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The van groaned up the last stretch of the road to the campsite, its tires crunching over seashells and sand. Beyond the windshield, the bluffs of Montauk reached down to embrace the cold North Atlantic Ocean.

“Welcome to the end of the world, girls.” Mrs. Gable said, her voice calm despite the constant noise behind her. 

A chorus of gasps and giggles erupted from the scout troop as the girls scrambled to get a better look. Olivia pressed her nose against the window. “It looks spooky!”

“You love spooky. Remember the haunted bathroom at the last camp?” Chloe asked, poking a finger in her ribs.

“Stop that, Chloe.” Olivia said, pushing her best friend away playfully. “And for your information, that bathroom was not haunted. That was mold!”

“Yeah, mold the color of green Jello!” Chloe shot back.

Mrs. Gable sighed. “We’re burning daylight, ladies. Let’s get your things unloaded and the camp set up.” The sliding doors flew open. A gust of salty wind invaded the van from both sides like a tornado, instantly tangling the girl’s hair, causing them to shriek even louder. Eight girls tumbled out like popcorn kernels bursting from a pan.

Isabella, her red pigtails flying, jumped out of the van with a whoop. “Last one to the ocean eats rotten eggs!”

“Not so fast, little Issy!” Mrs. Gable’s voice sliced through the chaos. “What’s Ocean rule number one?”

All the girls groaned and recited the rule in unison. “No swimming without an adult!” 

The next ten minutes were pure, glorious pandemonium. Sleeping bags were unfurled upside down, duffel bags emptied . . . a rogue sock flew off into the brush like a lost seagull. “Emma, that’s my flashlight. Give it back!”

“What are you talking about? Yours is all scratched up. This one is obviously mine . . . it has attitude.”

“Flashlights don’t have attitude!” Audry said, trying to reach out to take it from Emma.

“This one does. Look.” Emma chuckled, clicked it on, and pointed it at Audry’s face.

“I’m telling Mrs. Gable!” Audry yelled, retreating.

* * *
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Maya stood slightly apart from the chaos, her dark curls blowing across her face as she turned in slow circles, taking it all in. The wild grass bent flat by the wind. The dwarf scrub pines at the edge of the bluff. She watched as the distant lighthouse flashed once, twice, then faded out to sea.

“Mrs. Gable?” she called.

The Scout Master, who was currently helping Tessa wrestle with a tent pole, looked up with a smile. “Yes, Maya?”

“Why does the ocean look gray here?”

Mrs. Gable glanced at the horizon, her expression unreadable. “Maybe, because at the end of the world, even the ocean forgets what color it’s supposed to be.”

Maya blinked, then grinned. “That’s a silly answer.”

* * *
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By the time the tents were up and more or less upright, the sky was already beginning to glitter with stars. The air grew colder, the waves louder. Lily, Maya’s tent partner, was already curled up inside, nose deep in The Secret Garden.

“I think the tent’s crooked.” Maya observed.

Lily peered over the edge of her book. “It’s fine.”

“It’s totally going to collapse.” Maya said cheerfully, giving one of the stakes an experimental kick.

* * *
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Outside, the twins were having a full-blown debate about who got to use the single extra blanket, and Isabella was trying to convince Tessa that marshmallows counted as dinner. Mrs. Gable, perfectly serene, moved through the mayhem with the grace of someone who had done this a hundred times before. She carried a clipboard. She always had a clipboard. “All right, girls.” She said, clapping her hands. “Campfire time.”

Chloe and Olivia cheered and started singing off-key. “You’re horrible. Stop it.” Tessa complained, holding her hands to her ears. “It sounds more like howling than singing. You’re going to attract the wolves.”

“There are no wolves this far out on Long Island, Tessa.” Mrs. Gable reassured her.

“What about gorillas?”

“No gorillas.” Mrs. Gable shook her head.

“Ghosts?” Olivia piped up hopefully.

Mrs. Gable smiled just for a fraction of a second. “We don’t believe in ghosts, do we?”

“I do.” Maya proudly announced. “My father said our old house had a ghost. It would knock on the pipes to say goodnight when the lights went off.”

“Probably just air bubbles.” Lily said without looking up.

“Air bubbles don’t knock goodnight.” Maya countered.

Mrs. Gable chuckled softly. “I love a good ghost story, Maya. Maybe we can all tell some after s’mores.”

* * *
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The fire crackled to life, sending sparks spiraling into the night sky. The girls gathered close, their faces glowing from the firelight, marshmallows blistering on skewers.

Giggles and laughter erupted, joyful and unrestrained. Maya sat cross-legged beside Lily, chewing thoughtfully. “Did you know?” She said between bites. “That if you went east from here, the next land you’d hit is Portugal?”

Lily frowned. “Is that true?”

“I think so.” Maya tilted her head. “Or maybe Ireland. It’s one of those.”

“Portugal’s not even in that direction.” Chloe said confidently, though she was facing the wrong way entirely.

Mrs. Gable smiled faintly. “You’re all half wrong. East of here is nothing at all . . . only the sea and her secrets.”

The cold wind blew through the grasses, making the tent flaps rustle and the girls huddle closer to the warmth.

“Mrs. Gable?” Maya said, her curiosity as bright as ever. “Why do you call this place ‘the end of the world’? It’s not really the end, is it?”

Mrs. Gable’s eyes glanced past the trees toward the ocean. “No, not really.” She said finally. “It’s what the local Indian tribe used to call it. They said this bluff was where the world fell away, and boats that went too far disappeared into the fog and were never seen again.”

“Never?” Isabella whispered.

Mrs. Gable smiled softly. “So, the legend says.”

The delicious spooky silence lasted only a moment before Olivia ruined it. “Maybe they just ran away from home and moved to Florida like my uncle Gino.”

Chloe burst into laughter so hard she snorted hot chocolate out her nose. The circle collapsed into giggles again. 

As the sun sank completely, the lighthouse beam began its lonely rhythm, slicing the fog like a knife through silk. The girls started to fade one by one, their laughter replaced by yawns, their marshmallow sticks now abandoned.

Mrs. Gable stayed by the fire long after the last tent zipper closed. Her face was turned toward the ocean, her features illuminated by the dying embers.
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Chapter 2
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The morning arrived with a mist rolling in from the cold North Atlantic. The tents were beaded with dew, each droplet catching the first rays of the sun like tiny diamonds. 

“Rise and shine, scouts!” Mrs. Gable called, her voice cutting through the sleepy rustling of sleeping bags. 

The response was a chorus of groans. From the tent she shared with Maya, Lily emerged like a reluctant mole blinking into daylight. “Does shining come before breakfast?” 

“A little coffee would be nice.” Emma added, stumbling out of her tent with her hair standing straight up.

“Emma, you are only nine years old. Coffee is out of the question. You’ll drink powdered orange juice like the rest of us and like it.” Mrs. Gable said, amused.

* * *
[image: ]


The girls were slow to start but eventually gathered near the fire pit, eating dry cereal out of paper bowls while Isabella watched the clouds. “That one’s a dragon.” 

“It’s a cloud.” Audry corrected.

“It’s a dragon shaped like a cloud.” Isabella shot back.

Mrs. Gable clapped. “All right, girls! It’s time for this year’s challenge . . . We need to erect the main tent.” 

“Challenge accepted.” Emma said confidently while throwing her arm over her twin sister Audry’s shoulder.

The clearing soon filled with the slap and rattle of tent poles. Emma and Audry had spread out the canvas and ropes in what could only be described as a spiderweb of confusion.

“Okay, I think this pole goes here.”
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