
        
            
                
            
        



  	
	    
	      Also by Brooklyn Ann

	    

      
	    
          
	      Blood Prophecy

          
        
          
	          To Tempt a Sorcerer

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Brides of Prophecy

          
        
          
	          Wrenching Fate

          
        
          
	          Ironic Sacrifice

          
        
          
	          Conjuring Destiny

          
        
          
	          Unleashing Desire

          
        
          
	          Pleading Rapture

          
        
          
	          Melding Souls

          
        
          
	          Reclaiming the Magic

          
        
          
	          Leaving the Shadows

          
        
          
	          Bewitching the Vampire

          
        
          
	          Redeeming the Angel

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          Brides of Prophecy Box Set

          
        
          
	          Brides of Prophecy Box Set 2

          
        
          
	          Brides of Prophecy Box Set 2: Books 4-6

          
        
          
	          Brides of Prophecy Boxset 3: Books 7-9

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Hearts of Metal

          
        
          
	          Hearts of Metal Boxset Vol 1-3

          
        
          
	          Kissing Vicious

          
        
          
	          With Vengeance

          
        
          
	          Rock God

          
        
          
	          Metal and Mistletoe

          
        
          
	          Forbidden Song

          
        
          
	          Tempting Beat

          
        
          
	          Heart Throb

          
        
          
	          Hearts of Metal Boxset: Vol 4-7

          
        
          
	          Hearts of Metal Vol 4-7

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Scandals With Bite

          
        
          
	          Bite Me, Your Grace

          
        
          
	          One Bite Per Night

          
        
          
	          Bite At First Sight

          
        
          
	          His Ruthless Bite

          
        
          
	          Wynter's Bite

          
        
          
	          The Highwayman's Bite

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Final Couples

          
        
          
	          His Final Girl

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Scandals With Bite Box Set

          
        
          
	          Scandals With Bite Boxset 1: Books 1-3

          
        
          
	          My Fairlady

          
        
          
	          To Wed a Warrior| a standalone romantasy in the Brides of Prophecy universe (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Brooklyn Ann’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


	 

 

 

HIS FINAL GIRL

The Final Couples

Book 1

Brooklyn Ann


Dedication

To Karen Ann, who introduced me to horror movies and started my lifelong love of the genre.

To my grandmothers, Sharon and Ruth, both strong women who know how to run a farm and so much more.

And to Kent Butler, my own nerdy hero.







ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

 

 

Thank you so much to all the people who helped make my dream come true. 

Thank you, Kent, for reminding me that I need to write what I love and giving me the courage to approach my editor and agent with the crazy idea to write horror romance.

Thank you to my agent, Nephele Tempest, and my editor, Michelle Klayman, for giving said crazy idea a chance.

Thank you, Raye Roeske, Marie Bee, and Layla J. Omorose, for being incredibly supportive friends.

Thank you to the Night Writers group for doing sprints with me so I could keep the words flowing. 

Thank you to Bad Movie Club for watching every summer camp slasher movie with me and for giving me the idea to feature the epically bad movie Caligula in this book. 

Thank you to Hans Curtis for helping me come up with one of the funnier death scenes.

 


Foreword For This Edition

 

 

Writing cross-genre books comes naturally to me. My debut series was historical paranormal romance. Part of me is still baffled that it took so long for me to realize I could write horror romance.

However, marketing was not easy. My original publisher for this, and my next three horror romances was a romance publisher, so they categorized and marketed it as a romance. The cover, while it had horror fonts, looked like a YA romance. I marketed more to the horror crowd, however, speaking of YA, making a series of books based on 80s horror movies meant writing about horny teenagers. And the publisher, of course wanted sex scenes since my previous series had them. Which means, these are not YA books.

Still, having 18 and 19-year-old characters doing it on the page led to some confusion among readers, with one even thinking I was writing about minors. New Adult romance, which covers the 18-21 age range, never really took off as a genre.

With this new edition, I could have cut the sex scenes and marketed it as YA horror. However, I decided not to for three big reasons: First, I really enjoyed subverting the trope in 80s horror by having characters who had consensual sex live. Secondly, I wanted to reflect reality for a portion of the population. My parents and grandparents all married young, I have close friends who married their high school sweethearts and remained happy together. It’s rare, but it does happen.

My maternal grandma and her friends all dropped out of high school to get married. They made the news by going back to earn their diplomas in their fifties. My paternal grandma, who owned the tree and cattle farm that inspired the one the heroine of this book grew up on, got engaged while still in high school. Someone I knew who was in high school back in the ’50s once told me about her husband’s marriage proposal not going right the first time. “We were in the back seat of his Hudson Hornet when I made him go down on one knee and ask me properly,” she said. Years later I remembered that and thought, Wait, what were you doing in the backseat of that car? She was very prim and proper, so I was a little scandalized.

And finally, my third reason is that so many of us had terrible first times. Many of us at much younger ages than the characters in this book. I want to give all of us the opportunity to live through those characters with good first times.

Now that the sex and romance is covered, let’s move onto the horror. As I said in the original author’s note and in many interviews, horror was my first love, not romance, though I was hooked on those since my first one too. I remain eternally grateful to my agent and my former publisher for giving me the opportunity to write a horror romance series. Though this series didn’t take off like I’d hoped, it was so much fun to write. And I received so much joy when hearing from readers who loved what I was doing with these.

Writing these books even gave me the courage to write straight-up horror. You can find those works under the pen name, Brooklyn Ann Butler.

And lastly, this edition has a few changes, the biggest being the series name. The reference to B movies in “B Mine” didn’t resonate as well as I’d planned. So, since I always pitched these books as “80s horror movies, but with a Final Couple instead of a Final Girl,” The Final Couples works much better.

You will also find a teeny bit more gore added to some scenes, slight alterations to paragraphs, as well as a few minor corrections.

However, this is still not highbrow literature, but cheesy schlock as was always intended. Enjoy!



AUTHOR’S NOTE


 

 

When I was two years old, I crept out of my room and hid behind the couch, peeking around it while my mom watched Nightmare on Elm Street. When she caught me, she picked me up and set me down beside her. We watched horror movies together for the rest of my childhood.

All my life, I’ve loved horror movies and novels. And when I began my first efforts to become a writer, I wanted to write horror, but as with my attempts at writing fantasy, my characters kept falling in love. So, I resigned myself to writing romance, which didn’t bother me at all because I’ve ADORED romance novels ever since I picked up my first one. Come to think of it, I think my romance novel addiction happened at the same time as my Stephen King addiction.

But all through my nineteen books and counting career of writing romance, my love and enthusiasm for horror, ESPECIALLY the cheesy 80s movies, never waned. In fact, it grew.

Then a year ago, Boroughs Publishing said they wanted a new series from me. I was suffering burnout from my Regencies and rock stars (still love ’em, but after six of each, it was time for something different).

“I STILL want to write horror,” I whined to Kent. “But everything I write turns into a romance.”

“Why can’t you do both?” he asked.

At first, I opened my mouth to argue, then I shut it. Why couldn't I? 

In Nightmare on Elm Street 4, Alice’s boyfriend lives. In Night of the Demons, the final girl AND a guy live. (In my head-canon, they fell in love after.) And an idea came.

I emailed my publisher and agent and pitched a series of books themed on 80s B horror movies, only instead of there being a Final Girl, there’d be a Final Couple who’d get their HEA after defeating the killer/monster/demon/etc.

I expected them to reject the idea, but they loved it.

The series will be called “B Mine1” after my beloved B movies, and I hope you enjoy this first one, a summer camp slasher romance.

As always, I want to thank my readers for following me in my journeys of stories of people falling in love in the strangest circumstances.

This one may be my strangest yet.

 


Chapter One

August 1978, Sinchlep, Idaho

 

 

Linnea parked the old red tractor in the barn, wincing as black exhaust blatted out the tailpipe before she killed the ignition. The 1958 International was in dire need of a tune-up and she prayed it wouldn’t croak before money came in from the harvest. 

Sweat beaded on her brow from laboring in the late summer heat, but she didn’t dare wipe it off with the sleeve of her shirt. Not with all the hay chaff from the fields and barn. At least they’d finished haying last week. Her muscles still ached from bucking the heavy bales onto the flatbed trailer.

After she jumped off the worn tractor seat, her work boots sent up a cloud of dust from the barn floor. Shafts of sunlight turned the swirling motes a brilliant gold as she turned to admire the orderly stacks of hay in the barn. Pride swelled in her chest. 

Mr. Ferguson, who owned the dairy farm a few miles down the road, had said that they couldn’t do the haying without a man, but Linnea, Mom, and Grandma had proved him wrong. Technically for the third time, since Grandpa had been too sick to do much in the last two years before the cancer had claimed him.

The Langenkamp women had been managing their farm fine as could be without a man. Sure, they weren’t swimming in cash like the Fergusons, but they hadn’t had as much to start with as the dairy farmer from Texas. Besides, they were keeping their bills paid and had enough to eat, and that’s what counted. And when Linnea graduated high school next year, she’d be able to work the farm full time and dedicate herself to doubling its profit.

Shucking off her work gloves, she pulled her handkerchief from her overalls and wiped the sweat from her brow. She winced as she felt the painful swelling of a new pimple right in the middle of her forehead.

“Great,” she muttered. 

As if her sunburned face over her farmer’s tan and her mousy brown hair weren’t ugly enough, she had to get acne too. The girls—and some of the boys—at school would have more ammunition to add to their arsenal of mockery.

Linnea kicked a stray scrap of tree bark on the path outside the barn. It didn’t matter what her classmates said. She had more important things to worry about. Like how to get the lumber on the farm back on the market. Only Grandpa had been able to bring down the tall pines on their six hundred and forty acres of land. But Linnea was strong, and she was eighteen at last. Mom could no longer stop her from learning the lumber aspect of the business.

She would save that argument for later, though. Now all she wanted was to head into the shaded house, have a snack, and drink a tall glass of apple cider, made from their own little orchard, and always chilled in the summer. 

Exhaustion, coupled with the sweltering heat, nearly made her knees buckle as she walked up the steep driveway to the farmhouse. Maybe she could have a swim in the pond before supper.

Mom and Grandma were in the kitchen, snacking on some of Grandma’s famous frosted gingersnaps. Linnea’s stomach rumbled, but she knew that if she reached for one before washing up, she’d get a smack on the wrist.

As if reading her mind, Grandma tipped her a wink. At fifty-five, Ruth Langenkamp was still a beautiful woman, though years of hard work had etched deep lines around her eyes and mouth. Strength radiated from her wiry muscles and sun-browned face. Alongside her husband, she’d built this house with her bare hands. Linnea admired her more than anyone in the world.

A smidgen of guilt nipped her conscience as she scrubbed the dirt and grime from her hands beneath the soothing cool water at the kitchen sink. Her mom was pretty strong too, having faced the shame of her peers when she’d found out she was pregnant after her high school sweetheart got drafted. 

Mom was expelled the moment her pregnancy began to show, but she didn’t let that ruin her life. Instead, she helped her parents on the farm and wrote letters every week to her love. He wrote back ten times, promising that when he came home, they’d be married. 

But before Linnea was even a year old, he was killed by a sniper in a surprise attack from the Viet Cong.

Faith Langenkamp’s spirit refused to break. She turned down three marriage proposals, more if one counted the many that Mr. Ferguson had offered. Faith’s heart was still joined with Linnea’s father, and besides, Faith knew that Mr. Ferguson only wanted her for the land. He was almost as old as Grandpa.

Sometimes, Linnea thought it was sad that her mother had never found another love, but most of the time she was happy with the cozy foursome—now triad—at home and was relieved that some strange man hadn’t come in and interfered with their peace. 

She didn’t want to go to school with bruises on her back like her friend, Suzanne. Or with a constant look of utter terror like Jenny Dunaway, who, Linnea had learned, was touched by stepfather at night.

No, she was fine having only her mom and grandma raising her. Grandpa had been father enough.

Her mom’s voice pulled Linnea back into the kitchen. “Woolgathering again?”

“A little.” Linnea finished drying her hands and returned to the table to collect her well-earned cookie. That fencepost had been a real pain in the ass.

Mom picked up a letter from a stack of mail on the counter and smiled at Linnea. “I have some good news, Linny. Your name was drawn for a free trip to the Senior Summer Camp.”

Linnea choked on her cookie. After coughing crumbs into the napkin Grandma handed her, she managed to croak, “What?”

For the past thirty years, it had been tradition for Amteep High School’s incoming senior class to spend ten days at Camp Natliskeliguten, Camp Natty for short. Pictures of the place and its happy campers were prominently featured in every yearbook. 

Rumor had it, more virginities were lost at camp than at Homecoming and the Prom combined. Linnea had heard some of her classmates talking about it before summer break started, but hadn’t expected to, or wanted to go.

“It looks like you’re going to get a little vacation after all,” Mom continued, oblivious to her daughter’s dismay. “I can see why you didn’t ask me. The fee is normally a hundred dollars. In my day it was thirty-five. But there’s a lottery and—”

“I’m one of the charity cases,” Linnea finished bitterly. And God knew how many there were. As far as she knew, fundraising for the camp scholarship was indifferent at best. “Can we have them send someone else? Plenty other students would appreciate camp more than me. I already know the forest experience. I live in one.”

“It’s not about the forest,” Mom said in that chiding tone that always built to a full lecture. “It’s about the whole experience. Spending time with your friends, meeting new people.”

“I’ll see my friends at school,” Linnea objected. “And I already know everyone in my class.” And most of them either hate me or don’t know I exist.

“There will be some new people,” Mom fired back. “That lovely house on Elm in downtown Amteep sold two months ago, remember? And I heard from Donna that it’s a family with a boy your age. Also, the Creeds fell on hard times and can’t afford to send their children to private school anymore, so their eldest will probably be going to Amteep High. Three houses in the new subdivision uptown were sold and we’ve seen all sorts of new faces at the grocery store.”

“Well, I can meet them when school starts.” Linnea’s shoulders slumped. She knew she’d lost the argument before making her case. Grandma gave her a little smirk before turning back to Mom.

“You’re going and that’s final.” Mom grasped Linnea’s hands across the kitchen table. “You’ll leave on the twelfth and be back on the twenty-first.”

“But I don’t want to.” Desperation strained Linnea’s voice. “Why are you pushing this on me?”

“Because I want you to have some life experiences and not end up like me.” Mom’s eyes glittered with unshed tears. “I missed out on half my senior year. No prom, no graduation, no opportunities for sleepovers and adventures. You were worth it, of course, but…”

As she trailed off, Linnea opened her mouth to argue that she didn’t want to live out her mother’s missed opportunities, but then Mom said, “You’ve spent all summer working on the farm. And though we needed the help and the property will be yours someday, you should have some normal teenage fun before you take the reins. This is your last year to be a kid and I want you to at least enjoy some of it.”

“I’m eighteen, not a kid anymore.”

Grandma lowered her glasses. “Don’t talk back to your mother.”

“Sorry, Grandma.” Linnea looked down at the blue checkered tablecloth. “But I don’t think it’s a good idea to leave you two. There’s so much work to be done and—”

“Hogwash.” Grandma rose from her chair, opened the fridge, and pulled out a pitcher of apple cider. “The haying’s done, and all we need to do is negotiate with our buyers. Your mother and I have been handling that since you were in diapers. You fixed the fencing that the cows knocked over and all that’s left is canning pickles and tomatoes.”

“The tractor—”

“Can’t be repaired until we sell the hay in September.” Grandma poured three glasses of cider and returned the pitcher. “I met your grandfather at Camp Natty, and your mother met your father there. Who knows? Maybe you’ll find us a new man to help work the farm.”

“We don’t need a man.” Linnea crossed her arms over her chest even though she desperately wanted a sip of the cold cider placed before her. Beads of condensation gleamed on the glass. She licked her lips.

It was true that she wanted a boyfriend, wanted to be held and kissed, and maybe even more. Linnea was an overworked outcast, not an aspiring nun. However, none of the boys at school had looked at her twice. But she didn’t need to mention that.

Grandma took a big gulp of her cider and sighed in satisfaction. “No, but sometimes, they can be nice to have around.”

For a moment, Linnea allowed herself to imagine meeting a handsome guy at the camp. Sneaking away from swimming or some other inane activity to walk with him in the woods holding hands. Maybe even dancing with him at the social in a gaudily decorated lodge. Drinking the infamously spiked punch and having her first kiss…because the slobbery, shy peck on the lips from Rodney Calhoun in seventh grade after a game of spin the bottle didn’t count.

And hey, there didn’t even have to be a guy. Her friends, Kate and Suzanne, would be there, so Linnea at least would have someone to talk to. And the idea of whispering together in their bunks at night and maybe learning how to steer a canoe could be fun. And there were new things to learn. At the least, why the camp had the strange name of Natliskeliguten. Linnea knew that her town, Sinchlep, meant “Coyote” in Salish, and Amteep loosely meant “devil.” Maybe the camp had its own legend behind its name.

Surrendering to dual temptations, Linnea took a deep drink of her cider, savoring the crisp taste of apples and the refreshing coolness sliding down her throat.

She lowered her glass but didn’t set it down. “Okay. I’ll go.”


Chapter Two

 

Amteep, Idaho

 

 

Wes wiped his brow as he turned the page of the latest issue of 80 Micro Magazine. Only twelve more lines of code and he’d be able to play Scarf Man, a game that was supposed to be an imitation of Pac Man.

It was monotonous, typing in hundreds, sometimes thousands of characters into his computer, but some games could not be found on cassette at RadioShack. At least this method had helped him learn the computer’s language.

Wes had gotten the TRS80 computer for Christmas last year, but hadn’t really gotten the hang of it until he’d fallen ill with a monster case of bronchitis, which morphed into pneumonia, then to mono.

As a result, he’d spent nearly six months at home. The never-ending sickness had wreaked havoc on his asthma and cost him a school year, but there had also been a silver lining. Huddled in bed with issues of Byte and 80 Micro his father had gotten for him, and in the hours where he had the strength to get up, Wes used his time to gain knowledge and mastery of the computer.

His breath tightened as he typed the final line of code. If Wes missed even one single character, the game wouldn’t run.

Reaching for his inhaler, he waited for the computer to process the code. Once he took a deep puff of acrid, chemical-flavored moisture, the pressure on his lungs loosened, and he was able to breathe again. Still, he remained tense through the endless waiting for the computer to process the commands.

Five minutes later, the screen flickered and music began to play as the title and copyright date appeared on the black and white monitor.

“Yes!” Wes pumped both fists in the air.

As his fingers reached for the arrow keys to move Pac— er— Scarf Man, his mother opened his bedroom door.

“Wesley.” Mom’s voice was brusque as she strode into the room. 

She was probably going to complain that his computer was giving her radio static again. Sometimes his computer did that. But her radio was portable. His computer was not. If she took her radio outside, or even into the kitchen, she wouldn’t have trouble.

“I have some news for you.”

Relief washed over him that she wasn’t going to bug him about his computer again. “I’m a little busy, Mom. Can’t it wait?”

Laurie Carpenter was normally an easygoing, cheerful mom, but now Wes heard the rare thread of steel in her voice. “No, it can’t. You’ve been locked in here with that silly, bleeping thing for months. You can take a moment to talk with me.”

Leaving the Player One screen flashing, Wes turned down the volume on the monitor.

“Okay. What’s the news?”

“You’re going to summer camp.” Mom beamed like the wheel-spinning woman on The Price is Right.

“What?” Wes rubbed his eyes, wondering if this was some kind of joke. “I’m too old for that stuff.” 

His nineteenth birthday was last week.

“It’s tradition up here for the senior class to go to camp and get to know each other before school starts,” Mom explained, ignoring Wes’s protest. “I think it sounds lovely. Especially since you haven’t gotten to know anyone since we moved to Amteep.”

Wes thought it sounded like a stupid tradition. “Spending ten days with my classmates before school starts will feel like going back to school early.”

 He wanted to spend those last two weeks earning money at his job at the movie theater, and at home with his computer.

“Spending the rest of the summer cooped up inside is bad for you.” Mom wagged her perfectly manicured finger at him. “Furthermore, you could stand to make new friends.”

“I’m older than all of them.” And even if Wes hadn’t been nineteen, it’s not like he’d be well-received. Not with his glasses, asthma, and gangly form. Not with his interest in computers and complete illiteracy in all things sports. He may as well have had “nerd” tattooed on his forehead. On top of all that, he’d moved to this small town in North Idaho from San Diego and was a “city boy,” according to the jerks who’d jeered at him in the theater parking lot the other day.

“Only by a year.” Laurie bent to pick his clothes up from the floor. “And probably some less than that.” Suddenly, she frowned. “Are you worried about dating?”

“Mom,” he groaned. “I’m worried about college. I’m worried about how I can convince Dad’s boss to give me a chance at Micron when I graduate. I’m worried about how to then turn that job into a career writing programs that will make me enough money to buy one of those nice beach houses back in San Diego.” At the dismay in his mother’s eyes from mentioning moving away, he switched to a teasing note. “I’m worried about there not being enough of those cookies I smelled you baking left after Janey got to them.”

A smile tilted the corner of Mom’s mouth. “Wesley, I’m being serious. I know the move was rough for you.”

It was.

Even worse was he couldn’t object too much because his dad had gotten an amazing promotion at Micron, moving to their new second headquarters in Amteep. All predictions pointed to this town booming in the next decade, becoming a stronghold in the growing tech industry.

But Wes missed his home in San Diego the moment they’d left. He missed the few friends he’d had, the much bigger RadioShack, the record store, and the multitudes of rock concerts and clubs he would have been able to access to see live bands if he’d been there for his nineteenth birthday.

Instead, he’d spent his birthday at a bar with his father, playing an awkward game of pool and trying to pretend that the pitcher of beer Dad had ordered had been Wes’s first. He didn’t think Dad had been fooled.

Greg Carpenter was a brilliant man, with a PhD in electronic engineering. For many years, Wes wanted to be exactly like his dad when he grew up. But now that Wes was almost there, he knew he was nowhere near going down his father’s path.

And yet, that didn’t bother him so much. Wes’s own path loomed ahead, frightening and exciting all at once. Who he would become, he didn’t quite know. He’d likely leave home after graduation.

Sometimes it was scary to think that if it weren’t for getting sick last year, he might have been on his own already. Those missed months had cost him most of his senior year of high school. Now he’d have to do it all over again.

And, apparently, attend summer camp.

“Wes?” Mom interrupted his musings. “There’s a list of things you’ll need to pack for camp, and of course we’ll have to go to the pharmacy and get you an extra inhaler.”

He sighed and leaned back in his chair. “I’m not going to some silly camp. That’s kid’s stuff.”

“Yes, you are.” Mom remained implacable, and somehow smug, like she had an ace up her sleeve. “I already mailed the check.”

Wes bit his lip. “Then you can ask for a refund.”

Mom’s spine straightened and she put her hands on her hips. “Your father and I are taking your little sister to Disneyland, so no one will be home.”

For a moment he was tempted to demand why he wasn’t going to Disneyland too, but he couldn’t. If camp was kid’s stuff, then what was Mickey Mouse?

He leaned forward and rose from his seat. “I’m an adult. I can fend for myself.”

Mom’s lips curved in a triumphant smile before she delivered the killing blow. “Not without food, you can’t. I haven’t shopped for groceries all week, instead using up what we have.”

Shit. 

Wes had been curious about the interesting casseroles and smorgasbord platters she’d been serving lately, but hadn’t noticed that she hadn’t gone to the grocery store in a while. 

Mom had him there. Wes loved to eat. His parents marveled at where he put it all, since he remained scrawny. And he could put away a lot. More than he could afford with his part-time wages at the movie theater.

It looked like he would be going to camp after all. 

Holding up his hands in surrender, Wes forced a smile. “Fine. You win. At least I’ll have time to read. Where is this place, anyway?”

“On the other side of Lake Skeetshue. Remember? Where we had that lovely cruise.” She pulled a brochure out of her back pocket. “It’s called Camp Natli— I can’t pronounce it. Another Indian name, I guess.”

She handed him the brochure, displaying overly joyous teens paddling canoes on a sparkling lake with a beach and fake totem poles in the background.

Wes squinted at the name of the place, printed in bright red and yellow above the glossy photos. Camp Natliskeliguten. “I can’t pronounce it either. I think it sounds more German.”

“They call it ‘Camp Natty’ for short.” Now that she’d won, Mom returned to her usual cheerful self. “And aside from the lake activities in the picture, you can learn archery, canoeing, and they’ll even have guided nature walks so you can learn about the forest. By the time you get back, you’ll know more about our new home than the rest of the family.”

Wes did not share her enthusiasm. A lot of that stuff would be hell on his asthma. 

Also, the idea of wandering around in the woods spooked him a little. As his little sister had proudly announced, there were some scary wild animals in the forests surrounding Amteep. Bears, wolves, mountain lions, and bobcats. And although Wes had swum in the ocean plenty of times, he couldn’t say he enjoyed it.

Knowing his luck, he’d tip over a canoe and fall into the cold water, lose his glasses, and maybe get covered in leeches.

Mom continued, ignoring his grimace. “And there will be dances and socials with the girls. Maybe you’ll meet someone special.”

“Maybe,” he muttered, hoping to deter another worried speculation about his lack of interest in girls. 

Well, it wasn’t a total lack. More that most girls lacked interest in him. 

Dad had even pulled him aside for a “man to man” talk a little over a year ago.

“You’re not one of those men who are… ah…” Dad had scratched the back of his neck, his ears beet-red. “Interested in other men, are you?”

Wes had laughed, though there was a bit of unease. One of his close friends was a homosexual. Would Dad hate him if he swung that way?

“Of course not. I like girls. I’m just waiting to meet the right one. Someday I want what you and Mom have.”

And that was the utter truth.

Except, Wes didn’t have high hopes of that ever happening. Something was missing inside him and he didn’t think he’d be ready, much less worthy of love unless he found it.

Mom snapped him back to the present. “Turn off that beeping contraption and come with me. There’s a huge list of things we’ll need to pack for you.”

Wes sighed and pushed his chair in under his desk, giving his computer and new game one last mournful glance. Then his stomach growled. 

“Are there any cookies left?”

There were. Wes ate four as he sat across from his mother, scowling at the endless list of items he’d need for ten days of camp, half of which he didn’t have. Bug spray, a poncho, a pocket knife, a hatchet, and a flint kit for making fires.

As they checked off the list of things they did have—flashlight, changes of clothes, et cetera —Wes found himself spacing off, half-listening to the PBS program Janey was watching in the living room.

“…after the third mysterious accident, which left four miners dead and seven wounded, the Sundown mine closed for good. In 1948, the land was purchased by…”

Mom heard the TV as well. Her mouth twisted with disgust. “Janey, why don’t you change the channel? Honestly, I don’t understand why you like to learn about such morbid topics.”

Janey’s voice held its usual indomitable cadence. “I just do.”

Mom raised her eyes to the heavens and sighed. “What did I do to be punished with such stubborn children?”

Wes laughed. “We got it from you.”

By the time Mom was placated by Wes’s cooperation with the prep for camp, Dad had come home for dinner. The crock pot beef stew melted in Wes’s mouth. He’d miss this cooking when he was at the camp.

His melancholy increased when he returned to his computer only to discover that Scarf Man sucked. If the computer had a joystick, it might be playable, but with the arrow keys? The control was crap.

After struggling with the game for two hours, he gave up and put on a Deep Purple cassette.

Lying in bed with his headphones on, Wes realized that next week he wouldn’t be able to do this either. More than ever, he wanted one of those Sony Walkmans that had come out last month. Too bad the things cost a hundred and fifty bucks. Even then, the one that had been available at Amteep’s RadioShack had sold out the day it was released, and future units were on backorder.

At least I have my boombox, Wes thought before he dozed off.
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Wes ran through the woods, breath tight and heart pounding as an unseen figure chased him.

The grip on his lungs tightened further until his breath came in pitiful gasps and wheezes.

Someone grabbed his hand, urging him along. He summoned up the will to keep running, though the underbrush threatened to trip him.

Thunder rumbled, despite flashes of clear moonlight penetrating the gaps between the pine boughs. A blessing and curse, because though Wes and his unseen friend could see where they were going, that meant that he could see them too.

But who was he?

They stopped running so abruptly that their shoes sent gravel skittering in all directions.

Lightning flashed again to reveal a gaping maw before them. A black abyss threating to swallow them whole. But to go back meant death as well.

“We have to,” his friend whispered.

He couldn’t reply. He couldn’t breathe.

Together, they plunged forward and—
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Wes woke drenched in sweat and heaving, his chest constricted by an invisible boa. 

Scrambling for his inhaler, he knocked his water glass from his nightstand. The shattering sound made him cringe as he took a big puff from his inhaler.

This was the worst asthma attack he’d had in months.

Sucking in air until his lungs cleared, he lay there shivering.


Chapter Three

Linnea regretted this trip already. From the moment her mother dropped her off at the school parking lot with her sleeping bag, suitcase, and backpack, Shannon, the head cheerleader, and her rich friends had mocked Linnea for being one of the charity cases.

Her only consolation was that two of her friends, Suzanne and Kate, would be at camp too.

The three had embraced and stood as a pitiful united front against the popular girls. However, their joined forces weren’t enough to dissuade Shannon and her flunkies.

More likely it was the arrival of Shannon’s boyfriend that kept the snobs from picking on Linnea and her friends. Michael Hudson, the quarterback for the Amteep Devils, who had his own posse of fellow football players and rich boys, strode over to the preening cheerleaders. Poor Suzanne had her heart broken by one of them in sophomore year.
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