
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      The Rainbow Race

    

    




      
        Cate Summers

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        The Rainbow Race

        Copyright © 2020 by Cate Summers

      

      

      

      All rights reserved. Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without the prior written permission of the copyright owner of this book. This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, brands, media, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

      ISBN 9798689681023

      
        
        _________________________________________

        Cover Design by Chloe Hatler

        instagram.com/chloehatlerartist

      

      

      
        
        Sign up for Cate’s newsletter at

        catesummers.com

      

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        1

      

      
        2

      

      
        3

      

      
        4

      

      
        5

      

      
        6

      

      
        7

      

      
        8

      

      
        9

      

      
        10

      

      
        11

      

      
        12

      

      
        13

      

      
        14

      

      
        15

      

      
        16

      

      
        17

      

      
        18

      

      
        19

      

      
        20

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    

  



    
      The Rainbow Race

    

    




      
        Cate Summers

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            1

          

        

      

    

    
      My eyes closed as I imagined myself sinking back into a large, cushy first-class seat on the most expensive airline in the world. The plane was dark and cool and my feet were reclined. A flight attendant came up the aisle holding a glittering silver tray.

      “Ms. Eleanor…” Her voice came out as a calm, soothing whisper. “Your strawberry lemonade and double stuffed Oreos.”

      I smiled at the sleeve of cookies that were all for me. I leaned forward, parting my glossed lips to take a sip of lemonade from the curly neon pink straw when a kick to the back of my seat jolted me out of my daydream.

      In the hard and stiff passenger seat that was covered in fabric so itchy it might as well have been a patch of poison ivy, I turned around and sighed at my youngest brother.

      “Petey, can you please not do that?”

      Petey crossed his arms and huffed, making his tuft of red hair, which was just as bright as mine, flop up and down. He waited approximately two seconds in sulking mode before attacking my seat again with a barrage of toddler-sandaled kicks.

      I pinched the bridge of my nose and tried to remain patient. I was the oldest and at seventeen it was my responsibility to be patient and kind.

      “We’re bored,” Keenan whined from the middle car seat in the back.

      “So bored,” Connor added, rolling his eyes from the car seat beside him.

      Keenan and Connor were my younger twin brothers and they looked like freckle-faced sardines crammed into the back seat of Mom’s ancient sedan.

      “We’re hot,” Keenan grumbled.

      “So hot,” Connor agreed, tugging at his seat belt.

      “Yeah, it’s hot.” I gave them a small smile. It was the beginning of summer in Oregon and the air conditioning in the car broke long before my brothers were even born. My stepdad—aka: my brothers’ dad—worked odd jobs with unsteady work, so an upgraded car wasn’t in our future. We had the windows rolled down to try to cool off, but the forest air felt humid and we were baking like five red velvet cupcakes without the cream cheese frosting.

      “Just imagine you’re in one of those fancy European saunas,” Mom said, glancing at the twins in the rearview mirror. “People pay lots of money to be this hot, you know.”

      Keenan and Connor both rolled their eyes, perfectly synchronized, as always.

      Mom winked at me and then focused on the uneven dirt road taking us through the lush forest, which smelled thick with the scent of pine and rich earth. Beams of dazzling sunlight drifted down through the dancing green leaves above us. I pushed my cheap sunglasses to the top of my nose and closed my eyes again, wishing I could afford a European sauna.

      Instead, Mom was driving me to Camp Sunshine—a girls summer camp at a gorgeous lake in the forest outside of Portland. Most people knew the camp for its wonderful outdoor programs, stunning location, and out-of-this-world s’mores. But some of us knew something more. Some of us knew that Camp Sunshine was secretly a meetup for LGBTQ+ girls. The parents didn’t know this, the camp leaders didn’t know this, and even some of the other attendees didn’t know this. The secret rule is that when you receive your Camp Sunshine bracelet in the mail after you register, you decorate the inside with our well-loved rainbow and put it on your left wrist if you’re LGBTQ+.

      I liked girls so I wore mine on my left wrist. Although, it would only be seen if we actually made it up the hill to Camp Sunshine…

      Mom’s beat up old car gave a whine of protest as the unpaved road grew steeper, making me open my eyes again.

      “Um, that doesn’t sound good,” I said, eyeing Mom warily.

      She merely waved a hand at me and laughed. “That’s just the sound of Levi stretching awake,” she said, wearing a joyous grin. “He’s really getting up and going now.”

      I continued to listen for more sounds of distress from “Levi,” which is the name Mom had given her hunk of junk on wheels the day she and my dad bought him with every last dime they’d saved from working in diners, at roadside fruit stands and in surf shops the summer after they got married. My dad bailed a decade ago, but Levi was still hanging in there. Finding Dad on whatever remote island he must be backpacking through would be just as difficult as trying to get child support, so we managed without his help.

      Levi coughed up a puff of gray smoke from his faded blue hood.

      I frowned. “Um, that doesn’t look good,” I said.

      Mom smiled and patted the dashboard affectionately as if she were patting the head of a beloved dog. “Levi will get you there, Eleanor,” she said, grinning over at me and tapping the tip of my nose with her index finger. “Don’t you worry.”

      That was Mom’s philosophy in life: just don’t worry. We were poor and struggling to pay rent each month and I had no idea how we were going to afford college for me. But Mom seemed to think that in order to get by, all we needed was some laughter, a bag of star-shaped marshmallows, and each other. I wasn’t so sure.

      My eyes widened as a near constant stream of smoke billowed from Levi’s hood. I stuck my head out the window and could smell the distinct odor of burned rubber.

      “Mom,” I said, wrinkling my nose. “I’d better walk the rest of the way.”

      “No, no,” Mom said, shaking her head. “Levi is just waiting for his second wind.”

      I raised an eyebrow at her. “And it’ll kick in any second now?”

      “Any second now,” she said, with her undying optimism, just like I knew she would.

      Despite my worries, I smiled softly and leaned over to press a kiss to her freckled cheek that was painted bright pink by the heat. I was used to taking the lead, even in my own family.

      “It’s really fine, Mom,” I said, clasping my hands together as little kicks pummeled the back of my seat again. “It’s not far from here, anyway. Plus, I think Petey’s about three minutes from a meltdown.”

      “And I’m hungry,” Keenan groaned.

      “So hungry,” Connor concurred.

      Mom opened her mouth to protest but at that moment Petey started to cry as he continued kicking my chair relentlessly. At the same time, Levi groaned and sputtered.

      “You sure?” Mom asked, her voice hesitant as she pulled to a stop at the side of the road.

      “Absolutely.” I popped out of the car and opened the trunk. I gathered my heavy pack, which held enough stuff for two weeks, and slipped it on my back. The pack tugged on my long red braids with its well-worn straps as I leaned toward the window to say goodbye to my family.

      “I’m hoooot!” Petey whined.

      “Don’t forget to tell me if you get a letter about the scholarship I applied for,” I said, giving her a serious look.

      “Eleanor, just have fun for once, okay?” Mom said, reaching out to squeeze my wrist. “Money isn’t everything.”

      “I need scholarships, Mom. It’s how I got into this camp, remember?” I said, smiling so she wouldn’t worry about me. Money wasn’t everything, but, boy, it was definitely something.

      “Drive safely!” I waved as the faded blue sedan made a U-turn before rumbling back down the hill. Then I set off marching up the road. By the time I reached the top of the hill and came to the long line of cars waiting to drop girls off at Camp Sunshine, I was sweating buckets.

      My sunglasses kept slipping down my nose, half from sweat and half from the thick layer of sunscreen I’d applied to my pink, freckled skin. The pants of my overalls were covered in the dust kicked up by passing cars. My face felt like the windshield of one of those big interstate trucks (aka: covered in gnats). I was huffing, puffing, and surely the color of a juicy beet.

      At this exact moment, I came across the most stunningly beautiful girl I’d ever seen in my life. I’d walked past nice car after nice car of rolled up windows, girls hidden in their modern-day ice boxes. But the back window of a sleek, black Rolls Royce was down and she was leaning out of it, her chin resting on her crossed arms as she stared up at the treetops.

      Her skin was pale and clear as glass. I imagined that if I grazed my fingertips across her skin it would be as cool as the surface of a still pool. Dark black hair, sleek and straight, contrasted her bright blue eyes which were almost feline looking. Her lips were the color of wild raspberries and parted just slightly in a natural pout. She looked like a goth princess in her high tower, forlorn and hauntingly beautiful.

      As I stepped forward, my hiking boot snapped a twig on the dirt road, the cracking sound filling the air. Her catlike blue eyes darted to me and I froze.

      “Um, hi,” I said. “Hey, there.” My voice came out like the croak of a frog and not the kind of frog that turns into a princess when kissed by another princess. Just a normal, gross, dirt-covered frog. I self-consciously wiped a hand across my glistening brow.

      “I’m Eleanor,” I said with a friendly smile, hoping I didn’t have bugs in between my teeth.

      But the girl just scowled, threw a black, velvet hood over her jet-black hair, and disappeared behind a darkly tinted window. I stood there in surprise as the Rolls Royce rolled away from me, moving with the long line of cars and taking the mysterious girl with it.

      The honk of a car behind me zapped me from my trance and I adjusted my heavy pack on one shoulder before continuing on to the yellow arch that announced Camp Sunshine. I should’ve been wondering what I’d done to offend this girl so terribly that she couldn’t even bear the sight of me for a moment longer. But instead, as I huffed and puffed the rest of the way, I was consumed with wondering something else entirely.

      Which wrist did she wear her camp bracelet on?
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      After heading to Camp Sunshine’s main office, getting signed in and receiving my welcome packet and cabin assignment, I was exhausted. I trudged past the families who were helping their daughters get settled and barely even glanced at the lake that sparkled like a jewel amongst the swaying trees on my way through camp to the Cottontails Cabin. I just wanted a couple minutes of calm and quiet in a bed where I could close my eyes, rest my body, and try not to think about that girl with the startling blue eyes.

      But when I arrived at the log cabin with the cottontail rabbit carved into the wood beneath the sloped rafters, I heard high-pitched shouting. A Gucci hiking boot came flying out the open door, barely missing my head as I was about to step onto the porch with its hanging hammocks. Like any good wartime general, I hurried right into the fray.

      “What in the world…?” I stepped inside the cozy cabin to find chaos. Clothes and shoes and pillows and blankets and makeup and curling irons and more had been flung everywhere. Two girls were crouching beneath a bunk as if trying to hide, one protecting herself with a book and the other with a trail map, while two other girls stood in the destruction with balled fists and red cheeks shouting at each other.

      “Oh, boy.” I sighed, my pack suddenly seeming to weigh twice as much on my back.

      As I set my pack on the floor, I recognized the girls who were shouting. I knew them from the pricey private school we went to (me on a scholarship, them on trust funds). The girl with the curly blonde hair, blue eyes, and perfectly-tanned skin was Regan Riggs. She was all peppy prep school and pale pink bows. The girl facing her with the cool chic style and dark skin, a natural afro, and light green eyes was Bridget Armstrong.

      Both of them wanted to be the best of the best and they traded verbal one-two-punches with each other at every chance of competition they could get. Bridget won the race for student council president, but Regan was voted cheerleading captain. Putting them in a room together was like putting a pack of Mentos into a bottle of Diet Coke.

      “You’re not going to be on my team,” Regan shouted, her perfectly coiled blonde curls bouncing. “No way.”

      “Well, there’s no way you’re going to be on my team,” Bridget shouted back.

      After a little more shouting, I discovered they were talking about the Camp Sunshine Lake Crossing Competition: over the next two weeks, each cabin would have to build some sort of vessel to cross the small lake and the fastest vessel to the finish line would win (or the one that managed to keep afloat the farthest). It was supposed to build teamwork and friendships, but, of course, Bridget and Regan saw it as another chance to one up the other.

      I finally stepped in when the two fired-up girls stormed toward each other and the two peeking out from where they were crouching under the bunk shrieked.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” I said, standing between Bridget and Regan with my arms extended in order to keep them apart. “Let’s try to be calm, okay?”

      Regan and Bridget glared at each other with their chests heaving.

      “I’m sure we can all be mature here and learn to work together despite our past differences,” I said, looking from girl to girl. “I mean, Harvard isn’t going to accept either one of you if you’re in jail for murder.”

      The two girls beneath the bunk and I sighed in relief when this logic seemed to resonate with Bridget and Regan and they stepped back from each other a smidge. I thought I’d managed to defuse the situation, but then Bridget muttered under her breath, “As if Regan stands a chance of getting into Harvard.”

      All of a sudden, I was in the midst of flailing arms and hysterical shrieks. It was like the collision of two tornadoes. All I could do was protect my head and wait for it to be over. Another girl appeared in the doorway of the cabin and ended up saving us.

      “Oh, wow. Is that from the new Marc Jacobs summer collection?” she asked.

      The newcomer was a petite girl with a purple pixie cut and a sharp cat eye of electric blue eyeliner. Regan and Bridget both turned to her and said ‘um, yeah’ at the same time before turning to scowl at one another.

      “She was talking to me,” Regan said, flipping her curls over her shoulder.

      “In your dreams,” Bridget said, eyeing Regan’s head-to-toe pink outfit up and down. “You’d have to pay anyone else big money to wear that.”

      Sensing another explosion coming, I quickly stepped toward them. “I’m sure she was talking to both of you,” I said, turning with pleading eyes to the girl in the doorway.

      She caught my look and nodded. “Totally,” she said, smiling. “I love the total, like, yin and yang energy you girls have.”

      Regan and Bridget eyed each other and I decided to use the tentative peace to introduce myself.

      “I’m Eleanor Willis,” I said, to the newest girl. “And this is Regan Riggs. And Bridget Armstrong.”

      “She said my name first,” Regan whispered to Bridget, before she shook the girl’s hand.

      “Oh, grow up,” Bridget answered, but nevertheless sent me a wrath-filled look.

      “Sylvia Garcia,” the girl said. “I’m over in the Black Bears cabin. I’m kind of bummed that nobody I’m bunking with is wearing the bracelet on her left wrist, if you know what I mean.”

      She eyed the three of our bracelets, which were all on the left, before turning her eyes to me.

      “That is a bummer,” I said, an idea stirring at the back of my mind.

      “And who are you two?” Sylvia asked, bending over to see the two girls, who were eyeing us from beneath the bunk.

      The one shielding her face with the book squeaked in a voice like a mouse, “Jane Berry.”

      Brunette bangs hung over the top of Jane’s round frame glasses, so she had to blow them out of her eyes every few minutes to see. I saw her bracelet on her left wrist.

      “I’m Madelynn Cooke,” said the other girl, who looked ready to swat at anyone who came close with her rolled-up trail map as if they were a mosquito.

      Madelynn was the only one of us who wore the bracelet on her right wrist. Her arms were toned and she had two straight tan lines running along both sides of her face—probably from sunglasses. Her blonde ponytail pooled on the cabin floor next to her as she watched Regan and Bridget suspiciously as if they might go at it again.

      “I spent a week studying the big horn rams up in the Cascade Mountains and even they never butted heads like you two,” she said, shaking her head in disbelief.

      Each girl glowed as if Madelynn had given a compliment just for her before seeing that the other had taken it as a compliment for her. Then they both frowned and crossed their arms with exaggerated huffs.

      “You should see them at dodge ball,” I said and Madelynn laughed while Jane just murmured, “Oh, dear.”

      I’d wanted a bit of rest and relaxation, but it looked like, once again, I had to step up and be the patient and kind leader. I was tired from my hike, but if Cottontail Cabin stood any chance of not getting torn to the ground by Regan and Bridget, it had to be done.

      “Okay then,” I said, finally slipping my pack to the ground. “What if there were a way that everyone here could get what she wants?”

      All the girls looked at me.

      “Bridget and Regan, you could each have a team of your own for the Camp Sunshine Lake Crossing Competition,” I said, omitting ‘to run like a dictatorship’. “Jane, you could have some peace and quiet to read without having to use your book as a shield. Madelynn, you might actually be free to hike one of those trails instead of hiding under that bunk bed for the next two weeks. And, Sylvia, you could be in a cabin with more girls like you.”

      I waved my left wrist at her and winked.

      “Does that sound good to everybody?” I looked from girl to girl and got a nod from each, even though they were reluctant nods from Bridget and Regan.

      “Alright then.” I sucked in a breath, nervous that my plan might not work. “I think the solution is simple: what if Sylvia and Bridget switch cabins?”

      Sylvia’s face immediately lit up. “That’s totally rad with me.”

      One down, I thought. All eyes in the cabin went to Bridget, who was biting her dark burgundy lip while considering my idea.

      “You’re in the Black Bear cabin?” Bridget asked, watching Sylvia nod in confirmation.

      A smile grew on Bridget’s lips. “Okay, I’ll switch,” she said, her eyes flashing at Regan. “The black bear always devours the cottontail.”

      “Actually, the black bear sustains mostly on salmon and berries,” Madelynn interjected. “I took a summer course on them last year.”

      Madelynn raised her trail map defensively when Bridget glared down at her.

      “Let a girl have her moment, okay?” Bridget grumbled before gathering her things.

      So, Bridget moved out, Sylvia moved in, Madelynn crawled out from under the bunk to do some bird watching before the opening ceremonies, and Jane asked in a nervous whisper for a flashlight. She was going to stay under the protection of the bunk for a little while longer ‘just in case’.

      I flopped onto the nearest bed with an exhausted sigh. Crisis averted, I thought, laughing to myself. If only all I had to worry about was leading a cabin in a race across a small lake at summer camp. Regan and Bridget would never have to worry about paying for college, unlike me. I sighed and went to close my eyes but then someone else came into Cottontails Cabin.

      “Hey, girls! I’m Kelly,” the young woman said. “I’m your college counselor. I’ll be helping you out while you’re here at Camp Sunshine. I came to make sure that everything was alright with moving in. I trust you didn’t have any issues?”

      I laughed. “We’re all still alive at least.”
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      The opening ceremonies for Camp Sunshine were in an hour and there was no way I could go meet dozens of girls while stinking like a dumpster diving raccoon. After unpacking, I headed over to the communal showers, which were empty since nobody else had to hike their way to camp because their car was honking on death’s door.

      The rush of cold water rinsed off the dirt and the grime, the sweat and the sunscreen, the tension between Regan and Bridget, but it couldn’t quite rid me of that constant nagging worry about money. I’d applied for a scholarship months ago and any day now I was going to find out whether I got it or not. I was hoping Camp Sunshine might take my mind off of that worry, but so far it had only managed to tighten the knot in my stomach.

      I was massaging shampoo into my hair with the showerhead turned off—a habit from my family’s efforts to save money on our water bill—when I heard the bathroom door open. I sucked in a startled breath when I peeked through the crack between the shower curtain and the white-tiled wall to see it was her, the girl from the Rolls Royce. She had the latest iPhone pressed to her black hoodie as she climbed onto the sink counter across from me and tucked her skinny legs in black designer jeans up to her chest. I kept silent, barely daring to breathe as I watched her squeeze her eyes together painfully and sigh.

      “Dad,” she said, suddenly. “This is like the fifth message I’ve left already.”

      Her voice had some trace of a foreign accent, like a hot cocoa with just a pinch of cinnamon. I was well aware that I was now eavesdropping, but I feared it was already too late to speak up. Soap suds dripped into my eyes as I stood still in the shower.

      “I don’t want to be here,” the girl continued. “I want to leave. I want to go see you in Paris. Dad, please. I don’t know why you aren’t answering me, but please call me back. I… I… just please call me back right away.”

      Through the little crack in the curtain, I watched her pull the phone from her ear and hang up. Her hood and her jet-black hair hung low over her face as she stared at her pale fingers wrapped tightly around her knees. I’d always thought someone with enough money for a Rolls Royce would have enough money to not have a single care in the world. But there wasn’t happiness in the girl’s voice. Something was missing and I felt a sudden desire to find out what.

      It probably wasn’t very smart of me, but I had to say something with my strong desire to help. I just couldn’t stay silent.

      “Um, are you okay?” I asked, my voice quiet. I felt, more than saw, the girl tense. It was as if an electrical current went through the air in the silent bathroom.

      “Who’s there?” she asked, with something close to panic in her voice.

      I was already starting to regret opening my mouth. I wasn’t getting off on the best foot here. I’d stared at her on the road and now I had inadvertently spied on her private phone conversation. Wincing in embarrassment, I tugged back the curtain just enough to poke my head out with a sheepish smile, while lathered shampoo dripped down my long red hair and the sides of my face.

      “You again,” she said, her eyes narrowing at the sight of me.

      “Me,” I said, wearing a wide grin and hoping that a little humor might help to diffuse this awkward situation.

      It didn’t.

      “Why are you following me around?” she asked, her bright blue eyes searching my face as her own cheeks flushed with embarrassment.

      “Well, I was actually here first, so…”

      “Why weren’t you making any noise?” she demanded. “You were trying to listen in on purpose.”

      I shook my head. This was going worse than I expected. “No, not at all. It’s just that it saves a ton of water if you turn it off while you lather and—no, wait!”

      The girl had hopped off the counter and was moving toward the door.

      “I just wanted to see if I could help is all,” I called after her.

      Her dark hair swung like a velvet curtain over her narrow shoulders. “I don’t need any help,” she said, her tone as cutting as a knife. “Just mind your own business.”

      I flinched when the bathroom door slammed behind her. I let the shower curtain fall back into place as I stepped back. That went just about as badly as it could have gone. Going out on a limb, I’d stuck my nose where it didn’t belong and the girl had flicked it, and flicked it hard.

      To add insult to injury, as I stood there running back through our second contentious interaction within two hours the suds from the shampoo dripped all the way into my eyes, which began to burn terribly.

      “Ow, ow, ow!” I wailed as I fumbled blindly for the shower knobs only to be sprayed with ice cold water. “Ah, ah, ah!”

      So far, Camp Sunshine seemed more like Camp Rain Clouds, Camp Thunder and Lightning, Camp Tornadoes and Hurricanes, and I was stuck helpless in the middle of it all.

      As I scrubbed at my stinging eyes, I held onto my one tiny piece of consolation from the whole entire day so far: I had seen which wrist the dark, brooding mystery girl’s bracelet was on when she’d stormed angrily away from me…

      And it was on the left.
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      A massive arch made out of strung-together yellow balloons swayed gently in the afternoon breeze on the sandy shore of the little lake. An excited buzz shifted through all of us sitting cross-legged in the wild grasses. As I waited for the opening ceremonies of Camp Sunshine to finally begin, my eyes shifted through the crowd to find my mystery girl at the very back of the group. I looked at her over my shoulder and it was as if I’d tripped an alarm: her bright blue eyes looked up, zeroing in on me like an arrow pierced through the sweet, humid air.

      With cheeks flaring red hot, I whipped my head around before I could see her reaction, which surely would not be a positive one. I fidgeted with my damp braids and kept my head low. I tried to talk to Jane or Madelynn on either side of me, but Jane had her nose in a book and Madelynn was sketching a Western Meadowlark she’d spotted earlier into her nature journal.

      Thankfully, the leader of Camp Sunshine moved to the microphone just a few seconds later and I had something to focus on other than my all-encompassing embarrassment.

      “How are we doing, girls?” the woman said, her enthusiasm infectious. “Are we ready for Camp Sunshine or what?!”

      I cheered with everyone else, but I imagined the blue-eyed girl still glaring at the back of my head and that alone was enough to make my cheeks heat all over again.

      “My name is Tanya Cooke and I’m here to make sure you all have the best time of your lives.”

      At the announcement of the leader’s name, both Jane and I glanced over at Madelynn.

      “Cooke?” I asked. “Is she related to you?”

      Madelynn didn’t bother looking up from her colored pencils. “Unfortunately, that’s my mom,” she said.

      I nodded, now noticing the obvious similarities. Tanya had the same thick blonde ponytail, toned physique, and outdoorsy clothes. Madelynn didn’t seem thrilled that her mom was the camp leader, and I couldn’t really blame her. My abysmal shot at romance with the blue-eyed girl was bad enough without my mom getting a front row seat. But the look on Madelynn’s face made me wonder if there was something else to the story.

      I frowned for a moment before focusing again on Tanya’s announcement.

      “I know you are all super excited for our big event: the lake crossing competition,” she said. “For those of you who are familiar, we’re going to switch things up a little bit this year…”

      An intrigued murmur spread like a summer wind through the group of girls as Tanya rubbed her hands together and grinned mischievously.

      “Every previous year, we’ve had each cabin compete against the other cabins as their own teams.” Tanya paused, wearing a huge smile. “But that strategy means you only get to spend significant time with a handful of girls. So, instead, I introduce the Sunshine Bucket.”

      Kelly, our college counselor, handed Tanya a bright yellow pail.

      “Inside here, girls, are all of your names,” she explained. “I’m going to draw a name from the bucket and that person will be the team captain. Next, that girl will come up here and randomly pull out her other four teammates.”

      “Oh, dear,” Jane whispered next to me.

      “It’ll be fun,” I reassured her as Tanya named the first captain for the ‘Red’ team.

      We watched the Team Red celebrate once all five names had been selected and called out through the microphone. I sat there in the grass as more teams were called. Jane was called for the Team Orange and, with her book tucked under her arm, she apprehensively joined the four other girls who were high fiving and already making up ‘orange’ themed chants. Madelynn went to the Team Yellow and I watched her avoid her mom’s eyes as she hugged her new teammates before they all ran off together to sit and bond.

      I was surprised when my name was called as the captain of the ‘Indigo’ team. With my hands stuffed into the wide pockets of my overalls, I went to stand under the balloon arch next to Tanya, who held out the Sunshine Bucket.

      “Alright, let’s see who is going to join Eleanor on Team Indigo,” Tanya shouted.

      My fingers dove into the little folded up pieces of paper and I plucked one out. “Bridget Armstrong,” I said, into the microphone.

      Bridget walked up with her arms crossed over her chest and, instead of giving me a hug of camaraderie, turned to Tanya. “Eleanor is only the symbolic captain, right? Like we can vote on a real captain once the team is selected, right?”

      I rolled my eyes and I stuck my hand back into the bucket as Tanya explained to Bridget that I was Team Indigo’s captain for the duration of the two weeks. Bridget huffed. I unfolded the next little piece of paper, stared at the name and immediately went to put it back.

      “Hang on,” Tanya said, laughing and stopping my hand. “What are you doing there?”

      “I have to pick again,” I insisted.

      Tanya arched an eyebrow.

      “Trust me,” I said, giving her a meaningful look. “I should pick again.”

      But Tanya shook her head. “The Sunshine Bucket picks are final.”

      This is why I had to step up to the microphone and say with a defeated sigh, “Regan Riggs.”

      Although every other lake crossing team had been announced with cheers and big smiles, Team Indigo, so far, had only been all grumbles, awkward silences and glares. Regan stopped a good three yards away from us as I picked again.

      “Sylvia Garcia,” I said.

      From the middle of the group Sylvia came jogging up with her purple hair and electric blue eyeliner. I hoped I’d at least get a hug or high five from Sylvia, but, as I extended my arm, she breezed past me and pulled a piece of paper from the back pocket of her faux snake skin pants.

      “So, I have a ton of ideas for our uniforms,” Sylvia said, her rainbow painted nail scrolling down the page. “How do you gals feel about spandex…”

      Sylvia kept talking about sequins and ruffles and other things that would do no good at all in building a vessel to cross a lake (except for making us all heavier) and I turned back to the Sunshine Bucket. There was one more spot available on Team Indigo. At least there was no possible way for our team to get any more chaotic than it already was. My fingertips brushed past different names in the bucket like the tops of tall stalks of wheat in a golden field until I plucked one and frowned at the name printed on the little sheet.

      I licked my lips and stepped up to the microphone, feeling uncertain. “Hopefully I’m saying this right,” I said, my voice timid. “Is it Yvette Fleur?”

      A silence descended over the large group of girls gathered on the grass in front of the lake. Necks craned around, all eyes searching for whoever had been called. I scanned everyone but saw no hint of movement. I tugged awkwardly at one of my long ruby braids hanging over my overalls.

      “Um, Yvette Fl—”

      It was then that I saw her and my breath caught in my throat.

      She stood at the very fringe of the group, her black clothes making her look like a shadow across the grass. Light from the shifting leaves above her danced across her pale skin as she stared at me as if from a distant shore. Our eyes locked and I held her name between my fingers like a locket without a key. Time seemed to freeze as I waited for her to take a step toward me.

      But then her eyes were ducking to her feet, her slender fingers were tugging her black velvet hood over her dark hair, and her back was turning to me. I watched her walk away, yet again. She grew smaller and smaller, just like my chances with her.

      “Okay, then,” Tanya said, clapping her hands and nudging me away from the microphone. “Let’s all give it up for Team Indigo! I’m sure they will be some… um… interesting competition.”

      I followed after Regan and Bridget, who were already arguing about different strategies and Sylvia fell into line beside me.

      “You know your red hair would look fantastic with some indigo streaks in it,” she said excitedly. “Since you’re the team leader, I could do it for you if you want?”

      I managed a weak smile at her. “Yeah, maybe.”

      “So, who was that Yvette girl?” Sylvia asked.

      I glanced over my shoulder. Yvette was nothing more than a black pinpoint by the mess hall now, yet my eyes found her as easily as if she were as bright as the North Star on a clear night.

      “I don’t know,” I murmured distractedly.

      All I knew were two things:

      
        
        1. Her name was Yvette Fleur; and

        2. I desperately wanted to know more.
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      The flames from the bonfire stretched up toward the night sky like they wanted to reach the twinkling diamonds high above. Campers sprawled out on cushions, lounged in Adirondack chairs or swung in hammocks set up under the big oaks, while getting to know each other over one of the universal facts of life: love of s’mores.

      I wiped the chocolate from my mouth and licked the crumbs from my fingertips after my third s’more. Or was it my fourth?

      “Team Yellow seems like strong competition,” Madelynn said, leaning forward in her dark purple hammock, shoving a marshmallow onto the end of her long stick and then stabbing the stick into the heat of the bonfire. “They’ve got a girl who goes to a STEM magnet school and another whose dad was in the Navy.”

      The hammock wobbled dangerously and Jane yelped as Madelynn nearly toppled out. Jane’s book went flying out of her hand, landing on the grass. I retrieved the book for her, glancing at the cover.

      “The Call of the Wild, huh?” I said.

      Jane nodded, pushed her round frame glasses back up her nose and, in doing so, smeared chocolate all over her face.

      “Reading this book might help me survive out here,” she said, glancing around at the dark forest nervously. “I need to know what to expect.”

      “I think the worst thing you have to fear is the quantity of girls’ hair in the communal bathroom, Jane,” I said, patting her shoulder in a reassuring way. “Anyone know how Team Orange is shaping up?”

      Jane shrugged. “Not very good.”

      I raised an eyebrow. Maybe Team Indigo wasn’t the only one sinking before we even hit the water. “What do you know?”

      “There’s not a single girl who likes to read. Melissa Kern doesn’t even own a library card!” Jane said, snorting as she shook her head. “Can you believe that, Eleanor? A modern-day woman without a library card?”

      I chuckled. “I meant how’s Team Orange shaping up for the lake crossing.”

      “Oh, that,” Jane said, disappearing again behind her open book. “I read six books about water vessel theory before coming to camp. There’s no way we won’t win.”

      “Water vessel theory, huh?” I sighed, trying to comfort myself with another s’more.

      Why did every other team seem to be running smoothly while mine was a mess? Regan was busy pouting on one side of the bonfire and Bridget was doing the exact same thing on the other side. Sylvia was sketching “nautical capes” and I was fairly certain that wearing them would be a drowning hazard. And Yvette…

      I glanced around the wide circle and found Yvette alone—yet again—on a log. I felt a pang of pity seeing her sitting all by herself. Somehow the bonfire’s flames bathed everyone in a warm, yellow light, except for her. She seemed cold and lonely and I decided right then and there that I was going to try again to befriend her.

      I armed myself with a bag of marshmallows, way too many chocolate bars for two girls, and a sleeve of graham crackers, before saying goodbye to Jane and Madelynn and following the arc of the circle.

      “I come in peace,” I said, lifting my armful of goodies as I stopped at the end of the log Yvette was sitting on.

      She eyed me warily from under her hood.

      “May I?” I asked, nodding toward the space next to her.

      Yvette tapped her pencil against the open notebook on her knees, bit her pouty bottom lip, and then shrugged. I sat next to her and she shifted slightly away, blocking my view of the page with her shoulder as she continued sketching. I peeked around her shoulder and saw that she’d drawn the head of a horse, sketched with the finest detail.

      “That’s really good,” I said.

      Yvette glared at me with her catlike blue eyes. “Are you always this nosy?”

      “No,” I said, deciding that I liked the sound of her voice. It sounded dreamy and moody, like how I imagined the rain would sound against the cobblestone streets of Paris. “Sorry, I just think your drawing is really good. Do you like horses?”

      Yvette slammed her notebook shut and turned to face me on the log, her jet-black hair falling over one eye. “Look, I’m just here while I wait for my dad to call back and send someone to pick me up, alright?” she said, her tone tight. “I’m leaving this camp, got it? So, we can just skip the whole ‘get to know you’ thing, okay?”

      I paused, unsure of how to respond.

      She continued staring at me, the flames from the bonfire dancing in her sharp blue eyes. “Well?” she pressed, her faint accent growing thicker.

      I looked at her for a few more moments and then smiled. “Want a s’more?”

      She frowned as I held up the bag of marshmallows in peace. “What?” she asked.

      “I think you want a s’more,” I said, pushing a marshmallow onto the stick as her face formed a scowl.

      “I don’t want a s’more,” she said.

      “Just tell me when…” I jabbed the marshmallow toward the flames as Yvette glared at me.

      “I said I don’t want a s’more.”

      Twirling the stick slowly, I glanced at her out of the corner of my eye, while suppressing a grin. “More?” I asked.

      She grabbed her notebook and turned back to the horse sketch. “I’m not paying attention to you anymore,” she said, her pencil moving across the page in quick, angry bursts.

      “I like my marshmallows pretty roasted, too,” I said, watching the edges of the marshmallow turn golden brown. “Look at that, something we have in common.”

      Yvette kept her eyes glued to her page except for a tiny glance at the marshmallow near the flames. “Ignoring you,” she grumbled.

      “Uh-oh. It’s getting a little blackened on that side.”

      “Don’t care.”

      “Yikes. The other side, too. Better tell me when.”

      “No.”

      Our little game of cat and mouse was coming to a fiery end as a flame licked at the marshmallow, which was starting to ooze off the end of my stick.

      I shrugged. “That’s a little charred for my liking, but, hey to each her—”

      My words were stolen from my lips when Yvette’s hand wrapped around mine as she yanked the stick and the ooey-gooey marshmallow from the danger of the flames. My brain stopped working as Yvette pursed her lips and blew out the smoldering embers, snatched up a graham cracker and chocolate bar, and smooshed them over the marshmallow, dragging it off the stick with long tendrils of yummy goodness.

      The whole time her hand remained on mine, all I could think about was the warmth of her skin when I’d expected a chill, the softness when I’d expected glass, and her quick pulse when I’d expected calm and steady.

      She noticed me staring at her pale, slender fingers which were still wrapped around mine and then she snatched her hand away like I’d burned her. She focused on the s’more and avoided looking at me. “I only stopped you because I like s’mores. Not because I like you.”

      I nodded, my throat constricting like I was experiencing a life-threatening allergic reaction to a cute girl touching me. Yvette’s tongue darting out to catch a drop of chocolate from the bottom of her s’more before it fell certainly wasn’t helping things. She arched a black eyebrow at me.

      “Will you please just breathe if I share my s’more?” she asked.

      She held the treat out for me and I took it mechanically. One sweet, crunchy, gooey bite was like an adrenaline shot. Then I handed the s’more back to Yvette, whose lips flickered into an almost smile. She took a bite herself and then stared into the towering bonfire.

      “Yes, I like horses,” she said.

      She was talking to me, actually talking to me! Gulp.

      I tried to play it cool, but still stumbled over my words as I replied, “I really like horses, too. Or, at least I like looking at them.”

      “You don’t know how to ride?” she asked.

      This was major progress, like a whole freaking conversation: question and answer and everything!

      “Nope,” I said, shaking my head. “Never learned.”

      “That’s a shame,” she said. “My mom loved riding and insisted I take lessons the moment I was old enough to hold the reins.”

      “Do you ride together often?” I asked, wanting to keep her talking and wanting to learn as much as I could about her.

      “I’ve never ridden with my mom,” she said, her voice hollow and distant. “She died not long after I turned five.”

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered, my heart squeezing in my chest.

      Yvette turned her head my way and our eyes met.

      “That’s the only reason I agreed to come to this camp in the first place… for the horses,” she said. “I’m always alone, but at least with the horses it’s easier to pretend I’m not. I—”

      A sudden outburst of shouts came from behind us.

      My head jerked around to face the yellers. “Not again,” I groaned.

      Regan and Bridget were going at it. I looked back at Yvette and placed a hand on her knee before thinking about it. Her eyes darted to my hand and I pulled it back.

      “Just wait here one second,” I said, before hurrying away.

      I managed to intervene mere milliseconds before Regan and Bridget resorted to hair pulling. It didn’t take more than a few minutes to stop their squabbling, calm them with s’mores, and push my sweaty hair out of my face. But apparently it only took a few minutes for Yvette to run away once again. Because when I looked back to the log she was gone.

      Catching Yvette felt like trying to catch a shooting star. But I’d held her, if just for the blink of an eye and I’d cross the night skies for one blink more. I hoped that wasn’t the last time I’d get a chance.
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      For the Camp Sunshine Lake Crossing Competition, seven Team Headquarters were scattered across the camp. Each of the headquarters consisted of a treehouse for brainstorming, blueprint drafting, and brownie snacking—plus a large glade for construction and sunbathing. The morning after the bonfire was our first scheduled Team Indigo meeting, so I followed the dirt path to Indigo Headquarters.

      On the way, I passed Red Headquarters where the girls were already working together measuring a plank of wood. Then I passed Green Headquarters, where I heard bits and parts of a calm conversation about flotation devices. Next, I passed Yellow Headquarters where Madelynn waved and shouted a friendly, “Good luck, Eleanor!”

      I waved back, before heading the rest of the way to Indigo Headquarters.

      When I arrived, the treehouse nearly shook with a new shouting match between Bridget and Regan. The ground beneath the rope ladder was littered with an explosion of dark blue glitter. Chickadees and bluebirds and swallows fled the tall branches as if a bulldozer were rumbling to dig up their home. A squirrel on a neighboring tree stopped with his cheeks full of nuts to glance up at the disturbance in his quiet little section of the forest. He eyed me and I threw up my hands.

      “Yes, I’ll go quiet things down,” I told him before he scurried away, his bushy tail waggling. I grabbed hold of the rope ladder and began to climb. “Eleanor come fix this problem. Eleanor come fix that problem. Eleanor, Eleanor, Eleanor,” I mumbled.

      When I reached the top, I saw the square above me, pushed open the treehouse door and popped my head up inside only to get whacked smack dab in the middle of my forehead with a ruler.

      “Ow!” I cried.

      “Oh, sorry, Eleanor, sorry,” Regan said as she hurried over to help me the rest of the way into the treehouse. “Didn’t mean to do that.”

      I rubbed at the sore spot. “Didn’t mean to throw the ruler?”

      Regan checked to make sure I wasn’t hurt and then her baby-blue eyes moved to mine. “No, I meant to throw the ruler,” she said. “I just didn’t mean to hit you.”

      I saw her glance over my shoulder with a scowl. I turned around just in time to see Bridget cross her arms over her chest and stick out her tongue at Regan.

      “Okay, okay,” I said, before they could start fighting again. “Let’s all agree to not throw rulers in such tight quart—ahhh!”

      Something crawled up my inner thigh, making me jump into the air and bang my head on the roof of the treehouse. I shrieked again and ran into the corner only to see that the suspected critter had actually been Sylvia using her yellow measuring tape too close to me.

      “Sylvia,” I said, exhaling in relief as I noticed that Sylvia wore indigo lipstick, indigo eyeliner, and mascara today. I put my hand over the impending bump on the top of my head. “You scared me.”

      She smiled and nodded. “Yes, boundary-pushing fashion can be quite scary sometimes, Eleanor.”

      “No, that’s not what I—”

      “Come back over here. I need your measurements for our costumes,” she said.

      “Costumes?” I said, my eyebrows coming together slightly. “Don’t you mean uniforms?”

      She giggled. “You’re so funny, Eleanor.”

      As Sylvia held out my arm and squinted at the measuring tape with a pencil wedged between her teeth, I asked as casually as possible, “So, um, has anyone seen Yvette?”

      All three girls shook their heads. I tried to ignore the swell of disappointment in my chest as Sylvia for some reason measured the length of my ear. So, Yvette was gone. I tried to be happy for her that her dad had finally called back and that she was allowed to leave Camp Sunshine like she wanted. But a tiny piece of me had hoped that maybe she’d found a reason or two to stay… that maybe I was worth staying for, if just for a little while longer.

      Bridget and Regan’s next explosion, over how to make up for a missing teammate, was almost a welcome distraction from the hole in my chest due to Yvette’s absence. The new argument gave me something to think about other than my total and complete romantic strikeout. I was just about to step in when the door to our treehouse opened. My silly little heart leapt at the chance that maybe, just maybe, it was Yvette. When I found out it wasn’t her, I chastised myself for being so naïve. Instead, in poked the head of our college counselor, Kelly.

      “Hey, girls,” Kelly said, only climbing in enough to put a clipboard on the floor. “How’s Team Indigo doing so far?”

      It would take way too long to explain that Team Indigo was shorthanded, drowning from in-fighting, and lacking any sort of plan besides what color sequins to wear in our “costumes” when our non-existent vessel sinks to the lake floor a mere few feet from the shore. So, I just smiled and said, “Yep, we’re good.”

      Kelly was suddenly pushed to the side and another college counselor squeezed into the open square on the floor.

      “Samantha, aren’t you supposed to be checking on Team Orange?” Kelly asked, tapping her pencil against her clipboard as Samantha draped an arm over Kelly’s shoulders.

      “Why do apart what we can do together?” she asked, wearing an easy, carefree smile.

      “Because it would take half the time,” Kelly responded.

      “But it would only be half the fun.”

      Kelly rolled her eyes, but I caught the corners of her lips quirk up into a tiny grin. “Alright, girls, well, if you’re doing fine and everyone is—wait a minute. Why are there only four of you in here?”

      I shrugged, not bothering to look back at the remains of my little ragtag team. “That’s all we have left,” I informed her.

      Kelly frowned and glanced at her list on her clipboard. “What do you mean? Where’s…Yvette?”

      My heart knew not to get excited this time. I dutifully explained to Kelly that Yvette left camp after receiving the approval from her dad sometime, apparently, after the bonfire the night before.

      “Nobody has left camp,” she said, shaking her head. “And we haven’t received permission to release Yvette.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked, trying and failing to keep the budding excitement from my voice.

      “That Yvette is here somewhere,” Kelly said, giving a nod. “Maybe she got mixed up as to which team she was on. I have to go find her immediately.”

      “And I have to keep you company while you search,” Samantha added with a jovial grin.

      “Wait,” I blurted, stopping Kelly and Samantha as they started down the rope ladder. “Do you think I could help look for her, too?”

      Kelly raised an eyebrow at me.

      “I think I might know where Yvette is,” I explained.
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      Ten minutes after Kelly and I spread out across the camp to locate Yvette, I found her just where I thought she might be: past a large natural pasture in the stables at the very edge of Camp Sunshine. I heard her voice float through the wide stable doors and I stood outside quietly without her seeming to notice me.

      She was standing at a stall, gently petting the white cowlick on the forehead of an otherwise black horse. The dark storm cloud that followed Yvette seemed to be gone as golden morning light fell onto her face. A faint pink tone colored her pale cheeks and her blue eyes—usually daggerlike and sharp—had softened sweetly as she looked into the horse’s warm chestnut eyes. I almost didn’t recognize her voice as she whispered.

      “You have a very nice place to live you know,” she said, her fingers brushing the white hair as delicately as a feather. “Here with your family.”

      I watched her glance over at the eight or so other horses in nearby stalls.

      “I think that must be nice,” she continued, laying her forehead against the horse’s muzzle. “To never have to leave them.”

      The horse neighed softly and I almost sucked in a gasp of surprise when Yvette giggled as the horse nuzzled the side of her face. I was used to Yvette being all sharp edges and scowls and tightly drawn black hoodies; I hadn’t even been sure she was capable of giggling.

      But I was starting to see the cold shoulder attitude, the loner girl style and the dark glares as a front—a mask to keep people at a distance. I just wondered why she would do this when there was such a sweet, warm, gentle girl behind it all? Why push people away? Why push me away?

      “Are you going to go tell the college counselors?”

      It took me a second to realize that although Yvette still faced the horse and her fingers still circled the short white hair, she was no longer talking to him. She was talking to me. I walked hesitantly into the amber light of the stables and toward Yvette.

      “You knew I was here?” I asked.

      “I recognized your shampoo,” she said, brushing the mane out of the horse’s eyes.

      My cheeks heated as I began to fidget with my still damp braids. “My shampoo?”

      “From when you spied on me in the bathroom, remember?” she asked, finally turning to look at me with a trace of a grin at the corners of her lips.

      I laughed nervously. “Oh, yeah, right.”

      Yvette’s gaze slid down to my mouth before she quickly turned away and refocused on the horse. I bit my lip, wondering what I’d just seen.

      “Well?” she asked, running her hand down the length of the horse’s neck.

      I frowned. “Well, what?”

      “Are you going to tell on me?” she asked, her jawline tensing. “Are you going to get Kelly so she can make me do all the camp stuff I’m supposed to be doing right now?”

      “No,” I said, before I even paused to think about it. But my answer seemed to come straight from my heart. There had been no need to think about it first. Subtle surprise registered on her face no matter how hard she tried to keep her expression blank.

      She turned to face me. “Really?”

      I nodded. “I won’t tell anyone where you are if you don’t want me to. I guess I just wanted to make sure that you were alright.”

      I flipped over a bucket and sat down on it. I felt Yvette’s gaze on me as I stretched out my legs in my rolled up old blue jean overalls. She returned to stroking the horse and I thought that might be all she was going to say to me. But then her quiet voice with that French accent filled the light, airy space of the stables like a whisper of warm wind.

      “Why?” she asked.

      I glanced up at her. I couldn’t exactly tell her the real reason why—that I was quickly developing a rather embarrassing crush on her, that I already liked her more than I probably should, and that I wanted to know everything about her.

      “Because you are part of my team,” I said, simply. After a moment of thought, I added with a smile, “And because I’m pretty sure you’re the only one on Team Indigo who is sane.”

      She scoffed. “Yeah, it doesn’t seem like I’m missing out on much.”

      I looked up at her and the steely mask was back in place. I sagged a little, feeling like getting to Yvette was like trying to crack a rock open with a silly straw. I sighed and stared up at the wooden rafters of the stables.

      “I know the other girls can seem…,” I paused, searching for a way to put things gently, “… difficult. Regan and Bridget are way too competitive with each other. They say they want to win, but they don’t see that the best way for that to happen is for them to work together. They’re shooting themselves in the foot for the sake of their own pride. They’re both so smart, but they’re using their smarts only to best the other. And Sylvia? Well, Sylvia is a disco ball of creative ideas: bright and dazzling, but with no focus whatever. She’s all over the place.”

      I realized I was muttering on and on. But when I stopped, I sensed that Yvette was listening, even if she didn’t actively show it as she traced her finger along the back of the horse’s ear.

      “But despite all of that,” I said, taking a deep breath. “Despite the certain headaches and bruises and pains in the you-know-where, we’re still a team. And we might sink to the bottom of the lake as Team Indigo, but we’ll sink together.”

      I chuckled at the image of our indigo-streaked hair disappearing under the surface while Regan and Bridget’s nonstop argument sent bubbles up. Then I stood and dusted my hands off on my pants.

      “I better be getting back to them,” I said, glancing over at Yvette. “They need me. And, well, I guess I kind of need them, too.”

      I turned to leave and as I was stepping out the door, I heard footsteps behind me. Suddenly, Yvette fell in line with me as I crossed the wide pasture, which was outlined by swaying trees.

      “Don’t say a word,” she said, before I could do anything of the sort. “I’m only coming along because my cell phone is almost dead. I need to charge it so I can answer when my dad calls.”

      I nodded, biting back a smile.

      “That’s the only reason,” she said, her French accent growing stronger as her blue catlike eyes turned fiery as we walked side by side.

      “Eleanor, do you hear me? That’s the only reason,” she repeated. “It’s not because of you. And it’s not because of any ‘team’.”

      I nodded again, but I was having a much harder time holding back my smile. Yvette scowled at me and stomped ahead of me, pounding her feet with every step. The whole way to Team Indigo’s treehouse, she marched a few feet ahead of me in frustration and the whole way to Team Indigo’s treehouse I couldn’t stop smiling.
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      “Okay, maybe Team Indigo has had a bit of a rough start, but we have two weeks to, pardon the pun, right the boat,” I said, trying to put a positive spin on our team’s drama.

      Standing beside the chalkboard in the treehouse, I held a stick of indigo chalk and leaned forward, waiting for the chuckles at my hilarious word play. But Regan was still upset that she wasn’t captain and Bridget was still upset that she wasn’t captain and the only thing they seemed to agree on was giving me discontented frowns and crossed arms. Sylvia didn’t laugh because she was too busy leafing through the latest edition of Teen Vogue and probably hadn’t even heard me. And Yvette sat curled up in the most isolated corner of the treehouse, scowling at me—probably for implying that she would be here for the entire two weeks.

      I gave Yvette a thumbs up for encouragement and she rolled her eyes at me and then snatched up her phone to make sure it was still charging from the outlet.

      “Alright then,” I said, tapping the chalk against my palm. “How about we start with some brainstorming? Just shout out any ideas you have. I’ll write them on the board, so we can talk about them,” I said, listening to the dead silence. “Any idea, any idea at all.”

      “Miniskirts!” Sylvia shouted.

      I cringed, gripping the piece of chalk a little tighter. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Yvette smirk in amusement.

      “Okay, that’s my bad,” I said, patting my chest. “As captain, I need to be more specific. Sylvia, what I meant was any idea that pertains to our Camp Sunshine challenge: creating a vessel that will cross the lake the fastest.”

      Regan huffed and then flipped her coiled blonde curls over her nautical sweater and raised her manicured hand in the air.

      I glanced across the treehouse at her warily. “Um, Regan?”

      “I think we should vote,” she said.

      I nodded. “Okay, well, that’s a good idea and I like that you’re participating. But,” I tapped my piece of chalk against the still empty chalkboard, “as you can see, we still don’t have any ideas to vote on so—”

      “I think we should vote on who should be captain,” Regan clarified.

      “I’m captain,” I said.

      Regan pouted like a toddler who wasn’t getting her way. “Yeah, but only because Tanya pulled your name out of a random bucket first. That’s not fair.”

      “Yeah,” Bridget chimed in. Today, she was wearing a basketball jersey as a dress with chunky gold jewelry and sneakers. “I think we should vote, too. I nominate myself.”

      Regan shot Bridget a look before saying, “And I nominate myself.”

      “So, we’re definitely a ‘no’ on miniskirts then?” Sylvia asked, holding up a sketch she’d just drawn.

      “Ah!” I shouted, throwing my hands up in frustration. “That’s enough. That’s enough. I’m putting my foot down.”

      Regan, Sylvia, and Bridget stared up at me with wide, shocked eyes and Yvette sat up straight in interest as if she had a freshly popped bucket of buttery popcorn in her lap. I pinched the bridge of my nose and huffed.

      “Everyone needs to listen to what I’m saying,” I said, using the tone I used when my mom went to work and I was in charge of the boys. “I am the captain and that is final.”

      I recognized the belligerent pout on Bridget and Regan’s lips as the same one Keenan and Connor had given me when I told them they couldn’t cover Petey in peanut butter and seeds and then hang him from the tree in the backyard as a bird feeder.

      Sylvia stared at me in continued surprise like I was wearing clashing polka dots and horizontal stripes. Yvette’s eyes flashed with interest, leaving her phone momentarily forgotten at her side. I swallowed thickly, her gaze threatening to tangle my tongue. I looked away from her just so I could keep thinking straight.

      “I’m not the captain solely because my name was picked out of a yellow bucket,” I continued sternly. “I’m also the captain because I’m the best person to lead this team. For one, I’m the only one here who seems to remember the whole point of this meeting.”

      “Yes, yes, we know,” Regan said, rolling her eyes. “The most important thing to do is win, no matter who is leading.”

      “Wrong!” I said, pointing a finger at Regan. “That’s not the most important thing at all, and that’s exactly why I’m captain.”

      I held my arms out wide and looked from eye to eye, my breath catching when I saw Yvette’s gaze was still fixed on me.

      “Girls, we’re here to come together as a team,” I told them. “We’re here to work as one and, yeah, we’re here to build some sort of boat or floaty thing, but we’re mainly here to build friendships. The ‘team’ in Team Indigo means something.”

      Regan’s rebuttal seemed to drop from her parted lips and she sat back in silence. My cheeks heated as I grew a little self-conscious. My fingers found their way to the ends of my braids. I scuffled my beat-up old Converse shoes against the rough floorboards of the treehouse and shrugged.

      “I mean, it’s tough sometimes, you know, outside the gates of Camp Sunshine,” I said, fiddling with my hair. “There is uncertainty about getting into a certain college.”

      I looked at Regan and then Bridget.

      “There are worries about paying for college,” I said, letting out a little laugh at my own dilemma. Then I nodded at Sylvia and added, “There are dreams of careers and lives and the reality is it’s going to be hard chasing after them.”

      I lifted my eyes just enough to see Yvette, whose gaze was steady on mine. “Families can be difficult and making friends can be hard and falling in love can sometimes make you feel like you’re going crazy…”

      Smiling softly, I tucked my hands into the big pockets of my overalls and rocked back and forth on my dusty sneakers.

      “And to make it through all of that, we need friendships—strong, well-built friendships that float no matter how deep the waters may be,” I said, in conclusion. “And that is what we’re here to build.”

      The treehouse fell silent and I wasn’t sure whether I’d gotten through to anyone. So, it was a little apprehension and a quiet tremor that I placed my hand out, palm turned down.

      “What do you say then?” I asked, my heart picking up its pace. “Team Indigo?”

      For a moment, no one moved or said a single word. I was worried that Sylvia would dive back into her fashion magazine, cut off from the rest of the group, or that Regan and Bridget were going to start bickering about who should be captain or some entirely new conflict, or that Yvette was going to pick up her phone to check the charge. Or worse, that Yvette was going to take her phone, descend the rope ladder, and call her dad again, extra desperate to get out of here.

      But then Sylvia stood, tossing down Teen Vogue. With her indigo eyeliner crinkling at the corners of her eyes, she smiled and placed her hand atop mine. “Team Indigo,” she said.

      Bridget and Regan were next and even though they still made a race of who could place her hand on the growing pile first, I considered it a success as they both chimed in with ‘Team Indigo’. Baby steps, baby steps.

      My attention slipped to Yvette, who sat still in the corner of the treehouse with her knees drawn up tightly against her chest. One after the other, the rest of the team turned their heads to look at her, too. We were becoming a team and we wanted her to be a part of it.

      Yvette scowled at the attention, but then she sighed. “Look, I’m not going to do any of that Kum Ba Yah stuff,” she said, tugging up her black velvet hood. “But, yeah, Team Indigo… or whatever.”

      I smiled at Sylvia, Regan, and Bridget. It wasn’t perfect, yet, but we were getting somewhere. And I’d just have to take what I could get.

      “Alright, girls,” I said, taking a deep breath. “Let’s do this.”

      I lowered my hand and the other girls did the same.

      “Team Indigo!” we cheered.
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      The next morning, we met down by the lake shore to test out a few ideas we’d come up with at the meeting in the treehouse. The rest of the meeting had managed to go somewhat smoothly with only a handful of snide remarks exchanged between Regan and Bridget, but no hair pulling. Yay! And there were just a couple of side tangents about what fabric pattern should be used for a sail, or if we should even use a sail. Yvette didn’t contribute, but she also didn’t leave.

      I was first to arrive at our meeting place on the shore. I was taking inventory of our supplies, including planks of wood, lengths of canvas, bundles of rope, several different flotation devices, tools, etc., when I was surprised to see all four members of my team lumbering down the pine needle path through the trees together. I glanced over at everyone nervously, but each girl seemed to have all her hair and I even saw actual smiles. Squeal!

      Regan and Bridget walked past me first, leaning in closely to one another and nodding emphatically.

      “Yeah,” Bridget said, wearing an excited expression. “The lake isn’t that big, so it shouldn’t take too long to cross it, which means the challenge is speed. If we only frame the platform then we can cut down a ton on weight and—”

      “Yes, yes!” Regan interjected. “Exactly! Exactly! That’s brilliant.”

      I watched in happy astonishment, as they went by to examine the two-by-fours without saying a word to me. I stared after them in startled confusion. Sylvia and Yvette came next, their faces buried in Yvette’s sketchbook.

      “Oh, yes, that’s perfect,” Sylvia was saying as Yvette continued sketching as they walked. “I love that design. Yeah, just like that.”

      They, too, passed by me without saying anything and I raised a curious eyebrow.

      “Um, was there something in the Lucky Charms this morning or…?”

      The team all turned back to me.

      “No, why?” Bridget asked. She was wearing a leopard print bikini top with sweatpants, her afro parted into two buns on top of her head.

      “Because, because… there’s no fighting,” I said, waving my hand at them. “And it seems like you’re all actually working on our challenge.”

      Regan wore a bubble gum pink one-piece swimsuit straight off of Barbie and she laughed, pushing back her gauzy kaftan as she placed her hands on her hips. “Bridget likes my idea,” she said, wearing a smile. “There’s no need to argue over that, silly.”

      I raised my hands and chuckled. “Okay, then. Let’s get started!”

      But just as I stepped forward to join them, Bridget turned to Regan and crossed her arms over her chest. “Your idea?” she asked.

      I froze mid-step. Oh, no…

      Regan giggled again, her curls bouncing. “Well, yeah. You didn’t think it was your idea, did you?”

      “It was my idea,” Bridget said, her voice raised as she responded with an irritated huff.

      “Girls, girls,” I quickly interjected before things got heated. “Hey, remember what we talked about yesterday, okay? It isn’t about whose idea it was.”

      Regan’s eyes sent daggers toward Bridget as she said, “Yeah, Bridget, it doesn’t matter that it was my idea.”

      With a battle cry, Bridget picked up a long neon green pool noodle and whacked Regan over the head with it. We all stared with opened mouths to see how Regan would react. Slowly, she smoothed back her ruffled curls, slipped off her delicate kaftan, and narrowed her eyes.

      “It’s on,” she said and then attacked Bridget with a sparkly purple innertube.

      Shrieking and harmlessly hitting each other, Regan and Bridget ran off down the shore, their shouting argument echoing over the still surface of the lake. I sighed and turned to Sylvia and Yvette with a smile while shrugging my shoulders.

      “Well, at least the three of us can get to work,” I said, hoping to salvage something of the morning. “Can I see what design you were sketching together?”

      “Sure,” Sylvia said, wearing a wide grin. “You know, I had no idea Yvette was such a great artist. Her stuff is really amazing.”

      She handed me Yvette’s notebook and I immediately frowned at what was on the page.

      “This is a dress,” I said.

      Sylvia nodded and took the notebook back, staring at the page lovingly. “Isn’t the dress design wonderful?”

      “Well, yeah, but…” I glanced at Yvette, who was smirking at me, her feline eyes sparkling mischievously. “But I thought you both were working on our vessel.”

      Sylvia giggled. “Oh, I have no idea how to build a boat, Eleanor. Are you crazy?”

      With that, she left us and went to sit with her toes in the water, murmuring things about chiffon and silk and taffeta. I turned to face Yvette and smiled weakly.

      “I guess it’s just you and me then,” I said, my words coming out like a question, or a plea.

      Yvette placed a hand on my bare shoulder and I hoped she couldn’t see the goosebumps her touch had spread over my freckled arms. I was only wearing an old swim team speedo underneath my trusty blue jean overalls.

      “Oh, sweet, innocent, naïve, Eleanor,” she said and then pulled her hand away.

      I watched her walk away in her black designer combat boots to a sunny patch of sand between the shadows of the trees. She stretched out in her black jeans, slipped black glasses over her eyes, and then rested her hands behind her head, just like a cat. All she was missing was the flicker of a shiny, jet black tail.

      “You’re not going to help?” I called out to her grumpily as Regan and Bridget ran past me in the opposite direction they’d come from, still chasing each other with the floaties.

      Yvette waved her phone at me. “Can’t risk missing my dad’s call,” she said, a tiny grin tugging at the corners of her raspberry lips.

      She nestled back comfortably and I sighed. It felt like every step I took forward with her, I then had to take two steps backward. After Regan and Bridget wore themselves out and Sylvia hit a mental block for her new dress design she’d worked on with Yvette, we finally got to work.

      Yvette didn’t join us the whole morning, but every time I glanced over at her I found her eyes on me. Each time she’d look away and pretend that she’d been watching her cell phone the whole time. Maybe she wanted to pretend I hadn’t caught her looking, but I had.

      So, while we had made hardly any progress on our lake crossing vessel by noon when we headed back to camp for lunch, I considered the morning quite a success. Yvette was playing hard to get, yes. But that still meant she was playing the game.

      And I was more determined than ever to win.
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      “Steady, steady, steady everyone,” I said, standing waist deep in the water and holding a corner of our lake crossing vessel prototype. “Keep it steady.”

      Bridget, Regan, and Sylvia held each of the other corners of the square frame we’d built with planks of wood. We’d attached flotation devices along all the sides and two beams sat atop for us to use as a bench while we were rowing. We’d secured everything with nails and bindings of rope so it felt steady on land, but laying on the water it wobbled and shifted. Yvette watched our struggles with cool indifference from her spot on the shore.

      “It’s going to fall apart before we make it across,” Bridget warned, water splashing against her back as she struggled to hold everything in place.

      “You wouldn’t be saying that if we’d used your design,” Regan argued, her curls hanging wet and limp around her shoulders.

      “It is my design,” Bridget shouted.

      Regan opened her mouth to protest only to get a mouthful of water. The sparkling surface of the lake had seemed like a smooth jewel from the shore, but, now that we were in the water, we were jostled this way and that like rag dolls in the mouth of a puppy.

      “We’re as doomed as white after Labor Day,” Sylvia cried out, her purple pixie just visible above the water since she was the shortest on our team. “Or even worse… socks with sandals!”

      “No, that’s not true,” I tried to assure her, clutching the shifting planks at my corner which seemed to have loosened somehow. “We’ll prevail. We just need to work together. Sylvia, you climb on first.”

      “Why shouldn’t I go first?” Regan asked, checking her arms and asking if her self-tanner might be streaking.

      “Focus,” I reminded her. Even while squinting in the bright reflection of the morning rays off the water I still managed to roll my eyes. “Regan, you can’t go up first. You’re the strongest and we need you to hold the vessel steady to keep it from tipping,” I said, thinking on my feet which were now fluttering above the floor of the lake as the vessel moved to deeper waters.

      “There is no way Regan is stronger than me,” Bridget said, her tone resolute. “In Health & Wellness, she can only do fifteen pull-ups and I can do way more.”

      “How many more?” Sylvia asked, clinging to the makeshift raft as if to stay above water rather than help hold it all together.

      Bridget managed to raise her chin, even as she started doggy paddling and sputtering in the water. “Sixteen.”

      “Okay, okay,” I interjected. “Why don’t you two prove which one of you is stronger by seeing who can keep this mess together? Sylvia, hurry.”

      If we could get everyone onboard quickly then we might be able to row halfway across the lake before the vessel split apart. Halfway wouldn’t be a terrible start after our third day of work. Although I tried not to look at the other vessels spread across the lake with their STEM girls and daughters of ex-Navy officers and Jane with her mental library of nautical knowledge.

      “I’m having trouble…” Sylvia said, managing to get one leg up on the vessel, which tipped in her direction until Regan balanced the weight on the other side.

      “Here you go,” I said, pushing Sylvia and her soggy lavender tutu up. Once she’d managed to balance on our makeshift bench seat she then extended her hand toward me. I took her hand, pulling with what little muscles were in my scarecrow arms. Finally, I scooched up onto the bench next to Sylvia. Our raft-like vessel tilted, threatening to knock me off until both Regan and Bridget threw their weight onto the planks and prevented us from capsizing. I yanked at a rope that unraveled from my pull as we rolled and dipped on the water. Best leave that for later. First, we needed to get our crew onboard.

      “Okay, Bridget,” I shouted, setting the rope aside. “Your turn!”

      Against orders, as Bridget started to push herself up, Regan did, too.

      “No,” I said, shaking my head. “Regan, we have to balance out first! You have to wait.”

      Regan glanced at me, her fake eyelashes hanging crooked and her wet hair across her cheek as she continued to pull herself up alongside Bridget.

      “I’ve never been last in my entire life,” she said, grunting. “And I certainly won’t be starting today!”

      Sylvia shrieked as our end of the raft began to rise out of the water. I scooted to the opposite side of the bench, but my meager weight wasn’t enough.

      “Regan, no!” I shouted.

      Just as the raft threatened to tip over, it suddenly righted. I swiveled my head to check behind me and saw Yvette straddling the plank of wood with a wry grin. Her velvet hoodie clung to her narrow frame and the droplets of water on the tips of her jet-black hair sparkled like diamonds in a mine.

      “Thought you might need a hand,” she said.

      “What about your phone?” I asked.

      “It will be there,” she said, her blue eyes seeming to soften as she looked at me.

      “We did it!” Sylvia shouted, drawing my attention away from Yvette.

      The five of us grinned at each other and laughed. We did do it. All five of us had managed to get up on the raft—our entire team. And even though we had little to no control over where we were floating on the lake, we were still on the lake. Major progress.

      “I told you my idea would work,” Regan said, beaming despite her ruined hair and makeup. She lifted her fists in the air, threw her head back, and cheered.

      Bridget’s expression tightened and she raised her arms.

      “No!” I exclaimed, just as Bridget pushed Regan off the side of the raft.

      The sudden shift in weight broke the bindings off one corner of the vessel, startling Sylvia, who toppled into the water with a shriek. Thankfully, Bridget acted as a counterweight to Yvette and me. I held my arms out to balance, glad that we were safe above water. But then Regan came sputtering up from beneath the surface, burst into the air like a reverse swan dive and dragged Bridget over the side. With Bridget’s weight gone, Yvette and I flew up into the air and splashed into the cold water.

      I sank below the surface of the lake and the cool water pooled around me like yards of the finest silk. A second later, I kicked my feet, propelling me back toward the surface until I burst into the warm air with a gasp. After blinking water droplets from my eyelashes, I realized I’d come up into the center of the ruined frame of our raft. A moment later, Yvette’s head emerged in the small space beside me. Bobbing just a few inches away, she pushed her black hair out of her eyes.

      “Is everyone alright?” I shouted, unable to see anyone past the wooden planks and flotation devices.

      “I’ve got Sylvia,” Regan called.

      “No, I’ve got Sylvia,” Bridget called out, making me roll my eyes.

      Knowing everyone was safe, I treaded water, my toes just skimming the sandy floor. I sank a little, letting my mouth slip beneath the surface of the lake. Yvette did the same, her gaze on mine.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      Yvette’s black hair spread in a wide circle around her like a veil as she looked at me, studying my face. I wasn’t sure we’d ever been this close to one another. I could see the individual striations of color in her eyes, like a million varieties of wild blue flowers. I wanted to memorize each and every one of them. It didn’t seem like we were moving. Instead, it seemed like everything else around us moved, like the wind, the raft and the waves. But the two of us seemed perfectly still in that moment of solitude and I felt a connection.

      Seconds later, Yvette scowled. “Of course, I’m okay,” she said, her tone biting. “Why in the world wouldn’t I be?”

      “I—I—I—” I sputtered, her sudden change of attitude catching me off guard.

      “I’m going back to shore,” she said. “I need to check if my dad called.”

      “Yvette!”

      But she descended below the surface like a water nymph and was gone before I could say anything else. I stayed there in the center of the raft for a little while longer to gather my thoughts. Yvette reminded me of the little waves pushing against the broken raft. She drew close and then rushed away, drew close and then rushed away. And just like the waves, it seemed like I had no control over it. Holding her was like trying to hold water between your fingers, which slipped away every time.

      I swam back to shore, feeling more defeated than ever as I tugged the ruined raft behind me. There couldn’t have been a more fitting metaphor for my budding romance.
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      Bags of Skittles, M&Ms, Jolly Ranchers, and Reese’s Pieces littered the floor between the bunks in the Cottontails Cabin the next night. Eating candy at Camp Sunshine was usually reserved for after camp hikes or swim races or trail riding, but the Cottontails Cabin had a girl on the inside: Madelynn knew exactly where her mom, Tanya, kept the stash.

      Giggling and making so much noise that a gang of raccoons would be less conspicuous we sneaked into the office and sprinted back across camp in our pajamas with armfuls of sweet loot. Jittery from a sugar overload and well on our way to a night of stomachaches, we sat in our sleeping bags on the floor in a circle, chatting about a fun thing to chat about at a girls-only camp: other girls.

      Madelynn was the only one in our cabin who was straight but she revealed that she knew all about the secret behind how to wear the camp bracelets and their inside rainbow decorations. She seemed more than happy to hear who liked who.

      “I’ll be Team Wing Woman,” Madelynn announced.

      “Jane,” Sylvia said, plopping a handful of M&Ms into her mouth. “I saw you talking to that girl earlier, who is like a track star or something. What’s her name?”

      “Lani,” Jane answered, pushing her glasses up her nose as her cheeks reddened. “But she never wants to talk about books with me.”

      “What does she want to talk about?” I asked.

      Jane stuck out her tongue in distaste and it was green from too many apple-flavored Jolly Ranchers.

      “She wants to talk about me,” she answered. “But I’m nowhere near as interesting as the heroines in my books. It’s ridiculous.”

      The rest of us exchanged looks.

      “I think you should keep talking to her,” Madelynn said, giving a playful shrug. “You might be surprised with what happens if you let it.”

      “I don’t know,” Jane said, blowing her bangs out of her eyes.

      “What about you, Regan?” Sylvia asked, turning her way. “I’m assuming you and Bridget have a past history?”

      Regan choked on her Reese’s Pieces. “Are you kidding me?”

      Sylvia blinked, her eyes going wide. “Bad breakup?”

      “Um, no. Bridget and I have never been close to anything like that. Not ever.”

      Sylvia shrugged. “Oh, okay. It seems like there’s a lot of tension or…”

      “I kind of assumed that, too,” Madelynn added.

      “Me, too,” Jane chimed in, tearing open a bag of Skittles.

      “Not to me,” I said, quietly. I went to school with Regan and Bridget, so I knew they’d rather throw dodge balls at each other than kiss.

      “Well, I don’t know what would give you that impression,” Regan said, lifting her chin. “But, no, not in the slightest. I do think Tracy from the Bobcats Cabin has gorgeous green eyes.”

      “Boy, it’s late, isn’t it?” I said, shaking my head. I realized that everyone had spoken up except for me, so I started gathering the trash. “We’d better get some sleep.”

      Regan caught my wrist and wiggled a finger at me. “Eh-eh-eh, Eleanor,” she said, shaking her head. “Not so fast.”

      I faked a wide yawn and looked at my wrist, even though I did not wear a watch. “Would you look at the time, folks? We should get some shut eye.”

      But before I could sneak off to my bunk, I found myself underneath a pile of girls, who demanded I spill the beans. Tickling was threatened.

      “Okay, okay, okay!” I buckled, fidgeting with the hem of the oversized t-shirt I slept in. “I kind of like this one girl.”

      “This ‘one’ girl, huh?” Regan winked at me and nudged me in the side.

      My cheeks heated. “But I’m not sure if she likes me. That’s the problem.”

      Rap-rap-rap.

      I turned to the front door, half-relieved and half-disappointed by the sudden knock. A part of me didn’t want to share my absolute failures with Yvette. But another part of me wanted my new friends to tell me it was alright, that I’d find someone else, and there were lots of fish in the sea or whatever. Instead, we called for the person to come in.

      Kelly stuck her head into the cabin with a grin. “Hey, girls,” she said.

      “Hi,” Sylvia greeted, as we watched her come inside with Samantha trailing behind her.

      “Sorry we’re coming a little late,” Kelly said, adjusting the large box in her arms. “I would’ve come earlier, but someone insisted it would be safer if we delivered the cabins’ care packages from home together instead of on our own.”

      Samantha flopped an arm over Kelly’s shoulders. “There could be bears, you know.”

      Kelly shook her head, turning to us. “There aren’t bears. Please, don’t worry.”

      “Tell that to the bear that might eat you if you deliver packages this late all by yourself,” Samantha said, grinning.

      “I sincerely doubt it,” Kelly said, and then she’d barely set the large cardboard box down when Regan started tearing it open and sifting through it to distribute the packages. “I was wondering when this was coming,” Regan said, as she checked out the contents of her own package. “My mom promised to send some new Louis Vuitton clothes and she always comes through.”

      My care package was super small whereas Jane’s dad sent her a whopping ten more books, which she bemoaned would not get her through the next week-and a half of camp. Sylvia got a box of fabric samples and a massive chocolate-covered fruit bouquet, which we didn’t hesitate diving into despite all the sugar we’d already consumed.

      My care package was wrapped in old newspaper. Inside was a handful of quarters so I could wash my clothes in the communal laundry room, and a plastic plate of home cooked cookies with cling wrap over them. The cookies smelled delicious, peanut butter and chocolate, but it was the note attached that really made me smile:

      I love you, Eleanor! – Mom

      I love you, Eleanor! – Connor

      I love you, Eleanor! – Keenan

      I love you, Eleanor! – Petey (written by me, your mom)

      I chuckled and shook my head. They could have just written the sentence once and signed all their names, but each one written separately felt like four long-distance hugs. I munched on a cookie, thinking about my family when a thought struck me: what about Yvette?

      Her dad had been missing her calls and last I heard he hadn’t called her back. What if he’d missed the deadline to send in her care package, too? Would she be terribly upset?

      Sylvia noticed my half-eaten cookie and frowned.

      “What is it, Eleanor?” she asked, chocolate smeared over her indigo lipstick.

      I bit my lip, thinking. “It’s Yvette. I’m worried she didn’t get anything from home. I think I should go check on her. But we’re not supposed to be out right now and Kelly…”

      We both glanced over at Kelly, who was on her bunk with Samantha.

      “She won’t let me leave this late at night,” I said, feeling worried.

      Regan leaned toward the center of our circle and whispered, “Leave Kelly to us.”

      “We could get in a lot of trouble for helping Eleanor break the rules,” Jane said, biting on one of her nails.

      Madelynn put a hand on Jane’s shoulder, looked over at where Kelly was busy with Samantha, and leaned forward. “Love is worth breaking the rules,” she said, grinning.

      “Love?” I asked, raising my eyebrow.

      Madelynn leveled her gaze at me and whispered, “You have to fight for her, Eleanor. That’s the only way you’ll know if she feels the same way.”

      Regan nodded. “We’ve got your back, Eleanor.”

      I hesitated and then smiled for a moment before nodding. “Thank you, guys.”

      Regan then looked at the other girls with a mischievous smile. “So, which one of you wants her hair pulled?”

      Five minutes later, I climbed out the back window while Regan and Madelynn distracted Kelly and Samantha with a fake fight very much like the real ones Regan had with Bridget all the time. I sneaked along the trail toward the Bobcats Cabin as quietly as possible, but the path was empty and every step of my foot seemed to crunch against the ground.

      At the Bobcats Cabin, I went around to the back and threw pebbles at the window until it opened and a girl poked out her bleary-eyed head, her sleeping mask pushed up on her forehead.

      “What do you want?” she asked, yawning.

      “Can you ask Yvette to come to the window?” I asked.

      The girl shook her head. “Yvette snuck out of the cabin like an hour ago.”

      Oh, no. She was gone.
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      A little while later, I arrived at the stables and the building was dark. The front gates were closed and there were no signs that anyone had been here recently. The mess hall was locked, the showers were cleared, and the hammocks around the campfire were unoccupied.

      I was just about to give up my search and go back to the Cottontails Cabin when I came along the trail by the lake and heard a grunt followed by a splash. Images of Samantha’s hungry, prowling bear popped into my mind and, for a second, I considered sprinting away. Getting eaten by a bear would solve my ‘how to pay for college’ conundrum, but nobody wants ‘eaten by bear’ in their obituary. So not the way I want to go.

      Instead of shrieking and running away in fear, I stepped toward the lake and caught a glimpse of the shore through the maze of dark trunks. The noise wasn’t coming from a bear, after all. I’d found Yvette.

      I was certain she heard the crunching twigs under my Converse sneakers as I approached from the edge of the forest and yet she didn’t turn around. She merely flung something into the water with a heave and watched it skip once, twice, and three times before sinking. Whatever she had thrown caught the light of the full moon and twinkled like a dying star as it fell toward the water.

      I came up beside Yvette at the edge of the lake and wrapped my arms around my oversized t-shirt, the frayed edges skimming my mid-thigh. My speedy escape from the Cottontails Cabin had only left enough time to snag my sneakers, toss them out the window before me, and slip them on on-the-go. My hair hung loose around my shoulders and the warm breeze seemed to skim the water’s surface before brushing through my long locks like gentle fingers. I tucked a strand of red hair behind my ear and glanced over at Yvette.

      She was removing a silver bead from some kind of charm bracelet. I watched as she brought her arm back before flinging the little bead as far as she could over the lake with a grunt of effort. Yvette wore a matching pajama set: black silk shorts and a button up short sleeved collared shirt. The dark color accented the paleness of her skin, which was tinged a magical light blue from the moonlight. As she hurled another bead, I noticed she was barefoot.

      “Isn’t it past your bedtime, Eleanor?” Yvette asked, without looking at me.

      I shifted my stance, the pebbles along the shore clicking beneath my feet. “I was worried you didn’t get a care package from your dad,” I said, searching her face for a reaction.

      She kept her expression neutral and unaffected as she looked down at the bracelet in her palm. Then she began to unstring a little charm shaped like a canoe.

      “Isn’t there something better you can do with your time than worry about me?” she asked, bitterness in her voice as she tossed the little canoe, which stood no chance of floating. “I’m fine.”

      I kept silent as the wind played through the pines and three more beads of Yvette’s bracelet went plop, plop, and plop into the lake like heavy drops of rain. With an irritated sigh, she finally turned to me.

      “You can stop worrying, okay, Eleanor?” she said, shooting me her signature scowl. “I got a care package like everyone else.”

      My eyebrows rose slightly.

      “This is from my dad’s care package.” She waved what was left of the charm bracelet in front of my face before looking down at it again. “He cared about me so much that he sent his assistant to buy something expensive for me. She was kind enough to tell me that it cost over twelve-hundred dollars.”

      It took every ounce of self-control I had not to grab Yvette’s wrist as she wound her arm back to throw a cute little camp fire charm. This time, all I could see sailing through the moonlit air were dollar signs—a long, high arch of dollar signs. My mind scrambled to do the math. One charm could pay for a college credit. One charm could pay for a class’s required books. One charm could feed me for weeks in the dorm cafeteria.

      I couldn’t understand why Yvette would throw such a valuable gift away, piece by piece. A designer bracelet like that would never be something my mom could afford for me, especially not as a casual gift. For the homecoming dance, she’d splurged on a pair of earrings for me and they were from Claire’s. As I watched Yvette with a puzzled stare, she scoffed.

      “I guess it’s a good thing she told me the price,” she said, sarcasm dripping from her voice. “Now I know the price of my dad’s affection for me: twelve hundred bucks. A phone call back must cost more than that.”

      My heart squeezed at the look of hurt that flittered across her face.

      She growled as she flung the next piece.

      This time, I watched the charm sail through the air but I no longer saw a trail of tiny dollar signs like pixie dust. Instead, I saw the long, high arc as an invisible fishing line cast out into the deep as if Yvette were searching for something and trying to catch something she didn’t have. But every time she came up empty.

      “Oh, it’s a designer bracelet?” she asked, in a mocking voice. “Well, designer this.”

      I flinched, biting my lip.

      “This cost twelve hundred dollars? Well, twelve hundred this,” she shouted as she threw a cabin charm into the lake. She was panting as she glanced over at me. “What did you get?”

      I blinked. “Huh?”

      “In your care package? From your family? What did you get?”

      I shook my head and shrugged. “Just a plate of cookies my mom made.”

      Her blue eyes narrowed as she leaned toward me. “Don’t say ‘just’, Eleanor,” she said, glancing down at her bracelet. “I’d take a piece of twine tied in a circle over this bracelet if only it were my dad who had taken the time to tie it together.”

      Yvette plopped to the ground and sighed, fiddling with the remaining beads on her bracelet. I imagined the little canoe and the little camp fire and the little cabin charms all sinking to the lake floor. I imagined the tiny beads burying into the sands like abandoned pearls. I imagined Yvette left with nothing but an empty strand between her fingers.

      I started to understand that the charms were like a beautiful shipwreck deep beneath the ocean. There were crystal chandeliers and marble floors and crushed velvet ballrooms in the murky waters, but none of it mattered because it would never float. My family may be a dingy old life raft, crammed and held together by duct tape and rope, and yet it was something to hold onto.

      I was starting to understand Yvette: she didn’t think she had anything to hold onto.

      She turned to me in surprise when I sank down to the sand and pebbles next to her. “You’re staying?” she asked.

      “Yes,” I said, holding out my palm. She stared down at my hand and raised a jet-black eyebrow. “Give me one,” I said, nodding at her bracelet.

      The corners of her pouty lips turned up in a mischievous grin. She started to give me the next bead but I shook my head.

      “No, I want the hiking boot.”

      “The hiking boot?” she asked, but she pulled it off the bracelet. Her finger brushed my palm as she gave me the hiking boot charm, causing tingles to skitter along my skin. Taking a deep breath, I stood up and drew back my arm to throw it before she could see that her touch had given me goosebumps from head to toe. I hurled the boot with a loud shout, which made Yvette laugh aloud. We watched the hiking boot streak across the night sky like a comet. When I sat back down, our shoulders brushed—Italian silk against well-worn cotton, and neither of us moved away.

      We spent half the night there on the shore together, throwing beads, making our own shooting stars, and shouting into the night. Neither of us acknowledged it, but our speed seemed to slow down as if to make the strand last longer.

      At the end of the night, the designer bracelet was gone. But the beginning of an invisible string seemed to have replaced it, bringing us closer together.
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      On Friday, we ran the first test run of the makeshift water vessel we’d dubbed the Queen Indigo II. Things seemed to be coming together for our team. Well, at least compared to how we’d started out.

      We all arrived mostly on time at the beach (Regan was a few minutes late for a ‘curling-related’ emergency), almost all of us wore the t-shirts Sylvia had designed with sparkling purple sequins (Yvette said she was ‘allergic to color’), and we got the new and improved raft ready for its maiden voyage in almost-perfect peace (Bridget and Regan had a brief scuffle over which side of the raft was the bow and which was the stern, with each of them referencing her yacht club years, even though each side of the square raft looked exactly the same to me).

      But after assuring Regan her curls were perfect, coaxing Yvette into allowing Sylvia to sew a single sequin to her hoodie for solidarity, and flipping a coin to decide which way the Queen Indigo II would go into the water, we started our launch. Bridget and I took the two front corners since we were the tallest, followed by Sylvia and Regan in the back while Yvette sat atop on the bench to help keep things balanced and to pull us up once we’d moved further from the shore.

      A ripple in the water splashed against my chest as Bridget and I moved toward deeper water, and soon my toes no longer brushed the lake floor. Then Yvette pulled each and every last one of the team onto the Queen Indigo II.

      “Oh, wow!” I shouted, blinking water from my eyes as I looked around at everyone safely aboard. “Did we do it? Did we actually do it?”

      We glanced at each other with shocked expressions. I think we’d secretly thought something would go wrong: weighed down by sequins, sunk by another popped flotation device like yesterday when Regan and Bridget went a little overboard with the hammer and nails trying to prove who was the better carpenter, or sabotaged by Yvette who often watched us from afar and seemed to find the chaos of Team Indigo humorous.

      “We seem to be holding up okay,” Sylvia said, glancing around at everyone’s chests.

      I narrowed my eyes. “Are you talking about the Queen Indigo II or the uniforms?”

      Sylvia ducked her head and avoided my gaze as she patted the planks of wood. “Definitely the raft. I was talking about the raft. Yeah…”

      I chuckled and shook my head.

      “We’re not swimming with the fishes so I think this is a success,” Bridget said, smiling.

      Regan scoffed. “Fishes? ‘Fishes’ isn’t a word.”

      “What if you use it as a verb?” Sylvia asked, tilting her head.

      Bridget rolled her eyes. “Fishes isn’t technically a word. It’s a saying.”

      Regan crossed her arms defiantly as Yvette’s eyes lit up at the sparks of another altercation and her lips curled into a wicked grin.

      “Um, it totally isn’t a saying,” Regan said, shaking her head. “I got a ninety-nine-point-five percent in Advanced English last year so—”

      “Well, I got a ninety-nine-point-seven percent.”

      Regan shouted, “You did not!”

      “Alright, you guys,” I said, throwing my hands up. “How about we get to paddling? It’s not a success if we don’t get to the other side of the lake, right? Neither of you want to lose, do you?”

      Yvette eyed me with that hint of a grin on her lips and I winked at her, which only earned me a scowl and a sigh. And here I thought we’d progressed past the scowl. Regan and Bridget fell for my trap, though, as if I’d put out peanut butter for mice. If only figuring out what Yvette wanted were as easy as figuring out what Regan and Bridget wanted.

      I grinned victoriously when the two competitive girls both nodded.

      “Alright,” Bridget said.

      Regan glanced at Bridget and then nodded. “Fine.”

      “Good,” I said.

      But after I got them motivated to win, we still sat here, rolling with the gentle waves, hair and dark velvet hoodies fluttering slightly in the wind. We all looked from one to the other expectantly, but nobody made a move.

      Finally, I asked, “So, where are the paddles?”

      Again, nothing but the whistle of wind, which was just as effective as a chorus of crickets.

      “Who brought the paddles?” I asked.

      Sylvia put a hand to her chest. “I was in charge of uniforms and all the uniforms are here,” she said, her gaze darting to Yvette’s single sequin, “Well, mostly.”

      “Regan?” I asked, a sinking feeling in my stomach growing.

      Regan shook her head. “I was in charge of getting the Indigo Queen II into the water the right way.”

      “No, I was in charge of getting the Indigo Queen II into the water the right way,” Bridget said, firmly.

      “Neither of you brought the paddles?” I asked, even though I already knew the answer.

      They both shook their heads in confirmation.

      My attention slid across to Yvette, who had her knees tugged up to her chest. Her catlike eyes sparkled mischievously at me from beneath her hood. “I was in charge of snacks,” she said.

      She was a kitten who wanted to play? Okay…

      I narrowed my eyes. “And what snacks did you bring, Yvette?”

      We were floating aimlessly wherever the wind decided to send us, which wasn’t too far.

      Yvette turned out the empty pockets of her hoodie and looked up at me. “Oops.”

      I clenched my eyes closed.

      “Um, Eleanor?” Sylvia said.

      I sighed. “Yeah?”

      “I see the paddles.”

      My eyes shot open. “Where?”

      Sylvia pointed and I followed the direction, which went past Yvette, past Regan, past the bow (or the stern, depending on who you were talking to), past the large swath of lake all the way to the shore where we cast off. Yep, there they were. I sighed in defeat and flopped onto my back to stare at the fluffy white clouds shifting overhead.

      “What are we going to do, Eleanor?” Bridget asked.

      I let my fingers dip into the cool water, feeling the wanton current that would, at some point, bring us back to some shore. I sighed once more. “We wait.”

      After twenty minutes of waiting and listening to Sylvia sing an interesting rendition of “Row Row Row Your Boat”, the Queen Indigo II had made a small loop around the center of the lake, putting us right back where we were when we realized we had no paddles: nowhere near the shore.

      “We’re going to starve,” Regan moaned from where she lay on her stomach, arms lazily paddling the water. “This is the end. I’m never going to Harvard.”

      Bridget rolled her eyes before pulling her sunglasses down to recline on the raft. “Maybe it’s for the best,” Regan said.

      I turned from my cloud gazing to squint over at her. “What do you mean?”

      Regan sighed and let her chin fall as she stared at the water. “You don’t want to hear about it. It’s a long story.”

      I gestured around at what felt like endless water surrounding our intrepid Queen Indigo II. “I think we have the time, Regan.”

      She glanced over her shoulder at me. “Yeah?”

      Sylvia and even Bridget nodded. Yvette was pretending she was asleep.

      “I’m just saying… it feels like I’m always under so much pressure,” she said, explaining that both her parents were Harvard alumni along with all of her older three brothers. Not getting into Harvard was not an option. But she constantly doubted whether she was good enough.

      I bit my bottom lip, feeling bad for her.

      “I mean, maybe it’s hard for you all to believe, but I’m not naturally good at everything,” she said. “I have to pull all-nighters before calculus tests, practice my stretches every night to stay flexible enough for cheer, and… and I may sometimes use a curling iron.”

      We all did our best to sound shocked when she confided this ‘secret’. I was surprised when the corners of Bridget’s mouth turned downward as she sat up and looked over at Regan.

      “You know what, Regan?” Bridget said, looking nervous. “When I told everyone I was speaking from the heart during the student council debate? Well, I actually rewrote that speech like thirty times and then memorized it. I was like so nervous the whole time that someone would figure out I’d had to put a lot of work into that speech. So… I… I understand.”

      My eyeballs nearly popped out of my head when Bridget then awkwardly, but kindly, patted Regan’s leg.

      Sylvia, who never went anywhere without an eyeliner and nail polish, had been painting her toes. But she put the brush away and said, “Regan, I totally get feeling that kind of pressure from family.”

      Sylvia told us that her family immigrated from El Salvador and wanted her to go to school for something they felt would be more practical than fashion design. They wanted her to have financial security, which they’d been struggling with their whole lives. They didn’t understand that Sylvia’s dreams were different.

      “It was actually my sister who sent that care package with all the fabrics,” she said, grinning at us. “She’s my covert agent for my dream goals.”

      We laughed.

      “Families, right?” Sylvia chuckled.

      Bridget sighed. “I still haven’t told my dad that I’m gay,” she said, lifting her lashes to glance at us. “He’s a preacher and I’m honestly kind of afraid of how he would take it.”

      Even Yvette peeked open one eye as Bridget explained that she kept pushing the conversation off because she kept thinking if she did everything else ‘right’ in her life, like getting good grades, being on the Student Council, joining cheer team, that maybe it would help ensure he’d be okay with her not being straight.

      “I know it’s messed up, thinking about it like that,” Bridget admitted with a shrug. “But I just want him to be proud of me.”

      It was Regan who placed her arm around Bridget’s shoulders and said, “You deserve to have him proud of exactly who you are, Bridge.”

      Sylvia watched as Bridget rested her cheek on Regan’s arm.

      “Are you two being nice to one another?” she asked, bewildered.

      At this comment, Bridget shoved Regan away and Regan cleared her throat and blushed.

      “What I meant was that your dad should still be proud of you, even though you didn’t make cheer captain,” Regan said. “We can’t both win that spot, now can we?”

      I rolled my eyes and laughed with everyone else.

      “What about you, Eleanor?” Bridget asked, glancing over at me. “Any pressures in life you want to unburden before we die like Regan says?”

      Regan stuck out her tongue at Bridget, but with the hint of a smile. I fidgeted with the tails of my long, red braids.

      “I’m worried about how to pay for college,” I told them, opening up in a way that sort of took me by surprise. “There is this big scholarship that I applied for and should be hearing about any day now. It’s hard to even sleep at night thinking about it. Like, what if I don’t get it…?”

      Bridget put a hand on my arm.

      I shrugged. “Just stressful I guess.”

      Regan looked around the Queen Indigo II and said, “So, if we all die out here, I won’t have to worry about getting into Harvard, Eleanor won’t have to worry about paying for school, Sylvia won’t have to worry about pleasing her family, and Bridget won’t have to come out to her dad. That only leaves one person we haven’t heard a worry from…”

      All eyes turned to Yvette, who scowled.

      “I don’t do Kum Ba Yah and I don’t do Friendship Bracelets and I don’t lean on anyone’s shoulder but my own,” she said, glancing behind us. “Besides, we’re back on the shore.”

      The four of us whipped around to see that the bow (or was it the stern?) of the Queen Indigo II had indeed entered the shallow waters of the shore, although we were now on the complete opposite side of the lake.

      “This has been fun,” Yvette said, hopping off the side. “Let’s all almost die again soon.”

      Without another word, she waded through the shallow water, crossed the sand in her sopping wet black skinny jeans, and disappeared into the trees. We all watched her go from the Queen Indigo II.

      “Well, at least she didn’t take off her uniform,” Sylvia said, referring to the single sequin sewn into Yvette’s black hoodie. “That’s a start.”

      “Yeah, that’s a start,” I said, forcing a smile that I didn’t feel.

      I didn’t have the heart to tell Sylvia that it was probably more effort for Yvette to tear the sequin off than to leave it there. As it turned out, Regan had no such qualms about voicing this same opinion though.

      “She probably just left it out of convenience, though,” she said, as we bobbed in the clear, shallow water. “Probably doesn’t mean anything.”

      I sighed. Any time I took one step forward with Yvette it felt like I had to take two giant leaps backward. Or, more accurately, it felt like she shoved me backward with a scowl and then ran away from me.
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      On Saturday afternoon, each cabin was assigned a different trail to hike together. All of us from the Cottontails Cabin set out for the Diamond Trail, which started on the south side of the lake. But when we got to the fork in the path, Regan stopped and pointed in the opposite direction to the one we were supposed to take.

      “This way, ladies,” Regan said.

      I checked the trail map and shook my head. “No, it’s the other way.”

      “I think Regan’s right,” Madelynn said, nodding toward the wrong direction. “Let’s go.”

      Regan and Madelynn set off that way and I was about to call after them when Sylvia slipped her hand into mine and Jane grabbed my other hand.

      “Trust us,” Sylvia whispered, the glitter on her cheek catching the sunlight through the trees.

      “We know where we’re going,” Jane said, with more confidence than I’d ever heard in her voice as she pushed her glasses further up the bridge of her nose.

      “But…” I craned my head over my shoulder for one more glance back at the path I knew for certain led to the Diamond Trail. As my friends dragged me the opposite way, we passed the spot that had the yellow balloon arch on that first day, passed the bonfire pit where we’d roasted marshmallows for s’mores, and passed the mess hall where we eat breakfast.

      “Okay, we are definitely going in the wrong direction,” I said, as I grew more and more confused as to what they were doing.

      Regan flipped her golden blonde curls over her shoulder and flashed me a smile. “Let someone else lead for once, eh, Eleanor?”

      Sylvia and Jane each tightened their grips on my hands. My eyebrows lifted as I realized they were surprisingly strong for an aspiring fashion designer and a bookworm.

      We waded through the tall grass of the pasture and stopped in front of the stables when I finally wriggled free, crossed my arms, and refused to go a single step further.

      “Can someone please tell me what in the world is going on?” I asked.

      “Maybe I can,” came a familiar voice.

      I whirled around to see Yvette leaning against the open doors of the barn, with a set of reins slung over her shoulder. The sight of her scrambled my thoughts. I had to stammer for a bit before managing to string together a coherent sentence.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked, turning to my Cottontails Cabinmates who were all holding back giggles. “Wait, what am I doing here?”

      Madelynn pulled out the compass she wore on an old shoelace tied around her neck and frowned as she tapped its glass front. “Wait, guys, I think Eleanor was right. Diamond Trail is in the opposite direction after all!”

      Sylvia and Regan crowded around Madelynn’s compass and one after the other simultaneously delivered a dramatic, “Aha!”

      I shook my head and tried to hold back laughter at this obvious setup.

      “Boy, we’re behind the other cabins,” Jane said, taking a step backwards. “We’d better hurry if we’re going to finish the hike before sunset.”

      As if that were a code they had agreed on as the time to skedaddle, my friends then took off running back through the pasture, their laughter rippling back toward me like the tall grasses in the warm afternoon breeze.

      “Hey!” I shouted after them, throwing up my hands.

      But this only made them laugh harder and run faster. I watched the four of them grow smaller and smaller until they disappeared into the trees. I turned to Yvette for an explanation of why they had so obviously dropped me off here on purpose, but found she had already turned away and was heading down the stalls. I ran after her.

      “Um, are you going to tell me what I’m doing here?” I asked, coming up beside her.

      She didn’t look at me, but lifted a sharp, black eyebrow. “Isn’t it obvious?”

      “No,” I said, as she stopped next to the black horse with the white cowlick she’d been petting when I found her here during the week.

      “This is Spider,” she said, opening the stall door and slipping inside. “We’re going to start with checking her shoes to make sure she’s ready to ride. Come stand here. By me.”

      I refused to move inside the stall. Instead, I crossed my arms and made sure the toes of my battered and beaten and slightly soggy Converse didn’t cross the line into the hay.

      “Not until you tell me what’s going on,” I said, firmly.

      “You want to hold the horse’s leg like this,” she said, bending Spider’s black leg. “You have to be gentle, so you don’t startle her. You can’t force anything with her. You have to be patient with her. Let her come to you.”

      I stared at Yvette blankly.

      She glanced at me past the curtain of jet-black hair, her sharp eyes flashing. “Are you listening to the instructions, Eleanor?”

      I shook my head. “No.”

      She didn’t need to know that I was clinging to her every word. I’m not sure that I succeeded at playing it cool, though, because the corners of her lips curved upward.

      “Why don’t you come closer?” she said, going back to her task of cleaning Spider’s shoe. “She needs to get used to your presence, your touch.”

      “The horse does?”

      Yvette tossed back her hair, eyes flashing beneath her hoodie. “Of course. Who else would I be talking about?”

      I licked my lips and took a step into the stall. Spider flicked her mane back and snorted. I flinched when she stomped her front foot. I started to scurry back out of the stall, but Yvette caught my wrist.

      “Easy,” she coaxed, making me wonder if she was talking to me or the horse. She tugged me toward her and straightened after returning the horse’s foot to the stall floor. “Here,” she said, her voice soft in the golden light of the stable. “Touch her like this.”

      Yvette guided my hand to the horse’s flank. She pressed her palm flat over the back of my hand and my heart started to race a little.

      “She might be a little afraid, a little timid,” she said, her voice a mere whisper. “So, you have to keep your touch steady to let her know you’re not going anywhere. That’s all she wants to know.”

      I imagined touching Yvette’s arm the way she was instructing me to touch the horse. I imagined my fingers pressing against her pale, glass-like skin. I imagined holding my hand there, trying to keep my touch steady while my heart was anything but steady.

      I looked over at Yvette who I found had been watching my face the whole time. She scowled and withdrew her hand, disappearing around Spider to clean her other back shoe. I cleared my throat and fidgeted with my braids.

      “Um, you still haven’t told me why you concocted this plan to get me out here,” I said, trying to keep my voice as casual as possible.

      She shrugged without looking up. “The other day you said you didn’t know how to ride. That’s just unacceptable.”

      I moved toward the back of the stall so I could see Yvette’s back. I crossed my arms over my chest and leaned against the wooden wall back there. “So, it has nothing to do with spending time with me?” I asked, grinning.

      “No.”

      “Nothing to do with wanting some time alone with me?”

      “Nope.”

      “Nothing to do with… liking me?” I leaned forward, but stopped when Spider shuffled and neighed a warning before kicking out her back leg. I yelped and moved back into the corner.

      Yvette chuckled and eyed me. “Careful. She’ll kick if you get too close.”

      “Was I getting too close?”

      “Yes,” she said, sizing me up with her catlike eyes.

      With the afternoon light filtering through the wooden rafters above the stables, Yvette taught me how to put on the reins and saddle, how to check the horse’s feet, and how to get a sense of the horse’s temperament. I couldn’t help but grin thinking about Yvette as she taught me how to avoid getting kicked or bitten. I was already an expert at approaching a skittish creature carefully and cautiously…I’d been dealing with her for over a week.

      Finally, we took Spider outside to get ready to ride her. Yvette overturned an oat pail so I had an easier time mounting. Once I’d lifted myself up in the saddle, I could feel how different Spider was from riding one of the mellow trail horses my cabin had ridden yesterday. Spider fidgeted and impatiently stomped as I nervously gathered the reins. My eyes widened. Yvette laughed and then effortlessly hopped on to sit behind me. Her chin came to rest on my shoulder as her arms wound around my waist and her hands guided my fingers.

      Her instructions were spoken quietly and patiently as we started Spider around the edge of the pasture. The warmth of her breath against my ear felt like a summer breeze off the ocean, making me shiver as Spider bucked back her head and snorted.

      “Does that mean she likes me?” I asked, fidgeting in the saddle. “Or does that mean that she doesn’t like me? Should I do something different? Should I get off? Maybe I should—”

      “Eleanor, shh,” she said, chuckling in my ear. “The only thing you should do is stay quiet.”

      “Easy for you to say,” I said, but then her hands moved to my legs and she pressed gently against my thighs until I stopped squirming.

      “Horses are easily spooked,” she whispered. “And they’ll run if they’re scared.”

      I gulped in a deep breath and tried to calm down, but Yvette’s hands were still resting flat on my thighs. That did not make me feel quiet and calm. At all.

      “And what do I do if she runs?” I asked.

      Yvette’s lips brushed my ear and I felt them curl into a smile. “You run after her as fast as you can,” she whispered.
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      At midnight on Sunday night, half of the cabin bunkbeds were empty. Just like all the LGBTQ+ campers knew the secret about placing their bracelets on their left wrist, we also knew that at the halfway point of each camp session there was a secret party.

      My footsteps were soft over the brush at the bottom of the forest as I held up my lantern to light the way. All around me, other lanterns blinked like fireflies as they appeared and disappeared between the thick labyrinth of trees. When I started to hear faint music coming from up ahead, I smoothed down the skirt of my dress I wore with my old Converse. On a whim, I’d stuffed my homecoming dress into the bottom of the duffle bag when I packed for camp. I wasn’t sure I’d want to wear a dress to the dance. But knowing Yvette was going to be there made me want to.

      Regan had curled my long red strands and Jane had braided in tiny white wild flowers she’d picked for me. Sylvia did my makeup and I practically had to hide the green eyeliner to keep her from giving me a ‘Poison Ivy Cat Eye’. She wailed that I was ruining her ‘artistic vision’, but I felt good with just a dab of blush across my freckled cheeks, a quick coat of mascara across my eyelashes, and only enough lipstick to make my lips look like I’d just bitten into a ripe plum.

      As I drew closer to the secret party, I held up the lantern and frowned at the wrinkles along my strapless bodice. My dress was made of several layers of tulle all in a different shade of purple so that when I spun around the layers opened like the petals of a flower. Suddenly, I wondered if I should go back to the cabin and find an iron or a steamer. Was there even an iron in a cabin in the woods? I didn’t want Yvette to see me all a mess. But as I went to turn around, I remembered Madelynn’s words as Regan, Jane, Sylvia, and I left a little while ago.

      “Eleanor, I’ll kick you out of the cabin if you try to come back right away,” she’d said.

      “Why would I come back right away?” I’d asked.

      Madelynn had reached out to squeeze my bare arm. “I can tell you’re nervous, but I know you’re going to blow her away when she sees you.”

      Yes, I was nervous. More nervous than I could remember being with a girl. More nervous than I could remember being around Yvette. In my hand-me-down overalls—with its stains and tears and frays—I could still pretend this was casual and that I wasn’t falling fast like those sparkling silver beads we’d thrown in the lake together. But, tonight felt like I was throwing casual out the window: I liked Yvette and I wanted her to like me back.

      The swaying lanterns led to a small grove of trees. Colored lights were wrapped around the trunks of a circular clearing and stretched across overhanging branches. Chinese lanterns of every color of the rainbow hung amongst the long drapes of moss. The grass was spray-painted with bright blues, vibrant pinks, and cheery yellow. Music played from an old boombox and a disco ball hung from a branch over the center of the grove, catching and dispersing colors across my face like specks of paint.

      I swallowed a little nervously. My fingers went to the end of my braids only to discover that my hair was down. I dropped my hand, not wanting to mess up my curls. I scanned the crowd, looking for Yvette. The unofficial dress code for the secret party was to wear color and my eyes skimmed over a floor length pastel-pink dress, a lime-green tuxedo, and a latex mini skirt of orange sherbet.

      Even amongst all the color, Yvette’s blue eyes stuck out to me as if everything else were in black and white. The corners of her mouth tipped up slightly as she walked toward me and it was all I could do to keep my heart beating. At first sight, I thought she’d decided to wear her typical black, but as she passed through the crowd on the dance floor and the light fell onto her chic spaghetti-strap dress I realized I was wrong: the fabric was the deepest, darkest shade of violet.

      “Wow,” I said, as she came to a stop in front of me. The dress was truly beautiful on her. The material hugged all the curves of her thin frame and the design was simple enough to let her shine in it. It looked made just for her.

      “Where did you get that dress?” I asked, and then laughed a little. “Probably some Paris boutique I can’t even pronounce, right?”

      I tugged at my strands and something tumbled from my hair since I’d again forgotten tiny flowers were woven in there. Yvette picked up the flower and stepped closer to me, as close as we had been in the water when our vessel capsized on the lake. I watched with a racing heart as her long, pale fingers delicately placed the flower back into the tiny braid amongst the curls.

      Yvette leaned toward my ear and a strand of her damp hair fell against my cheek as she whispered, “I actually didn’t bring a dress.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      She stepped back and seemed amused by my confusion. Her jet-black hair reflected all the colored lights as it fell over one of her eyes. “I didn’t think I’d be staying long enough,” she said, shrugging. “But then I met you, Eleanor.”

      “B-But the dress,” I said, stammering. “H-How—”

      “Sylvia made it for me.”

      Suddenly, I remembered the swaths of fabric Sylvia had received from her care package and I nodded. “That was so sweet of her.”

      “And Bridget insisted on coming over to do my makeup,” Yvette continued. “No matter how fiercely I scowled at her.”

      “Makeup?” I frowned, because it didn’t look like Yvette was wearing any makeup.

      She smirked when she saw me notice this. “I washed it all out in the lake before arriving. That’s why my hair is wet.”

      I laughed, spotting the remnants of a dark smokey color smudged around Yvette’s blue eyes. She looked like a goth vampire princess. As she held my gaze, I felt certain I was falling under some spell she was casting. I looked at her until she looked down at her shoes and then I blinked and cleared my throat. I was almost certain now that Yvette liked me and that was almost too overwhelming to handle.

      “Um, do you want to go sit together in a dark corner?” I asked, with a grin.

      Yvette’s laugh was magic. “Yes, for sure. All this color is going to make me nice or something terrible like that.”

      She winked at me and my stomach did a somersault as we went to sit together on a fallen log just on the outskirts of the dance. Jane was letting the track star girl, Lani, lead her out onto the dance floor even though she kept her book still tucked beneath one arm. Sylvia was in and out of the crowd with tiny scissors and thread offering on-the-go mending services for dresses that had been snagged by weeds or fallen branches. And though they would probably deny it tomorrow, Regan and Bridget were standing awfully close to one another.

      I inhaled the scent of the forest and exhaled with a happy sigh. I felt as light as the Chinese lanterns hanging above me. I smiled over at Yvette, but found her staring down at her hands.

      “Is everything alright?” I asked.

      Yvette bit her lip and she fidgeted. “Eleanor, you know how we were stuck on the raft and everyone shared something personal?”

      I nodded.

      “And it was because everyone trusted one another?”

      I nodded again.

      She swallowed and wiped her palms against her bare legs. “Well, I want to take a turn now. Because… because I want to trust you, Eleanor. I really want to.”

      Her gaze lifted to meet mine and I hoped she could look in my eyes and see safety, acceptance and affection. Okay, maybe something a little stronger than affection. But I hoped that she saw it all.

      “I want you to trust me,” I whispered, wanting to add, ‘That’s all I want’, but I didn’t want to scare her off.

      Yvette looked at me as if I were a life-raft she was afraid to take hold of, even if that alone would save her from drowning. I could see the tumultuous waves of emotion storming through her beautiful eyes and I wanted to give her a safe harbor, if just for one rainbow-colored night.

      Finally, finally, Yvette opened up to me in a tight, hesitant voice, as her fingers fidgeted with the hem of her dress.

      “All my life I’ve had so much but not what I’ve truly needed,” she said softly. “My mom gave me her language and her love of horses and her artistic ability and her eyes, but I want her. My father gives me the world: an international education, designer clothes, beautiful homes and first-class tickets to Paris and designer bracelets. But he’s like a rain cloud. He pours diamonds down on me, but I can’t reach him. And I just want a mom and a dad. I just want a family.”

      My eyes welled up as I processed what she was telling me.

      She sighed as she kept her gaze fixed on her slender, pale fingers. “And it’s hard to admit that aloud because it’s easier to just pretend I don’t want anybody, to push people away, to stay alone. That way, it’s easier on me when they leave. Because they do… they always leave.”

      She lifted her gaze to mine and as I looked into her eyes it felt as if we were back on the raft, just the two of us floating on the choppy waters, not a shoreline in sight. I slipped my hand into the pocket of my dress and fingered what I’d brought to the dance just in case I built up the nerve. I should have remembered that for me Yvette was a sorceress.

      “I brought something for you,” I said, my eyes still locked on hers. “A bracelet.”

      Yvette hesitated and then a blue flame illuminated her eyes. When we normally think of flames, we think of red and orange and yellow, but I learned in science that it was the deep, dangerous blue of the flame that was the hottest part.

      “How can you guarantee it won’t end up in the lake?” Yvette said.

      I grinned at her as I pulled the black Sharpie from my pocket. “You might have a hard time throwing this bracelet away,” I said, before nodding at her thin wrist. “May I?”

      Her eyes sparkled with interest, but she hesitated.

      “I caught you off guard,” I said, somewhat proudly.

      Her lips revealed the tiniest hint of a grin. “You wish...”

      She then laid her arm over my knees and the feel of her body against mine caused a wonderful glow in my chest that made the world seem better. I uncapped the Sharpie, licked my lips, and glanced at Yvette before starting. Her eyes were fixed on me with a fierce intensity.

      Taking a deep breath, I held her arm still with one hand as I drew with the other. I leaned in close to watch the ink bleed into the fine lines of her skin like deep rivers at midnight. Her pulse fluttered against my thumb like a delicate hummingbird as I drew links around her wrist. My pinky brushed along one of her violet veins, tracing it like the trembling stem of a wildflower in a summer thunderstorm.

      As Yvette watched, I drew charms along the bracelet. I drew a hiking backpack, the kind I’d worn when I first laid eyes on her on the way to Camp Sunshine. I drew a balloon arc for the moment I learned her name, which twisted my tongue the way her eyes twisted my stomach. I drew a bonfire like the one on the first night of camp. I drew a seashell for when we sat on the lake shore and threw away her designer bracelet, a horse for when she taught me to ride, and a disco ball for right now, the most terrifying, wonderful, dazzling moment of my life.

      Lastly, I drew a little treehouse.

      “What’s that one for?” she asked.

      I blew gently on the little ink charm and watched goosebumps travel up her arm. I capped the Sharpie and smiled at her before answering. “It’s for our team,” I said, gesturing to Regan and Sylvia and Bridget. “We are a team.”

      When I looked at Yvette, she was staring at the little treehouse I’d drawn on the inside of her wrist. She didn’t say anything after that as we sat and watched the girls swirling beneath the dancing lights. But after a few moments I felt her hand move against my skin and she laced her fingers with mine. I held on tight, blinking a few times to make sure this wasn’t a dream.

      Holding her hand made me feel so grateful to be right here at Camp Sunshine. Right here, right now, there was no place else I’d rather be.

      When I returned to the cabin later that night, I found a faint stamp of the bracelet I’d drawn for Yvette imprinted on my own wrist from when her skin had pressed to mine. As I stared out the window at the dark sky, I knew I never wanted this imprint to fade.
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      On Wednesday, the first hint of churning, dark gray clouds above the swaying peaks of the tall pines symbolized impending disaster for the Queen Indigo II, although we didn’t know that yet. Nothing seemed capable of sinking our good moods after the secret dance party in the woods Sunday night.

      That is, until we literally sank.

      We’d worked hard the last two days to finalize and paint the Queen Indigo II, exuding teamwork—at last. This morning, we arrived at the lake with full bellies full of pancakes from the mess hall and positive attitudes.

      Our launch from the shore went off without a hitch, but, as we started to paddle toward the opposite side of the lake for a race test, it became obvious that something wasn’t right.

      “Um, does anyone else get the feeling we’re slowly sinking?” Bridget asked.

      I noticed the water lapping unusually high around the ankles of my rolled-up overalls, but I shook my head. “Probably just the extra pancakes I had for breakfast,” I joked, trying to keep things positive even as the water rose to soak the denim bunched up around my knees.

      Sylvia’s eyes grew wide. “Um…”

      “Besides,” I added, a little warily, “there’s no reason we should be sinking. The raft floated just fine yesterday and we haven’t done anything to the structure since then.”

      For a moment, there was silence, and nothing but sounds of the choppy waves splashing against our knees. Then the waves came up to the tops of our thighs and I came out of denial, contemplating how to fix this dire situation.

      “Paddle for shore!” I announced and we started paddling like our lives depended on it, although the water just kept rising around us.

      Sylvia sucked in a deep breath. “I should probably admit something…”

      After that shocking declaration, we stopped our futile paddling efforts and turned to look at Sylvia. Her cheeks burned pink and it wasn’t an experimental blush application this time. She drummed her fingers on her paddle, her gaze darting to the sky.

      “Sylvia…” I used the tone saved for when my twin brothers looked guilty of some mischief.

      “It was an innocent change,” she said, avoiding our gazes. “Something to help our team.”

      “Spill it,” I said, the chill of the water against my waist making me shudder.

      “Well, after we decided to paint the Queen Indigo II this shade of purple, I thought the application looked a bit dull and might freshen up with some sparkles,” she explained sheepishly. “So, I added another coat of paint that had sparkles. But then, the raft looked a little too sparkly and so I repainted it just indigo. But then I thought it was missing something…”

      As her words drifted off with the wind, I narrowed my eyes. “And?”

      “And I might have tried to get the color right with a few more coats of paint.”

      The water rose up to our ribcages now.

      “Exactly how many coats of paint did you add?” Bridget asked, using her stern Student Council President voice.

      Sylvia squirmed uncomfortably, disturbing the lake water creeping up her ribcage. “Umm… it got a little out of hand,” she answered. “But I swear I was just trying to make the raft color perfect and—”

      “How much paint did you add, Sylvia?” I asked.

      “Four gallons!” she shouted. Then she added meekly, “Give or take a few gallons.”

      “Sylvia!” we all bellowed, our voices echoing across the lake.

      Ten minutes later, we stood on the opposite shoreline in our soaking wet clothes, looking out over an empty lake. The Queen Indigo II, the vessel we’d worked so hard to build together, had sunk to the bottom of the lake and tomorrow was race day. We stood in a row, staring out at the lake in utter silence. This was not good.

      An hour later, we were back at Indigo Headquarters and there was the furthest thing in the world from silence as the storm cloud moved to block the sun completely.

      “We need to start building the Queen Indigo III right now if we stand any chance at all of competing in tomorrow’s race,” Regan shouted, her voice booming off the wooden walls of the treehouse.

      Regan stood in the center of the room across from Bridget who was red-faced and wild-eyed. Bridget tugged at the two buns on top of her head, shrieked, and threw her arms into the air.

      “Are you insane, Regan?” Bridget shouted, putting her face within inches of Regan’s. “It took us over a week to build the Queen Indigo II. There’s no way we can do that again in less than twenty-four hours. We need to retrieve the Queen Indigo II. It’s the only way.”

      “This is all my fault,” Sylvia said, dropping to her knees in the corner of the treehouse and burying her head between her knees.

      Yvette went and sat in the opposite corner of the treehouse from Sylvia, staring blankly ahead and pulling up her black hood.

      I, as usual, was stuck in the middle of this newest argument.

      “Girls, stop,” I said, putting a hand on Bridget and Regan’s shoulders. “We’ll figure this out. We really will, but we won’t get anywhere fighting like this and—”

      “How exactly do you propose we ‘retrieve’ the Queen Indigo II?” Regan yelled, completely ignoring my pleas to end the arguing.

      “Um, we dive,” Bridget yelled back. “Duh!”

      “Oh, brilliant idea!” Regan crossed her arms and sarcastically added, “Should we go and retrieve the Titanic while we’re at it, Bridget?”

      A headache started to throb against my temples and I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Girls, please. This isn’t helping.”

      Regan nodded. “You’re right, Eleanor,” she said.

      “I’m glad you agree,” I said, surprised.

      “Yes, talking about ridiculous ideas like dragging the Queen Indigo II from the bottom of the lake is not helping. We need to start building a new raft, like now.”

      With that, Bridget launched into another tirade. I was just building up the strength to intervene again when my phone buzzed from my bag. I went to turn it off, but paused when I saw “MOM” flash across my screen.

      My heart jolted because I knew the reason she would be calling.

      “I’ll be right back,” I said, catching Yvette watching me as I ducked into the corner, facing away from Bridget and Regan, who had resumed yelling at each other. I covered one ear before answering the phone. “Mom?”

      I knew from the tone of the first ‘hey, baby’ that she didn’t have good news. My forehead dropped against the wood-planked wall as I squeezed my eyes shut. I wasn’t sure which I wanted to block out more: the fighting in the treehouse or my mom reading the letter that informed me I would not be getting the scholarship I so desperately needed, that I so desperately relied on to pay for college.

      “They say in the letter that it was extremely competitive this year,” Mom said, trying to keep her voice positive for my sake. “They say that, even though you didn’t win, you were an impressive applicant. They say it was a really hard decision.”

      I forced an ‘emhmm’ to each thing my mom read, but it didn’t sound like my voice. The voice sounded very far away as the walls closed in on me.

      “Thanks for calling to let me know,” I said, the words robotic and devoid of emotion as if my heart had been switched off.

      “Baby, please don’t worry about this,” Mom said. “We’ll figure something out. I promise.”

      “I have to go, Mom.” I hung up and the loud arguing flooded back over me as if the skies had opened up and were pelting me with hail the size of my fist. A good leader never loses her cool, but, in this moment, I couldn’t be a good leader. I felt too upset, disappointed, and scared.

      “Will you please just be quiet!” I shouted, whirling around with clenched fists. “Will you two please for once just stop arguing!”

      It wasn’t just Bridget and Regan who stared at me with wide, startled eyes. Sylvia lifted her red-rimmed, puffy eyes from between her knees in shock. Yvette looked over at me with round eyes as if I were a complete stranger.

      Normally their startled expressions would’ve been enough to stop me in my tracks and get me acting rational again. But I was falling off a cliff at high speed and there would be no stopping me until I hit the ground.

      “I mean, really,” I scoffed. “Do you two hear yourselves? You’re bickering and fighting and yelling about a raft. A raft for a race that doesn’t matter! I just found out that the scholarship I need to pay for college isn’t coming through. That is more important than a lake crossing race.”

      Hot tears pricked at my eyes, but I blinked the tears away before they could fall.

      “The Queen Indigo II doesn’t mean anything compared to that, okay?” I shouted, stomping my foot. “The stupid race doesn’t mean anything. Team Indigo doesn’t mean anything. Camp Sunshine doesn’t mean anything. None of this means anything. This is not the real world and it doesn’t count. None of this counts.”

      I stopped to gasp for breath.

      “So, will you please, pretty please,” I said, placing my hands flat against one another in the prayer position, “just be quiet.”

      Bridget stared at me a moment, before she said, “No problem, Eleanor. We’ll give you exactly what you want: silence.”

      Without another word Bridget descended the rope ladder.

      Regan eyed me, shaking her head. “You can say we fight a lot, Eleanor. But you can never say that we don’t care.”

      Regan followed after Bridget. Her words stung a little, but I refused to lower my chin or uncross my arms. I was still too frustrated and upset. Sylvia pushed herself to her feet next.

      “I guess I’ll go too,” Sylvia said, before she also descended the ladder.

      “What am I still doing here?” I huffed and then stomped toward the rope ladder.

      “Eleanor?” Yvette whispered, her voice making me freeze.

      I turned around to find her blue eyes staring at me, pleading desperately with a single look. She no longer hid behind a mask of bored indifference or irritable hostility. Her clear blue eyes were open and vulnerable.

      “Eleanor, you’re not leaving. Are you?” she asked.

      I looked at her and shook my head. “I’m sorry. But winning some silly race across the lake isn’t going to pay my college tuition.”

      And, like that, I left Yvette alone in the Team Indigo treehouse, with nothing but a memory of our days together etched onto her skin. A storm had come and destroyed my future—everything that I had worked so hard for would never be mine.

      Yvette had been hurt before, but I never thought she would be let down by me.
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      After lunch, Madelynn unlocked the door to the Camp Sunshine office and pushed it open for me. 

      “You can use the computer over there,” she said, nodding at the cluttered desk in the dim, cool room. “My mom is on a hike to the overlook with the Mountain Lion cabin. She won’t be back for hours.”

      “Thanks,” I murmured, slipping past her with my eyes ducked. 

      I needed to start applying for more scholarships right away. There had to be another scholarship out there somewhere. There was no time to waste. I sat at the computer and my toe tapped impatiently as I waited for it to boot up. 

      “Eleanor, are you sure you don’t want to go on the trail ride with us?” Madelynn asked, lingering in the doorway.

      I shook my head without looking over at her. “Can’t.” 

      Madelynn hesitated and I felt her eyes on me. 

      “You can go,” I said, with a sigh. “I’ll be fine.”

      She paused in the doorway. “I know you will be fine, Eleanor.”

      The office door clicked shut behind her and I was left alone in the blue glow of the computer screen behind the closed blinds. I placed my hands on the keyboard and told myself to start my scholarship research. But Madelynn’s words wouldn’t leave me. I know you will be fine, Eleanor. Was she implying they wouldn’t be fine without me?

      With a sigh my arms fell to my lap. In the glow of the artificial light—cold and blue like deep ice—I saw the faint traces of the treehouse on my inner wrist, a perfect match for Yvette’s Sharpie bracelet charm. No, I couldn’t think about Team Indigo right now. I needed money.

      But Yvette had all the money in the world and that didn’t make her happy. Would getting a scholarship really solve all of my problems? My head started to spin.

      My gaze dropped to my inner wrist. The Sharpie bracelet was mostly worn off from my showers, my inadvertent dip in the lake, and from washing my hands before meals. The lines were faint, but still there, barely holding on. I brushed my thumb over the faded design.

      I’d told the girls that the race meant nothing, but seeing the remnants of our time together on my skin made my heart ache. I tore my gaze from the black lines on my wrist and looked at the blinking cursor on the search bar of the computer screen. Suddenly, I saw the page in front of me for what it was: blank, empty, lifeless. That’s how I felt without Team Indigo.

      Was I throwing away my friends for the possibility of another scholarship? Was that what was most important right now? Was I going to throw away Yvette? She was so rare and special that the thought of not seeing those blue eyes again left a gaping hole in my chest.

      So, what was I doing? Tears filled my eyes as I realized I was letting fear get the best of me. I’d run away from my friends, scared. Well, losing those friendships suddenly felt much worse than focusing on my financial problems.

      Realizing what a big mistake I’d made, something suddenly felt urgent. I knocked things over left and right as I rifled through Tanya’s desk things to find a Sharpie. I hastily traced the faint outline so the bracelet was bold again, with each and every charm.

      Then I pulled out my phone and texted the group: Emergency Team Indigo Meeting. Sundown at the Treehouse. See you there!
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      Through the small round windows of the treehouse at Indigo Headquarters, Regan, Bridget, Sylvia and I watched the vibrant colors over the tree-covered hills fade and then disappear into darkness. It was sundown and Yvette wasn’t here.

      “Eleanor, I don’t think she’s coming,” Sylvia said, as we sat in the darkness of late dusk. 

      I checked my phone for the tenth time: still no response. 

      “Maybe we should start without her?” Regan proposed, after a few quiet minutes. 

      Every crack of a twig or shuffle of leaves from outside, made me jump, hoping it was Yvette. But the rope ladder remained still and our team remained incomplete. 

      “We could try to put something together without her,” Bridget said, looking from face to face. “But if we keep waiting...”

      “We aren’t going to keep waiting,” I said, flipping my braids over my shoulder and then standing up. I was resuming my role as team leader. “And we aren’t going to start working on the vessel for the race tomorrow.”

      The other three girls standing in our small circle looked at me. 

      “We are going to find Yvette,” I told them. “Because we are a team.”

      Bridget and Regan weren’t fighting now. Sylvia didn’t have her head buried in a fashion magazine or her fingers full of swaths of fabric. They were listening to me.

      “Earlier, I said none of this matters and that it’s all just inconsequential stuff at a summer camp,” I said, looking at each of them in the twilight darkness…the same color of Yvette’s dress. “But I was wrong.”

      All eyes were on me. I sucked in a steadying breath.

      “We’ve developed real friendships here,” I said, my heart warming at the thought. But then my heart raced, remembering how I’d pushed away Yvette. “We’ve opened up to each other, and learned to lean on one another when we need help. Well, I’ve only recently learned that one.”

      “Mmhmm,” Sylvia said, giving me an encouraging smile.

      I nodded, appreciating her support. “We’ve learned not to wring each other’s necks. Mostly.”

      Sylvia and I grinned as Bridget and Regan chuckled and blushed with embarrassment.

      “We’ve become a team, girls, and not just for the race. We’ve become a team for one another in life,” I said, softly. “And I don’t know what is more real than that. I don’t know what matters more than that.”

      “Eleanor is right. Nothing matters more than friendships,” Sylvia said, turning to Regan.

      “We’re a team,” Regan said, with a nod.

      “We are a team,” Bridget said, agreeing with Regan for once.

      “We’re all in?” I asked.

      Regan, Sylvia, and Bridget all nodded.

      “We’re going to compete in the race tomorrow, because it’s important,” I concluded, feeling like we’d come full circle. “Because it matters. But we’re going to do it as a team, as a complete team. And right now, we’re not whole because someone is missing.”

      Sylvia moved to my side. “Let’s go find Yvette.”

      “Yes!” I nodded, resolute in not letting her slip away. “We’ll split up to cover more ground,” I said, passing out flashlights from the supply trunk.

      “I’ll take the east side of camp,” Bridget said.

      “I was going to take the east side of camp,” Regan whined.

      All three of us gave her a meaningful stare.

      “But this is bigger than me,” Regan said, holding up her palms. “This is about finding Yvette. This is about our team. I’ll take the west side.”

      And so we set out.

      For Team Indigo.

      For us.

      For Yvette.
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      I’d been searching the south side of camp near the entrance for an hour and still hadn’t found Yvette. I hadn’t heard the ‘signal’ that any of the other girls had found her either. My heart raced with worry as I forced my feet to move faster following the beam of the flashlight along the dark trails. As I hurried to cover more ground, my mind was flooding with what ifs.

      What if she left?

      What if I never saw her again?

      What if those were the last words I ever said to her?

      Panic enveloped me and I gasped for air. Suddenly, I stopped and leaned over, resting my palms against my thighs, fighting against the despair threatening to consume me. The despair whispered that it was useless and that I’d never find her. Inhaling a deep breath of damp air, I squeezed my eyes shut. It was at that moment I was silent enough to hear the crunch of gravel. My eyes shot open. I swept my flashlight toward the noise.

      Through the dark labyrinth of trees, I could make out the main road leading away from the gates of Camp Sunshine. Branches tore at my overalls and winding roots tripped me as I darted off the trail and into the forest. I popped out onto the main road with leaves in my hair and dirt on my knees, scanning desperately in both directions.

      My heart stopped as I spotted a figure moving along the road. I could just make out her petite shape about a quarter of a mile down the road. I took off in a sprint. 

      “Yvette,” I called out. “Yvette!”

      She was leaving camp on foot, dragging her massive Louis Vuitton suitcase behind her with frustrated grunts since the designer luggage was made more for the polished floors of Charles de Gaulle International Airport than the uneven gravel roads in the mountains outside of Portland.  

      “Yvette!” I caught up to her, but she didn’t look at me. And she didn’t stop walking, either. She continued heaving her suitcase forward with each step. 

      “Yvette,” I said, trying to catch my breath. “Please don’t leave. I’m sorry. I came to find you and tell you I’m sorry for how I acted in the treehouse.”

      She gave her designer suitcase another irritated tug, without giving me a glance. 

      “Please, Eleanor, don’t be sorry,” she said, her voice cold, distant, and unemotional. “You did exactly what I said you’d do, exactly what everyone in my life does. You left. I don’t have a family. I’ll never have a family. It’s just not meant for me.”

      Her words hit me as if I’d slammed into a brick wall. I stopped in my tracks, watching her struggle with her suitcase down the road before flinging it aside with a growl of frustration and continuing on without it. She disappeared around the bend and I shook myself out of my frozen trance. Yes, I’d made a mistake. But people aren’t perfect. She needed to know I wasn’t giving up on her. No, Yvette would not get rid of me that easily.

      I hurried to catch up with her and then jogged to keep up with her fast pace.

      “I may have left temporarily,” I said, heart pounding, “which was a huge mistake. I admit that was wrong. But there is one thing you’re forgetting.”

      “And what’s that, Eleanor?” she asked, with a trace of annoyance.

      “I didn’t leave for good,” I said, jogging beside her. “I’m here now, running after you.”

      She scoffed. “You’ll never catch me.” 

      “I can’t stop trying. You’re important to me.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Go back to camp, Eleanor. I’m better off on my own anyway.”

      “Can you please stop for a minute?” I ran ahead of her to block her path, but she easily slipped past me, as graceful as a black cat in the night. I gritted my teeth as I hurried alongside her again. She was an expert in evading people, but I was an expert in not letting her evade me. In fact, she’d tried pushing me away on this very road nearly two weeks ago, again in the girls’ locker room, at the bonfire, in the treehouse, on the lake, and in the lake.

      But she’d opened up to me until I’d broken her trust. It was up to me to show that one mistake didn’t mean I’d deserted her.

      “Would you please listen to me?” I begged.

      “Stop wasting your time,” she said, her eyes narrowed like two sapphires in a deep, abandoned mine.

      I remembered her eyes sparkled in the sunlight that danced off the surface of the lake. I remembered how they softened into the velvet petals of wild bluebells in the golden light of the stables. I remembered how they burned fiercely like the hottest part of a flame as I drew her charm bracelet beneath the confetti of rainbow lights. I didn’t want her eyes to be precious stones in a deep, abandoned mine, untouched, unlit, and unseen. 

      I wanted Yvette to sparkle and dance in the wind. 

      “Would you stop being so stubborn?” I said, huffing as I ran next to her. She sped up, slipping past me with nothing more than a cool brush of black velvet. I really needed to get into better shape. How was I supposed to reach her when she kept running away? And I was almost out of oomph. With one last effort, I darted ahead of her and planted my feet wide in the road. 

      “Are you going to stop?” I asked, crossing my arms over my chest. 

      “No.”

      “If I beg?”

      “No.”

      “If I plead?”

      “No.”

      “If I give you a hug?” 

      “I’ll get away.”

      She was only a step or two away from passing me now. 

      “Is there anything I can do to make you stop, to make you stay?” I asked, desperately. 

      Her eyes flashed to mine. “Nothing.”

      “Even if I happen to love you?” I blurted.

      She stopped and turned to me, her jaw dropping open. “W-What did you say?”

      “I said, I love you,” I repeated, without time to think it over.

      She stared at me, wide-eyed. “Y-You…”

      “Yes,” I said, my hands going to her cheeks, which were smooth and cool like the surface of the lake on a windless night.

      My eyes closed as if I’d just left the diving board and was about to plunge into the deep unknown. I could almost feel the air rushing past my face as I pressed my lips to hers, the way she had pressed her inner wrist to mine the night of the dance. After what felt like minutes of holding my breath beneath the water, I pulled back, gasping for air, hoping I didn’t drown.

      We stood alone on the gravel road. Yvette stared at me. 

      “You’re wrong about your life,” I said, quickly, in case she started to leave again. “You do have someone who won’t leave you. You also have an entire team here. All of us, including me. I know Bridget and Regan fight sometimes and Sylvia inadvertently makes a mess of things sometimes and I lose my cool and my perspective sometimes, but relationships are imperfect. People who care the most still annoy each other and make each other mad and storm off, but they always come back. And, I needed you to hold still, so I could prove that to you.”

      “Eleanor?” Yvette’s voice was little more than a whisper of wind through the pines as I gently released my hands from her face.

      “Hang on, just a second more please.”

      “Eleanor…”

      “I’m trying to make my point, real quick,” I said, putting my fingers to my lips to make the bird call we’d all agreed would be the signal when one of us found Yvette. Yvette’s expression didn’t change as if she didn’t seem to notice the loud whistle I’d made.

      “Eleanor, did you say you love me?”

      My cheeks heated. “Y-Yes. Because I do.”

      “And did you just kiss me?” she asked.

      I was surprised by her question. “Oh, um, well, yeah, I guess I did.”

      She stepped closer to me and the blue flames in her eyes burned hotter as she looked at me. “Can you do it again?”

      A rush of butterflies invaded my belly. My gaze went to her lips and I licked my own before nodding. There was no chance of speaking with how tight my throat had become. I saw Yvette’s eyelashes flutter against her pale cheeks before I leaned toward her and gently brushed my lips against hers.

      We kissed in a way that made fireworks light up my chest. Then the first bird call came back in response to my whistle. I felt Yvette’s mouth curl up into a grin against mine as the calls came back, one after the other through the dark forest like stars connecting a constellation. We kissed again and only parted when Sylvia and then Regan and Bridget came running up.

      They collided into us, squeezing us together as they wrapped their arms around us in the biggest, best group hug ever.

      “I’m so glad you’re still here, Yvette,” Bridget said, her voice filled with emotion. “We’re sorry we’re difficult.”

      “So sorry,” Regan added.

      “Please come back with us,” Sylvia said, sniffling and squeezing even tighter.

      “Okay, okay,” Yvette said, laughing and squirming away like a cat from water. “I’ll come back, so will everyone stop being so sentimental and gushy and weepy? It’s going to make me gag.”

      We all laughed as we took each other’s hands and made a circle. The corners of Yvette’s mouth curved in the upward direction as she let Sylvia and Regan hold her hands despite her earlier protests.

      “Alright,” I said. “This is it, Team Indigo. We’re in it. Together. We’re a tether for each other when the waters of life get choppy,” I said, turning to each of them with a sheepish grin. “Even if it’s one of us who’s the choppy water at times.”

      Yvette frowned. “A tether?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, like a long rope.”

      “I know what a tether is, Eleanor,” she grumbled, giving me a scowl that made me smile. But then her scowl faded and turned into a grin, her catlike eyes sparkling as she looked at each of us before her gaze landed on me. “And I think you just gave me a good idea.”
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      When we got back to Indigo Headquarters, Yvette shared her idea with us for the Camp Sunshine Lake Crossing Competition. She proposed that to cross the lake the fastest—without sinking or forgetting our paddles—we should attach a tether to a tree on either side of the lake. Then, as a team, we would pull ourselves across the small lake. This would be faster than paddling, thus helping us win. The idea was brilliant.

      Team Indigo unanimously approved the idea. We agreed to get to work on this right away since we had no time to waste. Regan and Bridget were assigned to put the tether in place since they were both co-captains of the swim team.

      Since all of our rope was currently fish food at the bottom of the lake, we needed to improvise. Regan snapped her fingers and disappeared before returning to the treehouse with the big box of clothes she received in her care package. Sitting in a circle, we tied together the ribbons and scarves from her designer clothes, but the tether wasn’t long enough. So, we added Bridget’s and then Sylvia’s and then Yvette’s clothes and finally my second pair of overalls to make a long enough tether.

      Bridget swam from one end of the lake while Regan swam from the opposite end, and they met in the middle to connect the tether without either of them making that into a competition. Sylvia hurried to the cabin to sew us each a pair of gloves (fashionable gloves, of course) so that we didn’t get rope burn. And Yvette and I were tasked with finding something for all of us to sit on now that the Queen Indigo II, and all our building supplies with it, was no more.

      “Any ideas?” I asked, as we sat in the treehouse, listening to the hum of Sylvia’s sewing machine.

      Yvette tapped her chin and then her eyes sparkled. “Follow me.”

      Yvette led the way through the moonlit forest, her fingers laced with mine, until we arrived at the remains of the bonfire in the center of camp. We stopped at the log we’d sat on together that first night of camp.

      I smiled. “It’s perfect.”

      The five of us finished decorating our new vessel just as the early dawn painted the sky indigo. Regan painted ‘Queen Indigo III’ along the length of the log and Bridget carved our names on the backside, which both Regan and Bridget called the stern. Sylvia affixed feathers and sequins to the log, decorating them in the shape of waves. I strapped five pillows from the Cottontails Cabin to use for our seats. Yvette drew a mermaid with freckles and long, red braids in her notebook and affixed it to the front of our ‘ship’.

      “Your drawing will get ruined by the water,” I said, as we all stepped back to have a final look at the Queen Indigo III.

      Yvette lifted one of my braids and twirled it around her pale pinky. “You worry too much, Eleanor,” she said.

      We reenergized from our all-nighter with lots of sugar as we went to the mess hall and dug into the tall stacks of pancakes, drowning in extra squeezes of sugary maple syrup, and drinking hot chocolates with whipped cream. After breakfast, we made our way back to the lake for the race. The shore buzzed with excitement as everyone hurried this way and that making last minute adjustments to their vessels. Our laundry-tether across the lake was garnering confused stares and hushed whispers as we passed by the other teams.

      “Eleanor, what in the world is that?” Madelynn asked, wearing a yellow swimsuit and a yellow ribbon in her ponytail.

      “You’ll see,” I said, grinning at her. I glanced at Yvette and continued along with our team, the sunlight catching the sparkly indigo eyeliner Sylvia had applied under our eyes as war paint.

      Jane came up to us, wearing an orange polka dot romper. She adjusted her glasses and squinted at our tether as we passed her team. “Hey, Eleanor, you’re lucky Kelly didn’t notice you were gone all night. Wait… is… is that my cardigan there?” she asked.

      I saw it hanging between Bridget’s designer jeans and Regan’s designer scarf. I glanced at Regan. “Did you use…?

      She shrugged. “I kind of just grabbed whatever I saw.”

      “Um, we’d better walk faster,” I said and the team nodded. I called back, “Sorry, Jane!”

      The five of us assumed our positions by our proud masterpiece, the Queen Indigo III, as Tanya stepped onto the small platform by the shore and lifted the microphone. My feet danced nervously in the sand as she talked about how proud she was of all of us, no matter who won.

      Then the countdown began on the loudspeaker.

      “Are you guys ready?” I asked, turning to my team.

      I heard three ‘yeahs!’ behind me and then Yvette glanced over her shoulder at me, her eyes somehow more dazzling than the sparkles of her war paint. “Let’s do this,” she said.

      The starting horn went off and the teams hurried to get their vessels on the lake.

      The four of us on Team Indigo hauled our decorated log to the water, hopped on, and then took hold of the tether.

      “One, two, three, pull!” I shouted.

      Moving perfectly as one, we extended our arms and pulled ourselves along the tether.

      “One, two, three, pull!” I yelled.

      We surged forward again. “This is working!” Bridget yelled.

      The lake was loud with girls shouting instructions, calling encouragements, cheering and clapping. I smiled, feeling completely wrapped up in the hot sun on my face, the cool water against my legs, and the synchronized motion of my team.

      “One, two, three, pull!” I shouted. My arms burned as we made it halfway across the lake, but I didn’t want to let the girls down.

      “One, two, three, pull!” I shouted, as we pressed on.

      We neared the opposite shore at the end of our tether and soon after my toes touched the sand beneath the water.

      “Off!” I called.

      We tugged the Queen Indigo III onto the shore and raced to the finish line. Not a single one of us stopped to look where we’d placed before celebrating our real victory: that we’d come together as a team. Winning didn’t matter to us anymore—not to me, not to Yvette, not to Sylvia, and not even to Regan or Bridget. Across the finish line, we jumped and cheered and hugged, because we’d done it! We’d crossed the lake together.

      We found out later that we’d placed third in the race. Perhaps unsurprisingly, Jane’s team won first place. At the award ceremony, I sat next to Yvette and noticed that she’d added another charm to the bracelet I drew around her wrist: a mermaid with long braids.

      My heart warmed, but I didn’t know if I should say anything. I didn’t want to push things too far too fast with Yvette, especially since I’d already admitted I loved her. But as Tanya handed rainbow colored trophies to the Team Orange, Yvette, without even glancing at me, whispered with a scowl and a poorly hidden grin, “Like I said, you worry too much, Eleanor.”

      I moved my pinky to trace the little mermaid charm she’d drawn on her inner wrist. “I think this one’s my favorite,” I said.

      “Mine, too,” she whispered.

      And I felt like the happiest girl in the world.
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      On the last morning of our two-week Camp Sunshine session, the mess hall was packed with teary-eyed girls promising to keep in touch, promising to text and call, promising to never forget one another. Maybe some of us knew that like a shiny penny most of these bright, brilliant new relationships would fade and tarnish and then disappear over the years.

      Friendships were hard to maintain and I expected they weren’t going to get any easier as college and jobs and ‘the real world’ hit us. But I wanted to hold onto this feeling of warm summer nights, excited whispers between bunks in the dark, and being part of something special, for as long as I could.

      With my tray of Lucky Charm cereal and orange juice in hand, I searched the bustling cafeteria for Yvette. Sharpie drawn bracelets would fade, indigo eyeliner would smear, and sunburns from hot afternoons of horseback riding would eventually go away, but I hoped something would remain for us. I hoped that something would grow stronger. I just hoped Yvette felt the same way, too.

      I passed by the table where most of the Bobcat Cabin girls sat and she wasn’t with them. Sylvia, Regan, and Bridget sat at a table across the hall together, but Yvette was nowhere in sight. Biting my lip, I spun around in a circle, my gaze scanning over the Camp Sunshine girls.

      Jane and Madelynn came down the aisle with their trays and I quickly raised my eyebrows at them with just the smallest trace of panic. “Hey, have you guys seen Yvette?”

      They looked at each other and shook their heads.

      “No,” Madelynn said.

      “Not this morning,” Jane added.

      I moved to let them slip by after they offered to save Yvette and me a spot once I found her. I made two more laps around the whole mess hall with no luck before spotting Kelly. I hurried over, orange juice sloshing over the sides of my glass.

      “Kelly, hey, do you know where Yvette is?” I asked.

      Kelly shook her head and knitted her brows, craning her neck to see above the tables. “No, but I heard that you’re staying for the next two-week session. That’s great.”

      “Thanks.” I nodded, remembering how excited I’d felt last night when Tanya had given me the news that my scholarship had been extended if I wanted to stay. But right now, I had more pressing concerns. “So, you haven’t seen Yvette at all this morning?” I asked.

      “Ah, I forgot to tell you, Kells,” Samantha said, bouncing her hip against Kelly’s. “Because every time I see you everything important just falls out of my head.”

      Kelly blushed and fidgeted with her clipboard as Samantha smiled at her. I sucked in a breath, my nerves on edge. I simply did not have time for the cute budding romance between the college counselors right now.

      “What didn’t you tell her?” I asked, looking at Samantha, as my fingers tightened around my breakfast tray. “That important thing you just mentioned. What was it?”

      Samantha snapped her fingers. “Oh, right. It was about Yvette and her dad.”

      My stomach dropped. “What about her dad?”

      “Yeah, her dad finally called back, spouting a story about losing his phone at the airport in Dubai or something and how he hadn’t realized she’d wanted to come home until he got her messages,” Samantha explained. “Anyway, yeah, he sent a car for her first thing this morning.”

      “What?” I asked, my stomach roiling. Lucky Charms exploded onto the table as I squeezed the tray so hard my plastic bowl popped off and landed on the floor. I dropped the tray onto the nearest table and sprinted toward the doors.

      “Hey!” Samantha called after me, but I didn’t stop.

      Tears burned my eyes as I shoved open the doors and followed the short trail around the rec center to the front gates. My heart lurched when I saw the back of a black Rolls Royce pulling away and driving down the gravel road, getting smaller and smaller before my very eyes.

      “No, Yvette. Wait!” I shouted, running after the car that was getting further and further away from me. I waved my arms and called out again, but it was no use. The car never slowed and it finally turned the corner and was out of sight. She was gone.

      “No,” I whimpered, as my heart squeezed and my feet came to an abrupt stop, dust kicking up around my Converse sneakers. “Yvette...”

      I sank to the gravel and buried my head between my knees to sob. How could she have just left camp without telling me? I’d thought we’d have the entire morning together before we had to say goodbye. My eyes burned. When she’d added that charm to her bracelet, I thought what we had together meant a lot to her, too…maybe even as much as it meant to me. With a tear sliding down my cheek, I let out a frustrated growl, licked my thumb and scrubbed at the faint remnants of the treehouse charm on my inner wrist.

      I was grunting with such effort that I didn’t hear someone come up beside me and sit down next to me, as silent and stealthy as a black cat on a moonless night.

      “That’s made with Sharpie, you know,” Yvette said, her voice flat. “Way harder to get rid of than you’d think.”

      With tear-stained eyes and a sniffling nose, I turned to her in surprise. She was sitting cross-legged in her black jeans with her black velvet hood pulled up. She opened her notebook in her lap and casually began sketching in it.

      “Yvette?” I asked, feeling as if I were seeing a ghost.

      In confusion, I glanced back and forth between her and the empty road where the Rolls Royce had just driven away. Yvette just kept sketching, not even bothering to glance at me.

      “Do you like paddle boarding?” she asked. “I’ve never been paddle boarding.”

      I shook my head and blinked away the tears from my eyelashes. “Paddle boarding?”

      “Yeah, some say it’s fun.”

      “I don’t understand,” I said, my throat tight. “I thought you’d left. Samantha said your dad called you back and that he sent a car and I just saw that car drive away.”

      “Yeah, I sent it away,” she said, using her too bored to care voice. “Also, I just signed up for another two-week session of camp here. Apparently, there’s paddle boarding in the next session. I don’t know, sounds kind of lame if you ask me.”

      “You’re not leaving?” I asked, as everything she’d just said started registering with my brain. I stared at her as she continued to sketch.

      She wasn’t leaving.

      She was staying.

      Yvette and I were both going to be at Camp Sunshine for another two weeks!

      Suddenly, I flung myself at her, knocking her over and squeezing her on top of me with my arms wrapped tightly around her slender frame. I peppered her face with enthusiastic puppy kisses as she squirmed and scowled, but not as if she really wanted to get away.

      “Ew, Eleanor, get off me. This is way too much affection!”

      I squeezed her one more time as we lay in the dirt and then I pressed one sloppy kiss to her forehead before releasing her. She scooted away from me and used the sleeve of her velvet hoodie to wipe away my slobber, sending daggers at me with those bright blue eyes.

      As I lay in the dirt, spread out merrily as if making a snow angel, Yvette dusted herself off with the look of a cat who’d gotten caught in a rainstorm and was miserable to be wet.

      “Okay, some ground rules for you and me,” she said, her tone beautifully and deliciously irritable. “One hug per day. Upright only. And not in the dirt. That’s a firm rule, Eleanor.”

      I grinned up at the sun and the bright blue sky.

      “And no puppy eyes,” she continued. “I can’t resist anything with your puppy eyes and that’s not fair. Eleanor, are you listening to me?”

      I giggled and shook my head. “I can’t believe you stayed.”

      She rolled her eyes and crossed her arms with a huff over her chest. “None of that mushy stuff, either. I’m here, but it’s not a big deal. Okay? So, keep it cool, yes?”

      I nodded, pretending to be taking her seriously.

      She eyed me warily and then nodded as well. “Alright, then,” she said. “Good.”

      But right when Yvette’s shoulders relaxed and she picked up her notebook again, I shouted at the top of my lungs to the endless blue sky. “She stayed! She really stayed!”

      “Of course, I stayed, Eleanor. That’s what you and I do. We stay. Right?”

      “Right,” I said, looking into those catlike blue eyes that peered back at me questioningly.

      Her eyes softened for a moment and then she went back to sketching in her notebook. My gaze dropped to her drawing where a red-headed girl with two thick braids smiled back at me as if she had everything important in the world. And I did.
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      Jane was the first of the Cottontails Cabin to leave that afternoon.

      Her dad arrived to pick her up with a stack of library books ready for her in the passenger seat. She complained of hay fever to blame the obvious fact that her eyes were tearing up as she pushed her glasses up her nose and said her goodbyes. She waved her book out the window at us until she disappeared around the bend.

      Sylvia was next.

      She left neon pink lip stains on our cheeks as her older sister helped load her bags. When she stuck her hand out the window as the car drove away, we all choked up to see that she was wearing the Team Indigo gloves we’d used during the lake crossing race.

      “I can’t believe the first session of Camp Sunshine is already over,” Regan said, as she, Bridget, Madelynn, Yvette, and I sat on the curb.

      I smiled at Yvette and she quickly covered the smile she gave in return with a scowl as if to remind me that I was nearing her smiles-per-day limit. I’d called my mom to ask if I could stay for another session and she’d said yes. I was still worried about paying for college, but I knew now that money wasn’t the most important thing: the people you care about are. I also learned it’s okay to lean on others for help. One way or another I’d figure out the college tuition problem, with the support of my family and friends.

      Madelynn was staying on for another session, too. She normally stayed the whole summer since her mom was the Camp Sunshine leader (and owner).

      That meant we were just waiting for Bridget and Regan’s families to arrive to take them home. The afternoon dragged on as the shadow of the front gate grew longer and longer. Finally, Regan leaned forward on the curb to look at Bridget.

      “Is your dad running late or something?” she asked.

      Bridget leaned forward, looking past Yvette and me, who were sitting between them. She frowned slightly. “My dad?”

      Regan nodded. “Isn’t he coming to pick you up?”

      “No…” Bridget tucked her chin. “I’m staying for the second session. When are your parents coming?”

      Regan’s eyes widened. “Huh? I’m staying.”

      Bridget laughed and shook her head, her gold hoops swaying. “No, no, no. You’re leaving. We’ve been sitting here waiting for your ride.”

      Regan hopped up and crossed her arms over her chest, lightning in her eyes. “No, we’ve been waiting for your ride to come. Haven’t we, Eleanor?”

      “Umm…” I cringed, not knowing how to solve their most recent debate. Were we really in for two more weeks of this? “Remember we’re a team and—”

      Bridget leapt up and jabbed a finger at Regan’s chest. Yvette and I exchanged a worried look as I tried to think of a solution.

      “No, we’ve been waiting for your ride to come,” Bridget insisted.

      “Like I said, I’m staying,” Regan said, thrusting her hands to her hips.

      Bridget threw her arms out. “Well, I’m staying, too!”

      My eyes widened. “Oh, wow. The second session of Camp Sunshine is going to be very interesting…”
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