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one

“Stacy, what in the world do you think you’re doing?” Dr. Deena Bradley stared down at her sister—seven months pregnant, plopped on top of a bulging suitcase. The lid had caved in under Stacy, and clothing protruded from the gaping sides.

“Packing.” Stacy tugged impatiently at the zipper. “Or trying to, but it won’t shut. Packing these maternity clothes is like packing parachutes.”

Deena reached out her hand to pull her sister from the suitcase. “The only place you’re going is to bed. Remember what the doctor said.”

“Get away.” Stacy slapped Deena’s hands away, and her pointed chin lifted a notch. “Evie’s camp starts in three days.”

Blue eyes met blue eyes. When her sister’s chin came up like this, Deena knew she was sunk. While Deena had two years and almost six inches over her, Stacy had inherited the genes for stubbornness.

Deena put her hands on her hips. There had to be a few genes for stubbornness in her DNA chain. And even if there weren’t, she knew the one sure way to get Stacy back in bed. “Don’t make me call Jeff.”

Stacy’s features changed abruptly at the mention of her husband’s name. “Oh, Deena. You can’t do that. Please don’t ask him to come home from work early. He thinks his poetry is soothing, but it’s driving me crazy. One more ode to our unborn child and I’m burning his rhyming dictionary.”

Deena hid a smile. Jeff had a great heart but wrote terrible poetry. His last work, read at Thanksgiving, dealt with grief over a man’s inability to become pregnant. “I won’t call him, but you’ve got to get back in bed.” She closed her fingers around Stacy’s petite wrists and leaned backward, helping her up from the suitcase.

Tucking Stacy into the king-size bed, Deena perched on the edge. “You know, bed rest isn’t the end of the world.”

Stacy stared at her as if she were crazy. “I can’t just lie here for eight weeks.”

“Yes, you can. School’s out, remember?”

“Yeah, but I’m snack mom for Jack’s soccer camp. And I’m chaperoning five girls at Camp Bald Eagle, remember?”

“I’ll buy snacks for Jack’s team, and you can send Evie to camp without you.”

“Send Evie alone?” Stacy shook her head. “No way. She’ll just get into trouble.”

“So keep her home, then.”

“Not an option.” Stacy’s chin came up. “She needs this camp.”

“So send her, then. How much trouble can a kid get into at a church camp?”

Stacy just lifted her brows.

“She’s twelve. You have to let go sometime.”

“And sometimes you’ve got to know when to hold on.” Stacy pleated the fabric of the embroidered ivory bedspread. “She’s got the hormone thing starting. One minute she’s happy, the next in tears. Everything I say to her is wrong, and then she just wants to cuddle.”

She pushed the covers back, but Deena pulled them up just as firmly. “Stacy, stop it.”

“I appreciate you coming and all.” Stacy pushed the covers off again. “But I know how busy you are with your lab and your experiments. There are some snickerdoodles on the counter. You ought to take some when you go.”

“I’m not going anywhere.” Not that she hadn’t had one eye on the clock. “And neither are you.”

“If I back out now, the church is going to have a hard time finding someone to replace me.”

Deena stared at the hollows under her sister’s eyes, the paleness of her skin, the fingers so swollen from pregnancy that she couldn’t even wear her wedding ring. “They’ll find someone. It isn’t something for you to worry about.”

“I’m her mother, Deena. It’s my job to worry.”

The unspoken “If you had children, you would understand” hung in the air between them. Just as it had when Stacy had dropped out of graduate school just credits shy of her master’s degree in physics. And before that when Stacy had traded her fitness club membership so her son could play on a fancy sports team.

Rising, Deena crossed the room to pull back the lace curtain. Like everything else in the house, it was old but lovingly cared for.

She peered into the backyard. No, she didn’t understand how someone could love others so much and always put herself last. But then again, Stacy could never seem to accept Deena’s choices either. “You bury yourself in work,” Stacy always accused. “You have no life.”

A stockade fence in which no two posts stood the same height surrounded a yard desperately in need of a good mowing. Jeff had built the fence, just as he had Jack’s tree house, which Deena always referred to as the Leaning Tower of Pizza. That thing just couldn’t be safe.

Her world was completely different. Instead of tree houses, backyard baseball games, and kids, Deena had her laboratory at the University of Connecticut Health Center. Her cell culture room might not seem very cozy to other people, but Deena loved the small room with an incubator keeping tissue samples cold and the sterile work area behind a plate glass hood. She felt at home among the glass pipettes and trays of subculture plates. Deena might not be good at reading bedtime stories, but she was very good at reading the story the cell samples told her as she studied them beneath her inverted microscope.

Jack walked into the backyard along with Godzilla, their harlequin Great Dane. Where was Evie? Deena wouldn’t have put it past the girl to be planning another prank. The other night Stacy had called her in despair because Evie had gotten on the intercom at the local supermarket and announced a half-price doughnut sale at the bakery. “What am I going to do with her?” Stacy had said.

The pranks were harmless but seemed to be escalating. Stacy wouldn’t send Evie alone to camp, and if Evie stayed home, she’d make it impossible for Stacy to rest. There was only one solution.

Deena let the curtain fall back into place. “I’ll go, Stace. I’ll take your place at the camp.”

Stacy laughed. “You’re kidding, right?”

“No.”

“You’re brilliant, Deena, and you’ll probably cure breast cancer someday. But when it comes to kids …” Stacy shook her head sadly. “Let’s just say you aren’t Mary Poppins.”

Deena lifted her eyebrows. “I may not have children, but I have Mr. Crackers. I understand regular care and feeding.”

“These are kids, not a parrot. You’d have a nervous breakdown within three days. You have to build up your endurance before you can be around kids full-time.”

“I made it through Christmas and Easter, remember?”

“Holidays are different. Besides, this is a Christian camp.”

“I’m a Christian.”

“You need to be able to model your faith, Deena, pray with the kids, and help them understand how much God loves them.”

“I can do that.” Deena lifted a photograph off the top of the mahogany dresser. The picture was an old one now, taken when her mother was still in good health. Before the breast cancer.

In the picture her mother was the exact age Deena was now, and the similarities were striking. They had the same arched black eyebrows, fair skin, and light blue eyes. Their smiles matched, as did the single freckle on the left side of Deena’s mouth. The only difference was their hairstyle. Evelyn had worn hers in a wavy, shoulder-length shag; Deena preferred a modified pixie cut.

“I have to drag you to church,” Stacy pointed out.

“I have a very busy schedule,” Deena hedged. “Mine isn’t a nine-to-five kind of job.”

Stacy pulled herself higher against the pillows. “Exactly. You haven’t taken a vacation in years. Are you telling me that you would take a week off?”

What would her mother have looked like now? Deena set the photograph back on the dresser. She’d have to clear it with Dr. Chin, but she thought Olson and Papish, both highly trained researchers, could fill in for her. “Yes. I’ll take my laptop and keep tabs from the jungle.”

“Not a jungle, Deena. Northwestern Connecticut. The foothills of the Berkshires.”

“You know what I mean.” Deena swallowed. “So what do you think?”

“I don’t think you can do it.”

Deena feared her sister might be right, but she was more afraid of losing her sister than failing as a camp counselor. “Stacy, I’ll take good care of Evie. I promise.”

Stacy’s face turned very red, just as it always did when she was about to cry. Her sister had inherited not only the stubborn genes but also the emotional ones. Her nose turned red at the tip. Her lips trembled, but her eyes held a mixture of relief and gratitude. “Are you sure?”

Deena looked around for the box of tissues. “Yeah, Stacy, I’m sure.”

Stacy sighed. “I know Evie can’t stay here, and I can’t go to camp. So thank you, Deena. I’ll call Pastor Rich first thing in the morning.”


two

Deena was bent over unpacking her suitcase when she felt a thump on her shoulder. Screaming, she spun around, ready to battle whatever monster had jumped onto her inside this awful, musty-smelling cabin. It was only Evie, though, who stood behind her, grinning broadly. The other girls were laughing, too.

“Got you, Aunt Deena,” Evie said. “Got you good.”

“That you did.” Deena struggled to take the prank with good humor. Her nerves still jangled from that two-hour bus ride. All that screaming—and if she heard one more rendition of “Ninety-nine Bottles of Root Beer on the Wall,” she’d have to be institutionalized. What had she gotten herself into?

She forced a smile. “I thought a bat landed on my shoulder.”

“Bats are nocturnal,” a small girl with Clark Kent glasses and honey-colored hair said. Her camp T-shirt, the same one Deena and the others wore, looked about six sizes too big for her.

“Yes, they are,” Deena agreed. “Unless they’re rabid.”

This of course turned out to be the completely wrong thing to say because it immediately caused all the girls to flutter around in girlish horror, requiring Deena to assure them the possibility of a rabid bat flying into their cabin was practically nonexistent.

“Well, if one came in,” said a pretty blond-haired girl wearing way too much makeup, “I’d, like, spray it with my Freeze and Shine.”

“You can’t kill a bat with hairspray.” A red-haired girl, also wearing heavy eye makeup, punctuated her sentence with a huge pink bubble. Deena watched in fascination as it grew to the size of the girl’s head before shriveling and then disappearing back into her mouth.

“Maybe not kill it,” the blond agreed, “but it’d stun it for sure. Spray enough of it and Freeze and Shine could, like, plaster that bat to the cabin wall.”

Deena sat down on the bed. This wasn’t going as she’d expected. Not at all. Somehow she’d pictured the kids more like her grad students, respectful of her professorial status and eager to learn from her. She’d pictured herself showing them the constellations at night, not debating the holding power of Freeze and Shine hairspray. She deliberately pushed Stacy’s voice to the back of her mind. Stacy didn’t think she would last three days. Deena would make the full week even if it killed her.

And it very well might. The cabin smelled musty and wasn’t air-conditioned. The bunk beds had mattresses that felt like they’d been stuffed with straw, and she hadn’t seen a single power outlet for her laptop.

“Hey.” A dark-skinned, heavyset girl with gorgeous curly black hair peered down at the cage at Deena’s feet. “Is that a bird?”

The girl tried to peek beneath the cloth covering, but Deena moved the cage protectively closer. “He’s an African Grey. A parrot,” she clarified. Stacy had been very specific that she needed to speak like a person and not a scientist.

“What’s his name? Can I see him? Does he bite?” The questions came faster and louder, overlapping. It seemed the girls didn’t want answers as much as they wanted to be the one voice that would be heard above all others.

Before she could stop it, someone lifted the cloth covering. A big “ooh” went up as Mr. Crackers flexed his back.

“Hello,” the dark-haired girl said. “Polly want a cracker?”

Mr. Crackers looked terrified. He said, “Shake your groove thing.”

Music was one of Deena’s guilty pleasures, especially pop rock, and the bird had picked up a lot of lyrics as a result. She jerked the cloth back in place. “Let the bird rest, okay? You can see him later.”

She could have left the bird home with one of her grad students, but Deena hadn’t been able to bring herself to do so. Having adopted Mr. Crackers from a former colleague, she suspected the parrot had abandonment issues complicated by low self-esteem.

She ran her fingers through her hair. Think, Deena. This is just like when you were a graduate student and Dr. English handed you that stack of data and asked you to make sense of it. And it was an impossible mess until you sorted it out, broke it down into categories, and organized it. Possibly the same technique could be used with kids. First she would gather data.

Deena pulled out her clipboard. Just holding it in her hands made her feel more like herself. “Okay,” she said loudly, drowning out the voices eagerly swapping information about what pets had been left at home. “I’m going to take roll call. Please tell me a bit about yourself.” She looked at the first name. “Alyssa Rossi?”

The small, honey-colored-haired girl raised her arm. “Here.”

“You want to tell me something about yourself?”

Alyssa dug into her shorts pocket and pulled out a folded piece of paper. “My uncle said to give you this.”

The list was a duplicate of the one Deena had in Alyssa’s file. Prior to coming to the camp, Deena had been given information about each of the girls. Alyssa was the allergy girl—dust, mites, pollen, mold, pine, pet dander, bees, grass…. The girl also had moderate asthma, mostly triggered by pollution, anxiety, or intense physical activity. Deena was supposed to carry a rescue inhaler and EpiPen on her at all times.

“Anything else? Special interests?”

The girl shook her head. “None.”

“Okay, then,” Deena said. “Evie Matthews?”

“Present and accounted for.” Evie saluted her.

“What do you like to do for fun?” Deena tried a more specific question this time.

“Play video games and listen to my Zune.”

“Oh, what tunes?” Deena asked, genuinely enjoying the opportunity to get to know her niece better.

“Not tunes,” Evie corrected. “Zune. It’s sort of like an iPod, but Microsoft makes it and you can download videos and squirt music.”

Deena had no idea what squirting music meant. In fact, it sounded kind of gross. She didn’t want to look stupid by asking more, so she turned to the next name on her list. “Thank you, Evie. Now, who’s Lourdes Sanchez?”

The heavyset girl with the gorgeous black hair raised her hand. “That’s me.” The minute she opened her mouth, Deena spied a full set of braces complete with purple and red rubber bands crisscrossing in an elaborate pattern. “I play the guitar and like writing. My dad is the music minister at our church.”

“What kind of writing?” Deena prompted, thinking she might be on more familiar ground here.

“I blog, mostly.”

“Are you on, like, MySpace or Facebook?” asked the pretty blond who had brought the Freeze and Shine hairspray. “MySpace,” Lourdes informed her.

“You’re Britty, right?” Deena smiled encouragingly at the blond. “Britty Trekland?”

“Yeah. I like hanging out with my friends.” Here she paused to grin at the red-haired girl next to her. “Taylor and I are cousins.”

Taylor Anderson, the redhead, also wore a copious amount of makeup and chewed vigorously on a wad of gum. “Britty’s parents and mine are going on vacation to Switzerland for a week, so they sent us here. They said it was a good deal.”

“Well,” Deena said bravely, “I’m sure we’re all going to become good friends.”

There was general agreement, and Taylor sealed the deal by unveiling half a suitcase full of candy. Each girl took a piece of chocolate, except for Allergy Girl, who reluctantly settled on a Life Saver after carefully reading the ingredients list. The girls held up their candy as if they were making a toast. “To friends,” Taylor said. The others echoed her and popped the candy into their mouths.

“Okay, then,” Deena said. “What’s next?” Evie was already in motion. “Explore. We want to explore the camp!”
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Hours later Deena turned off the cabin lights and climbed into the top bunk. The mattress, lumpy as it was, felt like heaven as she settled herself beneath the cool sheets.

Below her Alyssa stirred, gently shaking the boards of the wooden bunk. No problem—an earthquake couldn’t have kept Deena awake. She put her hand under her pillow in her sleeping position.

She smiled. It had been a good day. They’d seen the archery fields, the pool, and the stables. They’d wanted to see the boys’ cabins, but she’d talked them into a nature walk instead. The hike had been hugely successful. They’d watched a family of white-tailed deer bound through the woods, picked flowers in a field full of daisies, and pretended a fallen log was a balance beam and practiced leaping dismounts. After dinner, Pastor Rich had led an upbeat praise and worship time that had included a guest appearance by a Christian magician.

“Miss Deena?”

She opened one eye, listened, and then closed it again. Just that one little motion seemed to take all the energy she had. “Miss Deena?” the voice whispered in the darkness.

Good grief. It was past midnight. Where did anyone get the energy? Deena rolled to the edge of the bunk and peered over the edge. “You okay, Alyssa?”

“I think I need my allergy medication.”

“Oh, honey,” Deena said sympathetically. The girl was probably homesick. This wasn’t particularly surprising. “You took your allergy medicine right after dinner.”

“I know.” A pause. “But I think I’m having an allergic reaction.”

An allergic reaction? Deena opened both eyes. “What are your symptoms?” It was entirely possible there’d been something in those sloppy joe sandwiches. Deena hadn’t digested them very well herself.

“I itch.” In the darkness Alyssa’s voice sounded small and youthful. “My arm is super itchy.”

Deena felt for the slats of the bunk ladder with her feet and crawled down the side of the bunk bed. She nearly tripped over a pair of sneakers as she retrieved the flashlight from the night table. “Show me.”

The girl, pale and elfin-looking in yet another man-sized T-shirt, held out a thin white arm.

It was red where Alyssa had been scratching, and Deena could just make out a few small red bumps. “I don’t think it’s an allergic reaction, honey. I think you got bit by a couple of very hungry mosquitoes.” She patted the girl’s shoulder. “We’ll put some Benadryl cream on it and you’ll feel much better.”

“Maybe I should use my rescue inhaler.”

“Are you having trouble breathing?”

The girl shook her head.

“Then let’s try the cream first.”

As she shuffled her way through the darkness to her first-aid kit, Deena felt her legs begin to itch. And a spot on her arm, too.

The beam of light found her medical supplies. She searched its contents as quietly as she could, all the while trying to ignore the way her skin itched.

Tube of Benadryl in her hand, she journeyed back to Alyssa. Halfway there, another small voice spoke out of the darkness. “Can I have some, too? My legs really itch.”

The voice belonged to Lourdes. Deena turned toward her. “You got bitten, too?” Deena had read all the guide books that Stacy had recommended, even spent time at the local sports shop, peppering the salesperson with questions about camping and hiking. She’d thought she was prepared for anything, but evidently she hadn’t counted on the mosquitoes here being so aggressive. From now on she’d make them wear the heavy-duty repellent, not the one that had looked chemically safer for everyone.

“Me, too,” Evie said. “My legs really itch.”

“And me,” Taylor called out.

“Count me in,” Britty added. “I would have said something sooner, but I didn’t want to wake everyone.”

Deena turned on the lights. The girls all gathered around her and extended their arms and legs, all dotted with bite marks and red from scratching.

She began dispensing the Benadryl cream and sympathy. It was going to be a long, long night.


three

The small room they’d given him was no bigger than an oversized closet. At six feet four inches, Spencer Rossi was pretty sure he could lie down and span the length of the room.

He wasn’t used to working indoors or having an office, and certainly not being called a nurse. None of these really mattered, though. He’d packed up the house, kenneled his dog, and driven a hundred miles with a kid who had barely spoken to him the entire way. Now he prayed God would do the rest.

He put down the MCAT study guide and took a sip of coffee. Six thirty in the morning. Miss Miriam, the retired nurse who had also volunteered to help at the camp, would be in at eight. Until then, he’d enjoy the solitude. Soon the kids would trickle in for their daily medications. The number of kids on everything from antidepressants to allergy medications amazed him. It hadn’t been that way when he and Evan were kids.

“Hello? Are you the camp nurse?”

Spencer looked up as a tall woman with spiky black hair walked into his room. His first thought was that Wonder Woman herself had landed in his clinic. She had light blue eyes and skin the color of fresh cream. Her long legs looked capable of running down the fastest villain, and her waist looked about the size of his watchband.

“Yes. Spencer Rossi.” He extended his hand. “How can I help you?”

Wonder Woman shook his hand. “I’m Deena Bradley. We’ve been up all night itching.”

For the first time Spence allowed himself to notice the small group of girls peering around the doorway.

“I thought we’d been bitten by something yesterday,” Deena said, “but it’s getting worse. Benadryl helps, but it doesn’t really stop the itching.”

“Let me take a look.” Spence bent to pull a pair of latex gloves out of a drawer, and when he straightened, he found himself looking into his niece’s large green eyes. “Alyssa?”

The girl produced her arm unhappily. “Hi, Uncle Spence.”

“Wait a minute,” Deena interrupted. “You’re her uncle?”

“And guardian,” Spence stated, wanting to make it perfectly clear to Wonder Woman that he wasn’t just a relative. Alyssa was his child, and whoever failed to take good care of her would answer to him.

As usual, though, he could tell he’d said the wrong thing. Alyssa stepped back from him and would have moved farther away except he was holding her arm.

“It started last night,” Deena explained. “You think maybe it’s chigger bites? Bedbugs?”

Spencer turned his niece’s arm over and examined both sides. “Nope. Poison ivy.”

“Poison ivy?”

“Poison ivy—as in that shiny green plant with three leaves and a red stem.”

“I know what poison ivy looks like.” Deena riffled her hand through her short hair, making it spikier than ever. “I can’t believe I missed it.”

Deena didn’t look like the kind of woman who spent much time outdoors. “Lots of people wander right into it. What we need to do is make sure we wash all the oils off your skin and under your fingernails so you don’t spread it to other parts of your body.”

“Girls, I am so sorry.”

Spence shrugged. As a wilderness paramedic, he’d seen his share of people baffled by nature. Weekend warriors who thought it would be fun to climb Mount Washington and then the weather turned. Or thrill seekers who found out the hard way that the great outdoors wasn’t one big theme park.

He examined Alyssa’s legs and the backs of her arms. “You have this rash anywhere else, honey?”

“No.”

His niece looked even more awful than usual. Extremely pale, she had huge purple shadows under her eyes and a pinched look around her mouth. Small for her age, the camp shirt—which admittedly he’d ordered in the wrong size—all but swallowed her small frame.

Spence reached for the Tecnu gel and tried to hold his worries in check. With all Alyssa’s allergies, she might get a really bad case of poison ivy and need steroids, possibly a trip to the emergency room. He’d hoped this camp would bring them closer together, not add another brick in the wall.

“So where’d you run into the ivy?” Spence rubbed some Tecnu gel on an arm so thin it all but disappeared in his hand.

“In the woods.” This came not from Alyssa or the woman, but from a tall girl with copper-colored hair. “We saw deer and found a cool meadow.”

Spence frowned. “Did you check yourselves for ticks? I know it seems like it’s fun to explore the woods.” Here he paused to give Deena a significant look. “But if you don’t know what you’re doing, you should stay on the path.”

Deena’s cheeks reddened, and her lips pressed more tightly together. Good. She got the message.

He led his niece to the tiny sink. He washed her arm, dried it, and then smoothed calamine lotion over the area. She let him take care of her, but it was as if they were nothing more than doctor and patient. He wondered if it would always be like that.

He finished with Alyssa and started to work on the next girl, a pretty blond with a high ponytail and a lot of eye makeup. She had a good-sized patch of poison ivy on both her legs, which she probably got, she said cheerfully, when they’d found a fallen log and taken turns jumping off it into the grass. “We, like, had a contest to see who could jump the farthest. Evie won,” she said, pointing to the tall, copper-haired girl.

The next girl, except for the red hair, was almost identical to the first in clothing, hair, and makeup. In his six months of parenting experience, Spence had visited the middle school enough to know that girls this age wanted nothing more than to look exactly like each other. Same straight hair, heavy eye makeup, jeans, and those open-buttoned shirts with the tank—no, that cami thing—beneath.

Spence cleaned the redhead’s poison ivy, all the while wondering if any of these girls would become friends with Alyssa. If Alyssa would let them get close. If his niece would let anyone get close.

He finished with a Hispanic girl with large brown eyes and braces and the copper-haired girl named Evie; then it was Wonder Woman’s turn to perch on top of the exam table.

She extended a lily white arm that looked as though no SPF sunscreen would be able to keep it from burning. Spence figured she’d be back in his clinic within the next forty-eight hours, wondering why her skin was lobster red.

A huge red bubble, about the size of a half-dollar, covered the soft skin on the inside of her arm. It probably itched like the devil, but the woman met his eyes without flinching when he doused it with the gel.

“That one is going to burst open and ooze,” he warned her. “I’m going to go ahead and wrap it up now.”

“Thank you,” Deena said.

He pulled out a Coban bandage and some gauze pads. It occurred to him that this was a perfect opportunity to talk to Alyssa’s cabin counselor, just to make sure she was on top of things.

“Girls,” he said, “I need to talk to Miss Deena in private. Why don’t you go next door to the commissary and get some candy. Ask Miss Suzie to put it on my tab.”

The girls shot out of his clinic like sprinters out of the blocks. Good. He wrapped the gauze around the blistered patch on Deena’s arm. “So—you have much camping experience?”

“None,” Deena said.

Spence slowed his work as another red flag went up. “But you have a lot of experience with kids, right?”

“Not really.”

He stopped bandaging her arm. “But you have some experience with kids.”

“Well, I was a kid a long time ago. And I’m an aunt.”

Spence frowned. Until six months ago, he’d been an uncle—a rather uninvolved uncle—so this didn’t build credibility in his eyes. “So how did you happen to end up being a camp counselor?”

“Oh, it’s a long story.”

“I have time.”

Deena raised an eyebrow. Not one of those overly plucked eyebrows that a lot of women favored, but a real eyebrow. A strong, arched eyebrow. “What is it, exactly, that you want to know?”

“I’m just trying to get to know you a little better.” He cut the Coban and pressed it flat. “It’s just that my … well, Alyssa, she’s been through a lot.” He hesitated, dreading this next part but knowing he had to tell her for Alyssa’s sake. “She lost both her parents in a car accident six months ago.” He kept his voice steady and ignored the sharp prick the words made in his heart. “It’s been kind of rough.”

Deena nodded sympathetically. “I’m so sorry. Pastor Rich discussed this a little with me when he went over cabin assignments.” A trace of a smile softened the corners of her mouth. “If it eases your mind to know more about me, I’m thirty-five years old and have a PhD in pharmacology. I work at the University of Connecticut as a researcher in the Health Center. Breast cancer is my field. I’m not a medical doctor, but I’ll take good care of her.”

Spence cleaned the blistered patch on her leg and tried to sort out his thoughts. He respected Pastor Rich but still felt a bit uneasy with the camp director’s decision to place Alyssa with Deena. He liked that she had a PhD but worried about her lack of experience with kids. “Alyssa’s fragile. She’s got moderate asthma and a list of allergies a mile long. Sometimes she forgets to take her medicine, so please be sure she comes to see me twice daily.”

“Twice daily,” Deena repeated.

“And keep her out of the pool today so the poison ivy has a chance to start drying up. Oh, and make sure she stays hydrated and wears sunscreen. She’s quite fair-skinned.”

“Got it.” Deena hopped off the table. She had to be close to six feet tall, and when she put her hands on her hips, he couldn’t help but imagine her in the red boots and Wonder Woman corset. He had to stop thinking about her like that. “Anything else?”

“No.” Yes. A hundred other things flashed through his brain. Things like Alyssa would eat the treetop of her broccoli spear but not the trunk and no other vegetable. Like she was half blind without her glasses and not especially good-humored in the morning. She disliked his choice of music and sneezed when his dog entered the room. In short, Alyssa hated him, hated living with him, and did everything in her power to let him know it.

He stared at the woman in front of him, wanting to lay this knowledge at her feet in the hopes that she could somehow fix things, but he knew it would do absolutely no good. Unfortunately, Deena had even less experience with kids than he did.

“You’re staring.”

Spence pulled out his best grin. “I was just thinking that before you leave I should print out a picture of what poison ivy looks like. You know, just in case you happen to see it again.”

Deena stiffened slightly. “I may be rusty on classifying plants, but I don’t need a photograph.” Back straight, she marched from the room in a huff.

When he’d insisted that Alyssa attend this camp, he’d been picturing someone else entirely in the role of cabin counselor. In his mind’s eye, he’d pictured a woman with the godliness of Mother Teresa and the maternal skills of June Cleaver.

Instead, he’d gotten Wonder Woman meets Madame Curie. He struggled to conceal a wave of disappointment. Just what was God thinking, sending a scientist into Alyssa’s life?
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