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

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

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

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

      “Petey, can you please not do that?”

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

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

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

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

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

      “We’re hot,” Keenan grumbled.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “And I’m hungry,” Keenan groaned.

      “So hungry,” Connor concurred.

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

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

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

      “I’m hoooot!” Petey whined.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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