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At first, it felt like a normal family vacation. There was the late-night packing, the airport breakfast, the fighting with my little brother over the window seat, the chewing of three pieces of gum as the plane took off so my ears wouldn’t pop.

But there was nothing normal about the camp director, Ron, who met us at the baggage claim area in Laramie, Wyoming. Tall and gaunt, he was wearing a black felt hat, a roughly woven shirt, and boots he could have borrowed from his cousin Frankenstein. Back in sixth grade, I had to do a report on the Amish, and Ron looked like one of them, except the Amish usually drive buggies and make pretzels, and Ron was holding a sign that said “The Welsh Family”—that’s us—as if he were some kind of celebrity limo driver gone wrong.

Two hours and one bumpy ride down an endless dirt road later, we met Ron’s wife, Betsy. As we were tumbling out of the van she was standing on the porch of their house, and we could see right away that she was no Frankenstein. Instead, she looked like the Pillsbury Doughboy. Or woman. Or whatever. There were blond curls poking out from beneath her bonnet, her cheeks were red like they’d been scrubbed, and in her long, light brown dress and flowery apron, she could have been one of those women who work at the historic places you go to on field trips—you know, they show you all about spinning wool or baking bread, but you can see that underneath their dresses they’re wearing sneakers and sweatpants.

“Welcome,” Betsy called down from the porch, “to the year 1890.”

And that’s when it hit me. Those women who work at the historic field trip places? Betsy wasn’t one of them. These weren’t costumes she and Ron were wearing. Their clothes were for real. And in about five minutes, all of this would be real for me too.

My mom and I had the biggest fight of my life when she told me we’d be going to frontier family history camp—this place in the middle of nowhere, where you live with your family in a one-room cabin, you work all the time doing housework and farm stuff, girls have to wear dresses, there’s nothing for kids to do, and anything you’d want to bring is not allowed—no iPods, no phones, no computers, no sports, no friends, no games. We’d be pretending to live in the time before even Monopoly was invented, not that I like that game.

At the end of the argument, which I guess it’s pretty obvious I lost, I stood at the top of the stairs, looked down at my mom over the banister, and shouted, “It’s not fair. You can’t make me go!”

My mom shouted right back, “Genevieve, you will thank me later.”

Have you ever noticed that when people say you will thank them later, you never do?

In the van, Ron had explained that we were the last of the four families to arrive—the others had come in the day before. We’d get our camp clothes, and then meet everyone at a picnic before going to our cabin. “Come,” Ron said to my brother, Gavin, and my dad now. “I’ll show you the barn while the ladies here get all feminized.”

My dad turned off his BlackBerry for the first time all day. I don’t think he had any idea what we were getting into—I doubt he’d even read the camp brochure. You see, my dad generally likes it that my mom makes all the dinners and most of the decisions, and he can go to work, come home, and then just roll around on the floor with Gavin or come stand on the sidelines at my soccer games. He always says “Ask your mother” when we’re bugging him to bend some of her rules—like, whole-wheat bagels instead of regular, soup before candy on Halloween, no cell phones until college. But I know—I can just tell—that if my dad were our only parent, life would be much less complicated. For example, I’m pretty sure that if my dad had planned this vacation, we’d be back at Club Med, where we went last year and had hands down the best time ever because when you get bored, the counselors will take you windsurfing and you can eat anything you want.

As my dad and Gavin trotted off with Ron, my mom almost broke into a run going over to meet Betsy on the porch. The fringes on Mom’s suede cowgirl jacket brushed against her jeans and her long hair swung in the same happy beat. This vacation—frontier history family camp—is my mom’s dream.

Or one of them. She has a lot of dreams—to be a marathon runner, to build her own furniture, to visit the Galapagos Islands, to have children who perform in school plays (ugh). She was a Little House on the Prairie addict as a kid, and you could tell from the way she was walking, the way she was holding out her hand, the way she was smiling, that she couldn’t wait for our family’s very own Little House adventure to begin.

When my mom finished shaking hands with Betsy, Betsy turned to me. “You must be Genevieve,” she said, and my mom gave a little gush of appreciation that Betsy had learned my name in advance. “You’re about the same age as my daughter, Nora. I’m sure you two will get acquainted as soon as she’s back from the milking,” Betsy said.

“The milking?” I repeated, on the outside chance that if Betsy heard how absurd she sounded she’d take it back. My best friends, Kristin and Ashley? They would be choking with laughter about now.

But Kristin and Ashley weren’t here. They were in school for three more weeks of eighth grade, and then they’d start the routine of mornings at soccer camp and afternoons at the rec-center pool that has defined our last few summers. I should have been with them.

Betsy held open the door and motioned for us to enter the house. “We’ll get you dressed,” she said, “then you’ll get to meet everybody at the picnic.” Her smile was contagious, like a yawn. My mom smiled back, and even I caught myself mimicking Betsy’s grin—I could tell because my jaw hurt.

But after we entered the house, I felt my smile fade. For a second, I could only stand there and stare, forgetting that I was being rude.

I’ve always thought of our own house as ordinary. Gavin and I each have a bedroom; there is a room called the living room that no one goes in; there is a family room where we spend most of our time; there’s also the basement, where we watch TV; in all of these rooms there are regular-size windows. That let in light, which is the whole point of windows, right?

But Betsy’s house? It was tiny. Downstairs, it basically consisted of one room—the kitchen. And the windows were so few and so small, it was dark inside though it was the middle of the day.

At least it was warm, I thought, and then I noticed how great it smelled—like a bakery. It smelled even better than the Cinnabon at the mall. We hadn’t eaten anything since our Au Bon Pain muffins on the plane, and now it was well past lunch. I was starving. “Whatever you’re cooking smells awesome,” I hinted.

My mom turned to me and smiled her isn’t-this-fun? smile. I think she was excited that I had made a positive comment, so I quickly flashed back my don’t-kid-yourself frown.

“I’m baking pies for the picnic,” Betsy explained. “Strawberry-rhubarb and dried apple.” She took a big whiff. “It does smell wonderful, doesn’t it?” Again: big smile. “Oh, Genevieve, I just know you are about to have the experience of a lifetime,” she said. “Don’t you feel it? You should thank your mom right now.”

“Yeah, right,” I mumbled. I slung my knapsack over my shoulder and followed Betsy up the stairs.

What I wanted to tell her was that instead of feeling grateful, I felt a little bit sick. That all during the bumpy van ride, I’d been trying really, really hard not to cry.

I had cried the night before, when I was packing. After putting all my summer stuff away—the tank tops and T-shirts there was no point in bringing, the ribbons Ashley and I had been talking about braiding into our hair, my Eugenia V. Crebs Middle School Soccer sweatshirt, signed in indelible marker by every single girl on the team at the end-of-the-season pizza party—I burst into the kitchen in tears and told my mom that as much as I’d hated the idea of Camp Frontier from the outset, I’d only now felt the full depths of the horror. I told her that I flat out wasn’t going to go, that I would live with Grandma in Florida and eat peanut butter and jelly sandwiches and go to the science museum every day if I had to.

It was then that my mom let me open the present she’d planned to save until we returned. And once I opened it I was like, “Wow.”

Because inside the organically composted Native American wrapping paper (my mom is totally into all that stuff) was my very own cell phone, something that she has forbidden since I started asking for one around age ten. I started to gush, but before I could even open the box she took it out of my hands. She laid it on the kitchen counter and said, “If you cooperate, this”—she paused as if to swallow her personal distaste for technology—“this thing will be waiting for you when we get back. It’s linked up to our service plan. It’s ready and waiting to go. But if you don’t cooperate, I’m selling it on eDay.”

“You mean eBay,” I grumbled, but she wasn’t listening. Because as usual, my mom would get what she wanted. She was right. I wanted that phone more than I wanted to cancel our plans. Ashley and Kristin are always calling and texting each other, and I wanted to be able to do that too. I wanted it in the way I’d wanted a bike when I was five, or to be friends with Ashley when we were eight and her family had just moved to town.

But did I want it this badly? As I trudged up the stairs after Betsy, I wasn’t so sure.
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First of all, young lady, we’ll do you,” Betsy said. I was standing in her bedroom, taking in the tiny room’s sloped ceiling, dormer window, a dresser with big round knobs, and a four-poster bed that was high off the ground and covered with a quilt. A twin bed was pushed off to one side. Did their daughter sleep in their room? With them?

Betsy put her hands on her hips, looking at me up and down. “So tall,” she said. “Lucky.”

I didn’t say anything because I guessed Betsy didn’t know what it was like to be taller than all the boys in your grade, to be known as the girl who hung Robby Brainerd upside down by his ankles after she found him throwing frogs against the playground slide. To be the girl who always plays fullback on the soccer team, the one who has never been asked out by a boy.

Betsy gestured to the big bed, where she’d laid out some clothes. There was something dark brown, something blue with flowers, and other things that were all white and fluffy. Betsy ran her palm underneath the leg of what looked like pants—only they were white, with ruffles at the bottom and a pink ribbon at the waist. “I have a girl come out from town to run these up for me,” she said. “We used the measurements you all sent in and I think they ought to fit you pretty well. Have you ever worn clothes that were made just for you instead of fabricated in China and sold in mass quantity at the G-A-P?” Her big blue eyes were sparkling, like it was Christmas morning, and she was Santa. And yes, she spelled “Gap” like it was a dirty word.

My mom rubbed the fabric between her fingers. She took in a deep and reverent breath, as if she were meeting someone holy. “They’re just lovely,” she said. “And so simple.”

Now, I know from simple. I am the kind of person who wears jeans every single day in the winter, and shorts with good pockets every day in the summer. My mom always wants me to keep my hair long, and I do, but I brush it in the morning, put it in a ponytail, and don’t think about it again all day. These clothes—there was nothing simple about them.

And speaking of hair, just then Betsy looked into my face—she actually leaned in so she could see all the way under the bill of my baseball cap. “Darling,” she said, “shall I put your lovely long hair into braids?”

“Umm …,” I said, thinking, “Cell phone, cell phone.” Before I knew it, she had whisked off the cap and begun brushing and pulling and tugging and otherwise making my scalp burn, wrestling my hair into two braids. My friend Ashley wears braids sometimes. It’s part of her prep look—you know, a short plaid skirt, kneesocks, oxfords, glasses? It’s cute. When I wear braids, it doesn’t look cute. It looks like I have a fat face.

“There,” Betsy said, smiling—she was like the Cheshire cat, this woman—and turning me so I could face my mom.

“So sweet!” my mom gushed. I turned away. It was hard to see her this happy when I was feeling like a trussed turkey.

Next, Betsy had me out of my jean shorts, my Chucks, and the Yosemite T-shirt I’d bought at Urban Outfitters, and into more clothes than I would normally wear in a week. There was a tank-top thing she called a bib; a petticoat, which is a kind of skirt you wear underneath your other skirt; pantaloons, which are pants you wear instead of underwear—they are open in the back so you can go to the bathroom without pulling them down; and wool stockings, which are actually very long socks that button onto straps hanging down from your bib. Over everything, you wear a long wool dress that weighs as much as ten algebra textbooks. Betsy lovingly pointed out the double stitching on the seams, the rickrack bib work, the puffs at the sleeves. “This was the fashion in 1890,” she said. “A girl your age would already be considered a young lady, so I was careful to pick styles for you that are more sophisticated than what the little girls are wearing.”

“Sophisticated,” I repeated as I strapped on
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