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My name is A.J., and I know what you’re thinking. You’re thinking about cars with toilets. I know because that’s what I’m thinking about.

Why don’t they put toilets in cars? If they put a toilet in every car, you wouldn’t have to drive around searching for a bathroom every time you need to go.

That’s a genius idea! No wonder I’m in the gifted and talented program.

My point is, it was Friday, and it was the last day of school. Or as I call it, THE GREATEST DAY IN THE HISTORY OF THE WORLD! I couldn’t stop smiling as I cleaned out my desk and got ready for the dismissal bell.

Brrrrrrrrriiiiiinnnnnnggggg!

“YAY!” That’s also “YAY” backward. My friends Ryan and Michael and I started singing that old song “School’s . . . out . . . for . . . summer!” YouTube it.

But as soon as I got home, my parents dropped the hammer on me.

“We have great news, A.J.,” they said.

Uh-oh. Any time your parents say they have great news, you know something horrible is about to happen. That’s the first rule of grown-ups.

“You’re having a baby?” I asked.

My parents laughed even though I didn’t say anything funny.
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“No,” said my dad. “This summer, we’re sending you to sleepaway camp.”

What?! Noooooooooooo!

Back in ancient times when dinosaurs roamed the earth, both of my parents went to sleepaway camp. They’re always talking about how much they loved going to camp during the summer.

Mom: Remember making s’mores around the campfire, honey?

Dad: And hiking in the woods!

Mom: And swimming! And playing sports!

Dad: The great outdoors!

Mom: And making friendships that last a lifetime!

Dad: And learning survival skills. Such great memories!

Mom: And these days they probably have pickleball!

“Summer camp was where we first met and fell in love,” said my dad. “Remember, dear?”

“Of course I do!”

Then they started smooching and getting all lovey-dovey. Gross. Smooching should be illegal.

“I don’t want to go to sleepaway camp,” I insisted.

“Well,” my dad said, “what do you want to do over summer vacation?”

“I want to play video games and watch TV,” I replied.

“You do that every day, A.J.,” said my mom. “You spend way too much time staring at screens as it is. You need to be outside, in the fresh air.”

“We could bring the TV outside,” I said hopefully.

“No!” shouted both my parents.

“How about sending me to Antarctica for the summer?” I asked. “I’ll go live with the penguins. That would be outside.”

“We’re not sending you to Antarctica,” my dad said firmly.

“It’s just a week, sweetie,” said my mom. “You’ll have fun!”

“A week is seven days!” I protested.* “I want to stay home and be with my friends.”

“We already talked with your friends’ parents,” my mom told me. “Michael is going to sleepaway camp. So is Ryan. Neil will be there too. All your friends will be there.”

I didn’t care who’s gonna be there. This was sure to be the worst summer in the history of summers.
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On Sunday, we drove a million hundred miles until there weren’t any houses or stores on the side of the road anymore. This dumb sleepaway camp was in the middle of nowhere.

Or maybe it was in the edge of nowhere. How can nowhere have a middle? My point is, there was nothing around. If a spaceship landed in the road and some aliens kidnapped us, nobody would know about it.

“I gotta pee,” I told my parents.

“Is it an emergency, A.J.?” asked my mom. “We’ll be at the camp any minute.”

Man, they should really put toilets in cars. Toilets should be like seatbelts.

Finally, we came to a sign at the side of the road—CAMP AHDOANWANNA. We had to drive a long way on a dusty dirt road through the woods until we reached the camp.

You know who really loves going to sleepaway camp? Mosquitoes! As soon as I got out of the car, I was attacked by a swarm of them. They were all over the place.

That was weird. Mosquitoes can go anywhere they want. Why do they all go to sleepaway camp?

A golf cart came zipping down the dirt road and stopped in front of us. Some old guy with a beard hopped out. His T-shirt said “Camp Ahdoanwanna” on it.

“Welcome!” he said, pumping my hand, “I’m Uncle Ahdoanwanna, the director of Camp Ahdoanwanna! Are you ready to have fun, fun, fun?”

“No, no, no,” I replied.

“Ha-ha-ha!” he laughed. “Kids always say that. But I promise you, six days from now, you’ll be crying your eyes out because you won’t want to go home.”

“I really doubt that,” I told him.

Uncle Ahdoanwanna checked his clipboard for my name. Then he showed me which bunk I should go to. It was right next to the big flagpole in the middle of all the bunks. I dragged my duffel bag out of the car while my parents talked to Uncle Ahdoanwanna about the weather and other stuff grown-ups care about.
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Some kids were hanging out on the front porch of the bunk. As I got closer, I saw Michael, Ryan, Neil, and a boy I didn’t know.

“I didn’t know you guys wanted to go to sleepaway camp,” I told my friends.

“I only came because my parents said you would be here,” Michael said to Ryan.

“I only came because my parents said you would be here,” Ryan said to Michael.

“I only came because my parents said you three would be here,” said Neil.

Oh, great. None of us wanted to go to sleepaway camp. Our parents tricked us into going by telling us the rest of us would be going.*

Mom and Dad came over to me to say goodbye.

“Well, this is it,” said my dad. “You’re going to have a great time, A.J. We’ll see you on Saturday.”

“You be a good boy,” said my mom, giving me a hug.

“No hugging in front of the guys!” I told her.

“We love you, A.J.,” said my dad.

Not the L word! Gross!

“I can’t believe it,” my mom said with tears in her eyes. “Look at you, such a big boy going to sleepaway camp. It seems like only yesterday that you were in diapers.”

Then they drove away.

“You were in diapers yesterday?” Ryan asked. The guys all laughed even though he didn’t say anything funny.

I dragged my duffel bag into the bunk. There were mosquitoes in there too. I could already feel the bites on my arms and legs.

Everything inside the bunk was made out of wood. It was like Abraham Lincoln’s house. The one kid I didn’t know followed me inside.

“Psssssssst!” he whispered. “C’mere.”

I went over to him. He was wearing a trench coat, like spies wear. What is his problem? Who wears a trench coat during the summer?

“You new?” he whispered.

“Yeah,” I told him.

“Well, I’ve been coming to this camp since I was six,” he whispered. “I know all the ins and outs. What’s your name?”

“A.J.,” I told him. “What’s yours?”

“Shhhhh!” he whispered, for no reason. “Everybody calls me . . . Candyman.”

“Why do they call you Candyman?” I asked Candyman.

He opened his trench coat. All kinds of candy were hanging from it. Kit Kats. Milk Duds. Sugar Babies. Twix. Snickers. Mars bars. It was like his trench coat was a candy store.

“You like candy?” he whispered. “I’m your man. I’ll set you up. I’ve got gummy bears, jawbreakers, Skittles, whatever you need. Just don’t tell anybody. It will be our little secret.”
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“Maybe later,” I replied.

That Candyman kid is weird. My parents always tell me not to take candy from strangers, and this kid was stranger than anybody.

I looked around. There were bunk beds in the bunk, of course. I guess that’s why they’re called bunk beds. If I picked a top bunk, I might roll over and fall out of bed in the middle of the night. And if I picked a bottom bunk, some kid in the top bunk might roll over, fall out of bed in the middle of the night, and land on top of me. I didn’t know which was worse.

It didn’t matter because, by the time I got there, there was only one empty bed left. I started to unpack my stuff. That’s when Ryan, Michael, and Neil came in from the porch. They were with some tall, skinny teenager.

“Gather around, Owls,” he told us.

“Owls?”

“Every bunk has a name,” the teenager said. “It’s a camp tradition. We’re the Owls.”

“Are you our counselor?” I asked him.

“No, Einstein,” he replied. “I’m Santa Claus.”

I think that’s called sarcasm. That’s when somebody says mean stuff to make you look dumb. Teenagers are sarcastic all the time. I hope I never become a teenager.

The counselor said we should call him Uncle Ray. All the guys who work at Camp Ahdoanwanna are called uncle even if they’re not your uncle. Nobody knows why. I guess it’s another camp tradition.
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“You boys are going to remember this summer for the rest of your lives,” said Uncle Ray. “You know why?”

“No, why?”

“Because it’s gonna be horrible!” Uncle Ray replied. “There are bugs everywhere. It’s hot, dirty, and smelly. You’ll probably get hurt. You’ll make enemies that will last a lifetime. If you’re lucky, you’ll get food poisoning so you can go home early.”

Camp sounded terrible.

“So why are you here?” Ryan asked Uncle Ray.

“I got bad grades in school,” he explained. “My parents are punishing me by forcing me to take care of you twerps.”

Uncle Ray was a real downer.

“Let’s go over the rules,” he said. “Rule number one—no candy in the bunk. It attracts bugs and mice and other non-human creatures.”

I shot a look at Candyman, and he winked at me.

“The bugs are already in here,” muttered Michael.

“Hey, I don’t make the rules,” said Uncle Ray. “Rule number two—lights out at nine o’clock sharp.”

What?! At home, I get to stay up late during the summer.

“Rule number three,” Uncle Ray said. “Every morning before
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