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NINETEEN

heo clung to the edge of the firelight. She watched as

Alexander laughed and ate s’mores, watched as Wil

talked to Edgar and the other counselors without ever
once looking down and getting lost in her phone.

She wondered when she became the Sinister-Winterbottom
who couldn’t fit in at camp.

She wondered if maybe they’d all be better off if she went
into the tie-dye room without the magnifying glass and the
stopwatch. Could something like that really change her brain?
Or did 1t just give Alexander and Wil the permission they
needed to blend in, to join the group, to relax?

Maybe all this time they’d been making themselves
unhappy, running around, looking for mysteries so they’d have
something to focus on besides missing their parents. Maybe
their parents really had decided to take the summer off. Theo
had been told she was exhausting. Never by her parents, but
what if they felt that way, too? What if they needed a break...
from her?

What if the room didn’t change brains at all? If everyone
noticed the words and messages, and didn’t think they were a



threat? What if Wil and Alexander had gotten to this camp and
realized they had a chance to have fun, and they were taking it,
and Theo was going to be left out because she couldn’t accept
that things were okay? Because she couldn’t stop the hive of
bees in her chest from making her act out so she could quiet
that buzzing?

She had thought she was the most suited to camp, but
maybe she had been wrong. Was she the weird kid crawling
under a building, hiding from a normal, fun summer?

Theo made her way over and sat next to Alexander. He
smiled at her, then went back to his boondoggle. He was
already an inch in, carefully weaving the fluorescent plastic
threads in their pattern.

“Nice,” Theo said.
“Thanks! I think so, too!”

“l wish these were deconstructed s’mores,” Theo said,
referencing Alexander’s amazing invention that he had
debuted at the Sanguine Spa. “Though I really don’t want to
eat any more marshmallows after our rabies decoy.”

“Regular s’mores are the best kind! I like regular
everything.”

Alexander didn’t like regular things. But she wasn’t here to
argue about s’mores. Theo leaned closer, lowering her voice.
“Have you been able to snoop? What happened at dinner? I
missed it.”

“Oh, it was great! There were corn dogs and tater tots and
everything was lukewarm and I’m not sure how long it was
sitting out, but there sure was a lot of it
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“A lukewarm buffet food service? Are you okay?” Theo
had watched Alexander only eat fruit rather than risk
contaminated food. He always said buffet and no way rhymed
for a reason. And that reason definitely wasn’t spelling,



because it made no sense for them to rhyme based on how
they were spelled.

“Yeah! There was juice, too, and chocolate milk.”
“What about the food-safety protocols?”

Alexander shrugged. “It’s not my job to worry about those.
It’s my job to have the best summer for every kid.”

“Well, I found some stuff. Do you want to know what I
found?” The book was digging into her stomach under her
shirt.

Alexander shrugged again, eyes on his boondoggle. “If you
want to tell me, I guess.”

“Don’t you care? About all the mysteries? About why we
came here?”

Alexander met her gaze, the flickering fire reflected in his
eyes, so they didn’t look the same color as her own anymore.
“We came here to have the best summer for every kid.
Mysteries aren’t on the schedule. The schedule is fun. Besides,
mysteries aren’t really my thing. I like sports.”

Theo gasped in shock. “You do not.”
“I do.”

“Name one sport you like!”

“I can’t.”

Theo was about to crow triumphantly when Alexander
continued. “I can’t name only one, because | like them all. All
the most popular sports.”

“They stole your book!” Theo blurted, trying to say
something, anything that would get a normal reaction.

“My book?” Alexander frowned, as though trying to
remember. Then he shrugged. “Well, it’s summertime. No kids
read for fun during the summer.”



“That boondoggle’s looking great, Alex!” Ricky said,
giving him a thumbs-up from a couple seats away.

“Actually, it’s Alexander,” Theo said.

Alexander went back to looking at his boondoggle. “That’s
all right. I don’t mind Alex.”

Theo went cold in spite of the fire. “Yes, you do.”

“No, I don’t. Alex is much more common. Besides,
Alexander 1s a lot of syllables to expect someone to use. What
an inconvenience!”

“Your name isn’t an inconvenience!”

“I don’t mind. You can start calling me Alex like everyone
else, too. It’s nice to do what everyone else does.”

Theo couldn’t take this anymore. She stalked off into the
darkness, and Alexander didn’t even call to her to be careful,
or to take a light, or to advise her on which animals might be
lurking outside at night in this region. Theo found a quiet spot
next to a cabin and sat on the ground with her back against the
wall. She wrapped her arms around her legs, hugging her
knees to her chest.

That wasn’t Alexander.
Not really.

She had always wanted him to take things a little less
seriously, to be able to have more fun, but not like that. This
wasn’t some version of Alexander that had always been there,
waiting to break free as he mastered his fears and anxieties.
This was a version where everything that made Alexander
special, extraordinary, unique, himself was pushed down,
hidden, pretended away. Made to fit whatever was easiest for
other people to deal with. So that he’d be the most convenient
twelve-year-old for a place like this.



Theo wanted to burst into the office and demand answers,
to go back to the tie-dye hut and tear it apart. But if she acted
out, they’d send her to the other camp she’d heard Dr. Jay
mention. She’d be separated from Alexander now that he
needed her the most. Or rather, now that he seemed not to need
her at all.

But that made her certain he needed her more than ever.
Now she not only had to be brave for both of them, she also
had to be cautious for both of them. Because their mother’s
letter had told her to be brave and Alexander to be cautious,
but if they had taken away what made Alexander Alexander,
then he wouldn’t be cautious anymore. She’d have to do it.

And Wil wasn’t even using her phone like the letter said
to! Theo couldn’t exactly do that for her.

She had to fix this, and she had to fix this fast. It was all up
to Theo.

But where to start? Certainly not with any of the
counselors. They were useless. No, the only person who could
give her answers was the only other person who didn’t fit in
here at all.

“Henry,” Theo said aloud.

“What?” a voice answered from beneath the cabin next to
her.



