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To my cabinmates of choice: the ladies of the Bearsville retreat house





CHAPTER 1



Mackenzie and I are on an ugly orange bus filled with strangers, and all of them are singing off-key.


“Foxtail, Foxtail, burning bright, you’re my heart’s one true delight!” shrieks a chorus of piercing voices, and I slump farther down in my ripped vinyl seat, hoping some of the sound waves will fly over my head and miss my ears. I don’t understand how anyone could be so excited about Camp Foxtail. Then again, the rest of these kids probably don’t know what they’ve been missing at Camp Sweetwater, where Mackenzie and I have spent summers since we were eight. And where we would be headed right now, if there were any justice in the world.


“No singing until we’re on camp grounds!” shouts the driver. He’s got about twelve pieces of gum in his mouth, so the words sound garbled, but his exasperation comes through loud and clear. I can tell he’d rather be doing pretty much anything other than chauffeuring a bunch of kids to middle-of-nowhere Michigan—going to the dentist, shoveling snow, getting all his leg hair waxed off.


I know how he feels. This is the last place I want to be too.


Mackenzie rubs her eyes under her purple-framed glasses. “I can’t believe we’re missing Midnight Snack at Camp Sweetwater,” she grumbles.


“I know,” I say. “I’ve been dreaming about it all year.” After the Welcome Campfire there was always this enormous late-night snack buffet in the mess hall—sundae ingredients, popcorn, cookies, you name it. Mackenzie couldn’t eat most of it because of her dairy allergy, so we invented these special dessert sandwiches made of toaster waffles, peanut butter, bananas, Marshmallow Fluff, and chocolate syrup: the ChocoNanaFlufferNutter Delight. We’ve tried to replicate them at home a million times, but they never taste the same. Mackenzie once read about this Chinese restaurant that put drugs in its disgusting food so people got addicted and kept coming back, and we have a theory Camp Sweetwater might do the same thing with their peanut butter. We even pooled our allowances and bought a drug-testing kit so we could investigate our hypothesis this summer. I wasn’t exactly looking forward to peeing in a cup in the spider-filled cabin bathroom, but I was totally prepared to do it for science.


Of course, that was all for nothing now that my parents and Mackenzie’s had some stupid falling out with Delilah, their friend who runs Camp Sweetwater. Why do adults have to be so dramatic about their friendships? Don’t they realize camp is way more important than whatever they’re fighting about?


“I bet Camp Foxtail won’t even have peanut butter,” I say.


“They’ll probably feed us eggplant casserole and chicken feet and those disgusting Jell-O molds with canned fruit that my great-aunt Doreen makes,” Mackenzie says.


“They’ll probably make us eat dog food.” All this talk of food reminds me of the package of Red Vines in my backpack, so I dig it out. Mackenzie takes a whole handful. There’s not much that can improve this situation, but candy makes everything at least a little better.


“I bet the lake will be full of seaweed and trash and leeches,” she says with her mouth full. “I bet we won’t even be able to swim.”


“I bet they won’t have beds. We’ll have to sleep on the floor.”


“Or on the lawn.”


“Or in the woods.”


“Or in a pit of snakes.”


“And what kind of name is Camp Foxtail, anyway?” I ask. “It’s like they were too cheap to name it after an actual animal, so they named it after a piece of fuzz hanging from an animal’s butt.”


Mackenzie finally cracks a smile. “Camp Fuzzbutt,” she says, which makes us both start giggling. At least she’s with me on this horrible orange bus. There’s no way I could make it through an entire month of this horror show without her.


The ride takes four hours. By the time we finally turn onto the dirt road marked with a huge wooden sign in the shape of a fox, I’m restless and cranky and thirsty from all the sugar I’ve eaten. The second we bump past the sign, everyone starts scream-singing “Foxtail, Foxtail, burning bright” again, and this time the driver lets them get all the way through it. There are only about three other people on the bus who don’t seem to know the words, and despite the fact that I don’t want to be here, I feel left out.


I know I should feel lucky that I get to go to camp at all—none of my aunts and uncles went, and they won’t let my cousins go either, even though they’ve been begging for years. The rest of my family thinks my parents are totally nuts for letting me go away for an entire month, but my mom has all these amazing memories of spending her summers at Camp Pine Needle in Minnesota, and she wants me to have similar experiences. Then again, if that’s the case, she should really send me to a camp where I’ll actually have fun. I wish more than anything that Mackenzie and I were riding through the familiar arch that marks the boundary of Camp Sweetwater right now, belting out the Sweetwater Anthem Delilah taught us when we were little kids.


The bus winds through the woods, and I brace myself for what I’m going to see when it pulls out the other side. I know how much photos on websites can lie. But the woods open up onto a wide green lawn, and then the bus lurches to a stop in front of an old-timey-looking wooden building. There’s a sign that says FRIENDSHIP SOCIAL LODGE above the front door, which is super cheesy, but the lodge itself actually looks pretty nice.


I turn to Mackenzie. “Hey, do you think—” I start to say, but she’s staring out the window in the other direction.


“Whoa,” she says quietly.


My eyes bug out when I see what she’s looking at. I knew Camp Foxtail was bigger than our old camp, but I didn’t realize it was this much bigger—there are easily two hundred kids on the lawn. I knew practically everyone at Camp Sweetwater, but here I don’t recognize a single face.


At school, I’m never the most popular or the best at anything—Dani Alvarez and Nick Riccardi get the highest grades, Sasha Hollingsworth always beats me on swim team, and Lily Greer-Whipple is the teacher’s pet. I’m not even the class clown—Gavin Yeh’s jokes are so dumb, but the whole sixth grade still thinks he’s the funniest. But at Sweetwater I was always the pranking queen. Dozens of girls always swarmed me the second I got off the bus, eager to hug me and take selfies with me and hear about the hijinks Mackenzie and I had planned for the summer ahead. Camp was the only place where I was cool and interesting and fun without having to try.


Now I’m going to have to start all over again at the very bottom of the social ladder, and just thinking about it is so exhausting that I want to cry. Nobody at this camp even cares that I’m here. It might be forever before I have a solid group of friends. For all I know, it might not happen at all.


I’m about to complain about all of it to Mackenzie, but before I can say anything, she reaches out her pinkie finger. It’s our secret signal for “I need moral support,” and I realize how terrified she must be right now. The first day of Camp Sweetwater was always hard for her even though Delilah was there, so I can only imagine how she feels surrounded by strangers in this brand-new place. I shouldn’t be thinking about making new friends when the best friend I already have needs my help.


I link my finger through hers and hold on tight. “It’s gonna be okay,” I say. “We can get through anything as long as we’re together, right? Even leeches. Even eggplant casserole.”


Mackenzie shrugs and says, “I guess,” instead of smiling like I’d hoped, but when the girls in front of us get up and push toward the bus doors, she lets go of me and stands up too, so I guess maybe I helped a little. I stay right behind her as we climb off the bus so she knows I have her back.


A counselor in a bright orange T-shirt that says I’M FOXY across the chest is standing at the bottom of the steps with a clipboard. “Name?” he asks.


“Izzy Cervantes.”


He traces his pen down the page until he finds my name, and I see that I’m listed as Isobel, which I hate. The counselor makes a neat check mark on the paper and smiles at me. “Have a great summer, Isobel,” he says, and then his eyes skate right past me and onto the next boy. If this were Camp Sweetwater, Delilah would be rushing over right now to welcome Mackenzie and me and sneak us some of the sour candies she always carries in her pockets. It’s so weird and sad to be just another couple of names on a list.


We must be the last group to arrive, because I’m not done gathering my duffel and my sleeping bag before the counselors start blowing whistles and herding everyone into one big group in the center of the enormous oval-shaped field. There’s a flagpole at one end and soccer goals at the other, and the cabins are spaced evenly around the edge. Camp Sweetwater only had twelve cabins, but here I count twenty. Mackenzie sits down all the way at the edge of the group, and I join her, though I always prefer to be closer to the center. I look around and guess which of the other girls might be in our cabin, and when I spot a couple of friendly-looking ones our age, I try to make eye contact. But they’re busy talking and showing each other pictures before their counselors make them put their phones away, and none of them notice I exist. I tell myself it’s not an omen for how the rest of the summer will go.


Another counselor in a FOXY shirt gets up in front of the group. “Who is stronger than an ox?” she shouts.


I barely have time to shoot Mackenzie a look like What? before everyone on the lawn shouts back, “I am! I am! I’m a fox!” They’re all holding up three fingers next to each temple, which I guess is supposed to represent fox ears.


“Who here thinks outside the box?”


“I do! I do! I’m a fox!”


“Who’s as steady as the rocks?”


“I am! I am! I’m a fox!”


“Who’s more graceful than the hawks?”


“I am! I am! I’m a fox!”


“Dumbest chant ever,” Mackenzie grumbles. “How is a fox stronger than an ox?” I know she’s thinking about the cheer she made up last year that became part of the standard Camp Sweetwater repertoire; it’s so sad to think of our friends singing it around their Welcome Campfire without us. But even though the fox call-and-response is way stupider than our old cheer, part of me wants to join in, just to be part of the group.


I’m about to make fox ears with my fingers like everyone else, but the chant is already over, and the counselor shouts, “Welcome back, campers! Who’s ready to have an amaaaaazing summer?”


Everyone screams, and I feel stupid sitting there in silence, so I clap. Mackenzie keeps her hands folded in her lap.


“Let’s get started, then! First, I’d like to welcome all our brand-new Foxes! Raise your hand if this is your first summer at Camp Foxtail!”


A bunch of hands go up, but almost all of them belong to little kids, and for a second I’m not sure what to do. I don’t really want to call attention to the fact that I’m an outsider, in the same category as a bunch of eight-year-olds. But at the same time, I do want everyone to notice I’m here. So I put my hand in the air and smile to let the other campers know I’m friendly. Mackenzie glances at me, then looks at the ground and raises her hand to shoulder height.


“How about a big round of applause to make them feel welcome?” the counselor shouts, and everyone claps. “Perfect! We’re so glad to have you all with us, and we know you’ll love Camp Foxtail as much as we do! And now . . . are you ready for some cabin assignments?”


Everyone screams again, and the counselor starts calling out names, starting with the littlest kids. The wide-eyed third graders follow their counselors to their cabins, lugging their too-heavy bags behind them. One tiny girl sitting near us starts crying when her name is called, and an older boy who has the same dark hair and eyes wraps an arm around her shoulders. “Don’t be scared,” he says. “You’re going to love Cottonwood Lodge. That’s the one I told you about with the purple door, remember? Maybe later today you can help your counselor teach your cabin all the Camp Foxtail songs you know. That would be cool, right?” The little girl nods and wipes her eyes, and when her counselor beckons her over, she puts on a brave face and goes.


It’s stupid, but for a second I wish I had a big brother to hug me and tell me everything’s going to be fine. I’m twelve years old, and I should be able to take care of myself. But no matter how brave you are, it’s nice to have someone to show you the ropes when you’re in a new place. When you’re the oldest kid in the family, you always have to figure everything out for yourself.


At least Mackenzie and I have each other. I nudge her with my shoulder. “You want the bottom bunk again?”


“Yeah,” she says, and she gives me a tiny smile. I start looking forward to tonight after lights-out, when we can whisper together until we fall asleep. One of the best things about camp is that it’s like having a four-week-long sleepover party with your best friend.


The kids who are getting called now look about our age, so we start listening for our names. The boys’ cabins are all named after woodland animals—Badger, Chipmunk, Raccoon, Owl—and the girls’ cabins are named after trees—Cottonwood, Birch, Poplar, Cedar. Mackenzie’s name is the third one called for Maple Lodge, and I grab my backpack and get ready to stand up too. I’m a Maple, I tell myself, and I try to feel some pride in that—cabin loyalty is a big deal. I wonder what our cabin cheers will be like. I can’t think of anything that rhymes with “maple” besides “staple.”


But then the counselor finishes reading off the names of the Maples, and I realize I haven’t heard mine. I probably wasn’t paying enough attention. “She called me, right?” I whisper to Mackenzie, but then I see that my best friend’s eyes are wide and scared. She shakes her head.


“But how is that possible? They can’t put us in different cabins. They must’ve made a mistake, right?” Mackenzie’s only six weeks younger than me, and we’ve never been in different cabins before. We’ve never been apart for anything at camp; Delilah always made sure we were in the same activities and on the same team for capture the flag and the Sweetwater Olympics. We were together so much that everyone referred to us as IzzyAndMackenzie, one word.


A short counselor with a black ponytail raises a hand above her head and shouts, “Follow me, Maples!” and girls start making their way over to her. But Mackenzie’s still standing next to me, staring wildly around like she’s forgotten how to walk. I’m upset, but she’s clearly full-on panicked. If she had known we’d be separated, I doubt she would’ve agreed to come to Camp Foxtail at all.


“You should go over there,” I whisper, and I try to keep my voice as calm and brave as possible. “It’s okay. We’ll still see each other all the time, right?”


“I guess,” she says, but she doesn’t sound convinced. We both know how much time everyone spends with their own cabins.


I link my pinkie with hers and give it a squeeze. “Go,” I whisper. “I’m sure they’re all really nice. I’ll see you at dinner, okay? And in the meantime I’ll talk to someone about getting you switched into my cabin.” No matter how miserable Mackenzie is, she never makes a fuss, so fixing this will be up to me. Not that I mind helping her, obviously.


Mackenzie nods. She takes a deep breath, and then she turns and walks away, head down, her purple-sneakered feet dragging in the dirt. I try to keep a reassuring smile on my face in case she looks back at me.


But once she’s out of sight and I’m left alone with a bunch of strangers, I suddenly don’t feel very brave anymore either.





CHAPTER 2



A few minutes later I’m the first one called for my cabin, Willow Lodge. My counselor is really pretty; she’s got long, wavy strawberry blond hair, almost the same color as my mom’s, and she has freckles everywhere, including on her elbows and knees. She’s not that tall, but she looks strong, and I imagine she could probably rescue a drowning swimmer or break up a fight with no problem. It’s reassuring.


“Hey!” she says when I make my way over to her. “My first camper of the summer!” She says it in this way that makes me feel special and singled out, like I got called first because I’m the best and not because my last name is early in the alphabet. She holds up her hand for a high five, and I put down my stuff so I can slap her palm. It’s not as good as the giant hugs I always got from the counselors at Camp Sweetwater, but her smile is warm and friendly, and it makes me like her right away.


“Nice,” she says. “I like a girl with a strong high five. And I love your yellow sleeping bag—that’s my favorite color. I’m Valerie, by the way. What’s your name? I don’t recognize you from last year.”


She seems almost as sunny and bright as Delilah; it makes sense that yellow would be her favorite color. Even the sound of her name is happy. “I’m Izzy Cervantes,” I say. “I’m new.”


“It’s great to meet you. I think you’re going to love it here at Camp Foxtail.”


“I hope so,” I say, and she laughs like I’ve said something really funny.


I’m about to ask her if there’s any way Mackenzie can transfer into our cabin, but then I notice three more girls heading toward us, arranged in a triangle shape with one in front and the other two slightly behind her. My stomach does a little flip; the meanest girls in my school walk down the hall that way, always on the lookout for something to mock. I try to scope them out without making eye contact.


“Hey, welcome back!” Valerie says when she sees them, like they’re not intimidating at all. She gives each of them a hug, and the high five she offered me suddenly doesn’t feel so special. “How are you, ladies? Did you meet our new camper? This is Izzy Cervantes.”


The leader of the triangle turns and inspects me, and the tiny rhinestone studs on the earpieces of her glasses flash and gleam in the sun. Then she reaches out to shake my hand like we’re at a business meeting, which is totally weird, but I try to look like I’m not surprised at all. For someone so short and delicate-looking, she has a surprisingly strong grip, and I remember something my dad once said about how a strong handshake is the sign of a strong leader.


“I’m Rupali,” she says. “Everyone calls me Roo.”


“I’ve never heard that name before,” I say. “It’s really pretty.”


“Thanks. It’s Indian.” Roo flips her shiny black hair over her shoulder and gestures to the girls behind her. “That’s Lexi, and that’s Ava.”


Ava looks me over, head to toe and back again, and then she yawns, which isn’t exactly a huge vote of confidence. Her hair and clothes are flawless, and so is her dark skin—she seems like the kind of person who has never had a pimple in her life. But Lexi shoots me a big smile, revealing a mouth full of braces. She’s wearing a T-shirt with a cartoon fox on it and a Camp Foxtail baseball cap, her blond ponytail pulled through the opening in the back.


“Hey,” she says. “Nice to meet you! Your last name is Cervantes? That’s my cousin’s girlfriend’s last name. She’s from Mexico. Is that where your family’s from too? Maybe you’re related!”


I laugh. “Probably not, it’s a really common name. But yeah, my dad’s parents are from there.”


A few steps away, Valerie’s chatting with another girl wearing a ruffly pink outfit. The girl’s voice has this chirpy student-council tone to it, almost exactly like this girl in my class at school who spends recess color-coding her notes. She comes over and gives us a smile that looks practiced, like she rehearsed it in the mirror. “Hey, guys!”


Roo turns her back to me, and I feel like I’ve been dismissed. “Hey, Summer. How’s it going?”


“Great! It’s going to be an amazing month. Don’t you think, Hannah?” It’s only then that I realize there’s another girl behind her, sticking so close to Summer it’s like she’s trying to hide in her shadow. She’s twisting a piece of blond hair around her finger so tightly the tip is turning white. She gives a tiny nod, then lets out a wet sniffle, and I realize she’s crying.


“Are you okay?” I ask.


“She’ll be fine,” Roo says. “She’s just a little homesick. Right, Hannah?” She reaches out and roughly pats Hannah twice on the shoulder, and Hannah flinches, then hiccups and nods. She’s holding her breath in an effort to stop crying, but I can’t tell if it’s because Roo has made her feel better or scared her into silence. Lexi slips an arm around her shoulders, and she starts breathing again.


A lanky redhead has joined the group, and Ava goes over to hug her. “Where’s Juliet?” I hear her ask.


“She’s not coming this year. Her family moved to Minneapolis.”


“Oh nooooo,” Lexi says. “I was counting on her to do the karaoke competition with us!”


The rest of the Willows have gathered around Valerie now, and she gestures for us to follow her toward the flagpole end of the field. A short Asian girl falls into step beside me. “Hey,” she says. “You’re new, right?”


I’m starting to feel like I should get that printed on a T-shirt or something: I’M IZZY, AND I’M NEW! But she actually seems interested in talking to me, so I introduce myself, and she tells me her name is Mei. “You’re going to love Camp Foxtail,” she says. “It’s the best. I’ve been coming here since I was eight. Did you meet everyone?”


“Not everyone.” I point out the girls whose names I don’t know—the redhead, and two girls with matching sneakers and tons of beaded bracelets up their wrists. I can tell they’re best friends by the way they lean toward each other even when they’re talking to other people.


“The one with the red hair is Petra,” Mei says. “She’s a supertalented horseback rider—she wins competitions and stuff. And those two are BaileyAndHope.” The way she says it like it’s one word makes me miss Mackenzie so much it hurts.


“What’s up with that girl?” I tip my head toward Hannah, who’s still sniffling as she drags her pink wheeled suitcase across the grass.


“Oh, she’s fine. She always spends all of camp saying she’s homesick and wants to leave, but then she comes back every year anyway.”


“Why doesn’t she stay home if she doesn’t like camp?”


Mei shrugs. “No idea. She’s sweet when she’s not crying, though.”


Up ahead, Summer says something to Petra, who lets out a loud, bubbly laugh. “So, the rest of you guys know each other already?” I ask.


“Yeah. Pretty much all of us have been coming here since third grade. Not BaileyAndHope, I think they came when we were ten. Are you going into eighth grade?”


“Seventh,” I say.


“Huh, weird. Most of the seventh-graders are in Maple. I wonder why they put you with us? I guess it’s because Juliet’s not here.”


Mei doesn’t say it meanly or anything, but now I feel more out of place than I already did. I bet everyone here would rather have Juliet than me. “My best friend’s in Maple,” I say. “Do they ever let people switch cabins? Not that I don’t want to be with you guys. But if I went to the camp director’s office and explained the situation, do you think maybe they’d move her into Willow?”


Mei shakes her head. “People try that every year, but it never works.”


Man, getting this fixed would be so easy if we were at Camp Sweetwater. “Are you sure?” I ask. “Should I talk to Valerie, maybe?”


“You can try, but trust me, Val’s going to say no. There’s only room for ten people per cabin, so you’d have to kick someone out, and that wouldn’t be fair.”


I guess that makes sense, but I’m not looking forward to telling Mackenzie. She’s going to be devastated. I cross my fingers that she’ll make some new friends right away and decide Maple isn’t so bad.


Willow Lodge is a weathered brown cabin with peeling green paint on the screen door. Mei holds it open for me, and I squeeze through the doorway with all my stuff. The cabin smells musty, but aside from a few cobwebs high up in the exposed beams of the ceiling, it looks surprisingly clean. Five sets of bunk beds and one single bed are pushed up against the walls, which are made of wooden planks that don’t quite match the wide floorboards. There’s a bathroom in the back, and next to it is a little screened-in porch that looks out onto a dirt trail through the woods.


We’ve been inside all of ten seconds before an argument breaks out in front of the bunk beds on the left side of the cabin, near the biggest window. “But you said I could bunk with you this year!” Lexi whines.


“I said maybe.” Roo sounds very patient, like this isn’t the first time they’ve had this discussion. “I sleep better when I bunk with Ava. She doesn’t snore.”


“I don’t snore!”


“No offense, Lexi, but you kind of do,” Summer says.


“I don’t! And even if I did, you’d still be able to hear me four feet away.”


“Bunk with Petra,” Roo says as Ava starts unloading her clothes into the dresser. “She wouldn’t wake up if you punched her in the face.”


“It’s true,” Petra says like it’s a point of pride. “My little brother tried it once.”


“Fine. Whatever.” Lexi drags her bag across the floor.


BaileyAndHope are whispering to each other as they spread out their stuff on the bunks at the back of the room, and a stab of panic shoots through me as I realize almost everyone has paired off. I’ve never had to think about who my bunkmate would be before, and now I’m in danger of getting stuck with sniffly Hannah.


“Hey,” I say to Mei. “Do you want to bunk with me?”


“Sure,” she says, to my relief. “Do you want the top or the bottom? Either one’s fine with me.”


“I’ll take the top, if that’s okay,” I say. “Thanks.” I wonder who Mackenzie’s bunking with. I hope she found someone who let her have the bottom. She’s afraid of falling from the top—she flails her arms and legs around so much in her sleep that my mom calls her the Octopus—but I’m sure she was too embarrassed to tell that to a total stranger. I should probably go over to her cabin later and make sure she’s not going to get hurt.


“Hey, guys, gather around for a second!” Val shouts, and everyone goes quiet and moves toward her. “First of all, welcome to Willow Lodge! Almost all of you took sailing with me last year, but I’m so excited to be your counselor this time around and get to know you better. Does everyone have a bunkmate? Who’s with Hannah?”


“Hannah, come bunk with me,” Summer calls. I try to find an edge of annoyance in her voice, but she sounds totally willing to share with the resident weeper. I wonder if she’s genuinely okay with it or if she’s just trying to get credit for being nice.


“Great,” Val says. She looks around and smiles at each of us. “This is such an awesome group, you guys. I definitely got the very best cabin in the camp.”


I’m sure every other counselor is saying the same exact thing to their own cabins right now, but Val sounds so genuine that it makes me feel like this really is the best cabin. A little blossom of Willow pride opens in my chest, followed immediately by a twinge of discomfort that I’m being unfaithful to Camp Sweetwater.


“And we’re also the luckiest cabin,” Val continues, “because we have Camp Foxtail’s very own official photographer!”


Everyone cheers, and Roo takes a big, showy bow. “She has a super fancy camera,” Mei whispers to me. “She takes really amazing pictures all summer, and the camp director puts them all in this big slide show on the last day. Being in her cabin is basically like being a celebrity. But don’t get on her bad side. Last year there was a picture in the slideshow of Sophia Waldron from Poplar with her finger up her nose.”


“Thanks,” I whisper back, and then I shoot Roo a big smile. It sounds like she could make or break my reputation here.


“So, first order of business,” Val says. “The Willow cheer. Most of you have heard it a million times during your last few summers at camp, so you’ve probably picked it up. Do it with me if you remember it, and everyone else follow along the best you can. Ready?”


Everyone but me raises their hands into the air and starts to chant.


“Willows, willows, sweep the ground, with a gentle rustling sound!


Prettiest of all the trees, tendrils dancing in the breeze!


We hide mysteries in our boughs, secret loves and private vows!


Don’t believe us? Think we’re nuts? We will kick your leafy butts!”


There are hand motions that go with the cheer, and at first I try to follow along. But I’m always a beat behind, and it makes me feel stupider than if I were standing still. After a minute I stop trying.


The rest of the girls clap and whoop when they’re finished, and Val beams at us. “Excellent. You’ve got half an hour to get settled now, and then we’re going to head down to the lake for your swim test. Dinner is at six, and then we’ll have our opening night treasure hunt! But it’s not all fun and games; I also need you guys to start thinking about something very important.”


She gestures for us to come closer, and we all lean in. Her freckled face has gone deadly serious, and I wonder if she’s going to give us a lecture about water safety or bullying or something. But then she says the very last thing I expect to hear.


“We need to start planning our first prank on the Wolverines.”


Everyone starts talking at once, and my heart leaps. If the skill I was known for at Camp Sweetwater is very important here, I shouldn’t have a hard time fitting in at Camp Foxtail at all. As soon as the Willows see how good I am at this, they’ll accept me as one of them—probably as one of their leaders—and camp can go back to being the way it’s always been.


But I don’t have time to ask any questions before Val raises her hand for silence. “The Willows’ prank war with the Wolverines is a sacred and time-honored tradition,” she says, like it’s the beginning of a fairy tale. “Way back in 1990, before any of us were born, a pair of twins named Scarlett and Daniel Paddington came to Camp Foxtail. They had spent their whole lives pranking each other—they were probably doing it in the womb—and they were both masters at it. Daniel lived in Wolverine that summer, and Scarlett was a Willow, and they got their whole cabins involved in their rivalry and pulled the most spectacular pranks the world had ever seen.”


“One of the pranks involved a blimp, right?” says Lexi.


“And Scarlett released five hundred toads inside the Wolverines’ cabin,” Summer adds.


“Where would you get five hundred toads?” asks Mei.


“The lake,” Lexi says. “Duh.”


“The old pranks aren’t important,” Val says. “What’s important is that even though the Paddington twins are too old to be Foxes now, the rivalry continues to this very day. I’m sorry to say that the Wolverines bested the Willows last year. But now that you ladies are here, they don’t have a chance, do they?”


Everyone cheers, and I do too. I know 1990 isn’t exactly historical, but I still get tingles up my spine when I think about participating in something so much bigger than myself. If this is the focus of our cabin, the summer’s going to be way better than I expected.


“I can definitely come up with some ideas,” I say. “My best friend Mackenzie and I did all kinds of great pranks at our old camp. There was this one with a ceiling fan and raw hamburger meat and—”


Lexi starts talking right over me. “I was thinking we could steal all the boys’ underwear and run it up the flagpole,” she says. “It would be so hilarious.”


“Or we could hide an alarm clock somewhere in their cabin and set it for three in the morning, and everyone will go crazy looking for it,” says Roo.


Those are the oldest, most boring pranks in the world—I don’t believe these girls think they’ll be good enough to win a sacred, time-honored prank war. “That’s exactly the sort of stuff they’ll expect, though, right?” I say. “We need to do something really creative. But don’t worry, I have a ton of experience with this. Last year at my old camp—”


Roo cuts me off. “No offense, Izzy, but this isn’t your old camp, and you don’t know how anything works around here.”


“I know, but pranks are kind of the same everywhere, right? Maybe we could—”


“I’m sure we can find a way for you to participate, even though you’re new,” says Lexi. “Is there anything you’re especially good at? Like climbing flagpoles or spying or picking locks or anything?”


And just like that, my excitement rolls over and plays dead. I’m probably better at pranking than all these girls put together, and they’re writing me off before they see what I can do.


I realize that if I really want them to respect me and accept me as one of them—and I do, I so do—I’m going to have to distinguish myself by doing something really incredible. Should I go rogue and pull an amazing prank on the Wolverines all by myself? Should I prank the girls in my own cabin to prove how sneaky and creative I am?


Or . . . maybe it’s a lot simpler than that. Maybe all I need to do is make the Willows believe I’m already one of them, that I have roots at Camp Foxtail, too.


I think about that boy I saw comforting his little sister earlier, and the spark of an idea ignites in my brain. Before I have time to consider whether it’s stupid or not, I square my shoulders and look Lexi right in the eyes.


“I can do better than that,” I say. “My older brother used to be a Wolverine. He was the most amazing prankster since the Paddington twins, and he taught me everything he knows.”





CHAPTER 3



The change is instantaneous. A second ago I was just the anonymous new girl. But now the Willows look intrigued, like I might have value to them. At Camp Sweetwater someone would’ve called me out immediately and said, “What are you talking about? Your brother is four.” But nobody knows me here. And that means I can be whoever I want.


Val is looking at me like I’ve handed her a puppy wearing a diamond collar. “Seriously?” she says. “Oh man, Izzy, that’s such fantastic news.” She sounds so sincerely happy that I almost feel bad for misleading her. But it’s so great to have someone look at me like I belong here that it’s easy to push those guilty feelings aside. Once I show Val and the Willows what an amazing addition I am to this group, it won’t matter that I started out by telling a harmless white lie. They’ll probably never have to know.


“Wow,” Mei says. “We’re so lucky you’re in our cabin. You would’ve been totally wasted in Maple.”


Lexi scoots closer to me. “This is seriously the greatest! Don’t you think, Roo?”


“Yeah, definitely,” Roo says, but her expression doesn’t match her words. It’s like she suddenly sees me as a threat, now that I’ve proven myself to be more interesting than she expected.


I remember what Mei said about being on Roo’s bad side, and I backpedal a little. “I’m sure you guys have some great ideas too,” I say. It’s not like I have to be in charge right away. I’m willing to work up to it.


“What’s your big brother’s name?” Lexi asks. “My brother’s sixteen. Ben Silverman. Do you think maybe they knew each other?”


“My brother’s name is Tomás,” I say, which is actually true. “He’s much older, though; he turned twenty in May. I don’t think he would’ve known your brother. His last summer here was, um . . .” I quickly do the math—this camp only goes up to age fourteen, and I need to make sure my fictional big brother wouldn’t have overlapped with any of the girls. “. . . six years ago, I think.”


Lexi looks disappointed. “Aw, too bad.”


“I think I might remember a Tomás Cervantes,” Val says, and although there’s no way she possibly could, part of me thrills that she thinks there’s a connection between us. “He’s only a little younger than me. There was this one time all the Willows woke up with these huge dead fish in their beds. Was that him?”


“Yeah! He tested that one on my parents. You should’ve heard my mom scream. She woke up the whole neighborhood.”


“Where did he get the fish?” Ava asks. It’s the first time she’s spoken to me, and it feels like a small victory.


“I don’t know, I was pretty little back then. But I can ask him if you want.”


“How come you went to a different camp if your brother liked it here so much?” asks Roo.


I decide to stick as close to the truth as possible. “My parents’ friend started a camp, and they wanted me to go there,” I say. “I always wanted to come here, though. I finally convinced them this year.”


“And we’re so glad you did,” Val says. She slings an arm around my shoulders, like I’m as much a part of the group as Roo or Lexi, and it makes me warm and happy all the way through. “All right, everyone, put your stuff away and get your bathing suits on. We’ll have plenty of time to toss ideas around later. You’ll tell us some of your brilliant plans during Cabin Chat tonight, right, Izzy?”


Cabin Chat tonight? I had no idea I was going to have to come up with something that quickly. It usually takes Mackenzie and me days to work out all the details of a prank. And if I’m honest, she’s usually the one who thinks of all the best ideas, not me. We’ve always been a perfect team because we have such different skills—she’s great at coming up with concepts and working out how all the little details fit together, and I’m better at stuff like making props, sneaking into places I’m not supposed to be, and lying with a straight face. But none of those skills are going to help me if I can’t make a plan on my own.


Why did I think I could do this without my best friend?


“Izzy?” Val asks. “Everything okay?”


I give her my calmest, most confident smile and pray she can’t tell that my stomach is doing a series of backflips. “Of course,” I say. “The Wolverines won’t know which way is up by the time I’m done with them.”


*  *  *


The swim test is easier than the one at Camp Sweetwater; all we have to do is swim out to a buoy and back and tread water for five minutes. The lake is beautiful, shimmery and blue, and there’s not a leech or a piece of trash in sight. I scan the pier for Mackenzie so I can tell her everything that’s happened, but the Maples are running behind, and they don’t arrive until all ten Willows are done swimming. (Everyone passes except Hannah, who immediately starts crying again, even when Summer reminds her that she doesn’t like water sports.) I lag behind as the Willows head off across the lawn, hoping I can at least stick around long enough to cheer my best friend on—no matter how prepared she is, Mackenzie gets nervous taking tests. But when Val calls, “Izzy, come on!” I realize I’m not totally sure how to get back to the cabin on my own, so I scurry after her. I’ll see Mackenzie at dinner.


When I get to the mess hall an hour later, my long braid still dripping down my back, Val leads us straight to the Willow table all the way on the left side of the room. It’s marked by a plaque in the shape of a weeping willow tree. I glance at the tables next to us, hoping to spot a maple leaf, but we’re surrounded by the Magnolias, the Porcupines, and the Owls. I finally find the Maple table two whole rows away. When Mackenzie spots me, she returns my wave and tries to smile, but it doesn’t reach her eyes.
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