fighting for something.”

It did. But Georgia wasn’t sure if that something helped their cause. They were fighting against internet hate, and yet they were trying to get back their phones to participate in the online world again. It seemed kind of hypocritical. As soon as she thought it, she shook her head. Now that was a silly idea. Where did that come from? 

“Let’s go do stable work,” she told her companions, ready to change the subject. “I have a feeling you two won’t leave me alone until I agree anyway.”

“Now she gets it.” Jason wrapped his arm around Steph’s shoulders. They looked at Georgia like proud parents.

Georgia got out of bed, rolling her eyes. “So, what does one wear when pretending to work in the stable?”

Her response came in the form of one basic bitch, white camp T-shirt tossed on her head. 
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Georgia was over mucking stalls. The smell of horse crap was so strong she could literally taste it. The sun was high in the sky and felt like fire on her skin. Her arms, neck, and back all throbbed from using a stall fork. Yes. Actually using one. Because her two new besties had been wrong. They were not pretending to muck stalls. THEY WERE ACTUALLY DOING IT. 

Oh, and Victor still had his shirt on.

Not that Georgia would be able to notice if it came off, because she no longer cared about anything but strangling Stephanie and Jason as soon as hell-time in the stable was over. 

Georgia stabbed her fork into the hay pile and scooped up what looked like horse poop. She turned and ran it over to the muck bucket. “Ew, ew, ew, ew!” 

Georgia closed her eyes and flung her load at the bucket. When she heard it plop somewhere nearby, she opened her eyes and turned back to her horse stall. 

Victor appeared out of nowhere in front of her. His arms crossed over the white camp T-shirt he was still wearing. “It might help if you open your eyes before you fling dung into the air.” He gestured behind her. 

She turned around. Jason stood inside his horse stall, poop-infested hay all around him, arms raised in the air like, come on!

“What’s up?” she asked.

“What’s up?” Jason waved his arms around dramatically. “I just had horse dodo flung at me!”

Her aim had been a bit off it seemed. 

“Well.” She shrugged. “Karmas a bitch.”

“Very funny.” Jason let out an audible huff.

Georgia turned back to Victor. The man was unbelievably sexy. She had to admit. In daylight, his eyes were a stunning golden brown against his dark complexion. His hair was short and tousled in a natural, slept-in sort of way. And his lips were full and kissable. 

“I’ll open my eyes next time,” she promised him sweetly. In truth, there would be no next time, because as soon as he walked away, she was out of here. Her horse-mucking days over for good. 

“I think that might be a bit more productive.” She could see his amusement. He obviously enjoyed watching her attempt stable work. 

“I might be even more productive if you weren’t standing inside my stall.”

He raised his brow at that but moved aside and lifted a hand for her to continue. 

She placed her pitchfork into the soiled hay. 

“You’ll never pick up anything that way. Dig in there,” Victor advised. “Don’t be so light.” 

Now he was going to stand there and bark out directions? Just when she thought this day couldn’t get any better. 

Georgia stabbed her fork into the hay like a gladiator and gave him a look. “Like that?” 

Victor met her gaze and they had an unspoken stare-off. She’d told him last night she liked to be in charge. Victor said he did too. One of them would have to bend. 

It wasn’t going to be her. 

“I finished my stall, Victor,” Stephanie sang out, bouncing to his side. “What should I do next?”

He turned to Steph, breaking eye contact. 

“I win!” Georgia declared loudly. 

Victor looked at Georgia. “And what exactly did you win? Another stall to muck?”

“No. I’m done with all that. I think I’ll go eat lunch, paint my nails, and take a nap.”

“You can’t, Georgia,” Stephanie hissed, then gave her a stern look. “Not yet.”

“Yeah, not yet,” Jason echoed from his stall.

Georgia shook her head. “No. I’m so beyond done.”

“If she’s done, she’s done,” Victor said. He was back to looking amused and superior. “You can’t force somebody to work hard if it’s not in them.”

“And what is that supposed to mean?” Georgia snapped. 

He started at her as if surprised she was still there. “Nothing, Georgia. Go paint your nails. We got this.” He nodded toward Stephanie, Jason, and the rest of the stalls. “Have a nice day.”

Now Victor was dismissing her? Georgia felt the heat rise up her neck. She tried not to be enraged too often. It was dangerous. She had a lot of bottled-up anger from many different experiences in her life that needed a release.  

“What’s your problem?” She dropped her fork into the hay and got in Victor’s face. “You think you’re better than me?”

He didn’t respond, but he didn’t need to. She could tell by his expression how prissy he thought she was and how much better he thought he was. 

“You think I don’t know how to work hard?” She threw her hands in the air. “I’ve been working hard in your stable for hours!”

“And yet there is still hours of work left to do,” he said.

“Then you do the work, butthead,” she snapped. It was not a nice thing to say, but she was no longer feeling nice.

“Now I’m a butthead?” Victor still sounded calm, but he no longer looked calm. His jaw was tense. His eyes were narrowed. 

Seeing his anger only added fuel to her fire. 

She cocked an eyebrow. “Aren’t you too old to be playing camp and working as a stable boy?”

“Aren’t you too old to have a YouTube channel?” 

Did every employee here know about her online activities? “Aren’t you too old to live with Mommy?”

“Mommy?”

“Victor Mayville? Your name was listed under staff on the map your mommy gave me this morning.”

He shrugged. Not denying it. Not confirming it. She could see she struck a nerve again. 

“I can see the family resemblance,” she lied. Victor and Gerry looked nothing alike. Victor looked Hispanic. Maybe from his father? Gerry was white as a ghost. Georgia stuck to the things she knew they had in common. “Boring, arrogant, know-it-alls.”

Stephanie gasped and covered her mouth. Jason groaned and smacked his forehead with his hand. Georgia had obviously gone too far and more than likely ruined any progress they were making toward getting back their phones. 

It was time to go. 

She rushed out of the stable. As soon as she was outside, she felt a hand grab on to her arm.

She stopped. Victor was in her face. “You can say whatever you want about me but leave Gerry out of it.”

He didn’t say mom. It didn’t matter. She could see how much Gerry meant to him in that moment, and it made her feel uncomfortable with the things she had said. 

“Gerry’s an amazing woman,” he said adamantly.

“Okay. Whatever.” Georgia knew this was the time to stop being defensive, but the sudden guilt she felt made her more so. 

Victor let out an audible breath, looking as if he were struggling between maintaining his cool as an employee and sounding off in defense of someone he loved. “Are you always this heartless?” 

She wasn’t heartless! She just spoke without thinking. 

Georgia opened her mouth, ready to argue her case, but Victor had already walked back into the barn.

She watched him go, not knowing what to do. Part of her felt like chasing after him and listing all the reasons why she had a heart. It was big and easily broken, so she guarded it with her life. Another part of her wanted to chase after him and beg for forgiveness. 

Though she didn’t have to explain that to him or anyone else.  

Georgia walked back to her cabin. It was time to do what she did best—bottle up her feelings and move forward. She didn’t need stable work to be a model camper.  
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Georgia finished her first full day as the model camper. She attended all the activities and kept her mouth shut tight. No riots. No outburst. She did what was expected of her. And she wore her lame camp T-shirt the entire time. 

Jason and Stephanie tried to talk to her about what happened with Victor in the stables, but she swerved the subject to Fashion Week, and then everything went back to normal. They executed the model camper plan together. And it worked too. Gerry actually opened her office window ... during the day. It was closed by dinner time, but Jason said they had made major progress toward their goal, which gave Georgia hope. 

Overall, her first day at camp had been a success. There was absolutely no reason she should be lying wide awake in her bed at night listening to Stephanie snore while obsessing over her argument with Victor. She barely knew the man. His opinion didn’t matter. He was not worth a second of her time. And yet, she had spent countless times thinking about him, wondering if he was still mad at her. 

She glanced at the clock next to her bed and realized it was just after midnight. Victor was probably, at this very moment, standing on the bridge overlooking the lake. As soon as that thought hit her brain, Georgia was climbing out of bed and pulling on her shoes. If she was going to spend all night thinking about Victor, she might as well confront the man. Or apologize and resolve things between them.

Georgia hurried out of her cabin ready for action. She didn’t enjoy dwelling in her mind too long. It could be a depressing place. In her opinion, it was best not to get stuck in the past. The conflict with Victor had gotten her stuck long enough. It was time to move forward.

She got to the bridge and was relieved to see him standing there. But as soon as he turned in her direction, she felt nervous. She didn’t understand why. She was attracted to him. Sure. She wasn’t immune to good-looking men, even if she was in a relationship. But Victor made her feel something else besides attraction. It was hard to explain. It was like she was waiting for something big to happen.

Victor turned back toward the lake. He didn’t address her, but he didn’t leave either. She took that as a sign he was ready to talk and made up the distance between them.

She was standing within feet of him, shivering. She wasn’t sure if it was because they stood so close, or because it was colder by the water and she had forgotten her sweatshirt. 

“Took you long enough,” he said, breaking the silence between them. “I’ve been waiting all day for you to come apologize. You are obviously a very stubborn person.”

She glanced over at him, relieved he was open to conversation. “I’m sorry about the things I said.” She truly was because as soon as she apologized, she felt as if a weight had been lifted. “I don’t think you are a loser. And I don’t think you or Gerry are arrogant or boring.”

He lifted a brow. “But we are know-it-alls?”

She clenched her jaw to prevent a smile. Even in the moonlight she could tell he was teasing her, and she definitely found it hard not to tease back. “If the shoe fits.”

He smiled, dimples on display, stealing her breath. “That doesn’t sound like a full apology.”

“It’s as far as I am willing to go.” Although, in that moment, she was willing to go a lot further to keep him smiling.

He let out an audible breath and turned back to the lake. “You’re too proud for your own good.”

“I’m guessing we have that in common.” She didn’t have to guess. She could feel the power struggle between them. It reminded her of their little staring contest earlier. They would probably still be staring each other down if Stephanie hadn’t interrupted. 

Victor didn’t respond, instead he placed his forearms on the bridge and watched the water. She mimicked his actions and leaned forward on the bridge, cupping her face in her hands. The moon was still full and bright. She watched its reflection dance in the lake and waited for a peaceful feeling. It never came. It was hard to be at peace when you were so aware of the person next to you. His body was so big it radiated heat, and yet she couldn’t seem to stop shaking. 

Victor pulled off the sweatshirt he was wearing, revealing an enticing view of his abdominals, before he tugged down the T-shirt beneath. He handed her his sweatshirt. “Put this on before you freeze to death.”

It was more of a command than a request. She accepted the sweatshirt and pulled it over her head. It smelled a mixture of the outdoors, laundry soap, and Victor’s own masculine and very appealing scent. Like evergreens and sunshine. If she closed her eyes, she could pretend his arms were around her. 

What a ridiculous thought!

She ignored how hard her heart was pounding. 

“You were right—Gerry is my mother,” he told her, his gaze on the lake. “She has been since I was thirteen.”

“You’re adopted?” That made a lot more sense, considering the lack of resemblance.

“Not legally,” he said. 

She glanced at him. “But your last name is Mayville.”

“I changed that legally when I was eighteen.” He met her gaze. “Gerry offered to adopt me officially, but I didn’t need court papers to make us family.”

“But if you feel that way, why not make it official? I don’t understand.”

“There is a lot you don’t understand about me,” he said. “And there is a lot I don’t understand about you.” Then he gave her a look as if challenging her to go first and open up about her life.

She stared at her feet. No, thank you. And yet, she was so damn curious about Victor. “I have no problem telling you anything you want to know about me.” Within reason. “As long as you tell me how you ended up at Camp Mayville first.”

“Camp Mayville used to be a camp for foster kids,” he told her. “I was a foster kid the first time I came here. Gerry put me to work in the stables. I fell in love with the horses. When camp was over, I didn’t want to leave. Gerry made it so I didn’t have to.”

“Were you always in foster care?”

“No.” He didn’t seem to want to elaborate. 

“Where were you before?” she pushed.

No response. Then, “Not here.”

She sighed loudly. And he had called her stubborn! 

“Your turn, princess.”

So, he did think she was prissy! “Georgia,” she corrected.

“Your Majesty Georgia Atwood the First,” he said, placing a hand on his chest. “It is the first, right? Or is Georgia a family name?”    

“Is that your question,” she teased, “because you only get one.”

“One, huh?” He scratched his chin. “I’m pretty sure you got two.”

“Yeah, but you didn’t answer either of them really.”

“I did too.”

“Nope. You were vague, which is what I am about to be.”

He shook his head and laughed. The sound was deep, musical, and infectious. Georgia found herself smiling so hard her cheeks began to hurt. 

“I guess you’re right,” he said. “We are both too prideful for our own good.”

Their gazes locked. She wasn’t sure why it made her mouth go dry, but it did. Now she couldn’t respond if she tried.

“I’m ready to ask my one question,” he said, not breaking their eye contact. 

“Okay.” Wow. She managed a word! Maybe she might even be able to manage to breathe again.

“Why are you here?”

“Why am I standing on this bridge with you?” Easy, because I obsessed over you all night. 

“No. Why are you at internet rehab when you obviously have no intention of rehabilitating?”

Victor was a clever man. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I am here participating in camp life. I mucked out horse stalls for Christ’s sake!” She tossed her hands in the air theatrically. “Obviously, my plan is to rehabilitate.”

“Last night you told me someone forced you to be here,” he reminded her. 

Shit. “I guess you heard wrong.” She crossed her arms over her chest. He couldn’t make her admit otherwise. 

He looked at her for a long time and then nodded. “I guess so. Well, have a good night, Georgia. I am heading back.”

She reached out and grabbed his arm. “Wait.”

He turned back to her, and they were suddenly standing too close. If he leaned down just a little, their lips would touch.

She took a step back for the sake of her boyfriend. And because there was a part of her that wanted to step closer. “Are you going to tell Gerry about our argument in the stables?” She needed to know how far back that little fight would set the break-out-the-phones plan. 

He smiled. “I’m not going to run to mommy,” he told her, “even if I am a loser living at home.”

She cringed. She had been too hard on this man she barely knew. She wasn’t normally a hard person. In fact, most people found her delightful. Well, at least online. Working at Starbucks tended to drain a person of social decencies. “I said I was sorry for that.”

“You did.”

“Are you going to accept my apology?”

He lifted one shoulder. “Maybe.”

“Oh, come on! Give me a break. It was my first day at camp. I deserve a pass.” When he didn’t respond, she added, “Do you want me to get on my knees and beg for forgiveness?”

His eyes grew wicked in the moonlight. “Sure. Get on your knees.”

Blushing, she shook her head. “Stop teasing me.”

“Stop leaving yourself open.” He tapped her lightly on her nose and walked away without saying good night. 

Then she was standing there alone, still wearing his sweatshirt. Georgia pulled the oversized sleeves up to her nose and breathed in deeply. She knew it was wrong, but she couldn’t help herself.  She walked back to her cabin with the sleeves of his sweatshirt over her nose. Victor’s scent put her at ease. Or maybe it was the fact that she had made amends with the man. Whatever the reason, she felt like she could finally sleep. 

Georgia opened her cabin door and closed it softly. She tiptoed in the dark to her bed, listening to Stephanie sawing logs. The sound was also, for some reason, comforting. Georgia lay down in bed and pulled the hood of Victor’s sweatshirt over her head. She snuggled into her pillow and fell instantly asleep. 
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“Whose sweatshirt are you wearing?” 

Georgia woke up to Stephanie’s voice in her ear. Georgia opened her eyes and attempted to adjust to her friend’s bright pink hair. “Huh? What time is it?” She pulled her gaze past her roommate, attempting to see the clock.

Stephanie moved to block her eyeline, crossing her arms over her chest. “I’ll tell you the time as soon as you tell me whose sweatshirt you are all snuggled up in.”

“I’m not snuggled up.” Georgia sat up in bed, feeling suddenly defensive. She was still wearing Victor’s sweatshirt, true, but only because it was warm. She could barely smell his scent anymore, so it wasn’t like she was being creepy. Besides, the only reason she had enjoyed his scent last night was because she was sleep-deprived and stressed over her current living situation.

“I went for a walk last night because I couldn’t sleep.” Georgia stood and pulled the sweatshirt off. Then she tossed it on her bed like a piece of trash. “I ran into Victor—”

“That’s Victor’s!” Stephanie cried. She pushed past Georgia and tackled the sweatshirt.

Georgia shook her head, watching her roommate bury her face into the material with glee. If Victor’s scent hadn’t worn off already, it was soon to be replaced with Stephanie’s perfume.

“Can I have it?” she begged, pulling the sweatshirt over her head and hugging herself. 

“Sure, I guess.” Georgia turned to the bathroom. What did she care? It wasn’t like she still needed it. “Unless he wants it back.”

“He’s never getting it back!” Stephanie declared passionately. “Never!”

Georgia chuckled, wondering how that would go over when Victor asked for it. No, sorry. Stephanie is obsessed with it. 

She turned on the water to the sink and avoided her reflection in the mirror. There was no reason to go there until she had at least done her morning beauty routine. She splashed water on her face and pumped face wash into her hands, scrubbing her face until it was sudsy. 

Georgia walked out of the bathroom and glanced at the clock. It was eight on the dot. Stephanie was not fooling around with the wake-up time. Day two of being the model camper had officially begun. 

“So, what is on the docket for today?” she asked, massaging circles of soap on her skin. Hoping the scent of the wash would soon erase the scent of the well water.

Stephanie brushed her pink hair upside down, Victor’s sweatshirt hanging on her like a sack of potatoes. “We have morning yoga. Then individual therapy before lunch.”

“Individual therapy?” Georgia’s stomach dropped. She knew it was coming, but so soon?

“Every Tuesday,” Stephanie confirmed. She gathered her hair into a high ponytail and secured it with a rubber band. She stood back up and smiled. With her high pony and oversized sweatshirt, Georgia was reminded how young and innocent her new friend was. “Gerry will call us one at a time after yoga. It’s not so bad. Just like fifteen minutes in her office, talking about your life.”

That sounded pretty freaking bad to Georgia, but she kept her mouth shut. “Fifteen minutes. Is that all?”

Turning back to the bathroom, she rolled her eyes to the ceiling. If there is a God, please get me out of this. Georgia was very opposed to therapy. Her grandmother made her go when she was a child, thinking she might need to talk to someone about not having a mother. Georgia remembered the icy blue walls of the office and the old man asking her to describe her feelings. As if she would open up to a stranger. There had been nothing to open up about anyway. She never knew her mother. She had no feelings about her being gone. The only thing she had felt in therapy was boredom. 

“I want to hear about what you and Victor talked about last night.” Stephanie trailed Georgia into the bathroom. 

Georgia splashed her face with water. That was not something she wanted to talk about either. 

“Did you apologize for calling him a loser?” Stephanie pressed. “Or boring?”

Georgia turned off the water and toweled off her face for an extra-long time, hoping that by the time she was done, Stephanie would disappear. But when Georgia lowered the towel, her roommate was still present, still looking at her expectantly. 

“Why did you call him boring? I mean, Victor is cool. And hot too. Like, really, really, really hot.” She wrapped her arms around herself, sighing. “You have to admit that.”

“Victor is decent.”

“Decent!” Stephanie looked outraged.

Georgia concentrated on putting on her face cream. “Victor is okay, but I don’t think he’s as great as you think he is. I mean, we are stuck in the middle of nowhere. I think everyone starts looking a bit hotter when there are no options.” She wasn’t sure why that sounded like a justification. Or why she felt suddenly guilty about wearing Victor’s sweatshirt to bed. She would have killed Mike if he had done anything even remotely close to that. 

“I think Victor would be hot anywhere,” Stephanie argued, picking up her toothbrush and toothpaste.

Georgia watched her roommate brush vigorously and grabbed her toothbrush to do the same. Dental care prevented conversation. She hoped by the time they were done, she could figure out how to swerve the conversation from Victor for good. 

A loud knock at their cabin door interrupted their brushing routine. 

Stephanie hurried to answer and Georgia spat out her toothpaste. 

“What the hell was your cabin door locked for?” Jason walked into the room, looking annoyed. “You never lock your door.”

Stephanie smiled around a mouthful of toothpaste and gestured to Georgia with her toothbrush.

When all eyes were in Georgia’s direction, she lifted a shoulder. “Doesn’t everyone lock their doors at night?”

They shook their heads in unison. Then Stephanie hurried into the bathroom to spit out her toothpaste. “Georgia went out on a midnight stroll with Victor,” Stephanie declared before Georgia had time to run away. “And he gave her his sweatshirt.” Stephanie walked back into the room, holding out her arms and spinning into a slow circle to show off her prize.

“Does it still smell like him?” Jason hurried over to Stephanie and buried his nose in her arm sleeve. He pulled back, looking disappointed. “All I smell is you, Steph. Lay off the coconut spray.”

“Whatever.” Stephanie pulled the sweatshirt over her nose. “It still smells like him to me.”

“Where?” Jason turned Stephanie around and started sniffing her back. 

Georgia figured she might have time to escape, so she took her clothes into the bathroom and shut the door softly. Then she hurried up with the rest of her morning routine and put on her clothes. When finished, she glanced at the tiny bathroom window wistfully, wishing she could fit through, but her ass was too fat, so she opened the door.

Stephanie and Jason were standing exactly where she had left them in the middle of the room, looking at her. 

“Guess who’s first for individual therapy?” Jason said. 

No! It couldn’t be. “I thought nobody got called until after yoga.”

“Morning yoga has been canceled,” he said. “The instructor woke up puking.”

“Ms. Tracy is sick?” Steph looked surprised. “But she never gets sick. She said all the supplements she takes reinforce her immune system.”

“That’s just granola talk.” Jason waved a hand in the air. “Plus. I think she’s pregnant.”

Stephanie gasped, placing her hands over her mouth. “You think?”

“It makes sense. Her and Cooper have been ...” Jason paused to make a very informative gesture with his hands. “For like a month.”

Georgia had yet to meet Cooper and Tracy, who were both listed on the staff list. And after Jason’s hand gesture, she was pretty sure she didn’t want to. 

“So yoga is canceled.” Georgia urged Jason to get on with it.

“Yep. Which you both would know if you were at breakfast,” he scolded.

“We were getting there,” Stephanie said, lifting her arms in the air. “But we got distracted with the whole Victor sweatshirt thing.”

Steph and Jason looked over at Georgia. And she knew if she didn’t refocus them again, they would go back to the whole “Victor midnight stroll” thing. “I’m guessing I’m the first one called up for one-on-one therapy?” 

“Yep,” Jason confirmed. “Since you weren’t at breakfast when Gerry announced it, I volunteered to let you know.”

Georgia sat on her bed, feeling a combination of nerves and dread. “Can’t she take someone else first? I mean, this is only my second day here.”

“New people always go first,” Stephanie informed her sadly. “Gerry likes to see how you are adjusting to the program.”

“And you better show her how well you’ve adjusted,” Jason threatened. “We would like to get our cellphones back sometime in the next century.” 

Great. Nothing like a little added pressure to something she already didn’t want to do. “I’m not sure I can fake a therapy session.”

“Then don’t fake it,” Jason said. “Open up. Tell Gerry about your life.”

Georgia gave him a look that had all three of them laughing hysterically. There was no way in hell she would open up about her life to Gerry. But for the sake of Georgia’s new friends, and their cellphones, she was willing to put on the performance of a lifetime. 
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Georgia sat across from Gerry’s all-knowing gaze and leaned back against the couch she was sitting on, hoping it would swallow her whole. The first few questions Gerry had asked her were about adjusting to camp life. Small talk. If Georgia closed her eyes, she could pretend she was having a casual conversation with anyone, anywhere, instead of Gerry’s stuffy office, where the walls felt like they were closing in. 

Georgia tried to drag her answers as long as possible, the entire time watching the clock on the wall behind Gerry’s desk. It seemed like the minute hand barely moved. Maybe the clock was out of batteries. Maybe it was rigged to move as slow as possible. 

Gerry started asking questions about Georgia’s childhood. Was she raised by both parents? Did she have siblings? Georgia tried to answer the questions without digging too deep. But it was hard to talk about her childhood without admitting her mother had died when she was little and her father raised her as a single parent. That was all the ammo her new therapist needed to go in on her parent issues.

“What is your relationship with your father like? Are you close?”

Oh God. Now it felt like a therapy session. Just what Georgia had been dreading. “Not really,” she admitted, trying to reveal enough without really going there. “He worked a lot when I was young, and I moved out as soon as I turned eighteen.” Then he moved to Europe and I found out with the rest of the world on social media. A story she would keep to herself. 

“That must have been tough when you were young, having your only parent work all of the time.”

Georgia adjusted uncomfortably in her seat. Gerry was saying everything a typical therapist would say, but the way she said it, the empathy in her eyes, it was too much. Georgia was not interested in a real connection. “Actually, it was great,” she lied. “I got to do whatever I wanted.”

“But surely there was someone watching over you when your dad was gone.”

“Yeah, my grandmother sometimes.” All of the time. She raised me. Was my mother, my father, my everything. “But mostly it was me doing me. I prefer to be alone.” I hate being alone. That’s when I think about things too much. Worry about my future. Wonder if there is anyone in my life who really loves me.  

Gerry studied Georgia. Gerry didn’t seem impressed with Georgia’s answers. “Remember our talk yesterday? When I told you to dig deeper?”

Georgia nodded, adjusting in her seat again. 

“I need you to do that now.”

“Okay.” No, thank you.

“I can tell there are things you are holding back.”

“I’m not.” If Gerry could read minds, Georgia was screwed! “Ask me anything.” And I’ll figure out how to hold back without you noticing. 

Gerry looked intrigued. Georgia began to sweat. Did someone turn up all the heat in the room?

“When you post something online, how does it make you feel?” she asked.

Georgia was not expecting the question, so she said the first thing that came to mind. “Anxious.” 

“Anxious?” Gerry wrote something down on the pad she was holding.

Crap. Why did she say that? It would only make Gerry feel more justified in keeping her offline. “I mean, anxious in a good way. You know, like waiting for a reaction.”

“What happens when you don’t get a reaction?”

I freak out. Start thinking I’m no longer interesting, relevant, or important. She bit onto her bottom lip. Those responses would never do.

“What happens if you get a negative reaction?” Gerry pushed. 

“I never get a negative reaction.” She did. And when it happened, she spiraled into a hole of despair.

“Yesterday you said you had plenty of online hate,” Gerry reminded her. “Down with the trolls, remember?”

Damn group therapy! Georgia would need to be more careful during those sessions. “I do, sometimes.” She raked her brain for anything else she could add that would not lead to more questions, but she came up short.

“And when those times occur, how do they make you feel?”

The woman was relentless. Georgia knew she was trapped, forced to answer honestly. She opened her mouth, and the timer on Gerry’s desk went off, alerting them both to the end of the session. 

Phew! Georgia stood up. “Session’s over.”

Gerry looked amused. “Saved by the timer, Georgia?”

She shrugged and fought back a smile. Truth hurt. 

“Session is over,” Gerry confirmed, and Georgia let out a breath she didn’t even know she’d been holding. 

She turned toward the door ready to leap through it.

“Before you go, I want to talk to you about something.”

She was so close to freedom! Georgia turned back to her jailor, trying not to look too disappointed.

Gerry stood from her chair and walked over to her. “I am sure you realize that you are one of the older residents.”  

Oh, she noticed all right. And hated all reminders. 

“First, I want you to know there are no age limits here,” Gerry continued. “Anyone who wants to rehabilitate and change their life is welcome. I believe anyone can change their life if they are willing to put in the work.”

Georgia didn’t like how Gerry looked at her when she said the word work. Almost like issuing a challenge. 

“I hope you don’t feel out of place with younger residents.”

“I don’t.” She really didn’t, surprisingly. Which made her wonder about her maturity level.

“Good.” Gerry seemed pleased. “I was hoping you felt that way because I have a request.”

“Okay.” That sounded scary. 

“I saw how the residents reacted toward you at group therapy.”

It was epic. Georgia had to admit. 

“They seemed to really look up to you. Which got me thinking, how impressionable your participation in the therapeutic process would be.” Gerry paused, looking at her. “You’ve got a lot of power, Georgia. When people look up to you like that, you need to be careful to be a good role model. I hope you are willing to do that for me.”

“Do what?”

“Be a good role model for the younger residents.”

She had no idea how to be a role model, and she was pretty sure she didn’t want to learn. But Georgia was certain she was ready to get the hell out of this office, so she said, “Sure.”

“Thank you, Georgia. I appreciate that.”

“No problem.” She turned back to the door. Time to escape. 

“Have a good morning.”

“You too.” 

Georgia walked out of the office, down the hallway, and then outside to freedom. But it didn’t feel like freedom. As soon as the fresh air hit her face, she felt the weight of Gerry’s words. Careful. Participation. Good role model. Georgia didn’t like the sound of any of those things, because she wasn’t any of those things. She was Glamor with Georgia at best and just plain Georgia Atwood at worst. And anytime she was bored enough to dig deeper, as Gerry would say, she went online and got lost in her Facebook newsfeed.

That newsfeed sounded pretty darn good at the moment. She had done her first therapy session as a model camper. That should earn her some points. She pictured the window to Gerry’s office going up and focused on the plan to get back her phone. 
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For the third night in a row, Georgia couldn’t sleep. Her mattress was a rock. The blanket was scratchy. The pillow bent her neck at a weird angle. And those were just the physical things wrong. Mentally, she was a wreck. It was funny how she could go all day attending camp activities, interacting with her friends and making new ones, but as soon the lights were out, everything she avoided thinking about all day came back to her at once. Like this whole role model crap Gerry tried to push onto her. 

Georgia got out of bed and pulled on her shoes. She was less quiet tonight because she realized Stephanie slept like the dead. Which was a good thing, seeing as Georgia had to move her roommate’s entire left arm to free Victor’s sweatshirt. Stephanie had fallen asleep clutching it like a prize. She would not be happy when she woke in the morning and it was gone. But Georgia was also unwilling to meet Victor on the bridge without it. She didn’t want him to think she had kept it because she liked him or something. Because she didn’t. She only had eyes for Mike. And even if she was single, Victor was not her type. 

Georgia walked out of the cabin and headed to the bridge, sweatshirt in hand. She tried to pretend meeting Victor a third night in a row was perfectly normal. She couldn’t sleep and talking to him somehow helped ease her insomnia. She had no idea why. Maybe it was because he was so boring. Even as she thought this, her heart sped up at the sight of him standing in the dark, forearms on the bridge, looking out at the water. If he were boring, would her body react like this?

“Another sleepless night, Georgia?” he asked without turning to her.

She made up the distance between them and handed him his sweatshirt. “I can’t sleep,” she admitted. “Figured I’d give this back to you.” 

He took the sweatshirt from her and their gazes locked briefly. He smiled, increasing this fluttery feeling in her chest. “Thanks.”

“No problem.” She cleared her throat. Why did he make her feel so strange? Maybe he had some weird power over people. Stephanie and Jason were certainly in love with him. “I could barely get the sweatshirt away from Stephanie,” she added, wondering if he was aware of his magnetism. 

“Why?” He seemed genuinely confused. Or maybe he was just an excellent actor. 

“What do you mean, why?” She turned to look at him. “She has a huge crush on you. Jason too. Probably everyone else here.” It was all, “Victor, blah, blah, blah,” all day long. 

He glanced over at her. “Does that mean you have a crush on me too, Georgia?”

Heat pounded her face. She was glad it was too dark for him to notice. “I’m too old to get crushes.” She wasn’t sure why she didn’t tell him she had a boyfriend. It would have been the perfect opportunity. 

“That’s too bad,” he said. 

She couldn’t tell if he was teasing her or not. “Why do you walk every midnight,” she asked, desperate to change the subject.

“It helps me clear my head when everyone is asleep.” He glanced over to her. “Well, almost everyone. It’s quiet.” He glanced over again. “Well, used to be quiet. I’m alone with my thoughts.” He glanced over a third time. “Well, used to be alone—”

“Okay, I get it. I’m disrupting your peace.”

He chuckled. “You’re fun to tease, Georgia.”

So he was teasing her. Too bad. Part of her sort of enjoyed the thought of him truly being sorry she wasn’t crushing on him for real.  

“What is on your mind tonight?” he asked, back to looking at the lake.

She bit onto her bottom lip, pondering what she may be willing to reveal. “I had my first individual therapy session today.”

“And how did it go?”  

“Gerry wants me to be a role model for the younger residents.” She tapped her fingers on the bridge. “She says they look up to me and that is a powerful thing. That I need to be careful.”

“All true.” He placed a hand on her tapping fingers.

She looked at him, enjoying his touch. He pulled his hand away. “I’ve noticed how much Stephanie and Jason look up to you. I also heard about the riot you started in group therapy.”

“It wasn’t a riot.” The story just kept getting bigger and bigger.

“It was something though,” he said.

She lifted one shoulder. That was the only confirmation he would get.

“The point, Georgia, is you have the power to influence the residents here. Which could be a good or bad thing, depending on how serious you take the program.”

“I’m so over everyone here lecturing me.” She glared at him. She was not planning on taking the program seriously at all. In fact, she was planning to steal back her phone with two of the residents that supposedly looked up to her. 

“I’m not lecturing you,” he argued. “I’m stating facts.”

“You’re stating the facts according to you and Gerry.” It felt good to defend herself. It lessened the responsibility they were trying to put on her. Georgia wasn’t a role model. She was a victim! “If you want facts, then open your eyes! I’m at least a decade older than some of the residents here. If anything, I am a loser to these kids.” As soon as she said it aloud, she realized it was true—to herself at least. And even more humiliating, it brought tears to her eyes.

She walked away refusing to show Victor her vulnerability. 

“Hold on, Georgia.” Victor grabbed on to her hand.

She blinked back her tears and faced him with as much pride as she could muster. “I don’t want to talk anymore—”

“You are not a loser,” he said with so much conviction she almost believed him.

She lifted her chin. “Thank you for your feedback.” It was a stupid thing to say, but she could think of nothing else. 

He smiled. Probably thinking about how dumb that sounded. “My pleasure.”

She glanced down and realized they were holding hands. They fit together just right. “Have a good night, Victor.” She tried to pull her hand away.

He tightened his grip and took a step closer. Holding her gaze, he leaned in. She stood there, frozen. Inside, she was a mess of fluttery, ridiculous feelings. “Good night, Georgia,” he whispered against her ear. 

Victor let go of her hand and walked away.

Georgia waited for her head to stop spinning. When it did, she felt ridiculous. What was she doing standing here in the middle of the night getting feels for a man who was not her boyfriend?

She returned to her cabin with a whole new set of problems. She had sought out Victor to resolve her insomnia, not make it worse. 

But when Georgia finally got into bed, she felt her eyes grow heavy instantly. Then she heard Victor’s voice telling her to dream sweet. 

Georgia had a dream, but it had been anything but sweet. Victor’s lips were pressed against hers. His arms wrapped around her body, keeping her warm. She moaned as he dragged his mouth down her neck, and then lower still. She arched her chest, aching for his touch.

She woke up panting and smacked her head on the top bunk. “Ouch!” 

Georgia dropped back to her pillow, covering her hair with her hands. The pain was blinding! 

“What the hell was that?” Stephanie bent down from the top bunk.

Georgia looked at her friend’s upside-down face and cried, “I smacked my head on your stupid bed! Now I think I’m bleeding.”

Stephanie chuckled and pulled herself back up. Then the bed began to shake as she climbed down the ladder. “Let me see if you’re bleeding.”

Georgia sat up slowly, still holding on to her hair. She didn’t feel anything wet, but her head throbbed as if it were gushing blood. When Stephanie crawled into bed next to her and held out her hands, Georgia offered her head. “Is it bad? Do you see blood?”

“Hold on, let me check.” Stephanie felt around Georgia’s head gently with her fingers, pushing her hair this way and that. “I feel a bump but no blood. I think you’ll live.”

Georgia sat up and pushed her hair out of her eyes with relief. “I probably have a concussion.”

“Yeah, but the only medical personnel at camp currently is Gerry and a box of Band-Aids. Nurse Katy is only in on certain days.”

“I’ll live.” Georgia rubbed the top of her head with one hand. It was better to avoid any unnecessary interaction with her fearless camp leader. Especially today, when Georgia had a mission to execute. 

“Why did you sit up in bed so fast?” Stephanie asked. “Did you forget you were in a bunk?”

“It’s hard to forget I’m sleeping in a bed made for toddlers.” And yet, somehow, she did. “I must have been dreaming.”

“What were you dreaming about?”

She would never admit that aloud. “I don’t remember.”

Stephanie looked at her with disbelief. 

“It’s not important anyway,” Georgia hurried on before the interrogation started. “I have some exciting news.”

“What?” 

“Today, I am going to get back our phones.”

Stephanie’s mouth dropped open. Georgia knew her friend would be shocked by her announcement, almost as shocked as she was a second ago when she thought up the idea. She didn’t know how exactly yet, but after that dream about Victor, she was determined to get her phone back. She needed to call Mike, hear his voice, remember why she loved him. She needed to text her best friend and post a video to her followers, so they didn’t forget her. 

She needed to remember she had a life and wasn’t a loser ...

Stephanie finally managed to close her mouth. “And how exactly are you going to do that?”

“I have a plan.” She didn’t have a plan. “And I’ll tell you and Jason all about it over breakfast.” Hopefully, that would give her enough time to figure it the flip out.  
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Georgia was initially worried she wouldn’t think of a plan good enough to get her friends on board. That is until she remembered they were teenagers and up for anything. The whole frontal lobe part of their brain, the part that helped them think things all the way through, wouldn’t develop for another couple of years. If it ever did. Georgia wasn’t quite sure hers had. After all, she was on her knees in front of Gerry’s office door, jamming a bobby pin into a lock. 

“Hurry up,” Stephanie hissed from behind her. “We don’t have a lot of time. Gerry’s shopping trips don’t usually last very long.”

Georgia turned to glare at her friend. “Give me a break here. I have only seen this done one time.” On YouTube. If she had her phone, she would watch it over and over until she got it right. Instead of digging through her foggy mind trying to remember the tutorial she had watched over a year ago.

“You said you could pick the lock.” Stephanie looked around them nervously. “Now I can see that was clearly a lie.”

“I’ll pick the damn lock. Calm down.” Georgia returned to the doorknob, shoving her bobby pin further into the hole. “Besides, Jason hasn’t made the birdcall yet. So, nobody is coming.” Gerry had just left for shopping, so Georgia knew they had at least an hour. Everyone else at camp was down at the beach enjoying the sunny day. Their only real concern was if Jason was even capable of making a bird sound. He didn’t seem too confident when she gave him the job. 

Georgia pulled out the bobby pin and closed her eyes, trying to remember the video she’d watched. There was some special way she had to bend the pin. Then she had to jostle it in the lock until she heard a click. She opened her eyes and used her fingers to pull the pin apart and angle it upward. She hoped that was the right shape. Taking a deep breath, she stuck it back inside the lock, then slowly jostled it around until it hit something solid. Using both hands, she steadied the pin and moved it to the left. 

It clicked. 

“Oh my God. I did it!” she cried.

“Shh.” Stephanie’s eyes were wide, and she had her finger to her mouth. “Announce it to the world, why don’t you?” 

“Sorry,” Georgia whispered, pulling out the pin. She placed her hand on the doorknob, glanced at Stephanie, and slowly turned. The door swung open with a creak. Both girls gasped at the same time. Then Georgia stood up and hugged Stephanie. Together they did a little silent victory dance and shuffled into the room.  

“I can’t believe you did it.” Stephanie broke their embrace, looking at Georgia with awe. “You’re a hero.” 

“I remembered a YouTube clip, Steph. I’m hardly a hero.” She glanced down, feeling uncomfortable. The last time she was in this office she’d promised to be a role model. Breaking into Gerry’s office with Stephanie in order to steal back their phones was probably not what the camp director had in mind. 

“You are to me,” Stephanie said with conviction.

Georgia ignored her friend and the sudden guilt she felt. They had come this far. There was no going back. “Where do you think our phones are?”

“I know!” Stephanie walked behind Gerry’s desk and opened the bottom left drawer. “I’ve heard phone vibrations coming from inside here before.” 

Georgia hurried over to Stephanie’s side. The sight was breathtakingly beautiful. A drawer filled with smartphones—every brand, color, and size. Georgia glanced at Stephanie, and again they did this little silent dance thing.

Georgia reached down and pushed through the sea of cellphones until she found her Apple Xr in its bright yellow cover. “Did you find yours?” 

Stephanie nodded, smiling happily. “I found mine.” She held up a sparkly rose gold phone in her left hand. “And Jason’s.” She held up a black phone in her right hand.

“How do you know it’s Jason’s?”

Stephanie turned the phone on its back to reveal Jason’s favorite phrase: Don’t touch.

That would be it. Georgia exchanged a look with Stephanie, and they both laughed. 

The sound of someone yelling, “Bird sound, bird sound, bird sound,” down the hallway sobered their moment. Stephanie’s eyes grew wide. Georgia’s stomach sank. It was Jason. Georgia had been right; he had no idea how to make bird sounds.

Georgia and Stephanie moved at exactly the same time. They shut the door to the desk, grabbed the phones, locked the office door from the inside, and closed it. Then they raced down the hallway and slammed right into Jason, who was racing around the corner to meet them.

“Don’t go that way,” he warned. “Gerry just pulled the bus out front.”

“Already?” Stephanie cried. “I thought she was going into town.”

“She must have forgotten something,” he said between huffing breaths. Might be the first time in his life he had ever moved so fast. “We’ll have to take the emergency exit.”

“Let’s go,” Georgia said, and they all jogged to the art room across the hallway from Gerry’s office. The room, luckily, was empty, otherwise they would have been screwed. The emergency exit was in the back. They rushed past the tables and pushed open the door to the exit in unison. Only when they were outside, behind the building with nothing but trees in front of them, did they pause to catch their breaths. 

“Should we go back to our cabin?” Stephanie was the first to recover, standing up to push her pink hair off her forehead. 

“I don’t think we should risk it,” Jason responded between huffing breaths. He looked back and forth between Stephanie and Georgia. “Did you get our phones?”

Stephanie nodded and handed him his. Georgia waited for his smile. Instead he turned on his phone like a man possessed. “Still has power,” he said, walking into the woods.

“Mine does too,” Stephanie said, following Jason, staring at her phone screen.  

Her friends had turned into zombies. She didn’t like it. “Where are you two going?” Georgia hurried after them.

They had not gone far. Jason found a large stump to sit on about twenty feet into the woods. Stephanie was sitting next to him. They were both tapping their fingers across their screens. 

Georgia walked over to them, feeling uneasy. She knew her friends would get on their phones, just not so quickly. Of course, they had been at camp longer than her. They were more internet-deprived. 

She was internet-deprived! And it was past time to get to it. 

Georgia took a seat on a small tree stump across from her friends and turned on her phone. In seconds she felt the vibrations of missed phone calls, emails, and text messages. She danced her finger across her screen, expertly searching through Amy’s messages first. Mostly, because they were cryptic, warning Mike was fooling around with some girl named Cara. Georgia’s stomach sank. Cara worked with Mike at the club. They’d always seemed a bit flirty, but he swore there was nothing going on. Georgia scrolled some more and discovered pictures of Mike dancing with Cara, his hands all over her. Amy must have taken at least twenty pictures, all of them more incriminating than the next. Then, finally, the money shot: her boyfriend locking lips with another girl.

Georgia’s phone dropped out of her hands.

For a long time, she sat frozen on her tree stump, her heart bursting with pain. She had always known there was a chance Mike might not be faithful. He was too flirty with everyone. He said it was for better tips, but then he and Georgia would go out for dinner, or drinks, and there he was, hitting on the waitress. And because Mike was handsome, he would get a lot of overly friendly attention for his efforts.  

Georgia bit on her bottom lip. She had known it was coming. Deep down. She knew. Her grandmother had warned her too. She’d said, “Mike has a wandering eye.” Georgia had ignored her grandmother’s warning. She had stupidly believed in Mike and even made plans with him to share her inheritance. Mike always knew the right thing to say. She had not been immune to his charm. Look where it had gotten her? He dropped her off in the middle of nowhere and hurried home to cheat on her. He was probably, at this very moment, laying in their bed with Cara. 

Georgia picked up her phone, shaking with rage. She had been a fool. No longer. Mike-the-cheating-bastard was about to feel her wrath. She logged into every single one of Mike’s social media accounts and changed his name to Fuck Boy. Then she posted the pic of Mike and Cara making out as his profile pic. Next, she signed into all of her social media accounts and changed her status to single. She logged into her YouTube channel, ready to post a video to her followers, when her phone began to buzz. Mike was calling her. 

She accepted the call and placed the phone to her ear. “Move out.” 

“Georgia—”

She hung up on him. That was all he was going to get out of her. She blocked his number and pulled up her video camera. Swiping her hair off her face, she sat up straighter on the tree stump. She wouldn’t normally dare to post without glamming herself up first, but at the moment, she was too enraged to care. 

Georgia pressed record. “Hey, my Georgia Glam fans. I am out here in the middle of my retreat.” Hopefully, she still had fans who believed that lie. “And I have something important to tell you all. I’m single and ready to mingle!” She smiled and blew a kiss to the camera, then stopped recording. Single and ready to mingle? How lame! But there was nothing else she could think of in that moment to let Mike know how much she no longer cared about their relationship. 

He hurt her. She would hurt him worse.    

Georgia uploaded the video to her YouTube channel and then turned off her phone. For the first time in her life she was not interested in the reaction to a post. Now that her burst of rage was over, she was back to feeling completely devastated. 

She fought back tears and glanced over at her friends. Neither one had looked up from their devices. They hadn’t even noticed her video or her rage. It hurt. 

“What’s up with you two?” she snapped, walking over to them. 

No response. 

Georgia reached down and yanked their phones out of their grasp.

“Hey!” Jason cried. His face was red, his eyes wild. “Give me my phone back.” He sounded so angry. Georgia tucked his phone in her back pocket, not liking his reaction.

“Calm down,” she said gently. “It’s only a phone.”

“It’s my phone!” He stood up and put out his hand. “Give it back!”

This new Jason was scary, but there was no way she was going to cave, not until he calmed down. “No way.”

“Screw you, Georgia.” He turned from her and kicked the tree next to him over and over again. 

She blinked hard, unable to process Jason’s rage. His reaction was severe. Maybe he did belong at Camp Mayville.

Georgia turned to Stephanie. Her friend had not made a peep when she took her phone away. Instead, she had placed her head in her arms. The shaking of her shoulders made Georgia realize she was crying.

“Oh my God, Steph.” Georgia hurried over to her friend, pulling the girl into her arms. “What’s wrong? Why are you upset?”

Stephanie sobbed against Georgia’s shirt in response.

She held her friend, trying not to panic. “Talk to me, Steph. Did you find out bad news?” Online. Where you wouldn’t have been if it weren’t for me.  

“Nobody cares if I’m alive,” Steph said softly against Georgia’s shirt. 

“That’s not true.” Georgia stroked Stephanie’s hair, feeling panicked. Her friends were falling apart. It was all her fault. 

“It’s true.” Stephanie pulled back to reveal her blotchy, tear-streaked face. “I don’t have one DM, not one new friend request. Nobody has reached out to check if I’m alive.”

“The people who really matter already know you’re here without a phone,” Georgia tried.

Stephanie shook her head. “Just my parents know. I would never tell anyone else I was here. Too embarrassing.” Her eyes filled up with fresh tears. “Nobody knows and yet they still act as if I am dead.” She placed her head back in her arms, sobbing.

Georgia, whose stomach was in knots, rested her hand on her friend’s back. “Help me out,” she mouthed at Jason, who had finally turned back from kicking the tree. 

“Please, Georgia, give me my phone,” he begged. He was no longer angry. Instead his gelled hair was standing at a wild angle and his eyes were desperate. “I was in the middle of something important.”

Georgia didn’t want to know what. She was nervous enough as it was. “We have bigger things to deal with right now.” She inclined her head toward Stephanie.

Jason didn’t seem to notice. He was back stomping around the forest, throwing a fit. “I was in the middle of a bidding war over a very important antique! What could be more important than that!”

Antique? Bidding war? How the hell had her friend managed to get into something like that so quickly? Georgia’s dread took over. Getting their phones back had been a huge mistake. It was obvious Stephanie and Jason both needed to be at Camp Mayville. They had internet issues. And Georgia had stupidly ruined any progress they had been making here by handing back their poison. 

Georgia rubbed Stephanie’s back with one hand and pulled her sparkly rose gold phone out of her back pocket with the other. Jason was still stomping around yelling about his antique, but Georgia was afraid if she pulled out his phone, he would tackle her for it. 

With one eye on Jason and one hand on Steph’s back, she swiped through her friend’s phone, searching the internet for the number to Camp Mayville. When she found the number, she pressed send and placed the phone to her ear. While it rang, she bit her bottom lip, knowing she was about to ruin her chances of getting her grandmother’s inheritance. It didn’t matter. 

Nothing mattered but helping her friends.   

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 11


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


Georgia paced back and forth in her cabin, feeling anxious. It had been an hour since Gerry and two male employees, Cooper and Reese, found them in the forest. Gerry pulled the sobbing Stephanie out of Georgia’s embrace and practically carried the girl away. It took both Cooper and Reese to get Jason to leave the forest. He kept screaming at Georgia that she’d ruined everything. The two men finally grabbed one of Jason’s arms and carried him away. He made a fuss the entire time. The sounds of his struggle broke her heart. 

Nobody came for Georgia. She waited for a while, hoping Gerry would come back and rip off the Band-Aid—tell her she had screwed up big time and to pack her things and leave at once—but it never happened. She figured Gerry had her hands full with her friends, which made Georgia sick inside. 

Georgia walked back to her cabin and packed up her things. It was only a matter of time before she was tossed to the curb anyway. She might as well be prepared. After packing, she wondered how exactly she was going to get home now that Mike was no longer an option and Amy would never drive this far to get her. The thought put her in a panic. She paced the room, trying to figure out what to do.

The minutes dragged by. Still no word. Georgia couldn’t believe how quiet the cabin was without Stephanie, or how dark and sad it was. She missed her friend’s cherry face. Her happy smile. The way she babbled on and on without pausing for a breath. 

Georgia sat on her bed, fighting back tears. How could Stephanie think nobody cared she was alive? Just because of the stupid, fake internet world! Georgia cared that Stephanie was alive and she had hardly known the girl a week. Georgia suspected anyone who met Stephanie in real life would fall in love with her like Georgia had, and like Jason had ... before he turned into a crazed maniac after ten minutes online.

Holy cow! The internet and her friends were not a good mix. She placed her head in her hands, groaning. It had all been her fault. If only she could go back in time.

There was a loud knock on the cabin door. 

Georgia stood and ran to answer it. She didn’t care who it was, or what they said. Any distraction from her mind at this point was a relief.

She pulled open the door. Victor stood on her doorstep, staring back at her. “Are you here to yell at me?” she asked, ignoring how her body reacted to him. It was just plain stupid to feel all crushy about a man after the day she’d just had.

He shook his head. “I’m here to check on you.”

“Why?” It was the last thing she expected him to say and the last thing she deserved. “You should go check on Stephanie and Jason.”

“I did,” he said. “Now I’m here to check on you.”

He knew how her friends were. She tried not to jump on him all at once, demanding information. “How are they?” She felt emotional just asking and had to pause to swallow the lump in her throat. “Are they still upset?” Are they upset with me?

Victor’s gaze searched her face. He reached out a hand and grabbed on to one of hers. “They’re okay, Georgia,” he said softly.

The tenderness in his voice threatened to unravel her.

She pulled her hand from his and turned away. “I messed up.”

“We all mess up.”

“Not like this.” She walked into the cabin and zipped up her suitcase, which was now full. “I’m ready to leave camp. Let Gerry know I left so she doesn’t have to waste her time kicking me out.” Were there Ubers in the middle of nowhere?

“Nobody is kicking you out, Georgia.” Victor placed a hand on her suitcase, forcing her to look at him.

When she did, she couldn’t help melting a bit under his golden brown eyes. “Says who? You or Gerry. Because I am pretty sure that Gerry—”

“Will agree with me,” he finished with confidence. 

She rolled her eyes. “Even if you’re right, it doesn’t matter. I’m leaving.”

“No, you’re running away,” he argued. 

“Who cares!” She tossed her hands in the air with frustration. “I ruined my friend’s rehabilitation. I violated camp rules. I don’t belong here. It’s time for me to go.” She felt those damn tears again and couldn’t fight them this time. 

Victor reached out and pulled her into his arms. His delightful scent was all around her. If she wasn’t so upset, she would have sighed happily. Instead, she pressed her wet eyes into his shirt and wished she could disappear. Crying made her feel weak and stupid. 

Crying in front of someone was like death. 

“Don’t run away,” he told her. “Stay and show your friends how much you care.”

Easy for him to say. Stephanie and Jason would probably never want to see her again after this.

“Stay for yourself,” he added. 

“I don’t need internet rehab,” she grumbled, retracting from his embrace.

Victor raised his brow. “You broke into Gerry’s office after three days without your phone. Not sure that’s normal.”

“Yeah, well. I’m not trying to be normal.” She turned to hide her smile. He was looking at her as if her hair was on fire. 

“That’s right—you’re perfectly fine,” he said. “And someone forced you into rehab.”

“Something like that.”

He grabbed on to her arm. “How did you end up here, Georgia? I’m dying to know.”

She shrugged. It probably didn’t matter if she told him the reason. She was leaving anyway. “My grandmother died a few months ago.”

“I’m sorry.”

“She was old.” Georgia tried to sound casual, but talking about her grandmother was like opening up an old wound. “She wanted me to do this rehab. It wasn’t my idea.”

“But you’re here, right??” 

“Yeah, but I don’t want to be. I’m only here for her.” She wasn’t sure why she didn’t share the condition about her inheritance. Probably because she already sounded bad enough going attending a rehab that wasn’t her idea. 

Victor took that in. She braced herself for his judgment, but it never came.

“I think the reason that brought you here doesn’t matter. As long as you’re here, you should finish the program,” he said. 

“Really?” She arched a brow. “Is that your wise advice, Oh Great One?”

That’s my advice,” he said.

She gave him a sarcastic look. “Well, since you are so wise, I would be a fool not to take it.”

He laughed in response. She shook her head. His amusement sounded wonderful in her ears. 

“I’ve got work to do in the stables,” he told her, turning toward the door. “Want to come help me?”

“Help you do what?” She hurried after him. The only thing she was opposed to currently was being alone.  

“Brush the horses.”

“No mucking stalls?” Brushing didn’t sound too bad. After all, Georgia was a grooming expert. 

“No mucking stalls,” he confirmed, then offered his arm.

She placed her hand around his bicep a bit too eagerly. But who cared? She was single now, thanks to Mike. “Let’s go.”

Victor led them out of Georgia’s cabin and into camp. They took the trail around the basketball courts. A few of the residents were playing. A couple more residents were hanging out near the fire pit. None of them looked at Georgia strangely, which meant, somehow, nobody had heard about what had happened today with the phones. She wondered how much longer that secret would last. Or when Gerry would seek her out for punishment. 

Georgia forced that thought from her mind and followed Victor into the stables. “I’m going to go get some brushes,” he told her, pulling his arm from her grasp.

She looked around the stable. There were two dark brown horses, a light gray horse, and a small white and brown horse. She walked over to the small horse, deciding he was the least threatening. “I pick you,” she told the horse from a careful distance. “Carmella?”

“It’s Dancer,” Victor corrected, handing Georgia a large, flat horse brush. 

“Why Dancer?”

He gestured to Dancer, who had started shuffling from one foot to the next at the sight of the brush she was holding. 

Georgia placed the brush behind her back, her heart racing. “Whoa there, scary.” She turned to Victor. “I think I’ll brush a different horse.”

He grinned. “Never been around one, huh?”

“Nope.” She grew up in the city, and her dad wasn’t a pet person. 

“First lesson.” He grabbed her hand in his, then placed it on Dancer’s neck. “Touch the horse.”

She would have pulled her hand away, but Dancer felt smooth underneath her fingertips. Georgia was a texture person, and touching something this soft was almost therapeutic. Therapy was just what she needed right now.

Victor let go of her hand and seemed proud of her progress. “Next lesson, brush the horse.”

“How do I do that?” She brought the brush from behind her back, slowly, in case Dancer freaked out. 

“It’s easy, just brush in the direction of hair growth,” he told her. “Then use circular motions to loosen dirt. Wipe off any excess dirt with the brush. Smooth and flatten the hair, then brush the face.”

Geez, that was a lot of directions. She was definitely not brushing the face. The horse had teeth. She figured the rest she could try. Georgia placed the brush softly onto Dancer’s neck, and when it didn’t dance away, she moved it in the direction of the hair growth. 

“Looks like you’ve got the hang of it.” Victor walked to the stall across from her. 

Georgia continued to brush Dancer and watched Victor groom the light gray horse. He used long strokes down the horse’s body. The muscles in his forearm twitched as he worked. She got lost watching him. She couldn’t help it. He was too good-looking for his own good. The way he moved his hands on that horse was sinful. 

“How’s it going over there?” Victor’s voice broke into her lustful trance.

She turned back to Dancer, brushing vigorously. “Great, I think.” The horse began moving back and forth on its legs, seeming agitated.

“I think maybe you should go a bit slower,” he advised, watching her with amusement. “And softer.”

She slowed down her brushing and lessened her grip. The horse stopped moving around and giving her a heart attack. 

“That’s better.” Victor nodded his approval and continued grooming his horse.

Georgia did the same but soon grew bored. The more bored she grew, the more restless she felt thinking about Jason and Stephanie. “Did you always like horses?” she asked Victor, needing a distraction.

“I never even knew they were alive until I came here,” he responded, chuckling. “There are no horses in Flint.”

“Do you miss the city?”

“Not even a little bit.”

She wasn’t surprised by his answer. Victor might not look like the typical country boy, but he sure did act like one. 

“Do you miss the city?” Victor tossed her question back at her.

Georgia brushed down Dancer’s neck, thinking this over. There were things she missed about the city: her friends, shopping, and fast food. But she didn’t miss her cramped apartment. She didn’t miss the constant heavy traffic. She didn’t miss working at Starbucks. And she definitely didn’t miss her cheating ex-boyfriend. Just thinking about him kissing another woman made her want to scream. 

“If you would have asked me that question a day ago, my answer would have been yes,” she responded honestly.

“And now?”

“Now, I don’t know what I miss, or how I feel.” All she could think about was what happened in the woods today with Jason and Stephanie and finding out about Mike. Georgia felt as if her world had turned upside down. Nothing made sense anymore.  

“This place has a way of changing you,” Victor said cryptically. “It happened to me.”

“Because you were a boy.” And an orphan. He was obviously already looking for a place to belong.

Victor shook his head. “My age should have made it hard for me to connect to this place. And it did, initially. I was young and on the wrong path, hanging out with the wrong people, learning how to survive in the streets.”

She could only imagine what a boy that age would be learning on the streets. Her heart hurt thinking about it. 

“This place saved me.” He ran his hand down his horse’s back. “It gave purpose to my life. I’m grateful for that.”

Georgia focused on her horse, feeling suddenly emotional. She was envious that Victor found his purpose. It was something she had always wanted to find but would never admit aloud. None of her friends would understand anyway. Their purpose was getting drunk, going to clubs, and posting pics online. She had lived that purpose as well. It was fun, sometimes, but also unfulfilling. “You’re lucky. Purpose is hard to come by.”

“You mean posting YouTube videos didn’t give you purpose?” He gave her a teasing smile.

She stuck out her tongue at him. “They used to.” They never did. As much as she wanted to make money posting videos online, posting videos never really made her feel good inside. 

“Posting online never gave anyone a purpose,” he said with conviction.

“Says the man who never posted.” 

“You’re right. I never posted.” He pressed a hand on his chest dramatically. “What ever will I do? How do I even exist?”

She bit her cheek, preventing a smile. He was making fun of her and everything she had been about for the last ten-plus years. And yet, she didn’t hear malice in his voice, so she would give him a pass. 

For now.

“Aren’t you a bit too judgmental to be working at an internet rehab camp?” she asked. “I mean, talk about bias behavior.”

“I’m not being judgmental.”    

“No, you’re just making fun of me, or anyone else that might have different views than yourself.” She scratched at her chin. “Hm. What do they call that again? Superior behavior?”

“I’ll give you superior behavior,” he said, making up the distance between them. He picked Georgia up and tossed her over his shoulder.

She had no idea how she found herself upside down or why she couldn’t stop laughing. The only thing she knew for sure was Victor was flirting with her.

And she was loving every freaking second of it!

Until he started spinning her around, making her dizzy. “You bastard! Put me down.” She wiggled against him, pushing her knees into his chest.

He caught her legs with one arm, and she grabbed onto the back of his shirt, pulling it up hockey-style. That distracted him enough to let go of her legs, and she didn’t hesitate kneeing him in the gut. He let out a groan and dropped her to the ground. Then he went down himself, cupping the crotch of his jeans. “You kicked me in the balls!” he cried.

She knew she felt something soft connect with her foot. “Serves you right for manhandling me.” 

He rolled over so they were face to face. “Did the princess get manhandled?” His eyes were dark with mischief and something else, something a bit naughtier. 

She chewed her bottom lip, contemplating a kiss. 

His eyes dipped to the movement and got stuck there. 

Then the sound of someone loudly clearing their throat broke into their moment. “Am I interrupting naptime?”

Gerry’s voice was like being zapped with lightning. Georgia and Victor quickly got off the ground, clunking their heads together in the process. 

“Ow.” She rubbed her head, then saw the horse hay on her jeans. “Gross!” She began wiping it off, wishing desperately for a shower.

Victor shook his head and turned to Gerry. “We were just goofing around.”

Goofing around? Georgia wasn’t sure that was what she would call it. And Gerry seemed to be on the same page as she gave Victor a long, disapproving look that had him shrugging and walking away.

When the two women were alone, Gerry turned to her. “I want to talk to you, Georgia.”

She knew it was coming, but it still filled her with dread. “I know. I messed up. I packed my things already.”

“That was a bit premature,” Gerry gently told her, but her eyes were stern. 

“Is it? I can tell you’re mad at me.”

“I’m disappointed,” she said. “There’s a difference.”

Was there? Georgia didn’t think so. She hated the way Gerry was looking at her. It reminded Georgia of her grandmother when she had done something wrong. If only this something was a broken vase instead of her friend’s sadness. 

“Are Stephanie and Jason okay?” she asked, turning from her unrelenting gaze and the guilt it caused her. 

“They are on the mend,” was all Gerry offered.

“Can I see them?” Georgia turned back to Gerry. Georgia didn’t care if she was forced to leave camp, as long as she could see her friends one last time and apologize.

Gerry shook her head. “Not yet.”

The woman was an ice queen. Georgia turned away with frustration. “If you are not kicking me out of camp, and you’re not letting me see my friends, then what do you want?”

“I want to know if you are okay,” Gerry responded.

“Never been better,” Georgia grumbled back. 

“Do you want to talk about it?”

Georgia didn’t respond. She didn’t have to. Gerry knew Georgia didn’t want to talk about it. Not to her. Not ever.

Gerry let out an audible breath. “Here’s the deal, Georgia. You are welcome to remain in the program, but I have a couple of conditions.”

“What are the conditions?”

“First, you have to attend three individual therapy sessions a week.”

That sounded like her worst nightmare. Georgia wasn’t sure she could handle that condition. Not even with her inheritance in the balance. 

“Second, I want you to run your own activity here at camp.”

“Activity?” She turned back to Gerry. “Like a camp counselor or something?”

“Not like a counselor exactly.” Gerry inclined her head, as if trying to find the right wording. “More like a peer who is in charge of an hour-long activity.”

An hour-long activity? What in the world would she do with a group of campers for that amount of time? “How long do I have to consider these conditions?”

Gerry looked Georgia in the eyes. “About the amount of time it took you to break into my office.” 

Ah, snap. The woman was not fooling around. Georgia figured she had about thirty seconds to decide her fate. On one hand she had no idea how to run a camp activity and no desire to add more therapy in her life. On the other hand, she had friends she needed to check on, her inheritance, and nothing to come home to. 

The answer was easy. “Conditions accepted.”
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Georgia woke up to the sounds of someone opening her cabin door. She turned her head and blinked her eyes open. She just made out the welcoming sight of bright pink hair before jumping from her bed. “Steph!” she cried, pulling her friend into a hug. “Where have you been? It’s been days!” Actually, it had been a week. Georgia was losing her mind not knowing where Stephanie and Jason were. Not knowing how to survive camp without them. 

“I know. It’s been forever.” Stephanie hugged Georgia back.

For a long time, they held on to one another, not saying a word. Georgia fought back tears. She wished the hug would erase the ugliness that occurred in the woods with their phones, but she knew it was impossible. That moment was forever etched in her mind. She replayed it over and over again every night since.

“Let me look at you.” Georgia pulled back and looked at Steph, noticing her hair was lopsided, one side at least four inches shorter than the other. “What happened to your hair?” she gasped.

Stephanie reached up and brushed it back self-consciously. “I cut it.” 

Oh God. “You cut your hair because of what happened?”

Her friend nodded. “Sometimes I do dumb stuff when I’m upset.”

Georgia felt the weight of Stephanie’s confession and fought back tears. “Steph, what happened the last time we were together—”

“You don’t have to say anything,” Steph said. “None of this is your fault. Jason and I were determined to get back our phones. It would have happened eventually.”

For some reason, that didn’t erase Georgia’s guilt. Jason and Stephanie had created an elaborate plan to steal back their phones without ever implementing it. They poured the gasoline so to speak, but Georgia was the one who lit the match. She was older and should have known better. “It doesn’t matter what you and Jason planned on doing, I’m the one who encouraged you to do it. And I was wrong.” She grabbed on to Stephanie’s hand and squeezed. “I am so sorry about what happened.”

Stephanie glanced at her feet. “I know.”

“Are you okay?”

When she looked back up, her eyes were filled with tears. “I’m okay now. Gerry talked me through it.”

For the first time since meeting Gerry, Georgia felt genuine gratitude toward the woman. “I’m glad you feel better. It was miserable at camp without you and Jason. Where have you both been?”

“At the main house with Gerry.”

Which explained why Georgia’s individual counseling sessions had yet to occur. Gerry told her they would start the following week to give Georgia time to self-reflect and prepare for the camp activity she would be running. Of course, Georgia had done neither. 

“Is Jason still at the main house?” She missed her sarcastic friend and needed desperately to erase the image of him screaming at her. 

“No, he’s back too.” Stephanie avoided her gaze.

“He’s still mad at me,” Georgia guessed.

Stephanie nodded. “He wanted to keep his phone.”

Georgia sighed. Apparently, the road toward forgiveness would be a bit longer. “Do you feel that way too?”

“I never want to look at my phone again,” Stephanie said adamantly. “Too depressing.”

Like bullets to the heart, the memory of what Stephanie said in the forest came back to Georgia. “You were wrong,” she told Stephanie. Glad to finally have the opportunity to get it off her chest. “What you said in the forest about nobody caring. I care. Deeply.”

“You do?”

“I do,” Georgia confirmed, squeezing the life out of Stephanie’s hand, making her smile. “You are the best damn thing about Camp Mayville! I’ve been going crazy here without you.”

Stephanie blushed and pulled her hand back. “You’re just trying to be nice.”

“I’m never nice,” Georgia said, and that was mostly true. Or used to be. “I missed my friend. Without you, there was nothing to do but brush horses.” She stuck out her tongue. Although, brushing horses wasn’t all that bad. At least they didn’t judge her for being depressed. Unlike Victor, who teased her for pouting.

“You’ve been hanging out with Victor?” Stephanie looked intrigued.

Georgia knew she was moments away from having her bubbly roommate back. “I’ve bugged him at the stables a few times.” And every time she did it made her knees weak. 

“Do you still meet up at midnight?”

She held her roommate’s gaze, ready to give her all the juicy details. “Yep. Every night we stand on the bridge and make small talk like a couple of insomniacs.”

Stephanie’s face lit up, she seemed excited at the prospect of Georgia feeding her information. “All you do is talk?”

Georgia shook her head, enjoying Steph’s shocked reaction. If she wanted to torture her roommate, she could leave it at that, but she had put her friend through enough already. “He taught me how to skip rocks on the lake last night.” Or tried to. No matter how hard she attempted to keep the flat edge of the rock leveled, it didn’t work. Victor’s rocks skipped. Her rocks plopped. 

“This is a very interesting development.” Stephanie began walking around Georgia, circling her like a shark.

“It is?”

“You and Victor.” Her friend wagged her eyebrows.

“There is no me and Victor.” She wasn’t sure why that felt like a lie. There was something growing between them. A friendship maybe? Then why was it so hard to talk to him? On the bridge they just stared at the lake and made sideway glances at each other. It was sort of awkward. But kind of nice all at the same time. 

“It makes sense. You guys are both attractive.” Stephanie stopped circling and inclined her head, looking at Georgia thoughtfully. “You’re both old.”

“Hey now! There is no reason to bring age into this.”

Stephanie smiled. “You’re both single?”

“I have no idea if Victor is single.” And she didn’t want to know. Well ... she would never admit to wanting to know. “I am definitely single.”

“What happened to Mike?”

She looked at her friend. “You don’t want to know.”

“Oh, I want to know everything!” Stephanie jumped up and down, clapping her hands. “Feed me details.”

Georgia walked over to the bottom bunk, climbing back into bed. If she was going to talk about Mike, she needed to lie down. “He’s been cheating on me.”

“What?!” Stephanie jogged over and plopped onto the bottom bunk, jostling Georgia around just like Stephanie always did. It filled Georgia with relief. Their friendship was back on track. She had no idea how valuable that friendship was to her until she thought it was gone forever. 

“How could Mike cheat on you?” Stephanie gestured to Georgia as if she were some prize. 

She sighed. She couldn’t remember the last time she had felt like a prize. Certainly not all those times she posted pics and videos online, trying to avoid bad angles of her nose. “Apparently, he did it quite easily. I was barely at camp twenty-four hours before Mike was locking lips with his coworker.”

“Ew! What a loser.”

“Right?” Except for some reason she felt like the loser. Like she wasn’t good enough. Which was just plain infuriating! Georgia didn’t like feeling self-conscious. Or abandoned. Mike should have known that after two years. 

“You found out about Mike when we got back our phones?” Stephanie asked. 

“Yep.” 

“I’m so sorry, Georgia!” she cried, hugging her legs. “That must have been awful.”

It was, but not as awful as watching Stephanie and Jason meltdown after “phone gate.” Mike’s cheating sucked, but it didn’t make Georgia lose sleep like worrying about friends did. “I think part of me knew it was coming. I mean, Mike works at a club. He’s around beautiful women all the time.”

“Nobody is more beautiful than you,” Stephanie said loyally. “Mike is a complete moron.”

Georgia chuckled, her friend’s words setting her free. “He is a moron!” she agreed, sitting up. “I mean, literally, the man watches cartoons all day and drinks out of the milk carton. He has the mindset of a four-year-old.” Yet she had contemplated sharing her grandmother’s money with him? Who was the moron in that scenario?

“I’m glad he’s out of my life.” It was a close call, but at least she didn’t walk down the aisle with the cheating bastard. 

“And now you’re single and ready to mingle.” Stephanie gave her a mischievous look. “And I think you should mingle with Victor.”

“No.” Yes. Maybe? Oh crap! “Why would I do something like that? Victor and I are too different.” It felt like a weak argument. “Plus, I thought you were in love with Victor. Why would you want me to date him?”

“Hello, I’m seventeen!” Stephanie tossed her arms in the air. “Victor will be middle-aged before I graduate college. We’re not meant to be.”

Again with the age reminder! 

“But you and Victor.” She sighed dreamily. “Match made in gorgeous people heaven.”

“Steph, where do you come up with this stuff?”

“All up here, my friend.” Stephanie tapped her head, and they both laughed. 

Georgia had one of her companions back. It felt good, but not quite right.

She stood up from bed and offered Stephanie her hand. “Come on. We need to get ready. I have plans for today.

“Plans?”

Georgia gave Stephanie a determined look. “I’m winning Jason back.”
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Finding Jason was easy. He was standing with the rest of the campers on the beach, ready to load into canoes for a boat trip on the shallow, bug-infested river wrapping around the property. Georgia and Stephanie walked onto the beach wearing their bikinis, cut-off shorts, and sunhats, Stephanie took one look at the canoes and turned back around. “I’m out.” 

“Wait a minute.” Georgia grabbed on to Steph’s arm, but she was wearing so much sunblock it slipped off. “I thought we were going to talk to Jason.”

“I thought we were going to do it getting a tan.” Stephanie gestured to the other campers. “This is not sunbathing. They are about to get on tiny boats! I don’t do water sports.”

Georgia didn’t either, but she could see Jason preparing to get into a canoe. “We’re here to get back Jason, remember?”

Stephanie shook her head. “You’re the one who needs to get Jason back. He and I are fine.”

Georgia knew it was true but was hoping for some moral support. 

Stephanie took several steps backward. “Sorry. Truth hurts, I know. But I can’t get wet. It’s not my thing. So good luck. Let me know how it goes.” She ran away.

There goes my moral support.

Georgia eyed the beach. Jason was sitting by himself in a canoe arguing with Victor. “I’d rather die in the middle of the lake than sit in a boat with another person.”

She bit back a smile. Her friend was anything if not blunt.

She made up the distance between them, hoping Jason would not be too blunt with her.

“Your boat might actually move with two people.” Victor grumbled. He seemed at his wit’s end with Jason. Victor was standing in the lake. Water up past his swim shots, his hand on the tip of Jason’s canoe, preventing him from floating away. 

Jason had his arms crossed over his white Camp Mayville T-shirt. He had written Welcome to hell in permanent black marker beneath the logo. “I don’t need it to move.”

“Jason, you’re going to row this damn boat with Mathew,” Victor told him adamantly. Mathew stood nearby, looking less than thrilled at the prospect of getting in a boat with Jason.

“I don’t want to go with Mathew,” Jason hissed back. “He’s like Sporty Spice, I’m like Posh Spice. We don’t mix.”

Georgia waited for Victor to ask for clarification, but he surprised her. “Perfect. Sporty Spice will row while Posh Spice gets a tan.” He turned and motioned for Mathew to get on the boat. 

Georgia stepped in front of the boy. “I’ll go with Jason.”

Jason looked surprised at her sudden presence but then immediately sobered his features to indifferent.

Victor gave her a once-over, his eyes lingering a bit too long on her bikini top. “I’m surprised you are willing to participate in this activity, Princess.”

“Yeah, well.” She brushed her hair off her shoulders. “I’m a model camper.”

His gaze locked onto her hair and then dipped back to her bikini top. Heat pounded her cheeks. “So, you’re getting into the boat?”

“I’m getting into the boat,” she repeated with confidence, until she took a step into the canoe and it wobbled. “Oh crap!” She fought for balance and felt a sturdy arm grab on to her waist, steadying her.

She looked up at Victor. “Thanks for the save.”

“Anytime.” He grinned. 

She somehow managed to get both feet inside the boat and sat down without falling over. A feat! Considering how hard her heart was pounding. 

She glanced over at Jason. He was looking out at the lake. His arms still crossed over his chest. “Is it okay if I go with you?”

He shrugged.

She took that as a yes and looked back to Victor. “I guess we’re good to go.”

“Not without life jackets.” Victor pointed to the two ugly orange vests in the middle of the canoe. 

“Not happening,” Jason said without turning his head.

Georgia pushed one jacket with her foot. “Orange is not really my color.”

Victor slapped a hand onto his forehead. “Okay. I’m done. I can’t deal with this anymore.” He pulled their boat onto the shore, bumping them around in the process. “Put the jackets on or sit in this boat on the beach. Your choice.”

“Geez.” Georgia picked up her vest. “Point taken.”

“Dramatic much?” Jason picked up the other vest. 

When they had their vests on, Victor pushed their canoe into the lake with an extra hard shove. “Good riddance.” He grumbled, stomping away. 

Georgia watched him walk to one of the empty canoes, fully appreciating how attractive he was in a pair of blue swim trunks and his white camp T-shirt that clung wetly to his flat stomach.

“Stop ogling him,” Jason said with annoyance.

She managed to yank her eyes away. Jason had finally spoken to her, even if it wasn’t pleasant. “I’m not ogling him.”

He snorted loudly. “Whatever you say, princess.” 

Georgia returned her attention to Victor. He was in a boat with the yoga instructor, Tracy. They were rowing in unison, working like the perfect athletic team. The sight of his arm muscles flexing like that made her weak. As if knowing she was staring at him, Victor glanced back at her in that moment. Their gazes locked briefly. There was something brewing between them. Something undeniable. 

“You’re doing it again,” Jason complained loudly.

She turned back around. “The man does look pretty good in a bathing suit.”

Jason rolled his eyes. He was back to indifferent.

Georgia sighed. “How much longer am I going to get the cold shoulder?”

No response.

“You guys need to start rowing,” Victor called out to them. “You’re floating out to the middle of the lake.”

He was right. Their boat was drifting farther from the shore and the other canoes, following the current toward the lake. “We should probably start rowing.” She picked up one of the long oars and placed one side into the water. It was a lot heavier than she’d expected.

Jason didn’t move from his pouting position. “Victor said Posh Spice gets to tan.”

“And that would make me what? Sporty Spice?” She levered her oar up from the lake with effort and splashed Victor with water. “I am not Sporty Spice.” 

He turned to glare at her and wiped the water drops from his shirt. “You’re right, your Betrayal Spice.”

And here comes the anger. “I get it. You’re pissed that I called Gerry and got your phone taken away. I’m sorry.”

“You don’t sound sorry.”

“That’s because I’m not sorry about calling Gerry,” she admitted. “That was the only good thing I did that day.”

“How was that a good thing?” Jason narrowed his eyes. “You got my phone taken away!” He tossed his hands in the air, causing the boat to rock back and forth.

She held on to the edge of the boat with one hand, steadying herself. “This is exactly why I got your phone taken away. You were out of control angry in the forest, just like you are now!”

“I’m not out of control!” he cried, rocking the boat again. “And the only reason I got mad in the forest was because you snatched my phone in the middle of a bidding war for a very important—”

“And that’s another thing,” she interjected loudly. “You were bidding on antiques online! How do you even have money for that? You’re a teenage boy for Christ’s sake!” 

“Judgement from the thirty-year-old camper?”

“I’m 27!” And this conversation was going nowhere. Just like their boat, floating farther away from civilization. 

“Who cares.” Jason turned away.  

“We better start rowing. I don’t know where the current is taking us.”

“You can row.”

Georgia’s temper flared. She put down her oar and lunged at Jason, tackling him back. “Stop acting like you don’t care!” She grabbed on to his vest and shook him up and down with her hands. “If you’re mad at me, get over it!”

“Easy for you to say!” he cried, trying to get her hands off him. Meanwhile the boat was rocking, water was splashing everywhere. “I didn’t hurt my friends!”

“I didn’t mean to hurt you!” She tightened her grip on his vest. “I’m sorry I took you and Stephanie with me to steal back our phones. That was the wrong thing to do.”

“That part was fine,” he argued, staring up at her. He seemed to know she was stronger and stopped struggling. “The part where you called Gerry—”

“I did it because you were freaking out on me! You were beating up a tree!”

“I was not beating up a tree!”

“Yes, you were! All because of a stupid antique.”

“Stupid?” He pushed up until Georgia was forced back onto her butt. More splashing from the boat’s movements. “It was the fortieth anniversary Barbie! Peak condition. Still in the freaking box!”

“You are pissed at me over a doll?” She lunged back at him, and he intercepted her. They wrestled one another for control. 

“It’s not just a doll. It’s a collectible!” he screamed.

“It’s a child’s toy!” she screamed back.

The boat rocked dangerously, dipping back and forth, taking on more water. 

“You sound just like my father,” he hissed. “He didn’t understand my mother’s collection either. That’s why she asked me to finish the collection for her. She knew he wouldn’t do it!” 

Georgia stopped struggling, his words piercing her heart. “Why couldn’t your mother finish the collection?”

His eyes filled with tears. He let go of Georgia and stumbled back. The boat rocked one last time to the left and dumped them into the lake. 

The water was warm but still shocked her system. Georgia bopped up to the surface, with the help of her life jacket. She watched her white sun hat float over toward their upside-down canoe. She searched frantically for Jason, her heart sinking with dread, but then he bopped up next to her, spitting out water.

“Ew! I’m all wet,” he complained.

Georgia swam over to him and wrapped her arms around his neck, hugging him close. “I’m sorry, Jason. I didn’t mean to betray you.”

He didn’t hug her back, but he didn’t pull away either. “It’s okay. I freaked out in the woods. I understand why you jumped the gun. I guess.”

She pulled back, looking at him. “You collect Barbies because of your mom?”

His jaw tightened. “I promised her before she died.”

“I get it.” She didn’t need more of an explanation. Georgia knew firsthand what it was like to no longer have a mother and be forced to talk about her. She wouldn’t do that to her friend.

“Well, my father doesn’t get it,” Jason said softly. “And when he saw how much money I spent online, he stuck me here.”

Georgia realized how difficult it must have been for her friend to confess that aloud. Jason was like her; they kept things close to the vest. She knew three things in that moment: they would be friends for life, she would never betray his trust again, and when she got her inheritance, she would finish his collection. 

“I guess I kind of belong here,” he admitted. “The second I got back my phone I was ready to spend more money.”

“I belong here too,” she told him. “I’m almost twenty-eight and still have a YouTube channel.”

They exchanged looks and laughed. It felt like their friendship was back to normal.

“What should we do about our boat?” Jason asked, splashing around their pathetic canoe. “I’m not sure it’s supposed to be upside down.”

“We’ll have to wait, I guess, until someone rescues us.” Georgia could no longer see the shoreline from where they drifted, but she could see Victor rowing vigorously toward them in his canoe. Even from a distance, she could tell he was pissed. 

She swam over to Jason and splashed him with water, deciding they might as well have fun before they got in trouble again. 

“Hey, watch the hair!”   

“The hair is already wet,” she said, then splashed him again, using both hands.

Jason splashed water back at her, hitting her directly in the mouth. While she coughed and gagged for breath, she was hit with more water.

She wiped it from her eyes and zeroed in on Jason’s smirking face. “Oh, it is so on.”
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Georgia waited until she heard Stephanie’s light snores and climbed out of bed. Her roommate had tried to stay up all night to catch some romantic scene between Georgia and Victor but fell asleep just before midnight. 

Georgia pulled on her shoes. If only her friend knew how pissed Victor was at her. He rowed his canoe up to her and Jason and practically dragged them on board, angrily rowing them to shore. Then he rescued their upturned canoe with three other campers. It had been too heavy to turn over, as it was filled with water. They had to pull it back to the shore.  

Georgia and Jason had shamefully snuck back to camp during their effort. They figured it was better to be gone when Victor got back. 

There would be no romantic scenes between Victor and her tonight. Georgia was on a forgiveness mission. That is, if Victor decided to meet her at all. She was tired of asking for forgiveness anyway. She had never apologized to so many people in her life, but she kept messing up at camp because she didn’t belong. Maybe she should point this out to Gerry in the morning. 

The thought of her morning therapy session made her anxious. Georgia pushed it out of mind and concentrated on not tripping on the uneven ground in the dark. One step at a time. That’s how she would make it to the bridge in the pitch-black night, that’s how she would make it through therapy tomorrow, that’s how she would make it through camp. At the end of the whole ordeal she would have her inheritance. She had no idea what she would do with two million dollars, besides buy Jason vintage Barbies, but she had time to figure it out. 

She saw Victor standing at midnight like he normally did, forearms resting on the bridge, leaning forward, looking at the lake. Georgia walked toward him. She had never felt this way about a man before. All butterflies in the chest, stomach in knots. She should have felt this way with Mike, but he was always telling her what she wanted to hear, kissing her butt, and taking the perfect Instagram photo. She knew he was fake even then but refused to admit it to herself. Now that he cheated on her, it was hard to deny the truth. Her two-year relationship with Mike was as superficial as the highlights in his hair. It was the longest relationship of her life, and it hadn’t been that deep. 

I was more committed to my Starbucks career.

Georgia stood next to Victor and assumed the position—elbows on the bridge, chin in hands. She added a sigh for dramatic effect, but also because it was what she was currently feeling inside. 

“Shouldn’t I be the one sighing?” Victor turned to her. “My arms are still sore from dragging your thousand-pound canoe to the shore.”

Victor was waiting for his apology. Georgia bit back a smile and gave the man what he wanted. “I’m sorry, Victor,” she said sweetly. “I messed up.” She put her hands into prayer position. “Will you please forgive me?” She had to admit, she was getting pretty good at this apology thing. 

Victor scratched at his chin. “You know, I don’t think I accept.”

She moved her praying hands to her hips. “Why the hell not? I said I was sorry. What do you want me to do?”

His eyes grew dangerous in the moonlight as he considered this. Her body tingled in anticipation. “I want you to go back in time and flip your own damn boat over,” he finally said.

Her body stopped tingling. She rolled her eyes. “Okay. Sure. Let me go get my time machine.” 

“What were you and Jason doing out there in the Lake anyway? It looked like WrestleMania.”

His description was oddly accurate. “We were hashing out our problems.”

Victor cocked an eyebrow. “And did it work?”

“Yep, we’re back to friends,” she stated proudly. 

“Nice. Next time I think there should be a little more rowing and a little less wrestling.”

“Don’t worry, you’ll never catch me on a boat again at camp.”

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

He shook his head, smiling, and looked toward the lake. She smiled with relief and turned back to the lake too. The apology might not have been accepted, but they were back to normal. Or as normal as they usually were, which she supposed wasn’t that normal. After all, they met each other every night, but they weren’t really friends, and they weren’t really camper and counselor. Georgia wasn’t sure what exactly this thing between them was, and yet, she didn’t want to define it. It would ruin everything.  

“Friends and Family Weekend is coming up,” he said, breaking the silence. “Do you have anyone coming to visit?”

“No.” She had. Then he cheated on her. If Mike showed up now, she would cut off his balls. 

“No friends?”

“No.” Her friends at home wouldn’t be caught dead in a place like this. And honestly, she wasn’t really aching to see them.

“Family?”

She snorted, thinking about her father somewhere across the world. She wondered if he even knew, or cared, she had decided to go to rehab. “I’m practically an orphan.” As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she realized her mistake. 

She turned to Victor and grabbed on to his arm. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you. I’m not really an orphan. I mean, my mom is dead, but I never really knew her.” Georgia shut her mouth to prevent more crazy confessions. Why the hell did I just say that?

Victor covered her hand with his. “I’m sorry about your mother, Georgia.”

“It’s fine, like I said, I didn’t know her.” She removed her hand from his grip. “I still have my dad,” she added quickly. “He’s living in Europe. That’s why he can’t come visit.” He wouldn’t come if he lived next door. 

“What does your father do in Europe?”

“He’s a college math professor.” And the worst father on the planet. “He used to work in the States, but he likes to travel.”

“I’m guessing he worked a lot.”

It was the ugly truth, and she wasn’t surprised Victor had found it so quickly. “He did,” she admitted. “My grandmother raised me.”

“You two must be close.”

She’s dead Georgia bit onto her bottom lip. God! She hated feeling vulnerable almost as much as she hated showing it.

“You don’t have to answer,” Victor added. “I know you don’t like to open up and let down your guard. I don’t either.” 

She nodded. Relieved that he understood her. 

“Can I give you a hug?” he asked, opening his arms. “I mean, do you want a hug?”

She looked at him, standing there so adorably, and couldn’t prevent her feet from moving if she tried. Soon she found herself in his arms, her face pressed against his chest, her nose delighting in his scent. It wasn’t exactly a romantic moment Stephanie had hoped to witness, but it was something. 

She pulled away, realizing if they kept standing that close, she risked confessing more things, like how hard she was crushing on Victor and how much she wanted him to give her more than just a hug. “I need to go to bed,” she announced loudly. “I’ve got to get up early for therapy.”

The mention of therapy was the dose of cold water she needed to get her body temp under control.

Victor nodded, running a hand through his hair. “You better go to bed.”

Was it her imagination, or did he seem a bit flustered? 

“Okay, well, night.” 

“Night.”

Georgia started walking and got almost past the bridge before she heard Victor call out after her, “What kind of flowers do you like?”

She turned around. “Flowers?” What the hell is he talking about?

“Roses, right?” He snapped his fingers in the air, as if he’d figured it out. “Yellow or red?”

She had no idea why he was asking, but it made her smile watching him try and guess her favorite flower. “Roses are the basic bitch of flowers.”

“Sunflowers?”

“Do I look like a hippie to you?”

“Black-eyed Susans?”

“Those are weeds.”

He scratched his chin, then lifted a finger in the air like Eureka. “Lilies.”

She shrugged one shoulder. Halfway there. “You’re just guessing the flowers you can remember.”

“True. So why don’t you save us both time and just tell me the answer?” 

“And ruin all the fun we are having?”

He grinned in response. She fought the effect his dimples had on her heart and lost. “Tiger lilies,” she told him, then walked away.

This time he didn’t call after her. She was relieved and disappointed all at the same time. She had no idea why he wanted to know her favorite flower. She guessed it was because he had certain assumptions about her and wanted to make sure they were correct. But they weren’t correct. She wasn’t the princess he teased her about being. 

He wasn’t her type either, but it didn’t stop the flirtation between them. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 15



[image: image]


Georgia walked into Gerry’s office the next morning. Each step felt like a step closer to death, even though the office was bright and sunny in the morning light. She hadn’t noticed the walls were yellow the last two times she was here. The first for therapy. The second for ... well, that time she would rather not remember. 

She sat down on the brown couch across from Gerry’s desk. The window was open, letting in the fresh morning breeze. Georgia wasn’t surprised. Gerry obviously moved the devices to a new hiding place. 

“Good morning, Georgia.” Gerry walked into the room. She was wearing khaki shorts with the waist pulled up way too high and her camp T-shirt tucked into them, dork style. Her hair was a wavy mess. 

“Good morning.” Georgia pulled her eyes away. She was dying to give the woman a makeover. 

Gerry sat on her desk chair across from Georgia. “How are you doing this morning?”

“I’m tired.” A truthful answer. It was seven in the morning and she didn’t get to bed until around 2 a.m. when her mind finally stopped obsessing over Victor. 

“Would you rather we make our sessions in the evening?”

She would like to not have sessions at all. “No. It’s better to get them over with.”

“I see.” Gerry examined her. “What is it about our sessions that make you so anxious?”

“It’s not our sessions, really,” Georgia admitted honestly, “it’s more therapy in general. I don’t like being analyzed by another person.” She gave Gerry a knowing look.

The older woman didn’t seem to get the message. She lifted one hand and gestured for Georgia to keep going. “Dig deeper.”

“It makes me feel judged,” she added, annoyed with being forced to play this game. If only she hadn’t stolen those phones!

“You don’t like being judged and yet you post online for others to judge you.”

Gerry’s observation was beyond annoying. Mostly because it was accurate. “It’s not the same thing.”

“How is it different?”

Georgia let out a breath. “In therapy someone is picking you apart for being messed up inside,” she said. “Online people can only pick apart your appearance, if they’re haters. If they’re normal, they’ll tell you how awesome you look or whatever.”

“So online you get validated for what’s on the surface, and in therapy you get judged on what’s below it?”

Georgia considered Gerry’s summary and nodded. “More or less.”

“So which is it, more or less?”

“Okay, this is another reason why I hate therapy. Everything I say, I have to explain.”

Gerry smiled. “Your words matter here, Georgia.”

“Why? They’re just words.”

“Words give insight into what is going on inside a person.”

“Unless every word is a lie,” Georgia pointed out.

“Even then,” Gerry argued. “Lies can be very informative. They are often used to cover extreme emotion. Anger. Pain.” She held Georgia’s gaze.

Georgia looked away. She felt nothing in that moment but annoyance. It would be hard to tell lies to someone who was looking for them. She would have to consider each answer she gave Gerry, which would make these sessions exhausting. Georgia could be honest. It would be less work. 

And scary as hell because that would require her to trust someone.  

“I thought about lying to you in our sessions,” she told Gerry, looking for a reaction.

“But you haven’t lied yet,” Gerry said, and looked as if she believed it. Which confirmed that she was good at telling the difference.

“I might lie to avoid your judgment.”

“I’m not here to judge you, Georgia,” she said kindly. “I’m here to listen.”

“And what if what I told you wasn’t something you wanted to hear?”

“Again, I am not here to pass judgment. These sessions are not about me, or how I feel. They are about you, and for you. Anything you say in this room will be kept in this room.”

Everything Gerry said sounded good. She talked as if she truly believed what she was saying. Part of Georgia wanted to dig right in, vent about her relationship with her father and get some guidance, but that would be reckless. She needed to know Gerry could be trusted. There was only one way to find out, but it would require an embarrassing confession.

“That’s good to know, Gerry, because I have something I want to get off my chest.”

Gerry leaned forward, intrigued. “I’m listening.”

You probably won’t want to listen to this. “I’m crushing hard on Victor.”

Silence. Georgia watched for a reaction and got nothing but stone. The woman was obviously feeling something, though; it was her adoptive son they were talking about, which was why this test was so perfect. If Gerry could be trusted, then Victor would never know a thing about this. If he was suddenly avoiding her and acting strange, she would know it was because Gerry told him to keep his distance. 

“It is perfectly normal for you to develop feelings for someone here at camp,” Gerry said in a professional tone. “It happens all the time.” 

“I’m not sure what I am feeling for Victor is normal,” Georgia pressed for a reaction. “I think about him all of the time. He walks to the bridge at midnight and I meet him there every night.”

“And what happens next?” Gerry’s voice now carried a level of concern.

Georgia knew if she played it just right, the camp leader would go running to Victor, but, for whatever reason, Georgia couldn’t lie about Victor. It felt wrong. “We talk a little. Sometimes we don’t talk at all, just stare at the lake. One time he taught me how to skip rocks. Then last night he asked me what my favorite flower was. I have no idea why, but I thought about it all night. It’s why I’m so tired this morning.”

“Do you think you are using Victor as a distraction from the stuff you need to work on at camp?”

A fair question. “I’m not entirely sure.” A vague answer. 

“And why aren’t you entirely sure,” Gerry pushed, back to the whole digging deeper thing.

“I’m not sure I have stuff to work on. I mean, I’m stressed out for sure. And I just broke things off with my boyfriend.”

“This happened when you had your phone?” 

“Yes.”

“Do you want to talk about it?”

Georgia shook her head. 

“Sounds like Victor might be a distraction for you right now,” Gerry decided.

“It makes sense. I mean, he’s not really my type .” She paused, trying to put into words what she was feeling for Victor. “But then I see him, and I feel all these crazy things inside. Like. My heart.” She pressed her hand to her chest. “It starts pounding so fast.”

“You find Victor attractive and your body is reacting,” Gerry explained. “But what about below the surface? Are you interested in Victor beyond physical attraction?” 

Georgia dropped her hand from her chest. She didn’t like Gerry’s explanation. It was too technical. Cold. Georgia didn’t like her questions either. Mostly because she didn’t have the answers to them. 

The timer on Gerry’s desk went off, saving her. 

Georgia stood up quickly. “I guess that ends our session.”

Gerry turned off the timer and stood up. “I guess so,” she agreed. “We’ll meet again on Wednesday morning. Before then, I want you to put together a list.”

“Therapy homework?” She didn’t like the sounds of that.

“That’s right,” Gerry confirmed. “On this list I want two columns—one with a list of the surface things you like about Victor and the second with below-the-surface things you like about him.”

Gerry wanted to dissect Georgia’s crush on her son? Shouldn’t she be shutting it down completely, not encouraging it to continue? “Okay, sure.” Georgia was willing to agree to anything in that moment to get out of the room.     

“Perfect.” Gerry seemed pleased. “Are you ready to run your first group activity this afternoon?”

That was today? Crap! She had done nothing to prepare. “Yeah. It’s going to be a great time. When does it start again?”

Gerry looked concerned. “Right after lunch. The time we agreed upon last week.”

Yeah, but that was a week ago. She’d had a lot of stress since then, making up with her friends, crushing hard on Victor, worrying about attending therapy. “I was just double-checking,” she said lightly. “I am totally prepared.”

Gerry gave her a look that promised she knew that was a lie.

Georgia turned away. “Have a good day.” She hurried out of Gerry’s office, not waiting for a response. 

It was time to drag Stephanie and Jason out of bed for an emergency meeting.  
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“Why don’t we have a group nap time?”

“Not sure Gerry would appreciate that.”

“Group meditation then.” Jason lay down on her bottom bunk, crossing his arms behind his head. “With our eyes closed.”

Georgia kicked the mattress with one foot, making him shake. “You’re not taking this seriously.” She was seriously screwed if they didn’t think of something. Her camp activity started in less than an hour. 

Stephanie bounced over and placed her arm around Georgia’s shoulders. “Don’t stress. We’ll think of something.”

“I already thought of something.” Jason yawned loudly. “Two somethings actually.”

She gave him a look. “Enough out of you, Sleepy Smurf.” She’d gotten the man out of bed fifteen minutes earlier than he normally got up, and this was the result.

“I got it!” Stephanie declared loudly. “We can make our own ice cream and eat it.”

“Great. Which one of us knows how to make ice cream?”

“We could Google it.”

“We need internet for that.”

“Right.” Stephanie dropped her arm from Georgia and shrugged. “I guess I’m out of ideas.”

“Steph, you were out of ideas before this conversation started,” Jason teased.

“Oh, shut up!” Stephanie kicked Jason’s mattress with her foot, the way Georgia had, jostling him around. “At least I tried.”

“Yes, you both tried,” Georgia agreed. Too bad none of their tries helped. What she needed was an activity she was actually good at. Something she could teach a group of teenagers, or at least look like she was teaching a group of teenagers.

“I know this is probably not the greatest time, Georgia,” Stephanie said. “But I need my roots dyed.” She touched the top of her head. “I have a skunk stripe.”

“Wait in line,” Jason stood and bumped Stephanie out of the way with his hip. “Georgia promised to pluck my brows to perfection.” 

Her friends began to argue over her beauty services and then it hit her. “Wait. I got it!” She grabbed on to Jason’s arm, shaking him.

“You got what?” He pulled back his arm, annoyed.

“My group activity,” she said. “I can provide much-needed beauty care and advice to the campers.”

“Now that’s an idea, “ Jason agreed enthusiastically. “God knows everyone here needs a makeover.”

“But me first, right?” Stephanie gave Georgia a pouty look. “I’m your friend.”

“Yes, and today you are going to be my model too,” she agreed, smiling. Now that she had thought of something she could teach the campers, the wheels in her head were turning. “We’ll run the activity just like my YouTube channel. I’ll provide tips and advice on makeup, hair, and fashion. Then perform a Georgia Glamover.”

“And a little runway photo shoot at the end, right?” Steph added excitedly. “Like you do on your show.”

She always took pictures of her models and herself on the show, strutting up and down the street in front of her apartment complex. But that was when she had her cellphone camera. She had nothing she could use now to take photos. 

“Wait a minute.” There was something. She walked over to the lamp table and opened the drawer to reveal Stephanie’s disposable camera collection. “Can I have these disposable cameras for my activity?”

“Absolutely!” Stephanie clapped her hands together excitedly. “This is going to be fun.”

It could be. All she needed was space to perform her makeovers and a great runway backdrop. Then that hit her too. She knew the perfect place. 

Georgia retrieved her suitcase from underneath her bed and unzipped it. “Help me gather my makeup and hair crap.”

Stephanie and Jason went to work, dumping things into her bag. 

“And where are we taking this crap, our fearless leader?” Jason asked.

“To the stables!” she declared, punching a fist in the air. 

Stephanie and Jason exchanged a look, then started the laugh.

“Victor will never agree to that,” Steph said.

“Sure he will.” Georgia wasn’t so sure, but she planned on getting her way no matter what.
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Georgia got her way. But Victor was not exactly pleased when Georgia set up a full glam station in one of the spare horse stalls and then demanded the use of the entire barn for her runway show. 

“I don’t understand why you need the entire barn,” Victor grumbled. “I mean, I’m willing to work with you here, but I need some space for, you know, the animals.” 

She put on her best flirty smile. “The animals can stay. They’ll make an excellent backdrop.” She danced her fingers in front of his face. “Farm chic.”

He looked at her as if she lost her mind. “Okay, Georgia, you do you.” 

“That’s the plan.”

He walked away just as the other campers began piling into the barn. She turned to address them excitedly. “Welcome to Glamour with Georgia. Pull up a bale of hay and have a seat. We’ll get started in a minute.” She watched Gerry walk into the barn and sit down on one of the bales of hay. 

Great. And now she was being graded. 

Georgia ignored her sudden nerves and hissed across the barn to Jason. “Is Stephanie ready?”

“I don’t know; I’m not her babysitter,” he hissed back.

She walked across the room, ready to throttle him, but then Stephanie pranced out behind him, wearing a fluffy blue bathrobe and matching slippers. “I’m a blank canvas ready to be glammed,” she said, spinning in a circle.

“Where did you get that robe?” Georgia bit back a laugh.

“My parents sent it to me.” Stephanie stopped spinning and held up an arm. “You like?”

“I love,” Georgia declared. Stephanie’s parents were super out of touch, but they obviously loved their daughter to pieces. Georgia was ridiculously jealous. 

“Okay, here’s the plan,” she whispered to her friends. “I’m going to start the glam makeover on Steph.” She turned to Jason. “You are going to be my glam assistant.”

“And do a little comic relief,” he added.

She gave him a warning look. “Do it and watch what happens.”

He winked in response.

Georgia shook her head and turned to Stephanie. “Are you ready to get glammed?”

“Yep.” She walked forward, holding out her hand.

Georgia took her hand and they addressed the group of twenty campers and Gerry, sitting on stacks of hay. “Welcome, everyone! Today we are going to take this drab.” She spun Stephanie around slowly. “And turn her into fab.”

Silence.

Tough crowd. Georgia let go of Stephanie’s hand, ready to plow on. “During Stephanie’s makeover you will learn glam tips and grooming insight that will make you smoking hot.”

“And why would you want to be smoking hot in the middle of nowhere?” Jason questioned, looking as if the answer was obvious. “Because I still have to look at you.”

Every single person in the barn laughed, including Gerry. The ice in the room melted away. Georgia felt like she could finally breathe. Maybe Jason was right: comic relief was necessary.

“Thank you for that wonderful insight, Jason.” She turned to Stephanie. “Now, let’s get started.”

For the next hour, Georgia worked on Stephanie’s black roots while offering glamour tips to the campers, and Jason added sarcastic little biting comments that made everyone laugh. By the time the hour was over, and Stephanie was glam-ready for the runway show, everyone was invested in the session, asking questions and begging to be Georgia’s next makeover victim. So, Georgia got a sign-up sheet and had people write down their names before they left. It seemed the idea of being center of attention while getting pampered was a winning concept. 

She was happy to have done something right for once at camp. Georgia rode that high as she cleaned up her glam tools alone because Steph and Jason ran away at the end of the session with the rest of the campers. Her friends were apparently not invested in cleanup. 

“That was a pretty interesting camp activity.” Victor was suddenly at her side, helping her put makeup into her suitcase. 

She almost dropped the brush she was holding but caught herself in time. “Did you think so?”

“Sure. I learned a lot about grooming.” He picked up a pair of tweezers. “I had no idea eyebrows needed to be yanked out of your face.”

“Only some do,” she corrected, snatching the tweezers from him and plopping them into her suitcase.

“But how do you know which ones?”

She placed a finger between his eyebrows. “There should never be hair here. It’s eyebrows, not eyebrow.”

His gaze locked onto hers. “Are you trying to tell me something?”

“No.” She pulled her finger back and turned to hide her smile. It was hard to think when Victor was looking at her that way. All flirty eyes and sexy, smiling lips. She was reminded of the assignment she had to finish before her next therapy session. There were so many physical things she enjoyed about Victor. But what about the below-the-surface stuff? How deep did this crush go?

“Victor?”

“Georgia.”

“Can I ask you some questions?” 

He picked up a makeup compact. “Looks like a seashell.”

“It’s powder to even out skin tone.” She snatched the compact and tossed it into her suitcase. “Now, back to those questions.”

He seemed uncomfortable. “What exactly do you want to ask me?”

“Personal things,” she said.

“Personal things?” He didn’t seem excited about the prospect.

“Yeah, you know, like when you asked me about my favorite flower last night.”

“You considered that personal?”

“It wasn’t not personal,” she said.

He rolled his eyes. “Okay. Then I guess you can ask one personal question. It’s only fair.”

Great. Now, what exactly was she going to ask? Georgia raked her brain. Well, there was one thing. “Why aren’t you married?”

He seemed caught off guard by that and hid it by picking up a pile of lip glosses. “Who says I’m not married?”

Her mouth dropped open. It took effort to close it. “Are you?”

“No.” He dropped the lip glosses into her suitcase one by one. 

“Then why did you just say that?”

He turned to her. “Why aren’t you married, Georgia?”

“Hey now, this is not about me.” The question was borderline offensive. Oh. Okay, now I get it. 

He grinned, as if reading her mind. “Okay, I answered your question. Now it’s my turn.”

“You just took your turn,” she pointed out. “And this isn’t a tit-for-tat situation.”

“Sure, it is. You ask a question. I’ll ask a question.” He scratched at his chin. “Did you answer my question yet?”

“No, and I don’t plan to.” 

“Come on, princess,” he said, reaching out and tickling her side. “It’s only fair.”

“You don’t know what fair is.” She swatted his hand away, giggling. Victor was back to being touchy-feely with her, and she loved every minute of it. Could she put that on her list for Gerry? 

“I guess the question portion of our time together is now over,” he said, tossing more makeup into her bag. 

He was probably right. They had that whole play-it-close-to-the-chest thing in common. She could put that on her list. Victor’s secrets were intriguing, and she respected that he kept them safe.

“Maybe I can make an observation then.” Victor turned back to her. It was more of a question than a statement.

She inclined her head. “Why do I have a feeling I am not going to like this observation?”

“Because you’re a negative person who always expects the worst.”

“And proud of it,” she agreed sarcastically.

He chuckled in response. “Okay, ready for my observation?”

“I guess.” 

He picked up her makeover sign-up sheet and held it in front of her. “Every single boy on this list is in love with you.”

She blushed, looking away. “Or wants a makeover.”

“They want you to touch them,” he corrected.

She let out an exasperated breath. “You are ridiculous.” 

“I’m honest,” he argued. “No teenage boy signs up for a makeover unless they are crushing hard.”

“Jason would.”

“He’s the exception.”

Victor had a point. Jason was probably the only exception at camp, unless her gaydar was off. 

She snatched the sign-up sheet from Victor’s hand. “Thank you for the observation. I’ll keep that in mind when I do my makeovers.” 

“You do that.” He seemed amused by having made her blush.

Annoyed, she was ready to make him uncomfortable too. “You said every boy on this list has a crush on me.” She made a show of looking the sheet over. “But I don’t see your name on the list.” She gave him a knowing look. 

He raised an eyebrow and held out his hand. “Give me the list.”

She handed it over. Ready to call his bluff.

He picked up the pen next to the table and signed his name on it. Then he handed it back to her. “Make sure to concentrate on separating my eyebrows,” he said, and then turned and walked away.  

Damn him! She had no idea if he was messing with her or not. And now she was left contemplating why he had signed the sheet. She would probably contemplate it for the rest of her life. The man was just too good at making her wonder. 

Yet another thing she couldn’t put on her list for Gerry.  
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“You know, you have really pretty blue eyes. They could stand out more with the right hair color.”

Gerry reached up and smoothed back her frizzy red hair. “Thank you for your input, Georgia.” Gerry dropped her hand to her lap. “Maybe we can visit that at another time.”

So, you’re saying there’s hope? Georgia smiled. Giving a makeover to Gerry would be the cherry on her glam cake. “I’ll put you on the schedule.”

Gerry opened her mouth, as if ready to argue, and then closed it. 

That was as close as a yes Georgia figured she would get. She was starting to understand her camp director better. When she didn’t say something, it was because she thought it would impede someone’s growth if she did. Gerry obviously thought encouraging Georgia’s camp activity was good for her rehabilitation process. In a way, she wasn’t wrong. Running her camp activity had been cathartic. And preparing for the next session had given her life purpose.

“How did you like my first camp activity?” she asked Gerry. It was suddenly important to get the older women’s approval. Possibly because it was the first thing she’d cared about in a long time. 

“I thought it went really well,” Gerry responded. “The campers were engaged. Your content was informative. And the combination of you and Jason was very entertaining.” She smiled, probably remembering some snappy comment Jason had made during Steph’s makeover and Georgia’s over-the-top reaction to it. She and Jason had great comedic chemistry. She wondered how she ever did her YouTube channel without him. Maybe if she had, she would have enough subscribers to get paid. 

“After your session, I did have one question,” Gerry added, looking at her. “Have you ever thought about getting your cosmetology license?”   

“No.” She did once, during her senior year. But when she told her father about it, he slammed it down, saying she was the daughter of a college professor, she should be thinking higher than trade school. The irony was after Georgia graduated high school, she did nothing with her life but work at Starbucks, and her father left the States and never looked back.

“Why did I listen to him?” She grumbled underneath her breath. It’s not like he cared enough to see her make something great out of her life.

“Listen to who?” Gerry leaned forward in her chair.

Georgia adjusted in her seat. She hadn’t meant to speak aloud, but part of her wanted to confess that to someone. It made her wonder if maybe she was open to a little therapy. It couldn’t hurt to talk about her father with someone. And Gerry hadn’t said anything to Victor about her crush. Victor and Georgia were as flirty as always. Last night, he had even found an excuse to touch her hair, claiming there was a bug there. She didn’t see a bug, just the intensity in his eyes as their gazes locked. 

If nothing had changed between them, didn’t that mean Gerry could be trusted?

Georgia looked up at her therapist, hoping it was true, because she was about to open up big time. “I lied to you,” she admitted. “I did think about going to cosmetology school before.”

Gerry nodded, as if she’d already figured as much. Which confirmed again that she was some sort of human lie detector.

There was no point hiding from someone with those powers. Georgia took a breath. “My father is a snooty college professor. He is extremely intellectual. When I told him I was thinking about going to trade school after my senior year, he shut me down.” 

“That must have been hard to hear,” Gerry said. 

Georgia could see the compassion in her therapist’s eyes, and it made her emotional, so she looked away. “Yeah, well, my father makes everything hard to hear.”

“In what ways?”

“Like when he moved to Europe a few years ago,” she said, anger rising at the memory. “He never told me.” She tossed up her hands. “I found out on Twitter! I mean, my father had the nerve to stomp down my plans for trade school but didn’t even care enough to tell me his plans to move across the World.”

“Did you ever call your father and tell him how much that hurt you?”

Georgia shook her head. “What is the point? He doesn’t care what I think. He only cares about his career and traveling. I mean, when I was a kid, he dumped me at my grandmother’s house every day.” She fought back more blinding anger. “He let someone else raise me. Why the hell would I try and explain my feelings to someone like that?”

“Telling someone how you feel is for you,” Gerry explained. “It’s not for them. And it doesn’t have to have a resolution.”

“There will never be a resolution between my father and I.”

“Maybe not,” Gerry agreed. “But telling him how you feel might help you heal and grow.”

Georgia would never tell her father how she felt, but she had to admit it felt nice to have someone care about her growth and healing. Maybe therapy wasn’t so bad after all. A part of her already felt lighter, just unloading the stuff about her father. 

The timer on Gerry’s desk went off. This time Georgia stood up almost reluctantly. She shouldn’t have wasted most of their session distracting Gerry with small talk. First, she had asked about the food at camp and whether it could be adjusted for vegetarian options. Then she’d asked about the different stores Gerry visited in town. Their conversation ate up more than half the session. 

“I’m proud of you for opening up today, Georgia.” Gerry stood up too and was looking at her approvingly. “Thank you for trusting me.”

“Sure.” Georgia glanced away, feeling as if she hadn’t deserved that praise. Yet.  

Georgia pulled a piece of paper out of the back pocket of her shorts and handed it to Gerry. “Here you go.”

“What’s this?”

“My homework. You know, about Victor.”

Gerry tucked the paper into her back pocket. “Thank you for remembering, Georgia. Did you learn anything from the process?”

“Yeah, I’m pretty sure Victor is just a distraction for me here.” Except her heart kept telling her otherwise. 

“I see. Well, I look forward to reading this over.”

Georgia shrugged. As long as she didn’t have to watch Gerry look over what she wrote, she could pretend she hadn’t taken hours thinking and writing about Victor.

“I have a new assignment for you,” Gerry announced suddenly.

“Another one?” Georgia would rather jump off a cliff. 

“Another two actually,” Gerry informed her. “Don’t worry, you’ll have plenty of time to work on it. I am canceling our Friday session since it is Friends and Family Weekend. The assignments won’t be due until Monday”

Well, at least there was that. “What are the assignments?”

“I want you to make two new lists. One list will be about your father. Two columns again. On one side, I want you to list all the things you would say to him if you had a chance. On the other side, I want you to list the reasons why you shouldn’t tell him those things. The second list I want one column listing all the things you are interested in.”

None of that sounded like fun. 

“Okay. Sure.” It was better to agree with Gerry than argue, but maybe the woman was onto something with this therapy thing. Georgia felt a bit better after talking about her dad. Maybe therapy could help move her forward in life. 

After all, she had nothing to go back to after camp but her Starbucks job. If she still had a job after taking so many weeks off. Which was unlikely.
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Friends and Family Weekend was all anyone cared about for the next couple of days. Every camper in Camp Mayville was excited. Every camper had someone coming. Every camper had someone they couldn’t wait to see. 

Every camper except for Georgia. 

Nobody was coming to see her. She was the oldest person at camp and the most alone. It was hard for her not to feel like a loser. 

Georgia couldn’t get out of bed Friday morning, even when Stephanie begged her to come meet her parents. Georgia shooed Steph out of their cabin and pulled her blanket over her head, deciding to sleep away the dreaded weekend.  

Except Georgia found it impossible to sleep, so she took out her notepad and pen and tried to do her therapy homework. First, the things she enjoyed doing. Hair. Makeup. Shopping online. Spending time with her friends. For some reason, the friends that came to mind were Jason and Stephanie. Then she could no longer make her list, because she suddenly felt guilty for not agreeing to meet Steph’s parents.

Georgia closed her notebook and tucked it underneath her pillow. She stood and walked over to her bedside table, opening the drawer. Inside was the picture envelope Gerry had given her before their therapy session. Georgia had asked Gerry to develop the film she had taken during her first camp activity the next time she went to town. She didn’t think Gerry would have it done so quickly. Most places didn’t even process regular camera film anymore. 

Georgia walked over to her bed and sat down. She opened the envelope and pulled out a stack of photos. The first couple pics were of her working on Stephanie’s hair and laughing at something stupid Jason had said. The photos warmed her heart. She had no idea she would make such good friends at Mayville, especially with people much younger than her, but she was glad Stephanie and Jason were in her life. They filled a hole inside of her she hadn’t known was there. 

Georgia held up a photo of her drying Stephanie’s pink hair. She held a round brush in one hand, the hair dryer in the other. She was in the middle of talking to the group, giving out tips. She looked like a professional hairstylist. And in her heart, Georgia felt like one. 

She put down the stack of pictures and grabbed her notebook from underneath her pillow. She jotted down how she was feeling in that moment, looking at the picture of her drying Stephanie’s hair. 

Georgia placed her notebook down and picked up the stack of pictures. After Stephanie’s amazing blow-dry, there were several runway pictures with her friend strutting her stuff in the barn. Steph looked amazing and confident, smiling from ear to ear. Georgia knew she had to give all the photos to Stephanie’s parents. Any parent that loved their child would want to see them looking this happy.

She gathered the pictures of Stephanie on the barn runway and placed them back into the envelope. Then she stood and got ready to go out. 

Half an hour later, Georgia was standing in the sunshine, wearing a floral sundress, sunhat, and holding the picture envelope. She walked toward the main camp area where they were hosting the Friends and Family BBQ.

“There you are, princess. I’ve been looking all over for you.”

She turned around, heart pounding. Victor was standing behind her, wearing khaki-colored pants and a nice button-down shirt. His hair was styled in a way that made his golden brown eyes stand out, and he had shaven his five o’clock shadow. In his arms was a bouquet. And not just any flowers. 

Tiger lilies. 

She stood there, frozen, while her pulse continued to race. 

“You look beautiful.” He handed her the flowers. “These are for you.”

She accepted the bouquet with confusion. Victor was dressed up. For her? With flowers. For her? What the hell was going on?

“I was hoping I could join you for lunch.”

“Why?”

He reached up and scratched at the back of his neck. She wondered how one word could make him so nervous after he dressed up and gave her flowers, pushing their relationship from the friend zone to whatever this was.

“You said you had nobody coming for Friends and Family Weekend.” 

She did tell him that. Someone who had been an orphan and knew what it was like to not have family. Of course Victor would feel for her. He was a nice guy. “So, you showed up to be my Friends and Family,” she finished for him.

He looked at her with so much longing in that moment that it was hard to deny she was the only one with a crush. “I’m here for you, Georgia,” he said genuinely. “If you want me to be.”

There was so much she wanted from him in that moment, including their first kiss. Would it be as magical as she’d imagined it to be? 

She took a step forward, ready to find out. 

“Georgia!” 

She heard her ex-boyfriend’s voice calling her name a second before he jogged to her side. Suddenly, she was looking at two completely opposite men. One perfectly groomed. One wildly handsome. One she had feelings for. One she used to. 

This wasn’t a dream. It was a nightmare!

“What are you doing here?” She addressed Mike first. Wasn’t it clear they were over?

“Why wouldn’t I be here?” he said, sweetly. He picked up her free hand and pressed a kiss to her knuckles. The entire time his eyes were on Victor. “I’m your fiancé.”

Oh, now he was her fiancé? After all those months waiting for a proposal that never came. After he cheated on her with his coworker and God knew how many other women. The man was full of games! Cruel, heartless games. And she was no longer interested. 

She removed her hand from his and turned to the man she was interested in, but Victor was no longer standing next to her. He had walked away. 

“Victor, wait!” she cried, chasing after him.

Mike grabbed on to her arm, pulling her back. “Let him go.” 

“Let me go,” she hissed, trying to remove her arm from his grasp.

“Okay. Calm down.” He let go of her, pushing back his hair, which was still gelled perfectly in place. “Who was that loser anyways?”

“He’s not a loser,” she growled. He was everything good. He had brought her tiger lilies. He had cared that she was alone today. He met her every single night and made her smile. Victor was the man she wished she deserved.

And in front of her was the man she almost shared all her inheritance with. A selfish, superficial, heartless, cheating bastard! “I’m the loser,” she said sadly. “Every decision I’ve made for the last nine years has been a waste of time.”

“What are you talking about?” Mike looked at her closely. “Are you, like, depressed or something?”

“No.” She wasn’t depressed. It was more of a lightning moment of clarity. Where suddenly, she could see everything in her life clearly and knew what needed to be changed. 

“I need you to go,” she told Mike. He didn’t belong at Camp Mayville, and he was standing in her way. 

“I came here to talk to you.” He tried to grab on to her free hand. She pulled it back.

“You shouldn’t have. We are no longer together, and I am not interested in a reunion.”

His eye grew cold. “After two years together, you are going to throw it all away over one little mistake?”

“It wasn’t a mistake,” she told him. “It was the wake-up call I needed.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“It means I don’t love you anymore.” The words felt freeing. “I don’t think I ever did.”

“That’s not true, Georgia. We love each other deeply. We were planning a life together.”

“You were planning to live off my inheritance,” she corrected.

His gaze darted away, revealing how true that statement was. The funny thing was, she no longer cared. She was just ready for this chapter in her life to be done.

“I was the fool you cheated on. But I am no longer a fool, and I am no longer interested in this.” She gestured between them.  

He just stood there. She could tell he wasn’t going to argue and beg her to give them another shot. 

It was a relief. 

“Goodbye, Mike,” she said and turned away. 

When she finally heard his footsteps retreat, she let out a breath of relief. 

Georgia waited until she knew Mike was gone and headed to the BBQ. In one hand, she held her flowers from Victor, in the other, she held her photos of Stephanie. She needed to find Victor and explain why Mike was not her fiancé. Then, hopefully, he would still join her for lunch. 

When she got to the main camp area, she found Stephanie, her parents, Jason, and his dad, all sitting at one of the picnic tables. The other campers were sitting with their family members, eating, laughing, and having a good time. She saw several of the counselors working at the grill and handing out food, including Gerry, but there was absolutely no sign of Victor anywhere. 

She headed over to her friends with disappointment.

“Georgia! You came!” Stephanie bounced over in her usual fashion and pulled her into a bone-crushing hug. 

“This is the diva we’ve been telling you about,” Jason informed the table in his normal bored tone. “She’s the oldest and most desperate camper here.”

“Thanks for that great introduction.” Georgia managed to break out of Stephanie’s embrace in time to save her flowers from crushing to pieces. She gave Jason a sarcastic smile. “I think we’re good.”

Jason shrugged. His father, who had exactly the same eyes as his son, laughed. “It’s nice to meet you, Georgia,” he said, extending his hand. “My son has talked a lot about you.”

“I bet he does.” She shook his hand and gave Jason a knowing look. 

Jason placed what looked like an Oreo in his mouth.

“Now, you need to meet my parents,” Stephanie said excitedly. 

Georgia turned and met Stephanie’s father, a tall and skinny man with a super corny sense of humor, and her mother, a petite woman with a round face and a friendly smile. They both seemed to share Stephanie’s zest for life and were obviously in love with their daughter, despite their daughter’s dramatic declaration that they didn’t. When Georgia gave them the photos of Stephanie, they grew teary-eyed and told Stephanie how beautiful she was.

Jason’s father was pleasant to talk to as well. Unlike his son, he had a carefree disposition and smiled constantly. Jason seemed to know how opposite he and his father were in disposition and rolled his eyes throughout their meal together. But Georgia could see genuine affection between them, despite the fact that they obviously didn’t really understand each other.  

Georgia was happy that her friends had family in their lives that loved and supported them, but she was also jealous and wished she had that for herself. On top of that, she was losing her mind thinking about Victor, wondering where he was. 

Georgia excused herself from the group as soon as she could without being rude and picked up her flowers. 

“Who are those from?” Jason demanded, seeming to finally notice them.

“Do you have family here?” Stephanie glanced around. “Why didn’t you introduce them to us?”

“Yeah, why didn’t you?” Jason seconded. They both seemed hurt. 

“I don’t have family here,” she assured them, ignoring the sudden pain in her chest. “And I’ll tell you where the flowers came from later.” She was happy Jason’s dad and Stephanie’s parents were in the middle of a conversation and not staring at her too.

“I want to know now,” Stephanie complained.

“Me too,” Jason agreed.

She gave them a “please don’t make me talk” look and gestured to their parents. After a moment, they caved.

“Fine. But I want all the details tonight,” Stephanie warned.

Georgia nodded and walked away quickly before her friends could change their minds and force her to crumble underneath their interrogation. 

She headed straight to the stables in search of Victor, but he wasn’t there. She went to the main house and checked in all the rooms. No sign of him either. She walked to the beach and up and down some of the trails. Still, no Victor. Georgia walked back to her cabin, her flowers in her hands, feeling defeated. There was no sign of the man who gave her the flowers anywhere. She would just have to wait until midnight to see him. 

But what if he didn’t show? 
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Georgia paced back and forth in Gerry’s office. The Monday morning therapy session was the last place she wanted to be. She had gone an entire weekend without talking to Victor, and she was starting to lose her mind. She had things she wanted to say to him. Not just about Mike, but about the feelings brewing between them. But the man was M.I.A. Nobody at camp knew where he’d disappeared to. 

“You seem very agitated this morning,” Gerry commented, watching Georgia from her desk chair. 

Georgia walked back to the office window. It was sunny outside. Several campers were up and about, walking around the property. Her eyes drifted in the direction of the stables and got stuck. 

“Do you want to talk about it?”

No, she didn’t want to talk about it. And yet, she had to know. “Do you know where Victor is?”

“Yes.”

Georgia turned to her therapist. Gerry didn’t seem surprised by the question. But she also didn’t seem in any hurry to add more.

“Are you going to tell me where he is?” Georgia was starting to lose her patience. 

Gerry inclined her head, assessing Georgia. 

It put her on edge. “Hello?” 

No response.

“Do you know why he left?”

No response.

“Do you know when he’ll be back?”

Gerry placed her pen and pad on her desk and leaned forward on her chair. “These sessions are about you, Georgia, and we only have thirty minutes. I need you to try and focus your attention inward.” 

“I am focusing my attention inward!” She tossed up her hands. “I am worried about Victor. I want to know where he went and why he left. This is what I am feeling inside.”

“And if you get those answers, will you be able to stop worrying?”

“Yes.” It didn’t feel like the truth. 

“Okay, then let’s try your theory out.” She gestured for Georgia to take a seat.

Georgia sunk down on the couch across from Gerry, feeling edgy. 

“First, I have a question for you,” Gerry said. “And I need you to be completely transparent in your answer so we can explore this situation in its entirety.”

What situation? “Ask away.”

“What happened between you and Victor before he left?”

Georgia should have seen this coming, but her anxiety over Victor had clouded her better judgment, and now she was faced with telling his mother more than she wanted to. 

Sneaky. Sneaky. Sneaky.

“Victor brought me flowers Saturday morning and offered to be my companion for Friends and Family Weekend.” Georgia paused to see how this information would affect Gerry, but the older woman had an incredibly good poker face. “But then my stupid ex-boyfriend showed up at exactly that moment and ruined everything.”

“In what way?”

Wasn’t that obvious? “Mike tried to act like we were still together or something. Victor ran off before I could tell him the truth.”

“And what is the truth?”

“I am not in love with Mike anymore, and we are not together.” The other truth, the one about Victor, was a little harder to explain, so she didn’t attempt to.

“And what is true for you with Victor?” Gerry was apparently not about to let her off the hook.

“I don’t know,” Georgia answered honestly. “But I have not been able to relax since he left. I want to explain to him what happened with Mike.”

“And if you explain that to him, what might happen next?”

She was annoyed by this question, and yet her mind already formulated a romantic scene involving their first kiss. “I think Victor and I might move out of the friend zone.”

“Do you think you are ready to date someone else right now?”

Georgia rolled her eyes. “I know what you are trying to do.”

“What am I trying to do?”

“Make me admit aloud all of the reasons why I shouldn’t rush into another relationship. I just ended things with my long-term boyfriend. I’m in rehab. My life is a mess. No, of course this is not the time to date someone else!” She growled, glaring at Gerry. “But I have feelings for Victor. I can’t stop them. I can’t make them go away.” I don’t want to make them go away.

“I know you have feelings for Victor,” Gerry agreed, surprising Georgia. “I read the list you wrote about him. The things you said ...” Gerry paused, smiled, and then shook her head. “You seem to understand my son better than I would have imagined, considering your limited time together. He is not an easy person to get information from.”

“Neither am I.”

“Yes, I know.”

Georgia had a feeling she wasn’t going to like where this conversation was headed, but she had come this far. “I answered your question. Your many questions. Now it is your turn. Where is your son?”

Gerry cleared her throat. “Victor left because he developed feelings for you, and it has interfered with his ability to be professional. He asked me to assign him to a different rehabilitation facility location.”

Georgia’s heart sank. Victor had feelings for her and instead of acting on them, he ran away. He probably couldn’t stand the thought of being with someone like her—internet obsessed, no direction in life, flaky. Tears burned her eyes. “Did you grant him his wish?” She focused her gaze out the window.

“I haven’t made up my decision yet. I am concerned about the relationship that has developed between you two. I don’t condone dating in my program. I know it has occurred in the past, but never between staff members and campers. What are your thoughts?”

“I don’t think you should worry about me and Victor dating.” Georgia blinked away her tears. Victor ran from her. The old familiar rejected feeling had taken over, and she was back to defensive, ready to guard her heart. 

“Do you want to explain to me why you feel that way?”

“No.”

Gerry looked as if she wanted to push, but for whatever reason, she didn’t. “Do you at least feel less worried now that I have answered your questions?”

“I do,” Georgia responded honestly, because there was no room for worry when she felt so rejected, defensive, and sad. Why the hell had she let Victor in? Why did she keep distracting herself with men when she should be focusing on herself? She had a life to live. An inheritance to spend. All she had to do was focus.

Georgia stood. “I’m ready to focus on myself.” She pulled two pieces of paper from the back pocket of her jeans and handed them to Gerry. “Here is my homework. I worked on it all weekend.”

Gerry took it, looking surprised. “Good for you, Georgia. Do you mind if we talk about some of the things you wrote down?”

“Not at all.” She sat back down on the couch, ready to dive forward and implement her plan. Chapter one of her life revolved around men who didn’t appreciate her. Chapter two of her life would be about the only person she could count on. 

Herself.
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Georgia watched the rain pound the small window next to her bottom bunk. It had been raining nonstop for the last few days. She thought camp was suffocating before, but that was before she got stuck inside this one-bedroom shithole.  

Sharing a coffin with my friends. 

Stephanie and Jason were on the top bunk, discussing some music artist that Georgia had never heard of before, because she was too old and had no interest. She had no problem shopping in the junior section and staying up on the latest makeup and hair trends, but she had no interest in the dating life of pop stars.  

“Hey!” Georgia placed her feet on the top bunk and pushed hard. 

Her friends jostled around above her. Stephanie hung her head down and gave her an upside-down smile. “What’s up?”

“I’m bored.”

Jason jumped off the top bunk and plopped on Georgia’s bed. “We’re all bored.”

“Let’s do something.” Georgia sat up, hoping her declaration would bring on some idea as to what. 

It didn’t.

“I’m game.” Stephanie climbed down the bunk ladder, shaking the entire bed. “What should we do?”

“Yeah, Georgia. What’s your plan?” Jason gave her a suspicious look. “You do have one, right?”

“I do.” I don’t. But she could figure one out in seconds. All she needed to do was find some inspiration. 

Georgia walked over to the window. The rain was coming down hard. There was mud everywhere. This was the wrong weather for bright ideas. Her mind began to contemplate the latest revelation she had in therapy. Cosmetology school was her next step. It was exciting to finally have some direction in her life. After she finished her rehab program, she would enroll in hair school. The best part was she could go to trade school anywhere. She wasn’t tied down to one place and was no longer tied down to one person. With her grandmother’s inheritance, she’d have enough money to do whatever she wanted. The future was suddenly limitless. 

And yet, she felt empty inside. She had nobody to share her bright new future with. She had Jason and Stephanie, but their time together was quickly coming to an end. 

I need to make the most of every moment we have left. 

Georgia turned to her friends. “Let’s do mud facials.”

Stephanie jumped up and down. “That’s an amazing idea!”

Jason snorted. “Yeah. If we had mud facials.”

Georgia gestured out the window. “Um, hello? It’s a mud paradise out there.”

“You expect me to put camp mud on my face?” Jason looked disgusted. “There’s like horse poop in there!”

“So dramatic.” Stephanie rolled her eyes. “I think it’s a great idea. And we get to run around in the rain too.”

“Like splash in puddles and shit?” Georgia had never done that as a child, but she’d always wanted to. “I’m in!”

“I’m out.” Jason stuck out his tongue. 

“I had fun once; it was terrible,” Stephanie teased him. “Stop being so boring.”

“Yeah, you’re being so boring,” Georgia seconded.

Jason shrugged. “That’s me.”

“No, that’s not you.” Georgia ran over and grabbed one of his arms. “You are coming with us.”

“That’s right.” Stephanie jumped up and grabbed his other arm. “You’re totally coming.” 

They started yanking him outside. 

“Let go of me, you witches!” he cried. 

They pulled harder. 

“I don’t have shoes on!” 

They dragged him through the door. 

“Who cares,” Stephanie sang out. 

The second they were outside, Steph pranced into the rain and jumped onto the first mud puddle. Her pink hair got all soaked with mud. Her eyes were bright with childish enthusiasm. 

Georgia laughed. “Hey! Leave me some mud puddles.” 

She ran into the rain. It was wet and sticky. The air was warm. She found the first squishy mud puddle with her bare feet and didn’t hesitate jumping straight in. The mud splattered up her legs and attached itself to her jean shorts. Her underwear was now soaking wet. She didn’t care. Jumping in the rain was a fabulous freeing feeling.

“Georgia! Come jump in this one!” Stephanie was halfway to a puddle the size of a lake. Or maybe it was overflow from the lake. Either way, it looked pretty freaking fun.

“Hold on.” Georgia ran over to Jason, who was standing underneath the narrow overhang of her cabin, trying desperately to stay dry. 

She grabbed onto his hand. “Come on, Killjoy. We are having fun!”

“No! Don’t make me. Don’t make me! It’s so gross.” She managed to get him out from underneath the overhand, and, instantly, his perfectly gelled hair sagged onto his forehead. “It’s wet,” he complained.

“It’s water, Jason. Of course, it’s wet.” She dragged him further into the rain, closer to Stephanie’s huge puddle lake. “Now, start moving your feet.”

“They’re getting all muddy.” 

“It’s good for your skin.”

“Now it’s on my legs. Oh my God. Ew.”

“Just think of it as a spa treatment.”

When they got to the large puddle, Jason yanked his hand out of her grip and looked at her. “What happened to you? The girl who showed up here would never jump around in mud pretending it was a spa treatment. You’ve changed.”

“I have.” Or maybe this was always who she was behind all those online selfies. “And you know what? I’m glad I’ve changed. Because now I can enjoy this.” 

Georgia jumped backward into the puddle. It was deeper than she thought, and she stumbled back onto her butt. Water sprayed everywhere, soaking Jason head to foot. 

He reached up and wiped a hand across his eyes, then glared at her. “You are going to pay for that one.” 

Jason jumped on top of her, attempting to squish her face into the mud. Georgia felt the laughter bubbling up and exploding from her even as she choked on mud. Jason picked up a handful of mud and poured it over her head with glee.

“You little butthead!” she cried, as soon as she cleared enough mud from her lips to speak.

“Butthead? That is so nineties.” Jason picked up another handful of mud and dumped it over her head.

Georgia wiped mud from her eyes. Stephanie jumped to her rescue, tossing mud at Jason’s face. “Mud fight!”

“Mud fight!” he agreed, dodging the pile of mud and running after Stephanie.

Georgia picked up armfuls of mud and chased after them, ready for revenge. 
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It took a long time to get all the mud out of Georgia’s hair. Especially in their crappy cabin shower with well water that trickled instead of poured. But it had been worth it. The afternoon spent jumping around in mud and rain with her friends was hands down the best memory of her life. And after twenty-seven years on Earth, that was definitely saying something.

Georgia rolled to her side on her bed and glanced out the window. A few stars twinkled back at her. The rain had finally stopped. It was close to midnight. Stephanie was sound asleep, snoring softly above her. Jason had gone back to his cabin around ten after all three of them had raided Stephanie’s candy stash her parents had sent her. Between mouthfuls of Skittles, Georgia opened up to her friends about her plan to go to cosmetology school. Neither Stephanie nor Jason seemed surprised. They both thought it made perfect sense and were excited for her decision. Stephanie begged her to find a school near her hometown in Michigan. Jason made her promise to open a salon and hire him when he got out of high school. Their support and enthusiasm solidified her plans, and, admittedly, made her a bit emotional. 

Maybe that was why Georgia couldn’t sleep. Or maybe it was because she was an insomniac. She was annoyed to still have sleep issues even as she was making progress in her life. She was participating in therapy. Although she was still resistant to talk further about her father. She had started plotting her future, which for the first time in her life seemed bright. She had danced around in the rain and mud without a worry on how she looked or if she should capture the moment for her YouTube followers. She was making major strides in her life. 

Still, she couldn’t sleep.

Georgia got out of bed and searched blindly for her shoes. She found fuzzy slipper boots and put them on. It was probably still wet outside, but after becoming one with nature today, she no longer cared about getting a little dirty.    

Georgia grabbed the nearest sweatshirt and pulled it over her head as she snuck out of the cabin into the night and closed the door quietly behind her. She was definitely wearing Stephanie’s hoody. It was a bit too tight around the arms. 

Georgia glanced down at the pink material of her sleeves as she walked farther into camp. She was wearing Stephanie’s favorite hoody with a picture of a prancing unicorn. Her roommate would kill her if anything happened to it. 

Georgia sniffed deeply and enjoyed her roommate’s bubbly scent. Like coconuts and rainbows. The scent was comforting. Stephanie had such a bright future ahead of her as long as she stayed away from social media. Georgia planned on telling Stephanie that and more before their time at camp came to an end. Stephanie was like a little sister to her. And Georgia was going to be there for her, even if it meant attending hair school in Michigan. 

She walked down to the bridge and stopped. She wasn’t alone. There was someone standing just yards ahead, and she didn’t need to see the person to know who it was. Her body had already reacted in that old familiar way. She should run away now before he saw her. 

Victor turned in her direction as if reading her thoughts. “Another sleepless night, princess?”

How annoying. He called her princess, acting like everything was normal between them. But nothing was normal between them, and it was all his fault.

Georgia stomped to his side. Hearing his voice again had erased any sense in her brain. Now her heart was in charge. “Where the hell did you go?” she demanded.

“Well hello to you too,” he responded. 

She saw his dimples and turned away. Too late, her heart was already pounding uncontrollably in her chest. Damn this man and her unreasonable attraction to him!

She came back and rested her chin in her hands, elbows propped onto the bridge. Ignoring her feelings.

Victor adjusted next to her, resting his forearms on the railing.

“I don’t understand why you left,” she said softly. “You didn’t give me a chance to explain—”

“You have nothing to explain, Georgia. I work at Camp Mayville. What I did on Friends and Family Weekend was very unprofessional, and I am sorry.”

He was looking at her, but she refused to meet his gaze. “You don’t want to hear my explanation about Mike?”

“No.” 

She could hear the bitterness in his voice. The man was definitely attempting to keep things professional while fighting his feelings for her. If she wanted to leave him wondering how she felt, she could drop the subject now and play it his way. 

Instead, she looked at him. “Mike is not my fiancé. He was my boyfriend, but I broke up with him because I found out he cheated on me. He showed up here for Friends and Family Weekend in a sad attempt to work things out. But I don’t want to work things out. I’m not in love with Mike.”

Victor didn’t respond, but she could see the tension along his jawline. He was feeling something, so she pressed on. “I didn’t get a chance to tell you how I felt about what you did for me on Friends and Family Weekend.”

“And you don’t have to,” he said firmly. “It’s not appropriate.”

“So that’s how it is now? We deny our feelings and go back to appropriate. Oh, wait. I don’t think it was ever appropriate between us. I mean, unless you count all the flirting—”

“Georgia, stop.”

“Stop what?” Now she was getting pissed. He was playing games with her, getting all touchy-feely, and now he wanted to dip her in ice? “Stop stating facts.”

“And what exactly are the facts?” He crossed his arms over his chest and looked down at her.

She stepped forward. “The facts are you have feelings for me. Gerry told me.”

“So what?” He didn’t seem impressed. “Feelings can be controlled and managed.”

“Is that what you think?”

“It’s what I know. I’ve been doing it my whole life.”

So had she. But no more. 

She reached up and cupped his face in her hands. “I have feelings for you, Victor. Does that matter?”

He didn’t respond, but he didn’t pull away. Just stood there with his arms crossed, letting her touch him. She didn’t know what he was thinking and didn’t care. She had an overwhelming urge to kiss this man silly. 

She leaned in and pressed her lips to his. He uncrossed his arms and dropped them to her waist. She tangled her fingers in his hair and deepened the kiss. He groaned and matched her hungry lips with his own. 

Georgia realized this was turning into the best damn kiss of her life, and then her body took over. She moaned against his mouth, his searching tongue, and savored the taste of him on her lips. His hands dropped down and cupped her ass. Her hands slipped down his neck. Their bodies pressed together in the moonlight—a dance of desire. 

Victor pulled himself from her. “I want you so much.” He growled low. He ran his hand through his hair, looking frustrated. “It’s killing me.”

“I want you too.” Her voice had gone husky, revealing how much. “Let’s go to your place.”

He gave her a weary look. “No, princess. Don’t say things like that. Don’t tempt me.”

“Why not?” She took a sultry step toward him, ready to test his resolve.

He took a large step back. “Because you are in rehab, Georgia. You are here to work on yourself. And you are making progress too. Gerry told me. I don’t want to get in the way of that.”

“You are not getting in the way,” she argued. But it didn’t matter. She could see the determination in his eyes. The man was not going to pursue the chemistry between them. 

At least not while she was here at camp. 

“Don’t my feelings matter to you?”

He held her gaze for a long time. “They do.”

“Then give me what I want.” She gave him a heated look.

He lowered his eyes to her chest. He rubbed the back of his neck with one hand and pulled his eyes to hers. “I can’t, Georgia. Not while you are here.”

Sounded like a negotiation.   

“We’ll see about that.” Georgia blew him a kiss, turned, and walked away. She didn’t need to see his reaction to know he was fighting a losing battle. 

She would break down his resolve if it were the last thing she did. 
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“Why is my pink hoody inside out?”

Georgia opened one eye, then the other. Her vision swirled and then focused on the suspicious expression on her roommate’s face. “Why does my pink hoody smell like a man?”

Georgia pulled the covers over her head to hide her smile. Memories of kissing Victor warmed her and made her want to giggle uncontrollably. Or sigh like a little girl with her first crush. So stupid. And yet, she couldn’t help it. The man made her giddy inside. 

Stephanie ripped the covers from her head. “Georgia! You’ve got some explaining to do.”

“Okay, okay.” She sat up in bed and avoided Steph’s gaze. “I sort of burrowed your sweatshirt last night.”

“Yeah, I kind of already figured that one out.” Stephanie pulled the sleeve of her sweatshirt right side out and sniffed the hood. “Why does it smell like cologne?”

“I have no idea.” Georgia hugged her knees to her chest. “Victor doesn’t even wear cologne.”  

“Victor?” Stephanie’s jaw dropped. The sweatshirt slid from her hands, forgotten. 

Georgia watched her roommate’s head spin with enjoyment. It was the little things at camp life that made her day.

“Victor’s back?” Stephanie jumped up and down. “How? I thought you said Gerry sent him away. Oh my God!” She clasped her hands over her mouth. “He’s back because he’s in love with you. Is that what happened? Did you two make it official last night?” She dropped her hands from her mouth and glanced down at her sweatshirt wearily. “Did you make it official in my sweatshirt?”

Georgia laughed. How did she ever live her life before Stephanie? 

Stephanie tossed her sweatshirt to the floor. “Ew! I am never wearing that thing again.”

“Calm down.” Georgia rolled her eyes. “I didn’t do anything gross with Victor in your sweatshirt. I mean, we kiss—”

“You kissed!” Stephanie grabbed onto Georgia’s hands, shaking them. “Was it amazing? How long did it last? Did he use tongue? Tell me, tell me, tell me!”

“I will if you shut up.” Georgia waited until Stephanie shut her mouth, and then she thought over the questions she’d asked. “Victor and I kissed for maybe two minutes. We definitely used tongue. And it was beyond amazing.” Unfortunately, because now she was resolved to do it again, even though she was supposed to be focusing on her own life. 

“If the kiss was so good, then why did you stop?”

Good question. “Victor pulled away. He doesn’t want to pursue things between us while I’m in rehab. He thinks I need to focus on myself.”

“Aw! That’s sweet.” Stephanie sighed dreamily. “Victor’s a good guy. And he seems to be on the same page as you. Weren’t you just saying this was the first time in your life you were finally focused on yourself?”

“Yeah, but ...” Yesterday, Georgia was focused on herself. Today, she was focused on Victor. 

Hypocrite, table for one.  

“Okay, here’s the thing.” She stood up from bed and began to pace the room. “I am still focused on myself and my life. My future is my number one priority.” Was it? She was no longer sure. “And Victor’s back, and I have feelings for him.” Ridiculous, undeniable feelings. “And Gerry told me processing feelings is part of the therapeutic journey. So basically I have a responsibility to pursue my feelings for Victor ASAP.”

She stopped pacing and turned to Stephanie. 

“You’re right,” her roommate agreed.

I am?

“You have a responsibility to pursue your feelings for Victor and I’m going to help you.”

Georgia smiled. Stephanie was a teenager. To her, Georgia’s explanation was perfectly acceptable. “Help me how?” 

Steph jumped up from the bottom step. “Step one, make you look hot.”

Harsh. Georgia looked down at her oversized camp shirt and gray sweatpants. Okay, but she had a point.

“Step two, make Victor jealous.”

Interesting. “And how exactly is that going to work?”

“By doing a flirty makeover on another man today during your camp activity and driving Victor crazy. Then he will be forced to admit his feelings for you.”

She had to admit. That was a pretty good plan. “One problem, there are no men at camp to do a flirty makeover on.” And hitting on teenage boys was most definitely not an option. 

Stephanie tapped a finger on her chin, thinking this over. “Well, there is Andrew.”

“Andrew?”

“He’s the guy who mows the lawn.”

Georgia stretched her memory and collected the image of a young man on a riding mower. He was wearing a baseball cap and no shirt. Total hillbilly. She gave Stephanie a disapproving look. “Isn’t he like nineteen?”

“Twenty-one,” Stephanie corrected.

“How do you know his name and age? He mows our lawn, like, what? Once a week?” 

“Every five days. Me and Jason have counted.”

Of course they had.

“Last time he was here, Jason dared me to talk to him. And I did. He told me his name and age and that he grew up in the area. His eyes are blue and his abs are flawless.”

“Thanks for the report.” Georgia gave Stephanie a look. “Andrew is too old for you.”

“But is he too young for your flirty makeover?”

Not when she could picture Victor out of his mind with jealousy. “I think the real question here is if Andrew is even available.”

Stephanie gestured to the window. As if on cue, the sounds of a lawn mower filled the air. 

“Every five days. Like I said.”

Georgia shook her head. Her roommate’s stalker skills were astounding. “He’s going to be sweaty and smelly.”

“And in need of a makeover,” Stephanie added with a wink.

“Fine.” Georgia knew it was probably a bad idea. “Operation flirty makeover is on.”

“Yay!” Stephanie jumped into her arms and they began dancing around the room like lunatics. Georgia was acting childish. The plan was completely ridiculous. But ...

She was about to get her man!
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Operation flirty makeover was underway. Andrew had been more than willing to participate, especially after he saw Georgia in her tight jean shorts. Jason and Stephanie had spent hours curling her hair in sexy beach waves and tying her camp T-shirt in a way that revealed her stomach. In the end, she looked effortlessly hot, but in actuality, there had been quite a bit of effort.

Thankfully Gerry was shopping in town. Georgia was pretty sure if the camp director saw her outfit, she would shut the whole program down. 

The camp segment started like it always did, with Georgia and Jason doing their little back-and-forth thing to make people laugh. Then she introduced Andrew and told the crowd her plans for his makeover—a facial and hair styling. Both would involve her hands on him in a seductive way. As the makeover began, Georgia started to worry because Victor was a no-show. But then halfway through the facial, she caught a glimpse of him standing in the doorway of the barn—arms crossed over his chest, watching every movement she made. He didn’t seem happy about Andrew’s makeover.

That knowledge filled her with tingling excitement.

“Normally, we apply the moisturizer only to the face,” she told the group. “But Andrew is working in the sun with his shirt off. Applying moisturizer with SPF to his shoulders and neck will keep him safe from the rays.” 

“I want to be safe from the sun,” Andrew agreed, blue eyes swimming with desire. He was not an unattractive man, but she was not interested. Especially when the man she was interested in could be seen standing nearby, visibly seething.

She grabbed a handful of moisturizer from the jar Jason was holding. He gave her a look that promised he had seen Victor’s irritation too.

Victory was within reach! 

She turned to the group. “It’s important to apply moisturizer anywhere the sun hits the skin.” She placed her hands on Andrew’s shoulders and made a show of slowly running her greasy fingers down his muscular arms. 

The things she did to win Victor’s heart.

After applying the moisturizer, Georgia complimented Andrew’s striking blue eyes. She giggled when he complimented her hands and begged for her to touch him again. Stephanie commented on how attractive they would be as a couple. 

“Maybe, when his hair is styled,” she told Steph and the crowd, grabbing the hair gel. 

“Then hurry up and style my hair,” Andrew said in a flirty tone. 

She placed her fingers in his hair and held Victor’s gaze. “Your wish is my command.”

Victor glared back at her. She could see the jealousy, frustration, and disappointment in his eyes. He turned and walked away.

As soon as he was gone, she pulled her hands from Andrew’s hair. “Makeover is over.”

“Huh?” Andrew reached up and touched his hair. It was sticking straight up. Everyone was looking at her expectantly. She didn’t care. Now that Victor was gone, she felt foolish. This jealousy plan had been a stupid idea. Instead of making Victor jealous, she hurt him. The thought put her in a panic.

She ran past Jason and Stephanie, who were trying to tell her something, and jogged through the audience that was all looking at her strangely. She headed out of the barn door and spotted Victor’s white camp shirt and black boots disappearing down one of the trials. She raced after him with single focus. 

Georgia caught up to Victor twenty feet into the forest. She grabbed on to his arm to get his attention because she was breathing too hard to speak. 

He gave her an amused look. She must look ridiculous. She felt ridiculous. Her stupid kitten heels were all muddy and hurt her feet. She leaned down with her free hand and pulled off her shoes, then tossed them aside. “I never run.”

He gave her a knowing look. “That is obvious.” 

“I mean, I work out,” she added, feeling suddenly defensive. “Like yoga and palates.”

Victor didn’t respond. 

She took a step closer. “Are you okay?”

“I’m great, just about to walk a trail.” He gestured around them as if to say, “Hello, this is a perfectly normal thing to do.” 

But it wasn’t. “You left my camp activity,” she said.

“I wasn’t participating.”

“You were watching.”

“For a few minutes.” He shrugged, as he if hadn’t a care in the world. “But then I got bored.”

Burn. She forced a smile. “Bored or jealous?”

He looked back at her for a long time. His expression was stony. “We are not together, Georgia. Why on earth would I be jealous?”

Burn again. “Really? That is how you are going to play it?”

Finally, some emotion flashed in his dark eyes. The irritable kind. “Seems to me the only person playing games here is you.” 

“I was playing games,” she admitted, pushing him over the edge. “On purpose.”

“I got that.” He chuckled without humor. 

She took a step closer. “I wanted you to admit your feelings for me.”

“I did last night.” He seemed annoyed about this.

She placed a hand on his chest. Her body grew all warm and tingly. “I wanted you to give into those feelings.”

“After you cooked up some ridiculous scheme to make me jealous?” He took a step back so that her hand fell to her side. “No, thank you.”  

His eyes blazed angrily as he turned away from her. “I’m glad I didn’t act on those feelings last night. I need a woman who is done playing games.” He pointed at her. “And you, Georgia. You need to grow the hell up.”

His words sliced her deep. She experienced the humiliation of being rejected again combined with the infuriation of being told what to do. The result was blinding rage. 

She made up the distance between them and slammed her hands onto his chest. “Don’t tell me what I need to do. You are not better than me! You don’t get to judge me.”

He grabbed on to her wrists, preventing her from slamming her hand against his chest again. “Georgia,” he warned. 

“Stop talking!” she screamed, unable to control herself. “You already rejected me. You don’t have to tell me all the reasons why I am not good enough.”

His eyes softened. “I’m not rejecting you, princess—”

“I’m not a princess!” She pulled her wrists out of his grasp and took several steps back. The bottom of her left foot scraped against something sharp. The pain brought instant tears to her eyes, but she didn’t care. Some strong emotion had taken over, and she was helpless against it. “You think I am some superficial, flaky girl who can’t do anything for herself!” As the words came out, she knew she was speaking to her father and not Victor, but it didn’t seem to matter. She had to get it out. “You don’t believe in my dreams,” she told him, tears spilling down her cheeks. “You think I’m foolish because I enjoy things that aren’t worth your time. I didn’t go to college. I’m not smart like you. I don’t matter. I will never matter to you!”

I should have followed my dreams. She sat down on the tree stump nearby because the pain in her foot was unbearable, and because her heart was breaking. She placed her head in her hands and gave into her grief. Why did the things about her father have to come out now in front of Victor? Why did she have to go crazy in front of the man who already thought she was immature? 

Victor knelt down and placed his hands on her calf, then her foot, pushing it back and forth. It hurt when he moved it, but she didn’t look up. She refused to face him when she was already so embarrassed by her outburst.  

“The cut on your foot is pretty deep, Georgia,” Victor said gently. “We need to get you to the medic.”

She took that in, pressing her hands to her eyes to prevent more tears. She felt too raw to move and too vulnerable to speak. 

As if reading her mind, he picked her up into his arms. She pressed her head into his chest and let him carry her to the medic. Neither of them spoke on the way. Georgia wasn’t sure she would ever speak again. 

But when they got to the medical room, located in the main building, Nurse Katy asked Georgia questions and she managed to answer them without looking Victor in the eyes. 

“That’s a nasty cut,” Katy said. “I’m going to have to clean it out.”

Georgia bit at her bottom lip, dreading the process. She had always been a wimp when it came to injuries. She used to hide her scraped knees from her grandmother just to prevent the sting of the hydrogen peroxide. 

As if on cue, Katy poured liquid onto her foot, setting her skin on fire. “Oh God!” It was so much worse than hydrogen peroxide.  

“You need to hold still,” the nurse barked at her. “I can’t clean this properly with your squirming around. This is why you don’t go running around outside without shoes.”

Noted. She bit back a curse as more liquid poured on her wound. Then suddenly Victor was at her side, holding her hand with his. 

She looked up at him. “Just squeeze when you’re scared,” he told her.

She glanced away, remembering her outburst in the forest. He probably thought she was crazy. But he was here. And she needed his support.

“This cut is going to need some stitches,” Katy announced. 

Georgia closed her eyes and squeezed Victor’s hand.

––––––––
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Eight stitches, one large bandage, and two crutches later, Georgia was back outside taking her sorry ass back to her cabin. At least she was finally alone. Gerry had shown up when the last of Georgia’s stitches were applied. She made Victor leave and took his place holding Georgia’s hand. It was kind of nice having her therapist there, even though Gerry wanted every detail of what had happened. Instead of answering her questions, Georgia closed her eyes and pretended Gerry was her grandmother. 

Eventually, Gerry seemed to understand her role and began to squeeze her hand. And then her other hand stroked her hair in a motherly fashion. Her grandmother was gone, and Georgia’s heart yearned for the maternal contact.

The experience was too much. When Katy finished, Georgia had been so relieved she nearly jumped for joy and hobbled out of the room on her crutches. 

Now she was hobbling home, but in no hurry. Camp was growing dark. Most of the campers were in their cabins; she could see the interior lights on, including the one in her own cabin. Georgia stopped. She was in no rush to talk to Stephanie and Jason. Not now. She felt like she had been ripped open and exposed. She was not ready to explain how she felt. And she was definitely not ready to laugh about it. What she needed was time to think.

Georgia hobbled away from the cabins heading to the bridge over the lake. Every step she took dug the crutches further into the sides of her chest. She was certain there would be marks there. Her foot throbbed, unbearably adding to the pain. The medication Katy had given her only took the edge off. It would probably be another sleepless night.

With those sour thoughts, Georgia made it to the bridge. She didn’t think she could make it across, so she sat down on a large rock near the water. Taking a deep breath of fresh air, she settled her weary heart. It had been a long day. She had made a lot of dumb decisions that led her here.

Georgia placed her head in her hands. “What am I doing with my life?”

“What are any of us doing with our life?”

She heard Victor’s response and felt him plop down on the rock beside her. She didn’t raise her head from her hands. She was a mixture of the normal excitement she felt when he was near and dread at having to face him so soon. “Didn’t you get enough clown show today?” 

“I came to see how you are doing.”

She sat up and gestured to her foot, crutches, and current position on a rock. “Never been better.”

He gave her a sexy smile, then turned to look out at the lake, allowing her to catch her breath. 

“I didn’t just come here to check on you,” he said, picking up a rock nearby and tossing it in his hand. “I also came to apologize.”

“For what?” She was the one who needed to apologize after trying to make him jealous. 

Victor tossed the rock into the lake and turned to her. “I’m sorry for calling you princess. I didn’t know it made you feel bad. I don’t think you are superficial or flaky—”

“Please stop.” She couldn’t hear anymore. She did not want to relive her breakdown. “Don’t you understand I was losing my mind when I said that stuff?” She was so happy it was dark. Her face was on fire with embarrassment. She never wanted to talk about that moment again, but she couldn’t let him take the blame for it either. 

“I wasn’t talking to you, Victor,” she told him. “I mean, I was. At the beginning, but then other stuff came out. Stuff that wasn’t meant for you.” That was for sure. “It’s all this therapy I’m going to. Things are coming up and unfortunately coming out.” At the wrong damn times!   

He nodded. “I’ve been in your shoes. The path to healing is never an easy one.”

“I guess not.”

“Which is why I didn’t want to complicate things for you here.” He was referring to the feelings between them and why he didn’t want to act on them. And now, after her little outburst in the woods, she understood where he was coming from. Even though it made her sad. 

“You’re right. I need to take this time to myself.” She forced the words out with effort. She was falling for the man next to her. The man willing to put her journey before his feelings. The man who carried her to a medic and held her hand. The man who showed up to be her someone on Friends and Family Weekend. 

She had probably already fallen. “You are a good man, Victor.”

“And you are a beautiful, competent, intriguing woman.” He leaned in and pressed his lips gently against hers, kissing her softly, before pulling away. “That is why I call you princess, because you are too good to be true.” 

His words! His kiss! 

Before she could respond, he stood and disappeared into the night. Victor didn’t give her time to react, and his kiss felt like a goodbye. For now. 

It was time to concentrate on herself. 
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Georgia’s foot throbbed, but that wasn’t why she fidgeted on the couch in Gerry’s office. It was because they had been talking about her father for the last twenty minutes. Georgia had initiated the conversation, determined to make the most of her remaining time at rehab. She was proud of herself, but also extremely uncomfortable.  

“Can you read the last thing you wrote on the homework I assigned you?” Gerry asked. 

Georgia looked down at the paper on her lap and took a breath. “I wrote about how my dad ruined my life.”

“Good. Now say it to him.” It was her therapist’s grand idea to have Georgia pretend her father was in the room so she could talk to him directly. She hated every second of it, and yet every time she did it, she felt a bit lighter. 

Georgia closed her eyes. She conjured an image of her father. His gray hair that was thinning on top. His hazel eyes. His dark-framed glasses. “You ruined my life, Dad,” she told him. Her heart began to pound. 

“How did he ruin your life?” Gerry pushed. “Be specific.”

“You were never there for me growing up. You just pawned me off on Grandma until she was gone.” And then I had no one. “You wanted me to go to college, but you didn’t seem to care about how I got there. You only cared when I didn’t get there. When I offered you a different plan for my future, you shut me down.” She fought the tears that stung her eyes. “I should have ignored you like you ignored me. Maybe then I would be doing something with my life.” 

“Very good, Georgia. Now open your eyes.”

She blinked them open, slowly, making sure they were dry before looking at her therapist. 

“I want you to read the reason why you can’t tell your father what you just told me.”

Georgia glanced down at the last item she wrote on the second column of her list, but there was nothing there. “I guess, I forgot to write something down.”

“I don’t think you forgot.” Gerry gave her a knowing look. “I think you couldn’t think of a reason why you shouldn’t tell your father those things.”

She swallowed hard. “Even if that were true, it doesn’t matter.”

“Why not?”

“I will never tell him how I feel,” Georgia said honestly. “This session is the closest I will ever get to ever telling him the truth.” Because she was scared of his rejection, anger, and disappointment. She was afraid to be vulnerable.  

Gerry gave Georgia a sympathetic look. “But do you think this exercise in therapy is enough? Will it free you from the weight of your issues with your father?”

No. She would carry them for the rest of her life. She had resigned to that fate a long time ago.

“I feel lighter after getting them off my chest.” It was time to focus on the positive. “I have made plans for my future after rehab, which include going to hair school. I’m making progress.”

“You are making progress,” Gerry agreed. “You are taking actions to make changes in your life. But moving forward means you put issues holding you back to rest. Do you see what I am saying?” 

“I can’t move forward in my life until I tell my father how I feel,” she said bitterly.

“Not necessarily.” Gerry inclined her head. “It’s possible to move forward without speaking to your father. It will take time and a lot of effort on your part. But even then, those feelings may still come up without a resolution.”

“My father won’t give me a resolution.” He would ignore and reject her like always, causing more issues between them.

“You might be surprised how much you get from one honest conversation with your father.”

Maybe. But she wasn’t ready to go there. Not yet. Possibly not ever.

The timer on Gerry’s desk went off. Georgia let out a breath of relief and grabbed her crutches, ready to hobble away. 

“Hold on, Georgia.” Gerry held up a hand. “I want to talk to you about something.”

Georgia sunk back into her seat. She was pretty sure she knew what her therapist wanted to talk about—the stuff that led up to her crutches. It was the favorite topic around camp. Everyone had a different story involving Georgia, Victor, and Andrew. None of them were good. Stephanie and Jason teased her about it constantly, until Georgia fell asleep, clutching her pillow over her ears. 

“After yesterday’s events,” Gerry began, and then paused, allowing Georgia to see her disappointment. 

Georgia turned away not wanting to hear the rest. 

“I have decided to transfer Victor to our other rehabilitation facility.”

Her words were like tiny knives to her heart. “When? For how long?”

“Victor left last night,” Gerry told her in a calm tone, but Georgia could see the emotion in her eyes. “He will come back when you finish the program.”

Georgia tossed up her hands. “You didn’t have to do that! What happened yesterday was just a fluke.” She might not ever see him again because of it, which filled her with panic. “I already learned my lesson. Victor and I talked. Everything is settled. Nothing will happen between us again. I promise.”

“I saw the feelings between you and Victor in the medic room. There is no way you two will be able to stay away from each other while you are here. Even with the best intentions.”

“You’re wrong. We can do it.” Please don’t make it so I never see him again. Having him at camp was a comfort she didn’t think she could do without. 

“It’s too late. The decision has been made.” Gerry gave her a sympathetic look. “You and Victor are free to pursue your feelings outside of the program. But while you are here, it is my duty to keep you focused on yourself.”

Too bad she couldn’t pursue anything with Victor. She didn’t have his number. She didn’t have a phone. She didn’t even know where the other rehabilitation facility was located. They had made no plans for after she finished the program. For all she knew it might have just been a camp fling. She would likely never see him again. 

The realization left her numb.

She stood up robotically, reaching for her crutches. 

“I’m sorry it had to be this way,” Gerry told her, standing up to help Georgia with the door. “I hope you understand why I had to make this decision, and I hope you continue to work on yourself while you are here.”

Georgia crutched toward the door, pausing when she was in front of Gerry. “I understand.” And she did deep down, although it pained her. “It must have been hard sending your son away. I’m sorry I was the reason you had to make that decision.”

She watched the transformation on Gerry’s face as she took that in. There was sudden tenderness in her eyes. “Don’t apologize, dear. Matters of the heart are beyond anyone’s control.”

The way Gerry called her dear. The way she looked at Georgia with so much understanding. It reminded her of her grandmother. And Georgia had to admit, if there was one person she needed right now, it was Mary. 

“I’ll miss him,” she said softly, giving in to the emotion she felt.

“I know you will.” 

“Do they have horses where he’s at?” It would give her peace if she knew Victor was still doing what he loved.

Gerry smiled and nodded.

“Good.” The knowledge warmed her heart. 

“Victor will be fine,” Gerry assured her. “There is no need to feel guilty about anything.”

That was easy for her to say. “You sent him away because of me.”

“I sent him away because your journey is important to me.”

“Once I’m out of rehab, I will no longer be important to you.” Georgia stated it like a fact, but it revealed her vulnerability. Her therapist only gave a shit about her because she was a client.

“You will always be important to me, Georgia,” Gerry said warmly. “I’m here for you whenever you need me to be.”

“As long as I am in the program.”

“As long as you want.”

“As my counselor?”

“That’s up to you.”

“What if I don’t want you to be my counselor but I still need you?” Like as a mother figure, or whatever.  

“Then I will fill a different role in your life.” Gerry’s tone was genuine. The older woman seemed to care about her. It was touching. Emotional. Scary. 

Georgia didn’t know she had been aching so badly for a mother. 

Time to lighten the mood. “I have something I need from you now.”

“You do?” Gerry gave her a curious look. “Okay.”

“Will you be my makeover client next week?” 

The question hung between them for only a moment before Gerry pasted on a stiff smile. “Sure.”
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Georgia looked forward to Gerry’s makeover all week. It was the only thing that kept her mind off Victor. She hunkered in her cabin with Jason and Stephanie every morning, planning the best hair color and makeup tones for Gerry’s complexion. Then she spent the afternoons begging Gerry to go into town and buy some things she needed for her makeover. On the fourth day, Gerry finally caved under Georgia’s pressure and allowed her thirty minutes on her office laptop to purchase items for the transformation. Every time the UPS truck arrived at camp, Georgia ran to it with childish abandonment. Operation Make Her Therapist Hot was going to be epic. 

The morning of the makeover, Georgia was up at dawn. She dressed and walked to the barn alone, rolling her suitcase behind her. Inside the suitcase, she had all the items she needed for the day. She hoped Gerry waited until after the glam session to check out her credit card bill. 

The barn looked sad and empty without Victor around. Even the horses looked solemn as she walked past them. “I know how you feel,” she told them. Planning the makeover had been a good distraction during the day. But at night, when she couldn’t sleep, when she tossed and turned wishing she weren’t alone, her mind would conjure those golden brown eyes, that soothing deep voice. 

At this point, Georgia was fairly certain her feelings for Victor bordered the L word. She had no idea how that had happened. Maybe it was the distance between them. The realization that they might never see each other again. 

“These are not thoughts for today,” she told the brown horse standing across her makeup station. These were not thoughts for any day. She was supposed to be concentrating on herself. Not falling madly for a man she may never see again. 

Georgia ignored the pain in her heart and concentrated on unzipping her suitcase and pulling out her glamor items. The memory of Victor helping her clean up after Stephanie’s makeover took over. She picked up the tweezers and smiled. If he were here right now, she wouldn’t pluck his brows. She would straddle his lap and kiss him until neither one of them could think. She would rub against his erection, press her chest into his, begging him breathlessly to take her—

“Good morning, Georgia.” Gerry walked into the barn and tossed a bucket of cold water onto her daydream. “Already setting up I see.”  

“I thought I’d get a head start.” Georgia gave her therapist a teasing smile. “Considering the amount of services we will be doing, this could take all day.”

She watched all the color drain from Gerry’s face. “I’m not sure I like the sound of that.”

“Oh you will when we’re done.” Georgia picked up the hair color she purchased for Gerry. “Who wouldn’t want to be ginger blonde?”

“Ginger.” Gerry looked petrified. “Blonde.” She reached up and touched her short curls. “I’m not sure—”

“Trust me.” Georgia pushed back her shoulders confidently. “Lightening your hair will highlight the warm tones in your skin and make your blue eyes pop.” She was only slightly worried about what bleach would do to Gerry’s frizzy ends.  

“Well.” She still seemed hesitant. “If you’re sure.”

“I am.” Mostly. “Fake it until you make it.”

“What did you just say?”

“I can’t wait for this glamover,” Georgia corrected, smiling. “I am so confident.”

Gerry rolled her eyes to the barn ceiling as if begging for patience. “I can tell.” 

Georgia bit the side of her cheek to keep from laughing. After all the hours she’d spent in therapy terrified of her own mental bullshit, the tables had turned. 

“I think you better dress in clothes you don’t mind getting color on,” Georgia told her.

“I’m not taking off my camp T-shirt,” Gerry said adamantly.

Georgia wearily eyed the white shirt her therapist wore. “Until the runway you mean.”

At the mention of the runway, Gerry shifted uncomfortably on her feet. “I think I’m going to go get some coffee.”

“Probably a good idea.”

“Before I go, I have a letter for you.” Gerry pulled a white stamped envelope out of her back pocket and handed it to Georgia. 

Georgia looked over the chicken scratch writing, wondering who in the world would mail her a letter, and then she saw the return address. 

“It’s from Victor,” Gerry confirmed. 

Georgia’s body began to react the same way it did when he was standing nearby. She clutched the letter tighter in her hand. “Why would he send me a letter?”

“I don’t know. You’ll have to open it to see.” Gerry leaned in as if hoping to catch a peak.

Georgia clutched the envelope to her chest. Never going to happen. “I’ll read it later. I need to set up.” She placed the letter inside her suitcase, and then ached to pick it up again. 

Gerry shrugged. “I’m off to get that coffee.”

“Okay.” Georgia watched the older woman walk away. As soon as Georgia was alone again, she picked up the letter and ripped the envelope open. 

Princess, 

Can I still call you that? I’m sorry I left without saying goodbye. I should have told you I was leaving. That was wrong of me. But I don’t regret giving you the space you need to heal and grow. I want you to know that I am really proud of all the work you are putting into your rehabilitation. You are an amazing woman and this process is the start of many great things for you.  

I can’t seem to get you off my mind.     

Victor

His letter was short and sweet. She read it over twenty thousand times, and then placed it in front of her nose, pretending she could still smell his scent. Only then did she realize how hard she was falling for this man. 

She placed the letter back inside the envelope and glanced at the return address. The rehabilitation facility was in Traverse City, Michigan. She needed to ask Stephanie where that was. 

Georgia picked up the piece of paper she had written Gerry’s makeover supply list on and turned it over. Then she reached inside her suitcase and rummaged through the makeup supply for an eyeliner pencil. When she found it, she sat on the dirty barn floor and begin to write.

Victor,

You can still call me princess as long as you treat me like one. A princess deserves a proper goodbye. That includes a very long kiss. You owe me! 

I can’t seem to get you off my mind either. Especially at midnight when I lie awake in my bed wishing I could talk to you. I know the reasons why you left. They are very honorable. But I don’t want honorable right now. I want you to come here and finish what you started. You made me feel all hot and bothered and then ran away. 

Coward!

-Princess  

Georgia tossed the eyeliner aside and picked up a bottle of her favorite perfume. She sprayed the paper generously, and then folded up the letter. Feeling hope for the first time since Victor left, she jogged out of the barn toward the main cabin. In the arm root, there were envelopes, stamps, and everything one needed to write their family. Georgia never needed to use those things before. 

But now she had a pen pal. 
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Georgia reached out and placed her hand on the door handle to Gerry’s office. Her stomach fluttered with excitement. This would be the first time she saw her therapist since the makeover.

The makeover that had gone awesome!

She remembered Gerry’s shocked expression as she beheld her new light ginger hair styled in sexy waves around her face. Georgia had chosen to go light on the makeup, just enough to make her blue eyes pop. She added a dash of cover-up under her eyes and a light pink lip gloss to her lips. The results were unbelievable. Gerry looked at least ten years younger. Everyone in Georgia’s session applauded as if she were a magician. She knew she had found her life’s path. 

Georgia opened the door to her therapist’s office. 

Gerry looked up at her from behind her desk and tucked a glossy ginger curl behind her ear. She was wearing her boring camp shirt and jeans again, but her hair was no longer frizzy, and she appeared to be wearing a bit of mascara. 

Georgia was proud. “Your hair is gorgeous.” 

“I know this excellent hairdresser,” Gerry responded, giving Georgia an appreciative smile.

Georgia couldn’t help but enjoy the compliment as she took her usual seat on the couch. “I can tell you are using the smoothing serum I gave you.”

“Every day since the makeover,” Gerry confirmed. “I think I might need to order some more soon.”

“I will give you the information when I am allowed to use the internet again.” Which, by Georgia’s calculations, was just days away. She couldn’t believe she was so close.

“Your graduation to the program is quickly approaching,” Gerry said, as if reading her mind. “You have made a lot of progress.”

“Thank you.” If it weren’t for Gerry, she wouldn’t have the sudden purpose and focus to her life. Georgia realized that she had misjudged the woman greatly when they’d first met. She was ashamed by this. 

“I have two assignments for you to complete before graduation.”

Georgia groaned. Back to business as usual. “Sounds scary.”

“It’s not scary. Actually, I think the first assignment will be fun for you.”

Georgia sank down in her seat. Yeah right. 

“It involves the use of the internet.”

Georgia sat up straighter. Internet?

“I’m going to give you my laptop for the day.”

This was getting better and better. “What’s the catch?”

“I want you to use the laptop to research different hair schools. When you find a program you like, I want you to reach out to them and inquire about enrollment.”

Georgia was suddenly excited. She thought she would have to wait until she was out of the program to look into potential schools. “I am totally on board for this assignment.”

“I thought you would be.” Gerry smiled. 

“Do I have to use the laptop in your office?”

“Yes. I want to be able to keep an eye on your progress.”

Gerry still didn’t trust her. It hurt. She had to admit, even if her mistrust wasn’t unwarranted. 

“And I have enlisted two helpers to guide you in this task.” Gerry’s office opened and Stephanie came dancing into the room, followed by Jason. 

“We’re here to use the internet!” Stephanie exclaimed. 

When Gerry gave her an ominous look, Jason intercepted. “To help you find a non-boring hair school in Hawaii.”

Georgia couldn’t even laugh at what Jason said, because her heart felt so tender in the moment, she was fighting back tears. Her friends were here to help her plan her future. She somehow had made friends that cared about her future. 

“Ah, guys!” She stood and wrapped them both into a tight bear-like hug. “You care!”

“Of course we care,” Stephanie said, wrapping her arms around Georgia’s waist.

“You’re choking the life out of me!” Jason complained, trying to break free from her grasp.

She let him go and kept her arm around Stephanie’s shoulders. Her friends were so different. And yet, she loved them both in the same ridiculous, heart-throbbing way.

She wasn’t sure how she would manage life with either of them. Georgia had contemplated what her world looked like after Camp Mayville, and it made her feel lonely. Could she really survive life without her two new friends who were like siblings? Without Gerry who was like a mother? She had never thought much about having a family until the threat of leaving the one she had accidentally formed. Now, she wasn’t sure she wanted to leave camp at all.

“I have the laptop open on my desk,” Gerry told them. “The Google search—”

“I got this.” Jason plopped himself down on Gerry’s desk chair and typed away like a crazed maniac.

Gerry shook her head. “It’s a good thing you’re here until September, Jason. I can see we still have some work to do.” 

He glanced up long enough to wink in her direction. “I’m counting down the days.” Then back to typing he went.

Gerry sighed and headed toward the door. “I’m going to go get some coffee. I’ll check on your progress later, Georgia.” Before she got through the door, she paused and added, “All social media sights have been blocked.” 

Gerry walked out the door. Stephanie let out a defeated moan. 

“Found your school,” Jason announced. “Big Island Hair Academy in Hawaii. You can start the day after you leave this hellhole.”

“I might need a little more time to prepare than that.” Georgia walked over to stand behind Jason. Stephanie stood next to Georgia. There was a beautiful display of the ocean, sand, and sunshine on the computer screen.  

Maybe she could use her inheritance for a little vacation. 

“I think there might be a later session.” Jason turned back to the computer.

Georgia reached out and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Why don’t you search up hair schools in a different state?”

He hovered his fingers over the keyboard. “What state?”

Georgia turned to Stephanie. She still had her pink hair in the French braids Georgia had done for her the night before. Who would keep Steph’s hair on point without her around? “Michigan.”

“Michigan?” Jason and Stephanie said in unison. 

Georgia took in Jason’s look of disgust and Stephanie’s look of excitement. 

“Why in the world would you want to go to school here?” Jason asked.

“To be close to me,” Stephanie decided.

Georgia nodded. “I want to stay close to my family.”

“Stephanie is one person,” Jason argued. “That doesn’t make a family.”

“Yeah, but you are both in Camp Mayville until fall.” She gave him a knowing look.

He took that in and seemed momentarily touched before he turned back to the computer. “I don’t know if there are any quality schools in this area.”

“I’m already a quality hairdresser,” she said confidently. “All I need is a license.”

“True.” He started typing again, searching hair schools near the camp. “But I’m only attending the best hair school when I go.”

“And when you are done with school, you are only working for the best salon,” Georgia added. When he turned to look at her, she raised her chin. “I’m about to be your boss, son.”

He chuckled. “You better save your money now. I’m going to cost you a fortune.” 

“Worth every dime.”

She watched more emotion dance across his features before he turned back to the computer. In Georgia/Jason language, they had just committed to each other for life.  

“And what about me?” Stephanie demanded, pouting. “I’m still in high school. I have to stay in my crappy hometown and be miserable!”

Listening to the drama in Stephanie’s voice made both Georgia and Jason laugh. Which only made Stephanie more dramatic. “I’m serious! This isn’t fair!” She gave Georgia a sad look. “You and Jason are planning your futures without me!”

Georgia placed both of her hands on Stephanie’s shoulders, so she was eye to eye with the girl. “There is no future for me, Stephanie, without you in it.”

Stephanie’s eyes became glossy. “What do you mean?”

“I’m going to hair school near camp. I’ll work at a salon near your high school. When you go to college, I’ll open my salon nearby—”

“As long as you go to college somewhere cool,” Jason added.

Georgia rolled her eyes. “The point is, you are never getting rid of me, kid.” She pulled Stephanie to her. “We’re family. I will always be here for you.”

“And I will always be here for you.” Stephanie hugged her back.

The moment was tender and wonderful. For a few seconds. 

All that Jason could apparently handle. 

“Yes, we will all be here for one another,” he said impatiently. “Now, can we focus, people? It’s going to be hard to find a school that isn’t complete shit in this area.”
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Georgia had located a hair school an hour away from Camp Mayville and filled out the paperwork to join the late summer session. That gave Georgia about three weeks to settle any loose ends in Florida—getting out of her apartment lease and making sure the funds from her grandmother’s inheritance went through. Then she would be off to Michigan to start her future. 

Gerry’s second assignment was a bit more challenging. Georgia had two weeks to reach out to her father and have a conversation about her future plans as well as how he’d made her feel in the past. Every day since the assignment was issued, Georgia contemplated that call and decided to put it off. But then one week went flying by, and suddenly, she had a measly seven days left. 

She wasn’t sure why one conversation had to be so hard. 

Georgia walked out of her cabin and softly shut the door behind her. It was midnight. The moon was out—full, yellow, and bright. The camp looked almost magical as she walked toward the bridge over the lake. She hoped some fresh air would clear her head.

Georgia knew she would still graduate without finishing Gerry’s second assignment, but it felt wrong to cheat on this one thing when she had come so close to accomplishing all the tasks Gerry had set before her. 

Georgia stepped onto the bridge and walked to her usual spot in the middle. She rested her forearms on the railing and watched the way the moon reflected brightly on the surface of the water, reminding her of the first night she came here at camp. 

The only thing missing was Victor. 

As if on cue, she felt the bridge jerk around like someone had stepped onto it. She turned and took in the familiar muscular form of the man she had been yearning to see. But even when he was standing right in front of her, his enticing scent in her nose, she couldn’t believe her eyes. “I’m dreaming.” It was more of a statement of truth than a question of doubt.

He shook his head. 

She reached up and placed a hand on the side of his face. His skin was warm and prickly where his beard had grown. “You need a shave,” she said. Her heart was pounding so hard she could hear it. 

“I need you.” He placed a hand on her waist and pulled her close. “I’m not a coward.”

Victor was here to respond to her letter. Her challenge.

She leaned in and pressed her mouth to his, giving in to the burning desire that had been building since the day she met this wonderful man. She didn’t care why or how he got here. She only cared that he was here. 

He groaned, wrapping his other arm around her waist, deepening the kiss, meeting her tongue with his. She wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed her chest into him. Her nipples rubbed against the material of her bra and began to ache. He reached his hands down and cupped her ass with his hands. She felt her core grow wet. 

It had been too long since she’d had sex. It had been too long since she wanted to have sex. Her ex never made her feel like this. 

Like she would die if he didn’t take her now. 

When Georgia felt his erection press against her, she pulled back to touch it with her hand. His cock throbbed against the material of his shorts. She held his gaze and cupped him with her hand. “I need you too,” she told him. 

His eyes grew heavy-lidded. “That’s why I’m here.”

“You’re not going to do the honorable thing anymore?” she teased.

He shrugged. “You have one week left of the program.”

“So, you thought, what the hell?”

He met her gaze. His eyes were dark. Devilish. “You have one week left of the program. I can’t live one more second without touching you.”

“Then don’t.”

As she loosened her grip and rubbed her hand up and down his length, he let out a shaky breath and reached out to cup her breasts in his hands. Her nipples pressed into his palm. She ached for him to pinch her there. Suck her. Anything to release the throbbing in her sex. He took his time kneading her breasts, rubbing his thumbs across her erect nipples. 

Holding her gaze, he growled low. 

“Please,” she begged. “I need more.” 

He chuckled, letting go of her breasts and reaching out his hand. “Come with me.”

She placed her hand in his eagerly and followed him across the bridge and into camp. They walked in silence on the way to the stables. She wondered briefly if they would screw in the hay next to the horses. Georgia was not so sure she could handle that, even with how hot she felt for this man in this moment. 

But Victor led her past the stables and down a small path past a set of tall pine trees. The moon disappeared as she got farther into the trees. She had to watch her step to not stumble on the rocks. 

“Where are we going?” she asked.

“My place.” 

“Where is that?” There appeared to be nothing around them but forest. And then she saw a light in the distance. 

“It’s up here.” They walked closer to the light until they were standing in front of a cabin. It was just like the one she and Stephanie shared but larger. When Victor opened the door, there was a nice king-sized bed inside and a small kitchen with a table. 

She let go of Victor’s hand and ran straight for the prize. She hadn’t seen a nice bed in months. And the mattress looked like a pillow top. When she jumped onto the bed, back first, she felt the mattress cushion her fall. “This is heaven,” she sighed happily.

He laughed. Then, suddenly, the lights in the cabin were off and she could feel the weight of him lying next to her. He leaned over and pressed his lips to hers softly. “This is heaven,” he told her, making her heart ache. 

Georgia wasn’t sure she was ready to face how much she was falling for this man. But she was definitely sure she wanted to continue to explore his body. 

Sitting up on the bed, she kicked her sandals to the floor. She felt him do the same with his shoes. She turned to him and pulled her shirt over her head, dropping it to the floor. Her eyes had adjusted in the dark enough to see his gaze on her lacy bra. Then she watched in delight as he peeled his T-shirt off and dropped it to the floor next to her shirt. 

She reached out and traced her fingers across the solid skin of his chest and down the muscles of his abs. He sucked in a breath as she explored him. When her hand dropped to his erection, he reached out and traced his fingers lightly over the swells of her breasts, pinching the nipples through the fabric of her bra. Her sex throbbed as she arched her back to meet his touch.

“You need me to touch you.” 

A fact.

She moaned in response.

He reached back with one hand and expertly unclasped her bra. The material joined the shirts on the floor. She delighted as the cool air danced across her chest before he pulled her to him. Then all she felt was fire.

Victor kissed her with hunger. She matched his desire, dancing her tongue against his, sucking on his bottom lip. He pulled her onto his lap, so she was straddling his erection. Her underwear grew wet as she rubbed against him with abandonment.

He groaned and cupped her ass, and then raised her off his erection so that her breasts were within reach of his tongue. He traced his tongue across one nipple painfully slow, making her shiver. 

She tried to sit back on his erection, needing to release the pressure he was building, but he held her still, doing the same delightful thing to her other nipple.

“Please, Victor.” She gasped, wrapping her hands in his hair. 

He cupped her breasts hard. Then he leaned close and took one of her nipples into his mouth, sucking her hard. She felt the pleasure down to her toes. Her clitoris ached in her pants. “Mmm, yes. Like that.”

He kissed his way to her other nipple and took it in his mouth. This time he bit down softly, before sucking her, making her scream. “Oh, God. I could come like this.” 

He let go of her nipple and promised, “One day.” 

Victor stood, unbuttoned her shorts, and pulled them down her legs. Then he placed his hand on her sex, sucking in a breath. “So wet.”  

She had never been as wet, or as aching. 

This man was doing things to her. Crazy, wonderful, frightful things. 

“I need to taste you.” He pulled her panties down her legs and tossed them to the floor.

She was shaking with need by the time he returned, pressing kisses up her thighs and across her abdomen. 

He adjusted himself in between her legs and lowered himself to her sex. She dropped to her knees, needing to feel his lips, his tongue. The pressure of his mouth on her clitoris for the first time almost sent her over the edge. But then he pulled back and used his tongue to slowly lick across the surface down to her sex. As she moaned with pleasure, he growled with satisfaction.

“Your taste.” He sounded lost as he lowered his mouth to her sex for more.

He danced his tongue across her clit, diving in and out of her. She cried, bucking her hips to meet his hunger, legs shaking. The pressure grew and grew until it became unbearable. She released against his mouth, trembling with pleasure. He reached down and grabbed her ass in his hands, holding her in place as he devoured her completely.

Finally, she pushed him away, eager for him to be inside her. 

“Do you have protection,” she asked him. 

He stood and walked into the bathroom. She heard him wrestling around with drawers, seeming frantic in his search. Then she heard the sounds of plastic being ripped apart. It filled her with excitement.

When he came back, he was naked. The condom was on. 

She sat up as soon as he was close enough to the bed. Guiding him into sitting position, she straddled his lap and placed his erection at her entrance. 

“Taking the lead, Georgia?” He sounded delighted by this. And also, strained, as if he could barely hold on.

“That’s right,” she purred, feeding the head of his cock into her heat. The feel was achingly pleasurable. “I’ve been waiting for this.”

“Take it easy on me,” he said, pressing kisses against her lips and down her neck.

She rode his cock all the way down, fast and hard, making him hiss. “Never.” 

She began to move up and down on top of him. His cock felt perfect inside her. As if it were meant to be there. A thrilling sensation took over, making her ache with renewed desire. Quickening the pace, she rubbed her throbbing clitoris with one hand. Victor leaned close and pressed hot kisses to her breasts and nipples. She could tell he was losing his mind by the way he moaned her name. 

Right as she began to release, she cupped his face in her hands and pressed her mouth against his. Her sex began to milk his cock, over and over, as she rode the waves of pleasure. 

Victor began bucking up into her release with his own. 

Georgia slowed her pace as their tremors of desire died down. Victor pressed his lips against hers again and they kissed softly and tenderly. Then he pulled back and looked at her. They stared at each other in the dark for a long time, and then both began to laugh. 

“I can’t believe we did that.”

“I can’t believe we waited so long.” He leaned in and nuzzled her hair. “Round one was perfect.”

“Round one?” She pushed him back. 

She could see his dimples in the moonlight. “Round two, I’m in charge.”

“Who said there will be a round two?”

In response, he picked her up, turned, and tossed her down on the bed. Then he pressed his body on top of her, careful not to crush her with all his weight. “There will be a round two,” he promised, pressing his lips against hers. “A round three.” He pressed his lips against hers again. “Round four, five, six, seven.” He kissed her again, this time long, hard, and final.

She felt the heat, the need, and the ache build. The world disappeared. 

Victor was right. They’d waited too long for this. 
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Georgia had fallen asleep in Victor’s arms with the moon still out. She woke up to rain and the sound of Victor’s deep voice in her ear. “We need to get up, babe.”

She groaned her displeasure and kept her eyes shut tight. Her body felt sore from Victor’s lovemaking. Her heart felt sore from falling in love with him. 

“Georgia, we overslept.” His voice sounded more urgent this time.

She snuggled against him, enjoying his scent before she had to come back to reality. Before she had to confess her heart aloud and face how he felt. 

“I can hear the campers in the woods. They’re searching for you.”

Georgia sat up in bed with alarm. “What time is it?”

He met her gaze and ran a hand through his messy hair. He looked so sexy. She wished they could go back to bed. But then she thought she heard the sounds of her name being called in the distance. 

Victor sighed. “It’s noon.”

“Noon!” She was supposed to be at Gerry’s office for therapy. She was supposed to do morning Yoga with Stephanie and Jason. Oh God! Stephanie woke up to find Georgia’s bunk empty. She must be so worried. 

Georgia began frantically searching for her clothes, then pulling them on. “I can’t believe we slept that long. Gerry is going to kill me!”

“Gerry’s going to kill us,” Victor corrected, tossing her shirt.

Georgia caught it. Noticing Victor’s hungry eyes on her chest, she snapped her fingers. “Eyes up here, buddy.” 

He raised his gaze and grinned wickedly.

She kicked the shorts she found in his direction, ignoring him. While he reached down to put them on, she quickly pulled on her shirt. She wasn’t sure if Victor loved her, but he was certainly in love with her breasts. 

She was blushing while she searched for her sandals. Victor stood in her way like some Greek god in his shorts. His shirt was still missing. His hair was still a sexy mess. His eyes were still hooded with desire. “I want you to know that whatever’s next.” He pointed toward the cabin door and the camp beyond. “It was worth it for me.”

Georgia took that in, knowing she felt the same. “Sex with me can be life-changing,” she teased.   

He grabbed her close with one arm. “That’s putting it mildly.”

Georgia placed her hands on his chest and looked up at the man that was making her heart pound so damn hard. “How exactly did we end up here?” It was a loaded question. 

He pressed a kiss to her forehead. “I got your letter and you issued a challenge.”

She teased him with sex. He came and collected. Any man would. 

“What about the other facility you work at?”

“Worked at,” he corrected softly, still holding her close.

She pushed out of his arms. “What do you mean worked at?”

He shrugged. “I quit my job before I came here.”

“Why would you do something like that?” Why was he acting like it wasn’t a big deal? 

He suddenly looked overwhelmed. “I’m not going to work for a facility and sleep with one of the residents.” 

“You quit your job over sex?” 

“It wasn’t just sex.” He gave her a look, as if she should already know that. But she didn’t. She didn’t know how he felt. She wasn’t sure of his intentions. They had made no plans to date. Or be together. For all she knew, this could be one night of passion. One night of passion in which Victor sacrificed his job and she may have sacrificed her inheritance from her grandmother. Gerry would surely kick her out of the program over this. No money meant no hair school, no salon, no moving to Michigan to be with her new family. 

One night of passion may have cost them both their futures.

“It wasn’t worth it.” She turned from Victor and sat down on his bed. Placing her head in her hands, she took in the gravity of the situation. In the distance, she heard the sound of her name still being called. The voices were getting closer and closer.

Let them come. It no longer mattered. She had likely lost everything. 

Someone knocked loudly at the door. She heard Victor’s footsteps as he walked toward the sound. She didn’t raise her head from her hands. She didn’t want to see his face, or whoever was behind the door. Her fate seemed already sealed. 

“I’m in love with you, Georgia,” Victor confessed softly. 

His words hit her like arrows to the heart. His confession changed everything because she loved him too. For the first time, they were on the same page. She stood, ready to confess her heart, but he had opened the door. Several campers piled into the room, including Stephanie and Jason, who ran straight for her, tackling her back on the bed.

“Where the hell have you been!” Stephanie cried, hugging her tightly around the neck. “I woke up this morning and you weren’t there but all your clothes were. Then it hit me! What if she went for one of her midnight walks and a bear ate her!”

“It’s not a bear that ate her.” Jason let go of Georgia’s arm and gestured toward Victor. 

Georgia managed to get Stephanie off her enough to give Jason a warning look. She did not want the entire room knowing her business. Even though it was obvious. They were in Victor’s cabin. The bed was a mess. Victor was still not wearing a shirt, even as he went outside to talk to one of the counselors. 

Stephanie let go of Georgia and finally appeared to understand. Her eyes widened and her jaw dropped open. Then she pointed a finger at Georgia. “You were with Victor.”

Georgia nodded. There was no denying that. Not anymore. And really, after his confession, she didn’t care to deny it. They were in love.

Stephanie grabbed on to her arm. “I want every detail!”

Jason grabbed on to her other arm. “If you leave anything out, we’ll know.”

She looked between her friends and almost smiled. But then she saw Gerry. The fearless camp leader stood outside with Victor and looked to be giving him an earful. 

Georgia stood, breaking away from her friends. “We’ll talk later,” she told them and then walked out of the cabin, ready to meet her fate. 
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It didn’t take a lot of convincing to get Gerry to take the conversation back to her office. The older woman was more than willing to remove the prying eyes off her shirtless son standing in front of his cabin with Georgia standing next to him. 

It took a lot of convincing, however, to get Victor to agree for Georgia and Gerry to meet alone. He wanted to take all the blame for what had happened. He seemed determined to save Georgia from any punishment, which filled her heart with even more overwhelming love, but she knew she needed to face this on her own. 

Gerry closed the door to her office in Victor’s face and sat down in the chair behind her desk. Georgia sat down on the couch across from her, like they had done countless times before. Only this time, Georgia was finally ready to confess all.

“I’m in love with Victor,” she declared passionately.

Gerry didn’t seem surprised. “And he is in love with you.”

“I’m glad.” So glad. Hearing it out loud was so overwhelmingly wonderful. Georgia looked at her therapist, wondering what she thought about all this. “Are you upset that we are in love?”

“I’m upset that you and my son tossed your futures away so easily,” Gerry told her in a calm tone. “Love can make people act foolish. But in order for it to last, maturity must prevail.”

“I agree.”

Gerry looked surprised by this but didn’t comment. Which was good because Georgia had much more to say on the subject. “What Victor and I did last night was foolish. We were selfish to make everyone worry. We should have thought things through. When I found out he quit his job this morning, I was horrified.”

“Did you consider your own fate?”

Georgia nodded. She was about to lose her grandmother’s inheritance. But she was determined to save Victor. “I want you to hire Victor back.”

“Georgia—”

“Here me out.” She raised her hand. When Gerry’s eyes were on hers, she took a breath before continuing. “I know my decision last night messed up my chance to finish the program, and that is okay. I will take that punishment. But Victor should not be punished. I was the one who pushed him to this point. He tried very hard to do the right thing. He is a good man.”

“I agree with you, but—”

“Hold on.” Georgia refused to hear anything Gerry had to say until she got everything out. “I am willing to make a deal with you.”

Gerry raised her brow. “What sort of deal?”

Georgia fought the nerves crawling up her spine. She loved Victor. It was time to prove it. “If you hire Victor back, I will finish my last assignment.”

“You’ll call your father?”

“Yes.” 

“Even if you’re out of the program?”

“Yes.”

“Even if you lose your inheritance?”

“Yes.”

“What about hair school?”

“I will go when I have enough money saved.” She would definitely need to get a job. Maybe Gerry would hire her as a counselor. The thought was almost enough to make her laugh aloud.

Gerry’s expression revealed nothing. “That’s a lot to sacrifice to get Victor his job back.”

Georgia held Gerry’s gaze. “It’s the mature thing to do.”

Gerry seemed suddenly amused. “How so?”

“If Victor and I want to be together, one of us needs to have a job.”

“Victor could get another job.”

“Not doing what he loves.” She raised her chin. “I am not willing to sacrifice on this.”

“I see. And what do you think Victor will think about what you are willing to sacrifice for his happiness?”

Georgia shrugged. He didn’t need to know.

“Let’s find out.” Gerry walked over to her office door.

“What are you doing?” Georgia stood. She didn’t like where this was going, but Gerry already had the door open. Victor stood there, his arms crossed over his chest.

“Come on in, guard dog.” Gerry gestured him forward.

He stomped into the room looking irritable at having been left out of the conversation in the first place. 

“Have a seat you two,” Gerry commanded, walking back over to her desk chair. 

Victor sat on the couch. Georgia remained standing. She was not taking commands, and she still didn’t like where this was going. “No, thanks.” She avoided both their gazes.

“Suit yourself.” Gerry leaned forward in her chair, her attention on Victor. “Georgia is campaigning to get you your job back.”

“I don’t want my job back,” Victor said. “I want Georgia to finish the program. She was one week away, and she deserves to finish. What happened last night was my fault and—” 

“It takes two to tangle,” Gerry interjected.

Georgia glanced over at Victor and caught his gaze. She could see the love in his eyes and felt it deeply in her heart. If he looked at her like that every single day, she would shovel pig shit to pay for hair school. It didn’t matter. 

She turned to Gerry with single focus. “Give Victor his job back and I’ll finish the assignment.”

“Tell Victor what you are willing to do for him.”

“If you agree to my terms and promise to give him his job back.”

Victor looked back and forth between them. “Georgia—”

She put up her hand. “Promise me,” she mouthed to Gerry.

The older woman nodded. 

Georgia reached out her hand. “I need my phone.” Her time at Camp Mayville was over. She was not going to graduate. She was not going to get her inheritance. She was still going to have to call her father. 

But for some reason, she had never been happier in her life.

Gerry began to rummage through her drawer.

“What is going on?” Victor grabbed on to one of Georgia’s hands, looking alarmed. “I don’t understand.”

“I’m calling my father,” she told him.

“Why?”

“It’s my last therapy assignment. I have to call my father and tell him how he makes me feel ...” Georgia couldn’t continue, because the idea of implementing that task was overwhelming. But, she had to do it. 

“Are you sure you’re ready to do that?”  

“I’m ready,” she lied. She didn’t want him to think this was his fault in any way. 

Gerry offered her the phone. 

Georgia forced her hand to stop shaking and accepted her fate. 

Victor squeezed her other hand. “You don’t have to do this if you’re not ready.”

“She might not be ready.” Gerry gave him a stern look. “But she is determined to call her father to get your job back.”

His eyes widened as he took that in, and then he glared at his mother. “How could you let her do that?”

Georgia let go of his hand. “I want to call him,” she lied some more. “I’m ready. If this gets your job back, then all the better.”

“For who?” He growled, tossing his hands in the air. “I don’t want you to do this! Not for me! Not like this!”

“Georgia has agreed to a lot more than calling her father,” Gerry continued, adding more fuel to his fire. “She agreed to sacrifice her graduation here and her inheritance.”

“Inheritance?” Victor looked confused.

Gerry turned to Georgia. “You didn’t tell him about your inheritance?”

She shook her head, feeling trapped. If she’d told him about her inheritance now, then he would never allow her to make the phone call to her father, and he would never get his job back. All of this sacrifice would be for nothing. 

She couldn’t let that happen. 

“Remember your promise,” she told Gerry, and then turned and ran out of the office, cell phone in hand. 
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Georgia ran out of the main building and into the forest as fast as she could without tripping over a branch and breaking a leg. When she got deep enough to no longer see the camp buildings, she sat down on a large rock and held out her phone. 

She didn’t have a lot of time to make this phone call. Victor would find her sooner than later. She saw the determination in his eyes before she ran. He was not going to let her sacrifice anything for him. But she was going to do this. Even if Victor hated her after. 

Georgia took a breath and scrolled through her phone for her father’s number. It was listed under the name Nobody. Because that was what he was to her. Nobody. So why was she dreading this phone call with Nobody so much?

She closed her eyes and focused on Stephanie’s pink hair, Jason’s sarcastic smile, and Victor’s soft kisses. She had people in her life that cared. She didn’t need a father to love her. She never did.

With that thought, she pressed send on her phone. She placed the phone to her ear and listened to it ring. After a moment, she heard her father’s deep voice. “Georgia?”

She opened her eyes and the world began to sway. When was the last time she’d talked to her father? Her grandmother’s funeral? Did it matter? She needed to focus on the task at hand.

“It’s me,” she confirmed, clearing her throat. 

“How are you doing, hon? I was just thinking about calling you.”

Sure he was. She rolled her eyes. “I’m at Camp Mayville.”

“Camp what?” He sounded confused. Which made sense. He had probably forgotten the terms of her inheritance already, even though he was the one who informed her of them in the first place.

“The internet rehab program grandma requested in her will.”

A long pause, and then, “Oh yeah, how’s that going?”

She could hear noises in the background. It sounded as if her father was busy. Probably prepping to teach yet another lecture. The man never took a minute off his work. It was all he cared about.

“Fine,” she lied. She was not willing to let him know she didn’t finish the program and was not going to get her inheritance. He would find out soon enough when the sixty days were over and the money bounced back to him.   

“How’s it going for you?”

“Great. Just about to start another lecture actually.”

There was her confirmation. The clock was ticking. “I need to talk to you about some things.”

“Sure. You’ve got about five minutes.”

Wow. Thanks, Dad! “I want you to know I am going to attend a cosmetology school and get my hair license.”

“That sounds great. When do you start?”

She almost dropped the phone. Was this the same man who’d ruined her chances for hair school years ago? “You’re okay with me going to trade school?”

“Sure. Why not? Martha does hair. It’s an honorable profession.”

Honorable profession? “Who is Martha?”

There was a long pause on the other end. More noises in the background. “You know Martha, right? Wasn’t she at Grandma’s funeral?”

Georgia tried to call back the memory of that rainy day. She remembered her father in his long gray coat, looking as if he had somewhere more important to be. She stood on the other side of the room. The casket sat between them. Symbolic. Even in death, her grandmother was the glue holding them together.

“I don’t remember anyone there named Martha.”

“Oh. Maybe we started dating after the funeral.”

Mystery solved. Martha was her father’s new girlfriend. And she was a hairdresser. Even better. 

“It’s been a long time since we talked, Georgie,” her father said, calling her by the stupid nickname he gave her as a child. The one that said, “You are not important, Georgie, so buck up while I go on yet another week-long work bender.” 

“I didn’t even get to tell you the exciting news,” he continued.

More breaking news in her father’s life. She should have checked Twitter.

“Martha and I got married.”

The news was like a slap to the face. Georgia held the phone tighter in her hand. “You didn’t tell me you got married.”

“I got busy at work. It must have slipped my mind. I’m sorry, Georgie, you know how things are.”

Oh, she knew how things were all right. Only this time she was ready to stand up for herself. “I get it. I’ve been your daughter for a long time. Long enough to know I don’t matter.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You are a terrible father.”

She let him take that in, feeling the phone shake in her hands. She knew none of this mattered to him, but it was doing something for her. The release of the truth was setting her free. 

“You were never there for me.”

“I had to work, Georgie—”

“Don’t call me that. My name is Georgia. I am not Georgie. I am not that little girl who used to yearn for the father who never loved her.”

“I do love you.”

“Maybe you do love me, Dad.” Her eyes filled with tears. “But your love sucks.” She took a deep, settling breath. “And I deserve more.”

Without waiting for a response, she hung up on her father and tossed her phone deep into the woods. She would have to buy another phone. After that call, she never wanted to see that black plastic demon again. 

She stood there for a moment, allowing her heart to settle. There were still tears in her eyes, but they didn’t spill onto her cheeks, because she felt suddenly at peace. Gerry had been right. Telling her father how she felt was not for him, it was for her. 

She heard the snapping of twigs behind her and turned to see Victor heading her way. His face was filled with worry. But she was suddenly so happy, all she could do was run toward him, arms wide.

He erased the distance between them and pulled her into his arms. “Did you call him?”

She nodded.

His face fell. “Why did you do it? I told you—”

“It wasn’t for you. Or my dad. Or for Gerry. It was for me.” That was all she could manage, and for some reason it made her smile.

Victor saw her smile and seemed hopeful. “Did it go well?”

It didn’t really go good or bad. So she told him the truth. “I feel free.”

“I’m glad, but—”

She pressed a finger to his lips. No more buts. No more conversation. All she wanted in this moment was to confess everything inside her heart. “I love you, Victor.”

His lips smiled behind her finger. She dropped her hand and wrapped her arms around his neck, pressing their bodies close. “I don’t care about your job, my inheritance, or anything else. I only care about whether you are my man.”

He leaned in and captured her lips, kissing her with enough passion to make her head spin. When he pulled back, his gaze was locked on hers with intensity. “I am your man,” he assured her.

“Good.” She pulled her man back to her lips. 
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Georgia stood in front of her fellow campers at Camp Mayville. They were having a celebratory dinner in honor of her graduation. Gerry sat to the left of her. Her blue eyes shining proudly, so stark against her new ginger blond hair. Victor sat to her right. He had his hand linked with hers. They had been attached at the hip since declaring their love, which meant Georgia spent her last days at camp shoveling horse shit. Jason and Stephanie sat at the table of campers, winking at her and giving her the thumbs up. She smiled at them and winked back.

“I want to thank everyone here,” she said, feeling stupidly happy. “I didn’t think I would get the opportunity to graduate the program when I first got here.” There was some chuckling at that, mostly coming from Gerry. She gave the camp leader a dashing smile. “But I made it. I graduated Camp Mayville, and I am looking forward to my future thanks to this program.” She squeezed Victor’s hand so he would know she meant him. 

He squeezed her hand back. 

She took a breath and said the final thing in her heart. “Before I came here, my life was my phone.” She shook her head. “But now I know what life truly is about.” She glanced at Gerry, then Stephanie, then Jason. “Family.” She glanced over at Victor. “Love.” She glanced at her fellow campers and smiled. “And being who you are.”

Georgia sat back down to the cheers of her fellow campers. She relished in the moment. She didn’t know Camp Mayville would change her life. She didn’t know she could have a life, love, family, and a future to look forward to. Her grandmother’s inheritance was the goal when she began the program. 

But what she got in return was the real reward.  
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She just might be the woman of his dreams....

Maggie Heugan has her life all planned out, from her engagement to a handsome doctor, to her perfect nursing career. Then why does a chance meeting with a captivating stranger, have her questioning everything she has ever known? 

Pro wrestler, Sean Miller is on a fast track to his destiny, until an unexpected injury derails his course. Now he can’t refrain from chasing the enticingly beautiful Nurse Maggie, when she just might hold the key to healing him in more ways than one.

For these two conflicted lovers, life spirals out of control, when Love collides with destiny.

EXCERPT:

“Sir, I’m not sure you realize this, but you have been sleeping in your wheelchair.” And blocking the steps in the process! Maggie bit her tongue and waited for him to respond. 

“Yeah, so?” The striking blue eyes found hers again and made her heart skip a beat. 

“So,” Maggie repeated and then racked her brain for the proper compassionate-nurse response. “You seem a bit lost. Is there something I can do to help you?” 

“Yeah,” the man responded with another smile. “Can you take me home?” 

Maggie blinked at him, trying not to laugh. Take him home? What a question! This was why she hated being compassionate—having to deal with all the lunatics. “I can’t take you home, sir—” 

“Sean,” he corrected and then tried to wink. The effort obviously pained him, as he immediately closed his eyes and let out a grunt. 

“Okay, Sean, then.” Maggie attempted not to roll her eyes and repeated with emphasis, “I can’t take you home.” 

“Why not?” Sean reopened his eyes. 

He sounded so genuinely surprised that Maggie almost forgot why she couldn’t. But then the clock above the receptionist area began to chime, alerting her to the hour. Maggie’s stomach dropped to the floor. She wasn’t eight minutes early anymore; she was officially eight seconds late. 
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BEYOND FATE
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Years of separation mean nothing when love is in the air...

Julia Diaz never wanted to fall for her friend's older brother, especially at a college frat party. But, for some reason, her heart was stolen by Russell that night. Eight years after, she never forgot him. Now destiny has brought them together. Only this time Russell is no longer a boy. He’s a man who knows what he wants and will not be denied.

Russell Webb used to be optimistic, and fun loving until a family tragedy turned his world on its side. Putting all his focus on work, he picked himself back up, and managed to turn his grief into something resembling a life. When a woman from his past reappears, and gives him a glimpse of true happiness, he’ll do anything to secure her heart. Even face the darkness he has avoided for so long.  

EXCERPT:

Julia began to hum cheerfully while she hammered another nail into the wall. Already, he could hear the sounds of her nail scraping against a bolt.

That’s it. I can’t stand it anymore. He pulled the hammer out of her hand, and tossed it aside.

“Russ?” She looked up at him, curious. “What are you doing?”

He leaned down and covered her lips with his own. If he said something back, they would have gotten into a long discussion about why this was a bad idea. But it wasn’t a bad idea, it was a great one. They had talked in enough circles this weekend. It was time for action.

He wrapped his arms around the small of her back and pulled her close, kissing her long and hard, expressing what he wanted, and begging her to accept. In response, she pressed closer, and moaned deeply against his lips.

And that was it. With that one little moan, he was completely lost.
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SWEPT AWAY
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Jack Reed, a young crab boat captain, has met the women of his dreams while standing up in his younger brother’s wedding. Too bad he is already in love with the open seas.

Carefree Megan Berry doesn't want to be tied down, but can’t forget the passionate night she spent in the arms of the wickedly handsome captain.

A botched matchmaking attempt by some well-meaning friends not only forces the two conflicted lovers back together, it also leaves Megan stranded on Jack’s boat in the middle of the perilous Bering Sea.

The stormy adventure brings excitement and passion as Jack and Megan play out their emotional relationship in a dangerous high-stakes situation. But when it’s time to set anchor, can Jack find a way to keep his career and his fantasy girl?

EXCERPT:

“She didn’t think I would show, huh?” Jack leaned into the wall with a sexy smile.

Megan stole her gaze away, noticing his powerful frame, broad shoulders and muscular arms crossed over his chest. She stood up slowly. There was nothing she could do now but apologize.

“Nice to finally meet you, Jack. I’m usually not this much of a jerk.” Megan absently offered her hand that was still gripping one of David’s toy cars.

Jack’s smile disappeared, and his gaze traveled over her face, making her nervous. He was shorter than Shane’s six-and-a-half feet, but not by much. He had the same dark curly hair as his brother and nephew, but his was cut short and clean. His eyes were a lighter shade of brown, almost hazel, and were lined with dark lashes that gave him a devilish appearance.

Jack was extremely attractive, but he didn’t appear to have the same good humor Shane often wore on his face. Megan desired a man who had a sense of humor above everything else.

Jack uncrossed his arms and chose to take the car instead of her hand. “Do you always play with toys?” His voice had taken on a deeper tone, sending a ripple of awareness through her.

What was the question, again?

Available Where Books Are Sold...
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Romance Author, Susan Vaughn understood the meaning of sarcasm before she could walk.  Her childhood in the suburbs of Detroit was spent mainly trying to outwit her six creative siblings.  When she wasn’t working on the next soul crushing jab, she sharpened her imagination on romantic literature and day dreamed about her knight in shining armor.

It didn’t take long for this hairdresser by trade to turn her passion for reading romances into writing her own unique love stories.  Susan lives her life finding laughter in all situations, and delights in marrying sarcasm with romance to create realistic falling-in-love stories in the unlikeliest of scenarios.  

Susan lives on the shores of Lake Huron with her real life knight in shining armor and enjoys watching their three children learn the art of sarcasm and wit. 

Twitter handle: @susanvaughn1124

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/susan.vereeckevaughn
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