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For Lev





Chapter 1


ZACK


The main difference between Zack and his stepbrother, Gabe, could be summed up by baseball cards: Zack collected baseball cards to trade with his friends, while Gabe slid baseball cards under the strap of his night brace to prevent the headgear from itching his skull.


When Zack first saw that Gabe had brought baseball cards with him for his weekend in New York City, he was surprised and impressed. The stepbrothers finally had something in common. “You collect?” Zack asked. “Want to trade?”


“That’d be good,” said Gabe. “Mine are starting to get permanent indents, and that defeats the purpose.”


“What do you mean?” Zack asked.


Gabe took his night brace out of his duffel bag and wrapped it around his head, hooking it to pieces of metal on either side of his teeth. He then slid five baseball cards underneath the strap, from one ear to the other. “See?” he said. “I need to wear this whenever I’m at home, and all night. The fabric itches, though, so I put the cards underneath. An added bonus is that the cards keep my hair from getting too creased.”


“Dude,” said Zack. “With that thing on, I don’t think anybody’s looking at your hair.”


“Ha-ha,” said Gabe, removing the cards but not the headgear. “What do you do with your baseball cards, then?”


“I collect them,” Zack said. “See?” He took out a small binder that was filled with pages of plastic sleeves. In each sleeve was a baseball card, and not one was creased or dented in any way. “My best ones are up front here, and they get worse as you go back. But sometimes I mix it up. I put some good ones toward the back so people won’t know if I’m trying to give them my worst cards.”


“What makes a card good or bad?” Gabe asked.


“Lots of things, like how good the player is, or if the card is rare. Some rare ones can be worth a ton of money, especially if they’re old.”


Gabe squinted through his bifocals and turned a couple of pages of the binder. “These look pretty new.”


“Yeah, nobody can really afford old ones, since they’re so expensive. Except for Leighton Ayres, who won’t even trade with anyone because none of our cards are good enough for him.” Zack rolled his eyes. “But my friend Nick found all these boxes of old cards in his basement, and his dad sold them for hundreds of bucks. That’s what got everyone at school into collecting. And all those old cards were once new.”


“Everything old was once new,” Gabe said with wonder. “I’m taking a research methods class at camp this summer, and the first step of the scientific method is to make observations. That’s a really good observation. Think about it. Really old books were once new books in stores. My mom’s old camera that takes pictures on actual film, that was new once, and people probably thought it was really cool and the best way to take pictures. And artifacts! Think about those old pots at the Museum of Natural History. They were once new pots that people used for cooking.”


Zack didn’t understand why Gabe always had to think about things so deeply. All he meant was that if he collected baseball cards now, eventually his new cards would be old cards that were worth money. But Gabe had to go off and talk about nerdy things like books and film cameras and pots at the ancient history museum.


When his mom first married Gabe’s dad, Zack found it weird when Gabe did stuff like that, which was most of the time. It was bad enough that Zack had to move all the way across the country, leaving his friends and his dad in California to live in New York City. Their apartment was even smaller than it had been in LA, it took an hour and two trains to get to the beach, and his new school had kids who’d been in class together since kindergarten. If he had to get a stepbrother and make his family even more complicated, that stepbrother could at least be a built-in friend.


Looking back, it seemed stupid, but Zack had given a lot of thought to impressing his new stepbrother. He’d perfected his skateboard moves, set new high scores on his video games, and combed through his iPod, imagining himself going through Gabe’s and finding all the same songs. Then he met Gabe. Gabe, who couldn’t balance on a skateboard, who preferred books to video games, and who hadn’t heard of a single band Zack liked. Nothing would have made the move easy, but was it too much to ask that Gabe be a little like him?


Now that they’d been stepbrothers for almost a whole year, Zack still thought Gabe liked nerdy things, but he was more used to it. That was just Gabe. He was on a math team (which Zack still didn’t get, since math wasn’t a sport) and went to a special summer camp that was like school, only with even more learning. But he was also fun and funny, and his nerdiness could be useful, like if you needed help with your homework or if you ran into a snake in the woods and needed to know if it was poisonous or not, which had really happened last summer. People made fun of nerds at school, but Zack liked hanging out with Gabe despite the geeky things he said and did. There was even something admirable about the way Gabe didn’t try to hide that he was a nerd—not that he could hide it if he tried. Here he was doing something normal like looking at baseball cards, yet he was wearing headgear and talking about artifacts.


“Dude,” said Zack. “Take off that night brace.”


“Oh! I didn’t even realize I was still wearing it. Good observation!” said Gabe. The metal on his teeth reflected into Zack’s eyes as he unhooked the headgear from his braces and placed it on Zack’s TV, which served as Gabe’s nightstand when he visited. “It’s actually not that uncomfortable, apart from the itchy strap. Last week my mom let me ride my bike up to the Italian ices place at night to meet Eric and Ashley, and I did the same thing. I passed these kids from school on the way and they laughed at me, but I didn’t realize why until I got there and Ashley told me I was wearing it. It was pretty embarrassing.”


“Did you have the baseball cards around the back too?” Zack asked.


“Yeah,” Gabe said. Then he brightened. “At least my hair wasn’t creased!”


Zack shook his head in disbelief. If that had happened to him, he’d beg his mom to let him move back to California. He made a silent promise to himself that when he got braces—which his mom said was going to happen in the fall, despite all his protesting—he’d put up with the braces and that’s it. If the orthodontist tried to make him wear headgear or put on rubber bands or crank his teeth with a metal key every day, he’d flat out refuse. If that didn’t work, he’d keeping “losing” his orthodontic equipment until his mom and the doctor got the picture.


Gabe sat down on the edge of Zack’s bed. “What’s the status of Mission: Campossible?” he asked.


“It’s good!” said Zack. He was so pleased with Gabe’s help in trying to get him permission to go to sleepaway camp that summer, he didn’t even mind that Gabe had given their plan such a cheesy name. Without Gabe’s help, all Zack would have done was beg and tell his mom that everyone else was allowed to go to camp, and he didn’t think that would have swayed her to let him go. No begging would have changed the fact that he was still only eleven, and for some reason his mom had it in her head that he couldn’t go until he was twelve. Gabe, however, was full of ideas, and he knew how to do fancy research that impressed adults. “I think all the stuff we’ve been doing is working,” Zack said.


“Tell me!” Gabe said.


“Well,” Zack said, “she really liked that list you helped me make, about how camp makes you a maturer person.”


“The Camp-Builds-Character Proof,” Gabe said proudly.


“Right,” said Zack. “And last night I told her about all the camps we found that are right near yours, and I said how that’d make it easy to drop us off and pick us up together.”


“Did the map help?” Gabe asked. He’d plotted the locations of five camps near his own on a map to show just how close they were.


“Yeah, the map totally helped,” Zack said. “Thanks, man.”


“No biggie,” said Gabe. “I’ve been working on one more thing, and I think it’ll be the clincher.” He made a drumroll noise on his duffel bag, then removed and unfolded a postersize chart filled with numbers.


“Whoa,” said Zack. “What’s that?”


“Remember I asked you about all the stuff you’d do this summer if you didn’t go to camp? Well, I added up the estimated cost of all those things, and then I compared the total to the average cost of going to sleepaway camp. I think the numbers speak for themselves.”


Zack sat on the bed next to Gabe. He never knew why people said numbers spoke for themselves; he usually needed a teacher to speak for them. And even then he had a hard time listening, since there was so much other, more interesting stuff he could be thinking about, like what time it was in California, or how to perfect his boardslide at the skate park, or what color the hardened gum on the bottom of his desk might be. So he couldn’t completely understand how Gabe’s chart worked, but he saw lists of things that, he had to admit, would make an awesome summer: extra guitar lessons, a new skateboard, going to the beach and renting a surfboard every weekend, buying new video games, flying to LA to visit his dad. “This shows how much all this stuff would cost?” he asked.


“Yep,” said Gabe. “I didn’t know you collected baseball cards. I should add that to the list. But even without it, all the stuff you’d do at home adds up to a lot more than six weeks at sleepaway camp. I think your mom and my dad will see that the cost-effective approach is to let you go to camp.”


“You mean it’s cheaper to send me to camp than make me stay home?”


Gabe nodded. “Good observation.”


Zack pulled the chart closer to him and punched Gabe in the arm. “Dude!” he said. “My mom is going to flip. Here’s an observation: You’re the best!”


“Thank you.” Gabe said, beaming. He rubbed his arm. “And ouch.”





Chapter 2


GABE


After his weekend with Zack, Gabe did the first thing he always did when he got back home: He gave his mom a big hug. He used to do it when he met his mom at Penn Station, but just as he was starting to feeling embarrassed about hugging his mom in the middle of New York City—where kids younger than him rode the subway without any parents—Gabe’s mom decided that he was old enough to take the train from Penn Station back to Long Island by himself. He now first saw her in the car, and it was hard to hug someone who was sitting in the driver’s seat, so he saved his big hug for right after they walked in the door of their house, but before he put down his duffel bag.


He was glad to be able to hug her in private, but he was also just glad to hug her. Even though it had only been one weekend, he always missed his mom while he was away. He loved spending time with his dad, and he liked his stepmom, Carla, just fine, but things were different there. The rules weren’t as strict, for one thing. Gabe could drink as much soda as he wanted all day, not just one small glass when eating dinner at a restaurant. And he and Zack had a TV in their room, with cable and everything, which they could watch late at night or use to play video games. Gabe couldn’t figure out why—and he’d spent a lot of time on the train trying—but for some reason it was easier to be at home, where he wasn’t allowed to do as much.


“I missed you, Gabe,” his mom said as they finished their hug. “What am I going to do when you’re at Summer Center for six weeks?”


“I don’t know,” Gabe said. He dropped his duffel bag onto the floor and sat down on the couch. “But you have only fifty-eight days to figure it out.”


“You leave for camp in fifty-eight days? I didn’t know you were counting down.”


“Fifty-eight days. Wesley’s keeping track of hours and Nikhil’s counting minutes, so if you want to know more specifically, I can call them.”


“That’s okay,” his mom said. “I don’t think I could handle knowing how many hours. Though while you’re gone, I may have to count the minutes until you get back.” She gave him a kiss.


“Mom,” Gabe said with a groan.


“You’re right,” she said. “Let’s end this love fest so you can go unpack. Dirty clothes straight in the hamper, please.”


Gabe e-mailed Wesley and Nikhil for the latest hour and minute update anyway. Thinking about camp made him wish he was there right now. His camp, the Summer Center for Gifted Enrichment, was like heaven. It was kind of like being at the gifted program at school, only without any non-GT kids walking by the door with their fingers in an L for “losers.” And camp was every day and all day, from the morning wake-up siren until lights-out—or even overnight, since last summer his bunkmate Wesley solved math problems out loud in his sleep! This summer Gabe would be taking classes called “Research Methods” and “Heroes of Our World and Imaginations,” which were sure to be stimulating. But the absolute best part—and there were lots and lots of next-best parts—was that everyone there was like Gabe. Last summer he’d spent a lot of time analyzing his camp adventures to determine whether or not Zack would find them nerdy. This summer he was determined to just relax and enjoy being surrounded by unashamedly geeky geeks.


Gabe thought more about Zack as he sorted his clothes into the white, light, and dark bins. He’d wanted a sibling forever, and having Zack didn’t disappoint. Zack was super cool but also nice, and they always laughed a lot and did fun things together. Gabe wasn’t as nervous about looking like a nerd now as he had been when he first met Zack; the first time they met he had to watch his every word, and all last summer he went to extremes to make sure Zack thought he was at a regular sleepaway camp, not what Zack would call “nerd camp.”


Back then, Gabe thought as he dropped a pair of jeans in the pile of darks, it was like Zack was a white T-shirt and Gabe was a pair of dark jeans. Zack wouldn’t dare mix with someone like Gabe. But now it was more like Zack was still the cool, crisp white shirt, but Gabe was the light blue shirt he was putting in the middle pile. He didn’t have to hide the truth, but he was still constantly aware that he wasn’t on Zack’s level, so he tried not to act too nerdy during their weekends together. He’d brought his night brace and baseball cards, for instance, but he only put them on right before shutting off the light, instead of wearing them whenever he was home, like the orthodontist instructed. And when Zack talked about using his baseball cards for trading, Gabe didn’t mention that a lot of his friends were into trading Element Cards; he knew Zack would find it geeky to try to collect cards to fill the entire periodic table. He noticed that Zack never invited other friends to hang out with them in Manhattan, but then again, the one time Zack came to visit Gabe on Long Island, Gabe didn’t invite friends from school over either.


Summer Center, on the other hand, was like the whole pile of darks. There were kids who were as different as dark jeans and red shirts and striped pajamas, but they were all in a happy pile together. They all loved learning, and the coolest kids were the ones who loved learning the most. During class, they could speed through lessons because everyone caught on quickly, and the questions kids asked made the discussions deeper, not repetitive. During free time, campers memorized digits of pi and cracked jokes about history and turned a head lice epidemic into a science project. They’d probably all bring Element Cards this summer. Nobody worried about being a nerd, because Summer Center was nerd paradise.


According to the e-mails he’d gotten from Wesley and Nikhil, they’d all be there in fifty-eight days, twelve hours, and forty-two minutes. It couldn’t come soon enough.





Chapter 3


ZACK


Zack called Gabe the minute he got the news. He often wished Gabe had a cell phone so he could text him instead, but this news was so exciting that he would have called no matter what.


“Dude!” said Zack. “We did it!”


Gabe gasped. “We did?”


“We totally did it! I was just sitting here, eating Chinese food, and my mom goes, ‘So, Zack, do you still want to go to sleepaway camp this summer?’ I literally dropped the piece of General Tso’s chicken I was about to eat and said ‘Yeah.’ And my mom goes, ‘Well, Chad and I have been thinking more about it, and I talked to your dad, and we decided that if you want to go, we think you’re old enough to go.’ ”


“No way!” said Gabe.


“Way.”


“Yes!” Gabe said. “That is so cool! What do you think did it? Was it the cost-comparison chart? I bet it was the cost-comparison chart.”


“That was a big one. All of it helped! My mom said they think I should go to Camp Seneca because it’s really close to your camp, and they start on the same weekend, so they can drive us both there together.”


“They must have used the map!” Gabe said. “I didn’t even think to look at start dates. I could have put them on the map too, using symbols and a legend of some sort. . . .”


“Don’t worry, dude. We did it. I’m going!”


“You’re going! We’re both going to camp! And we’ll drive there together, and we’ll write letters back and forth, and maybe since the camps are so close, we can even visit each other one day.”


“Yeah, that’d be awesome,” Zack said. He glanced at the table. “Okay, I’ve got to go. We’re still eating dinner, and I didn’t even say thank you yet. And—shoot. Your dad is taking all the boneless spareribs. I’ll talk to you later.”


The thought of Gabe’s camp gave Zack a pang of worry as he walked back to the kitchen. Camp Seneca was close to Gabe’s camp—what if it was a nerd camp too? His mom didn’t say anything about him taking a test to get in, but maybe this was a nerd camp for kids who weren’t geniuses. Maybe it was like a summer-school camp, with lots of tutoring to try to make campers smarter. The thought of it made the boneless spareribs he managed to get from Chad lose their flavor.


Zack went to the Camp Seneca website right after dinner, and he was immediately put at ease. Camp Seneca had indoor and outdoor basketball courts, an archery range, a giant rock wall, a music studio with real recording equipment, and even a skate park! The list of activities was so long, he had to scroll down a few times to read them all, but apart from having a computer lab and library, not one of them sounded like something you’d have to do at school. The campers in the photos looked super cool, he could just tell.


This summer was going to be awesome.





Chapter 4


GABE


Eighteen days, twenty hours, fifty-six minutes, and twelve seconds (eleven seconds . . . ten seconds . . .) before Gabe was scheduled to leave for SCGE, a series of wildfires swept through the area of Upstate New York where the camp was located. Gabe heard about it while sitting at the kitchen table, doing some logic puzzles. His mom was preparing dinner, and the news was on TV in the background. They turned up the volume.


“In just a few weeks,” the reporter said in front of a smoky backdrop, “thousands of children of all ages are set to descend upon the region to attend summer camp. The fire continues to blaze, and the extent of the damage will not be known until the firefighters get it under control. It remains to be seen whether the camps will be open—and safe—for the children’s arrival.”


Gabe stared at the screen, his mouth full of metal hanging open. “Fire?” he said.


His mom lowered the volume on the TV. “That looks like a terrible fire.”


“I might not be able to go to camp?” Gabe asked. The thought made his lower lip quiver.


“We’ll have to see,” his mom said. “You can’t go if there’s a fire blazing in the woods.”


“But,” Gabe said. “But. But.” He didn’t know what to say. He had to go to camp. He’d been looking forward to it for 323 days. And what about Zack? His camp was in the same area, and he and Gabe had worked so hard to get him permission to go. “How will we know if we can go or not?” he asked


“I’m sure Summer Center will give us updates,” his mom said.


“Can you check your e-mail? Maybe they sent something.”


“I’ll check it after dinner. I doubt they have any news yet.”


Gabe tried to concentrate on his logic puzzle, but now all he could think about was whether or not camp would happen, and what he would do if it didn’t. He couldn’t even remember what he did the nine whole summers he spent at home before he went to Summer Center. Obviously nothing memorable.


When Gabe’s mom checked her e-mail after dinner, she reported that Summer Center sent a message to parents alerting them to the fires and saying they’d provide more information soon. Shortly after, Wesley sent an e-mail to Gabe and Nikhil saying, Hey, Smarty, Geek, and Egghead—Let’s figure out a way to fight the fire!!! I am going to diiiieee without SCGE!


Nikhil replied, I want to go too, but there’s a FIRE there. They can’t open the camp unless they are 100% positive the fire’s gone and all the damage is fixed, just to be safe, right?


Oh no, Gabe thought. Nikhil wouldn’t do anything unless he was sure it was totally, absolutely, perfectly safe. Even if camp opened, Nikhil might decide it was too dangerous to go, and then things wouldn’t be the same. I’m SURE they won’t open it unless it’s 100% safe, Gabe wrote back. I just hope they open it!


*  *  *


Their e-mails went back and forth like this all week, while the fires continued to blaze. Gabe also e-mailed with Zack, whose camp was in the danger zone too. Each message said pretty much the same thing: I hope we get to go.


On Friday, the director of Summer Center notified parents that the fires were under control, but they were assessing the damage to see if they’d be able to have camp. Gabe’s arteries and ventricles pulsed with hope. There were still fifteen days until camp was supposed to start; with all the smart people working at Summer Center, surely they could assess the damage and get everything repaired in that amount of time.


Waiting for official news was hard, but at least Gabe still had school to keep him busy. He and his bunkmates continued their countdown, though Gabe could sense Nikhil’s nervousness in his e-mails. One, sent very late at night, said, You think they’ll spend a few of the (roughly) 20,000 minutes before camp starts checking to make sure the lingering fumes aren’t toxic, right? I signed up for the summer book club at my library, just in case they are toxic and theirs no Summer Center.


Nikhil’s next e-mail, sent less than a minute later, corrected the mistake in the last sentence. In case THERE’S no Summer Center. The thought of toxic fumes is making me mix up basic homophones!


Then, the following Wednesday morning, with only four days left of school and T-minus ten days until camp, Gabe’s mom yelled up to him from the computer. “Gabe!” she said. “Great news!”


Gabe froze with his toothbrush in the lower right quadrant of his mouth. He ran downstairs without bothering to spit out his toothpaste. “What is it?” he asked, his mouth full of froth.


“ ‘We are happy to report,’ ” his mother read from the screen, “ ‘that the Summer Center for Gifted Enrichment will go on as scheduled.’ ”


There was more, but Gabe didn’t need to hear it. He shouted a loud “Wahoooo!” not caring that he was spraying toothpaste all over his shirt. He sang and did the cha-cha on his way back to the bathroom. “Ca-a-amp is o-on! Ca-a-amp is o-on!” Now he didn’t even mind that school was ending—in fact, he could actually understand those people who couldn’t wait for it to end! He once again had camp to look forward to.


Not even an e-mail from Amanda Wisznewski, the girl who’d followed him around last summer like a puffy-haired shadow, could ruin his mood. Looks like we’ll be at camp together again after all, she wrote. We really are meant to be.





Chapter 5


ZACK


Zack checked the Camp Seneca website every day after school and again before going to bed, even after he heard from Gabe that Summer Center was going to happen. It always said the same, unhelpful thing: We are assessing the damage from the wildfires and will be in touch with more information shortly.


It wasn’t fair. He and Gabe worked so hard to convince his mom to let him go to camp, and then he got really excited about it, and now it looked like he wouldn’t get to go after all. If Camp Seneca was canceled, his summer was sure to be the most boring summer in the history of man. All his friends from school were going to sleepaway camp or traveling to fancy places with their families, and even the kids he still talked to from LA were doing cool things that didn’t involve visiting him. Since he was supposed to go to camp, his mom didn’t sign him up for any fun things to do in New York City, and now there were no spots left. Even the week-long “summer experience” at his school, West Side Prep, was completely full. Not that he wanted to do that, anyway. All he wanted to do was go to Camp Seneca.


Zack could actually understand the kids like Gabe who wished school wouldn’t end. At least school gave him something to do and friends to do it with, especially now that the big tests were over and they spent most of the day watching movies, cleaning out their desks, and trading baseball cards.


After his last day of school, Zack checked the Camp Seneca website again. We are assessing the damage from the wildfires and will be in touch with more information shortly.


Blargh. Gabe had heard from his camp almost a whole week ago. It figured that those smart people were able to “assess the damage” quicker, but really, a whole week?


“Any news?” his mom asked.


“No,” Zack said, throwing himself back into the couch. Then he lifted his eyes in hope. “Can I go to a different sleepaway camp if Camp Seneca is closed?”


“I don’t know, Zack. It’s probably a little late to sign up, since they all start next week. Let’s wait and hear from Camp Seneca.”


“What if they don’t tell us for another week and it’s canceled? Then it’ll really be too late to sign up for somewhere else.”


“You said Gabe’s camp is open, right? That probably means yours will be too.”


“Whatever.” Zack pushed the laptop away and turned on the TV. Like he needed a reminder that his stepbrother would be going to sleepaway camp and he wouldn’t, again.


“I understand you’re upset,” his mom said, “but I hope you don’t expect to just watch TV all summer.”


“Mom,” Zack said, “leave me alone.”


“You’ve made so many nice friends here. I’m sure you’ll have fun this summer even if you can’t go to Camp Seneca.”


“I don’t want to talk about it.” Zack turned off the TV, dropped the remote, and went into his room. Not going to sleepaway camp would mean spending the entire summer with his mom. It had been a whole year and she still hadn’t gotten a job here in New York, so her only job was hanging around and trying to do things with Zack. He turned on the TV in his room by pressing the button so hard, it hurt his finger. Then he threw the remote across the room, causing the back to open and the batteries to roll under his bed. The whole situation was made even worse when he saw what was on: golf. It was like the universe was giving him a taste of how boring his summer would be.


Zack dropped to his stomach and reached for the batteries, but after coming back with a fist-size ball of dust, he gave up and lay on the floor, closing his eyes. The low, patient voices of the golf announcers on TV were kind of soothing. After a few minutes of nothing but breathing and golf, he was calm enough to remember that back when he thought he was going to camp (only two weeks ago, even though it seemed like ages), he knew he’d miss his mom while he was there. It wasn’t her fault there were wildfires in Upstate New York, or that the camp still hadn’t reported whether or not they’d be open. He knew he should apologize to her, but instead he just lay there and tried to forget about the whole thing.
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