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            PROLOGUE

          

          A MEMORY

        

      

    

    
      The camp was empty. Deserted.

      Once, some years ago now, Camp Arawak was teeming with kids—children as young as ten and as old as eighteen, all of them with their own idiosyncrasies, their own hang-ups, their own desires, their own triumphs and defeats. Now they were all gone, either grown or dead.

      Their voices echoed like ghosts as the figure stepped carefully through the ruins of the camp, trespassing far past the signs posted out by the main road: KEEP OUT BY ORDER OF COUNTY SHERIFF. The figure gave these warnings no mind and explored the camp’s lush grounds.

      Places like this, off the beaten trail in upstate New York, die on the vine during the off-season. And now it was fall. The leaves had begun to turn. There was a chill in the air.

      The figure longed for summer, longed for days past. They were searching for something that couldn’t be recaptured. Something that was ephemeral. Something that had, at least in the figure’s case, never really existed at all.

      Sensing movement nearby, the figure turned and caught sight of a squirrel running off into the woods. The figure smiled and tried to keep up with the animal, but it was too fast. Hanging back and watching the little creature pick out the right tree and run up it, the figure stood, hands on hips, and took in the sights and sounds of nature all around.

      The air was pregnant with anticipation. It was as if Mother Nature herself was expecting something—trouble, perhaps, like the calm before a storm. The figure looked up at the sky. There were clouds up there, but they weren’t gray. All of them were big, fluffy and white. They moved past the sun and bright rays illuminated the forest ground. In the undergrowth, something glinted in the sunlight, attracting the figure’s attention.

      Taking a few steps towards the glint of light, the figure frowned, squinted. When they were sure of what it was, they smiled and closed the distance, crouching down and picking up the object.

      It was an old arrow. Obviously, it had been lost and left behind when the camp was operational. Though it was old and had spent some years out in the wild, its head was still sharp. Still brilliant in the sunlight.

      The figure, smiling wide now, took the arrow by its shaft, pinching it between thumb and the first two fingers of their hand. Rolled it back and forth so that it twirled in the sunlight, kicking off brilliant beams.

      “Are you ready to go?”

      The voice came from behind, near the main road. The figure didn’t need to turn to see who it was but did so anyway.

      The man who had spoken stood sternly, hands crossed over his chest. He was big, beefy, and looked like he had been carved out of a particularly large side of pork. The figure smiled at him. Nodded. “Almost. Give me a few minutes.”

      They kept the arrow hidden from his sight. He was probably too far away to see it, but it was best not to take any chances. The big man would want the arrow for himself.

      For the moment, he seemed satisfied. With a nod, he turned away and left the figure alone.

      This was nothing new. They were always alone.

      Even at camp.

      The figure looked around once again. From this vantage point, they could see the cabins of the old camp. Beyond it, the lake. So much had happened there. Long ago.

      In another life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          DESTINY AT LAKE ALGONQUIN
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      July, 1975

      Lake Algonquin was gorgeous in the summer. When the sun came up in the early morning and bathed the countryside with its brilliance, the water looked like undulating gold. By midday, with the sun high overhead, the lake was filled with tourists and locals alike, all of them spending their time and money basking in its glory.

      With so much natural beauty, it was no wonder that so much industry had popped up around the lake in the last few decades. The east shore was near the interstate—it was all roads. But the south shore of the lake was lined with large cabins and houses, practically all of them available for rent during the summer months. To the west, a beautiful white beach dominated. Sunbathers dotted it like sea lions. And, finally, to the north was Camp Arawak, the destination for active boys and girls. The summer of ‘75 was shaping up to be one of the camp’s best years.

      John Baker wasn’t thinking about Camp Arawak. At the moment, he was simply enjoying spending time with his two children out on the water in their sailboat. The boat had been purchased when Judith, his wife, had still been alive. She had been gone some years now, and though he missed her, life was pretty good.

      John looked at his children and smiled. Peter and Angela were twins, five years old—a playful pair. Both of them wore their life jackets. This was a hard rule of John’s: if they wanted to be out on the water, they had to wear their life jackets, even if they were going to stay in the boat the whole time. It was simply common sense, in his opinion.

      Casting an eye towards the south shore, John could see the house they had rented for the week. It was a big, white affair that looked out on the lake like an austere, rich uncle, though not unkind. He chuckled at the thought. Lenny was in the house at the moment. John’s partner had drunk a little too much the night before and declined the offer to go out on the water for the morning.

      No matter. They had lunch with Judith’s sister coming up soon, and John would see Lenny then, which was enough.

      “Cut it out!” Angela said.

      John, who by now was just looking up at the sky at nothing in particular as he laid on the deck of the boat, looked at his children once again.

      “Daddy,” Angela pleaded, “tell him to leave me alone. Peter started it!”

      “I did not, you liar!”

      “Did not.”

      “Did too.”

      “Alright,” John said, still not moving from his spot on the boat, “let’s settle down and stop fighting.”

      “She started it,” Peter said.

      Somewhere not too far away from them, a motorboat whizzed by. A water skier trailed behind the boat on a tow rope. John was a little annoyed by the noise. It broke the serene nature of the lake, but Peter seemed pretty interested.

      “That looks neat,” he said. “Can I try it, Daddy?”

      John sat up now and gave the boy his best fake smile. He didn’t like the idea of Peter getting anywhere near one of those boats, let alone being dragged by one and getting a faceful of exhaust. Still, he didn’t want to upset the boy.

      “Maybe in a couple of years,” he said, “if we ever get a motorboat.”

      This was unlikely. John preferred the simple pleasures of a sailboat. There was something romantic about them. Lenny didn’t quite share John’s opinion on this, but he indulged him just the same, and he pretended to agree when John spoke about his fantasies to someday buy a real sailing boat, something that could take them all the way across the Atlantic.

      Angela took a look over her shoulder at Camp Arawak before turning her earnest eyes on John. “Can we go to the camp? I bet they’d show us there.”

      Unbidden, John was flooded with memories of camp when he was a boy. How he had been relentlessly teased, taunted, beaten up. Somehow this seemed an even worse idea than being dragged behind a motorboat, and he couldn’t keep a slight note of disapproval from his voice when he answered her. “Well, I don’t know about that.”

      He stood up on the deck of the small sailboat and looked out towards camp, frowning. He hadn’t gone to Camp Arawak, of course. The little slice of Hell he had frequented was called Camp Blackfoot, in New Jersey. But Camp Arawak seemed pretty similar. The docks looked the same and what he could make out of the cabins beyond the shore looked reasonably close enough.

      He was imaging Peter at camp. What would the other boys make of him? Even at this age, the boy was already showing signs of how different he was compared to the other boys. John couldn’t help but remember his own upbringing. He didn’t want his children to grow up the way he had been raised—not allowing himself to be who he really was, something that had followed him into adulthood. However, had it been any different, he might never have had his two children.

      In his musings, he was completely surprised when both of his children pushed him over the side of the sailboat. Balance completely thrown off now, the boat rocked, tipped and toppled over. It was a complete capsizing and both Peter and Angela were dunked into the water.

      Taking a moment to make sure that they were okay—and seeing that they were—John laughed as he took hold of the underside of the boat, which was now the topside.

      “Oh,” he said, “you think that’s funny, huh? You little schemers!”

      Both of his children were laughing along with him. They splashed in the water, play fighting, and John couldn't remember the last time he had enjoyed himself this much—certainly never with his children.

      The motorboat whizzed by them again, but this time John barely noticed it. He was having too good of a time at the moment. They weren’t in any real danger, anyway. The sailboat was—or had been, as the case may be—close to shore. Surely a motorboat wouldn’t get as close to shore as they were.

      “Hey John, we gotta go meet the Doc!”

      It was Lenny. John looked towards shore and saw his partner smiling back at him. Lenny tapped his watch and spoke up again. “It’s almost One. Doc’s gonna be here soon!”

      The man was right. They had to get out of the water soon or they would be late meeting Dr Martha Thomas, his late wife’s sister. He waved to Lenny to show the man that he understood, then turned to Peter and Angela. “Come on, fellas. Dr Thomas is on her way up.”

      “Aunt Martha’s coming?” Angela said.

      “Is Ricky coming, too?” Peter asked.

      Ricky was Martha’s son. “No, I’m afraid he’s spending the weekend with his father.” John liked Martha, but he wasn’t surprised that her marriage hadn’t lasted all that long. She was an odd duck.
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      It was pretty clear to Craig that Delores wasn’t having a good time. She was a nice enough girl, he supposed, but she was a bit of a stick in the mud. Mary Ann, on the other hand, was more of Craig’s type. Bubbly, blonde, and fun. Just the way he liked them.

      The three of them were in one of the camp’s motorboats. More accurately, Craig and Mary Ann were in the motorboat. Delores was being dragged behind it on a pair of rickety skies. Craig couldn’t quite see her face, but he knew that she was not enjoying herself at all.

      Craig was a counselor at Camp Arawak for the summer. This was his second year there and it had been a busy one. He was on lifeguard duty and had used his position—and considerable charm—to coax Mary Ann out on the boat with him. She had insisted that Delores come along, which was fine by him… he supposed.

      How Mary Ann had persuaded Delores onto the waterboard, Craig had no idea. But she had and now they were out on the water enjoying the midday sun. Well, Mary Ann was enjoying herself. Delores wasn’t, and neither was Craig. He was worried that he was going to get in trouble. He wasn’t supposed to be out this long with the campers. But really, he shouldn’t be worrying. No one would miss them.

      “Hang in there, Delore!” Mary Ann called out to her friend trailing behind them at the end of the rope. “You’re doing great!”

      Delores called back, but Craig couldn’t quite hear her over the roar of the engine. It wasn’t hard to see that she didn’t want to be out on the water anymore, though. She was a funny one. Always worried about something, always with a sour look on her face.

      “Hey,” Mary Ann said. “How about letting me take the wheel, huh?”

      He scoffed, shook his head. “Come on. You know I can’t do that.”

      “Don’t be such a stiff. I know how to drive these things. My old man’s got one twice as big.”

      He believed it. Mary Ann came from money. Most of the campers did. Camp Arawak was a getaway for rich kids for the summer. It wasn’t exactly upscale, but it was expensive for a summer camp. And, based on what he’d heard, Mary Ann’s father was one of the richest men in the state. Still, he couldn’t let her drive the boat. He turned to look her in the eye. “Yeah, and is your old man gonna give me a job when I get fired?”

      “Oh, come on, lighten up. No one’s gonna see us way out here.” Pleading with him now. She put a hand on his leg. Smiled. She sure was cute. No, more than cute. Dynamite. “Come on. Please.” Those pouty lips.

      Craig melted. “Alright.”

      “Super.”

      As they switched places, Craig couldn’t help but savor the feel of Mary Ann’s skin. Her legs brushed past his own as she got into the driver’s seat. His attention wavered as he fantasized about that skin. It took him a moment to regain some semblance of control. “Just for a minute, okay?”

      She nodded as she took the wheel and settled into place. Immediately, she revved the engine. The motorboat lurched forward, breaking over a wake.

      “Not too fast!” Craig said, but she wasn’t listening.

      He looked out behind the boat to make sure that they hadn’t lost Delores, but no such luck. She was still out there, looking like a drowned cat.

      Apparently, Mary Ann saw her differently. She, too, was looking behind the boat at her friend, and she called out to her, “You look like a skiing hunchback! Straighten up, will ya?!”

      Craig chuckled at that. He calmed down a little. They really were far out from the camp. No one would see them out here. They could have a little fun. Where was the harm in that?

      Delores was yelling now, but Craig couldn’t hear her at all. She looked frantic, almost crazed. What was wrong with her?

      “What’d she say?” Mary Ann asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      Neither of them were looking ahead. Mary Ann was looking at her friend and Craig was looking at Mary Ann. He was imagining what it would be like to kiss her. Wondering what she tasted like.

      Idly, still inside his head, Craig turned to look ahead, to the bow of the ship. He was alarmed at how close they were to the south shore of the lake. And there was something else. He could see a white shape ahead of them. Something in the water. It took him a moment to realize that it was a sailboat. A small, capsized sailboat. There were people in the water near it. Three people. Two of them were children.

      Now he understood that Delores was trying to warn them.

      “There’s a boat!” she screamed. “We’re going to hit them!”

      “Holy shit!” Craig said. “Turn off the motor! Turn the wheel! Turn it!”

      He wanted to push Mary Ann aside, wanted to take control of the boat, but he was worried that she would be hurt if she was suddenly knocked out of the boat at this speed. He had to rely on her in this crucial moment.
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      Standing on shore, Lenny had ringside seats to an event in Hell. Prime location to witness his life suddenly change forever.

      The motorboat charged towards the capsized sailboat and the forms of John, Peter and Angela. The pilot of the motorboat had tried to turn at the last moment, but it was too late. The motorboat was going to hit the figures in the water.

      He saw John scrambling, saw him try to push his children out of the way. His desperate act of self-sacrifice was only partially successful.

      The motorboat surged towards them like some leviathan from the depths. It seemed to pounce on them. It hit Angela first, the bow of the motorboat slamming into her skull. Lenny was too far away to hear it, but he could easily imagine the horrid crack as her head was smashed open. The girl was gone and out of sight now, under the waves as the motorboat kept moving. It was upon John next, the bulk of the ship hitting him in the side as he frantically struggled to get away.

      Lenny saw his partner’s left arm torn asunder. John was trapped between the underside of the capsized sailboat and the roaring motorboat.

      As the motorboat vaulted over the capsized sailboat, it spun John around like a top, whirling and twirling until his face came into contact with the spinning blades of the outboard motor. His head turned to mulch—a sickening squelch of hair and thick red sprayed across the pure white of the sailboat.

      Peter had been tossed clear of the passing motorboat. But as the boat mounted the capsized vessel and hit the water on the other side, the girl who had been water skiing behind it fanned out wide as the motorboat turned. Her left ski slammed into Peter’s head and threw the boy towards shore.

      Lenny stood frozen in place. The horror was too much for him. He was only able to utter one word. It was barely audible over the roar of the motorboat engine. “John.”

      Finally, the fatal boat came to rest, floating in the water near the capsized sailboat. The water skier was screaming as she bobbed up and down in the waves close to the carnage.

      “Oh my God!” she said. “Somebody help them quick! Please help them! We hit them all! We killed them! Please, somebody help them!”

      But there was no help to be had. Lenny’s muscles seemed locked in place. He couldn’t believe what he had just seen. Never before had he seen so much blood. So much death.

      Peter was still alive, treading water with the help of his life jacket. It was a miracle that he hadn’t been knocked unconscious. After another moment, the screaming girl swam to the boy’s side, her face full of tears that mixed with the water of the gorgeous, serene lake.
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      “Now, how is my little angel feeling?” Dr. Martha Thomas said.

      Peter Baker couldn’t seem to lift his head high enough to look at his aunt. The bandages that were wrapped around his skull seemed to weigh a ton, and he hung his head, seemingly interested more in his shoes than his aunt.

      It had been two weeks since the accident at the lake. Peter had spent that entire time in the hospital and a recovery center. Though he was young, and he didn’t understand all the details, he knew that adults had spoken seriously about him and his situation, paperwork had been signed, and now he would be living with his aunt and his cousin, Ricky. He had no idea why he couldn’t stay with Lenny, which is what he really wanted.

      “There’s no need to worry,” Aunt Martha said, sensing his discomfort and melancholy. “I will take great care of you. Yes, I’m quite certain that I will.”

      They stood in the front room of Aunt Martha’s house in Hudson Falls. While it wasn’t a mansion by any stretch of the imagination, it was a large house and was no doubt expensive. Even Peter knew this. Aunt Martha herself was bright and larger-than-life. Peter had never seen such bold colors on an adult before. Whenever they had visited, he joked to his cousin that he had to shield his eyes from his aunt’s outfit.

      On this day, her choice of green was like an exclamation point, an announcement to the world that she was here and would be dealt with. Circling Peter like a shark sensing prey, her smile was plastered on her face. Peter concentrated on his shoes. He was listening to her—he supposed that he would have to listen to her from now on—but he didn’t want to look at her. Her crazy colors and the unimaginable loss he had suffered made him want to curl up in bed and sleep for the rest of his life.

      “Now,” she continued, “as a doctor, I know that living here will be an adjustment for you. There will be changes. Changes by the yard!”

      From Peter’s shoe-gazing vantage point, he could see that Aunt Martha had a number of large bags by her side. They looked to be from an expensive store. The bags were bright pink. Are those for me? Peter thought with a frown. He couldn’t help but be intrigued, though. Following quickly on from this thought was another: Changes? What changes?

      “But isn’t life all about change?” Aunt Martha said. “Why I’m told that there are frogs that change their sex when the need arises. Frogs and fish! Isn’t that interesting?” She paused, looked away into the middle distance and raised one hand to her face, her index finger resting on her chin. She seemed to be considering some strange equation in her head. When she spoke, it was seemingly to herself. “We live in a strange world.” Then the plastered-on, mannequin smile returned and she looked at Peter. “But life persists, as I always say! Oh, you’re going to enjoy living with us so much! Yes, I know you are.”

      She reached into one of the bags at her feet. Since this was where Peter was looking, he observed her hands. It was as if her actions were rehearsed. There was a strange mannerism to her movements, to the way she spoke. This wasn’t exactly news to Peter—this was how she had always been—but this little moment, this small observation of her hands reaching into that pink bag, seemed to bring it into focus for him.

      Aunt Martha pulled a girl’s dress out of the bag. To Peter, it looked like a dress that one would put on a doll. She held it out in front of her so he could get a better look at it. Peter continued to observe the floor.

      “As a welcome-home present I bought you such wonderful new clothes,” Aunt Martha said.

      These clothes were for him? It didn’t compute in Peter’s head. Did she expect him to wear this dress? To wear all the clothes in the big pink bag? Why? What was going on here? He was a boy—he wasn’t supposed to wear clothes like this.

      And yet…

      He remembered looking through his sister’s clothes. Remembered running his hand along them. They were so soft. Gentle. Wasn’t it true that he wished that he could wear them?

      “I just hope that Richard doesn’t get jealous that I didn’t get him anything. Oh, but then he is such a dear. I’m sure that he won’t mind.” She had another one of her “moments”—as Peter was beginning to think of them—and raised that index finger to her chin once again. Looked off into the middle distance. “No, I’m sure he won’t.”

      This “moment” lasted longer this time, her stare seeming to pierce the wall and the yard past it until it penetrated the very fabric of the universe itself. Peter was about to nudge her, try to get her restarted, when she snapped out of it. Smiled again.

      “You see,” she explained, “I’ve always wanted a little girl.”

      So there it was. Peter was beginning to understand. She wanted him to be a girl. Part of him was afraid—was, in fact screaming inside—but another part of him was calm and collected. Accepting, even. In a perverse way, it seemed natural. He had always admired his sister, had looked up to her, and hadn’t part of him—a big but secret part—wanted to be like her? Hadn’t he wanted to be a girl like her?

      “But of course, when my husband left…” she continued before trailing off, no doubt staring off into space once again before resetting. “Oh, well! That’s all water under the bridge, as I always say. Water under the bridge.” Enunciating each word like she was teaching a class.

      Tuning her out ever so slightly, Peter started thinking of a new name for himself. Peter wouldn’t do if he was going to be a girl now, so what would be a good name? What would fit? Penelope? That didn’t exactly roll off the tongue, did it?

      “But it certainly will be a nice little surprise when Richard comes home to find a little girl in the house,” his aunt rattled on. “Yes, I’ve always dreamed of a little girl just like you. I mean, we already have a boy, so another one simply would not do. Oh, no, absolutely not.”

      Her excitement grew. Peter could see her shifting her weight from one foot to the next, as if she couldn’t stand still. “A little girl would be so much nicer. Don’t you think so, Angela?”

      At that, Peter finally looked up at her, perplexed. For a moment, he had lost her. He resisted the urge to look behind him—he had a childish notion that his aunt was speaking to the ghost of his dead sister. Finally it dawned on him that she was still speaking to him. But why had she called him Angela?

      Aunt Martha went into another one of her moments, looking off into nothingness, speaking to the air as much as to Peter. “Angela… Such a lovely name.” She looked at him again with a terrible smile. “Why, I believe it means ‘angel.’ Why, yes, I’m sure it does. I know you’re going to like that name. Won’t you, Peter? Oh, I do apologize, Angela.”

      The revelation came upon him: not only did his aunt expect him to live as a girl now, she expected him to literally be Angela. To take over for his dead sister, to step into her shoes and prance around pretending to be her. Peter suddenly had an image of himself puppeting the water-logged corpse of his sister on a stage, the audience full of laughing, clapping dead men. The whole situation struck him as almost impossibly ghoulish.

      He looked up into the face of his aunt and saw madness. Pure, unfiltered insanity. He supposed that he always knew this about her on some level, but he had never truly confronted it before now. His aunt was not only eccentric but completely mad. And now he would have to live with her for the rest of his childhood.

      And she wanted him to be Angela.

      But what could he do? He had to listen to her, didn’t he? Had to obey her? She was an adult and he was only a child. Surely he had to do what she told him to do, didn’t he? Slowly, he nodded, sealing his fate.

      From that moment on, Peter was no longer a he, was no longer even Peter. She was Angela.

      Angela Baker resurrected.
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      “Mommy, look at that weird girl!”

      Angela—the new Angela—looked up from the lemonade stand she and Ricky had erected in front of Aunt Martha’s house. In fact, it had been five years since the accident that had taken away her sister and father and turned her into the girl she was today, ten years-old and pretty in an odd sort of way. It was a warm summer day—the perfect day to sell some lemonade to the fine people of Hudson Falls.

      It was a boy who had spoken. He stood across the street from Aunt Martha’s house, one hand holding onto an adult woman the other pointing accusingly at Angela. His small, bright eyes seemed to bore into her, and Angela felt herself grow small, withdrawn. Suddenly the lemonade stand seemed like a horrible idea. Horrible, because it meant that people were going to be looking at her, judging her.

      “Stop that,” the mother chided her child. “It’s rude to point.”

      She hurried him along, giving Angela a small, forced, apologetic smile. Ricky came out of the house cradling an armful of dixie cups. Ricky Thomas was older than Angela by more than two years. He had dark hair like his cousin, but it tended more towards the brown end of the spectrum in contrast to Angela’s black. He was nicely tanned, having just come back from Camp Arawak the day before. It had been a hard year for Ricky. His father died earlier in the year in a freak accident, and he had been spending a lot of time with his cousin since then.

      Ricky caught sight of the troubled condition of his cousin, looked across the street and immediately figured out the situation. Dropping the dixie cups onto the table of the lemonade stand, he stormed out onto the sidewalk, called after the mother and son. “Hey, leave my cousin alone! Get out of here, why don’t you?!”

      The mother looked back in shock, but the boy didn’t even turn his head. Ricky planted both hands on his hips and put a serious look on his face. The mother shook her head.

      “Mind your manners, young man!” she called back to him. Before Ricky could answer, she shuffled her son down a connecting street, out of view.

      Ricky turned back to his cousin and sighed. Angela’s head was bowed. She was looking at her feet once again. When Ricky had reached her, he put a hand on her shoulder. That got her to look up.

      He smiled down at her. His smile was as warm as his touch and Angela found herself smiling back in spite of herself. Peter had agreed to do this with her, which was nice. He could be out playing with his friends on such a nice, warm, summer day, but he had chosen to spend it with her, his weird little cousin.

      A small moment of silence passed. Finally, Ricky looked at her again. “I’m sure mom will let you come next year.”

      Before he had left for the summer camp, he had tried to convince Aunt Martha to let Angela go, too. She had insisted that Angela was too young for Camp Arawak. Three weeks without any parents around? No, it wouldn’t do, not with such a young, vulnerable girl.

      Angela, for her part, didn’t really want to go to camp. She didn’t like the idea of being around all those other kids. They would look at her.

      Judge her.

      But Ricky was still on about it. He always wanted to spend time with her. It was nice of him. Since Angela was home-schooled, she didn’t interact with any other kids besides Ricky. They didn’t go out much, either. Only to the movies from time to time and out to eat when the mood struck Aunt Martha.

      “The other kids will like you,” Ricky said, as if reading her mind. “I mean, you’re a little different, but you’re not weird. You’re just quiet.”

      She looked at him, eyebrows raised. They rarely spoke about what exactly made Angela different from the other girls. Though Ricky knew about Angela’s secret, he almost never brought it up. He certainly never called her by any name other than Angela.

      Ricky looked away and kept his mouth shut. The sun was in his eyes, but he pretended like it didn’t bother him. Angela reached out and put a hand on his shoulder. Ricky smiled and took hold of her hand and held it tight. He nodded emphatically.

      “Yeah,” he said, “next year for sure. She’ll let you go next year.”

      But he was wrong. It was another three years before Aunt Martha let Angela go to sleepaway camp.
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      July, 1983

      On the morning that Angela finally went to Camp Arawak, she found a snake in the backyard of the house. It was one of those summer mornings where it wasn’t too hot but the sun was blinding. Angela had been dreading this day and she got up earlier than anyone else in the household, made herself a bowl of cereal, ate it, and went out back to just sit and try not to think about anything.

      Aunt Martha had a little garden against one wall of the house. It sat in the shadow of a large tree. The garden wasn’t much, but it was nice and Angela liked to sit next to it some mornings. She liked to listen to the birds and the bugs that came out during the summer months. Liked the idea of life all about her, creatures that she could hardly ever see but knew were there.

      Despite not wanting to, she was thinking about camp. Thinking about all those other kids. All those strangers. How would they treat her?

      Her gaze fixed on some point on the fence that set out Aunt Martha’s property. It was a full acre of land so the fence was quite some distance away from the garden, but Angela could see every detail of it with clarity. A beetle was currently struggling its way up the wooden slats. A bird sat on the top of the fence. To Angela, it looked like the bird was eying the bug, waiting for the right moment to strike.

      She was so distracted, her mind elsewhere, that she didn’t notice the snake when it slithered out of the little garden and approached her. It got within an inch of her hand before she saw it.

      With a little yelp, she scuttled away from the creature. The snake was a dull green. It was small, thin, almost certainly harmless, but it scared her just the same.

      And yet she was also fascinated by it.

      Where had it come from? She couldn’t remember seeing one like it before. Was it some neighborhood pet that had escaped its enclosure?

      Angela cautiously approached the snake and got down on her hands and knees to get a better look at it. The creature’s tongue flicked in and out of its mouth, tasting the air. The girl’s mind conjured up giant snakes of the imagination. Killer snakes from some kind of pulp story. A cobra, maybe, like the one in Raiders of the Lost Ark. That movie had scared her, but she had also loved it. There had been tons of snakes in that one.

      Yes, it was fascinating. But it had also scared her and she was angry at it for that. She narrowed her eyes and watched the snake as it made its way into the yard.

      Angela wanted nothing more than to stay here and study the snake, but she didn’t have the time. She had to get upstairs and dress for camp. Aunt Martha had made it clear that she wanted both of them to wear their Camp Arawak t-shirts. Ricky said that this was a stupid idea, but both he and Angela knew that he would do what he was told. So she had to change.
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      “Hurry, sweeties,” Martha called from the bottom of the stairs. “We don’t want to miss the bus!”

      Even from the top of the stairs, as he rounded the newel post and started down the steps, Ricky could see that his mother was in one of her loopy, not-all-there moods this morning. Enthusiastic as she was, she still had that strange distracted air about her, as if she were living in two worlds at the same time. She didn’t even appear to realize that he and Angela were already on their way down. She paused, one finger to her chin and looking off into the middle distance somewhere. “Goodness, no. That wouldn’t do at all.”

      Once she had snapped out of it, she called out again, not even bothering to look up. “Richard. Angela.” Finally, it seemed to dawn on her that they were already practically on top of her as they reached the bottom of the stairs. “Oh, here you are.”

      Ricky gave her the best smile that he was capable of on a summer morning when, by all rights, he should be sleeping in. Angela was reserved and quiet, so no different than usual. Martha put a quick, soft hand on Ricky’s shoulder, gave him a plastic smile of her own before reaching down to grab a paper bag from the floor. She handed it to him.

      “Look what I did,” she said. “I packed you and your cousin some goodies for the ride up to camp. Wasn’t that nice of me, hmm?”

      Ricky had trouble even looking at the contents of the bag, it was so overstuffed with food. A few apples sat on top. Under that, Ricky could see carrots and celery wrapped in plastic like fresh corpses in body bags. He sighed. “Any chips?”

      “Why, of course. I believe that there’s a whole bag.” Then she was gone again, off looking away from them, hand to her chin. Ricky saw that she had tied a red string around her index finger. This was her little way of reminding herself not to forget some task. Ricky had no intention of asking her about it.

      “Why I’m almost certain of it,” she said to herself.

      Ricky pushed gently past her, heading to the front door. When Angela stepped off the stairs, Martha was on her like a hawk, hands reaching out to take hold of the girl. She tugged at Angela’s shoulder-length hair, smiled. This smile was more genuine than the one she had given Ricky. Though he wouldn’t admit it to anyone else, Ricky was a little jealous of his mother’s affection for, and attention given to, Angela.

      “Angela,” she said, “isn’t there anything special my little girl would care for, hmm?”

      Ricky rolled his eyes and sighed once again. “We gotta go, mom. It’s getting late.”

      Though he couldn’t actually hear the bus pulling up outside the house, he could imagine it in his mind. It was true that he didn’t like getting up so early on a summer morning, but he was eager to get to camp all the same. It was just about his favorite place in the world. Admittedly, it would be different this year with Angela coming for the first time, but he was positive to make it a good experience for his cousin. He would protect her no matter what happened.

      Martha and Angela joined him by the front door. She reached out in an extravagant gesture and put a hand on each of their shoulders. “Well of course you do, dear. We wouldn’t want them to leave without you, now would we?” Another tiny moment of disconnectedness. “No, I’m afraid that wouldn’t do at all.” All at once, she was back, smiling once again. “Come, children. Let’s be on our way.”

      She started with them towards the door but stopped, looking at the two of them with some concern. Ricky’s temper was beginning to rise. Why wouldn’t she just let them go?!

      “Now what?” he said.

      “I believe that I’ve forgotten something,” she said. “Now what could it be?” The look of concern cleared from her face, and she came alive, like a puppet finally given life by a ventriloquist. “Oh, I remember what it is! I knew I would forget. I just kept reminding myself. In fact, I tied a string around…” She raised her hand and beamed at the red string around her index finger. “Around my finger, so I wouldn’t forget!” She displayed it for both of them. “See? And I didn’t.” Distracted again—elsewhere. “You never can be too careful.” She paused, a robot rebooting, mouthed, “Oh,” to herself.

      “Well, what is it?” Ricky said, unable to hide the frustration in his voice.

      His mother didn’t seem to notice at all. “Just a moment! I’ll be right back!”

      When she ran off into the house, Ricky shared a look with his cousin. He didn’t have to say anything to her, his look said it all, Mom’s in one of her moods again. Angela didn’t say anything back, but she didn’t have to, either.

      Martha returned with a small packet of papers. She handed them to Ricky. “Here they are, all filled out and signed by yours truly. Wasn’t that nice of me, hmm?”

      Ricky flicked through the papers. He recognized his name, as well as Angela’s, but the rest of it might as well have been written in Greek for all he could determine. “What are they?”

      “Why, they’re your physicals, of course,” she explained. “We can’t go to camp without our physicals, now can we?”

      We. Our. It was as if she were coming to camp with them. For a moment, Ricky imagined it, conjuring up the image of his mother at Camp Arawak. It was a comical and absurdly terrifying thought and he banished it from his mind as quickly as it came to him.

      It was a good thing she had remembered the physicals, he admitted to himself. Since he wasn’t going to point out the red string, they might have gotten all the way to camp before realizing that they didn’t have them. That would have meant returning home.

      “Just be sure not to tell anyone how you got them,” she continued. “Oh, no, I’m afraid that they wouldn’t approve of that at all. Even though they know that I am a doctor!”

      She seemed proud of this to an absurd degree, beaming big and bright at the both of them. Ricky nodded with complete understanding. He had to make sure that he did his part to conceal Angela’s secret. Angela would have the harder job, of course, showering away from the other girls, doing her best to keep her secret, but he was determined to make it as easy as possible for her.

      But still…

      Wasn’t going to camp just about having fun? Why did he have the responsibility of taking care of his cousin? Of keeping her secret? Couldn’t he just have fun? He looked at Angela. She was looking back at him, quiet as always, but with love in her eyes. He sighed for a third time that morning and put a hand on her shoulder. She managed a small smile in return.

      “No matter what they do,” he said to her, “I’ll never tell.”

      “Oh, you’re such a dear,” Martha said. “Well, run along now.”

      “So long, Mom.”

      He grabbed both of their bags which had been set down beside the door. They left the house just in time. The bus was pulling up at the curb. He and Angela hurried along.

      “I hope you have a good time,” Martha called after them. “But of course you will. Take good care of my little girl, Richard!”

      They both waved goodbye to her as they ran to catch the bus. Ricky could hardly contain his excitement. Pretty soon he would be at camp! And he was going to make it the best summer ever for Angela.

      Even if it killed him.
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      When the children had gone, Aunt Martha shut the door behind them and wandered aimlessly through the house. Eventually, she headed out back and stared at the sky for a moment. It was a bright, almost blinding morning. She had to shield her eyes from the sun.

      When she turned to regard her little garden, she frowned. Something had disturbed her tranquil repose. Something small and slithery.

      It was a snake.

      For a moment, she was frightened. A snake, here in her garden! After this came the realization that the creature was dead.

      With some caution, she approached it. Bent over to examine it closely. Yes, the small snake was dead alright.

      Someone had stepped on it, crushing its skull to a bloody pulp.
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