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Sunday, June 15

This was it. I was about to leave my past behind me and start my new life. All I had to do was say good-bye to my family and get on the bus.

My mom clutched my arm. “Promise me you’ll wear your headgear,” she said, loud enough for twenty people to hear. Was that the most important thing she had to say to me before I left for a whole month?

“Mom! I told you I would. Stop asking me.” We were in a huge crowd of parents and kids, all hugging and saying good-bye.

I looked around at the girls near me. One girl had on a ton of eye makeup, and she kept looking at her nails. They had that stupid white line painted across the top. The girl beside her was chatting away about something. Another girl stood with her parents, not saying anything. She held a unicorn backpack in front of her like a shield.

“We’ll e-mail you tomorrow to see how you’re doing, but you’ll have to write us back by snail mail, so I packed some envelopes and stamps for you,” said Mom.

“Okay, thanks.” I tried to sound grateful instead of annoyed, since she’d told me this three times already. She had her arm around me, and she wouldn’t let go. It wasn’t her fault she was being so clingy. This was my first time away from home.

“Gimme a hug, darlin’.” Dad grabbed me away from Mom and squeezed my guts out. A couple of the other dads looked up at him. He’s six foot four, so he’s easy to spot in a crowd. “Have a great time. And don’t worry about us. We can take care of ourselves.”

I nodded but didn’t say anything. I wished he hadn’t said not to worry. How could I not? But maybe I’d have a break from worrying about my family for a while.

Then Adam hugged me. “Have fun, munchkin. Don’t get eaten by a bear.”

“I won’t!” I laughed and hugged him back. He’s fifteen, and he’s already six foot one. I was going to miss being called munchkin. I felt small around my dad and brothers, but most of the time I felt like a giant freak, since I’m so tall for a girl. “Thanks for coming with us,” I told him, but then I wished I hadn’t said it. It made it sound like I was mad at Justin because he was still in bed when we left. I’d had to say good-bye to him at home.

“I guess I should go,” I said. The bus engine was rumbling, and stinky gas fumes filled up the whole parking lot. Mom hugged me one more time and then finally let me go so I could get in line. I looked at the sign on the front of the bus. CAMP PINE HAVEN. Cool. My new life was about to begin.

I stood in line, smushed between girls in front of me and behind me. I kept my tennis racket pointed down so I wouldn’t bop anyone in the knees. Somehow the girl with the unicorn backpack had ended up in front of me, only now the backpack was on her shoulders and pressed against my stomach.

I looked back at my family and waved before going up the steps. Mom smiled but she was blinking a lot, so I knew she was about to cry. Dad and Adam waved back.

We all shuffled down the bus aisle. Girls were cramming pillows, backpacks, and other junk in the overhead storage bins and holding up the whole line. By the time I made it halfway down the aisle, all the front seats were full. So what? I wanted to sit in the back anyway. I walked past the eye makeup girl and her friend, past the unicorn backpack, and was about to sit next to a girl with a long brown ponytail when she stuck her hand over the empty space and said, “It’s taken.”

The girl in the seat behind Ponytail said, “You can sit here.”

“Thanks.” I shoved my tennis racket and backpack in the overhead bin and plopped down in the seat next to her. She smiled at me. She was African American, and she had on little wire-rimmed glasses, a yellow tank top, and daisy earrings. She was really tiny. She probably didn’t weigh more than seventy pounds dripping wet with rocks in her pockets.

“I’m Natasha.”

“Hi,” I said. She glanced at me like she was waiting for something. The bus was moving now, and the driver was trying not to mow down all the parents still standing in the parking lot.

“What’s your name?” she asked finally.

That was an easy question. Ordinarily. Most people know the answer to that by the time they’re two. I almost gave her the wrong name, out of habit. But then I remembered who I was supposed to be.

“JD. That’s what everyone calls me,” I heard myself saying.

It felt so strange to say my new name out loud. Now that I’d told one person, there was no turning back. I’d have to stick to my plan.

“Nice to meet you, JD.” She cleared her throat. I could tell she was a little on the shy side, but I still liked her. “What does JD stand for?”

I stared at her like I was in a trance. What was I supposed to say to that? I thought I could just tell people to call me JD and they would. Did they have to know my whole boring life story?

I tried to think of something funny. “Just Dandy!” I said. It wasn’t that funny, but it was better than the truth. Natasha looked at me like I was speaking Portuguese.

“Okay, I’m kidding. That’s not what it stands for.” I stalled, trying to think of a better answer. The bus made a wide turn and I gripped the seat in front of me to keep from sliding over and smashing Natasha against the window.

“You want to know what it really stands for? It’s pretty embarrassing.”

Natasha’s eyes got bigger. “Oh, you don’t have to tell me.”

“No, I don’t mind. My first name is January and my middle name is December. Crazy, huh? I have really weird parents. You know, the New Agey type. It could’ve been worse. At least they didn’t name me Apple.”

Natasha smiled, which made me feel bad about telling her such a goofy story. But it was part of the plan. I wanted to make sure no one at camp ever knew my real name.

Judith Duckworth. I’ve always hated my name. It thounds like I’m lithping when I thay it. Mom named me after her grandmother. She was crazy about her grandmother, and she thought naming me after her would be a great way to honor her. Too bad my great-grandma’s name wasn’t Ashley.

I’d never told anyone to call me JD before, but that was about to change. I’d tried to come up with some kind of nickname for myself, but I didn’t want Judy—that sounded old to me—and Ducky was even worse. I figured initials would be pretty good. And I liked the way they sounded. JD. That was sooo much better than Judith. Already my life was improving.

Natasha looked at me. “Are you nervous about going to camp?”

“No. Why should I be? I think it’ll be fun.”

She smiled and scooted her glasses up on her nose. “You’re braver than I am. I’m nervous about meeting a lot of new people.”

“You know what my dad said about going someplace where nobody knows you? He said I should think of it as a fresh start.”

Natasha nodded like that made a lot of sense. My dad also said camp would give me a break from all the stuff our family has been through, but I didn’t mention that.

A fresh start. That was what I was most looking forward to. Going someplace where nobody knew me.

Fifth grade was when I first realized how boring I was. That was the year Chloe Carlson came to our school. You’d think being the new girl would be hard, but it wasn’t for this girl. From Day One all the boys were in love with her and all the girls wanted to be her friend. Part of it was her name. How could you be anything but cool with a name like Chloe Carlson? Her parents obviously knew what they were doing. They didn’t name her something random like Bernice. Or Judith.

This year, in sixth grade, I tried to act like Chloe. I made funny comments in class and I tried to be everyone’s friend, but it didn’t really work. Everybody stared at me and said, “Why are you acting so weird?”

So when my dad said camp would be a fresh start, I figured it was time for a personality makeover. Then I had this great idea. I’d borrow Chloe’s personality while I was away at this summer camp in North Carolina, and she’d never even have to know.

While I talked to Natasha, I tried to think what Chloe would do if she was on this bus right now. She’d say something funny loud enough for everyone to hear. I just wasn’t sure what that funny thing would be.

“Do you have any brothers or sisters?” asked Natasha. Now the bus was making a humming noise, and everyone was pretty quiet, talking to the people next to them.

I thought about it for a second. I could tell her anything—make up an older sister or a baby brother. But I decided to go with the truth. I didn’t want to act like Justin and Adam didn’t exist. “Yeah. Two brothers. Both older. What about you?” At least I could tell her that and she wouldn’t say, Oh the football stars at Central High? THEY’RE your brothers?

“I’m an only child.”

“Really? What’s that like?”

Natasha shrugged. “Okay, I guess. It’s all I know. I think that’s why my parents are sending me to camp. So I can see what it’s like to live with other kids for a change. But I’m really going to miss them. The three of us are very close.”

“Hey, we’ve got a whole month without parents,” I said. “It’ll be great.” Then I did the craziest thing I’ve ever done in my life. I stood up and yelled really loud, “Hey, everyone, let’s hear it for a whole month without parents!” Then I whooped, the way I would at Justin’s and Adam’s football games. “Woo-hoo! Woo-hoo!”

When everyone turned and stared at me, I smiled and waved, like I was glad to be making a fool of myself. Then I slid back down in the seat. Natasha’s eyebrows were way above the rims of her glasses.

“Sorry. Didn’t mean to cause a scene,” I told her. I could tell she hadn’t expected me to do that. I hadn’t even expected me to do that. Chloe wouldn’t have done something that stupid. I hoped I wasn’t blushing. It felt weird being the center of attention—like I was wearing someone else’s shoes instead of mine. It didn’t seem to fit right.

“It’s just that this bus ride is pretty boring, don’t you think?” I asked Natasha, acting like I was used to being the life of the party. “I mean, look at everyone. They’re all half-asleep. We should liven this place up. I know! Let’s sing ‘A Hundred Bottles of Beer on the Wall’! Everyone loves that song!” Maybe the more I acted this way, the faster I’d get used to my new self.

“No, they don’t,” said the ponytail girl in the seat in front of us. “Why don’t you do us all a favor and shut up?” she added over the back of her seat. The friend she’d saved a seat for turned around and gave me a dirty look too.

I had no idea what to say to that. For one thing, nobody would ever tell Chloe Carlson to shut up while she was being funny. And if anyone ever said anything slightly sarcastic to her, she always had a quick comeback. Always. I tried to think of something, but my brain was frozen.

The ponytail girl had turned back around. She figured she’d shut me up for good. I did feel pretty silly. I wasn’t very good at acting this way. I felt like covering my face with my hands, so I did, but then I got inspired.

I sat there with my face covered up and pretended to cry. I let out these loud boo-hoo sounds. “I don’t have any friends!” I sobbed, loud enough for everyone around me to hear. Then I looked up at Natasha. “Will you be my friend if I pay you a buck?”

That’s when the girls behind me started to laugh. “I’ll be your friend for five bucks!” somebody yelled.

“Twenty for me!”

Natasha shook her head and grinned. “I had no idea I was inviting a crazy person to sit beside me. JD, of course I’ll be your friend, and you don’t need to pay me a dollar.” She looked over the back of the seat. “I’ll do it for free!” she said.

“My first friend!” I yelled. “I actually have a friend now!” The two girls in front of us had put their pillows over the tops of their heads to cover up their ears. “And I’ve got some enemies, too!” I shouted.

Natasha cracked up laughing. I could only imagine what my friends back home would’ve said. Judith, what’s wrong with you? You never act like this.

Maybe Judith didn’t. But JD did.
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“We’re finally here!” said Natasha when we turned onto a gravel road and passed a sign that said CAMP PINE HAVEN FOR GIRLS. She jiggled her knee up and down as she looked out the window. We passed a lake and some tennis courts. There were tons of people all around and a lot of cars lined up along the road.

When we got off the bus, a bunch of counselors were waiting for us and yelling directions. They all had on matching green shirts, so they were easy to spot. They broke us up into age groups, and Natasha and I found out we were both in the group called Middlers—ages ten to twelve. That made us the oldest in the group.

Then a lady with a clipboard asked us our names. When it was my turn, I said, “JD Duckworth,” like I’d always been called that. She looked at her list and didn’t seem at all confused. “Okay, JD. You’re in Middler Cabin Two A.”

Then Natasha said, “Natasha Cox.”

“Hi, Natasha. You’re in Middler Cabin Three B.”

Natasha and I looked at each other. “Can’t we switch? We’re best friends. We really need to be together,” I said.

The lady shook her head. “Sorry, cabin assignments have already been made. But you’ll still see a lot of each other.” She smiled and moved on to the next girl.

Natasha and I walked over to where all the luggage from the bus was piled up. “I can’t believe it. We just get to know each other and we’re already split up,” I said.

Natasha pushed her glasses up her nose. Now that I was standing next to her, I saw that she only came up to my shoulder. “I know, but like she said, we’ll still see each other a lot.”

Some guys wearing red T-shirts that said “Camp Crockett” helped us carry our trunks to the cabins. It was weird that the camp made everyone bring trunks to keep all their stuff in, but that’s what the letter had said to do. Plus they gave us a list of what to bring and told us to put name tags in all our clothes. When my mom was getting my things ready, I felt like I’d joined the army.

We had to climb up a big hill to get to where the cabins were. I was glad I only had to carry my tennis racket and backpack.

“It sure is pretty here, isn’t it?” asked Natasha. It was a sunny day, and everything was so green. There were trees everywhere, big rock formations, lots of hills, and off in the distance, bluish-colored mountains. All the buildings were wooden, and the whole camp looked like it should be on a postcard or something.

At the top of the hill we came to a long row of cabins. “Well, I guess this is good-bye—for now,” said Natasha when we got to the door of Cabin 2. She looked scared.

“Okay. I’ll see you later.” It was too bad we couldn’t stay together.

The guys carried my trunk in and left it inside. When I walked in, a counselor with curly blond hair said, “Hey! Are you my camper? I’m Michelle!”

She was obviously a counselor because she looked older, and she was wearing one of those green shirts, but I was about three inches taller than she was. I’m five foot six, and my doctor says I’m still growing. If I keep growing till I’m eighteen, I figure I’ll be six-nine eventually.

“I’m JD. JD Duckworth.”

She frowned a little like she’d never heard of me, but then she said, “Oh, okay. Nice to meet you, JD!” She had a great grin that made her eyes crinkle up.

The cabin was awesome. It had screens all around it, so it felt really open and breezy. And there were bunk beds. I’ve always wanted bunk beds. Justin and Adam had them a long time ago, but they each have their own room now.

“This is cool,” I said, looking around at everything. The walls and floors were wooden, and girls had written their names all over the place.

“Wow! 1981!” I yelled. I pointed to a spot on the wall that said JENNIFER H. 1981. “That is so amazing! These cabins are that old?”

Michelle laughed. “Yeah. And guess what? My mom went here when she was a kid. And some people have grandmothers who went here. Can you believe it?” Her eyes crinkled again. “I’ll send my daughter here too—if I have one.”

Two other girls were already in the cabin, and while we were all trying to get everyone’s names straight, another girl came in.

“Here. These will help us get to know each other faster,” said Michelle. She handed out name tags. They were made out of little round slices of wood with a plastic string, but when I saw mine, I almost had a heart attack. It had JUDITH written on it. So much for keeping my old name a secret.

I held it against my stomach. “I need a new one. One that says ‘JD.’ ”

“No problem! I’ll just change the old one.” Michelle took a marker from a shelf beside her bed and wrote “JD” in big red letters on the back of the piece of wood. Then she hung the string around my neck with the “JD” side showing. “How’s that?”

“Good. But can I see the marker for a second?” I asked. I took off my name tag, scribbled over JUDITH so no one could read it, and then put it back on again.

All the other girls were watching me, but I didn’t care. I was officially JD now.

“What’s your real name?” asked one girl.

“Josephina Delilah,” I said, coming up with the weirdest name I could think of. “Terrible, huh? That’s why I go by JD.” Michelle smiled, and I knew she wouldn’t give away my secret. Having initials as a name would be fun. I needed to think up lots of crazy names to tell people when they asked me what JD stood for. It would add to the mystery if nobody ever knew for sure.

Off in the distance we heard a bell ringing, and Michelle called out, “Hey, that means it’s time for lunch. Everybody follow me, and I’ll show you where the dining hall is.”

A lot of parents were still wandering around, and I sort of wished my parents could’ve seen the camp, but I was glad I’d taken the bus. I never would’ve gotten rid of my mom. I kept my eye out for Natasha till I spotted her walking with a group of girls. “Hey, let’s sit together at lunch!”

“JD! I was looking all over for you. How do you like your cabin?”

“I love it, and I’ve got a great counselor. She’s really friendly.” It was so exciting to see the whole camp. I loved how woodsy and outdoorsy everything looked.

“Yeah, I like mine, too.” She leaned close to me. “I’m not as nervous now.”

I patted her back. “See, I told you this would be a fresh start.”

But when we got inside the dining hall, we found out we couldn’t sit together because we had to sit with all the people from our cabin. Michelle took me and the other girls to our table and introduced us to Alex, the counselor in Cabin 2B. She had deep blue eyes and light brown hair pinned up off the back of her neck. She was really pretty, but she didn’t smile at all, so I was glad I was on Michelle’s side of the cabin.

“Welcome to Pain Haven,” said a girl with her elbows propped on the table and a sneer on her face. Her name tag said KATHERINE. “For all you new campers: This place bites. I’ve been coming here since I was seven. I should know.”

“Nice,” Alex said, frowning at her. “Maybe they’d like to decide for themselves.” She looked at the rest of us. “I’ve been coming here since I was eleven. It’s a great camp. I’m on the swimming staff.”

“I’m canoeing, by the way,” said Michelle, waving and smiling from the end of the table. “Katherine! We’re going to have a terrific summer!”

Katherine rolled her eyes. “Whatever.”

Lunch was great—tacos and fruit salad. I’d always heard that camp food was lousy, but I ate three tacos, and they didn’t kill me. They didn’t even make me queasy.

After lunch, Michelle pointed out different things as we walked back to the cabin. She said the oldest girls were called Seniors and the youngest were Juniors. We were right in the middle. “That’s the camp office, and behind it is the infirmary, where the nurse is. That’s the Crafts Cabin, and the stables are down that road.”

One weird thing was the bathrooms. They weren’t inside the cabins; instead there was a building called Solitary with a bunch of sinks and toilets in it, and there was another outdoor building for the showers. It had a roof and shower stalls, but it was still like you were showering almost directly outside. I felt like we were really going to be camping out for the whole summer, and that would definitely be fun.

Back in the cabin, Michelle told us to pick out which beds we wanted. The cabin had two big rooms, A and B. Four of us were on Side A, and Alex was in charge of four girls on Side B. Luckily, Katherine was on her side of the cabin.

“I’ll take a top bunk if nobody else wants one,” I said. I’d been hoping for the top as soon as I saw the bunk beds.

“Then I’ll take a bottom,” said Courtney. Her hair was the first thing I’d noticed about her. It was hard not to. Here was this tiny person with a head of honey-colored hair so thick and wavy it looked like a lion’s mane. She unpacked some sheets and started making up the bottom bunk below me.

“I guess I’ll take the other top,” said Lauren. Her blond hair was practically white, and she wore it in a short ponytail. The back of her shorts said “Dancer.”

Amber, a girl with long brown hair and a nose that looked squashed, took the other bottom bunk. “This is my third summer, so let me know if you guys have any questions.” She had a sweet smile, so I felt bad for thinking of her as the flat-nosed girl.

“Well, it’s my first year, but I made one friend on the bus. She didn’t want to be friends at first, till I paid her a buck. Oh, and I made several enemies, too!” I said. I realized I was talking too loud.

“How?” asked Amber, her forehead wrinkling.

“Just by being me!” I told her. I felt like I was auditioning for a play. I had to make a big impression so I’d get the part. The others looked at me like they didn’t know what to think. Everyone started making up their beds. Was I ever going to pull this off? Did they think I was funny or just obnoxious?

I opened my trunk to get out my sheets, and the first thing I saw was my headgear on top, with a note from my mom. Hi, sweetie! Remember: 14 hours a day! Love, Mom.

Groan. At least she didn’t call me Judith. Most of those hours were at night, but I had to put the thing on in the evening, and then I’d take it off when I woke up. I wished I could go the whole month without wearing it, but I’d probably go home and find out my teeth were permanently crooked. My cousin had such a bad bite, she had to have her jaw broken and then wired back together again.

So then, just to be stupid, I took out my headgear and put it on, in front of everyone. I fluffed up my hair and declared, “Don’t hate me because I’m beautiful!”

Luckily, everyone laughed, including Michelle.

“Do you only wear it at night?” asked Courtney from her bottom bunk, looking at me sympathetically.

“Mostly. My orthodontist calls me ‘Beaver Face.’ I’m his favorite patient.”

Again I got laughs, so I figured I’d keep the stupid thing on for a while. I would never have let anyone see me in this back home. I’d been wearing it since February, and I’d missed Elise Rutherford’s sleepover because my mom called her mom and told her to make sure I wore it. I pretended I had the flu.

“This is great! You guys are already getting to know each other!” said Michelle, watching us all as she sat cross-legged on her cot against the wall. Over on Side B, Alex’s group was hardly talking at all.

Mom had carefully packed my trunk, but she’d put my sheets and towels at the very bottom. I piled a bunch of clothes and stuff on the floor beside me, trying to find the new striped sheets she’d bought for me.

“Oh, are those pictures from home? Can I see?” asked Michelle.

I looked down and saw my photo album peeking out from under my pile of stuff on the floor.

“Um, sure,” I told her. What else could I say, now that she’d seen it? I handed the album to her and hoped she’d look through it and then give it back. The less everyone knew about my family, the better. I unfolded my sheets and climbed up to the top bunk to make my bed.

“Who are these guys? Are they your brothers?” she asked, flipping through the pages. I glanced down and saw that she was looking at Justin’s and Adam’s football pictures.

“Uh, yeah. They both play football,” I said, deciding to leave it at that. I was wrestling with the sheets, so it was easy to act distracted.

“What positions do they play?”

From the top bunk, I could see the newspaper articles I’d cut out and pasted inside. One had a picture of Justin jumping up to catch a pass, and another had a picture of both of them together. I’d been so proud of them when those pictures were in the paper.

I climbed down and sat on the edge of Michelle’s cot.

“That’s Adam. He’s fifteen, and he’s a safety. He’ll be on the junior varsity squad next year. And Justin’s seventeen. He’s a tight end.” I could tell her a little about them. She didn’t have to know everything.
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