SPAZ
CHAPTER ONE

[image: image1.wmf]We drove under the carved signpost.  “Welcome to Camp UCan!  U Can do it!”  

See?  That’s the kind of optimism I’m talking about.  We were just getting here, and already they were promising success.  Because let’s face it, this summer wasn’t about whether or not I could do it.  I had to do it!  

I was so anxious to get started I jumped out of the car practically before my dad pulled into a space.  My foot caught on the door and I almost landed in the gravel, but I caught myself just in time.  Yikes, that would have been bad.  I definitely didn’t want to start off camp by embarrassing myself.  

According to the camp’s website, I was going to spend the next few weeks surrounded by the thick scent of pine trees and the beauty of a spring-fed lake, while having an opportunity to meet new friends and find out more about myself. 

I didn’t care about any of that.  

I sucked in the air and smelled something way better than some car-freshener tree smell.  It was the sweet scent of non-failure.  Camp UCan was going to solve all my problems.  

Dad grabbed my rolling duffle from the trunk, and mom grabbed my sleeping bag.  I got my pillow and backpack.  Mom already had her sunglasses on to hide her teary eyes.  She got this way every year when we went to camp.  You’d think she’d be used to it by now, with all three of us away.  Maybe she was sad because she’d be stuck with just dad for the next few weeks.


But I couldn’t wipe the grin from my face.  By the time I started high school in September, I was going to be a whole new person.  Or at least not the same old person.   

Another camper walked past us, dragging her duffle toward the sign for registration.  She wore a red, white and blue soccer shirt with USA on the front and the name Corbett on the back.


I groaned.  Seriously?  Wasn’t there any place on the planet where I could escape?  


But I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised.  

After the Olympics last summer, that shirt had turned into an instant must-have for girls all across the country, right up there with skinny jeans and Uggs.  I guess that’s what happens when you become a household name overnight.


A household name that happens to be mine.

I’m Suzy Corbett, not to be confused with Sarah Corbett.  Which, believe me, nobody ever does.

My sister is a super-athlete.  Her picture is on a cereal box.  (My mother bought so much of it, if there’s a sudden food shortage, we could live off Sarah’s flakes for years.)  Sports Illustrated called her the new Face of Female Sports.  

The kids have a slightly different name for me.  They call me Spaz!  Spaz Corbett, as if that’s my name.  I’m not sure anyone at school even remembers my real name anymore.  

It’s not really my fault.  One kickball incident (that boy is going to be fine, by the way), and that thing with the principal’s car.  And who could forget the science lab episode?  Nobody at school, that’s for sure.     

But things hadn’t gone really wrong until that One Bad Day.  The day that made my other mishaps seem tame.  The kind of day that people talk about when you’re so old that the only good thing is that you can’t remember that day.      

But all that was in the past.  Camp UCan was my future.  It was going to change everything.

We finished unloading the car and started following the arrows toward registration.    


“Look, there’s the volleyball court,” I said as we passed a sand pit.  Maybe I could play volleyball when I got to the high school.  Although the net looked higher than I expected, and to be honest, I had my doubts about any sport that could be played in a bathing suit.  But I was keeping an open mind.       


“And you can see the lake through the trees,” my mom pointed out.  “I read they have boating and water skiing.  That’ll be fun.”

“Hmmm.  Yeah.”  But bobbing along in the water wasn’t going to help me.  “There’s the basketball court.”   

My mother and father looked at each other.   

“One little mistake,” I groaned.  “That was the only time all year that I made a basket for the other team.” 


“Sure,” Mom said.


“Absolutely,” Dad chimed in.  “I’m sure nobody even noticed.”


Right.  It was practically the only thing the whole school talked about for weeks.  I almost got stuck with the nickname Wrongway Suzy.  Who could have guessed it would have been an improvement?        


“It doesn’t matter.  Basketball isn’t going to be my sport.  I’m not tall enough.  But I’ll find something.”


“Of course you will,” Mom agreed, with that tone in her voice.  “But don’t forget there’s more to life than sports.”


When you’re a Corbett?  I don’t think so.  Chickatawbutt High has an entire trophy case dedicated to my sister.  My brother Steven already plays three varsity sports even though he’s only a sophomore.  There’s even a picture of my mother with really bad hair back from when she played tennis, in the Hall of Champions.  

The only way to redeem myself was to be a Chick Jock.  That’s what they call the girl athletes at Chickatawbutt High.  For as long as I could remember, I’d watched Sarah play with them.  Chick Jocks stuck together through victories and defeat, even injury.  A girl on Sarah’s team tore her ACL once and they didn’t even make fun of the way she’d slid in the mud.  She’d sat with the team for the rest of the year.  That’s when I knew that someday I’d be one of them.  Once I made a team – any team – everyone would forget all about that silly old nickname.

Camp UCan was my last chance.     

“I still think you should have gone to that science camp with your friend Megan.  That looked interesting,” my dad said.

“And build robots out of straw?  No thanks.”  Jeesh, he might as well suggest Chess Club and Spanish Club for high school activities.  Didn’t I have enough problems?  And that didn’t even include the fact that I couldn’t play chess or speak Spanish.  “Camp UCan is going to be amazing.  The website lists all their sports.  They have everything, not just the lame gym class types.  And they have the best coaches, from schools all over the area.  This place has everything I need to find my sport.”

I don’t like to brag – and honestly I don’t usually get the chance – but I’d come up with the perfect plan.  This summer I was going to find something I was good at.  How hard could it be?  I come from a family of super-jocks.  I must have some athletic ability.  I just hadn’t found it yet.  

Mom frowned, her forehead scrunching like it did a lot when she looked at me.  Her forehead never scrunched at Sarah.  “We just hope you have fun.  And remember, you’re fine exactly the way you are.”

Ha!  Tell that to the kids at Chickatawbutt High.  

I know my parents meant what they were saying, but they had to believe in me.  It was rule #1 in the parent guide book.  But they didn’t understand.  Even after the basketball incident, all they’d said was, “I know you got confused, honey, but you were flying down that court.  Nobody had a prayer of catching you.”

Parental blindness.  It’s a wonderful thing.

“Don’t worry.  I am going to have fun,” I promised.  And I meant it.  What could be more fun than finding my talent, losing the world’s worst nickname, and being my own person, not just Sarah Corbett’s freakishly awkward little sister?  I couldn’t wait!           


We followed the signs to check-in and I saw swarms of kids standing in lines with their parents.  Cabins in the background looked like they were made with those kids’ blocks that snap together.  Or built by Abe Lincoln.  But I was pretty sure Honest Abe wasn’t listed as one of the founders of Camp UCan.


In the distance I could see tennis courts and a softball field, and the lake with boats lined up on the dock.  According to the website there was even a paintball range and extreme sports.  But maybe I’d hold off on those for a while.  Just to be safe.       


I squinted as I tried to see everything at once.  That’s when I realized I’d been in such a hurry that I’d forgotten my sunglasses in the car.  “I’ll be right back.  I forgot something,” I told my parents and ran back to get them.


This place was going to perfect, I thought as I cut through the rows of parked cars.  Nobody knew who I was here.  Nobody would know about the nickname that had stuck like super glue.  Or about my sister.  It was a fresh start.  After I found my sport, Spaz would be gone forever and I would look back at the torture of being me last year and laugh.  Ha.  Ha.  


I saw our car in the next row and cut through the spaces.  I yanked on the back door handle, but it didn’t budge.  My dad had put up the windows too, except for a few inches at the top.  What was up with all the security?  Was he worried about gangs of camper thieves roaming the parking lot?  Good thing I’d remembered to grab the keys.  I didn’t want to waste any more time going back for them.


The unlock button on his key ring had been dead for months, so I went right to the driver’s door.  The key fit in the slot, but it didn’t turn.  No matter how many times I tried.  I went around to the passenger door, but still no luck.  “Come on,” I groaned and kicked the tire.  


I could leave the glasses, but I’d only brought one spare pair and sunglasses had a way of getting destroyed around me.  I looked at the space at the top of the windows.  Could I get my arm in there to hit the door open switch?  I looked through the window at the unlock button on the other door and judged my arm length.  I could make it.


My arm slid in, no problem.  I leaned closer and wedged it toward the button.  My fingers brushed the top edge, but just missed reaching.  I stretched.  Reached.  I could just…  Nope.    


I groaned.  It was no use.  I couldn’t reach it.  I was going to have to give up.  I didn’t need the sunglasses anyway.  I was going to be so busy being great at something that I wouldn’t have time to worry about the sun in my eyes.


There was just one small problem.  My arm had wedged itself so far into the car that I couldn’t exactly get it out.  The glass was digging into my arm.  I think all my wriggling had caused it to swell.  My fingers were starting to go numb.  I yanked.  “Ow.”


“Is everything all right there?” I heard behind me.


Does everything look all right?  “Fine,” I answered.  “No problems.  I’ve got everything under control.”


“Want some help?”


What I wanted was to have nobody see me like this.  That’s all I needed – to start camp like I ended middle school, with everyone laughing behind my back and using me as an insult punching bag.


I quickly tried to calculate how long it would take for my parents to come looking for me, and the chances of anyone else catching me like this, and the story spreading through camp.  I decided I’d better handle this now.   


“Um, sure, I guess I could use a hand.”


He cut through the space between the cars and came up beside me.  It was a boy.  A cute one, of course.  They were the worst. His brown hair sprang up in little curls all over his head, and his eyes were the same color as the lake glistening at the edge of camp.  They were surrounded by super long lashes.  I hate that, when boys get the good lashes.  Sometimes life isn’t fair, like when girls with regular-length lashes get their arms caught in car windows for no good reason.


I waited for the teasing to start, or the snicker that told me he was coming up with some really good insults, but he just walked around the car, looking for a solution as I tried not to squirm.


“Wow, it’s really in there.  Want me to go get the keys?”

“No,” I yelped, suddenly not wanting him to leave me alone.  “I’ve got the keys.  They don’t work.”


“Can I give them a try?”


“Sure.  Whatever.  They’re in my pocket.”  


Before I could try to twist my body into an even more awkward position to try to reach them, he reached over and snagged them from my shorts by the key chain sticking out.  His hand brushed my hip as he grabbed them.  I froze.  It’s not like he tried anything weird, but my face burned.  Embarrassment rushed over me like the time I had to give an oral report in English and realized half way through that my zipper was down.

He seemed to notice the awkwardness at the same time.  “Oh sorry, I shouldn’t have…  I should have…”

He seemed more embarrassed than I did.  “Don’t worry about it.  Just hurry.  Please.”  I could hear voices behind us in the parking lot.

He tried the locks, both of them, but didn’t have any better luck than I did.  That was one good thing.  At least I wasn’t that big of a spaz.  Although maybe it wasn’t the best time to make that statement.


He walked back and carefully handed me the keys in my free hand.  “How about if I try to wedge the window down?”


“Sure.  Anything.”  The voices were getting closer.


He came to stand next to me.  Now that he was at my side I couldn’t help notice that he was ripped, like you’d expect in a super sports camp.  He was solid-strong, not beefy-strong or runner-skinny strong.  That was my favorite body type, I realized.  Not that I had much personal experience picking body types.  Besides, right now I didn’t care how he looked as long as he was strong enough to get this window down.


He moved closer, practically spooning me because of the way my butt was sticking out.  He grabbed the top of the window and tried to ease it down, but it didn’t budge.  He wiggled the glass back and forth.  I pulled on my arm, but it was still stuck.  


“Are you sure you don’t want me to go see if Crystal has another set of keys?” he asked.  “She must have given you the wrong ones.”


“Crystal?  Huh?”


“What were you trying to get for her anyway?”


What was he talking about?  Had my helper boy lost it?  As I was trying to figure out if I had a psycho helping me, I saw it.  In the next row.  A few cars back.  A picture of Sarah, Steven, and me hanging from the rearview mirror.  On a car just like this one.  Except the windows were wide open.  

Which meant…


The kid gave the window one more yank and it finally budged.  Just enough to get my arm free.  

I would have said thank you, but the alarm on the car that suddenly went off was making it hard to talk.


His lips moved with a few interesting words.  “I can’t believe I did that,” he took the blame.  “I’ll go find Crystal.  She must have given you the wrong keys.  Are you okay?”


I nodded stupidly.


He jogged off before I could even thank him.


I gave one last look at my car, and decided I really didn’t need those glasses after all.  It was time to get out of here.  

I had a sport to find.     
