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Monday
DAISY


The way Calla’s marching back and forth up there with her white shorts and her important-person headset, you’d think they really did name this camp after her, instead of the other way around. She was bouncy and excited when Violet and I arrived for check-in yesterday, running over to grab us in a hug before we were hardly out of the car, but this morning I can tell she’s nervous. Tenser than normal, anyway. It could just be from her job working in the camp director’s office, and the stress of the first gathering. Or it could mean something’s already happened with Duncan.


I bend as subtly as I can to see where he’s sitting with the kids in Muir cabin. He isn’t watching Calla, but that doesn’t say much. Duncan’s seen her get uppity. He’s even seen her in those starchy white shorts.


I can’t look around too much though, because I know Violet’s probably watching me, wanting to check if I’m okay. But I’m fine. I know Flannery from my cabin last year, and there’s this girl Manon who I already really like too. The best way I can reassure my older sisters about how no-sweat I am, really, is to not even look around. Last summer, sure, I needed Calla and Violet both to help me figure out where everything was, to teach me the warm-up dances ahead of time so I wouldn’t look like an idiot, to tell me to avoid the sausage links and other vital information like that. But this summer I’m going to be fine. Calla’s got her job, anyway, and now this is Violet’s last summer as a camper. It’s better with me out of their hair.


I need to be discreet this morning for another reason, though. I still don’t see that guy Joel from last night, and I’d feel better if I knew where he was sitting. But I don’t want anyone (especially not him) to catch me searching, either. I’d noticed him staring at me during more games after dinner, so it wasn’t so weird when he came up to congratulate me and my partner for beating them in the three-legged race. But going on to find out what cabin and concentration I was in, and where did I live and what music I was into? Let’s just say last year I was on the sidelines, listening to Violet scoff at the boys who wanted to know that stuff about her.


“Finally. God,” someone murmurs behind me, as the Whitman cabin comes in wearing the same color T-shirts and their hair all in pigtails. They’re singing the “Whitman Yawp” (a tradition that is half football fight song, half jazz hands) and doing their Wizard of Oz skip into the auditorium, coordinated and cheerful as always.


“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Manon mutters, while on my other side Jordan, a girl whose name I remember only because she has it embroidered on her pillowcase, goes, “We should’ve thought to do that together, coming in.”


Manon rolls her eyes. Our placements are supposed to be done randomly right before we arrive, in order to encourage us to get to know girls from different hometowns, grades, and backgrounds. Though most of us end up in varying cabins every summer, somehow Whitman always houses girls who’ve either been in it before, or else are willing to conform to Whitman legacy. There are lots of traditions here at Camp Callanwolde—most of them emphasizing care for the environment, ourselves, and our community—but even in all this transcendentalist equality, Whitman’s the sorority. You’d think Deena would have done away with it when she took over as director a couple of years ago, because it’s pretty exclusionary to everyone else, but watching them come in, up there onstage, she has a small, almost proud little smile on her face.


“I’d love to get into Whitman and really sabotage those girls,” Manon leans forward and hisses.


“Yeah, or just cream them in the Olympics,” Jordan whispers back.


I nod my agreement, even though they aren’t really talking to me.


Deena finally steps up to get our attention, and the entire formerly-squawking-with-girl-and-boy-chatter hall drops to a total silence. Deena presses an appreciative smile between her lips and says, “Good morning, campers, and welcome!” We all erupt into cheering, officially starting up our camp session.


First are warm-ups, which are basically these stupid dances to a bunch of different songs. Then there are announcements. Among other things, Deena explains the selection process of choosing a former camper to work for a summer in the main office, and Calla comes up on the stage. As Calla waves to everyone and thanks Deena, Duncan lets out this huge hoot of approval. I clap for her too, but both Violet and I know better than to make too much of a scene. Still, I’m glad Duncan made a big deal out of it.


Next the counselors are introduced. When Duncan stands up, his whole cabin jumps up and “Whoomp, whoomp, whoomps” around him while he smiles under his long honey curls. My eyes shoot to Calla, but since she’s sitting now, I can’t really see more than the side of her face and the same “You’re amazing” smile she’s been giving him since they met four summers ago.


Deena moves from the counselors to the concentration instructors, and I zone out a little, checking people out around me without moving my head too much. My favorite instructor from last year, Coach Haddock, got a new job at some college and had to be there this summer, so I’m pretty disappointed. I’d liked running before, but I hadn’t really known I could do it until I met her. I wanted to work with her again. I wanted to try to get really good. As soon as Calla got here for training before first session, she’d e-mailed and said the new coach was really nice, but I want someone who is going to give me a challenge.


Just as Deena says, “Now I’m happy to introduce to you our new track instructor . . . ,” I see Joel, only four rows in front of me, unmistakable with that white-blond hair.


“. . . Sterling McKensie, who coaches track at Oakwood High, just a few towns over from us.”


My eyes are yanked back to the stage.


I feel the blood rush up to my face, and then rush again because I’m embarrassed that I’m blushing. I don’t know if it’s because of Joel’s proximity (how did I miss him before?) or the new coach or both, but around me the whole room is tittering with girls, so it’s more likely the latter. Coach Haddock was strong, lean, and yes, a little leathery; her hair was always in a braid and she never did makeup or anything. But the new coach up there with Deena? Calla somehow failed to mention that he is so good-looking it makes your eyes hurt.


“McKensie? She means McDreamy,” says my cabinmate Olivia. She’s going to be in my track concentration too. The same pink that’s in my cheeks is revved up in hers.


“You can pretend you’re chasing him on the track, then,” I whisper back, trying to sound like I think she’s immature for even noticing, the way Violet would.


“I know. Thank god I picked it, right?” Her face is actually hopeful about this. I don’t say anything back. The new coach takes the mic and talks about how excited he is to be here. It is, I have to be honest, pretty incredible how gorgeous he is.


He sits back down and we meet the other instructors, then Deena goes over changes and upgrades around camp, reminders about safety, blah, blah. Next it’s time for keynote—a twenty-minute devotional on the topic we’re supposed to focus on each day. Today it’s “Beginnings,” and the presenter is the new Languages instructor, Helene. She takes a minute settling both the mic and her glasses in the right position, but then she talks about what it was like when her family moved to America from France when she was thirteen, how no one understood what she was saying, and everyone thought her clothes (very stylish in France) were funny. She hated the grocery store, she tells us, and missed the outdoor markets. Movies made no sense for years.


“I still consider myself French,” she says, voice lilting on different syllables. But now the United States is home to her too, and she doesn’t even mind the grocery store.


It takes us a minute to realize she has finished, but finally we’re clapping. I think there was supposed to be some kind of point there, with the grocery store mention, but she hasn’t really said more than, If you stay somewhere long enough, you’ll just get used to it eventually. And maybe that’s comforting to some of the new campers, who aren’t positive about being marooned here, cell phone– and internet-less for three whole weeks—kids whose parents never heard of Callanwolde before, let alone spent every summer here like our mom did. Maybe last year even I would’ve benefited from it, if I hadn’t had my sisters, but now it pretty much seems like covered territory.


To finish things up, we go over all the camp rules and say the pledge. (I vow to be mindful and respectful of myself and others at all times. I promise to uphold the standards and traditions of Camp Callanwolde.) We all stand up, and each cabin gets to scream a Spirit Splurge cheer to the whole room. Then all that’s left is the whole neck-craning, head-turning, body-shifting shuffle to find our instructors, who are standing in different places around the auditorium. I don’t mean to check, but I watch the Water Sports instructor until Joel shows up beside him. It was weirdly a relief last night to hear he wasn’t in Drama, or Vis Arts.


Around me a couple of my cabinmates who are already “best friends” hug each other good-bye, squealing, “See ya at lunch!” It’s annoying how girls who were strangers a day ago pair up before we’ve even been here twenty-four hours, but then again, I am pretty glad I have Flannery around. I tell her I hope her concentration is good. She wiggles her eyes over at Coach McKensie and says, “Yours will be.” We don’t hug or anything, but she waves happily, and then I take a deep breath and head over to meet my companions for the next three weeks.





VIOLET


Trinity’s still complaining about how we’re not allowed to have cell phones here—duh, it’s totally in the camp rules and that’s probably why your parents sent you here, you text addict, so chill—whining how many cool things she’s probably already missing out on at this stupid place, but I’m only kind of half listening to her. Maybe not even that much. The rest of me is looking for Brynn’s blue-black and turquoise-streaked head. She said when we met last night during the shoe game at the bonfire that she was in Alcott, but they’re sitting a few rows in front of us—beyond the empty ones reserved for Whitman, whenever they get their preppy show-off asses down here—and she’s definitely not with them now. She wasn’t at breakfast, either, which is weird. I don’t want to turn around or make it too obvious that I’m looking for anyone, mainly because Daisy will think I’m trying to check on her—and it’s not like Brynn and I are BFFs—but as Whitman files in with their stupid pigtails and their bouncy smiles and their dumb song, she’s still not there with the rest of her cabin. So I can’t help but be seriously curious.


One person I do see though is James. Again. Every time I saw him yesterday I sort of couldn’t believe it was him. Not that I didn’t recognize him—even though his hair is shorter and he’s kind of thinner in a more angular way. It’s just that I couldn’t believe he was here. Here and a counselor. Here and so gorgeous and funny and cool, instead of like he was two summers ago: just this guy in my concentration, a buddy you weren’t upset about being stuck in a canoe race with. I saw him as soon as we all split up: Calla returning to her check-in duties, Mom and Dad going over to meet the concentration instructors, and Daisy off to see who her cabinmates were. James was standing with the other counselor for his cabin under the Audubon banner, shaking hands with dads and high-fiving this really overeager freshman-looking kid. And it was like, I don’t know, balloons should fall from the ceiling or something, seeing him. Which was weird, because it barely registered to me that he wasn’t here last summer. We’d become friends in Vis Arts, sure, and I thought he did good sketches, but it’s not like we were sobbing in each other’s arms when camp was over. Seeing his face light up when our eyes met yesterday though, feeling the thrill of being thrilled together, balloons from the ceiling was kind of the right response.


I felt it again at dinner last night. Everyone was sweaty and laughing from the first cabin get-to-know-you games, and there was a huge grill full of tofu dogs and hamburgers and big bowls of chips. The lightning bugs were going, making it seem like we were in a movie of camp instead of actual camp. Daisy was standing with me and two girls from her cabin, plus some girls from mine, and we were all just talking and laughing and waiting for the people in front to move forward. When he walked directly in my line of vision, all the way on the other side of the picnic tables, moving slow to catch my eye and totally staring, I couldn’t help but feel thrilled. He smiled and gave me a single wave, lifting up his paper plate as though in a toast. Daisy pressed her sneaker against my bare calf. I bent my knee a little to press into hers.


Now, watching for Brynn, James is hard not to see. He’s not looking around for me, which is nice, actually. After dinner, at the bonfire, I kind of wanted him to come over and talk to me, but after he didn’t right away, then I didn’t want him to. We knew we were there. We were glad to see each other, even though it was kind of odd to be so glad. The silence, the not talking, became this fun little game that was just ours. As soon as we talk, everyone will know we knew each other from before, and because everyone is the way they are, they will start asking what’s up. And then we’ll be acknowledging that something is maybe actually up. When all we’ve done is smile at each other. Incredibly happily.


So, as long as we don’t talk, everything can stay electric. I can be curious about what he’s been up to, wonder what he’s into now. I can keep it magical. Like last night. I had fun with my cabinmates and my sisters, singing and marshmallowing around the fire, yeah, but the whole time there was this other layer to it: knowing he was there, knowing he was seeing me, no one else knowing about it. Not even me understanding all of it.


I wonder how long we can keep it up.


Deena starts the announcements and the introductions and the la-dee-dah welcoming, most of which is boring and the same from the last three summers. Calla’s watching from where she’s standing up front, not immediately next to Deena—more kind of in the wings, over by the stairs up to the stage—but still definitely up there. I wonder if that’s where Deena told her to stand, or if Calla’s just there trying to be helpful—ready to do whatever, since it sounds like Deena’s a pretty control-freaky boss. When Deena introduces Calla as the new office assistant it makes more sense, her hovering, but I still wish she didn’t look quite so eager.


I know Calla’s stoked to be working at camp, and that she admires Deena and practically wants to be her, but my sister has a tendency to get really cranked about things on this crazy-maniacal level, internalizing any kind of even minor criticism and then working twice as hard to overcompensate for what might be perceived as a mistake. This is what worries me about this summer. Calla actually got an ulcer when she was in seventh grade—which, hello? What twelve-year-old gets an ulcer, except my sister? Graduating and finalizing everything to attend Smith in the fall has chilled her out a little, but she’s never going to get rid of that need-to-please thing she’s got going on. (Notice how she’s gotten a job, instead of just staying at home, lying out and reading magazines for three months.) I don’t want this stupid summer internship or whatever to take some kind of serious toll on her. What she goes through with Duncan is definitely enough.


Sure, Mom came here as a camper, and she and Dad met here (he was the Water Sports instructor and she was a counselor). Sure, Calla’s even named after the place, and, knowing Mom and Dad, was likely intentionally conceived here during one of those gross Callanwolde alumni reunion parties, but still. It’s only summer camp. It’s amazing and incredible while we’re here, yes, but it’s not the rest of our lives.


And yet, admittedly it is hard not to act like it. For most of us. So I also understand her intensity about it.


Everyone’s stood up now and we’re doing the whole cabins-screaming-chants thing, when finally I see Brynn. She comes slowly down the side aisle to join her cabinmates, practically wincing with each step. She’s got these huge sunglasses on and keeps lifting her hand to her temple in this fragile, pained way. Unbelievably, instead of standing for her cabin’s cheer, she sits. I lose her after that, in the blur of sorting ourselves out into our concentrations, finding our instructors, heading out to HQ, but something suddenly tells me that my curiosity (and the curiosity of everyone else) is exactly what she’s looking for behind those dark glasses. That headache of hers is probably a whopping fake. But instead of being annoyed by this, it makes me even more curious. With Dover off in Greece this summer with her family, I need a new camp best friend. Maybe this year I’ll surprise everyone with my choice—including myself.





CALLA


As a camper, this day was always my complete, absolute, total favorite. Maybe it’s because this was when Duncan and I first noticed each other four years ago, when we had that I Need to Know You moment during warm-ups that I’ll never forget: bopping around with our cabins, our eyes meeting, and that total recognition between us of You look like a fun person. But really, I think it’s more than that. There’s always something about this first morning session, the first gathering of camp, that’s hugely exciting. You’re seeing all your old friends and checking out the new ones. You’d had some time to make alliances in your cabin and sniff people out the night before, but now, sitting together as a cabin, it really meant something. Meant you were going to be together for the next three weeks and you were going to learn things and discover yourself and tough it out during hard times and it was all so—promising and exciting and great.


Now, being behind the scenes, it’s still exciting, but in a different way. It’s more like an anxious excitement: Is the sound working properly so that it cuts out Deena’s headset mic when the new instructors are talking into the handheld one? Is everything running in the kitchen the way it’s supposed to so that lunch will really be ready on time? Did Nathan go get the new bow he needs for archery this afternoon, or did that never get fully explained to him—that it was his responsibility, and that he’d just get reimbursed by the office? All this background stuff, it’s so cool to know, and to help make happen.


Now that this is second session, and I’ve had four weeks and a first group of campers to learn a lot of the ins and outs around, it’s even better. I am so glad I didn’t go the standard route and just become a counselor like most everyone does after graduation, but went for it and applied for junior assistant to the director. The last four summers, Camp Callanwolde has been this totally magical place for me, this place where I’ve been free and excited and sort of . . . I don’t know . . . open in a way I can’t be at home. I loved the first gathering, because I knew it meant my time—my time—had finally started. And now I get to be a part of the mechanics that make that happen for a whole new crop of kids. (I put that in my application essay, and I meant it.) Even though there’s more work than magic this morning (so much I don’t even get to try to find Violet or Daisy in the crowd, and only know where Duncan is after he screams out like that when I go up onstage), it makes me respect camp in this whole new way. Like how you don’t really know how much you like this one girl in your class, until you have to do a really hard research project with her, and it turns out she has some wicked ideas.


Everything goes smoothly with the gathering though, and when I do get to catch Daisy’s eye before she leaves, she gives me that little pressed-between-her-lips smile and a tiny wave. I tiny-wave back so as not to embarrass her, even though a part of me wants to be like Mom and stand high on my tiptoes and wave and wave my arm as hard as I can until she’s totally gone and there’s no way she could possibly still see me. I also want to be like, Hey, that cute boy who talked to you last night is right over there, but there’s no question about how dead I’d be if I did.


After everyone’s cleared out, I go outside to stand in the warm sunshine a minute, watching them disappear in the direction of their concentration headquarters. I see Violet, but her back is to me, so I just send her thoughts for a good morning. I’m about to head up to the office when Duncan runs up, making a beeline for the auditorium door, though not in so much of a hurry that he can’t come over and wrap me in a hug, lifting me off the ground.


“Fun morning, eh?” he asks.


“Always is.”


“I know, right? Though it’s weird a little, that we’ll have four of these ‘firsts’ before the summer is over.”


“What, you don’t want more chances to do the Star Trek dance with me again?”


“Are you kidding? It’s the hundred and twenty obnoxious high schoolers in there with us I could do without.” He bounces around, doing the Klingon part. I pretend to shoot him with laser beams, hoping my face doesn’t give away the thought of us being here, together, alone.


“Well, I better, you know . . .” He extends a hand toward the auditorium door.


“Go, go, go. I’ve got work to do too.” I shoo him with my hands.


“Wave to you at lunch?”


“Not if I wave to you first.”


We smile again, and he darts inside the auditorium. I’m remembering my very first summer, when I didn’t know anyone and had never been away from Mom and Dad or Violet and Daisy for more than a long weekend, back when I was homesick and sad and scared and worried I’d mess up all the time, that no one in my cabin would like me, being even more terrified too that my fear would show and then everyone would make fun of me. How, though, after that first gathering when Duncan and I spotted each other, when we were buddies in an instant and best friends after one conversation at free swim, well, just like Helene said this morning, I got used to it and flung myself into about the most fun I ever had for the next three weeks. We’ve had the same kind of fun every summer since, and now, even though we’ve both got our responsibilities this time, I’m so glad that we’re here together, like always, him and me.





VIOLET


Ten minutes into Writing, and I’ve forgotten all about Brynn or James or anyone else. I feel like the next three weeks are going to be terrific. For one thing, our instructor, Kelly, is immediately fantastic in the way you can just tell about people—something in her smile or body language, something hard to articulate and impossible to deny. The way everyone’s got their pencils working over their notebooks already, frowning with concentration, staring up into nowhere to glimpse the right word or idea, is also just the most energizing thing. I hardly know these people (except for Reena and Iris, who’ve been here the same session as us the last two summers), but just glancing at everyone’s ease and focus tells me we’re going to be a good group.


After our quick warm-up, Kelly tells us how she’s always hated her name. “Kelly.” Her voice is overly flat and dull. “Not exactly the name of a famous literary novelist, right?” She giggles when we giggle. “And Franklin? As in, Benjamin Franklin? That dowager-looking guy with the mullet and the tiny glasses? No thanks.” She sighs. “Not all of us are lucky enough to have parents who manage to name us just the right thing. A lot of us have, like me, wished we were named something else. So, what I want you to do is spend the next twenty minutes freewriting about that. Write about your name, how it makes you feel, and then write about what you wish you could be named. My only rule is that you keep the pencil moving constantly.”


She explains further that when we stop to think, we actually stop the unconscious flow of our thoughts and ultimately our words. So it doesn’t matter if we get stuck and write the same word over and over, or if we write “This is stupid, why am I writing this?” What matters is to keep the pencil—and the words—moving. Eventually, she says, we’ll punch through the obstacle and get our thoughts moving again. So keeping the pencil going is really important. And I love this idea. But it’s exciting to see everyone else at the table getting into it too.


I try not to think, and just write. Start writing about how abnormal it is to be in a threesome of sisters all named after flowers. How everyone refers to us as a bouquet, and how we have to just stand there smiling while Dad’s fellow professors loom over us at the department holiday party, congratulating themselves on coming up with the line, Goodness, Mike, how your girls have blossomed. I move into how stifling it is to always be defined, even by our names, as a unit, instead of as three individuals. And how being named after a flower is nowhere near as unique as even being named after another person. I mean, everyone already has these set ideas about flowers, and what they symbolize to them, and usually it’s pretty banal. All I can think about when I picture violets is this gold-rimmed miniature tea set I was given by some relative when I was little, with violets painted on the side: lovely and delicate and only semi-useful. Certainly not bold, challenging, difficult, intelligent, fierce.


What I end up writing most about though—and end up sharing, after Kelly instructs us to read over our work, underline our favorite and strongest thought, and work it into a serious, developed piece to serve as our introduction to the group—is the nicknames my sisters and I have for each other. Daisy, as one might imagine, is Daze around the house all the time. But somehow, once Calla got into middle school, she wanted to differentiate herself from the rest of us and started calling her Dizzy. So I started doing it too, of course, but then, for some reason we can’t really explain, that shifted into calling her ZeeZee or Zee, as well.


My nickname from Calla—since I was around six, and told everyone at the dinner table that I did not enjoy being referred to as Vi or Lettie (Mom still likes to tell this story)—has been Vivi. But sometimes, usually when she’s being sweet or silly, Calla calls me Shazbot, Bot, or Shaz. This we got from an old TV show Mom and Dad loved about an alien; they spent one Thanksgiving break forcing us to watch the whole first season on some DVDs Mom got for her birthday. It actually turned out to be a sweet and funny show, even if it was mostly corny and so dated. Anyway, we thought “Shazbot” was hilarious, but even funnier as a nickname, so there you go.


Calla used to be just Sissie, since that was what our parents called her when talking to me or Daisy when we were little. (As in, “Pass Sissie the butter please, Vi,” or, “Daze and Vi, let Sissie stand in the middle because she’s taller. Now one, two, cheeeeeeese.”) But Sissie has become pretty interchangeable for all three of us at this point—an easy thing for Mom or Dad to say if they can’t remember which daughter they’re talking to.


The main thing we call her instead is Cow, which most people don’t get, and that’s a lot of why we do it. Cow sounds like a clipped version of Calla in some strange way (like if you are trying to say “Calla” with your mouth full of ice cubes), but really it comes from a night a couple of years ago when Calla (we’d called her La-La before this, after the Teletubbies) came home completely hysterical and crying from a double date with her best friend, Madeline. Madeline liked this guy Timon, but was too shy to go out with him by herself and wanted some backup. So Calla agreed, because she is that kind of good, supportive best friend. But the guy Timon picked to hang with Calla that night was Gregor Sykes—a soccer stud who moved here from Norway and thinks he is entirely above all American high schoolers. He barely speaks to anyone. Which we thought Calla already knew, but somehow she was actually thinking she and he might hit it off. That this would be her chance to show everybody she really did not care that Mitch Oberston had asked Skyler Susskind to Homecoming instead of her.


They went to the arcade and played video games and Skee-Ball and air hockey and ate nachos, and the whole time Gregor said barely a word to Calla. Apparently it was so awful that even Madeline and Timon felt weird and wanted to leave early, which meant Calla felt guilty about ruining her best friend’s date. When she got home, bursting with the frustrated, embarrassed tears she’d held in all night, we sat there—me on one side, Daisy on the other—at the top of the stairs, clutching her knees and hugging her while she did this horribly mocking (and actually, horribly accurate), high-pitched imitation of herself trying to get conversation out of him.


“I’m sure he’s posting right now about what an idiot I am,” she wailed, her face wet and red. We handed her tissues that immediately became soggy and gross in her hands. “A prattling, babbling idiot. I’m such a cow,” she moaned.


At which point I should not have looked at Daisy. Because Daisy was suddenly trying very hard not to laugh. And when Daisy tries hard not to laugh, she presses her mouth into this almost invisible line, but her nostrils flare out really huge, and they quiver with the power of her restrained giggling. So I looked over, saw Daisy trying not to laugh, and then suddenly I was trying not to laugh. And then there we were, trying to comfort our humiliated sister, but trying even harder not to laugh. Which then made the need to laugh even more impossible to hold back.


Calla must have felt our shaking shoulders, because she opened her eyes, pressed a crumbling-wet tissue against them, and said in this adorably pathetic voice, “What?”


Which meant Daisy and I could do nothing but erupt with our giggles. I didn’t even know for sure what we were laughing about, just that it was hilarious. Fortunately, seeing us rocking backward, practically choking over what, she wasn’t sure, Calla started laughing too.


Eventually Daisy got enough breath to say, “May-may-maybe that was the problem. Maybe he—” Moment of silence while Daisy laughed silently into the open air of our staircase. “H-h-he was just waiting for you to tell him you were . . . you were in the moood.”


This idea was so dumb and crazy and random that Calla and I started laughing even harder. And then the three of us sat there, laughing so hard we couldn’t breathe, each of us trying to re-create Calla’s failed attempts at sexy conversation in Moo-ese.


And then Mom and Dad came home from their dinner out. They, as usual, wondered if someone had drugged us in their absence. And from then on, Calla was Cow.


“What’s important about these nicknames,” I finish, standing in front of my fellow campers, reading my completed piece, “is that they were something we created. Us. Together. For and with each other. And while the names our parents gave us are still important, are still who we are, these names we call each other ring in our ears with a different—with a chosen—kind of power.”


It’s much longer than a paragraph. And it doesn’t really address Kelly’s original question about what we wish we were named, but from the faces of my peers—and my instructor, and from the way I felt reading it, the way that last sentence just sounded around me when I said it out loud—I know it’s good.





DAISY


To all our surprise, Coach McKensie doesn’t take us to the track right away after keynote. Instead he leads us over to the arts building and into the smaller of the two dance rooms, before he disappears again into the hall. There are nine of us standing there—five girls and four guys. The boys naturally hover together. Me and Olivia and Montgomery glom together too, being in the same cabin. I also know April, this junior from last year, who ran in the relay against me. When I catch her eye, she gives me a little smile. Nobody says anything—all of us just kind of stand there waiting for Coach McKensie to come back in from wherever he went, all of us shifting in our running shoes and our shorts. I picture Violet in her writing class, probably playing some name game.


“Okay.” Coach’s loud, happy voice echoes in the wood-paneled room. He’s carrying a water bottle that’s dripping wet, and this incredibly old portable CD player. “Everybody know each other?”


Our eyes flick from face to face, embarrassed. We shift our clumps into a loose circle and go around, mumbling our names. When I say who I am, this tall, freckly redhead says, “You’re Calla’s little sister, right?” and when I nod, she gives me a big smile. “We were in Alcott together my second summer.”


“So, good.” Coach claps his hands and smiles at us. “So, who can tell me some of the most important things in running?”


No hands go up. I’m thinking: breathing, pacing, stretching, focus . . .


“Nobody has any idea? Nobody run before?” His face is entertained by us.


The freckly girl who knows Calla says, “Well, speed.”


“Good, good.” He nods, shifting back and forth on his feet. “And you are—?”


“Lena.”


“Good, Lena. Speed is important. What else?”


“Pushing through even when you think your lungs are going to explode,” one of the boys says. The one who will maybe make good backup if Joel, who is apparently already (already?) into me, doesn’t work out.


“Good.” Coach nods, making his eyebrows ask the guy’s name.


“Finch.”


“Excellent, Finch. Yes, pushing through is important, especially for distance. But there’s another thing I’m looking for.”


“Um, your shoes?” Olivia guesses.


“Your shoes can count, your shoes can count.” He is nodding but has gotten tired of our lameness now. “One of the most important parts of running”—his hands rub together in this twitchy, nervous way that makes him less hard to look at—“is stretching. Stretching and strength building, actually. Now, I don’t mean strength in terms of a lot of weight lifting and bulking up and that kind of thing. But it is very important, in order to avoid injury, that your muscles are strong. Strong and flexible.”


I’m secretly pleased I thought of stretching, but glad I didn’t say it.


“So, before we even look at the track today, we’re going to work on both things. In that closet back there there’re some mats. Not sure what condition they’re in, but go get yourself one, and take off your shoes. Then come back out here and find a spot where you have plenty of room. Four-foot clearance at least, got it?”


We shuffle to the back closet, none of us sure about what is going on. Olivia looks at Montgomery and they both giggle. The tallest guy is making himself Mr. Helpful by pulling the mats out one by one and handing them to us. They are gray and smooth and smell like must and something synthetic. We take off our shoes, lining them up in a row, like they’re an audience, watching. Montgomery and Olivia go up front, dropping their mats down with perkiness. I move behind them, far to the left. April puts her mat a few feet away from mine. We swap small, unsure smiles again. All I’m thinking is, No way.


“Good, good,” Coach says. “You might want to, ah, move in a little there—” He’s wagging his pointer finger, aiming at one of the guys far over on the right. “More to the back than the side. You’ll need to see, see?”


Once we’re all positioned, he pushes play on the CD player, and this Celtic flute-type music comes out. Olivia giggles again. Definitely no way.


“So, one thing you may not know about me is that aside from coaching track, which I do, I’m also a”—he drags out the “a” and stops, faces us—“yoga instructor.”


I can feel the guys giving each other glances, but I keep my own eyes straight on Coach, my face expressionless. I am trying to clench myself against my own doubt about all of this.


“So you’re thinking, What the heck does yoga have to do with running? I mean, I signed up for track, man. The hippies are all in the art studio painting pots.” To this he gets some genuine laughs. “Well, I’ll tell ya, there is nothing, my friends, like yoga to help you with your running. It increases blood flow, strengthens and lengthens important muscle groups, helps you regulate your breathing, and above all, stretches you out much more completely than pulling your foot up behind your butt cheek a few times.”


More laughs. He’s winning us over. The “Good Lord, he’s so hot” intensity has definitely dropped for me, thankfully, but he’s still pretty charming.


“So we’re going to get started. I’m going to teach you some basics first, but then I’m also going to move around and help you with your positioning. So—” He claps his hands together, looking at all of us. “Are we ready?”


“Yes, Coach!” Olivia pipes, like we’re the soldiers and he’s the sergeant. Montgomery shoves her, but they both giggle. Coach gives Olivia a funny little look, and then I see him look at me, his eyes going, These girls are a little hyper, aren’t they? My eyes don’t know what to say back, so I just look down, at my socks, shaking my feet loose, pretending I’m preparing myself.


Coach pushes another button on the CD player, making the flutes start over, and we begin, doing our best to follow him. Nobody can keep from laughing at first. For one thing, the music is awful, and then there’s Downward Dog, of course, with all our butts up in the air, including Coach’s. On top of that, in spite of the flutes, this isn’t soothing, wind-chime, green-tea yoga—he’s moving us pretty quickly from pose to pose, and it’s hard sometimes to keep up, hard to hold all the positions. It doesn’t take long for my breathing to speed up and for me to sweat a little.


After a few Sun Salutations and Chair Poses, Coach starts moving around the room behind and between us, which is a little distracting, because I don’t want to be doing things wrong and looking stupid. The boys seem to need the most help—their knees are all bent, legs crooked—so he hovers over there, putting his hands on their shoulders and turning them just slightly to form a straighter line, showing them how to raise their chins and lengthen their necks. Of course this gets Montgomery and Olivia giggling again, which makes me happy I’m behind instead of beside them—harder to see.


We go into another Downward Dog and have to hold it for a while. My hands are slipping on the mat from being sweaty, and I’m concentrating on pushing down hard, trying to keep them still, when I feel Coach come up behind me and put his hands square around my hips, firm and unapologetic. And then of course all I can think about is how gorgeous he is again, yoga dork or not. He raises me up and pushes me forward a little, one hand moving down between my shoulder blades, pressing a bit. It is startling how strong and direct his hands are, how he is not gentle or shy but not rough, either—just very sure-feeling. And how much better it feels in this position now. Olivia is watching me from under her own arm. Coach murmurs, “Better, yeah?” before he moves away. Next time I look, Olivia’s staring at her mat.


After about half an hour or so, we do some cooldown floor stretches. My body is warm and tired. Lying here—legs spread wide and forearms down on the floor—feels great. What Coach calls the Happy Cow is also terrific for my tight hips. The final five minutes is just this guided meditation thing, where we lie on our backs and listen to Coach talk in this slow, quiet voice about visualizing all the cells in our bodies vibrating with happiness. I’m expecting more giggling, but surprisingly, everyone is calm and still, breathing. It’s so quiet I can hear the music from the dance class in the big studio next door, the footfalls of dancers thrumming through the floor.


“Okay, when you’re ready, you can stand up,” Coach says, having returned to the front of the room. He tells us we did well, asks us how we feel. There are nods and “good’s” and a general feeling of “yes” in the room. Coach says that’s great, because this is how we’re going to start pretty much every day—yoga before we do anything else.


“But let’s get out there now and see what you can do.” His hands clap once. We put our mats away and our shoes back on, take a break for bathroom and water, then go up to the field, around which there is a worn dirt path about two runners wide.


“Now, this isn’t a competition. Not today, anyway,” Coach tells us, squinting in the bright sunlight. “We’re just going to take a few laps around here and I’m going to watch your form, see how you do. So we’re not showing off speed, just finding a good, comfortable stride and sticking with it. My understanding is that once around this field is not quite half a mile. We’ll do some off-sites later on, get on some different surfaces. But for now, just show me what your normal stride looks like.”


The boys head off right away. The freckly girl, Lena, trots off after them, starting a little short in her step. April waits a minute, gives me a little wave, and hits it too. Montgomery and Olivia and I start off together, at the back of the group, them a little in front and me very last.


By the second curve we’re all stretched out in a line. Mr. Helpful is way in the front, having pulled ahead of the other three guys, who are evenly spaced behind him. To my surprise though, Lena isn’t far behind the guys, and during the next straightaway she actually pulls ahead of two of them. April is steady and even, ahead of me but not in a hurry. I’ve had to go past Olivia and Montgomery, finding my rhythm, evening my breath between the one-two of my feet.


After that I don’t think about the running, or who’s ahead of or behind me, though I do say hey to April when I eventually pass her. I am listening to my breathing, in-out-in-out, one-two, one-two, but mainly I just let my mind go and let whatever comes up come up. I picture Calla in the director’s office, working hard at whatever it is she’s doing, picture the other girls in my cabin, doing pottery and riding horses and other camp-y things. I picture Mom and Dad at home, reading books or magazines together, able to listen to as much jazz as they can stand without the three of us in the house.


And, yeah, I picture Joel. It’s nice that he doesn’t have braces. And his short white hair is just cool enough to look cool, without it seeming like he’s trying too hard. At least not with his hair. Coming right over to me like that was pretty bold, though. I’m still mostly astonished he did it. And it’s very possible that after five minutes of chatting with me, he’s decided I’m not worth it. I guess I’ll find out at lunch. Or tonight. It occurs to me it would be nice to just have a guy at camp already, though, rather than spending the first week deciding who I liked, and the next two trying to get him to like me back, which is the drama I watched pretty much everyone in my cabin do last year, and is why I didn’t bother at all.


Coach startles me, suddenly being there, running beside me, working to match his pace with mine, his breaths going in and out with our one-two. I realize I’ve gotten closer to the closest guy, and that the guy ahead of him is slowing down. I don’t know how many times I’ve gone around the track.


“You feel all right?” Coach says.


“Yeah.”


“Hips a little tight, after a long run?” he wants to know.


I glance at him. How did you know that? “Yeah.”


“We’ll work on that,” he says, nodding. “There are some exercises you can do.”


“Okay,” I say. We are closing in on that last guy.


“You go ahead.” He juts his chin. “I’m gonna check on this one. Tell me your name?” He squints at me, only a little bit of sweat on his forehead, and under his nose.


“Daisy,” I tell him.


“Daisy. Good, then. Keep it up.”


We jostle together in the path a little, him going wide to let me by. The sun is warm but the air is cool, the ground not too hard or dry, not too muddy or soft. I don’t have to think about my breathing anymore—it’s just coming. I pull up even with the guy in the lead. He glances over and smiles, the blood up in his cheeks and his hands loose at his wrists. I like his pace, so I stay there with him at the front. We go around, and then around again, passing other runners—Olivia and Montgomery just walking now, talking, like it’s PE or something. Coach has gone out into the middle of the green, hands on hips, watching all of us. Circling the field is getting a little boring and I wish I had some music, but mainly this feels great. Too soon Coach blows his whistle and waves us in.


It’s pleasantly surprising, knowing I could’ve easily gone longer. Even after my Olympic triumph last summer, I was too embarrassed to try out for track at school. In the spring, classes got crazy and there was the chorus musical, which Calla would’ve been upset if I wasn’t in with her, even as just a dancer. I did go on some runs during the year, but until the summer started creeping up, I wasn’t really thinking about it in a serious way. Not until it hit me that this was going to be my concentration and I really didn’t want to look like a total amateur. So I got Mom to take me to get some decent shoes, and every day for the last five weeks I’ve just been going on runs around the neighborhood. I don’t even know how far. As soon as the sun goes past the line of trees and beyond the hottest part of the day, I head out and just run until I don’t feel like it anymore, sometimes more than two hours. The first couple of times I had to stop and walk a little to get the stabbing in my side to go away, and some mornings I wake up with these old-lady pains in my hips, but I was surprised to be able to go a lot farther than I expected.


“So,” Coach says to all of us. “You guys look good out there. Very good. Got some sprinters, it looks like.” He nods at Finch, the cute one. “Also got some short distancers, some of you with long-distance potential, lot of leg in you.” This to me and I-Have-Got-to-Learn-His-Name, the guy I was running with at the end. “All of you need a little work on your technique in different ways. I’ve got some exercises in mind for specific areas, but in general a good, good-looking bunch.” He smiles at us without showing his teeth, nodding, making him look like a boy in an old photograph. He is definitely cute, but now he’s a lot more accessible and human. “So, why don’t you walk a couple laps, shake it out. We’ll do some final stretches together, and then—” He checks his watch. “Whoa. Whoops. Later than I thought. If you want time to shower before lunch, we’ll have to—ah, yes?”


He looks at Olivia, who has her hand up. She giggles.


“Coach, I just wanted to know if we should, like, be eating a bunch of carbs or something.”


Montgomery elbows her and chuckles. “Gawd.” To Coach she says, “We were just wondering, you know, about our diets. What we should focus on to, you know, maximize our potential.”


“Well, that’s a good question, Olivia. And—Montgomery? Good question. If you all were doing hard-core training, like say for a marathon or a serious race, I would mainly encourage you in the direction of lean proteins, actually. But this is summer camp, right?” He holds out his hands to grip the sunshine around us. “So marshmallows and hot dogs are pretty much required. Which means, Olivia, you can eat whatever you want. Running makes you hungry, but in a good way. Just listen to your body, all right?” Clap.


He sends us out to walk it off. Olivia and Montgomery are together up ahead, so I find myself with April and Lena. They’re both older than me, and I don’t want to seem annoying, so mostly I just walk and listen to them ask each other a bunch of questions, answering when things are directed at me but trying not to horn in too much.


We do our final stretches right there in the grass, which is warm on top but deep and cool near the roots. It’s been a great morning, and I’ve got free swim this afternoon with two guys’ cabins and I think Violet’s, too, which is extra fabulous. It’ll feel so good getting in that lake and then just lying in the sun for a couple of hours, especially on top of how satisfying track’s been. I do allow myself the small thought, though, as we walk back to shower, how much better today will be if free swim also happens to be with Joel’s cabin.





CALLA


It’s kind of unbelievable how cheerful our receptionist Sally is, every day, no matter what’s going on, no matter how cranky Deena’s being or how much work there is to get done. Even on a crazy day like this—first official day for a new batch of campers—always, every time, whenever she talks, Sally totally sounds like someone’s Southern aunt: this soft, light, airy voice all twanged out in just the right places. Her sweetness and delight to see you are particularly noticeable when you yourself are not certain you are excited about being awake, even at your favorite place in the world. But Sally is 100 percent all smiles always, her front teeth almost all exactly the same size, shape, and color, like a ventriloquist dummy’s teeth, and just a hint of a silver rim near her gums. She totally looks warm and cheerful too: tiny wrists and ankles, and actually fantastic legs, with her middle all bunched up and doughy starting from about her shoulders to her belly button, in this way you can just see is really comfortable to hug. When I come back into the office after the gathering, there she is with her V8 and her big, toothy smile, saying to me, “Why good mornin’, darlin’! How’d it go?”


It is a quick little burst of enthusiasm that at first kind of got on my nerves, but now I really like it. When Deena’s stressed-out, or I look at the schedule and see that Duncan’s busy with some awesome thing I’m missing out on doing with him, Sally’s sugariness is totally buoying.
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