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Praise for Summer Husband


“Feminist, flirty, and fun! Summer Husband is a coming-of-middle age delight.”

—MEREDITH SCHORR, author of RoomMating

“Bunk in with Summer Husband, an engaging first novel about an engrossing second chance.”

—MARILYN SIMON ROTHSTEIN, author of Who Loves You Best

“Summer Husband will make you laugh out loud, cheering Lori Kramer on through an emotional, challenging, and transformative summer. As her marriage is falling apart, Lori’s gutsy approach to taking life into her own hands shows readers that dreams can come true—even the ones you never knew you had.”

—LISA SMITH, author of Girl Walks Out of a Bar

“Like protagonist Lori Kramer, I never made it to summer camp as a child so I was swept away with Amy Lorowitz’s fun, nostalgic and romantic debut novel. Summer Husband is a warm, hopeful story of friendship, love and rediscovery.”

—NICOLA HARRISON, author of The Island Club
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I dedicate this book to the two most influential women in my life, my grandmother, Jennie Kramer and my mother, Esther Lorowitz.And to Daryl Kunesh, a giant gentleman.

May their memories be for a blessing.
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I placed my iced coffee in the cup holder, glanced at the directions one more time, and checked the side-view mirror. I clicked the blinker and pulled out into New York City traffic—ready or not. I was certain I was more nervous than my kids, who would be joining me next week. Even though I was thirty-nine, I felt unprepared for my first ever sleepaway camp experience.

An hour later I pulled into a gas station and filled the tank. As I waited to pay, I stared at the cigarette display behind the cashier. I hadn’t smoked since before I married Ronnie, but I had a sudden urge to buy a pack. A cigarette would calm the nerves I felt driving into the unknown. I looked around the store. No Ronnie, no kids—no one I knew was there to judge me. I shifted my weight from one foot to the other just as I had when I was a child and couldn’t make up my mind. The woman behind the counter looked at me expectantly.

“Can I have a pack of Winstons?”

“Anything else?”

I grabbed some Trident gum and tossed it on the counter. Back in the car I stared at the cigarettes, but instead of lighting up I reached over and shoved them into the glove compartment. It was enough knowing they were available, if needed. I popped a piece of gum in my mouth, rolled down the window, and felt the wind on my face. I turned the radio to my favorite station and belted out top forty hits off-key, with no one back seat complaining about my singing—or my driving. My definition of freedom.

Two hours later, as I made a left turn onto the dirt road leading to the camp, Cyndi Lauper and I were singing “Girls Just Want to Have Fun.”

I passed under a rustic sign hanging between two ancient oak trees.

CAMP WOODLANDS
ESTABLISHED 1929

I continued up a narrow craggy lane shadowed by towering trees. When I reached the top of the last hill, rays of sun broke through the canopy of leaves. I pulled over to a welcome banner flying above a log fence that overlooked an expansive, lush lawn. A path led down the hill to a lake that glistened in the late June sunshine.

The aroma of fresh-cut lawn and the crisp, clear air brought me back to my childhood at the bungalow colony in the Catskill Mountains. I smiled, remembering, Summer camp for families.

The colors—greens, blues, whites—were vivid. The sun, high in the cloudless sky, made the powdered lines on the baseball and soccer fields shimmer.

I parked across the road from a blond-wood log cabin. An old-fashioned placard that read OFFICE hung above the door and swayed in the breeze.

This would be my home for the next nine weeks.
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Inside, the foyer was piled high with duffel bags that I sidestepped to reach the three women sitting at desks crammed together in a small room.

They were so intent at tapping away on computers while talking on phones that no one noticed me. Everyone wore a uniform, white polo shirts with Woodlands stitched over their hearts and a name tag pinned above the embroidery.

Nicole, one of the women, introduced herself as the executive administrator and said she’d be right with me.

While I was waiting, an attractive, tall man with shoulder length, wavy brown hair walked through the door. He was about my age and decked out in Camp Woodlands garb: white and green hoodie, shiny green soccer shorts, and green and white Converse All-Star sneakers—no socks.

“Good day ladies, always a pleasure to see your cheery faces.”

The ladies were far from cheery, but they stopped what they were doing, looked up, and gave him big smiles. He had a British accent.

Nicole said, “Good morning, Sir Theodore. I’m processing our new division leader, Lori Kramer. This is Theodore Mooney, the head soccer coach and assistant director of Boys Camp. Can you load her bags into the cart?”

“Sure, Lori, was it? This way.” He led, holding the door open.

“How does a Brit find his way to a camp in the States? Is it because it’s in New England?” I thought I was being clever, but as I said it, I heard how ridiculous I sounded.

He stopped and a wry grin crossed his face. “Heh, heh, haven’t heard that one in a long time.”

“But seriously, I’d be interested in hearing how you ended up here, Theodore.”

“Oh, no, that will not do. Please call me Ted.”

“But didn’t Nicole just call you Sir Theodore?”

“She thinks because I’m from the UK that I’m posh and likes to tease me. I told her if she ever curtsied, I’d thump Bob, her husband, even if he is my best mate.” He broke into a cockney accent. “But the truth is, well, I’m just a regular bloke.” Then he threw out his arms. “Look around you, it’s breathtaking. I can’t think of any place else I’d rather be at this moment.”

His exuberance was contagious. I smiled, looking around. Everything was green and lush, and the scent of pine trees and freshly cut grass filled the air. It was a stark contrast to the drab, dirty streets of the exhaust-filled city I’d left that morning. I could just make out the shimmering water of the lake below the hill and beyond the trees.

“You’re right, it is beautiful.”

“What brought you to my little slice of paradise?”

“I wanted my two daughters to come here. Zelda’s eleven and Hazel’s nine. It’ll be the first time at a sleepaway camp for all three of us.”

“We have something in common. I’m here with my ten-year-old son, Max. Let’s get your bags on the cart.”

Ted went to my car to lift the enormous camp-issued duffel out of the trunk, grunted, and dropped it. He stayed bent with his hands on his knees. “What’ve you got in there? You know you didn’t need to bring all the sporting equipment—they do supply it.”

“I guess I must have packed too . . .”

While I spoke, he picked up the duffel and tossed it onto the back seat as if it were a feather. “I’m just giving you a hard time.” I probably didn’t look amused because he said, “Lori, lighten up, you’re at camp now. Remember to have fun, be campy. That’s my philosophy when I’m here.”

“You don’t strike me as the philosophical type,” I said.

“What type am I?”

I eyed him up and down. “Charming rogue.”

Ted laughed loudly.

“Are you laughing because I’m on the money or because I’m way off?”

“I guess you’ll just have to find out for yourself.”

“What about me?”

“Easy. Anxious New York City overbearing helicopter mum,” he said.

“You just piled every stereotypical motherly adjective on me.”

“Shall we agree to let our first impressions go and figure it out as the summer unfolds?”

He stuck out his hand and I shook it. I was pretty sure my assessment of him wouldn’t change. “Fair. Do you have any survival tips to share with a newbie?”

“Hmm. Get as much rest as you can because you’re constantly on your feet. The campus is massive. I think everything else would be better for you to find out yourself. I don’t want to influence your experience, but ask me a direct question, and I’ll do my best to answer.”

“Okay, where do I live?”

A woman with long, frizzy brown hair who looked sixtyish walked out of the office holding several keys swinging from her wrist and a clipboard held to her chest.

“Welcome Lori. Jack and I are happy that you’re joining us this summer.” Happy? She was expressionless. “I see you’ve already met Ted. I’ll drive you to your cabin.”

We’d spoken on the phone back in February, and I’d seen photos of Marilyn on the camp’s website, but this was the first time we were meeting. I was put off by her cool manner. She didn’t look me in the eye or shake my hand.

Ted squished in the back of the golf cart next to my things while I slipped into the passenger seat.

Marilyn handed me a kelly green knapsack with Lori K. written on it in bold black Sharpie.

“You’ll need to carry this with you. Inside are two camp polos, baseball cap, first aid kit, and the orientation schedule. And most importantly a charger and your radio.”

I looked inside the bag, pulling it out. “Radio? Like a walkie talkie?”

“Yes, we need to be able to contact you wherever you are, and the campus is enormous.”

I looked over my shoulder at Ted. He leaned over, pointing to the radio clipped to his shorts. That was something I’d have to get used to.

Marilyn explained the living arrangements on the ride over. “The nonbunking female staff lives over the hill.”

“Over the hill?” I asked. “Nonbunking?”

“As a division leader, that’s DL, you’re nonbunking, meaning you don’t live with the campers. The counselors sleep in the cabins with the kids. You and the other DLs are over the hill.”

“Oh, I get it. It’s because we’re old?”

Marilyn seemed confused and pointed beyond my shoulder, “No, it’s over that hill.”

Ted laughed along with me.

Marilyn pulled up to tiny cottages surrounding a gravel parking area. She stopped in front of a tilted, whitewashed wooden building that looked as if staples and duct tape might be holding it together. I was pretty sure that one good huff and one good puff would topple it. She picked up her clipboard and scrolled down with her finger until she reached my name.

“Here are the keys for room two.” I must have looked concerned because Marilyn added, “It’s my favorite room. I decorated it myself with furnishings from my grandmother’s house.”

I had my doubts.

“Later I’ll show you the Cubs’ bunk,” Marilyn said.

“Cubs, like the baseball team?”

“No, like Woodlands’ creatures. Your daughter Zelda’s a Woodchuck and Hazel’s a Chipmunk, and the youngest campers, the group you’ll be taking care of, are the Cubs.” Marilyn glanced at her watch. “I’ll be back in half an hour to pick you up for your first meeting.”

Ted threw the duffel over his shoulder and followed me up the three wooden steps. The screen door slammed behind us, rattling the building.

“Trust me, it won’t be so bad,” Ted said. “The only time you’re in your room is to sleep. The firmness of the mattress will be the deciding factor.”

I fumbled with the lock.

“Can you move a little faster? All kidding aside, your bag isn’t getting any lighter.”

I opened the door and Ted dropped my stuff at the foot of the double bed. He pressed his hand on the mattress. “This feels solid. You should be fine.” He stepped into the doorframe. “Are you good for now?”

“I feel like I should tip you.”

“The camp has a strict no tipping policy.” He smiled. “I’ll leave you to unpack. See you at the meeting.”

After he left, I felt a wave of loneliness. The last time I’d felt this alone was when my parents drove off, leaving me in front of my college dorm, where I knew exactly nobody. I had put myself in a similar situation: no friends and a shared bathroom. What had I been thinking?

I took a deep breath and surveyed the room I’d be sleeping in for the next two months. The bed was two short steps from the door, a four-drawer dresser with a warped mirror hung over the bureau against the opposite wall, and a few misshapen hangers hung in a tiny closet in the corner. Surprisingly, the room didn’t have that dank, musty smell I associated with cabins. Maybe because the room was filled with sun streaming through the catty-corner windows. In contrast to the basic items in the room, matching frilly lace curtains reminded me of my Grandma Mimi’s. I bounced on the mattress and my butt dipped backwards into the middle where it sagged. I counted in my head the number of nights I would have to sleep here—sixty-two.

I can do this. I must do this. I will do this.

A stream of light fell across my face. I decided that was a good omen.

The bathroom was a decent-sized square with a window that looked out onto the woods behind the building. The sink had two separate spigots, hot and cold. The last time I’d seen plumbing that ancient was at least twenty-five years earlier at the bungalow colony I had stayed in with my brother and parents. You had to turn on both taps, cup your hands, and flip back and forth to get the right temperature to wash your face.

I was pretty sure showering would also be challenging. I pulled back the shower curtain to check out the fixtures and was relieved to find a shiny new showerhead poking out of the wall—there wasn’t a hint of rust.

I had explained to Zelda and Hazel that my experience at their age was a day camp in upstate New York where you lived in a two-room cottage with your parents. They finally understood when I said it was like the movie Dirty Dancing.

The door across from mine opened and a well-coiffed petite blonde stepped into the hallway, wearing huge sapphire studs emphasizing her blue eyes, as well as several gold chains around her neck and a diamond tennis bracelet. She looked like she was ready to attend a gala. I felt underdressed. I had purposely left my engagement ring home. Why would I need to wear expensive jewelry at camp? I wasn’t sure if I should’ve worn my gold wedding ring, but it was on my left ring finger where it’d been for the past fifteen years. I touched the gold filigree posts that were used to pierce my ears when I was sixteen.

“Hi, I’m Abby. Room one.”

“Hi, Abby. Lori, room two.”

Before we had a chance to talk, we heard a short, sharp toot. I peeked out the screen door and saw Marilyn sitting at the wheel of her golf cart.

As we stepped off the porch, she said, “I came to get you for the meeting, but I see you’re not dressed.”

Abby and I traded confused looks.

“What I mean is, you’re still in your social clothes. That’s camp-speak for your civies, what you wear when you’re not at camp. You don’t have to change your pants, just throw on the polo shirt that’s in your knapsack. Camp rules, you know.”

“Okay. Give us a second,” Abby said.

We went into our rooms and changed into kelly green collared shirts with the camp logo stitched in white. I looked in the mirror with mixed emotions—it wasn’t very glamorous, but on the other hand it was empowering. I was part of a team, and I had a job to do.

Abby and I came out in our matching shirts. Hers was way too large, almost reaching her knees. She looked at me, her arms stretched out. “This is ridiculous.” I guessed she didn’t find it empowering.

As we rode to the meeting, Marilyn’s hair wafted in the wind, wiry gray strands threaded throughout. She was earthy, natural, without makeup, in contrast to the staged photos of her on the website. When she turned to me, her aviator sunglasses reflected my image. I looked pensive. Mental note, remember to smile.

Marilyn pointed out the sports fields and the dining hall as she drove and then swerved so sharply that I almost tumbled out as we passed the infirmary.

“It’s good to know where the infirmary is, in case I ever fall out of a golf cart.”

Abby giggled from the back seat. Marilyn gave me a puzzled look and continued driving as if nothing had happened.

A few minutes later, we arrived at our destination up a steep gravel road. Marilyn parked the golf cart next to three others.

The barn-shaped playhouse had a stage and high ceilings and was filled with at least a hundred young men and women sitting on rows of wooden benches.

Jack was leaning against the stage chatting when he saw us enter. I had met him in February when he came to the apartment to tell us about Woodlands. He greeted us, placing one arm around my shoulder and the other around Abby’s as if we were his long-lost relatives. There was something smarmy about the way he introduced us. “Hey, everybody, this is Lori here on my right and Abby on my left.” He squeezed us into his sweaty body. “They have joined our little family this summer.”

Good thing I had plastered a smile on my face.

When Jack finally let go, I glanced around. A woman caught my eye and waved us over to her. She had a salt and pepper blunt haircut and a big friendly smile.

“I’m Gilda,” she said. “My title is program director, but I do myriad odd jobs. Marilyn told me about you two. I’m looking forward to working with you this summer. Abby, I heard you’re from Florida, I hope you’re not one of those Boca bitches.”

Abby seemed momentarily put off, but she smiled and said, “Would one of those so-called Boca witches—I don’t curse—consider working at a sleepaway camp even for a second?”

“Well put. Let’s sit down. Our lord and master is about to hold court,” Gilda said.

I whispered into her ear, “Thanks for calling us away from him. I felt like part of his harem.”

“Ha, I think you and I are going to get along great this summer.”
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Jack and Marilyn asked for everyone’s attention. Marilyn’s demeanor had softened, and they both had ingratiating smiles.

“Welcome to Woodlands! I’m Jack, and this is my lovely wife and co-director Marilyn.”

Marilyn waved.

“Take out the orientation schedules from your knapsacks. I would like you all to follow along as we go over this week’s schedule. If you’re a counselor, the cover sheet is green; if you are a specialist, the cover sheet is blue; and the senior staff’s cover is orange.”

I turned to Gilda, “Senior staff? Did Jack call us old?”

“At camp we’re definitely the alta kockers,” Gilda said.

Jack reached into a box on the stage and pulled out dark green T-shirts rolled up and tied with white ribbons. Marilyn began calling out names and Jack tossed the shirts.

Gilda leaned into me. “Each returning staff gets a loyalty T-shirt with a new slogan on it. This summer it’s ‘Back by Popular Demand.’”

Marilyn called Gilda’s name. She popped up, smiling, caught the shirt and held it high above her head as if it was the championship boxing belt and turned so the entire room could see how proud she was. There was a smattering of applause and a few whoops.

I whispered in Abby’s ear, “Do you think we’ll be sitting here next summer having T-shirts thrown at us?”

“I can hardly believe I’m sitting here right now.”

Marilyn talked about the importance of keeping proper tabs on the campers. “In the papers we gave you, there’s a blank bunk report. Those need to be filled in daily. You are our eyes and ears. Jack and I need to know what happens during the day for all five hundred campers.”

Then a man named Bob, head of Boys Camp, spoke about how everyone’s time off worked. Then he introduced me. “Everyone, once again, this is Lori. She’s going to be the DL for the Cubs this summer. Lori, please stand up.”

“Do I get a T-shirt?” I said, laughing.

“We’ll have to see if you’re T-shirt worthy,” Jack wisecracked.

“That felt a little harsh,” I whispered to Gilda as I sat down.

“Yeah, when Jack’s at camp, all the charm he laid on getting you to sign up gets flushed down the toilet. I always say it’s one of the reasons for the sketchy plumbing.”

“Next up is Abby, the DL for the Chipmunks,” Bob said.

As Abby stood, I looked around the room and saw Ted leaning against the back wall. Between us were the fresh-faced young men and women, smiling and wearing the same shirt. A chill went through me causing me to shudder.

“Are you okay?” Gilda asked.

“It’s weird, all of us dressed alike.”

“Does it make you feel like you’ve been dropped into the middle of a cult?”

“Yeah, kind of.” I let out a nervous giggle.

“And you haven’t even drunk the Kool-Aid yet.” Gilda laughed.

“If you’re trying to make me feel better, it’s not working.”

“Why would you think I’m trying to make you feel better? I think summer camps are cultish You either buy into it, or you don’t. Let’s talk at the end of the summer, and you can let me know your thoughts then.”

I wanted to continue our conversation, but I heard Marilyn asking the female staff to head to the theater on the girls’ side. Abby and I headed out together. We were halfway down the gravel path when Marilyn pulled up next to us with another woman riding shotgun and wearing expensive-looking sunglasses.

“Hop in,” Marilyn said.

We climbed into the back of the cart.

“Hi, I’m Bethany, the head of Girls Camp.”

Before we could reply, Bethany turned away and Marilyn jerked us forward. I held on tight, but Abby flew into me as we sped away. So far, the most important takeaway from the day was that golf carts didn’t have seat belts.

Marilyn and Bethany were engrossed in conversation.

Abby had scribbled “Bosses?” on a notepad and nodded toward Marilyn and Bethany. I nodded yes.

Bethany’s beautiful golden tresses shimmered in the sun. I caught hints of colored highlights, and I wondered what it would look like at the end of the summer after at least two missed salon appointments. Come to think of it, I’d miss my appointments with Zito. By the end of August, we’d all be washed out with our grays showing—the senior staff moniker would ultimately fit.

We came to an abrupt stop in front of the girls’ theater.

Inside the theater was a sea of youth and beauty. I was used to being around large groups of awkward adolescents, but the last time I had been surrounded by so many striking young women must’ve been when I was one of them.

“I don’t know about you, but I’m feeling ancient,” I whispered to Abby.

“You got that right, girlfriend.”

Gilda led an attractive, tall brunette with beautiful porcelain skin over to us. She couldn’t have been more than twenty-five.

“This is Di. She lives in room three of your cabin.”

We made our introductions and Abby asked, “Are you a division leader also?”

“No, I’m the head of sail,” Di said with an Australian accent.

“What do you sell?” Abby asked.

“She said sail as in boats, right?” I asked.

Di had a cute giggle. “Yes, like boats. I take it you two aren’t sailors.”

“I’m a city girl. I get queasy watching a rubber duck in a bathtub,” I said.

“So, I guess I won’t see you on water skis?”

“You know, I’ve always wanted to try it.”

“Well, you won’t see me sailing, skiing, or whatever you do on a lake. I’m not a bathing-suit person,” Abby said.

“What does that even mean?” I asked.

“Exactly what I said. I’m much happier swimming in this humongous shirt than in the water.”

“It’s a good thing you don’t have my job because I have to wear bathers all day, every day,” Di said.

Marilyn called for everyone’s attention.

“I’m going to sit with my mates,” Di said. “See you later.”

“I would’ve thought they’d put someone more our age into the cabin with us,” Abby said.

“Look around, how many people our age are in this room?” I asked.

The last person to speak was Dr. Jenny. She taught us how to identify tick bites and the inherent dangers if not properly and quickly diagnosed. Then she talked about the importance of sunscreen not only for ourselves but for the campers. She urged us to make sure each camper was sufficiently and repeatedly slathered.

Dr. Jenny stepped away from the microphone and leaned toward the audience. In a conspiratorial whisper she added, “I am available to talk privately if any personal matters, shall we say, pop up during the summer.”
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Abby and I had some time to kill before our next meeting. She invited me to join her at the arts & crafts studio to meet her best friend, Maggie, who had been hired to run that program, and Maggie’s husband Roger. In their civilian jobs, they all taught together at the same elementary school.

“Wait, your friend came here with her husband?” I asked.

“Yeah, they’re one of those couples who does everything together.” Abby gave the slightest eye roll.

“I guess that’s nice and all, but there’s no scenario where I could imagine my husband working here with me. Could you?” I asked.

“Barry? Are you kidding?” Abby said. “No way. It’ll be a wonder if my house is still standing when I get home.”

“Ronnie, my husband, would have no patience for other people’s children.”

“Trust me, I completely understand.”

“Is Roger working with Maggie in arts & crafts?” I asked.

“Oh no, no, he’s running the radio station.”

Abby pushed the screen door open, and it slammed behind us. We had entered a vast wooden building with three ceiling fans whirring on ancient beams. The place smelled like turpentine, clay, and soapy water. But there was also a familiar comforting aroma—freshly brewed coffee.

Across the room stood a statuesque redheaded woman wearing an apron, bent over a slop sink, elbow-deep in suds and steam.

“Hey, Maggie, I want you to meet Lori. She’s in the room across from mine.”

Maggie turned off the faucet and rubbed the back of her hand across her forehead, wiping away the sweat before she dried it on the edge of her smock.

A large man sporting a goatee walked toward us. Everything about him was oversized including his resonant baritone. “Nice to meet another adult.” It made perfect sense that Roger was the disc jockey.

“Wow, this is the second time today that my advanced age has been part of the conversation,” I said.

“No disrespect intended. Maggie and I’ve noticed that we’re old enough to be the parents of most of the counselors,” Roger said.

“Of course, we would’ve had them when we were fifteen.” Maggie smiled. “I just made a fresh pot of coffee. Can I pour you some?”

Maggie had set up a coffee station that included every type of sweetener and tiny containers of half and half like they had at diners.

I took a sip. “This is delicious.”

“I know, right? Honestly, it’s only Folgers, but I think it’s the water from the slop sink that makes it so good,” Maggie said.

We all looked at the filthy industrial-sized basin on the other side of the room. The spigot was covered in decades of dried clay and who knew what other kinds of toxic waste.

I looked inside the cup. “You mean I’m drinking dirty-water coffee?”

Maggie held hers up. “Yup.”

There were four large wooden tables with benches, covered in old paint, glue, and glitter stains. We sat down together at one of them. It brought back happy memories of making hand molds and popsicle stick boxes at the bungalow colony.

“So, tell us, what brought you to Woodlands?” Maggie asked.

“You mean instead of basking in the sun on a Greek Isle with my husband?”

“He was alright with you leaving him for the summer?” Abby asked.

“He’s a trial attorney and preparing for a big case this summer.” I shrugged. “With the three of us here there are no distractions, so he can mentally shelve us and work around the clock without any guilt.”

I wasn’t about to tell them how unhappy I was with my husband. Ronnie put his work ahead of his family. What really put me over the edge was when his colleagues took center stage in front of our marriage. It was all about what Ed, his managing partner, thought, and wore, and did. What I said didn’t matter.

“Seems like a good solution,” Roger said.

Even I bought it. “What about you guys? How did you all end up working here?”

“A friend sent her kids here last summer, and they had a blast,” Abby said. “I looked into the camp, met with Jack, and told him that I’d only send my kids if I could go too. I waited a long time to have children, and there was no way I’d send them anywhere without me. If I can figure out a way, when the time comes, I’ll go with them to college.”

I laughed. “And your husband?”

“He wasn’t at all happy about it, but I didn’t give him a choice,” Abby said.

I swirled the swizzle stick in my cup and thought about all the arguments Ronnie and I had about sending the girls to sleepaway camp. In the end I hadn’t given him a choice either.

I looked up and asked, “What about you two? How’d you end up working at Woodlands, the sleepaway camp voted the best brother/sister camp on the Eastern Seaboard?”

Roger laughed. “When Abby said she was going to camp with her kids, we called Jack and asked if we could go with our son Tony. Jack wanted to meet us in person, so he invited us to his home on a Sunday morning.”

Maggie said, “You’re not gonna believe this. Roger, tell Lori about the first time we met Jack and Marilyn.”

Roger shrugged. “It’s early on a Sunday morning. We had to drag Tony out of bed, Sundays are his only day to sleep in. We knock, wait a bit, and finally a woman wearing a bathrobe, looking frazzled, answers the door. She just stares at us, twirling her hair.”

“She doesn’t ask who we are, why we’re there, just stares blankly at us, obviously confused,” Maggie said.

Roger continued, “I hear Jack call out, ‘Marilyn, who is it?’ And she says, ‘I don’t know.’ Jack shows up in his bathrobe, and now we are all just staring at each other. I tell him who we are and that he asked us to come and meet him. Marilyn turns to Jack and growls, ‘You didn’t tell me we were expecting anybody.’ She gives us a final once-over and turns away in a huff.”

“Like we’re the trash someone left on her porch,” Maggie added.

“Jack’s not embarrassed or apologetic,” Roger went on. “He looks over his shoulder and says to Marilyn, ‘I forgot we were having company.’ He turns back to us and says, ‘I’ll call you tomorrow to make another appointment.’ Then he notices Maggie’s holding a cake box from the best bakery in Boca.”

“He grabs the box from my hand, asking, ‘Is this for me?’ and then the door closes in our faces,” Maggie said.

“I would have thought you were exaggerating, but Jack obviously has scheduling issues,” I said. “When he came to visit us, he showed up three hours early! I hadn’t even had the chance to tell my husband he was coming—talk about making things awkward.”

“Awkward is being kind,” Roger said.

“He’s probably one of those guys, you know, because he’s good looking, he thinks he can get away with being inconsiderate,” I said.

“I wouldn’t argue the point,” Maggie said.

“Personally, I don’t find Jack the least bit appealing,” Abby said and took a sip of her coffee. “What nerve showing up early. How’d your husband react? If I surprised my Barry like that, he would’ve had a total conniption.”

“Ronnie readied his arsenal of lawyering skills and peppered Jack with all kinds of questions. I was so embarrassed when he asked what if one of our daughters gets attacked by a bear.”

The three of them nervously chuckled.

“Back to you guys. Why did you decide to work here after being treated so rudely?” I asked.

“Because Abby’s kids, Cooper and Ashley, are besties with Tony, and they really wanted to go to camp together,” Maggie said.

“I’d already signed on, and there was no way I was leaving them to swelter in the Florida humidity. I couldn’t do this job without them, so now we all get to schvitz together in the mountains,” Abby said.

“Also, our next meeting with Jack was perfectly normal. He drove to meet us at our home and was very convincing and nice,” Roger said. “He never brought it up, so we didn’t either. He acted like it was the first time he ever laid eyes on us. He even said, ‘I can’t wait for you to meet my wife, Marilyn.’ I was tempted to ask him if he enjoyed the coffee cake.”

“Your turn. How did you get suckered into working at Woodlands?” Roger asked.

Even though I could already tell these were my kind of people, I wasn’t ready to share the intimate details of my life. “I’m not exactly sure how it happened, but my original summer plan was celebrating my fifteenth anniversary in Greece drinking their strong boiled espresso, and somehow ended up sitting here with you.” I held up my cup. “Sipping dirty-water coffee.”

Maggie raised her mug. “Let’s drink to whatever circuitous route got us here and to new experiences.” She looked at me. “And to new friends.”

Maybe this could be a good summer.
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Abby practically limped back to the cabin at the end of our first day of orientation.

“Lori, slow down. My legs are screaming. I can’t remember ever walking this much in my life. I wish us schleppers got to ride around in a golf cart.”

“I know how you feel, my flat feet are cramping from hiking up and down all the hills.” I yawned. “I don’t know about you, but I’m ready to pass out.”

“Good luck with that,” Abby said.

“What do you mean?”

“When was the last time you slept in a strange bed without your husband snoring next to you?” she asked.

I had an urge to spill my guts to Abby, telling her that not sleeping next to my husband was a goal of mine. Ronnie and I were using this time apart to decide whether we wanted to stay married, but since she and I had just met that morning, it might be a bit much. Instead, we stood facing each other in the narrow hallway, hands on our doorknobs, and I said, “Sort of feels like we’re in college again.”

“The next thing you know we’ll get our periods at the same time and sit in bed gossiping, eating chocolate frosting right out of the container.”

I smiled. “I think we’re going to become fast friends.”

“I feel the same way.”

We opened our doors, looked over our shoulders, smiled, and entered our rooms.

I finally found a comfortable spot. My body sank like a brick, but my mind was looping, rehashing the events that had led me to this tiny room.

I might not be hearing Ronnie’s snoring, but I could hear his voice in my head and the fight we had after Jack left the apartment.

We had just thanked Jack for stopping by to tell us about his camp. When the door closed, Ronnie said, “I can’t believe you invited someone to my home without talking to me first. Let me make this perfectly clear, I see no reason why my kids need to attend sleepaway camp. They can go to the same day camp they went to last year.”

“Since when can’t I invite people to our home?” I took a calming breath. “If you’re angry with me for not discussing it with you, that’s fine, but don’t take it out on Zelda and Hazel. Sleepaway camp will be a great opportunity for them.”

“If they were away for the summer, what would you do?”

“What do you mean?”

“Your job is to take care of them. If they weren’t here, what would you do every day?”

I took another deep breath and managed to put a pleasant look on my face before answering. “I thought you and I could go away to celebrate our fifteenth anniversary. You know how we’ve talked about going to Greece? Well, I thought this summer would be the perfect opportunity.”

He didn’t reply right away; I could almost hear the gears turning in his brain. “Okay, let’s figure out the cost. Two children in camp, ten days in Greece, and I suppose you’d still expect to go to the beach for a week at the end of August?”

“Ideally, yes. That’s your special time with Zelda and Hazel.”

“The cost for one summer would be staggering.”

I pictured the beads of an abacus shifting in his head. “But isn’t that part of the reason you work so hard, so we have money to play? The kids would have a wonderful experience, and we could relax and reconnect.”

“And what would your contribution be to these plans?”

“Excuse me?”

“The way I see it, you reap all the benefits without doing any of the work.”

It took all I had not to lose it. “What do you think I do? I’m the CHO—Chief Home Officer. All my time is invested in our family. I’m the person who takes care of Zelda and Hazel, this apartment, our lives. If I weren’t here, our family would come apart. Should I start keeping track of my billable hours and hand you a timesheet at the end of each week, so you can calculate my worth?”

“You sound a bit defensive.”

“It’s hard not to be defensive when you’re questioning the value of my existence.”

“You’re being overly sensitive.”

“And you’re being obtuse.”

“I see no reason to send the girls to camp when it’s your only job to take care of them.”

I was determined not to turn this into a screaming match. “Well, I think it’s important that they go to camp. They’ll learn to be more independent and more resilient when things don’t go their way. And I want them to start doing chores.”

“Why can’t you show them?”

“Because they expect me to do everything for them. The reasons I want them to attend sleepaway camp are the exact reasons that Jack just rattled off to us. The statistical stuff he was citing about how kids given the opportunity to go to camp are more likely to grow up to be successful adults with good decision-making skills, which I know you appreciate.” I smiled but he didn’t return one. “The part that stood out for me was that they would be better at advocating for themselves, and they would get to do it surrounded by fresh air and nature. Not stuck riding on a hot bus for over an hour twice a day like they did last year. Then, when they got back from camp, I’d give them tasks to do around the house.”

“Like what?”

“Like making their beds, putting the dinner dishes away . . .”

“This argument has come full circle. Those are your responsibilities. I’ll ask you again, what would you do to keep busy all day?”

“I get it. You’ve been harboring a grudge against me because I don’t have a job outside this apartment. You think because I don’t bring in an income, you have the right to make all the decisions, and I haven’t earned a summer without the kids or a vacation. Well, screw you. I’m going to teach Zelda and Hazel that if you want something badly enough you find a way to make it happen. They will go to camp, and I will pay for it myself.”

I was proud of myself for not backing down.

After I had racked my brain for a week trying to figure out how to muster up payment for two, I called Jack and asked if he had a job for me at the camp.

Fast forward four months, and here I was lying in bed after my first day of orientation. It wasn’t only my thoughts keeping me up. The eerie silence was underscored by the ominous darkness. Falling asleep in Manhattan would probably be difficult for most people, but I was used to the constant noise of cars honking, sirens, and people shouting on the sidewalk below. The glimmers of light and shadows that crisscrossed my bedroom from the streetlamps and traffic lights were a comfort. Here in the mountains, the lack of noise kept me awake.

I must have finally fallen asleep only to hear birds tweeting before the sun was up.
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After breakfast Abby and I walked into arts & crafts. “You can barely smell the essence of mildew over the aroma of coffee,” I said.

“Help yourself,” Maggie said.

“Go figure, your dirty-water coffee is much better than the sludge in the dining hall,” Abby said.

The orientation schedule lay open on the table. “So, what’s up for today?” I asked.

Abby pointed to an item in bold. “10:15—Spend time getting to know your counselors.”

My stomach flipped. “Are you as nervous about meeting the counselors as I am?”

“I hadn’t really thought about it,” Abby said.

“Really? What if we don’t get along?”

“I used to get nervous meeting new students, but after twenty years, I don’t even think about it anymore,” Abby said.

“Lori, you’re looking at it all wrong. You’re in charge,” Maggie said. “The counselors should be concerned about you not liking them. Trust me, if you go in with that attitude, everything will fall into place.”

I glanced at my watch. “It shouldn’t be a problem to change my entire outlook on life in, what, the next hour?”

“Come on, can you seriously be worried about what a bunch of teenagers think of you?” Maggie asked.

“It’s more about, well, what if I suck at my job, and the counselors undermine me, and the campers take advantage of my lack of experience? Kids can smell fear, you know.”

“You can handle this. Stop worrying,” Abby said.

“Can I come to you for advice?”

“That’s a given.” Maggie smiled. “If I can’t help, you can always go to Bethany, she’s a lifer.”

“What’s a lifer?”

“Someone who went to camp here and never left.”

Abby looked up from the schedule and said, “I’m surprised by how many adults can take off the entire summer to work at a sleepaway camp.”

“Speaking about adults who work at camp, is it just me or are you guys having trouble keeping up with not only names but what each person does?” I asked.

“Yes, that’s why Roger and I stayed up last night and made a flow chart listing names, titles, and who does what. Let me get it for you.”

As she walked across the room I asked, “Am I the only one feeling overwhelmed?”

“And the campers aren’t even here yet,” Abby said.

Maggie placed the diagram in front of us. “We’re smart. We’ll figure it out together.”
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I ran my finger down her handiwork.

I laughed. “We’re three rungs below Jack and Marilyn and only two rungs above the campers.”

Maggie was looking over my shoulder. “Yup.”

I went to the office to check for messages and smiled when I saw a bright blue envelope in my cubby—my first ever camp letter!

Leave it to Claire to think of sending me mail. She was one of those people who knew everything but wasn’t a know-it-all—my go-to person when I needed guidance. I had called her to help me find a camp to send the girls to because she loved sleepaway camp. It was due to our research that I ended up at Woodlands.

We had met for lunch the day before I drove off to my summer adventure. She handed me a gift bag.

“I bought you something you might need while you’re away.”

“You didn’t have to do that.”

She smiled. “I thought it was one of those things that you may not have thought of and would be difficult to buy when you’re stuck at camp.”

I couldn’t imagine what it was. As I unwrapped the tissue paper, I felt my cheeks blush and laughed. It was a vibrator.

“Take it out of the box,” she said.

“Really?”

“Yeah.”

I pulled it out and saw my name written on the shaft in purple block letters.

“I didn’t want yours to get confused with anyone else’s.”

In my mail cubby, there was also a message from the mother of one of the Cubs.

At every meeting, it had been instilled in us that we provided a service, and a message from a parent needed to be answered ASAP. I dutifully took out the three-ring binder that contained the names of the counselors and campers, their photos, and information like allergies, parent names, and every possible number to reach them.

I sat down and opened the tab for cabin one. There was a photo of Chloe Martin. I dialed her mother.

“Hello, this is Lori Kramer from Camp Woodlands. I’ll be Chloe’s division leader this summer.”

“Oh good. I accidentally forgot to tell you something important about my daughter. Since her father and I split, Chloe’s been wetting her bed. When she’s home with me, she’s fine, but at her dad’s, well, that’s when it happens.”

My first thought was, Poor Chloe. Then I wondered who was responsible for cleaning up after her. “Can you send her up with extra sheets in case she continues to wet her bed . . . and maybe some extra underwear?”

“Good idea. I’ll throw in a mattress liner also. I know she’s excited about camp, but she’s probably nervous too. Hopefully, if she’s happy and comfortable, she’ll be able to control her bladder.”

“Don’t worry, we’ll take good care of Chloe.”

I made a few more calls to parents who had “accidentally” forgotten to tell me things about their kids. I hoped the counselors would be easier to deal with.

Walking through the gates of Girls Camp, I saw groups of young women sitting in front of the cabins they were assigned to. Thankfully, they had name badges. I put a smile on my face.

“Hey, Lori, come and join us.”

I remembered Amber because of her elaborate braids. “Hi, I’m excited to work with you,” I said, joining the group
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