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        You're doomed! You're all doomed!

      

      

      

      
        
        Crazy Ralph - Friday the 13th (1980)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Dedicated to all the people I worked with at Camp Amy Molson from 1985 to 1994.

        You gave up your summers so kids could have a better one.

        You are all heroes.
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      This introduction is to pre-emptively answer a few questions. You see, I did work at a summer camp—Camp Amy Molson—between the years of 1985 and 1994. It was, quite frankly, the best job I ever had in my life, and I have had a lot of jobs. It wasn’t easy by any means, but it was worthwhile.

      First important thing I will say is that I have based Camp White Bear geographically on Camp Amy Molson from back in the summers when I worked there. There’s been a great many changes since then, and current staff probably wouldn’t even recognize the layout of the buildings in this book compared to current reality.

      Second thing important thing is that NONE OF THESE CHARACTERS ARE BASED ON ANYONE LIVING OR DEAD. Seriously, no friends or enemies made it into the book. If you do see yourself in one of my characters, I would suggest it’s kind of like astrology. If you see yourself in the stars, it’s because you want to.

      I will now apologize to everyone who believes in astrology. I personally don’t, but if it helps in your day-to-day struggles, more power to you.

      Okay, a couple of the characters have small bits based on me (don’t worry, I asked myself if it was okay, and told myself it was fine). Most notably Theo (I got in shit for telling horror stories to my kids one summer).
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      Patrick stepped from his rental car and stood in the small lot, orienting himself. The space was big enough for eight cars, and a rusted beater had already taken the first spot, informing him they weren’t the first ones to arrive. Nick exited from the passenger side and came around where he could get a better view. A cool fall wind blew around them and Nick slipped his hands into the pockets of his wind breaker.

      The two were immediately overcome by a deep sense of nostalgia.

      “Holy shit,” Patrick muttered.

      “It hasn’t changed. Not a bit.”

      In the twenty summers since they’d worked the cabins had been repainted, just a different shade of white than their memories. The grass was more full and lush, including that perpetual bald spot around the flagpole.

      Little changes.

      Cabins remained the same wooden, one-room structures with a little porch… at least the ones up here at the entrance. The flagpole still rose into the sky with its Canadian flag flapping in the late-September breeze.

      “Camp White Bear,” Nick breathed.

      Patrick laughed.

      “What?” Nick asked.

      Camp White Bear—often referred to simply as The Bear.

      “Just remembering some of the names we called it.”

      “You mean like Camp White Hot in the middle of July?”

      “And Camp Black Fly when the pests came.”

      “Camp Nightmare. Of course.”

      “That was Theo I think, or one of the campers who lived for his stories.”

      Nick returned his attention to the cabins and lawn spreading out ahead of them. “Junior boys, right?”

      Patrick nodded again.

      The younger boys were up here with junior girls just behind. These would have been the six to eight year olds. Senior boys and girls were further back and held the older eight to ten year olds.

      “It’s like time travel,” Nick said.

      “Closest we’ll ever get.”

      Patrick and Nick had stayed in touch over the two decades since working here. Unbelievably it had been ten years since they’d been together in the flesh. Patrick lived in Calgary working in oil and gas. He’d flown in a day early and stayed with his old friend—a gym teacher in Ottawa—before making the hour drive to camp near the Ontario-Quebec border.

      They stepped forward like two people in a dream.

      “It feels like coming home,” Nick said.

      “Or finding a piece of yourself you hadn’t realized was missing.”

      The part they stood on was the highest point at camp and the only entry from the road.

      “The… upper compound?” Nick said. “Is that what this was called?”

      “Yep.”

      The office stood to their right and the infirmary to the left. The dining hall’s roof could just be seen down a path between cabins on the opposite side. Right near the center, where all the kids would gather before meals, was the big brass bell used to wake everyone, and call them together.

      “I really want to ring that,” Nick admitted.

      “Me too.”

      “Think Gillian would mind?”

      Gillian was the camp owner and director, a true success story. She’d risen through the ranks, starting as a counsellor like the rest of them and becoming camp director a decade ago. Recently she’d been able to buy the entire thing using family inheritance. She’d been one of their group of tight-knit friends, and the driving force behind this reunion weekend.

      “Maybe she would,” a voice said from behind, “but one ring wouldn’t hurt.”

      They spun to see a woman a few feet away, wearing jeans and a sweater to hold back the chilly fall breeze. Both had been so entranced that she’d approached without them hearing.

      “Gillian!” Nick said and rushed forward.

      The two hugged and Patrick followed, doing the same.

      The twentyish girl Gillian had been in their days here was still recognizable in the features of the forty-something woman.

      After the hug Nick ran over to the bell and gave it one hard ring. The sound reverberated off of the surrounding cabins and trees and mountains, echoing away into nothing.

      “I always wondered what the neighbours thought about that bell,” Patrick said. “It gets rung pretty early.”

      Gillian laughed. “Well Camp White Bear has been here almost a hundred years. Anyone buying a property near a kid’s camp and expecting peace deserves what they get.”

      “True.”

      “Even Luthor?” Nick said, returning to them.

      “Luthor?” Patrick cocked his head.

      “You know. One of Theo’s stories!” Nick explained.

      “Oh, yeah. I remember now.”

      “Anyway,” Gillian added, “most of the nearby cottages are empty by this time, now that the nicer weather is all done.”

      “I remember August nights getting pretty nippy up here.”

      Gillian shrugged, looked over at the bell. “You want to ring it too, don’t you?”

      “Well…”

      “Go on.”

      Patrick rushed over and gave it a ring. This close up the reverberations were hell inside the ear. Some of them had surely ended up with tinnitus from this old brass monster.

      “We the first ones?” Nick asked.

      “You are.”

      “Amazing! I call top bunk.”

      They would all be staying inside one of the junior boy cabins on the upper compound. Inside waited six sets of bunk beds which kids had fought for the right to sleep on top of since long before the days they’d worked here.

      “I suspect our friends will be fighting for bottom bunk these days,” Patrick said.

      “Pftttt,” Nick spat. “No sense of adventure.”

      “Why don’t you go claim your beds,” Gillian said, pointing toward one particular cabin. “There are fresh sheets and the cabin has been aired out.”

      “Cool! Come on Pat.”

      “The bottom bunk with a bag on it is mine,” Gillian warned.

      Nick laughed, starting toward the cabin. “You’re the boss.”

      Pat started to follow and turned back. “Aren’t you coming?”

      “Someone should be ready to greet the others.”

      “Right. Of course.”

      Pat found a bit of disappointment in that. Now that he’d been reunited with his old friend he didn’t want to leave her. Like most of their group they’d stayed in touch over the years. He’d followed her career and her attempts to bring in donations, donating himself since starting to make adult money.

      Nick had already reached the cabin and whipped open the door, making Pat rush to catch up. Nick made hurry up motions.

      “Still no lights in the cabins,” Nick observed.

      No lights. No power. The only places on camp property that ever had power were the office, the staff lounge, the bathrooms, and the dining hall.

      More nostalgia waited inside. The steel-frame beds could have been the same ones from twenty years ago but hopefully with newer mattresses. To the left was a long shelf where kids put their belongings for the couple of week’s stay. As Gillian had said one bed had a small suitcase on it. Nick rushed to another bunk and climbed up to lay on it. The open ceiling was within reach and he slapped the rafters with one hand.

      “This one is mine.”

      Patrick laughed. “You remember when that kid went missing and we searched everywhere?”

      “Oh yeah, and he was hiding in one of the cabin’s rafters. I had the job of running down the mountain toward town. I swear I was halfway there before I got the all clear.”

      Something to laugh about that hadn’t been so funny at the time.

      Nick ran one hand along the rafter, feeling the grooves of words carved into wood.

      “Camp Nightmare,” he muttered. “There’s no escape.”

      “Creepy—” Pat started.

      A scream from outside interrupted him, back where they’d left Gillian.

      Nick scrambled to get off the bed while Patrick was already out the door.
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      Four new arrivals stood near Gillian at the bell, all in a flurry of activity. Two of the women jumped up and down around Gillian, exchanging hugs. One of them, a blond with long semi-curly hair, screamed again and again.

      “That screamer is Jackie,” Nick said.

      The other woman was shorter, a little over five foot, and less familiar. She matched Jackie for energy though, shoulder-length mousy hair flying with each bounce. All three jumped in a circle while another woman stood nearby, more reserved but clearly wishing she could be part of the excitement. A step or two further was a guy, standing with all of the bags, smiling at the spectacle.

      “Theo!” Pat and Nick called at the same time.

      The two rushed toward their old friend who barely saw them coming before he was grabbed in two bear hugs.

      “What the…?” Theo managed then said with a laugh. “I sure hope I know you guys.”

      Nick let go and stepped back, Patrick following suit a moment later.

      “Holy shit!” Theo said. “Patrick. Nick.”

      The reserved woman remained apart from either group, looking from one to the other with a self-conscious expression.

      “That’s not Lisa, is it?” Nick said, stepping toward her.

      A smile crept across her face. “It is.”

      “You look great!” Nick went and gave the hug Lisa so obviously craved but couldn’t claim on her own.

      In her twenties Lisa had been a bit overweight but since then had leaned into it and packed on many more pounds. Somehow it suited her. She wore the weight well and dressed for her size, standing as if to say this was who she was, take it or leave it. Reserved but not timid. Like Nick she worked with kids, but in Montreal and at her own daycare.

      “Who’s the ball of energy with Jackie and Gillian?” Nick asked.

      The woman in question rushed over and hugged Nick, then Patrick. “You don’t recognize me?”

      She was five foot and maybe an inch with an infectious smile. Her outstanding feature—now that she had stopped bopping around—was an upturned nose that gave the impression if you got low enough you could see all the way to her brain.

      “Abby?” Patrick said.

      “That’s me.”

      Abby was incredibly active on social media, always posting pictures of her kids, her husband, the dog, what she had for lunch, the mini-van, and anything else of semi-importance in her day. The one thing she never posted were pictures of herself.

      “You all came together?” Gillian finally asked.

      “Yeah, I picked them up before leaving Montreal,” Jackie said.

      “Wait!” Nick said. “You passed through Millersville then. Is that burger place still there?”

      Theo laughed and looked at the girls. “Told you.”

      “What?” Nick asked.

      “I bet them someone would ask.”

      “I said it would be you,” Abby admitted. “And yes, it’s still there.”

      Nick turned to Patrick who was already nodding. “We can make a side trip on the way out.”

      It was in the opposite direction from the way they would need to go but worth the detour. Nick looked like a kid at Christmas.

      “Ooh, I’ll join you,” Jackie said, then turned to her passengers. “Any objections?”

      There were none.

      “I stopped for a burger and fries on the way in.”

      The voice came from behind them rather than toward the parking lot. Lisa jumped and all turned in the direction of this new arrival. Standing there was a skinny redhead, freckles decorating his cheeks.

      “Ben?” Lisa said.

      A smile and a nod. Lisa rushed forward and gave him a hug, seeming to lose any shyness. Ben had been the youngest of their group, an ex-camper who returned as staff.

      “Where did you come from?” Theo asked.

      Ben jerked a thumb behind him. “Came up the path. I was looking in on my parents’ cottage since I was early.”

      “That’s your car?” Patrick asked. Looking toward the rusted junker next to his rental.

      “It is, though car might be generous.” He laughed. “More like a collection of rust around a motor.”

      “Ah, but it’s paid for, right,” Nick asked. Always the one to find a bright side.

      “Well, that is true. It’s all mine.”

      “I forgot your parents have a cottage up here,” Lisa said.

      “Yeah, they’re looking at selling now that they’re too old to really enjoy it. I was seeing what repairs are needed.”

      “You don’t want it?” Patrick asked.

      “I live in Winnipeg now. Just drove out for the weekend.”

      A couple sets of eyes turned toward his car.

      “It’s more reliable than it looks,” Ben said.

      “Another car coming,” Theo said, turning toward the road.

      “Who’s left?” Abby asked.

      Gillian raised a hand, counting off fingers with each name. “Sabrina. Miles. Rob. Erik.”

      “Erik?” Ben muttered.

      “Kind of surprised he’s coming myself,” Theo said.

      Gillian shrugged. “He’s turned his life around… or is trying to.”

      Erik had always been the abrasive one in the group, the one that pushed it with comments and jokes until people had enough and needed to distance themselves. Other than walking away at camp, it was hard to remove yourself from someone. The staff wasn’t that large and neither was the property. The only problem was, if you weren’t the target of Erik’s attention, he could be hilarious. After camp his fractious personality and wild child lifestyle ran him into legal problems. Most of them had no details on all of that.

      Ben muttered something to himself again.

      A very expensive and obviously new Porshe zoomed into view.

      “One of the cottage residents?” Patrick wondered.

      The car turned into the parking lot and came to a halt, the well-tuned engine going silent. It sat a moment, the occupant invisible through tinted windows. Nothing moved.

      “Are they coming out or what?” Nick asked.

      “Change of mind?” Jackie said.

      “Gotta be Sabrina,” Abby said. “She always knew how to be dramatic.”

      Sabrina was the one among them that had done very well for herself, and distanced herself most effectively. She was a musical agent living in New York, representing several well-known bands… after a brief and semi-successful attempt at a singing career of her own. She’d made it clear that she wasn’t sure if she could get away for this weekend.

      The door opened and out stepped a tall, slim woman, dressed in expensive designer jeans, a Hilfiger jacket, and a set of impractical boots which would have been better walking the streets of a city. Her raven-black hair was pulled into a pony-tail. Dark sunglasses hid her eyes.

      “Sabrina!” Jackie screamed and broke into a run.

      After a brief hesitation Abby joined her. There was a quick reunion of the three halfway to the main group. Jackie and Abby once again jumping up and down with excitement while Sabrina did not. She gave each of them a smile and returned their hugs though. The three returned to the group arm-in-arm.

      “Slower car coming behind me,” Sabrina said as the others gave her hugs of greeting.

      “You came together?” Gillian asked.

      “I passed them on the road. They drive like my grandmother.”

      Abby pulled out a phone as they stood there, mumbling about how she needed to text her kids and husband to let them know she’d arrived.

      “Don’t bother,” Gillian said. “Last place cell phones work is halfway up the mountain.”

      Abby tapped her screen and confirmed that. She sighed. For the weekend all phones would be very expensive pocket watches.

      “You can use the one in the office,” Gillian told her.

      Abby glanced over at the building, chewing at her lower lip. “It can wait.”

      Five minutes later another car approached, heard in the distance first before finally coming into view. As it approached the sun went behind one wide cloud, heavy shadows chasing this final arrival along the road. They pulled in behind Sabrina’s Porshe and out popped two men from the front seats. The driver was a giant of a man, both is stature and personality. He was already animated and waving at everyone.

      “Greetings!” he boomed.

      Miles worked construction these days but had run the sports program at camp for several years. The other man, Rob, was small in comparison but still larger than anyone else.

      “Miles,” Gillian said as they got closer. “Rob.”

      A third person removed themselves from the back seat, gaze shifting to the road as if unsure that he actually wanted to be here. He came across the open area with no hint of urgency or excitement and arrived amid the hugs and laughs of the others greeting Miles and Rob.

      “Hey, everyone,” he said.

      “Erik,” Gillian answered and gave him a hug.

      “Good to see you all,” he turned to Ben. “Hey Mouse.”

      Ben turned away, mouth set into a tight line. Erik opened his mouth to say more then gave his head a shake.

      “Well, well,” Nick observed. “The gang’s all here.”

      Gillian clapped her hands together. “Everyone get your stuff in the cabin. Lunch will be in fifteen minutes.”
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      Stepping into the dining hall after twenty years was more memories that made everyone’s head swim. Like the cabins and the landing, it hadn’t changed in any significant way. The same long tables and benches made of solid, heavy wood. The windows had what looked like thirty years of dirty fingerprints all over them, though they were cleaned at the beginning of every summer. Some more recent paint on the walls and a new entry rug, but it still felt the same. Two of the tables had been set end to end for them to eat as one big group.

      “That smell,” Nick muttered.

      Nods from several people. The wide open room still held smells of porridge, overcooked toast and shepherd’s pie.

      “Takes you back, doesn’t it?” Gillian said, stepping forward and turning to the group.

      Jackie rushed to one long table a bit beyond the entry, stopping at the chair at its head and running one hand along it. “Three summers I ate meals at this table.”

      Rob joined her a moment then moved two tables down to do the same. All looked around with a sense of mingled wonder. A return to a simpler time, before bills and mortgages, jobs and spouses. When their entire lives were still ahead of them.

      Most milled about the entry, overwhelmed by their own memories.

      Miles stared out the window giving a slow shake of his head. The dining hall sat at the top of a slope and gave the best view of the surrounding trees which seemed to go on forever.

      “Something wrong?” Pat asked.

      “No. It’s just… humbling. So much nature,” he half laughed. “I mean, there could be anything hidden out there.”

      “Well, don’t all stand there,” Gillian said. “Come in and look around.”

      Gillian was always the most enthusiastic about camp life. So much that she never really left, except to get her masters in business. Even now as owner she couldn’t be making as much as she could at a regular business. Being here was worth more than that to her.

      None of them had returned for a visit in all that time. For many it was as if when their time here was over it was simply time to move on. They kept in touch, through social media, Christmas cards in December, watched each other’s successes.

      Such as they were.

      Theo was still a struggling horror author with middling success. Abby had married well and become a mother of four, but once that last kid went off to college what would she have? Sabrina was the most successful in terms or career but had no one meaningful in her life. Patrick had crossed the country and made more money in his job than most but knew the kids he’d affected in those five years working here were a greater accomplishment than anything since.

      They’d been a small family back then… well, maybe not so small. All of them had been in their last years of high school and into the beginning of university.

      “This is Doris,” Gillian said, gesturing toward the open door into the kitchen where an older woman stood, wiping hands on an apron. She seemed in her mid-sixties, wearing the sort of smile every grandparent should have. “She’s been cook here for eight summers now.”

      “Hello everyone,” Doris said, voice warm and amiable. She raised one hand in greeting, a flash of metal on her finger glinting off the kitchen lights. Unconventional for a wedding ring it held a green stone at the center rather than the usual diamond.

      “Her husband Claude is the maintenance man.”

      “Right here,” came a voice from further in the kitchen.

      A man came to stand beside Doris. He wore the camouflage clothing of a hunter and had a rifle slung over one shoulder by its strap. He flashed them all a smile and a wave as he passed through.

      “Sorry,” Doris said. “Claude has to run.”

      With that Claude was out the door. Jackie gritted her teeth against the idea of hunting. Not that she was a vegetarian or anything, but just the idea of it…

      “Please don’t hold it against him,” Doris said, seeing the expressions. “It’s part of the reality up here in the colder months.”

      Deep breaths. Some nods.

      “Always nice to know someone is roaming camp with a gun,” Jackie muttered.

      “And in camouflage, no less,” Erik said in an equally low voice.

      In their day the cook had also been a nice older lady but the maintenance man had been a grump who complained about every chore needing to be done. That man had scowled at the kids and looked at staff as if they were making his job harder on purpose.

      “Smells great,” Lisa said, changing subject and coming closer to the kitchen. “Exactly what I remember.”

      “Is that…” Nick sniffed the aroma coming from the kitchen. “Shepherd’s Pie? I thought I was imagining it.”

      Gillian laughed. “Not the gourmet feast you all deserve but I thought this somehow more fitting.”

      Patrick’s stomach rumbled in anticipation. He hadn’t eaten shepherd’s pie in decades, couldn’t look at the stuff for years after working here, but right now it seemed like a delicacy.

      Sabrina sniffed and looked away from the kitchen doors.

      “Not looking forward to shepherd’s pie?” Patrick asked in a low voice only Sabrina could have heard.

      It was as if a switch were flipped. Her scowl became a smile and she shrugged, more in the moment. “It was never my favorite but it will do, I suppose.”

      Patrick laughed, wondering if it was actually anyone’s favorite meal.

      Potatoes, meat and corn made it a quick and easy meal to feed a large group of children, and most important it was cheap. Camp White Bear was for kids from low-income houses, severely broken homes, and foster care. Every year it struggled to get the necessary donations to keep going. Government grants helped and what little the parents could afford to pay filled in some of the shortfall.

      “Hope you’ve got ketchup,” Rob said.

      Dry sarcastic wit had always been his skill, something probably not in much demand during his day job as an admin with the federal government.

      “Amen to that,” Ben agreed.

      They sat around the joined tables envisioning how as counsellors they’d sat three kids on each side with an adult on one end and another lucky kid opposite.

      Gillian remained standing at an empty chair, mid way along the table.

      “You gonna give us a speech?” Nick asked.

      “Oh, please do,” Sabrina added.

      It was hard to tell if that was sarcasm.

      “I… Okay,” Gillian nodded. “I just wanted to say, you are all my heroes.”

      No response to that. Some glanced self-consciously at their neighbour. A shrug here and there.

      “What do you mean?” Abby asked.

      Gillian took a deep breath. “You all came here, gave your summers to work in a job that paid less than working at McDonalds. You made a difference in the lives of about seven hundred kids every summer. A bunch of kids that didn’t have much positive stuff in their lives otherwise.”

      “Aw, Gillian,” Miles said.

      “Whatever else you’ve done in your lives your time here balances it all out. You’ve made a difference.”

      A quick glance at Erik who managed to keep eye contact then silence rushed in as Gillian finished and looked down at the table.

      Miles cleared his throat. Nick sat back in his seat and Patrick took a deep breath.

      “You’re the hero, Gillian,” Lisa said in a low voice.

      Nick nodded. “Absolutely.”

      Gillian shook her head but Lisa continued. “You stayed here while the rest of us moved on. You made this your life and done wonders with keeping camp going.”

      “You put your own money into it too,” Theo added. “Bought the place.”

      Gillian took her seat. “Thank you. All of you.”

      More silence.

      “Way to kill the party vibe, Gillian,” Erik said.

      She laughed and the awkwardness was broken. Everyone joined in, laughing a bit harder than the joke truly deserved. Ben smiled and looked anywhere but at Erik.

      “Anyone remember,” Nick asked, leaning forward against the table. “Theo’s story about the crazy cook?”

      Theo laughed and Gillian groaned just as Doris brought the first tray of shepherd’s pie to the table and placed it before them.

      “As I recall her name was Doris too,” Gillian said.

      All turned to the woman standing before them who winked. “Don’t tell Gillian, but the hamburger is actually slow camper.”

      They all howled with laughter.

      “That’s right!” Miles said, pounding the table with one open palm. “The crazy cook grabbed the slowest one in line.”

      “How did you know?” Theo asked Doris.

      The cook glanced at Gillian then back again. “My kids were campers here when you were all counsellors.”

      “Uh-oh,” Theo said. “Your last name isn’t Voorhees, is it?”

      Doris laughed. “No, and my kids had a great time. No one drowned.”

      She turned and headed back to the kitchen for the next tray or food.

      “Oh, I like her,” Jackie said to Gillian.

      The friends served themselves. Rob grabbed the ketchup, as if afraid there would not be enough to go around.

      “The story I remember most,” Lisa said, “is the axe-man who lived in the woods.”

      “Yes! Luthor,” Rob added. “Each year he would come and take one person from a cabin in the middle of the night.”

      “He hated the sound of the bell.”

      “My favorite were the doppelgangers,” Patrick said. “The creatures who would replace someone.”

      Abby looked thoughtful. “Didn’t Theo convince your entire cabin that you’d been replaced by one of those creatures?”

      “Yes, he did and that was fun,” Patrick laughed. “I woke up to the whole cabin shining their flashlights in my face to see if it shifted. Thanks for that Theo.”

      Theo leaned back with a reminiscing smile. “Because a Doppelganger couldn’t keep pretending for long without shifting, right? I’d forgotten that one.”

      The kids and staff had been his most receptive audience and what really refined his story telling skills. In those days the stories were real, believed. He was able to play around with them and if one didn’t work, he could abandon it and move on to the next.

      “You know, it was really inappropriate to tell those stories to six and seven year olds,” Gillian said, half serious. “I’d fire someone for that these days.”

      “It was twenty years ago,” Theo raised both hands in defence. “A different time… and the statute of limitations has expired for punishing me.”

      Gillian laughed again.

      “Besides, I didn’t tell them to the younger kids… well, not as often anyway.”

      “I liked your daytime stories better,” Gillian said.

      “What? The Fluffies?” Theo said. “King Raccoon? Seriously?”

      “Absolutely. You should do a book of those.”

      “The shadows!” Miles half yelled, dragging the conversation back. “I was terrified to go to the bathroom after hours for that entire summer.”

      “I should write these down,” Theo said. “Some forgotten treasures here.”

      “Hmph,” Gillian snorted. “As I recall the old crazy cook made the slowest kid into hamburgers, not shepherd’s pie.”

      “Depended what was for dinner that night,” Theo admitted. “I adapted.”

      “Oh!” Patrick added, remembering a detail. “Didn’t the axe-man have a cabin nearby, just past the camping sites?”

      “Don’t forget the Wendigo,” Abby added. “It came from an ancient burial ground nearby.”

      “Cultural misappropriation at its best,” Sabrina sniffed.

      “Guilty as charged,” Theo admitted. “And I wouldn’t touch anything indigenous these days. Too bad because there are some great stories.”

      “That one made no sense though,” Sabrina argued. “Why would a wendigo come from a graveyard. It isn’t a ghost. It’s a creature that stalks people through the woods.”

      Theo shrugged. “You seem to know a lot about it.”

      “I took a course in college on indigenous folklore.”

      “Ah, that explains it. You’re right, it made absolutely no sense. The wendigo is also a hunger spirit, tied to cannibalism.”

      “Yuck,” she shot back.

      “The Crying Boy,” Erik said. “Remember him?”

      “That story freaked me out,” Ben said.

      “Everything freaked you out Mouse,” Erik said.

      Ben was silent a moment, not looking at Erik. “I always hated that nickname.”

      “Yeah, but you were small and timid,” Erik said. “It fit.”

      Ben said nothing.

      “Are you still that timid?” Erik added, needling their friend.

      “N… N… No.”

      “Still got that stutter,” Erik teased.

      “Leave me alone y… y… you, thug.”

      “Thug?” Erik said, mock offended.

      “Erik!” Lisa cautioned. “Don’t make fun of him.”

      “Ah, Lisa to the rescue,” Erik mused. “Some things never change.”

      “L… L… leave her alone!” Ben jumped to his feet, fists clenched.

      “Whoa, guys,” Patrick said. “We’re all friends here.”

      It had obviously been a bad idea letting Erik sit near Ben, not that they could have been separated that much. Erik had always been a pain in the ass, and poor, quiet Ben was his target of choice because he could get a rise so easily.

      “Relax Mouse.”

      “Don’t call me that!” Ben slammed his hand down on the table, just catching the edge of his plate, throwing half-finished shepherd’s pie all over himself. “God damn it!”

      Ben stood, a deep flush of red filling his face. He stood a moment looking at the mess he’d made, glancing at each of his old friends, some of which made no eye contact while others showed back pity.

      “Fuck!” Ben stormed for the dining hall door and out into the sunshine.

      Silence filled the room until Erik let out a disbelieving laugh.

      “Some things never change, do they?” Gillian shot back.

      “Oh, come on, it was a joke.”

      Gillian shook her head and returned to her food. Erik glanced around at the rest, none of which would meet his eyes.

      “Seriously? All of you? Did anyone keep their sense of humour?”

      Back in the day Patrick, Nick and Theo all found Erik’s antics hilarious and encouraged him with their laughs, even when aimed at them.

      But now…

      “Okay, okay, I get the message,” Erik sighed, getting to his feet. “I’ll go chat with the little runt.”

      “Erik!”

      “Relax, Gillian. I don’t plan on leading with calling him a runt.”

      Erik slipped out the door, allowing the spring to slam it behind him. Hopefully Erik would find Ben quickly and smooth things over. He could be a pain but he also could turn on the charm when he wanted. In the meantime, the rest continued to eat and chat about Theo’s stories from back then.

      Twenty minutes later Erik returned with a shrug, the dining hall door banging shut again. “Couldn’t find him.”

      “Did you check the cabin?” Lisa asked.

      “You mean the single most obvious location? Must have forgotten that one.” He rolled his eyes. “I checked there, the upper compound, the road, the staff hall. Nice new furniture in there, by the way. I even went down to the pool.”

      “Maybe he headed to his parent’s cottage,” Jackie suggested.

      Erik groaned. “You’re all going to make me hunt him down, aren’t you?”

      No response. Gillian and Lisa’s glare burned into Erik.

      “Fine, anyone remember where the cottage is?”

      A glance around at a bunch of empty expressions.

      “No? Well, that solves that. Guess we wait for the Mouse to return on his own. Shall I put out some cheese?”

      Patrick and Theo both laughed.

      “While we wait.” Erik turned to Theo. “Tell us one of your stories from back then.”

      “Aw, I don’t know.”

      “Yeah, come on, Theo,” Nick added. “You’ll never have a more captive audience.”

      “Can’t argue with that.”

      

      
        
        Interlude 1 – 20 Years Ago – The Shadows

      

      

      The kids sat in a tight group, waiting for Theo’s story. This wasn’t the first time he’d come to tell a story to Patrick and Nick’s combined cabins. These were the older boys and they knew what to expect. They looked forward to it.

      “Years ago…”

      No! Theo chastised himself. The last time he told them a story it had been years ago. They can’t all be years ago… Or could they? Didn’t matter now, he was committed.
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