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				What people are saying about the 
How to Ruin … books by Simone Elkeles

				“Fresh, fun and fabulous! Guaranteed NOT 
to ruin your summer vacation!”—Mari Mancusi, author of Boys that Bite 

				“I highly recommend How to Ruin a Summer Vacation.
It reads easily, as if watching a good coming-of-age movie.” —JVibe magazine

				“A fun read that also digs deeper into complex emotions.” — Kliatt

				“Amy’s thoughtfulness and depth raise this book above 
most of the chick-lit genre.” —VOYA

				“… the choice for teens who seek realistic YA fiction …” —School Library Journal
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				To my mom,

				who taught me life is an adventure.

				You are definitely a warrior woman!
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				1

				A vacation without parents is like a chocolate 
brownie without the nuts—absolutely perfect!

				Hi, my name is Amy Nelson-Barak. My mom is a Nelson and my dad is a Barak and just in case you were wondering, I’m aware I have two last names. If you don’t know me, I’m a seventeen-year-old American teenager with red, white, and blue blood running through my veins. You’re probably wondering why right now I’m on a bus in Israel on my way to an Israeli military boot camp. 

				Yes, I did say I’m in Israel. No need to rub your eyes and reread that. 

				And yes, I did say boot camp.

				And before you think it’s a boot camp for teens with behavioral disorders, I volunteered for this summer program all on my own. (Although my parents often accuse me of being a total drama queen, I don’t think that counts as a true behavior disorder.) My friends signed up, too. Normally I wouldn’t go anywhere near a program with the word “military” in it, especially during the summer between my junior and senior years of high school, but when I realized what military base the boot camp is held at, I jumped to sign up—as a volunteer trainee.

				You see, my boyfriend Avi is Israeli. He’s in the IDF—Israeli Defense Force—and since I live in the good ol’ US of A (Chicago, to be exact), I haven’t seen him since he visited me over five months ago. He’s a commando, he’s nineteen years old, and is just about the hottest, most gorgeous gift God has ever put on this planet. And he’s all mine. Well, to be technical, the Israeli military owns his body until he turns twenty-one, but I own his heart. And he owns mine.

				So I got this letter from Avi a few months back. He told me that after parachute training he’s going to be at Base Nesher. He said if I was visiting Israel this summer, unfortunately he didn’t think he could get any time off. 

				Then, when my best friend Jessica, along with this girl Miranda and my best guy friend Nathan (who I kissed once … okay, three times … but we’re just friends), told me they were signing up for a program in Israel that included ten days in basic training boot camp, I laughed at them. I mean, what kind of idiot would go to a military boot camp on purpose? 

				But guess what? It’s at Base Nesher—the same base Avi is at! When I figured that out, I begged my father to sign me up. I haven’t told Avi that I’m coming—it’s a surprise. I can’t wait to see his reaction when he sees me. He’s going to be as excited as I am! 

				I’m so thankful this bus is air conditioned and we have big, cushioned seats for the three-hour ride. We’re on the bus with forty other American teens (half are girls, half are guys). The trip is called Sababa, which translates to “cool, awesome, a great way of life” or something like that. The tour starts out with the boot camp, then the rest of the summer is spent exploring and touring the country.

				The director of the Sababa program gave me special permission to sign up for the boot camp portion of the trip only, because after boot camp I’ll be staying at my aunt and uncle’s house on their moshav (kinda like a community farm) in the Golan Heights. So I’ll be with family while Miranda, Nathan, and Jessica spend the rest of the summer on the Sababa tour. 

				“Amy, I think Miranda is gonna puke,” Nathan tells me. He’s sitting next to Miranda, who has had anxiety about the boot camp part of the vacation. She’s been stressing about it since we took the plane from Chicago to Tel Aviv (with a ridiculously long layover in New York). Miranda’s a tad bit, uh, I don’t know how to say this in a politically correct way … let’s just say she’s in the upper sixtieth percentile on the weight chart hanging in the nurse’s office at our high school. (Probably closer to the seventy-fifth, but who’s counting.) She’s afraid they’re going to ration her food at boot camp and make her run until her extra, overflowing muffin-top disappears. 

				I lean over my best friend Jessica, who’s blocking my view of Miranda. “Miranda, it’s not going to be like Camp Meltaway. I promise.” 

				Miranda’s parents sent her to a fat farm between seventh and eighth grade and she’s never gotten over it. The girl cannot survive on granola for snack food. Believe it or not, during her second week at Camp Meltaway, meek and timid Miranda got caught trying to hitchhike into town in search of fast food. 

				Miranda smiles a little at the sight of a candy bar I pulled from my backpack. Seriously, one day I’ll teach her that moderation is “the key” to weight loss. She can have a candy bar every day … just not three of them in one sitting. 

				Now for me, personally, if I could only get “the key” to smaller boobs (without surgery, since I’m not a fan of getting my little pinky parts cut off and reattached, thank you very much), I’d be the first in line. Yes siree, we all have our little personal issues, things we’d like to change or need to change about ourselves.

				“I brought extra Kit Kats,” I say, holding up the candy bar. Okay, so the label says Kif-Kaf in Hebrew, but it’s the same thing.

				Jessica slaps my hand down. “Don’t show her that.”

				“Why not?”

				“Because she wants to lose weight, Amy. Don’t sabotage her.”

				I roll my eyes. Sometimes my best friend has to be enlightened. “Jess, you heard Nathan. Miranda is so scared she’s about to puke. I’m just trying to comfort her.”

				“So comfort her with words and friendship, not candy bars,” Jess whispers. “That stuff is poison.”

				Is she kidding me? Chocolate is my favorite comfort food. Well, it’s actually #2 because everybody knows sushi is at the top of my list. Not all sushi, just spicy tuna rolls with little pieces of tempura crunch inside. Nothing, not even chocolate, beats that.

				I rummage through my backpack. “Have you seen these ?” I say, creating suspense as I slowly pull out a Kif-Kaf bar wrapped in a white package instead of the usual red one. “It’s a Kit Kat bar in white chocolate, Jess. They were almost sold out at the store, but I found this one lonely package mixed in with the regular ones. I know you love white chocolate as much as I do.” I wave it in front of her nose. “Smell the white chocolate … crave the white chocolate.”

				“I can’t smell anything. It’s still in the wrapper.”

				“I’m saving it for a special occasion.”

				Before I can stick my rare white chocolate find back in the special zippered compartment in my backpack, Nathan reaches across the bus aisle and snatches the Kif-Kaf out of my hand. “Cool, white chocolate Kit Kat. I’ve always wanted to try one of those. Thanks!”

				“Give that back!” I yell. 

				Nathan, who is a total and complete dufus 90 percent of the time, rips the package open and takes a huge bite from the top. He doesn’t even snap off one of the four sticks like any normal, decent person would do. No, he bites a quarter off the top, so now all the bars have a chunk out of them. “Damn, that’s good.”

				My mouth is open wide in shock. “I can’t believe you just did that.”

				“What?”

				“First of all, I was just telling Jess I’m saving it for a special occasion. I only have one white chocolate, and you … you … you … ” I can’t even express how pissed I am at him. 

				Nathan shrugs, then holds out the rest of the uneaten bar. “Here, you want a bite?”

				Yuck! “You bit off the whole top. You’re supposed to snap off the sticks one at a time. Everyone knows that. Now the entire thing is tainted with your saliva germs.”

				“Come on, Amy. You’ve been exposed to my saliva germs before.” He makes a smooching noise, then grins. “So what’s the big deal?”

				I pretend to gag. “Don’t remind me.”

				You probably think I hate Nathan. I don’t. Next to Jessica, he’s my best friend and the most entertaining thing I have in my life, especially when Avi and I are apart. Nathan is like my very own live Elmo doll that walks, talks, and farts. Maybe that isn’t the greatest analogy, but you get the idea. 

				“I’ll have a bite,” Miranda sheepishly chimes in, leaning toward the half-eaten chocolate. 

				Nathan sticks his tongue out at me and moves the chocolate closer to Miranda. She takes a bite, then Nathan finishes it off by popping the rest in his mouth. Miranda can be my guest and swap germs with Nathan all she wants.

				“You owe me another Kif-Kaf,” I tell him. “A white chocolate one.”

				“Whatever,” he says, licking his fingers one by one, making those little sucking sounds on each one to annoy me. 

				“Keep doin’ that, big guy. You forget that my strong, military commando boyfriend will kick your butt once I tell him you mutilated my white Kit Kat without my permission.”

				Nathan stops licking his fingers. “Seriously, tell that guy to stay away from me. I think I still have bruise marks on my face in the shape of his fist.”

				“Avi only hit you because you attacked him first,” I remind him.

				“You told me to, Amy,” Nathan says defensively. “You know, during your stupid Operation Get-Avi-Back on the Northwestern campus.”

				Nathan’s right—but it was only to stall Avi so I could let him know I was devastated we broke up during his trip to Chicago. I was desperate to get back together. It wasn’t a stupid plan. It was brilliant, especially because it worked. “Well, that’s old news. Avi doesn’t even remember you.”

				Okay, so that’s not exactly true. Sometimes Avi will ask about Nathan when we talk on the phone. He knows Nathan and I kissed … he doesn’t know it was three times, though. To be completely honest, the first time was awful, the third time was fake (it was actually last month—to make his ex-girlfriend Bicky believe he was dating me so she’d stop dropping into his life), but the second time … 

				I don’t want to think about that second time. So Nathan knows how to kiss when he puts a little effort into it. It’s not a big deal. 

				It doesn’t matter, anyway. Avi is the only guy I ever want to kiss. He knows nearly everything about me (of course, he’s never heard me on the toilet because I run the water when I’m in the bathroom, and he has no clue I have a fear of spiders), and the guy still loves me. My dad warns me not to wait around for him, because he’s in Israel and we have a long-distance relationship. He also says we’re too young to say we’ll be together forever.

				As if my dad knows about love. My dad is single and has just started dating Marla, the woman who runs the coffee shop in the building next to our condo. I admit I set them up … one night I invited her over, and when my dad came home I had Nathan come up with an excuse to get me out of there so they could have some alone-time. The rest is history; at least, it will be when my dad decides to ask Marla to marry him. Then I won’t have to worry that he’ll be without a partner the rest of his life.

				The bus comes to a stop and I glance out the window. The security checkpoint, the gates, and the soldiers in green military uniforms clue me in that we’ve finally arrived at the base. Almost everywhere you go in Israel, you see someone in a military uniform and most have a rifle strapped to their backs. 

				I’ve only been to Israel once before (although this will be my first time on a military base) and I’m already desensitized to seeing military personnel everywhere I go, from the mall (they check your purse before you go inside to make sure you’re not carrying an illegal bomb or weapon) to tourist and religious sites. They even have a security guy stationed outside the grocery store. It’s totally different back home in Chicago. While the abundance of military presence in Israel isn’t what I’m used to, it makes me feel tremendously safe. 

				I’ll have to remember to pray for the day Israelis don’t have to worry about war or terrorism. I also have to pray they can make some sort of peace with their neighbors, because I’m a huge “let’s make love, not war” kind of person. 

				Speaking of love … I look out the window and crane my neck to see if I can spot Avi. No such luck. 

				Pulling out my makeup case, I tell Jess to hold up the mirror so I can brush on more blush and fix any smudged eyeliner. Then I hold up the mirror for Jess so she can do the same.

				“What are you girls doing?” Nathan asks, laughing.

				“Fixing ourselves.”

				“This isn’t a beauty pageant, you know. It’s the IDF.”

				“We know,” Jess says, dipping the lip gloss applicator in the tube and applying it to her lips. “But who says just because you’re in the army you have to look like crap?”

				“Seriously, Nathan. Don’t you know anything about girls?” 

				“Apparently not.” He turns to Miranda and puts his hands in a praying position. “Don’t be like them, okay?”

				“I like the way they look,” Miranda tells him. “If I was as pretty as them, I’d do the same.”

				He slaps his palm against his forehead. “I cannot believe what I’m hearing. Miranda, you’re fine as-is.” Great, Nathan, treat her as if she’s a defective as-is item sold on the clearance rack. 

				“Miranda, I need makeup to look good,” I tell her. “You’re naturally pretty.” 

				When the bus passes through the checkpoint, my heart starts racing. I wonder when we’ll have free time to explore the base so I can search for Avi.

				“Don’t volunteer for anything,” a guy in the seat behind us whispers through the space between the seats. “Pass it down.”

				I pass the message down. 

				“I heard if you volunteer, you’ll be stuck doing some crappy assignment,” Jess says.

				Note taken. I will not volunteer. I have a major aversion to crappy assignments.
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				2

				Why couldn’t God have given humans doggie sweat glands, so we could gracefully pant our sweat away?

				Our military leaders, or ha’mefa’ked in Hebrew (if you say it fast it sounds like I’m a [insert cuss word] ), are named Ronit and Susu. They’re both Israeli, both in the military, and their crappy assignment is being in charge of us during boot camp. Susu is in charge of the twenty guys and Ronit is in charge of the twenty girls. 

				Ronit stands next to the bus driver with her clipboard in hand. “Girls, please find your suitcases and follow me to the bittan. Boys, follow Susu.”

				We gather our backpacks and file off the bus. 

				“If they’re gonna separate the guys from the girls, can we at least have co-ed showers?” Nathan mumbles.

				“You’re a pig,” I tell him.

				“Shh, don’t say the word ‘pig’ so loud, Amy,” Nathan whispers in my ear. “Pigs aren’t kosher, you know.”

				“Whatever, Nathan. It’s not like I’m gonna eat it. I just said it.”

				Some of the stronger American guys from our trip are unloading our luggage. I would be searching for my luggage, but I’m too consumed with Avi-scanning and fanning my face with my hand because it’s so hot outside.

				You’d think God’s holy land wouldn’t be as hot as hell, but it is.

				“Find your luggage fast, ladies!” Ronit’s voice booms from behind us. “And follow me!”

				“Does she have to be so cheery all the time?” Jess asks. “It’s irritating.”

				“Maybe she loves her job,” Miranda chimes in.

				I snort, on purpose. “Maybe she’s got a personality disorder.”

				I watch as Nathan joins the other guys following Susu. I have to give major credit to Nathan for always fitting in as “one of the guys.” He’s never an outcast or out of place, because everyone likes him. It’s a trait that totally annoys someone like me—I only feel comfortable with people who know me.

				I spot my hot pink luggage that I bought for my trip. One big rolling suitcase and one smaller one. My father wanted me to buy a dorky duffel or some boring luggage that had been “rated highly” (my dad’s words, not mine) by Consumer Reports, but I’d axed that suggestion because the only colors available were black and black with dark gray trim. I have one word to describe them: BOR-ING!

				I want my luggage to reflect my personality. And I’m anything but boring. I pull out the handles to my girlie suitcases and start wheeling them away from the others. 

				Ronit holds her hand high in the air and says, “Follow me, girls!” as she heads down the road. “Yala, zooz! Hurry!”

				Most of the girls in our group are lugging duffels (okay, I admit the brochure might have recommended them, but it’d be impossible to shove all my stuff in a duffel … and I’d never be able to carry it even if I could). How these girls can fit their necessities into one bag is beyond me. 

				Miranda, Jessica, and I are lagging behind. I mean, come on … who can hurry when it’s so damn hot outside? Jessica has two pink suitcases, just like me, but hers have huge rhinestone/diamond studs spelling out JESSICA across the side. Miranda only has one painfully boring black suitcase. The poor girl is sweating so much there are wet spots in the shape of half-moons under her boobs. 

				“I think I’m going to die,” Miranda says, yanking a portable fan out of her suitcase and hanging it around her neck. “Where are the barracks?”

				I would feel sorry for her, except my boobs have the same half-moon wet spots and I don’t have a portable fan.Yes, I did say I’m in Israel. No need to rub your eyes and reread that. 

				And yes, I did say boot camp.

				And before you think it’s a boot camp for teens with behavioral disorders, I volunteered for this summer program all on my own. (Although my parents often accuse me of being a total drama queen, I don’t think that counts as a true behavior disorder.) My friends signed up, too. Normally I wouldn’t go anywhere near a program with the word “military” in it, especially during the summer between my junior and senior years of high school, but when I realized what military base the boot camp is held at, I jumped to sign up—as a volunteer trainee.

				You see, my boyfriend Avi is Israeli. He’s in the IDF—Israeli Defense Force—and since I live in the good ol’ US of A (Chicago, to be exact), I haven’t seen him since he visited me over five months ago. He’s a commando, he’s nineteen years old, and is just about the hottest, most gorgeous gift God has ever put on this planet. And he’s all mine. Well, to be technical, the Israeli military owns his body until he turns twenty-one, but I own his heart. And he owns mine.

				So I got this letter from Avi a few months back. He told me that after parachute training he’s going to be at Base Nesher. He said if I was visiting Israel this summer, unfortunately he didn’t think he could get any time off. 

				Then, when my best friend Jessica, along with this girl Miranda and my best guy friend Nathan (who I kissed once … okay, three times … but we’re just friends), told me they were signing up for a program in Israel that included ten days in basic training boot camp, I laughed at them. I mean, what kind of idiot would go to a military boot camp on purpose? 

				But guess what? It’s at Base Nesher—the same base Avi is at! When I figured that out, I begged my father to sign me up. I haven’t told Avi that I’m coming—it’s a surprise. I can’t wait to see his reaction when he sees me. He’s going to be as excited as I am! 

				I’m so thankful this bus is air conditioned and we have big, cushioned seats for the three-hour ride. We’re on the bus with forty other American teens (half are girls, half are guys). The trip is called Sababa, which translates to “cool, awesome, a great way of life” or something like that. The tour starts out with the boot camp, then the rest of the summer is spent exploring and touring the country.

				The director of the Sababa program gave me special permission to sign up for the boot camp portion of the trip only, because after boot camp I’ll be staying at my aunt and uncle’s house on their moshav (kinda like a community farm) in the Golan Heights. So I’ll be with family while Miranda, Nathan, and Jessica spend the rest of the summer on the Sababa tour. 

				“Amy, I think Miranda is gonna puke,” Nathan tells me. He’s sitting next to Miranda, who has had anxiety about the boot camp part of the vacation. She’s been stressing about it since we took the plane from Chicago to Tel Aviv (with a ridiculously long layover in New York). Miranda’s a tad bit, uh, I don’t know how to say this in a politically correct way … let’s just say she’s in the upper sixtieth percentile on the weight chart hanging in the nurse’s office at our high school. (Probably closer to the seventy-fifth, but who’s counting.) She’s afraid they’re going to ration her food at boot camp and make her run until her extra, overflowing muffin-top disappears. 

				I lean over my best friend Jessica, who’s blocking my view of Miranda. “Miranda, it’s not going to be like Camp Meltaway. I promise.” 

				Miranda’s parents sent her to a fat farm between seventh and eighth grade and she’s never gotten over it. The girl cannot survive on granola for snack food. Believe it or not, during her second week at Camp Meltaway, meek and timid Miranda got caught trying to hitchhike into town in search of fast food. 

				Miranda smiles a little at the sight of a candy bar I pulled from my backpack. Seriously, one day I’ll teach her that moderation is “the key” to weight loss. She can have a candy bar every day … just not three of them in one sitting. 

				Now for me, personally, if I could only get “the key” to smaller boobs (without surgery, since I’m not a fan of getting my little pinky parts cut off and reattached, thank you very much), I’d be the first in line. Yes siree, we all have our little personal issues, things we’d like to change or need to change about ourselves.

				“I brought extra Kit Kats,” I say, holding up the candy bar. Okay, so the label says Kif-Kaf in Hebrew, but it’s the same thing.

				Jessica slaps my hand down. “Don’t show her that.”

				“Why not?”

				“Because she wants to lose weight, Amy. Don’t sabotage her.”

				I roll my eyes. Sometimes my best friend has to be enlightened. “Jess, you heard Nathan. Miranda is so scared she’s about to puke. I’m just trying to comfort her.”

				“So comfort her with words and friendship, not candy bars,” Jess whispers. “That stuff is poison.”

				Is she kidding me? Chocolate is my favorite comfort food. Well, it’s actually #2 because everybody knows sushi is at the top of my list. Not all sushi, just spicy tuna rolls with little pieces of tempura crunch inside. Nothing, not even chocolate, beats that.

				I rummage through my backpack. “Have you seen these ?” I say, creating suspense as I slowly pull out a Kif-Kaf bar wrapped in a white package instead of the usual red one. “It’s a Kit Kat bar in white chocolate, Jess. They were almost sold out at the store, but I found this one lonely package mixed in with the regular ones. I know you love white chocolate as much as I do.” I wave it in front of her nose. “Smell the white chocolate … crave the white chocolate.”

				“I can’t smell anything. It’s still in the wrapper.”

				“I’m saving it for a special occasion.”

				Before I can stick my rare white chocolate find back in the special zippered compartment in my backpack, Nathan reaches across the bus aisle and snatches the Kif-Kaf out of my hand. “Cool, white chocolate Kit Kat. I’ve always wanted to try one of those. Thanks!”

				“Give that back!” I yell. 

				Nathan, who is a total and complete dufus 90 percent of the time, rips the package open and takes a huge bite from the top. He doesn’t even snap off one of the four sticks like any normal, decent person would do. No, he bites a quarter off the top, so now all the bars have a chunk out of them. “Damn, that’s good.”

				My mouth is open wide in shock. “I can’t believe you just did that.”

				“What?”

				“First of all, I was just telling Jess I’m saving it for a special occasion. I only have one white chocolate, and you … you … you … ” I can’t even express how pissed I am at him. 

				Nathan shrugs, then holds out the rest of the uneaten bar. “Here, you want a bite?”

				Yuck! “You bit off the whole top. You’re supposed to snap off the sticks one at a time. Everyone knows that. Now the entire thing is tainted with your saliva germs.”

				“Come on, Amy. You’ve been exposed to my saliva germs before.” He makes a smooching noise, then grins. “So what’s the big deal?”

				I pretend to gag. “Don’t remind me.”

				You probably think I hate Nathan. I don’t. Next to Jessica, he’s my best friend and the most entertaining thing I have in my life, especially when Avi and I are apart. Nathan is like my very own live Elmo doll that walks, talks, and farts. Maybe that isn’t the greatest analogy, but you get the idea. 

				“I’ll have a bite,” Miranda sheepishly chimes in, leaning toward the half-eaten chocolate. 

				Nathan sticks his tongue out at me and moves the chocolate closer to Miranda. She takes a bite, then Nathan finishes it off by popping the rest in his mouth. Miranda can be my guest and swap germs with Nathan all she wants.

				“You owe me another Kif-Kaf,” I tell him. “A white chocolate one.”

				“Whatever,” he says, licking his fingers one by one, making those little sucking sounds on each one to annoy me. 

				“Keep doin’ that, big guy. You forget that my strong, military commando boyfriend will kick your butt once I tell him you mutilated my white Kit Kat without my permission.”

				Nathan stops licking his fingers. “Seriously, tell that guy to stay away from me. I think I still have bruise marks on my face in the shape of his fist.”

				“Avi only hit you because you attacked him first,” I remind him.

				“You told me to, Amy,” Nathan says defensively. “You know, during your stupid Operation Get-Avi-Back on the Northwestern campus.”

				Nathan’s right—but it was only to stall Avi so I could let him know I was devastated we broke up during his trip to Chicago. I was desperate to get back together. It wasn’t a stupid plan. It was brilliant, especially because it worked. “Well, that’s old news. Avi doesn’t even remember you.”

				Okay, so that’s not exactly true. Sometimes Avi will ask about Nathan when we talk on the phone. He knows Nathan and I kissed … he doesn’t know it was three times, though. To be completely honest, the first time was awful, the third time was fake (it was actually last month—to make his ex-girlfriend Bicky believe he was dating me so she’d stop dropping into his life), but the second time … 

				I don’t want to think about that second time. So Nathan knows how to kiss when he puts a little effort into it. It’s not a big deal. 

				It doesn’t matter, anyway. Avi is the only guy I ever want to kiss. He knows nearly everything about me (of course, he’s never heard me on the toilet because I run the water when I’m in the bathroom, and he has no clue I have a fear of spiders), and the guy still loves me. My dad warns me not to wait around for him, because he’s in Israel and we have a long-distance relationship. He also says we’re too young to say we’ll be together forever.

				As if my dad knows about love. My dad is single and has just started dating Marla, the woman who runs the coffee shop in the building next to our condo. I admit I set them up … one night I invited her over, and when my dad came home I had Nathan come up with an excuse to get me out of there so they could have some alone-time. The rest is history; at least, it will be when my dad decides to ask Marla to marry him. Then I won’t have to worry that he’ll be without a partner the rest of his life.

				The bus comes to a stop and I glance out the window. The security checkpoint, the gates, and the soldiers in green military uniforms clue me in that we’ve finally arrived at the base. Almost everywhere you go in Israel, you see someone in a military uniform and most have a rifle strapped to their backs. 

				I’ve only been to Israel once before (although this will be my first time on a military base) and I’m already desensitized to seeing military personnel everywhere I go, from the mall (they check your purse before you go inside to make sure you’re not carrying an illegal bomb or weapon) to tourist and religious sites. They even have a security guy stationed outside the grocery store. It’s totally different back home in Chicago. While the abundance of military presence in Israel isn’t what I’m used to, it makes me feel tremendously safe. 

				I’ll have to remember to pray for the day Israelis don’t have to worry about war or terrorism. I also have to pray they can make some sort of peace with their neighbors, because I’m a huge “let’s make love, not war” kind of person. 

				Speaking of love … I look out the window and crane my neck to see if I can spot Avi. No such luck. 

				Pulling out my makeup case, I tell Jess to hold up the mirror so I can brush on more blush and fix any smudged eyeliner. Then I hold up the mirror for Jess so she can do the same.

				“What are you girls doing?” Nathan asks, laughing.

				“Fixing ourselves.”

				“This isn’t a beauty pageant, you know. It’s the IDF.”

				“We know,” Jess says, dipping the lip gloss applicator in the tube and applying it to her lips. “But who says just because you’re in the army you have to look like crap?”

				“Seriously, Nathan. Don’t you know anything about girls?” 

				“Apparently not.” He turns to Miranda and puts his hands in a praying position. “Don’t be like them, okay?”

				“I like the way they look,” Miranda tells him. “If I was as pretty as them, I’d do the same.”

				He slaps his palm against his forehead. “I cannot believe what I’m hearing. Miranda, you’re fine as-is.” Great, Nathan, treat her as if she’s a defective as-is item sold on the clearance rack. 

				“Miranda, I need makeup to look good,” I tell her. “You’re naturally pretty.” 

				When the bus passes through the checkpoint, my heart starts racing. I wonder when we’ll have free time to explore the base so I can search for Avi.

				“Don’t volunteer for anything,” a guy in the seat behind us whispers through the space between the seats. “Pass it down.”

				I pass the message down. 

				“I heard if you volunteer, you’ll be stuck doing some crappy assignment,” Jess says.

				Note taken. I will not volunteer. I have a major aversion to crappy assignments.
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				Everything from your sunglasses to your suitcase should reflect your unique style and attitude.

				With my designer sunglasses protecting my eyes, my backpack on my back, and a suitcase rolling in each hand, I’m walking slowly down the road. We’re passing offices and off-white buildings made out of cement. I’m painfully aware of the many Israeli soldiers pointing to the three of us and snickering. 

				Yes, gawk at the American girls struggling with their luggage, I want to say, but don’t. We must look totally out of place with our Abercrombie outfits and pimped-out suitcases. Listen, I don’t blame them for laughing. I’m definitely out of my element. 

				I silently pray for Avi to come to my rescue and take my luggage to the barracks for me.

				Sweat rolls down my forehead. Where is my boyfriend? And how big is this army base anyway?

				“Come on, girls!” Ronit urges from far down the road. 

				Jess puts on a huge fake smile and waves to our leader. “We’re coming!” she says, mimicking Ronit’s cheery tone. Jess and I know she’s making fun of Ronit, but I doubt anyone else does. “Don’t they have a bellman?” She wipes her upper lip that’s beading with sweat. “They better have air-conditioned rooms. I just got my lip waxed and don’t have anything for the sweat to cling to.”

				“Ugh, TMI,” I tell her. 

				“It’s true, Amy. Do you have another portable fan with you, Miranda?”

				She shakes her head.

				I look left and right to see if I can catch a glimpse of my boyfriend. “Avi has got to be around here somewhere, right?” 

				Jess sighs. She misses Tarik, her boyfriend. He’s Palestinian, and although he’s not thrilled about her spending part of her summer on an Israeli military base, he understands her commitment to her religion because he feels the same about his. 

				Jessica is Jewish and Tarik is Muslim. You’d think they’d avoid each other like I avoid political debates, but ever since they met they’ve chosen to ignore the obvious obstacles in their relationship. So who am I to bring it up? I’m a huge fan of living in ignorant bliss.

				I’m wondering when this lugging-luggage torture will be over. My suitcases are kicking up dust from the gravel road. Now I’m not only sweaty, but dirty too. I pull harder. Visions of a hot shower with my papaya-scented bath gel and a nice relaxing nap on a featherbed dance in my brain. 

				Suddenly, I hear a snap and watch one of the wheels on my beautiful, designer, hot-pink suitcase roll away from me and bounce to the bottom of a ditch. I suck in a horrified breath.
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				It boggles my mind that there’s a direct correlation between lack of quality and bling. 
At least in the suitcase department.

				“Whoa, that sucks,” Jess says slowly.

				Miranda points to the offending wheel. “Amy, is that yours?”

				“Yep.” So now I have a broken piece of luggage and I’m still not at our barracks.

				I swallow my ego and start walking toward the stupid broken wheel. I eye it in the ditch where it stopped. I’m wearing a pink tank and white jean shorts, and I know if I slip as I go down I’m going to have dirt all over me. Oh, don’t go blaming me about wearing white shorts … climbing down into a ditch to retrieve a stupid wheel wasn’t exactly one of the warnings in the Sababa brochure.

				I take one step down. My foot slides a little, then stops. I probably should tell you now that I’m wearing these really cute pink mules that aren’t really made for traction—but they sure do match my tank perfectly. I’m not about to take out the gym shoes I bought for this trip, because they’re at the bottom of one of my suitcases.

				I take another step, and wobble because I’m walking on an angle.

				“Be careful,” Miranda warns.

				Before I take another step, a boy in uniform walks up to us. “Mah karah?” he asks. He’s got short hair and beautiful olive skin without a trace of acne. 

				“Angleet, b’vakashah,” I say. My dad taught me that phrase, which means “English, please.” 

				“You need help?” He has a big Israeli accent along with a big Israeli smile (he’s also got a big Israeli rifle slung on his back).

				“Desperately,” I admit, pointing to the wheel.

				He scrambles down the bank as if he does it every day of his life, and picks up the wheel. On his way back up, he grabs my elbow and helps me back to the gravel road. Then attempts to reattach the wheel. 

				“This suitcase is a piece of sheet,” he informs me. “It can’t be fixed.” He hands me the plastic wheel. I almost laugh at the word “sheet”—American profanity with an Israeli accent comes out really funny. But I’m sweaty and unhappy and cannot physically laugh right now. 

				I shove the wheel in the front pocket of my suitcase. “Well, thanks for trying.”

				“Yeah, thanks,” Miranda chimes in.

				The guy holds out his hand. “I’m Nimrod.”

				“No, really, what’s your name?” I ask.

				“Nimrod.”

				He did not just say Nimrod, did he? With the Israeli accent it sounds like Nim-road. 

				I put my sunglasses on top of my head, eyeing him suspiciously. “Nimrod ?”

				“Nimrod. I guess in America this is not a popular name, no?” 

				Jess is trying not to laugh. Miranda just looks confused. Some names in Israel do not translate to English well. Avi has friends named Doo-Doo, Moron, and O’dead. And my cousin’s name is pronounced O’snot. 

				“I’m Amy. And this is Jessica and Miranda,” I say, pointing to each of my friends.

				Nimrod heaves the entire suitcase up into his arms. “Your group is at the bittan on the other side of the hill. I’ll help you.”

				“Thanks,” I say, noting that my hot pink suitcase looks very out of place in Nimrod’s arms and I still have no clue what a bittan is. I roll my smaller suitcase behind him. As we pass other soldiers, they make comments in Hebrew to Nimrod, who laughs and shrugs as he leads us up the hill.

				The guy isn’t breaking a sweat in this heat, which is not normal. Looking around, I notice that none of the Israeli soldiers milling around are sweating. It makes me wonder if Israelis are born without sweat glands.

				“Where are you girls from?” Nimrod asks.

				“Chicago,” I say.

				“I’ve never been there, but there’s a guy in my unit whose girlfriend lives there.”

				Could Nimrod know Avi? That would be so cool and easy if the first guy I meet on the base knows where Avi is. “Is his name Avi Gefen? Because I know he’s stationed on this base for a few weeks this summer—”

				Nimrod stops and his eyes bug out. “You’re Gefen’s girlfriend?”

				I smile wide. I can’t help it. “Yep.”

				I think I notice the corners of his mouth twitch, but I’m not sure. “Does Gefen know you’re here?”

				“No,” I say sheepishly. “It’s kind of a surprise.”

				“Oh, he will definitely be surprised.” We all follow Nimrod to what I assume is the barracks (aka bittan). I spot them now. The barracks are off-white cement buildings (similar to every building on base), but they’re one story and have only two small windows on each side. 

				“Amy! Jessica! Miranda!”

				I wince at the sound of Ronit’s voice. The four of us reach our very annoyed leader. She’s standing next to a guy who resembles a Russian boxer I once saw in an old Rocky movie … or a WWE wrestler. He’s over six feet tall with blond hair and blue eyes. And his arms are crossed on his chest, making his huge muscles bunch up. Avi’s muscles are huge, but this guy must weightlift small cars to get his arms that bulky. 

				I point to the luggage in Nimrod’s hand. “Sorry we lagged behind. One of my suitcases broke.”

				Nimrod sets my luggage down and salutes to the big, blond wrestler.

				“Girls, this is Sergeant Ben-Shimon,” Ronit says, introducing us to the big dude. “He’ll be your unit commander.”

				“Oh, cool,” I say. “Can we just call you Sergeant Ben?”

				“No,” he says in a stern voice. “The rest of your unit is already having lunch.”

				Great, they all left without us. “Well, I guess if you point us in the direction of the mess hall or whatever you call the place where we eat, that’ll be great.”

				Ronit points to the open doorway. “Put your suitcases in the bittan, then follow me to the cheder ochel, where soldiers eat. There isn’t much time left before your next activity.” 

				The inside of the place we’ll be sleeping for the next three weeks isn’t pretty. Bunk beds are lined up in neat rows (just in case you were wondering, the bunks are made out of metal, not wood) and the mattresses don’t resemble anything like featherbeds. The place is not air conditioned, and the windows are open. Unfortunately, the door to the room is open to the outside, too, so a few bees are flying around. 

				Do the Sababa tour people know that sleeping with bees is so not sababa? 

				Jessica and I eye each other. We don’t even have to talk, because we’ve been best friends long enough to know what the other is thinking. 

				Miranda says, “This isn’t so bad.”

				Jessica and I don’t answer.

				We all set our suitcases inside the barracks, then follow Ronit.

				“Where are the bathrooms?” I ask. “I had an entire Diet Coke on the bus and I’ve got to pee.”

				“Me, too,” Jessica says.

				Miranda admits she’s been holding it for the past two hours, so Ronit leads us to a small structure. It’s bigger than a port-a-potty but smaller than the girls’ bathroom at Chicago Academy, where I go to school. 

				“Here. But you better hurry, girls.”

				We file inside the bathroom. The stench of pee/poo/bacterial disinfectant creeps up my nostrils immediately. 

				Jess takes her designer sunglasses off her nose slowly. “This place stinks so bad my eyes are starting to water.”

				I plug my nose. “Seriously, Mutt’s farts aren’t this bad.” (Mutt is my crazy dog, and yes, he is a mutt.)

				I hurry to pull back a curtain, which I assume is the equivalent to a bathroom stall back home. When I peek at what’s behind the curtain, I can’t believe my eyes.

				It’s a hole. In the ground.

				Okay, so that’s not entirely the right way to describe it.

				It’s a hole in the ground with two rubber non-skid mats in the shape of feet on either side of it … I guess for dumb people who have no clue where to place their feet.

				“I can’t pee in that,” I say, but saying the word ‘pee’ makes my urge to do it that much stronger.

				Jess whines. “Do you think I can hold it in for two weeks?”

				I look back at Ronit. “Do you have any bathrooms with toilets?”

				“This is a bathroom. And that’s a toilet.”

				“No, that’s a hole.”

				Ronit was previously cheery, but I think we’ve cracked her and now she’s bordering on annoyed. She steps forward. “This isn’t a hotel or spa, ladies. It’s the IDF. Now either pee or not, I don’t care. But you have three minutes to do your business and head to the cheder ochel to eat, or you’ll be finding yourselves assigned to bathroom cleaning duties.”

				With that, Ronit leaves the three of us alone.

				“I hate her,” Jess says.

				Miranda’s mouth starts to quiver. I’m not sure if it’s because she’s late for lunch or because she doesn’t know how to pee in a hole.

				“My bladder is about to burst,” I say, pushing past Jessica and closing the curtain shut. 

				“I’ll go in the one next to you,” Jess says.

				I notice the graffiti on the side wall. In pen, someone etched words in English. It says: Beware of the Loof! 

				What or who is the Loof? 

				I don’t have time to think about the Loof too hard. I put my feet on the rubber pads and pull down my shorts. But when I try and squat, they’re in the way. 

				“I can’t squat for this long,” Jess says. “My thigh muscles are starting to quiver.”

				“I think I just peed on my leg,” Miranda informs us. Eww!

				When I’m finally in position, I can’t relax because I’m listening to my two friends complain. “Shut up, guys. My pee is getting stage fright from listening to you both yapping.”

				“Thirty seconds!” Ronit yells from outside.

				Yeah, as if pressure is going to help me relax. 

				I hear Miranda wash her hands and head outside. Then I hear Jess washing her hands by the sink. “Hurry up, Amy,” she whispers loudly. “I don’t want to do doo-doo duty.”

				I look down at the hole, to see if I am aiming in the right spot. “Oh, shit!” I yell. “My sunglasses fell in the hole!” I forgot they were on top of my head! 

				“If you stick your hand down there to get them, I cannot be best friends with you anymore. Just leave them!” Jess calls out. “And hurry up!”

				“Those cost me $235.”

				“Now they’re worth nothing. Come on!”

				For a nanosecond I contemplate fishing them out of the crap (literally) below, but … I just can’t. I think if I did I’d require more therapy than I already need.

				Wiping myself (with brown toilet paper resembling brown paper towels they have in the art room at school—which I now know is very scratchy and irritating on sensitive body parts) and putting my undies and shorts back on, I pray that I see Avi soon. Because this army experience is not me, and while I knew that the experience would be challenging, I also knew that seeing Avi for even a little bit would be worth it. 

				Now if I could just find my boyfriend …
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