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To my readers.

Thank you for making my dreams come true.
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Prologue
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Camp High Point, Catskill Mountains, NY

“You’re gonna put her in instead of Petey? She’s a girl?”

“She hits better than Petey. Paige hits better than you, Snake.”

“But she’s a girl.”

“Do you want to beat Camp Callaway or not?”

“Yeah, yeah,” Snake replied.

“So shut up and get out of the way,” Billy Landeau said. “Paige!” he called, motioning to the brunette. “You’re up.”

“No fair!” Petey yelled, throwing down his glove and stalking off.

Paige Overton glanced at Billy. “Me?”

“Just get in there and do what you do, Slugger,” he said.

She stepped up to the plate and hit the second pitch deep into the outfield, over the heads of the fielders. It was a stand-up triple, knocking in two runs. Billy smiled.

Camp High Point won, seven to three. With Paige beside him, Billy walked toward the refreshment table.

“Where’d you learn to hit like that?”

“My dad. He always wanted a son but got stuck with me,” she said, shoving a ball cap down over her short dark hair.

“He taught you good.”

“Thanks, Billy.”

“It’s Bill. I’m thirteen now. No more little kid stuff.”

“Bill,” she said, nodding.

“You’re the best hitter we’ve got, except for me.”

She grinned. Wearing the High Point softball uniform, she could pass for a boy. He didn’t care. He had what he needed, a kid who could hit and put High Point on the map.

That summer, Paige stuck to Bill, mimicking his every move, listening, learning. Naturally comfortable with other kids, while she was not, he taught her how to get along, what to say and not say. When the summer ended, Paige had a new best friend, and Bill learned that not all girls were bossy and annoying like his big sister, Sandy.

The next season, Bill couldn’t wait to show Paige his new glove. He didn’t notice that she’d grown to be almost as tall as he.

“You’re a great hitter, but you don’t know shit about fielding. Come on.”

“But our counselor wants us to write letters home.”

“Do you want to be a star or not?”

She nodded.

“Come on.” Bill tugged on her sleeve. She followed. He carried his bat over his shoulder as they trudged through the tall grass to the softball field. Bill placed her at shortstop and hit a few grounders.

“No, no. Not like that. Geez, not like a girl. Don’t be afraid of it. Run up to meet it,” he said, bending down and scooping up the ball.

“But I am a girl,” she protested.

“Yeah, but I’m ignoring that. You want to play on my team?” he asked, cocking an eyebrow.

She swallowed.

“Then shut up and listen. You gotta learn to field like a guy. You can do it. Try again,” he said, running back to home plate.

They practiced for an hour until Lisa, Paige’s cabin-mate, ran up.

“Paige,” she called, huffing, trying to catch her breath.

“Yeah?”

“Come on. You’d better get back. Carol keeps asking where you are. We can’t tell her you’re in the bathroom anymore. The whole cabin is gonna get demerits if you don’t get back.”

“Gotta go,” Paige said.

“We’ll do more tomorrow.” He waved and trotted off.

When he got back to his cabin, Snake was waiting.

“Where were you?”

“Teaching Paige to field,” Bill said.

“Why are you working out with her instead of me?”

“Because she’s better ’an you. She’s a natural.”

“But I’m your best friend.”

“Yeah, yeah, but this is about softball.”

“Bill’s got a crush on Paige,” Tommy said.

“Bullshit! She’s the best softball player we got. I’m training her, so we can beat the crap out of Camp Calloway again this year.

“I don’t believe it,” Snake said, turning away.

“Aw, come on. We’re still buddies, Snake.”

“Show me.”

“Okay. You and me. We’ll scare the girls in cabin three tonight.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

“No Paige?”

“Nope. Just you and me.”

The boys did high fives and headed off to swim class. As they walked, Tommy’s words ran through Bill’s brain. No way could he have a crush on a twelve-year-old girl. She didn’t even have boobs. Still, he liked being with her. She listened, followed his instructions and laughed at his jokes. He sighed. Yep, she was better than every other friend he had, except she was a girl. Relieved to know he wasn’t crushing on her, he jumped in the water and did fifty laps.
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AT FIRST, THE GIRLS in her cabin teased Paige, then ostracized her. They called her a “boy”, a “lesbo”, and made a fuss about changing in front of her. While their words hurt, Paige knew it wasn’t true. Nope, not at all. She loved Bill Landeau, but she kept it to herself.

“Bet he doesn’t dance with you once at the party,” Lisa said.

“Yeah. Bill doesn’t dance with boys.”

“He’ll be all over Tiffany. She’s got boobs,” Mary put in, gesturing to her chest.

Paige sensed heat in her face. Dancing even once with Bill would be heaven. The girls got ready. Paige pulled out her one and only dress.

“Oh my God! Paige owns a dress!” Lisa ragged.

Their laughter brought tears to Paige’s eyes, but she blinked them back. When they got to the meeting hall, Bill was on the other side of the room with Snake and Tommy. She waved and smiled. He raised his hand and nodded but didn’t come over.

The DJ started the music, and Bill disappeared.

“He’s probably making out with Tiffany on the tennis court,” Mary said.

Anger and jealousy swelled inside Paige. She had to know. Slipping away, she took a hidden path behind the bushes. Sure enough, there he was, sitting cross-legged on the court, playing cards. She stepped out into view.

“Look, it’s Paige!” Tommy said. “At least I think it’s Paige. She’s wearing a dress. Can’t be Paige.”

Snake laughed. Her eyes filled. She fiddled with the belt on her gingham outfit as she cast her gaze to the ground.

“Shut up,” Bill said. “You look real nice, Paige.”

“She can’t play,” Snake growled.

“Sorry. This is a guys only game.”

“Not unless you want to play strip poker,” Tommy piped up.

“She’s got nothin’ to see anyway,” Snake pointed out.

“Shut up, asshole,” Bill growled.

That was it. Tears burst forth and Paige took off, running. Halfway down the path, someone grabbed her from behind. She struggled until she realized it was Bill.

“They’re idiots. Tools. Forget them. You look nice. It’s tradition. Snake, Tommy, and I play cards during the dance every year. I’m sorry, but it’s guys only.”

She wiped her cheeks with her hand. “It’s okay. I don’t care about them.”

“You shouldn’t. You’re better at softball than they’ll ever be. I’m proud of you. You play great. Don’t let their stupid mouths get in the way.”

“You’re my best friend, Bill.”

“Same here,” he said, giving her a high-five. “I gotta go. See you tomorrow for practice?”

She nodded. Maybe she didn’t get a dance, but he admitted that she was his best friend. And he gave her a high-five. He only did that with his closest buddies. Smiling, she returned to the dance. Standing by herself on the sideline, a song caught her ear.

The tune One Fine Day came over the loudspeaker. She listened to the lyrics that told of a girl predicting that the boy she loved would love her, too, one fine day. The idea that someday, Bill would want her for his girlfriend, spoke to Paige. That was it. The song captured her feelings perfectly. Yes, one day he’d realize that he loved her, too. Goosebumps broke out on her flesh. She eased into the clutch of girls from her cabin.

“Who’s singing that song?” she asked.

“What song?”

“The one about one fine day?”

“Oh, that one? The Chiffons. But don’t get any ideas. That’s never gonna be you and Bill Landeau,” Lisa said, shaking her head.

Paige raised her chin. “I was thinking of someone else. Not Bill. Bill? You mean Bill Landeau? You’re joking, right? We’re friends. That’s all,” she sniffed and walked away. No sense giving the mean girls any more ammunition.

The rest of that summer, Paige hummed that song to herself.

“You sing all the time. What are you singing?” Bill asked during batting practice.

Paige felt her face go red. “Nothing. I’m not singing anything.”

“I see your lips moving and sound is coming out.”

“Oh, yeah. Nothing. Practicing. I...uh...have to give a speech at school.”

“In September? You’re practicing now? Girls are crazy,” Bill said, shaking his head. “You’re up.”

Paige let out a breath and stepped up to the plate. She’d have to be more careful. If Bill ever found out how she felt, it would be the end. He’d hate her, humiliate her, and she’d die. A ball whizzed by.

“Strike!” the umpire called.

“Focus, Paige!” Bill yelled.

Paige forced her attention on the ball. She narrowed her eyes and went into “batter mode”, as she’d described it to Bill. The pitcher got cocky with the next one, throwing it right down the center. Paige swung and connected driving it into home-run territory.

Bill jumped up and down, throwing his cap in the air. It was the final run and the game was over. When she crossed the plate, he picked her up and swung her around. The whole team danced in victory over Camp Callahan.

“We’ll get you next year,” Edgy Malone said, shaking his fist at Bill.

“In your dreams!”

As she walked back to her cabin, she hummed the song again as a smile graced her face.

When she returned home from camp, Paige bought the CD and played it until her parents complained. She bought earbuds. Yes, Bill Landeau would be hers, one fine day.
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LATE JUNE - TWO YEARS later

At sixteen, a counselor-in-training, or CIT, Bill Landeau had to be early to camp to greet
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