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Friday afternoon. The sky is a brilliant blue. It is cloudless, it is flawless. Recent rains have nourished the landscape back to life—a dense, lush inviting green carpet, worn thin here and there by the paths campers choose to tread.
No artist possibly could top nature’s color scheme today—it’s the perfect backdrop, setting the stage for another Boiberik Shabbes.
We, that is, the inhabitants of the modest cabin known simply as Bunk 3, stroll reluctantly across the auditorium field. We’re on our way to the ping pong room to pick up our cargo, our laundry; a few bulky sacks of camper-ware, neatly wrapped and taped up in plain brown paper.
One intrepid bunkmate hoists an oversized parcel atop of his head, African-style, and begins the trek back across the savannah. He doesn’t get far though, before demanding a second pair of hands. It’s too much, too heavy, too unwieldy.
I’m paired with Mitch Zipp—the Zipper—and though we do our best to coordinate our effort, we’re failing, dropping the bundle now and again and hoping—well, we’re sort of hoping—that it doesn’t rip open and spill our clothes onto the ground. But if it did, should that Machen Shabbes catastrophe happen to befall us, we have to wonder if our sister bunk would interrupt their volleyball game and run to our aid. Maybe, maybe even us scoop up our stuff and carry it all back to the bunk? Or ----would they even notice? We can only speculate.
Because what is the point of doing anything in the vicinity of a sister bunk if they aren’t peering in our direction and watching our every move.
Now, where do these clean clothes come from?  Who knows? And really, who cares? Somewhere beyond the edge of the universe. Off-campus. Rhinebeck or Kingston or Poughkeepsie. It doesn’t really matter. It just matters that the clothes are here, and that we get to restock our shelves, and be prepared for another week …after all, Shabbes looms, and ketchup-stained attire just won’t cut it.
So we’re staggering and tripping and lugging and lurching our way back across the commons area, our auditorium field, and we’re laughing, laughing every awkward step of the way.
What is so funny? Are we laughing to convince ourselves that we are above the boredom of a menial chore? Or, more importantly, to convince our sister bunk?– who just has to be checking us out by now; I can’t believe many of them are truly absorbed in their volleyball game. Do they really love volleyball all that much? Are they looking this way? Yep, I think they are.
Or…maybe we simply relishing the moment for the moment itself-- because we’ve tapped into that core of joy, that lightness of being 14 years old, on summer vacation, at camp. Do we know—or do we feel, deep in our pliant teenage bones-- that the whole world, the boundless future, or at the very least, these eight weeks of summer—exist just for us, for our enjoyment?
At any rate, we are confident that we’ve shown our discerning counterparts on girl’s hill that we are effortlessly cool—even when struggling awkwardly to tote laundry. Of course, there are better ways to strut one’s stuff. Starring in an elste show—as a Sky Masterson, as Tevye, as the King of Siam. Now that the definition of elste cool. Or…
Or threading the needle with a bounce pass through the lane to a streaking Moish Schachner, who then hits the reverse lay-up to put us over the top in  overtime, to win a fiercely contested basketball game against Kindering—yes, right---that is the kind of moment on which boyhood egos are built. Of course, that never happened. But if it did, it would have been the assist of a lifetime.
Back in the bunk, we’re divided the clothes between us—to each his own, more or less, give or take some mix-ups and some unlabelled sweat socks. And  we’re preparing for Shabbes: we have clean whites once again, and even though in most parts of the world, a plain Tee-shirt does not qualify as formal dress, it meets our needs; and, thanks to the power of Clorox bleach, most of the food stains have been washed away
But, wait. What’s this? A commotion stirs.
Moish, to Evan: “What is that?”
Evan: “It’s called, Jade East. It’s an aftershave.”
Itzik: “Hey, Can I use some?”
Now, let it be known, that none of us at this point, with the exception of Evan and the prematurely hirsute Mitchell Zipp, has started shaving yet.
Once again, Evan: “I’m sorry guys, I don’t have enough for everyone. This bottle has to last me the whole summer.”
But it is too late. The pheromone frenzy takes over, or really, the urge to induce a pheromone frenzy has taken over. If Jade East has even a trace of the irresistible aphrodisiac effect suggested by its TV commercials, then no self-respecting mitele-elste can possibly live without it.
The bottle is snatched away from Evan. Its contents are splashed this way and that, on necks, ears, noses, chins, foreheads, elbows, armpits.
And off we go to line-up, hopeful that, coated with this alluring scent, that THIS WAS OUR NIGHT. Our night to do the auditorium field walk with the Shana Maydel of our dreams.
But wait. Wait just a minute. Why wasn’t Evan more annoyed, more enraged, by this larceny, this wanton violation of the trust and camaraderie that defines us as a bunk?
Decades later, the uncanny strategic ploy of the young Evan Wolfson comes to light. Consider this: the Jade East in the stolen bottle happened to be bright red.
Jade East? Bright red? And come to think of it, the Jade East that we applied with such reckless abandon that Friday happened to be completely odorless.
Well. It turns out that Evan had the foresight to replace the good stuff, the real, jade-colored aftershave with water—then he added red food coloring to the bottle. The real Jade East was hidden away, safe, secure, out of public view.
A 14-year-old mind, coming up with a plan like that. Remarkable.
The Shabbes bell chimes. We organize as a division on the lower hill. Regimented and neatly aligned; this is the point where the army and summer camp overlap. Counselors at the front of their charges. The shin sign is raised.
As it turns out, I am always one of the last to acquiesce and toss my own perfunctory Shin signal skyward.
You see, this camp, this summer life, these friends are just too absorbing, too much fun-- to allow the discipline of the school year to intrude on my good times.
The division head offers gentle guidance: “Golub, Shut up and get in line.” OK. OK. OK.
We march towards the main road to join the three other divisions. Somehow, miraculously, the entire camp manages to congregate at exactly the same time, every single night. Sometimes, though, a single division—usually it is the upper girl’s hill– keeps everyone waiting. I do my best to eavesdrop on the head counselor and senior staff as they gripe about how one division head or one counselor or one bunk is responsible, again and again, for everything falling behind schedule. 
Dull and tedious as these line-ups may be, there do provide a chance to catch a glimpse of HER—the adorable girl of the hour, or perhaps the girl of the summer, standing across the road. The impossibly cute waif who somehow flits in and out of view every so often within the confines of our childhood village.
Is she looking this way? Are her friends looking this way to see if my friends are looking her way to signal me that her friends are looking our way? 
No! Wait! Don’t be obvious. Ahhhhh, yes. Pretend to be engaged in mischievous absorbing banter with a bunkmate. Feign disinterest! Activate the peripheral vision. Ah ha. Yes. Perfect. A gaggle of gigglers are pointing this way. There is possibility of mutual interest. Life is good.
Aaaaaaand we’re off. To the horseshoe. To shabbes rock.
To a serious word or two about the week to come, the week just ended. Just one of many similar camp-wide gatherings. At the flagpole every night, every meal, evening activities in the auditorium and so on. That is how the days pass, we separate for activities as a bunk, then come back together again, as an entire camp.
 Yet this particular gathering—the Shabbes Rock ritual -- feels special. We are arrayed up, across, and down the hill, with that white rock as our focal point. And what of it? It is, after all, just a rock. It was there 100 years, maybe 1000, maybe 10,000 years before Boiberik came to be. And that rock will be there 10,000 years after Boiberik, after Omega even. After Omega even. It is more permanent than us. And maybe there is something to that. A reminder of a connection, to this place, to this camp, to this world, to each other, to time itself.
Certainly there is something to the ritual of Shabbes, or Shabbat, our day of rest, observed by our people for thousands of years; even at camp, even in a place where no one is really working.
Well, all right. You know what I mean. Counselors do some work; the dining room staff breaks a sweat from time to time. Jay Diamond, the water front director, never stops reminding us of how hard he is working to protect our lives.
But campers? Campers don’t need rest and respite from the weekdays or worry and trouble. What worry? That we’ll get a gimmel in reinkeit? Who cares? And what trouble? That Kindering will beat us again? Why shouldn’t they? They have 3 times as many campers from which to recruit their athletic teams.
We march forward into the dining room, the dull thud of hundreds of feet on wooden planks, the smell of pine needles.
It’s close in here; humid. The few overhead fans on the camp side revolve feebly, as if starving for electric power. I shoot a glance over the divider to guest side where twice as many fans whirl in a blur. And I’m jealous …guest-side envy.
Some songs before dinner. One, in particular, I ignored as a mitele, but now, at the ripe old age of 14, my perspective has shifted.
Josh plays a few chords at the piano; the counselors’ cue. They leave their seats to congregate before the bandstand. There, they form a single line, arms draped over each other’s shoulders— and their ranks stretch halfway across the dining hall.
Where else do you get to see all of the responsible “grown-ups”—grown-ups, yes, that is what they seemed to me to be at the time, these 17 and 18 and 19-year olds—where else do you get to see all the grown-ups in your life, gathered together, connected, in good cheer?
 I never got to see my parents and aunts and uncles and grandparents linked arm-in-arm, smiling, singing. My school-teachers? Forget it. No unity there.
No. This was special. This wasn’t counselors telling us to hurry up and get to Jewish culture on time, or growling, “Get on the bus right now, or it’s going to leave without you,” or scolding me to pick up the wrapper from my Slim Jim, or to keep quiet and hoist the Shin sign.
No, this was all the counselors, as a group, a group of peers. And you could see genuine affection between then, as they sang together, and swayed together. And they were singing a song, in Yiddish, about their job, their job which was watching over all of us.
The song ends, and guess what? Our counselor doesn’t return to our table; he is off to sit elsewhere—at some girl’ s bunk’s table.
Anyway, we don’t care where he’s going. You know why? Because in keeping with our Friday night custom, we have invited a girl counselor to join us; to eat with our bunk, to begin the Shabbes with eight excitable, rude and sloppy 14 year-old boys. In a matter of seconds a woman will arrive in our midst, to break bread, to share Stanley’s roast chicken and kugel. I could not have been more excited if Julie Andrews, in her Mary Poppins figure enhancing super-calafragilistic get-up were coming for dinner….
If Raquel Welch, or  Ursala Andress, or Lee Remick had ditched Hollywood for the weekend to fly into Rhinebeck Aerodrome, there to  be whisked up by the camp truck driver to our dining hall in time for our Shabbes meal, it would not have been more exciting that those 30 minutes with Marsha or Dianne or Faye or any of the many girl counselors that we spent the summer admiring from afar.
And then there was that free hour, after dinner, before services, the twilight of relaxation, to stroll about, to connect, to schmooze.
My first year at camp, I am a mitele mitele, and I’m indoctrinated into social rituals of Boiberik by those just a year or two older…a Fiddler, a Karp, a Keningsberg, a Friedlander.
“Golub, c’mere” they would say, these wise, all-knowing 12 and 13-year-old men of the world.
“Golub, today is Friday. You know what happens on Friday night, right?
Me: “Uhhhh. Services? Right?”
“No, we’re talking about before services. That is when you do the auditorium field.”
“Wow. Do the auditorium field. That sounds great! But, what exactly do you ‘do’ when you ‘do’ ‘auditorium field?“
They would role their eyes at my cluelessness, my naivte.
“Listen,” they’d say, lowering their voices so as not to be overheard, as they shared the facts of Boiberik life. “You get a girlfriend, and then…then…then you walk around the entire field, holding hands.”
Hmmmh. This description seemed incomplete. “And then what?” I would ask. Like, how many laps do you do around this field?  Do you have to hold hands the whole time? What if your hands get sweaty?”
At that point, my mentors would typically give up on me.
But there was far more going on that field, on Friday night, than merely a procession of couples ringing the field.
In the growing shadow of the auditorium, as the sunsets, a large circle forms. They do a spontaneous hora, which then devolves into a chant, a dynamic and rhythmic chant, almost like a responsive reading, something along the lines of, “Abba Eba, Eba Abba, Perry Milbauer—Boiberik, Chaim Weitzman, Yisroel--, Willis Reed —New York Knicks….Thomas Seaver…New York Mets.” Well, something like that.
I watch and listen and never quite get a handle on all the lyrics, but the energy was infectious. I would stand on the periphery, just outside the circle, and soak up that rhythm, that spirit, and admire the exuberance of the community, of my community, and feel like I was part of something special, something enlivening and exciting, even for an observer like me.
And then the service.
At the time, I claimed that Shabbes services bore me. I was at the age of rebellion, in an era of rebellion. Viet Nam had turned the country upside-down and inside-out. Criticizing custom and ritual seemed like the most natural, most appropriate, most responsible thing to do. 
Was I truly bored during services? Sometimes, yes, sometimes no. I most certainly would have preferred benches that offered some back support. But there was something—there were many things—to engage my mind and my heart on Friday nights. There must have been, because the tapestry of memories from those night-time services is so rich, so dense. 
Why, for example, did so many of the mitele elste and elste elstes have to struggle so hard to stifle their mirth as they marched dutifully to the front of the auditorium for Shir Ha’Shiram? There was nothing funny the music, the words. Yet as I watched the Alan Kasmirs and Jerry Glass’es of yesteryear stroll up the aisle with their bunkmates, I could not wait to be 14, to be 15, to amongst the few, the chosen, the eldest campers, assigned  the honor of commanding the Shabbes stage. Did I have what it would take to keep a straight face, to control my own childish glee? I could not wait to find out.
There was that poem, recited during my camper era by Judy Dein, or Nettie Spiwack, or Debbie Grossman, in English, then Yiddish, or maybe it was the other way around.
A memorable, mesmerizing poem. Something about its cadence, the  drumbeat of the words…it was like listening to music, hypnotic music, music that managed to paint a picture: ”Heaven burst open, the water descended, the sky beat the land ‘til the land because strong…” About “…how roots must grow deep for a tree grow tall.” I never quite grasped the entire message of this poem clearly, but I knew that this was a story, this was our story, about Judaism, about surviving, and flourishing, about learning, about loving.
And there were other, actual stories, usually told with style and pinache and flair by a Steve Mead, or a Judy Gottlieb, or a Neil Waletsky. Often, the stories were Yiddish folk tales, tales that transported us back to a preindustrial world, to a village of the diaspora. Some, I think, were penned by Sholem Alechim himself. And I wished that once, just once, we’d hear a fanciful tale set in the town of Boiberik.
It never happened. But you know, really, we didn’t need a Boiberik folktale. Because we, all of us, were living that story.
It was Friday night at Boiberik.
