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CHAPTER 1 Camp Somewhere

“Mia, how long are you going to tie your shoe for?” Jade called from the front door of our cabin.

“Literally, girl. You’re going to cut off the oxygen in your foot if you keep at it,” Morgan teased.

“Sorry! I’m coming,” I yelled, tightening my laces with a flourish and bouncing off the edge of my bed.

As soon as we stepped out of cabin thirteen, we were under trees so tall, they protected our freshly opened eyes from the bright sky. The birds sang their songs, and the invisible critters of the forest told us that it was time to get the day started. Just like every other morning, we passed the little pond topped with lily pads, mossy logs, and the tiniest wooden bridge that creaked if you just looked at it.

What was I, Mia Vélaz-Cruz, doing surrounded by all this nature, you ask? I was at Camp Evergreen. A sleepaway camp that my parents had “forgotten” to tell me about until the last minute and then dragged me to against my will.

It all started with being completely kicked out of my comfort zone in a place with absolutely no friends, an itchy uniform, and a no-cell-phone policy. The New Yorker in me knew that I had to keep my chin up, so I did what I do best: made some fashion statements, learned new hobbies, and tried to just be myself. Before I knew it, I had made new friends, learned archery, joined the swim team with Jade Tate and Sasha Warner—two of my closest friends at camp—and had a bit of a reality check, thanks to Ava Monroe, my best friend from NYC. Turns out when you’re pushed out of your comfort zone, you learn a lot about yourself.

I learned that I had gotten so wrapped up in my own world that I had started to neglect my friendship with Ava, and that I really needed to take a break from my phone to stop and “touch grass” occasionally. The point is, sleepaway camp was tough at first, but once I started putting myself out there and trying new things, I got to learn a whole new side of myself, and I realized Camp Evergreen Mia was pretty cool!

“Smell that?” Lauren, my cabin counselor, called out. “Who’s ready for breakfast?” The smell of pancakes and eggs started drifting from the cafeteria.

I felt the usual shock of my calf muscles stretching as we headed up the short hill. I watched as all the girls in my cabin perked up to climb the hill and get their grub a little faster. Everything was beginning to feel more familiar. I wanted to feel grateful for my experience, but I think I had started feeling a different kind of hunger, the kind that sausage, eggs, and pancakes couldn’t fix. I was hungry for my family and my friends.

“Mia, you’re so quiet this morning. Everything okay?” Jade backpedaled and began walking beside me.

I raised my eyebrows and nodded, but I didn’t meet Jade’s gaze. “Totally. I think I’m still tired from the swim meet. First one ever, remember?” I said. That wasn’t entirely a lie. Nothing was wrong, but I wasn’t exactly feeling like myself.

“That’s right. You would’ve never known that was your first one, though. You swam like a pro,” Jade said. She began moving her hands through the air as if she was doing the freestyle stroke.

I was flattered. “Thank you, Jade.” This time I met her eyes and matched her smile.

“Anytime, girl. Now, who’s the next diamond-in-the-rough swimmer in cabin thirteen?” Jade called out to the rest of the girls.

“Not this again,” Morgan sighed. Morgan Lewis was a star volleyball player in her hometown, and she’d been telling Jade for weeks that swimming wasn’t her thing.

“We get it, Morgan. Volleyball is your jam. Anyone else? Leena?” Jade pushed.

“Yeah, right, Jade. I barely passed the swimmer’s test,” Leena Herrera huffed.

“Rachel? Gigi? Madison?” Jade questioned, bouncing around to the other girls.

Jade was so funny, and I wanted to bask in the win with her in that moment. But I just didn’t feel fully present.

I floated behind Jade into the cafeteria and picked up sausage and scrambled eggs for breakfast. I could have sworn Jade said something to me, but if I was being honest, I barely noticed. When I got to our cabin table, Jade slid over and gently bumped into me, snapping me out of my feelings. Thank goodness she did. I spent enough time throwing myself pity parties the first week I was here. I was over it.

“Mia, tell everyone about the lemon cupcakes with buttercream frosting we made to celebrate winning your first swim meet!” she said.

“Oh, I would kill for one of those right now!” Gigi Maldonado groaned.

“There aren’t any homemade cupcakes, but you know the chefs keep the corn muffins stocked,” Morgan offered.

Gigi looked around as if she was confused. “How could one compare a cupcake to a muffin? It’s not a cupcake.”

“Maybe a certain someone could make cupcakes again, but this time include her lovely cabinmates,” Rachel Cary suggested.

That idea sparked excitement in me. “It was nice to be baking cupcakes again. I bet it would be nice to bake some with you girls, too,” I said. “Coach got us the basics and I just winged the flavor with the random ingredients I found in the kitchen.”

“Mia winged it, and they still tasted like professionally made cupcakes,” Jade boasted.

“If you thought that was yummy, just imagine what the Cupcake Club could do back home in our own kitchens,” I reminisced.

“Yum, yum, yum, Mia!” Gigi said. “I wish I could try Cupcake Club cupcakes!”

All the other girls nodded their heads and began talking about their favorite bakeries in their own hometowns. But I was still thinking about the Cupcake Club.

Don’t get me wrong, I had fun making cupcakes with my swim team, but I usually baked with my friends back home. It felt bittersweet. On one hand, it would be nice to do something that would remind me of my friends, but on the other hand, would I be betraying them if I shared that side of me with new people again?

This group of people was becoming my new normal and I could feel myself getting used to it. When I first got here, I missed being in my bed and the smell of Mom’s breakfast waking me up, but now I couldn’t even remember what home smelled like. I missed hearing the dishes clatter around my kitchen and the sink faucet run over the hot pans that sizzled underneath. I missed my stepbrother, Dan, too, and how he somehow always smelled like the burger spot he worked in before the day even started. I was worried about my friends and family forgetting about me and replacing me, but it felt like I was a hypocrite. Because I was the one who was replacing them with the new Camp Evergreen Mia.

DING! DING! DING!

“Mia, you didn’t touch your breakfast,” Jade said.

I looked down at my plate, and Jade was right. I hadn’t eaten a thing, and the cowbell meant that breakfast was over. It’s going to be a long day, I thought.

“Um. I’m just not that hungry,” I lied. I was starving now. I was so preoccupied with my thoughts, I completely forgot to eat! “I have some snacks packed in my bag, so no worries.”

“I could never skip a meal. You should never. But I’ll let it slide as long as you promise to fill up on snacks. Grab a corn muffin,” Jade suggested, pointing to the basket of plastic-wrapped muffins in front of the exit.

“Sir, yes, sir!” I said, standing at attention, then reaching for a muffin and stuffing it into my bag.

“Ready to shoot some arrows?” Sasha said, leaping in front of me out of nowhere.

“Whoa, what?” I asked.

“Archery, Mia, we have that now!” Sasha grinned.

“Oh, yeah, of course!” I tried to sound excited. The three of us walked back down the short hill toward the main campgrounds. I tried my best to stay engaged. I knew I could get lost in my thoughts sometimes—just zone out and go quiet without meaning to—but I didn’t want anyone to think I was being standoffish. Especially not my new friends.

“Everyone, stop right this moment,” Jade ordered. She lifted her index finger and pointed straight at Sasha. “How did I not know you owned a metal concho belt?” Jade looked at me, then back at Sasha. Sasha was wearing a silver concho belt around the waist of her camp uniform shorts.

“Look at you, Sasha! Adding some rizz to these boring uniforms. I’m so proud of you!” I told her. I really was—she was expressing herself!

“The Camp Evergreen fashion revolution has begun! I must go. I need to put this into a song. I’m off to guitar class!” Jade cried.

“Okay, see you at lunch?!” Sasha called after her.

“Yeah, duh!” Jade shouted, waving without looking back.

“Do you think she really liked it, or was she just being nice?” Sasha asked. “I know I’m not a fashionista like you two are.”

“Of course she likes it! I think it’s a cool accessory—you can never go wrong,” I affirmed.

“Thanks, Mia. That means a lot coming from you—I mean, you are camp couture. Camp chic!” Sasha joked.

By the time we got to the archery field, I had completely forgotten how off and homesick I was feeling back at breakfast, and Sasha and I fell back into our daily routine automatically. I pulled on my safety gear and went into my archery lane just like I would every other day. Each time I pulled the string back, I could feel my breath shake, and I held it. Then, when I finally had the courage to let go, the arrow flew. Sasha was smiling at me, and Counselor Luis was shouting something about being “bow-sitive” when aiming. In that moment, in all that familiarity, I felt like I was home. It was just… different. A lot greener. Evergreen-er. I couldn’t help but feel guilty for how at ease I felt.

Sasha jumped into my lane, shocking me again, and congratulated me on a great round. “You’re really getting good,” she said, grinning.

Since she was my first coach, that meant something. I unstrung my bow and slid my arrows back into the quiver, trying to play it cool—but inside, I felt like I’d just hit a bull’s-eye. If I really thought about it, it was pretty cool how I was giving her fashion advice and styling tips, and she was teaching me about archery.

“Thanks, Sasha! You know I love a compliment, but really, I owe it to you!” I admitted.

“Aw thanks, Mia. Yes, I know you owe it all to me.” She laughed.

By now I had developed some kind of internal clock that knew when the cowbell was about to go off and tell us it was time for arts and crafts.

DING! DING! DING!

Sasha grabbed my hands excitedly. “Are you ready to talk more about our uniforms and what we could do to design them?”

“Am I ready? Did you just ask me—Mia Vélaz-Cruz—if I’m ready to talk about accessories and outfits? Obviously!” I huffed with a grin.

On the way to arts and crafts, Sasha and I made a plan. We were going to walk into the barn and come up with a way to change the Camp Evergreen uniform. But how? When we arrived, we sat at our usual table and thought about all the accessories we could add to these “meh” uniforms. Would it be neck scarves? Distressed T-shirts? Sasha vetoed that idea, thinking it might get us in trouble, so we pivoted.

“What if we made the sweats into three-quarter sweats?” Sasha offered.

“Like capris?” I asked.

“Yeah, I guess.” Sasha winced. “Sounds worse when you say it like that.”

“So you also think that is a horrible idea,” I said.

Sasha sighed and dropped her head onto the table. I groaned. Have we been defeated by bad fashion? Have I?!

“What’s going on here?” my cabinmate Madison Cattaneo said, sitting next to us.

“Oh, nothing. Just realizing that we will probably be stuck in these uniforms for eternity. Or at least until camp is over,” I said, frowning.

Before Madison or Sasha could reply, Amanda Serrano from cabin seven strolled up next to me. “Hey, Mia. When do you want to get started on tie-dyeing those swimsuits?” she asked.

Before my swim meet I had asked Amanda to help us create fun uniforms for the entire swim team using her spunky tie-dye skills—and I’d totally forgotten until right now.

“One fashion emergency at a time, Amanda!” Sasha said.

“Whoa. Sorry! What’s the first?” Amanda asked, scooching in on the bench next to Sasha.

“They’re trying to come up with a way to make the camp uniforms cooler, but they’re stuck,” Madison summarized.

“It’s hopeless. Maybe I should just focus on the swimsuits,” I groaned.

“Why don’t you sketch up entirely new camp uniforms and then present them to the camp directors at Family and Friends Day this Saturday?” Amanda proposed.

Family and Friends Day? I pondered. “No one told me that there was a Family and Friends Day coming up!” I said.

“Mia, it’s all over every bulletin board on the campgrounds,” Sasha said, laughing. “Head in the clouds much?”

Whoops! It’s been a hectic week and I’ve been distracted, I thought. “Sorry! I’m still working on living in the moment! But that’s so exciting!” I really was so excited! I’ve been missing my family and friends like crazy!

“You’re good, girl. But Amanda is right. You’re the future fashion designer. Draw up ideas and we can be the judges!” Madison suggested.

“Yeah, sure. No pressure,” I joked. There was totally a bunch of pressure. You couldn’t just demand greatness from someone, sheesh! I wished Jade was here to bounce some ideas off. She was the seamstress queen and had impeccable style, too. “But okay. I got you.”

Thankfully it was a “free craft” hour, so I grabbed a piece of sketch paper and started brainstorming. First I drew a blue V-neck T-shirt with Camp Evergreen written across the front in bold letters, plus EST. 1985 underneath. It definitely gave early-2000s American-shopping-mall vibes. I added matching sweatpants with Camp Evergreen down one leg in a big stencil font—kind of giving that exclusive varsity feel. Then, I drew another outfit, also inspired by early-2000s style: a white polo shirt with Camp Evergreen in smaller font on the left, paired with biker shorts with the camp’s name written on the waistband. It looked like Gen Alpha had a fight with punk millennials… and lived to tell about it.

“Et voilà!” I said, my heart full and my hands overflowing with every color I’d used to make the designs real.

“I am loving the biker shorts! Especially for any sports-related activities,” Sasha pointed out, like the true sports girlie she was.

“The V-necks and sweats are super casual. Very cozy. Can’t go wrong,” Amanda said.

“And the collared shirt is giving full posh. Real classy,” Madison said, clapping.

“Thank you, girls!” I said, blushing. I was feeling confident with all the compliments. “Do you all think these are good enough to show the camp directors Amanda was talking about?”

“For sure, Mia!” Amanda said approvingly.

“Amanda, do you even know who the camp directors are? What they look like?” Sasha asked. “Because I do not. Madison, you?”

Madison shook her head no.

Amanda’s eyes scanned the ceiling. “Um, I don’t exactly know who they are. But I know they’ll be there this Saturday. They have to be, right?” she asked. We all shrugged in response.

My excitement depleted a little. I had just begun to believe that we would get the freedom to express ourselves in the uniforms we wore every day.

“Okay, people! Let’s think for a second—how else can we get these to make a big enough impact so people can start noticing?” I asked.

“Well, you could start by asking everyone what they even think about the uniforms?”

A soft, unrecognizable, voice came from behind me and caught me off guard. I jumped in my seat and spun around. A boy was towering over our table. A boy I had never seen before—because if I had seen him before, I knew I wouldn’t have had any reason to be miserable for even one second at camp. He had light brown hair, and his hair was cut short on the sides but a little longer in the middle, reaching over his forehead. He had two soft dimples, one on each cheek, and his hazelnut eyes seemed to catch every beam of light in the room.

“Steven, let’s be real. The boys here don’t care about what they wear,” Madison scoffed.

All the girls at the table nodded their heads and stared at him blankly. I didn’t nod. I, for one, know how into fashion boys can be too, and how much perspective they offered the fashion world. I wanted to hear what this boy, this very cute boy, had to say.

“I know I care what I wear,” Steven said. All four of us girls eyed his outfit from head to toe, and that’s when I couldn’t help but make a face. I mean, it wasn’t bad, but his camp uniform was filthy. “Okay,” he said, “don’t judge me for what I’m wearing right now. I thought the whole point of these new uniforms was because we all agree our current ones suck.”

He had a point. “He’s right. We should add some more options for the boys. Inclusivity in fashion is extremely important. So, here’s what we’ll do.” I shook off my nerves and began sketching again. “The boys could wear some tank tops with the camp logo across. It’s giving Aéropostale.” I tapped my pencil on the table as I quickly thought up bottoms. “And… these shorts!” I sketched navy athletic shorts with white drawstrings and the camp logo on the bottom left. They were very nautical.

“Wow, I’m impressed. I like it!” Steven said, grinning at my sketch.

I blushed and suddenly remembered how nervous he had just made me a minute before. “Thank you!” I blurted.

“See, you should all be as inclusive as…” Steven trailed off.

“Her name is Mia,” Madison pointed out. “And yes, she is. She’s cabin thirteen’s very own stylist.”

“I can see why,” he complimented. “I think it’s a really great idea, by the way, to show these to the camp directors, Mia.”

Hearing my name come out of his mouth was so nerve-racking! I froze and was suddenly speechless.

“See, Mia!” Sasha cried. All the girls began excitedly talking among themselves, and I swear Steven was just smiling in my direction for what felt like forever.

“What are you kids getting excited about?” Counselor Alisha interjected. Thank goodness she did, because no words that I thought of felt good enough to say back to him in that moment. “I know we don’t have assigned seating, but please get back to your tables and back on your own projects. This is arts and crafts, not stand and yap.”

“Sorry, Alisha,” I said, finally breaking my silence.

“Sorry, Alisha. I’ll see you around, Mia,” Steven said, flashing his two dimples again.

I was floored. Completely flustered and still speechless, I just waved goodbye. For the rest of the period, I kept my eyes to my sketches and the three girls around me. I hadn’t felt this nervous around a boy since Aaron. I hadn’t gotten butterflies around a boy since Aaron. Aaron was my biggest and only crush, but he was back home.

When the cowbell dinged to signal lunchtime, I snatched up my bag and made a beeline to my cabin. I had to write back to my girls at home.


Hi, Katie, Alexis, and Emma!

I know you girls were happy about getting individual letters, but what I have to say is something we all would have wanted to talk about together, so here I am writing
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