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      To My Father,

      

      The one who always pushed me to be creative at a young age, but also showed me too many horror movies at a young age.
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      “PHONES! PHONES! PHONES! PHONES! PHONES!”

      I shut my eyes and shake my head. It is the same thing every time the campers are set to leave. You would think after five days, these kids would have weaned themselves off the addiction. Not the case. As soon as I step on the bus with The Box, they go crazy. It is like they learned nothing this past week. Nope. As soon as they get a hint of the phones, they are like moody, pale-faced vampires looking for blood; wonderful texting blood. After working at Camp NoTech for the past ten weeks, I fully understand why parents send their children here.

      The drug is technology.

      This last day's craze is nothing compared to the first day they arrive. You would think someone had died. Watching them hand over their phones during the opening ceremony has become the highlight of the week for me and the other counselors. For some of them, I really wonder, even though the camp is called Camp NoTech, and they have been told from the beginning, “no phones,” if some part of them still think we are joking.

      It is no joke.

      Miss Loretta does not joke about technology.

      It is forbidden.

      All 100 campers, if we have a full week, line up on a gravel pathway and make their way down to the amphitheater. The amphitheater has ten rows divided into two sections, where each cabin takes one row. My ten boys from the dramatic arts take their spot on the front right. We have to sit in the front because Adam and BB, with their sports cabin, get to sit in the back. Somewhere in the world, someone must have decided that all the athletes and cool guys need to sit in the back. I wonder what the average GPA would be if all athletes and cool guys sat in the front. A scientific study should be done.

      One at a time, each camper walks to the front and places their Precious in The Box. It's sort of like you are at your own funeral and have to face your own body staring back at you. A sort of death happens in them, death to technology. No one truly understands how much they rely on these little devices until they are removed from their lives. Here is the catch: it really wouldn’t make a difference if they kept them all week or not.

      There is ZERO reception at Camp NoTech.

      There is ZERO technology at Camp NoTech.

      No cell reception. No Wi-Fi. No wired internet. Not even dial-up. There is NOTHING. The only line to the outside world is the landline phone locked in Ms. Loretta’s office. No one has a key except Ms. Loretta. She will never let the key out of her sight.

      Miss Loretta does not like technology.

      It goes even further. No televisions. No computers. No Screens. No... Well, you get it.

      No Tech.

      I have seen everything this summer: campers crying, campers angry, campers trying to put fake phones in the box. One girl even went on a hunger strike on the first day of camp, hoping it would get her phone back. It did not work. The ceremony is supposed to represent them giving up their technology for the week. I didn’t think it would exactly be like Abraham trying to sacrifice Isaac. There is a reason we called the phones “Their Precious.” Gollum-like insanity follows for the first few hours. For some, it is days before their hands stop twitching. You can even watch campers keep reaching for phantom phones all the time. The nervous reaction to reach for something, to find that it is not there.

      “NORM!”

      My name snaps me back to reality. Tommy Hitts is standing on his seat, yelling at me. Stupid Tommy Hitts. He must really have an issue with technology. Either that or his parents didn’t want him around for reasons known and unknown. He has been our camper for three weeks now. Part of the Adam Bombs, the sports cabin. Hitts is everything Adam loves in his cabin: 6’4” as a sophomore in high school, sharp as a whip, brown buzzed hair, and built “country strong,” like Adam loves to say. After three weeks here, Hitts thinks he is a counselor himself.

      “NORM!” Hitts yells again. “Phones!”

      “Chill out, Hitts. You know the drill.”

      I take The Box, shiny and gold, and start to pass out the phones. Before I do, I tease them a little, acting like the phones are gone. Most of the campers know I am joking, but for others, it’s another chance to see them sweat. Gold for the dramatic arts. My color all summer. The grubby hands of the campers are twitching as they wait for the first hit of a screen. One particular red-headed girl is near tears at the joy of being reunited. I give hers to her first, and she screams with joy.

      Here is my favorite part. I wait and look as she powers it up.

      “What the...? Where are my texts?” Here comes the waterworks. I can only imagine how much she has waited all week for this moment. She starts moving the phone around the bus, desperate for the connection. Now she stands on the seat and leans out the window, trying to get service. I catch her and bring her back in before she collapses entirely out the window. She fights me, crawling back toward the window. She is fiening hard.

      “Stretch out there all you want.” Hitts laughs. “You won’t get any reception until we are out of the valley. At least ten miles.” You can tell Hitts knows the routine. He powers his on like everyone else, but then plops it on the seat.

      “Ten miles!” The red-headed girl screams. I would not have been surprised to hear her cry out, “MY PRECIOUS.” I am on the verge of laughter as I watch the barrage of emotions on her face. Sadness, anger, more anger, back to sadness, then finally depression. It is going to be a long ten miles for her. I am sure she will stare at the screen the whole ten miles.

      I shake my head again, and I continue the phone pass out. I hate this job. It’s supposed to rotate among all of us counselors, but shockingly, every time it’s Adams' turn, he “is busy with a sports emergency.” So, I have been stuck most of the weeks getting the duty of returning the Precious to the campers.

      “Thanks for everything this summer, Norm.”

      Raven Giles. For all the crap I had to put up with this summer, the Raven Gileses of the world are the reason this has been worth it. Skinny, black hair shaved to one side, eight piercings in her face alone, she was the star of the last two weeks. Sings like an angel and can act like an Oscar winner already. Being a senior in high school, I have gotten closer to her than most of the other campers. She is already better than I am, but she is gracious enough to take my teachings.

      “Raven, you are amazing. Beyond talented.” She gives me one of her rare smiles. We exchange quick hugs again. I already have her number and promised to text as soon as camp is finished for me. She will not be a camper for long. She will be a friend. I leave her and move on. She hasn’t even glanced at her phone. She just tosses it in her bag. She is a rare bird. I have already recommended her to Miss Loretta as a future counselor.

      All phones are passed out, and I take one last glance at the final group of campers. Only Raven and Hitts acknowledge me, as everyone is frantically finding something to do on their phones. No texts and no calls does not mean no games. Or pics. Or videos. I don’t think they care what they are doing as long as it is on a phone.

      I hop off and watch as the bus takes off down the road. The dust flies up as it slowly moves its large yellow frame at fifteen miles an hour. The road leading out of the valley away from Camp NoTech is long and steep. It must be driven slowly. Too many times this summer, I have been forced to take the road at breakneck speed. Adam only knows one speed. Not fast, but “uber fast,” as he calls it.  I watch the dust fade away and watch the bus until I can’t see it anymore. I think about the first day I came down the Orioro (one road in, one road out).

      I pulled in front of the main house in my old blue, beat-up ’72 Chevy pickup. The pride and joy my father left to me a few years before. My dad had passed down many different things to me, but the truck has to be the best. I love it and treat it like the priceless work of art it is. One of the best things I love about working at Camp NoTech this summer is not having to drive it all summer. I worked all my free time at a nasty fast food restaurant so I could afford to keep her in pristine condition. It was immaculate. Nothing I loved more in the world than this truck. Well, maybe my mom, but the truck is a close second. So close, there is actual jealousy from my mom.

      The truck holds memories of my father and me. Early memories of apple picking, filling the entire truck bed with apples. Drive-in movies from as early as I can remember. We would pop our own popcorn, put it in brown grocery bags, and then sit in the back of the truck. The truck is more than transportation.

      I make my way into the main house, pausing at the top of the stairs to take in my surroundings. Not much different than when I came to the interview six months ago. The main house sits in the middle of the camp. The surrounding areas hold our cabins, dining hall, activities building, and storage shed. I couldn’t see it from where I was, but I knew the lake was down the hill to the west. The only two other buildings are where the staff members live who help Miss Loretta all summer.

      My flashback memory continues as I think about entering the house for the first time. The main level of the house was empty when I walked in. I am an hour early, and I guess Miss Loretta is elsewhere preparing for our orientation. Everything is just as I remembered. Walls covered with pictures of camp groups representing each week at Camp NoTech. Four years now, ten weeks each year, forty pictures. Couches and love seats take up most of the room, with a giant armor off to the side that I know holds every possible game you could imagine.

      “This is your weekend hangout,” Miss Loretta explained to me. “I bought the nicest furniture money could buy. Since you guys will only go off campgrounds once a week, it’s important for you to have the best place to relax. The fridge here will always be packed with drinks, and the cabinets filled with snacks. Only the best for my family of counselors.”

      Having the best is something Miss Loretta believes in.

      I start to make my way to an overstuffed chair when I hear music coming closer. The bumps of the bass are already shaking the windows as I glance out. All I see is dust coming toward me. I put my hand against the window and feel the vibrations. Whoever this is loves their music. And speed.

      A few seconds later, a black convertible comes into view, going at a speed not recommended by our counselor handbook (uber fast). I do not even get a full view of the car until it comes to a stop next to my truck. The dust clears away, and I see a tall, blonde-haired guy get out of the convertible. He slings a bag over his shoulder and beeps the car lock, which is crazy since the top of the convertible is still down. He has only what I can describe as perfect wavy hair. He takes the sunglasses off his face and pushes them onto his head. He strides toward me. Dressed in a red shirt with red shorts and red sneakers, he moves with a confidence I could only dream of.

      I move away from the window and try to act like I was doing something other than creeping on this guy. I rush back to the chair and sit, trying to look natural.

      Perfect Blond Guy enters and stops right inside. He scans around the room much like I did. He finally notices me, and a big smile breaks out on his face.

      “Bro!” He makes his way over to me, dropping his bag and lifting his hands in the air.

      “Camp NoTech in the house.”

      I stand up and try to look as cool as I can. Too bad I am not cool. Perfect Blond Guy grabs me and embraces me into one of those awkward half-backpat-half-hugs.

      “Bro, you’re enormous!”

      There it was. This single statement would go on to plague me all summer.

      “You play ball, bro? O line? D line?” Huh? Guarding us QBs?” He starts playfully punching me in the stomach.

      “No. I am the theater guy.”

      “Theatre? Nah, bro, you need to get on the field, Norm.”

      I stand there. The same question I have gotten all my life. Being big means you must play football. There is no way you could possibly not play it. No way you would rather be on stage. No way you get the same thrill and rush athletes get on the field. Therefore, I hate football.

      “Wait, what? Norm?”

      “Yeah, bro! Ya know, NORM! Enormous? Norm? Everybody knows your name?”

      “But my name is not Norm, it’s⁠—”

      “NORM! I love it.”

      He pulls me into another hug-pat as if this is the greatest thing in the world.

      “I’m Adam, man.”

      Adam Jacobs. Twenty-two. Perfect blonde hair. Perfect white teeth. Frat boy at Mountain College. Lifeguard and sports. Leader of Cabin 1, the Adam Bombs. My new “bro.”

      You probably guessed by now, but my name is not Norm.
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      The bus is finally out of view, and the summer is done. No more campers. In less than 24 hours, I will head home, spend two weeks, and then return to school for my sophomore year. After being away for ten weeks, I am sure my mom is going to make me stay home and spend the entire time with her. She has done well since my dad died, keeping herself busy. My father left us with plenty of money, but Mom has started working part-time to have something to do. Plus, there is always church, volunteering, and gossip.

      I head into the main house to escape the heat. Miss Loretta likes nice things, and that includes air-conditioning, which is awesome. All cabins and buildings are ice cold, and I love it. If I had to rank things again, it would be Mom, truck, and air-conditioning. There are very few things better in life than AC. I fall into the chair and close my eyes. I am exhausted. Ten weeks in a row of camp is beyond tiring. Once cleanup day is done, I may spend the next two weeks sleeping. I am looking forward to not having a schedule. There is always somewhere to be and something to do when you are at camp. Still, a little sadness hits me. It was a great summer. I am sure my fellow counselors would agree with me.

      I hear Andrei before I see Andrei. This is always the case with Andrei.

      “Glory be the day! I don’t have to wear this hideous gray shirt anymore this summer! Andrei does not do gray.” Andrei makes his way into the house with Lin tagging along as she always does.

      “Andrei, it is not like anyone has been uploading pics of you all summer. No one is going to know about your gray summer.”

      “I will know, Lin Ai. I will know. Andrei has a standard to live up to no matter where he is, and this...” Andrei rips off his shirt and throws it across the room, “This gray shirt does not live up to Andrei’s standard.” I keep my eyes closed, but I laugh because this same ritual has played out each Friday this summer.

      “Andrei needs to be free.” I don’t even need to open my eyes because I know. Andrei has just completed his clothing ritual by stripping off the grey shorts as well. Andrei has no trouble being free in front of others. There is less body fat on him than on anyone else at camp. He proudly shows off his lean, shark white body to everyone who will see. This week, the hair is orange. Last week it was green. Next week it will be something different. Andrei is something different.

      Dark-haired Lin Ai has been an odd pairing to Andrei all summer, but we have all come to realize the calming effect she brings to him. She seems to get Andrei in a way no one else has. She is like the Andrei whisperer. While Andrei catapults his underwear-wearing self onto the plush couch, Lin lays her books all over the table, though she has no more science and math campers to teach. I don’t know what she will be working on now, but she is always working on something. She had her campers spend their entire summer working with her. They would all gather around a table in the dining hall and work. I could never figure out what the work was, but they worked away. All Science. All Math. All day.

      “Andrei’s ready to party tonight!” he yells and lets a WHOO! fly out. This, too, is no surprise. Andrei is always ready to party. Everything is a party to him. Each morning, it is a breakfast party, followed by a lunch party, a beach party at the lake, and finally a dinner party. Andrei makes everything into a party.” I don’t answer, so I know what is coming next.

      “Hello! Earth to Norm. Don’t make Andrei show you some love.” Andrei likes to show love to everyone. It really is an excuse for him to jump on you while he is naked.

      “WHOO. Party,” I say in a very tired manner.

      “Now, Norm. Look at Andrei.”

      I open my eyes and close them again. Andrei is now positioned with his legs spread wide on the table across from me.

      “Take Andrei in Norm. In all his glory!”

      Andrei is proud.

      “I guess I am ready to party,” I say with my eyes still closed. Tight. “Though I think I would rather just sleep tonight. Tomorrow is going to be long.”

      “I concur,” Lin adds. “I am not looking forward to cleaning all the cabins and campgrounds. I need to get back to my studies. I have three weeks to get ready for school.”

      “Don’t worry about tomorrow, dear. Andrei will make it fun.” I wait for it. I hear Andrei stand on the table and... ”It will be a cleaning party!”

      I chuckle hard and try to catch some rest before everyone else joins us. Looks like I am going to need my energy for tonight. Last night's party is legendary. Adam has talked all summer about it. Adam and BB are the only two returning staff from the previous year. BB seems indifferent to most things, but Adam raves about the party like it is the single greatest thing ever. Actually, when Adam is excited, then everything is the single greatest thing ever.

      As if on cue, I hear two large elephant feet making their way up the stairs. Standing 6’8” and weighing close to 320 pounds, Billy Bonner, aka BB, is a superhuman specimen. I still wonder what an all-American football star from Arkansas Tech is doing here. He could be spending his summer anywhere he wished, but he chose Camp NoTech. He seems to love it. Miss Loretta loves him. He brings some added publicity to Camp NoTech. I always think BB likes not being accessible to the media, agents, and coaches.

      He opens the door, and his massive frame enters the room. Unlike Andrei, he keeps his too-tight blue shirt and shorts on. Like always, he is wearing his blue whistle. The blue looks nice on his Samoan skin. Miss Loretta does not like tattoos, but if you’re an all-American star working at your camp, then you don’t mind the arm sleeve BB sports. All the ladies during the summer were in love with BB, but when he shows no interest in them, Adam is ready to enjoy all the attention. Bob plops himself down in the chair next to me. I don’t try to engage him because BB rarely talks. Unless he is yelling at campers during his practices, BB is not social.

      I continue to rest as much as I can while the others waste time. It has been a learning experience on how to entertain yourself without a phone. It has not bothered me much since I feel like I am creative enough. But others went through heavy withdrawals in the first week. Andrei barely made it to the first time off camp campgrounds before losing his mind. He spent the whole first week hounding Adam on how to get the key from Miss Loretta!

      Andrei and Lin have been joined by another camp duo: Belle and Davis. A summer fling is one thing, but these two have been all over each other this summer. Davis is the rugged Hispanic outdoorsman who leads the hiking, rock climbing, and camping track this summer. While Davis is chill and laid back, he is nothing compared to Belle Peterson. Belle’s long flowing blonde hair and porcelain white skin match perfectly with the term “hippy chick.” Nothing ever bothers Belle. Her art classes this summer are notorious for starting late and running to whenever Belle feels “the cosmos has told us we are done.” Cook hates this. She runs a tight ship in the dining hall and is always having to leave food out for Belle’s group. Cook is old, cranky, and large. I wouldn’t mess with her. Yes, everyone calls her Cook. She has a name, but Cook is who she is here. Like me.

      I am Norm.

      DeMarcus is in the main house kitchen preparing the food for tonight. I don’t even worry about what it is because everything he makes is awesome. He is going to be the next Bobby Flay. At least that is what he tells everyone. Demarcus Sims can make canned soup, canned chicken, and canned beans into a quality dish. He has opened my world this summer to things I never thought I would like. Not only him but the campers he has taught, too. Sharing a cabin with some of his campers has been amazing. It means all the leftovers come to me...I mean…to us. I can make toast, and that is about it.

      Can you burn water?

      Then there is Bliss. Again, I don't even have to open my eyes to know when Bliss is curled up in the bay window, writing or reading. Bliss is always writing and reading. I’m the closest to her here at Camp NoTech. The passion with which she taught her campers this summer equals my passion for the arts.

      Bliss and I spent many nights talking and dreaming big dreams.

      “Wouldn’t it be great if we can move to New York after we graduate, Norm? Move there and live in a small loft while I write and you make it on Broadway. I can already see it, Norm. We can do this.”

      Bliss is the happiest person I have ever met. I know for a fact I would never have made it through this summer without her. Lying under the stars at night, I really could believe we could make it in New York.

      Bliss is the perfect friend. She is small but strong. With long, dark brown hair and beautiful skin, she is going to make someone happy someday. But not me. Bliss doesn’t like guys, and that is fine with me. For once, I can have a relationship with a girl and not stress about feelings I can never seem to stop.

      “Normy. We are going to do big things, you and I. We are a team.”

      “I believe you, Bliss.”

      That night was special. It ended with a kiss on the cheek. That kiss meant more to me than if I had kissed hundreds of girls before. Which I haven’t. I haven’t kissed any girls.

      But I wish I could kiss Manda.

      Manda Ray is perfect in every way. That is what has been running through my mind all summer. Perfect black hair, perfect tanned skin, perfect body, perfect eyes, perfect lips.

      But, of course, perfect attracts perfect, and guys my size are not perfect.

      Adam is perfect.
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