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			This book is dedicated to everyone who has ever questioned whether they belong at camp.  

			You do.

		

		

		
			
			

		


		

		
			Chapter One

			Two sturdy-looking wood posts held up the archway sign, with CAMP GESHEM burned into the grain. A banner of white cloth hung just underneath, reading WELCOME HOME, 2010 CAMPERS! in hand-painted blue letters. The dot of the exclamation point was a lopsided Star of David. Beyond the sign stretched endless green and blue, with wooden buildings clustered along the pathway. Teenagers drifted out of minivans and sedans, carrying duffel bags full to bursting as they navigated to their assigned cabins. It was the typical scene you’d expect to see on the first day of camp, and you couldn’t have asked for a more beautiful place to spend eight weeks.

			As we drove under the sign, I looked at the banner flapping underneath it and thought, What bullshit.

			I looked out the window as my mom drove deeper into the camp. Most of the signs posted outside the buildings were written in Hebrew, a language I didn’t speak and could only barely read. I could already see how tomorrow was going to go: I was going to show up at the arts and crafts building instead of the dining hall for breakfast. Talk about an embarrassing first impression. But the language barrier was the least of my problems; so far, I hadn’t seen a single camper who wasn’t white, which meant I was going to stand out like a sore Latina thumb. Worse, if this camp was anything like my hometown, I was going to be the only person here who wasn’t straight either.

			Ordinarily that wouldn’t be too bad; I was used to being the only lesbian. But the articles I’d read said that Camp Geshem was one of the worst camps for LGBTQ campers to attend, since it considered itself a Conservative Jewish camp. Even if there were other queer people here, they wouldn’t be open about it, and I couldn’t be either. The articles made it pretty clear: the people here probably gave bacon more rights than people like me.

			We passed by countless girls who all looked exactly like my mother from her old camp pictures. They were all five foot nothing, thin things named Rachel or Sarah or Hannah who went to private Hebrew schools and snuck into the back hall with a guy during free period. The more girls we passed, the deeper my heart sank. There definitely wasn’t going to be room for me, tall and big and gay, among their numbers.

			“Reina?” My mom at the wheel drew my attention away from the increasingly depressing picture outside. I caught her eyes in the rearview mirror, and she gave me one of those gentle smiles moms make when they think they know best. “I was nervous my first time here, too.”

			Whatever she said next was lost on me, since I’d heard the story from her and Dad so often. I can sum it up for you: they met at Camp Geshem when they were 14, started dating, kissed under the moonlight in the middle of the lake—the whole shebang. She was so sure she could relate to my circumstances, as if she was once a Latina lesbian dropped in an ocean of straight white kids. Too bad she wasn’t either of those things, or I’d actually find any advice she was trying to give me useful.

			“Reina, are you listening?”

			“No.”

			Instead of staring holes into my head, she merely chuckled. “I’m gonna miss you, kid. The house’ll be a lot quieter without you around.”

			The number of times I had heard that phrase in the last week was starting to reach triple digits. Even Dad had gotten tired of it, telling her over dinner that they would see me after a month anyway. Come to think of it, that was probably the reason he wasn’t here today.

			We pulled up to Cabin Four in the Chaverim loop; apparently, every section of camp had a cozy name. I opened the car door to a sea of bobbing ponytails and peppy counselors. Two counselors dressed in Camp Geshem staff shirts popped out of the crowd and offered their hands in greeting.
“Hey!” said the taller of the two. “I’m Rachel, and this is Sarah. We’ll be your counselors this summer. You must be Reina, right?” Rachel said to me.

			I nodded and gave her a quick once-over. She was taller than Sarah, but shorter than me. Her waist was nonexistent and her brown hair hung past her shoulders. Sarah was a good head shorter than me and tied her hair in a ponytail. My mom smiled generously at them, and I quickly did the same.
“Reina, you’re our only new camper this summer,” Rachel said. “You get to be the new girl. Isn’t that exciting?”

			“Super,” I replied, grinning. Inwardly, I groaned. It wasn’t enough to be stared at for being Dominican; now I was going to get stares for being new. 

			I left my mother to chat with the counselors and retrieved my luggage—three purple floral bags that weren’t my idea. Another counselor led me to a shoddy-looking bunk bed marked with a piece of paper with my name on it, written in stylized Hebrew letters. The top bunk belonged to a girl named Tova, who, if the shelves next to the bed were any indication, had already moved in. I surveyed the bunk; thirteen teenage girls lounged around, chatting with each other, painting their nails, and ignoring their parents as best they could.

			I rejoined the two counselors and my mother. “Are we late?” I asked, interrupting whatever embarrassing story my mom was telling about my toddler years. “It looks like we’re the last ones to arrive.”

			“Oh, you aren’t late,” Rachel reassured, though it came off more condescending. “Most of these girls live closer, so they got here earlier.”

			“They probably all wanted to see their friends,” Sarah added. “You should have seen the line this morning to get into camp. It was completely backed up! I can’t blame them, though. When I was a camper, I was one of the first to get here and the last to leave.”

			My mother laughed. “I know the feeling. I was the same.”

			“Oh-em-gee, you’re an alumnus?” Rachel asked, impressed. I rolled my eyes, but fortunately she couldn’t see me.

			“That’s right,” my mom said proudly. “I came here for six years. My husband came here too. We started dating a week into his first summer.”

			“Wow,” Sarah said, awe coloring her voice. “You guys are a Geshemarriage?”

			I must have groaned loud enough for my mom to hear me, because she glared at me before launching into the story she’d told me all my life: how Dad had offered Mom a rose during the first week, and by the time Shabbat had ended they were dating.

			As she dazzled the counselors with her positively fascinating love story, I set about unpacking. Mom had definitely put too much in there, but it was my fault for letting her pack instead of just doing it myself. There wasn’t enough room on the remaining shelves, so I stuffed excess clothing and bedding into one duffel bag and crammed it under the bed. The only other thing I really needed to do was to make the bed, so I grabbed what I needed and got to work.

			By the time my mother had finished telling her story, my bed was made, my empty duffels were tossed up into the rafters, and my stuff was more or less put away. My mother led me outside to hug me goodbye, leaning her head on my shoulder.

			“Be good, and at least try to have fun, alright?” she murmured. She looked sad, so I nodded. “Remember, even though all those girls are Sarahs, you’re Reina. ‘Sarah means princess, but Reina means queen.’ I know you’ll have fun if you allow yourself to. I love you, sweetheart.”

			“I love you too, Mom.” It was a little hard to reassure her, since I’d never been away from home before. Don’t get me wrong, I was ready for a change; I just wasn’t sure this was the right one for me.

			Mom dabbed at her eyes and walked back to the car. I refused to look back as the sound of crunching gravel got fainter. Well, it was official. I was all alone, in the middle of nowhere, with a bunch of white Jews who probably thought salt was a spice and thought I didn’t belong because I liked kissing girls. What the hell had I gotten myself into?

			Back inside the cabin, the campers and counselors were sitting in a circle on the floor. After a bit of awkward shuffling, I found a spot in the circle, though it made it less of a circle and more of a sad oval that looked like it had been drawn by a three-year-old.

			“Welcome to Camp Geshem!” Rachel said with way too much enthusiasm. She was met with an equal if not greater amount of enthusiasm from the campers, who cheered and clapped and stamped their feet.

			“We have some time before our swim tests,” Sarah said after the noise died down, “so Rachel and I thought that we could do…”

			Oh no. Don’t say it.

			“Some icebreakers to get to know each other!”

			Oh no.

			Sarah’s mind-blowing original icebreaker idea was to go around in a circle and offer up our names and favorite ice creams. The names were a mix of white and Hebrew; Irene, Tova, Rosie, Anne, Hadassah, Sasha, Amanda… There was no way I was going to remember them all. I was still trying to figure out what went wrong with Amanda’s crappy dye job when I realized everyone was looking at me, and it was my turn to go.

			I cleared my throat. “I’m Reina, and—”

			“That doesn’t sound like a Hebrew name,” Tova said loudly, interrupting me. A few of the other girls murmured among themselves, and my face flushed.

			“It’s not,” I said, keeping my voice carefully even. “It’s Spanish. It means ‘queen.’ My parents adopted me when I was two. My favorite ice cream is—”

			“Do you speak Spanish?” the girl next to me said, cutting me off.

			“Sort of?” I replied, patience thinning. “It’s technically my first language, but I know English better since that’s mainly what my parents taught me. I still know enough to get by, though. My favorite ice cream is chocolate chip cookie dough.” I sat back, looking around at the circle. “Any other questions?”

			The silence was heavy and awkward.

			Finally, the girl next to me said, “Sorry. That was probably kinda insensitive to ask. I didn’t mean to put you on the spot.” She gave me a warm smile, and then turned back toward the circle. “Everyone, I’m Talia.”

			I watched Talia as she gushed about her favorite ice cream (mint chocolate chip). She didn’t wear any makeup, unlike most of the other girls, and her dark hair hung in loose curls. Her cheeks were flushed with natural excitement, and her eyes sparkled. Her shirt promoted some band I’d never heard of. I made a mental note to ask her about it later.

			The rest of the introductions were uneventful. Shelly, Eliana, Hayley, Maya, and finally Rachel professed their love for their chosen preferred frozen treat, with the exception of Maya, who said she didn’t eat ice cream because “sugar is bad for your health.” This was met with some friendly ribbing, which Maya took with a broad grin. Evidently this wasn’t the first time she’d voiced her opinion. 
“It’s great to see you guys getting along so well!” Rachel exclaimed, with Sarah nodding by her side. “Unfortunately, we don’t have any more time for icebreakers since it’s time for swim tests and lice checks. We’ll do some after those, okay?” She was met with thirteen nodding heads. “Alright, go change.”
I kept my eyes laser focused on the floor as we began to change. I knew how fast a rumor could spread from an accidental glance, and I didn’t want to risk it. I changed from the bottom up, leaving my shirt for last to avoid any flashing. As I turned, I caught my reflection in the window; chubby, tan, and completely out of my element. The navy blue bathing suit put all the things I didn’t like about my body on display, and the little white daisies sprinkled across the nylon fabric didn’t really help distract from it. There wasn’t much I could do, so I grabbed beach gear and headed for the door.

			“Hold it,” Rachel said, blocking the door. “Sunscreen?”

			I chuckled. “I’m Dominican,” I said, like that explained it. She gave me a flat look, so I continued, “I have dark skin, so I don’t get burnt. You know, more melanin means no sunburn? I don’t need sunscreen.”

			Rachel rolled her eyes. “One, that’s a myth. Two, it’s a camp rule. Sarah and I are in charge of you for the next two months; we’re like your moms. Not that we’re together, I mean.” I snickered, but she glared at me and continued. “You’re our responsibility, so if you end up with sunstroke or a bad burn, it’s on us. We have to make sure that everyone is safe, and part of that is proper sun protection. Got it? So go put it on, and forget about the whole mom thing,” she finished.

			I grumbled in protest, but I slipped back inside to apply my sunscreen. By the time I finished, nearly everyone else had finished changing and sunscreening and had left the cabin. I wondered if they would leave without me, but when I got outside the group was still waiting for the stragglers. I was grateful for that, since I knew I would have gotten lost without them. We kept waiting for the last girl to leave the cabin, and we all started walking toward the lake.

			The others drifted naturally into clumps, chatting among themselves. I didn’t have any friends here, so I found myself at the back of the group. I craned my neck to get a look at the scenery. The clouds were a little darker than when I got here, but the sun was still shining and felt good on my skin. I looked ahead at the other girls and was pleasantly surprised to see that Talia was only a few steps ahead of me. I still wanted to know more about the band on her shirt from before, so I sped up a bit until I fell into step alongside her.

			“Uh, hey,” I said. She glanced over at me and smiled, but nothing more. “It’s my first year here,” I continued. “What about you? How long have you come here?”

			Talia tilted her head, hair curling into the hollow of her collar­bone, as she considered. “This is my fourth year,” she replied after a moment. “My whole family went here too, so it’s kinda become a tradition. It’s awesome, I think you’ll love it.” She seemed to size me up, eyes flicking up and down my figure. She absently curled a lock of hair between her fingers.

			“I like the shirt you had on before,” I said, trying to fill the awkward silence. “I don’t think I recognized the band, though. What kind of music is it?”

			Talia looked puzzled for a moment, and then her brows smoothed out in understanding. “It’s a Jewish a cappella group that my sister leads at her college, called the Tone Commandments. They sold some T-shirts and stuff so they could afford to produce a new CD last year.”
I watched her as she chatted some more about the different covers the group had done and the concerts she had gone to. There was something about how her eyes lit up when she was excited, and how she moved her hands to emphasize her words. She was lovely in an effortless sort of way, like the sun just before it finished setting.

			I registered that she had stopped talking and I reached for a new question, looking away like I hadn’t been drinking in her every detail. “Is the group any good? Not that I think it’s bad!” I said hurriedly. “I mean, a cappella is great, I love listening to it, but it’s hard and not all groups are good, you know?”
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