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Sunday, June 15

It was the best day of the year! In one hour we’d be arriving at Camp Pine Haven, and I’d finally get to see Nicole again. I sent her another message.

How much longer 4 u?

Idk

i think bout 30 min

how bout u?

Mom sez 1 hr

u r gonna get

2 PH 1st

Probly

cant wait 2 get off this stinkin bus!

Guess wat

i have a huge secret 2 tell u

“Don’t your fingers get tired?” asked Mom from the driver’s seat.

“Not really,” I said. “You’re dropping me off first, right?”

Mom looked at me in the rearview mirror. “No, sweetie. We’re dropping Blake off first. We’ll get to Camp Crockett before we get to Pine Haven.”

“No way! That’ll take too long,” I groaned as my phone chimed. I read Nicole’s text—she was begging me to tell my secret, but I texted back that she’d have to wait.

I tried to reason with Mom. “Look, if you go to Pine Haven first, you’ll only have to stop for fifteen minutes. Just unload my stuff, say good-bye, and go. Then you guys can spend extra time with Blake if you want.”

Blake was totally focused on his PSP game. I could tell he was nervous about going to sleepaway camp for the first time, even though he was trying to act all cool about it.

“You mean we have to come to a complete stop when we drop you off at Pine Haven?” Paul asked from the captain’s chair next to Mom. “Our plan was to drive past really slow and let you jump out. We’ll heave your bags to you through the window.”

“Sounds great to me,” I said, typing a reply to Nicole. She was telling me about the obnoxious girl sitting behind her on the bus who was trying to get everyone to sing “One Hundred Bottles of Beer on the Wall.”

“Darcy, it makes more sense to stop at Camp Crockett first, because we come to it before Pine Haven. If we take you first, we’ll have to double back.”

I sighed. “Well, how long is that going to take? I need to tell Nic exactly when we’re getting to Pine Haven.”

Mom glanced at her watch. “I’ll have you there by one thirty.”

“One thirty! But that’s two hours away! You said we’d be there in an hour. It’s not going to take a whole hour to drop off Blake.”

Mom gripped the steering wheel tighter and didn’t answer me. Blake didn’t make a sound from the backseat. Paul kept quiet too and looked out the window.

Bad news

now mom sez well get 2 PH n 2 hrs!

Y so late?

I tried to text Nicole back to explain about taking Blake to Camp Crockett first, but when I hit send, I got a NO SERVICE message.

“Oh, great! Now I don’t even have service!” I snapped my phone shut and tossed it on the seat beside me.

“Oh no, a crisis,” Blake said, still not looking up from his game. “You and Nicole can’t talk to each other for two whole hours. You’ll never make it.”

“Relax, kiddo.” Paul turned around to smile at me over the back of his seat. “Enjoy the beautiful scenery. Listen to these mellow tunes. Talk to your mom and me. Remember, we won’t get to see you two for a whole month.”

He gave me a wink and I smiled back. Paul draped his arm around Mom’s neck, and she loosened her grip on the steering wheel a little. They were still newlyweds, and they acted like it. Always holding hands and smiling. Saying “I love you” about fifty times a day. It was a little too much PDA for me, but I was glad they were both so happy.

I stared out the window at all the green trees. The road twisted back and forth into hairpin turns as the van climbed higher and higher up the mountain road. I could feel my heart starting to pound. Almost there! Two more hours and I would be back at camp. Back with all my friends. Back with Nicole.

Finally! I’d really thought this day would never come.

From the back bench, Blake looked up and swallowed. He had sweat on his upper lip, and his face was pale. “How much longer?”

“Mom, I think he’s going to puke.” Mom looked in the rearview mirror.

“I’m not gonna puke. I’m just tired of being in this stupid van.”

“Get yourself a cold drink, dude,” Paul advised. “It’ll settle your stomach.”

Blake scrambled over his seat and pulled a can of Sprite out of the cooler in the back.

“Can you get me one too?” I asked.

Just then my phone chimed and flashed a message from Nicole. “Hey! I have service again!”

U still

there?

Ya

lost srvice 4 awhile

Me 2

I texted Nicole again about how we had to go to Camp Crockett first to drop off Blake, but then right after I sent it, I lost service again.

I hoped she got my message. Otherwise, she’d get to Pine Haven and be out of her mind waiting for me to arrive.

At least it hadn’t been a whole year since Nic and I had seen each other. Over the winter break I’d gone to visit her at her mom’s for New Year’s Eve. I had hoped Nic could come to Mom and Paul’s wedding in February, but her mom said we’d just seen each other the month before. Then we tried to plan a visit over our spring breaks, but they fell on different weeks, so that hadn’t worked out either.

I don’t think even one day went by when we didn’t text or IM each other, but I was still dying to see her. And tell her my secret. I was so excited about it, I had almost given in and texted her about it, but I decided to wait. It would be so much more fun to tell her in person.

While I sipped my Sprite, I kept checking every few minutes to see if I’d gotten service back. I held my phone above my head to try to get a signal. But no matter how much I waved my phone around, it couldn’t find a cell tower. About twenty minutes later we were driving under the big, arching Camp Crockett sign. Blake sat forward with his arms propped on the back of my bench, looking at everything out the window.

“You are going to have such a great time. Trust me. Every single second you’ll be doing something fun.” I grabbed his arm and squeezed it.

“Ow! Stop it, Darcy,” Blake said in a really whiny voice that made him sound like he was six, not ten.

“Sorry. Hey, look at the lake. Pretty cool, huh?”

It was actually kind of fun to see Camp Crockett in the daylight. I’d been here a few times in past summers when Pine Haven had dances with the Crockett boys, but it was usually almost dark when we came over.

We found a parking spot along the side of the road and climbed out of the van. All around us were Camp Crockett counselors in red T-shirts, and boys, boys, boys everywhere we looked.

Why had I complained about having to come here first? This wasn’t going to be bad at all.

Mom and Paul left to find someone in charge, while Blake and I watched all the activity. I got more than a few looks from guys who probably felt like I was invading their all-male space. We watched old campers give each other hand slaps, high fives, and fist pounds. That sure was different from Pine Haven, where we all hugged each other.

“Don’t worry. You’ll make friends really fast,” I told Blake.

He frowned at me. “I’m not worried.”

Mom and Paul called us over to a group of counselors and introduced us to two of them, Brandon and Rob.

“How’s it going, Blake?” asked Brandon, the cute, dark-haired one. He gave Blake a firm handshake. Blake threw his shoulders back a little; he loved the whole male-bonding, handshake thing. Brandon and Rob helped us get Blake’s stuff out of the rooftop carrier, and then we headed to Newt Cabin 4.

Camp Crockett had animal names for their age groups—Mites, Newts, Bobcats, and Bears. At Pine Haven we had only three age groups, and the names were kind of boring—Juniors, Middlers, and Seniors. And Camp Crockett called their dining hall the mess and their bathrooms the latrine. I’d always thought it was weird that at Pine Haven the name for our communal bathrooms was Solitary.

Brandon talked a lot, telling Mom and Paul all about where he was from and where he went to college. I couldn’t wait to see the inside of the cabins.

I felt like a spy, sneaking around on foreign territory. Camp Crockett cabins—where few girls have gone before.

In a lot of ways their cabins were just like ours—wooden buildings with screens all around the top half, two big open rooms called Side A and Side B, and bunk beds and metal cots. Also, there was graffiti all over the wooden walls inside, just like at Pine Haven. Only the outside of their cabins looked different from ours. Theirs were painted a pale green; ours were just plain wood.

“Okay, I did it right this year and packed the sheets and blankets on top,” said Mom, opening Blake’s trunk so she could make up his bunk.

Now that the excitement of being inside a boys’ cabin had passed, I was dying to leave. I was sure that Nicole was already at camp by now, waiting for me. “After this, can we go?” I asked, as softly and politely as I could.

Mom frowned at me as she tucked in Blake’s sheets.

After Blake’s bunk was made, Mom and Paul wanted to inspect every single inch of Camp Crockett under a magnifying glass.

Finally, after two or three millennia, they were ready to leave.

I knew from experience that Blake’s number one priority now was not to cry. I didn’t hug him, because he hates when I do that anyway. I just touched his arm. “Hey, I’ll see you in about a week at the first dance. Write me whenever.”

Blake rolled his eyes. “Don’t hold your breath.” Then Mom hugged him too tight and too long. What was she thinking? That was a good way to send him right into a bawling breakdown.

Paul smacked him on the back. “Remember what we talked about, okay?”

Blake smiled and nodded. “Yeah, thanks. I will.”

Hmm, that was interesting. I guess Paul must’ve had some kind of heart-to-heart with Blake recently. That was pretty cool. He was good about stuff like that.

I tried not to knock anybody over in my rush to get back to the van.

Finally, finally, finally!

Now I was just minutes away from my first day of summer camp! If I didn’t die of excitement on the drive over.
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I felt like I was going to explode as we drove down the shady, tree-lined roads toward Pine Haven. This summer camp hidden away in the green, wooded mountains of North Carolina just so happened to be one of my favorite places on the planet. All year long I’d been dreaming about this day. I even had a countdown clock on my blog. When I’d set it up, there were 286 days till camp started. One by one, I’d waited for all those days to tick down.

I tried my phone one last time, but it still couldn’t get service, so I gave up and handed it over to Mom. It didn’t matter anyway; I was sure that Nicole was already at camp waiting for me.

When at last we saw the wooden sign by the entrance, I actually screamed out loud. “We’re here! We’re here!”

“Try to show a little enthusiasm, won’t you?” Paul chuckled. Last year he’d come along with Mom to drop me off, so he knew the whole routine.

I gripped the seat and stared out the window, soaking in everything I could—the lake, the tennis courts, the archery range, the path through the woods that led to the riflery range. Senior Lodge, the dining hall, Crafts Cabin, even the infirmary next to the camp office was a wonderful sight. It all looked exactly the same!

“Everything looks so beautiful!” If I had to describe Pine Haven in one word, it would be green—green woods, green grass, a lake shimmering green from all the trees surrounding it. Deep, lush green everywhere I looked.

Mom slowed the van to a crawl as we got to the main part of camp. I saw familiar faces everywhere I looked. As soon as Mom stopped the car, I threw open the door and jumped out.

Lunch had just ended, and everyone was coming out of the dining hall.

“Darcy! Darcy!” I heard people screaming my name from all different directions. All at once I was surrounded by Boo Bauer, Abby Harper, Amber Cummings, Jordan Abernathy, and Molly Chapman.

“Omigosh, it’s so good to see you!”

“What cabin are you in?”

“When did you get here?”

We were all hugging and talking at the same time. Then out of the crowd I saw Nicole trying to push through everyone to get to me. “Hey, back off! She’s my best friend!” Nicole shouted, and everyone laughed and let her squeeze through.

Nicole and I hugged and bounced up and down. “I thought you’d never get here! We got our request—we’re in the same cabin again!” she screamed at me.

“We are? Thank God! Who else is with us? Who are our counselors?”

The whole group of us started up the hill. Nicole and I were in Middler Cabin 3 with Libby Sheppard and Jamie Young as our counselors, but none of the rest of the group was in our cabin. During the past two summers, we’d all been together at one point.

“Has your mom left already?” Nic asked me when we were halfway up the hill.

“Omigosh! I completely forgot about them! I kinda abandoned them the second we got here.”

Nicole and I left the group and ran back down the hill to the road, where Paul was unpacking my stuff from the rooftop carrier. Mom stood beside him, shading her eyes and trying to find me in the crowd.

“Darcy!” Mom exclaimed. “Can you please stay with us? You need to carry some things too, you know. Hi, Nicole. You’ve grown a couple of inches!”

Nicole grabbed my sleeping bag. I carried my duffel and let Mom and Paul get my trunk.

“Sarah Bergman and Whitney Carrington are both in our cabin, but everyone else is new,” Nicole told me as we walked back up the hill.

We couldn’t stop talking about who was in which cabin, who hadn’t come back this year, and which of our old friends Nicole had already seen. By the time we got to Cabin 3, I felt halfway caught up on everything.

“See, I saved the singles for us,” said Nic, pointing to the two cots that were side by side next to a set of bunk beds. She’d already made her bed with the same pink and red polka-dot sheets she had last year.

“Perfect!” I tossed my duffel on the empty cot next to hers. “It’ll be easier for us to talk after lights out.”

It was a madhouse inside the cabin, the way Opening Day always is, with everyone meeting each other, bringing in luggage, and unpacking their stuff. Libby was busy talking to my parents, and I gave Whitney a big hug. She was on Side B with Jamie and three new campers. Whitney was already giving them all a briefing on some Pine Haven traditions. Then I met Patty Nguyen, the new girl on Side A.

Totally unexpectedly, I had a sudden rush of . . . I guess it was homesickness. Only it wasn’t for home; it was for the way things were last year with our old cabin. Sure, there were old friends around, but it was a different mix of people from last year. And there were four new people. I just wished everything could be exactly like it was last year.

“I’m on the swimming staff, and my cocounselor, Jamie, is in charge of the riflery range,” Libby was telling Mom and Paul. I could tell my parents liked Libby right away. She was really mature; after all, she’s twenty-two, definitely one of the older counselors at Pine Haven. Plus, she’s got a smile that wins everyone over as soon as they meet her.

I knew Mom wanted to make my bed for me, but I could do it myself. “You guys really don’t need to stick around. I know you have a long drive back,” I told them.

“And don’t let the door hit us on the way out, huh?” Paul said with a laugh. “Do us a favor, okay? Lie to us and tell us you’ll miss us?” He put his arm around my shoulders and gave me a squeeze.

I hugged him back. “You know I will. I’m just so excited to finally be here!”

Mom gave me a big hug and kiss. “Remember—you promised us a minimum of two letters a week.”

“I know. I promise. And you guys send me lots of e-mails too. Especially if you have any big news.” I smiled knowingly at her.

Paul gave me one last kiss. “We love you, kiddo. Have a great time.”

“I love you guys too. Bye!” I walked out the door with them and waved as they walked down Middler Line. I was a little sad to see them go, but I could hardly wait to have my first long conversation with Nic.

When I went back inside, she was sitting on her cot, giving me the look I knew so well—one eyebrow raised, one corner of her mouth twisted down in a frown.

“What’s up?” I plopped down on the end of her cot. With my parents out of the way, Libby now focused on helping Patty make up her bunk.

“Paul. Your new ‘dad.’” Nicole made quotation marks in the air with her fingers. “All that hugging and kissing and ‘we love you, kiddo’? Darcy, how can you stand it?” She grabbed my arm sympathetically. “Who does he think he is?”

“Oh come on, Nic. He is my stepfather now, you know.”

“Exactly. With the emphasis on step. Is he going for a Father of the Year Award or something? Richard never acts like that with me, thank God. And he and Mom have been married for three years.”

“Paul’s just the huggy type,” I explained. “I don’t mind it. He’s not my father, but he’s still a member of the family.”

“Wow, he didn’t waste any time, did he? He and your mom have been married—what? Three months? And now you’re all one big happy family?” Nicole rolled her eyes like she couldn’t believe Paul would be so bold.

“It’s four months, and yeah, we are one big happy family. You say that like it’s a bad thing.” I couldn’t believe it! Here Nicole and I were, together for the first time in six months, and we were . . . not exactly fighting, but close.

Nic shook her head and smiled. She must’ve been thinking the same thing about where this conversation was going, because now her tone was completely different. “It’s so great to finally see you! You’re already tan. And your hair—I love it longer.”

The tan I couldn’t do much about. Blake and I both have Mom’s Italian complexion. My hair had been short last summer, but I’ve been letting it grow. It’s dark brown and it curls like crazy, but the longer it gets, the more it straightens out. I’ve always envied Nic’s pencil-straight, caramel-colored hair. She can wear it up, down, in braids, or in a ponytail, which was how she had it today.

“Thanks. Cute earrings,” I said, looking at the tiny hearts in her ears. “Hey, those look familiar. Did I give those to you?”

Nicole laughed and touched her earlobes. “Not exactly. You left them at my house when you came for New Year’s Eve, remember? I was going to mail them to you, but I never got around to it. Then I planned to bring them to camp, but I was so afraid I’d forget them that I stuck them in. Want ’em back?”

“Don’t worry about it right now.” We both laughed. Last summer I’d come home with half of Nic’s clothes in my trunk, and she had a bunch of mine. We swap back and forth so much we sometimes forget which clothes are whose.

“Are you trying to torture me or something?” Nicole asked. “Ten minutes we’ve been together and you still haven’t told me your big secret.”

“Oh! Sorry, I was totally distracted. But first I need to go to Solitary. Come with me.”

We took off out the door to the bathrooms in the building between Cabins 3 and 4. I wanted to talk to Nicole in private without everyone else hearing us. I went to one of the faucets and washed my hands.

“Hey, this reminds me of when we shaved our legs for the first time.” Last summer Nic and I bought plastic razors and a can of shaving cream at the camp store and then shaved in this room. Instead of sinks, Solitary has long troughs all along the walls, so we had to stand at the trough with one leg hooked over the edge so we could reach the faucets. Afterward we had a massive shaving-cream fight. Mom was not thrilled when she found out I’d shaved. She thought eleven was too young.

“Yeah, great memory.” Nicole held up both hands like she was about to choke me. “Will you tell me already?”

I grabbed a paper towel from the dispenser, then tossed it into the trash barrel. “Okay. I’ve been absolutely dying to tell you. Mom and Paul have been talking about having a baby!”

Nicole gasped. “Oh, no! That’s horrible! You’ve got to stop them.”

My mouth fell open. “What? Are you kidding me? I am so excited, I could scream! It’s incredible! It’s amazing! I’m going to be a big sister!”

Nic crossed her arms and glared at me. “You’re already a big sister.”

“Blake doesn’t count. Well, I guess he counts, but it’s not like I remember him as a baby. A baby, Nic! We’re going to have a sweet, precious, adorable little baby in our family!”

“Precious? Adorable? Do you have any idea how much babies cry? Sweet? Wait’ll you get a whiff of the first dirty diaper.” Eyebrow up, corner of the mouth down.

“Oh, don’t be so negative! Every time I go to the mall, I go straight to the baby clothes section. I hope it’s a girl! What do you think of Vanessa? Or Madeline? But a boy would be fine too. Colton. Don’t you think that’s a cool name? And then there’s the nursery to decorate. . . .”

“Yeah, if it’s a girl, you’ll probably have to share your room with the squealing little darling.”

“Who cares! The only thing is”—I grabbed Nic’s arm—“Mom’s worried about whether she can get pregnant at her age, and if there’ll be any complications. I heard them talking about it.” Those worries absolutely terrified me.

“Oh, good point. Maybe it won’t even happen.”

“Nicole! How can you say that?” I was hoping she’d comfort me.

“Darcy, you need to be realistic. Things might not be all sunshine and roses.”

“But they might,” I insisted. “Mom didn’t have any trouble with Blake or me. And she’s really healthy. Anyway, that’s my big secret.” Why did I need to convince Nicole to be happy for me?

“Well, I hope for your sake everything will turn out okay,” said Nicole.

Walking back to the cabin, she bumped me with her hip and I bumped her back. Nic and me together again at Camp Pine Haven for another incredible summer. That definitely made me smile.
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On the afternoon of every Opening Day, all the campers had to go down to the lake and take a swim test, whether it was our first year or our fifth. I’d always thought that was strange; I mean, if we proved we could swim last summer, why would we have to do it again?

Nic and I had just gotten back to the cabin after our mandatory first-day swim tests when Sarah Bergman arrived.

“Oh, yippee!” she said, spotting the bottom bunk. “I get to fold myself up under here every night?”

At five foot five, Sarah towered over the rest of us. All the girls in our cabin were twelve, but Sarah could’ve easily passed for fifteen. Her dark hair was pulled back in a French braid. Her forehead was usually wrinkled up in a really serious expression, like she was concentrating on solving a complicated math problem.

“Hey, it could’ve been worse. The new girl, Patty, picked the top bunk. At least you’re not climbing up there every night,” I told her. Nicole and I pulled out dry clothes from our trunks and changed out of our wet swimsuits.

“Where’s Miss Whitney Louise Carrington?” Sarah asked in a perky voice that was supposed to be an imitation of Whitney. Even though Sarah mocked Whitney constantly, they were still best friends.

“I think she’s giving all the newbies the grand tour,” said Nicole.

“My mother was a camper at Pine Haven from 1977 to 1981, and my grandmother was a camper from 1951 to 1960,” Sarah said in her chirpy Whitney voice. Nic and I fell over laughing. We were definitely in for a fun summer with Sarah around.

“So four new campers? What are they like?” asked Sarah, hunching over to sit on the bottom bunk.
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