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    For my niece, Erika, who loved camp.
For the counselors who created memories that lasted long past the summer.


    



  	
        
            
            "Not all of us can do great things, but we can do small things with great love."
Saint Teresa of Calcutta 
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Prologue
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It was January 2005 and pitch black outside as I trudged into the hospital for my seven pm ICU night shift in the middle of March. It was cold. Cold enough that my nose hairs stiffened up. 

It was not much after 11 pm that night when I held the hand of a seventy-eight-year-old woman as she breathed her last. Her son had left just ten minutes earlier to pick up his daughter from the airport. He was hoping he could return to see his mom one more time before she died. He didn’t make it. I think she had waited for her son to leave. Perhaps she knew he could not handle it. I called him on his cell phone and gave him the news. I told him I had stayed with her until the end. Through his tears, he expressed his appreciation. 

My job as a nurse allowed me the privilege of being there for someone with their final breath. When someone passes, the nurse’s job was to prepare the body. In those days we would bathe the body, wrap an ID tag around their wrists and their ankles, and then place them in a shroud. I gently went about doing so as I silently said a Hail Mary. I was cognizant of the fact that I was likely surrounded by heavenly beings and was kind of hoping that maybe they would pass this info along to the Big Guy upon their return to heaven.  

As I contemplated these things, I carried on with my work. The TV was playing silently in the background. The son had left it on. I glanced up briefly to see an Irish Spring commercial. The commercial depicted an outdoor shower. It was that one where a woman grabbed the bar of soap and claimed “But I like it too!” and then she hopped into the shower and lathered herself up.

In the background of the commercial was a beautiful green forest depicting Ireland. Upon seeing that forest my thoughts immediately sprang to camp. Here I was, a fully grown adult, tending to the body of a deceased patient in the middle of winter, and I felt my heart skip a beat because I thought of camp! I was excited about the prospect of going back again for yet another session.

What could I say? Camp life chose me!
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Chapter 1
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My hands gripped the steering wheel tightly as I hurtled around the hairpin turns in July of 1999. We were on our way to camp and, quite frankly, I was freaking out, and these crazy back roads were not helping. One false move and I would have slammed into the sedimentary rocks of the Canadian Shield.

Just months before I had sent in my application to be a volunteer camp nurse. It was kind of on a whim. I just thought it might be nice to spend a few weeks at a lake with the kids. I had twin daughters, Sarah and Megan, who were seven and a three-year old son, Patrick. I was thinking it might be fun for them and a good experience for me. 

The camp executive director, Father Brian (“please just call me Brian”), had come to the house to interview me after he had received my application. He wanted to meet me and my husband, Ken, in person which seemed reasonable if you are going to have an adult hanging around with a bunch of kids. I was nervous and intimidated. I had never had a priest in my house before.

Brian was in his late forties, starting to grey at the temples. He explained to us that he had been a priest for about ten years before he was given the role of executive director of Camp Acorn. He had been in the position for five years now, spending most of his summer up at the camp. During the school year he taught religious studies at the university in the city. 
Brian had explained that Camp Acorn (“Mighty oaks from little acorns grow”) could accommodate eighty campers for each session. The camp also had a “tripping program” where campers spent either one or two-week primitive camping in Algonquin Park while being accompanied by two camp counselors. 
He further explained that camp had an open-door policy. That meant there were no locks on the bedroom doors. I imagined that might be a good idea with teenaged counselors and social safety and all, but I, frankly, found that a wee bit unsettling. Additionally, each bedroom was outfitted with bunk beds. I hadn’t slept in a bunk bed since I was ten and went to camp myself. My back ached just thinking about it. There was one shower on each of the upper two floors of the three-story building. That meant sixteen people shared one shower. 

I would be the only volunteer health care provider for the eighty campers and thirty staff. The local hospital was a 45-minute drive into town, along those hairpin turns. 

This scenario was wrong on so many levels, but I had to admit that one of the reasons I did sign up may have been that the camp nurse was provided with childcare. The kids would be watched for an hour after each meal, so as to allow for medication distribution, and an additional two hours every morning during the morning instructions for some down time. Free childcare? Oh, dear Lord, yes, sign me up!

Buoyed by the enticing thoughts of free babysitting, I signed on the dotted line. I was to be the nurse for a two-week boy session. Eighty male campers from the age of 8-14 would be on camp for fourteen days. Plus, the staff numbered around thirty. I would be responsible for handing out medications and responding to “little emergencies”. What could possibly go wrong over fourteen days?

In preparation, the camp sent me to a camp nurses’ workshop. It was early April when I went to a local YMCA and met up with fifty other newbie camp nurses. Shirley was running the show. She had been a camp nurse at Camp Chickadee for twenty years. This chick was hard core. About sixty, Shirley sported a homemade corduroy vest embellished with kitties and a hat with various fishing lures dangling from it. After introducing herself she began singing the Camp Chickadee song, including hand motions. After I closed my gaping mouth, I looked around to see if anyone else thought that this was as lame as I did. Apparently not. All the participants were watching in complete rapture. Some had even clapped to the beat. 
Despite my doubts, the workshop was actually very helpful. We covered some basic first aid as a refresher. We discussed allergies and how to handle an epinephrine pen. We discussed campers getting their first menstrual period at camp and how to handle that (I figured that was not going to be an issue during a boys session). We covered homesickness and strategies to handle that too.
The most vivid thing I remember was Shirley recalling her first trip to camp. She had brought up a bag full of yarn to make a sweater and three Harlequin books to read. When her husband had come up from the city to visit her during the weekend she had him take back her bag full of yarn and her three books. 
“This will be no vacation. Do not be mistaken! Camp nursing is hard work!” 
With that, I pretty much broke out into a cold sweat.

After the camp workshop I had major trepidations about my new job. Images of drownings, open fractures and anaphylactic shock were dancing through my imagination. I needed to get prepared, so I got my hands on some books and articles. These were the days before the internet, or google, or eBooks, so I had to get actual books. I found a book on basic first aid, a reference book on communicable diseases, a pediatric primary care book that featured a lot of colorful photos of various rashes, and a Merck’s manual which provided comprehensive medical information on just about every disorder you could think of. I printed off articles on how to recognize and treat lice, how to do an emergency tracheostomy for someone choking, and how to treat tick bites. I had a handy dandy reference for CPR and artificial respirations too. I also found a joke book for kids, so I added that to my library.

I really had no idea what to expect, but I hoped I would be ready for anything. Now that I gathered all my books, I looked at my pile. It amounted to a small medical library. My insecurity was on full display. I had to put them into a hockey bag. It weighed about 80 lbs. 
I still had some room in the hockey bag, so, in an effort to be fully prepared, I, of course, had to add additional items that I might need in the health office. I packed finger splints, a magnifying glass, a head lamp, some steri-strips, antibiotic ointment, a bottle of lice shampoo, fun band aids with cartoon characters, a bottle of Mr. Clean with bleach and 3 different floral liquid hand soaps and hand sanitizers.
Now my hockey bag weighed 95 lbs. And, I had not even begun to pack clothing for myself or the kids.

Our trip to camp, a five-hour journey that became six (with all the breaks — gas, potty and to change out the Disney videos), eventually ended after the highway gave way to the hilly county roads and then finally to the unpaved ones. 

Those cottage roads were minimally maintained. Patrick giggled as his brains were being scrambled along the washboard road. I slowed down. A lot. As we traveled along, we passed many well-appointed cottages. I would never have a chance of summering on this popular lake except by being a volunteer camp nurse. So, here we were.

We hit the final turn and I saw the wooden sign. “Camp Acorn” it read. We had arrived on Saturday afternoon and we are all pretty excited. The previous session of girl campers had left that morning. The next session would not start until Sunday afternoon. So, we had a whole day to explore camp and get settled. After passing the beach front, the canoeing area, and the sail boats bobbing in the water, we pulled up to the 3-story main building. 

I parked the van, hopped out, and stepped onto a pair of little girl underpants and a sock that I believe used to be white, maybe? I looked up to see that sitting on a picnic table on the main house deck were three young adults. They quickly hopped to their feet.

“Hi. You must be our nurse for the boys session?” 

“I am!” I replied trying to paste on a brave smile as I checked out the welcoming crew.
The first young man held out his hand to shake mine and introduced himself and his colleagues. Will, was 6 feet tall, and sporting a short spiky haircut and a goatee. The second guy, Shawn, was about 5 and a half feet, weighed about 200 lbs, and had long, curly black hair that cascaded down to the middle of his back. He was sporting an enormous tattoo of the sun on his bicep. The young lady, Caroline, was tiny and cute. She sported a lip piercing and a red Mohawk haircut that was completely spiked about three inches off the top of her head. 
I could feel that my smile must have looked very plastic as I was wondering what the heck had I done? I brought my three innocent, little children, my most prized possessions in this world, the loves of my life, to this land of misfits.

OK, OK, settle down! I know what you are thinking! “You are such a Judgey McJudgerson!” I know. I admit it. But that was my first impression. And yes, yes, we all know that you can’t judge a book by its cover. This was proven to be true just moments later as Will stepped up and offered to help us move all our bags into our rooms. All three counselors proceeded to grab luggage, sleeping bags and pillows. Shawn reached into the trunk for the 95 lb hockey bag.
“That one is gonna be really heavy. I am not sure you are gonna wanna slog that one upstairs,” I explained to Shawn rather sheepishly.
“Oh really! Why? What did you pack in here? Your entire encyclopedia?” If he only knew. Shawn smiled and then hauled out the bag. 
“Wow. It really does feel like your entire set!” With that, he hiked the strap over his shoulder and proceeded toward the building without even missing a beat. Impressive.
“Follow us you guys. We will take you to your rooms on the girl’s floor and you can get settled,” Caroline called to us over her shoulder. I gave the kids a thumbs up, threw Patrick on my hip, and off we went. 
We stomped up the stairs to the third floor. I could tell that by the end of the session I was going to be in great shape. My thighs were burning already but the counselors did not appear fazed at all. We stepped out of the stairwell and into the hallway. 

My first impression was that the place was a pit. A majority of the hallway was covered in piles of dirty, muddy, and smelly clothing, wet bathing suits and shoes. It looked like the rooms had vomited out all this stinking debris into the hallway. And there was a smell too. It smelled of feet! It was pretty impressive for the girl’s floor. There were a couple of counselors attempting to sort through some of the piles. I saw one counselor asleep in a bottom bunk, seemingly completely oblivious to the mayhem surrounding her.
“Don’t worry,” Will stopped to tell me. “We will get this all cleaned up by tomorrow.” He waved his hand around to indicate the mess. “Most of the counselors have gone into the city for their day off. When they get back and get their new room assignment, we will get all this reorganized.”
We had two rooms next door to each other on the third floor. The girls would have one room and Patrick and I would share the other. When my husband came to visit, Patrick could sleep on a little travel mattress on the floor. 
The three counselors dropped our belongings off in the two rooms and left us with a cheery goodbye, allowing us to unpack. Caroline told us she would be back in thirty minutes to give us a tour. 

Our rooms were a stark contrast to what was going on in the hallway. They were pristine. They smelled of Pine-Sol. The built-in pine bunk beds had the mattresses stripped. The six pine shelves on the wall were empty and inviting. Beside each bunk was a small locked drawer for valuables. Along the far wall were six sturdy hooks perfect for hanging wet bathing suits and towels. On the door was a “Welcome Nurse” sign that had obviously been made in arts and crafts by someone with considerable talent.
On the one wall was a single window with a window sill. The window was open, and a beautiful breeze was blowing in and keeping the feet smell from permeating the room. I walked to the window, with Patrick on my hip, and let him have a peek out. The view from the third floor was absolutely stunning. You could see the roof of a little gazebo peeking out from the midst of the surrounding forest. I could see past the pine, oak, and maple trees to the lake beyond, where a couple of windsurfers were taking advantage of the breeze.
My daughters ran to the window, clutched the sill, looked out and exclaimed, “Wow!” 

All I could add, with an unadulterated smile on my face is, “Cool!” Maybe it’s all going to be OK after all?

We went to the girls’ room. The girls immediately started climbing up the bunk bed ladder, throwing their Barbies off the top bunk and then scrambling down to throw them back up. Patrick giggled as they did so. I suggested they get their bathing suits on so we could swim in the lake. They then proceeded to rip open their luggage and pull everything out, tossing it onto the floor, and Patrick, until they came upon their bathing suits which were packed at the very bottom. I stood behind them and picked up their discarded clothes as quickly as I could and tried to fold them and put them into the built-in pine shelves in some semblance of order.

We got on our bathing suits, lathered on sunblock, and then layered t-shirts and shorts over top. This would become our camp uniform of sorts. With flip flops on and towels swung around our necks, we were ready to go. Caroline reappeared.
“Would you guys like a tour of camp now?” she offered.
“We would love it!”
“Hey little guy, would you like a piggy back?” She offered Patrick. He, fingers in his mouth, shyly nodded. Caroline proceeded to crouch down so he could climb onto her back. A quick hoist and he was happily in place on her back. Thankfully none of the spikes from her Mohawk hairdo were close enough to poke an eye out. He beamed.
“OK! Let’s do this!” Caroline said and led us down the hall to the staff lounge on the third floor. I took a quick glance and noticed that the sleeping counselor had not moved.
The staff lounge had a fridge, a couple of well-loved couches, a small round antique dining table with four chairs, and a coffee table. On the coffee table was a week-old newspaper, some People magazines, and some books. The dining table had a half-finished puzzle. It had a sink full of soaking dirty dishes and cupboards. Two of the four walls were all windows. They provided a panoramic view of the camp.
“This is the staff lounge. You can usually find counselors hanging out in here during their instruction off in the morning.”
“Instruction off?” I ask.
“Every morning after breakfast the campers rotate through three one-hour instructions. All the counselors teach two instructions and get one of the three hours off. Instructions go Monday through Saturday. In the afternoon the hut counseling staff are busy doing programming with their huts, so usually the rest of the staff is doing maintenance, planning, preparation, or just chillaxing.”
“Andddd, what is chillaxing?”

“It’s a combo of chilling and relaxing.”

“Oh!” I nodded. 
Caroline led us out onto the wrap-around balcony deck. The girls ran to have a look out over the camp. 
“Oh and what is programming?” I asked as the girls gawked over the side of the balcony.
“Oh that can be so many things. It can be a scavenger hunt, sink the Bismark in some canoes, capture the flag, a game of basketball, hockey, or fishing. In the evening, they also have a program that might be any sort of tomfoolery or shenanigans!” Caroline winked.
Tomfoolery or shenanigans, eh? Not sure what that meant, but I was sure I would find out soon enough.
We walked to the corner of the deck and Caroline pointed to a huge, old fashioned, brass bell. Patrick tried, unsuccessfully, to grab at the rope. Caroline gently grasped his hand to prevent him from doing so.
“This is The Bell. Camp runs on this bell.”
I looked at Caroline, knitting my eyebrows together, with confusion. Seriously, I thought to myself? A bell? Not walkie talkies, not an intercom system? A bell? 

Caroline noted my puzzled look and nodded. 
“Yup. It is really loud and can be heard all over the property. We use it to wake the campers, start meals and rotate instructions. We use three rings, three times. We also use it for emergencies. If you hear a constant clanging, that is the emergency signal. And at that point you should probably freak out because either a camper has gone missing, or someone is seriously hurt. You will hear this at least once during your session. We run drills to keep everyone, including the campers, on their toes.”
OK. A bell. Wow. I nodded my understanding.
Caroline continued the tour on the second floor. This was the guy’s floor. Again, there was that pervasive “eau de feet” with a high note of man sweat and unwashed hair to top it off. Again, the same disastrous hallway but with boy clothes vomited onto the floor. This floor was where the health station was located. We peeked in but the door was locked.
“We’ll get you a set of keys later so that you can have a look in all the cupboards and check out all the camper paperwork,” Caroline told me.
We went down the back staircase, around a corner, and through a heavy fire door, into the dining hall. Whoa! Now this was something else. Rustic and charming would be a good way to describe it. Worn, scuffed, wide plank hardwood floors, wooden posts and beams across the ceiling. There were a dozen rectangular dark wooden tables and benches filling the space. A nice little fireplace occupied the corner. Above it, a beautiful landscape painting of the bay view from the dining hall. Secured along most of the posts and beams were several unfinished pine paddles. Upon closer inspection you could see that they were covered in signatures. The one I read said “Session 3, 1978” and below were 50 fading scribbled autographs. Along one wall were double doors out onto a small deck.
“This is where the campers line up before meals. They have to sound off before we can all go in to eat,” Caroline informed us
Further along the wall was a small electric organ. The girls immediately ran to it, flipped the switch and started jamming. Caroline placed Patrick on the bench and he gave it a try, slamming his fists down on the keyboard. Caroline pointed to the other side of the dining hall. Along the far side was a built-in hutch, flanked on either side by doors leading into the kitchen. One door is clearly marked “in” and the other adamantly said “OUT!”. I imagine calamitous collisions in the past that necessitated the signs. 
Caroline led me into the kitchen. A long stainless-steel counter with heating lamps runs most of the length of the kitchen. Behind it is a prep table, a large industrial sized oven, an industrial grill. There was a restaurant style dishwasher to the left and on the far wall an enormous pantry where I could see has huge bags of sugar and flour, and canisters of spices. To the right of the pantry was the enormous, heavy door to the walk-in fridge. The set up pretty much looked like a small restaurant kitchen. 
“Do we have a cook?” I asked Caroline.
“Shawn is our head cook,” Caroline told me. “He is in culinary school. He prepares the menu for the session, makes up the grocery list and over-sees the kitchen.” 
I recalled that Shawn was the dude with the really long hair. 
“He has two counselors who assist him in making each meal. Then the leaders in training, or LITs as we call them, assist with setting up, serving the meals, doing all the dishes and cleaning up the kitchen.” 
“Wait,” I said waving my hand to stop her. “Shawn is the head cook? How old is he?”
“Oh, he’s twenty.” Caroline told me as she waved her hand as if to dismiss any doubts I might have about a kid running the kitchen. Like twenty was so old. 
“And how old are these counselors who are preparing meals for 80 people?” I asked.
“Umm, they are 18,” Caroline told me with a shrug.
I was just a few years older than the head cook and I could not imagine taking on that responsibility at that age. In fact, this was consistently my reaction as Caroline explained the roles of the staff and counselors. I had a hard time fathoming these kids taking on the huge amounts of responsibilities that they did. It was, frankly, impressive.
We wandered out of the main house and walked down to the beach.
It was a lovely, quiet and serene spot. About a 50-foot square area of soft, fine, light brown sand welcomed us. I found out later that the camp has to have a dump truck full of the sand brought in every three years or so. Tucked into the forest adjacent to the beach was a small altar and a dozen weather worn benches for outdoor church. An L-shaped floating dock acted as a wave-breaker and allowed for a shallow area of water that was a terrific place for teaching beginning swimmers, for demonstrating some basic water rescues, and for playing water polo. Caroline showed me the secret code to get into the waterfront shed that contained a first aid kit, life jackets, flutter boards, various sand toys, and some folding chairs.

Adjacent to the beach, we walked past a sailing dock where two small Lazer sail boats were moored. They were a nice manageable size for beginner sailors. In the boathouse was a small boat with an outboard engine, great for rounding up wayward sailboats or windsurfers, Caroline explained. There was also a pontoon boat in there which was often employed for hauling buckets of food out to Rock Island where the campers would spend an over-night. About forty kid sized life jackets were hanging up to dry. A dozen bedraggled fishing rods rested against the far wall.

On the other side of the boathouse was the canoe dock with ten red, green, and yellow canoes stacked up. Paddles were hanging on the wall. Tied up to the dock was a massive cedar wooden canoe that could seat about twenty campers. This canoe was used to paddle out to Rock Island. 

Just along the forested path, Caroline led the way to a T-shaped fishing dock with a diving board. There were a few counselors laying out on the dock sleeping.

Next Caroline led us to the climbing wall that was attached to the exterior of the north end of the three-story main building. There were two different climbing routes that campers could attempt. One was pretty tricky with a fair-sized protrusion challenge.

Continuing along the path we passed two gazebos on the west side of camp. They were great spots for small group activities.

We then followed Caroline to the arts and crafts, and drama building. The arts and crafts side had just about every kind of imaginable type of camp crafty item and then some. Think: leather wallets, beading, hodge podge, paper mâché, sketching, water colors, tie dye t-shirts and they even had a couple of pottery wheels. The girls jumped up and down when they saw the shelves packed with so many supplies. 

On the drama side of the building there was a huge open space with a small stage for rehearsing skits or dance performances. There were dance barres along the walls, mirrors on the other wall. There were a couple of closets filled with dozens of wigs, hats and costumes that look like 80’s prom dresses, dance recital costumes, or from the vintage section of the thrift store. Lots of groovy goodness to fuel the imagination.

Just outside the arts and crafts building, Caroline took us by another small dock. Kayaks with paddles and six windsurf sails and boards were stored tidily alongside the dock. 
We continued along a trail into the forest and she showed us the ropes course. This was an instruction, she told us, only for the older campers or the LITs as it involved both low and high ropes courses in the trees and was often used for team building. 
Continuing on eastbound through the trees we eventually came upon the multipurpose court. Campers could play basketball, hockey, or soccer on the fenced-in surface without having to chase an errant ball through the forest.  
Archery was in the clearing opposite the waterfront, complete with targets and netting. 
Caroline pointed to a building up on the hill. I had noticed it as we drove in today. It looked like a little church. Caroline explained that it did, indeed, used to be a church but had been converted into a home for the director, James and family, to stay for the summer. 

“That concludes our tour of Camp Acorn, you guys!” Caroline exclaimed as she put Patrick down on the ground.

The kids cheered. I thanked her profusely. 

“Is it OK if we hang out on the beach?”

“Totes. Just listen for the dinner bell and we will see you in the dining hall. Enjoy your afternoon!” Caroline gave each of the kids a high-five and left us.

“This camp nursing gig is totally gonna rock!” I thought to myself as we raided the waterfront shed of sand toys, life jackets for each kid, and a folding chair for me.
The kids proceeded to play on the beach and in the water for the next four hours on that warm and welcoming Saturday afternoon. They attempted to dig a hole to the center of the earth and then changed course when they filled the hole with water, creating a muddy pool. Of course, by the end of the four hours the energy level was definitely flagging. In fact, Patrick napped for an hour on the beach wrapped in a towel. 

Sitting on the chair with my legs stretched out, I tilted my face up to the warm sun and I closed my eyes. I took a deep breath of the fresh air. This was heaven. 

The kids were using little shovels to bury their feet in sand when the bell rang out. We could hear it loud and clear. Three rings, three times in a row. Just like Caroline had told us. It was dinner time. We quickly scrambled to reorganize, pulled our shorts and T-shirts over our mostly dried bathing suits, and hurried up the hill towards the dining hall. I noticed that the kids left a tiny trail of sand behind them as they went. They would need to bring in another truck load of sand soon if we kept this up.

We arrived in the dining hall to a group of about twelve people standing around two of the wooden tables set for dinner with melamine plates, bowls, and coffee cups. The group was mostly teenagers, and a couple of adults, one of which was Brian whom we had already met and who came over to greet us. I noticed Brian was wearing a t-shirt and khaki shorts. No collar for him at camp! The other adult was James, the camp director. We were warmly welcomed by all to the table. Each of the counselors introduced themselves. Some of them went by their last names, and some had goofy names too like Muddy and Chubby (he was not). I noticed the sleeping counselor from our tour stood amongst the group, resplendent with some pretty sweet bed-head.
We sang a sweet grace while we held hands. 
“This food and drink of our great earth, reminds us, Lord, of your great worth. Bless each of us, our families too. Be at our side in all we do.”

Then we sat down to a fantastic dinner. I mean, who knew? We had sesame chicken teriyaki on a skewer! Garlic mashed potatoes and a Caesar salad for sides. For dessert we had ice cream. Wow! I didn’t eat this well in my dorm at university! And needless to say, having three little kids, I didn’t eat like this at home either! Camp? I had not expected this, that was for sure. 

The only thing that was not great was the juice. It was seriously watered down. I was not even sure what flavor it was supposed to be but it was pink so I figured possibly strawberry? Or cherry? The girls shook their heads and stuck out their tongues when they took a sip. 

Brian noticed. “Not your favorite, eh?” Brian laughed. “We call it ‘juice of indeterminate flavor’! I will have to make another request of the kitchen staff to forget about saving money and just add more juice crystals!”

I got the opportunity to chat with James during dinner. In his late thirties, James was a counselor at camp years ago. He finished university, went to teachers’ college and became a high school English teacher. Now he was back as the director. This was his third year at it. It sounded like a great summer job for teachers, although James admitted that it was hard staying at camp all summer. His family stayed most of the summer in the camp director’s house that was the converted church. His wife, Cynthia, an art teacher, assisted with directing the arts and crafts program.  This weekend though, Cynthia and their two children had gone to their home in the city for a bit of a break, but would return in a couple of days.  
After dinner James introduced me to the two counselors who would be responsible for childcare during the session. Anita was a tall slim seventeen-year-old sporting a bandana that attempted to hold back her wild curly brown hair, a wife beater t-shirt that had seen better days, droopy yellow men’s boxer shorts and black high-top shoes. Sammy was the ‘sleepy counselor’ as it turned out. She was also seventeen, and was a tiny blonde. Aside from her bed-head, she sported the baggy t-shirt and the pajama bottoms that she was wearing in bed along with Birkenstock sandals. As soon as the two girls knelt down to introduce themselves the kids were like moths to a flame. This was the beginning of a beautiful relationship, I could tell!  
“We would be happy to take the kids for an hour now if you like. That way you can have some time to check out the health office,” Anita offered. By this time Patrick was climbing onto her back and the girls were pulling on Sammy’s arms. 

“Deal!” I said punctuating it with a nod.

Awesome. I could finally have some time to familiarize myself with the layout. I was pretty anxious to see what kind of supplies they had in the health office. I got the key from James. It was on a lanyard that I tossed over my head. Now I could get to work!  

With keys in hand and baited breath, I unlocked the door to the health office, aka the first aid clinic, or the health office. The door itself had a window with a curtain inside to allow for some privacy. The room I stepped into was about 10 feet wide and 18 feet long, painted white and with a bright ceiling light. Quite honestly, it was a pretty sweet set up.
To my immediate right was a sink and a counter top that had three glass canisters lined up on it. One was full of Q-Tips, one with band-aids, and one full of cotton balls. There was an otoscope in its recharger. That’s was cool. It was not often that an intensive care unit (ICU) nurse like myself had to look in a patient’s ear. Like, as in, never. I would have to remember how to use one of those babies from my health assessment class at school.
Above the counter was three cupboards. The first held thermometers and several types of colorful lotions. There was pink calamine lotion, light green Aloe Vera, dark green bug lotions and an assortment of sunscreens. We had sunscreen with SPF of 3, 4, 10, 15, 25, 50, 80 and 100. Oh, and sunscreen with bug repellant. 
The second cupboard had mostly literature. I decided that I was going to make room on this shelf for the various books I brought, including my joke book. The shelf had a dated first aid book (circa 1960), and a PDR from 1982 (physician’s desk reference – a great and very large and very heavy reference for medications, and also a great tool for keeping very heavy doors propped open, squishing bugs, pressing wildflowers, using as a step stool, and braining malevolent intruders). There were also various prescription drug bottles for the hut counselors.
The third cupboard was kind of overwhelming! It was packed full of every kind of over the counter (OTC) medication you would think you might need and then a couple of prescription drugs. 
There was a huge bottle of ibuprofen, Advil and Motrin. Did they not realize that these are all ibuprofen? Or did they just buy whatever was on sale?  There was a bottle of acetaminophen capsules, Tylenol and Anacin in tabs, Tempra chewables, and tasty Tempra syrup. Again, five different versions of acetaminophen. There were antihistamines (also in tabs and syrup), a cough suppressant, decongestants, expectorants, Tums, Pepto Bismol, saline eye drops, antibiotic creams/lotions, dimenhydrinate for nausea in tabs, syrup and, yes, rectal suppositories, Ex lax (oh boy!), and finally cough drops. There was a huge bottle of prescription Amoxicillin capsules. That would be handy for various infections including ears, sinuses, strep throat and pneumonia which I guessed might all be possible issues at camp. Amoxicillin is also good for treating salmonella food poisoning which I prayed would not be an issue at camp and also anthrax which I also prayed would not be an issue. Giving out Amoxicillin would require me to get a doctor’s order first. So that would be a phone call to the camp doctor, Dr Holmes, whom, I learned, was local emergency room doctor who volunteered to be available for assistance as needed. I noticed the camp doctor’s phone number posted on the bulletin board in the office. It had his home, cottage, and work phone number listed. God bless him! 
The other small prescription bottle was full of thirty codeine tablets which I assumed was for any painful injuries and maybe dysmenorrhea (agonizing menstrual cramps) and possibly for a dry cough. Hmm. Having a narcotic in the health office. I was not sure how I felt about that. Although there was a lock on this particular cupboard and I found the key on the lanyard. The office door was locked too, so that was reassuring. 
The drawers below the counter were full of dressing supplies including gauze, tapes, band-aids of various sizes, Kling wrap, ACE wraps for sprains or strains, wooden splints, slings and a soft cervical collar.
The cupboard below the sink had cleaning supplies, a huge jug of antiseptic cleanser, and a massive jug of hydrogen peroxide. Various feminine products were stacked up in there. There was also a basin which had scribbled on it “foot soaks ONLY”. 

To the left of the sink was four drawers. A piece of tape on each of the drawer fronts was labeled for each of the camper’s huts. At this point they were empty but I guessed they will be for their prescription meds from home.

On the right side of the room was a small antique looking wooden desk. The bulletin board above on the wall had various notes pinned to it including a homemade recipe for treating resistant strains of lice. I physically cringed when I read the title. Without thinking I scratched my head. There was a home-made, lob-sided, ceramic pencil holder full of black pens, red pens, pencils and a pen light. The desk had two 3 ringed binders sitting open upon it. I flipped through the pages in the first binder. It was a record of medications administered to campers during their two-week stay. The second binder included a day by day running account of campers who had come to the nursing station with various complaints. This would be interesting to look at later. It would give me some idea as to what to expect. 

To the left of the desk was a large four-foot-tall gun metal grey set of drawers. This was full of file folders with health forms for all the campers for every session during the summer. On top of the drawers were four beaten up first aid kits. One of the kits was actually covered in dried mud smears. Tucked in between the drawers and the wall was a spinal board with a head restraint. OK, another piece of equipment that I hoped I would never have to use. Looking at it made my stomach lurch just a bit and I swallowed back the sesame teriyaki chicken. 

The far wall had a window that looked out over the kitchen and the north end of the peninsula and the lake with two chairs sat up against the wall.
The left side of the room had a huge old examination table up against the wall. It was one of those tables that you probably have sat on in your family doctor’s office in a green gown, freezing, waiting to be seen, with the crepe paper stuck to your butt. Sound familiar? This sucker was enormous and weighed a ton. I know because I tried to move it once. It was complete with stirrups. That was disturbing! I could only think of two things that would require using those stirrups, and neither of those situations had better present themselves at camp. I vowed that I would personally drive an ambulance, sirens on, into the closest ER to transport a camper before I will ever use those stirrups. 
Tucked in behind the station door was a squeegee mop and a stack of crutches of various sizes. They looked pretty beaten up but still serviceable. I picked up one of the crutches to examine the padding which looked like it was crumbling. In doing so, I knocked the crutches down like a pack of dominoes. This would not be the first time that this happened.
After I scrambled to pick up the crutches, and carefully re-stacked them three times, with hands on my hips, I nodded to myself. Right! I had a little bit of studying and organizing to do. I was going to have eighty campers descend on me tomorrow. I immediately got to work.
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Chapter 2
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I woke up the next day, startled by the sound of the bell. I felt a gentle breeze on my face and I heard birds outside my window. I lay there for a minute getting my bearings. I looked up at a white ceiling just 3 feet from my face. I rolled over in my sleeping bag and remember that I was at camp. The room was bright with the morning sunshine as the window lacked any curtain. I would have to remember to drape a towel across the window. I peeked over from the top bunk to check on Patrick. He was sleeping on the bottom bunk, his sleeping bag tossed onto the floor below. He was pretty excited the night before to be sleeping in a “big kid” bunk bed.
I got Patrick dressed and we went to awaken the girls. They were still sound asleep in their bunk beds. They had not even heard the bell ring Obviously the residual effects from the four hours of swimming and playing on the beach the day before. The kids were all pretty excited for the first day of camp. Everyone got dressed, we all brushed our teeth and then headed down to the dining hall. We noticed it had started to lightly rain as we entered the dining hall. 
The group for breakfast was even smaller than the group for dinner. Most of the counselors were taking advantage of their last opportunity to peacefully sleep in until the new group of campers arrived. The kids and I sat with Brian and James at the “Director’s table”.  After grace, Father kindly poured me a cup of coffee and James passed me a freshly baked croissant! I liked these guys already! 
“What is the schedule for today, gentlemen?” I asked as I poured out the milk and cereal that was on the table for the kids.

“Brian will conduct the mass here in the dining hall at 11 am,” James explained as he dipped into a bowl of yogurt. “Usually, we are down at the beach but since it’s raining, we will reschedule to the dining hall. There will only be a small group of staff, but a lot of the surrounding cottagers will drive or boat in for that. Following that we will have our lunch and then after lunch all of our staff will have returned from their weekend off and then we will all do a camp clean up,” James nodded.

I recalled stepping onto the underpants when I hopped out of the van and considered the heaps of clothing in the hallways of the main building. That was going to be a Herculean task.  

James continued. “The campers are scheduled to arrive at 1 pm. We will have registration here in the dining hall. We will need you to be here to take any medications the campers may have brought from home. Also, you can talk to the parents about any medical issues a camper may have or answer any of their questions and so forth.”

That seemed fair enough. “Sure,” I agreed.

“Then the bus arrives from the city at about 3 pm with a group of about thirty campers. We offer that service to parents who don’t want to make the three-hour trip from the city. The counselors will get any of their medications from the bus kids and bring those to you to put in the health office. We don’t want any meds in the huts, as you can probably understand.”
OK. I nodded. “That makes sense,” I said. 
Brian piped in at this point. “Then the kids get settled into their huts, do swim testing to gauge their swimming abilities, do some ice breakers to get to know the kids in their hut. You know, that kind of thing.” 
OK. That is nice. “Very good,” I was still nodding.
“Then they pick their instructions, they will need to come and see you and have a physical, and then they learn about the ‘Camp Acorn Philosophy’ which is all about looking out for the little guy, no bullying, that kind of thing,” James added counting off the activities on his fingers.
OK. That’s cool. I was still nodding as I picked up my coffee and took a sip. 
Brian picked up the litany. “They, of course, get a tour of the camp and they talk about home sickness and ways to prevent it and....”
I stop nodding. Wait. What did James say? A physical? Did he say I need to give each kid a physical? That was eighty campers. That couldn’t be right. I almost choked on my coffee but then managed to swallow it and waved my hand in the air.
“I’m sorry to interrupt Father, but James, you said I need to give each kid a physical? Is...is that what you said?” I asked timidly.
“Oh, yes!” James said, nodding vigorously. “Yes, yes, yes! We need to make sure the campers are arriving healthy and ready to fully participate in camp.”

Oh. Dear. Lord. Eighty campers. Eighty physicals. 

“And what exactly do you mean by a physical?” I asked blinking.

“Oh!” said James. “Um, I am not really sure! I have never asked,” he turned to Brian. “Do you know what all is involved, Brian?”

Father looked surprised. “Oh, no! I have no idea! I just know that the nurses do a physical on each of the campers.” Father made air quotes when he said physical.
“I know that it involves checking ears. Oh, and for lice. That is always nasty when the kids go home with lice that they got at camp. You can imagine!” James said and he and Father nodded simultaneously. 
“Scabies would be bad too,” Brian added helpfully. “Did I not tell you about the initial physical when I came by the house for the interview?” Brian asked with a concerned expression.
“No. No, I don’t recall that,” I said, slowly shaking my head as I tried to wrack my brain to remember any such thing. Seriously?! Eighty freaking campers?! In one day?! I think I would have remembered that.
“Huh,” said Father thoughtfully and shrugged. “Oh well, is no big deal as far as I know. The nurses are able to get it all done in one evening,” he waived his hand dismissively. “Just do whatever they taught you in nursing school.”
I try to think back to nursing school. I searched my memory. Did they ever teach us “How to conduct physicals on eighty campers in a timely manner”? Nope. No, never learned that. I could feel my pupils constrict and my pulse quicken. This was going to be my first challenge at camp.

After breakfast Brian conducted mass in the dining hall. We were joined by a few of the local cottagers and several counselors whom I had not yet met as they had just returned from their weekend away. Immediately following mass, Lydia, whom I found out was the assistant camp director, got up and divvied up the duties for cleaning up camp before the boys arrived. It resembled a military operation. Suddenly counselors and staff were taking orders, passing out garbage bags, rakes, mops, buckets, and wash cloths. They all quickly disappeared on their various missions; sweep out the huts, wipe down the mattresses, clean the bathrooms, mop the dining hall floor, rake the beach. 

One group of eight LIT 2 boys (second year leaders in training) was assigned a sweep of the grounds starting at the west end of camp. They picked up garbage or lost clothing across the entire camp. I thought, again, of the stray underpants. 

I took the kids upstairs to get them changed into swim suits and lathered them in sunblock. They were going to spend the afternoon at the beach with childcare while I helped with registration. The third floor was a bee-hive of activity as counselors moved into their new room assignments. The heaps of clothing in the hallways were starting to dwindle as counselors folded, tossed and reorganized. Even the “eau du feet” smell seemed to dissipate, if only ever so slightly. Huh. Maybe this place was going to shape up after all? 

After dropping the kids off with Anita and Sammy. I zipped back to the health station and grabbed a stack of medication forms, some pens, and a small shoe box I found. I would use the box to collect all the meds from the campers. With pens, box, and forms in hand I stepped out onto the deck on the second floor to have a quick peek across the campgrounds. Wow! The place had transformed. The LITs were now at the far east end of camp. Their garbage bags were full now. Counselors were beginning to emerge from huts, propping the doors open. Someone was sweeping out sand, stray pine needles, and leaves from one hut. I could see that the beach sand had been raked and looked very inviting. The grounds looked tidy now. 

I went down the stairs passed Josh mopping the stairs, and then passed Kim who was quickly sweeping the stairs just ahead of him and I entered the dining hall. All the tables were wiped down with a bleach solution. Chairs and benches are upturned onto the tables as Maeve and Ashley are finishing mopping the dining hall floor.  A half dozen counselors set up two of the tables and sat, awaiting the arrival of campers. 

Lydia was a 23-year-old university student. She had been at camp for eight summers. She had worked up from a camper, to LIT, to staff and now was finishing up her last year as assistant camp director. She jumped up and introduced herself to me.

“Hi! Welcome to Acorn. Thanks so much for helping us out!” Lydia shook my hand.

“Well, thank you,” I smiled and plunked down my stash on the table.

“We so appreciate the volunteer nurses. Especially during the 2-week boys session!” Lydia emphasized the “especially” part with a knowing look. 

“Oh,” I said with a blank stare. “And why is that?” I blinked and felt a small knot in the pit of my stomach beginning to form.

“Ohhhh, you know how boys are. All rough and tumble,” she said as she pulled papers out of an accordion file box and began organizing them into neat little piles. “The boys are all tearing through the woods at break neck speeds, playing a game of capture the flag, or wrestling each other in their huts. They get their fair share of scrapes and bruises,” Lydia sat down at the table and waved me over to a seat beside her, indicating where I could set up shop.
“It is a good thing I reviewed my first aid then, right?” I said with a little laugh. 
Lydia laughed nervously in response and I felt that little knot tighten more as I tried not to throw up. This did not sound good, but I had little time to think about it as the parents had begun to form a line outside the dining hall door.
The next two hours went by very quickly. Parents and campers would visit Lydia and pay their remaining balance, then find out what hut the camper was assigned to. One of the counselors from that hut would introduce themselves to the camper with something like: “Awh ya Johnnie! I’m ______. I’m one of your counselors. So cool to meet you dude! We are gonna have an awesome time this session with you here! I’m so pumped to show you the hut. Wanna come with me?” With that, you could watch as that camper’s eyes grew with excitement and anticipation. He would eagerly follow as the counselor picked up their luggage and sleeping bag and scurried them off to the hut. Meanwhile the parents filled out forms, paid for laundry service if they wanted it, signed waivers here, here, and here, and then could speak to the camp nurse (me) if they had any questions or concerns.
By the end of it I had spoken to about two dozen parents regarding various health issues. Mrs. Williams had dropped off two sons, and a gallon zip lock bag full of eight different herbal medicines with explicit instructions on how and when to take them. My little shoe box, meant to carry all the camper medications, was now full of the Williams’ echinacea, chamomile, feverfew, licorice, and four other herbal remedies I could not pronounce and had never heard of. For all I knew I had a bag of cannabis in there! Good thing they would be locked up in the health center. 
During registration I managed to pick up five epinephrine pens for peanut or bee sting allergies (please God, don’t make me have to use them!), several bottles of acetaminophen, lots of cough medicines, multivitamins, antihistamines, Pepto Bismol (“Ralphie got the squirts at camp last year! It was so bad that we threw his sleeping bag out!”), Metamucil (“Taylor told me he refused to poop for the whole two-week session last year. I don’t want a repeat of that!”), various lotions and potions for bug bites, seizure medications, antidepressants, and antibiotics. I wrote the campers names on each of these items and documented the medication schedule on the medication administration record, one for each camper requiring scheduled medications. By the end of it I had managed to accumulate so many medications that Shawn, who came through on his way to begin dinner prep noticed, and brought me a larger cardboard vegetable box. I filled it with all the medications. Needless to say, it was a bit unsettling.
As I slogged the box up the stairs to the health center, I looked down into the array of medicine bottles. My eyes glazed over as I considered that I needed to organize them all and then prepare to perform eighty camper physicals. And what was with the comment Lydia made about the boys session being so demanding? I tried to settle myself down. I mean for Pete’s sakes, I had worked years in the intensive care trauma unit in the big city hospital. It couldn’t be as bad as looking after victims of car accidents, could it? Except I thought about the spinal board in the health office and the fact that we were forty-five minutes away from the nearest hospital and the knot tightened another notch.

After organizing all the various medications that I had managed to gather at registration, (it wasn’t as bad as I thought since many of the meds were “PRN” meaning “as needed”, so I was not going to have to hand them out three times a day, every day like I had imagined) I stepped back to take a look around. I had cleaned up the health station the day before. I had wiped down all the cupboards and the counter tops and the desk and then mopped the floor with Mr. Clean. The place smelled of bleach. I loved the smell of antiseptic! So reassuring! I inhaled deeply. 

I heard the bell ring in the distance. I figured that it must be the bus arriving from the city. I pulled out the list of the campers from each hut. There were twenty boys in each of the four huts. The Deer Hut was full of boys from 8-10 years old. The Cord (as in a cord of wood) Hut hosted the 11-12 year olds, the Rock Hut had 13-14 year olds and finally the Bear Huts (there were five small Bear Huts, each housed 4 kids) was where the 15 year old LIT1’s stayed. The counselors would each bring their hut to see me for their “camp physical”. I had scheduled them starting after dinner in 45-minute intervals. I prayed that  no parent would send their kid to camp with the Black Plague or gangrene.

I put two plastic patio chairs in the center of the room. I had lined up the tongue depressors, the thermometers and their disposable covers. The otoscope was charged up and I had probe covers ready to go to examine ears. I had two functional flashlights. I also found a super cheap stethoscope.
I nodded and folded my arms. I tried to think if I have missed anything. As I was standing there, considering, and getting ready to lock up the office and maybe go down to the beach, a female counselor ran into the station with her arms loaded with more medications. 
“Hi Nurse! I’m Amy. I just collected these meds from the bus kids. I was told to bring them to you. Thanks! Gotta go,” Amy said breathlessly, dropped the meds on the exam table, and bolted from the room. 
Ah geez! There lay another eighteen medication bottles and zip lock bags. Some of them had hand written instructions. 
“Lawrence has nighttime incontinence. He needs to take this medication every night without fail, or he will wet the bed. If he does so, please have the counselor discreetly wash his sleeping bag. Thank you.” 

I barely managed to get all the meds organized just in time for the dinner bell.

I met the kids at dinner and was delighted to hear all about their afternoon. They spent it at the beach and swam in the shallow end while the campers did their swim testing. They seemed exhausted but happy. Their cheeks were pink and they were obviously totally enamored with the childcare counselors. I felt really good about that. 
Dinner (lasagna, salad, and fresh baked rolls) was tame at first. The campers were sitting together in their respective huts. James pointed out to me the notable difference in each of the huts. The Deer Hut table was the quietest. Some of the Deer “Hutters” were here without knowing anyone. Most of these little guys had never been away from home. I tried to imagine how terrifying it would be for an 8-year-old to be at camp for two weeks. They seemed so very young.
The Cord Hut table was a little livelier as many of these kids had been to camp before and knew each other. The Rock and the Bear Hut tables were very animated. A lot of these kids had been coming to camp for five or more years. They came year after year and looked forward to meeting up again with their camp friends, James explained. 
After dessert (a delightful apple crisp), the chants began. The counselors started into it.
“Hey Josh!” A couple of the Deer Hut counselors called out to Josh, who was sitting at the Bear Hut table. The campers look around trying see who was yelling.
“Hey what?” Josh called back sounding completely disinterested and still finishing off the last few bites of his dessert.
“Hey Josh!” They called out louder.
“Hey what?” Josh called back louder too.
“We want to see you get down!” 
“No way!” Josh replied and shook his head.
Not taking “no” for an answer they yelled more insistently, “We want to see you get down!”
At this Josh jumped to his feet and shouted “OK!”. He then started dancing frantically while the campers busted a gut laughing and all the counselors sang. 
“I say D, O, W, N, now that’s the way to get down. Woo! I say D, O, W, N, now that’s the way to get down! Woo!” 

At this point Josh abruptly sat down and went back to eating his dessert as if nothing had happened. My kids laughed hysterically. With one goofy cheer, the barriers had broken down.
This persisted for another ten minutes, in which time we had been treated to a dozen counselors, each with their own special style of dancing. It was complete hilarity. The camper’s faces totally lit up.
Next up was the good old “We got spirit, yes, we do, we’ve got spirit, how ’bout you?” chant which got the entire dining hall very animated. 
Finally, the Bear Hut stood up and proceeded to sing a song which looked like it had been carefully rehearsed. Together they started to sing, with hand motions, and much hip swinging. “Peel banana, peel, peel banana / Mash banana, mash, mash banana / Eat banana, eat, eat banana.” Then their voices rose as they sang the final verse and raced all around the dining hall, beating their chests like apes and singing at the top of their voices. “Go bananas, go, go bananas!” 
All the campers burst out in laughter and clapped. The place went wild. 

At this point Lydia took to the stage. It took her some time to settle everyone down. When she finally did, she welcomed all the campers to Camp Acorn. She then began to introduce the entire staff and counselors. This took a while because after she introduced us, she made each of us freestyle dance as she broke out into a beat box. When Lydia introduced myself and the kids, I attempted some very basic robot moves and the kids shook their bottoms and jumped around me. 

It was, admittedly, pretty hysterical to watch James, and Brian attempt to bust a move. Dance moves were not their forte, but they seemed to embrace it. It was all highly entertaining.

This pretty much concluded dinner. I took the kids upstairs to get ready for bed as by now it was 7 pm and bedtime was usually at 8 pm at our house. They got changed into pajamas and brushed their teeth. They were full of talk about the afternoon’s activities. Playing in the sand, kids doing cannon balls into the lake, whistle blowing, counselor antics. I could see that they had a great time and were totally worn out. Sammy and Anita came by and knocked on the door. They planned on putting the kids to bed tonight while I checked out all the campers. I gave the kids each a hug and a kiss and told them to behave. Off I went down to the health center. I steeled myself for the marathon. 

I took a deep cleansing breath when the first group of campers arrived. I had been very thoughtful in trying to decide what to cover in the camp physical. Obviously, I was not going to be able to conduct a full physical. Can you imagine? I cringed thinking of checking for hernias in all these boys. Neither of us would like that. Basically, I decided what my role was, to first check for anything that might be communicable and then check on the camper’s general well-being. Lice, strep throat, pink eye, impetigo, gastroenteritis were the most obvious problems that could spread by wild fire at camp. Open wounds, even little ones could get infected in this environment of dirt and lake water, swimmer’s ear would only get worse at camp, brewing ear infections — these would all need to be monitored.
The four counselors had the twenty Deer Hut boys sit on the floor outside my office. They were very subdued, whispering quietly. I gave them a shy wave. 
A counselor by the name of Rob introduced me. He was the Deer Hut head counselor and he seemed to take his job very seriously. He paced back and forth in front of the campers.
“OK you guys. You remember The Nurse was introduced at the dining hall. She is going to be the camp nurse during your 2-week session. If you have medications that you must take, you will come up and see The Nurse after meals or before bedtime, depending on when you take your medicines at home. Do you understand?” 

They all nodded, wide eyed and stared at me.

“Hi guys. I’m Anne.” I said. I didn’t really want to be called ‘The Nurse’ for two weeks. I thought of working the floors in the hospital and having confused patients yelling “Nurse
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