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for Vince


part one


one

The spirits had brought a cold gray day. Adrien watched them hover above the lake, curling in and out of themselves with the wind. Female and young, they were sending their breath across the water in mournful blasts, kicking up whitecaps, dashing spray on the rocks, calling storms. These spirits still wanted to kick ass even though they were long dead. Adrien gave them a grim thumbs up and they wailed in return, their bodies twisting into the shrill notes of their voices. She could almost make out words, the same phrase called over and over, their smoky bodies shifting with each syllable.

“You’ll get soaked.” A maternal yank hauled Adrien back as a large wave came in with a crash. “Geezzzus,” hissed her mother, pulling her soaked sweatshirt out from herself. “C’mon, let’s get you into dry clothes before you see us off.”

“Mom, I’m fifteen!”

“All daydreamers are two years old while they’re dreaming.” Her mother turned to follow the path that led up from the beach, stepping into the sudden lift of insect wings.

“Ugh,” yelped Adrien, flapping at the bugs. They were everywhere, flitting through the camp grounds and along the beach, piles of their pale bodies rotting on the sand. The zillions that were still alive rose in a swarm of translucent wings with every step she took, settling all over her. When she pulled them off, there was a slight suction that made her think of leeches, and she waved her arms wildly as she followed her mother up the steep ridge and away from the beach. Ahead stretched a wide grassy area that led to the dining hall, office and parking lot. A potential bug lurked on every blade of grass. As they crossed the lawn, the ground was a continual explosion of silent wings, the air filled with flight.

“What were you watching?” her mother asked casually.

Ever since Adrien could remember, her mother had been casually trying to get inside her head. Her mother loved her very very much. Adrien felt that love closing in and fought on dim short wings to fly free. “Just the weather.”

“Just the outer galaxies?”

“Something closer.”

Her father leaned against the car, talking to his sister. As Adrien approached, his voice called out with a forced cheeriness. “Fell into the lake already, I see. And took your mother for a swim.”

“Got an extra sweatshirt, Erin?” asked Adrien’s mother.

“Will I get it back?” Aunt Erin demanded.

“Would I want to keep it?” Adrien’s mother dressed urban; Aunt Erin dressed second-hand rural. Still quibbling, the two of them headed for the master cabin where Aunt Erin slept, plotting the next day’s camp schedule in her dreams.

Adrien’s father rumpled her hair. “Water’s wet today, huh?”

“Yeah, wet.”

“You’re carrying a few travelers.” He picked several bugs off her shoulders. Glancing down, Adrien saw she was covered.

“Yuck! What’re these things?” She swiped at them, but the bugs had to be pulled off, one by one. Released, they fluttered a short distance and sank into the grass.

“Mayflies,” said her father.

“Mayflies? But it’s late June.”

“Americans get them in May, so that’s what they’re called. Warm weather comes later to us frozen icebound Canadian Prairie types, and so do bugs. Mayflies last a couple of weeks and then they’re gone.”

“You mean I’m going to have to wear bugs for two weeks?”

“Then the mosquitoes hit full force,” said her father, a smile floating over his serious tone. “You sure you want to stay here all summer? Your aunt’s an iron woman. I wouldn’t want her for my boss. Older sister was bad enough.”

Adrien shrugged. “I can always come home.”

Her father winced at her lack of enthusiasm. She sneezed and he took off his red lumber jacket, wrapping it around her. “Last thing we need is you getting sick on your first day.”

“So I come home in a coffin,” Adrien muttered softly, but her father caught it. A whiplash of pain crossed his face and she regretted saying it, knew he would replay the moment endlessly, trying to figure out what he could have said to inspire her, change her, turn her life around.

“I’ll be fine, Dad.” She leaned into him and he hugged her tightly. This one brief moment was something she could give him, solid in the warm circle of his arms, while the wind moaned through the overhead spruce and spirits wailed across the lake.

“I know you will,” he said into her hair.

They waited in silence until her mother returned, wearing a thin ratty Camp Lakeshore sweatshirt with multiple paint stains and a ripped elbow.

“I want that back,” Aunt Erin insisted, following her. “I’m comfortable in it.”

“I bet you’ve been wearing this since the Tories were wiped out.”

“Longer. Since we repatriated the Constitution.”

The adults laughed. There were hugs all around, penetrating teary looks from her mother.

“Keep the jacket,” said her father.

“It’s too big, Dad.”

“Keep it anyway,” he said, patting her shoulder. Then they were in the car, her father reversing, tooting the horn, while her mother waved furiously. Adrien listened to the sound of tires on gravel as the car disappeared around the bend. Every ten seconds, her father tooted the horn as the car made its way along the road that wound through the large wooded area surrounding the camp. It was a long road; they were holding onto her as long as they could. Finally, he sent out a chipper series of toots to let her know they had reached the gate and were passing through. Letting go. Gone.

The wind blew a dark song through the lift and fall of trees. The huge air was sharp-edged with the scent of spruce. Adrien turned to look at the lake. From here the spirits were indistinguishable, part of the bruised gray of water and sky.

“I hate these,” she complained, pulling a mayfly off her arm.

“Don’t bite,” said her aunt. “Die off the first week of July.”

Adrien shot her a quick glance.

“You’ll catch your death in those wet clothes.” Aunt Erin’s pale blue eyes didn’t blink. She had said the word and wasn’t fumbling to take it back, cover it over, apologize. Maybe she had intended it. “Hot chocolate?”

“I’m dying for some.” Adrien twisted the word, drawing it out.

“Bull,” Aunt Erin said shortly, turning toward the kitchen.

Adrien took the thick white mug of hot chocolate and headed to the staff cabins to change into dry clothes. Though it had been Aunt Erin’s suggestion, she was relieved to escape extended conversation. There was something about her aunt—thick, gnarled and pale—that reminded Adrien of a Group of Seven painting. The glacier. Or one of the tree stumps. It wasn’t her aunt’s face or the way she looked, it was the way she stood within trees, sky and wind. Aunt Erin sure fit into this place. Her first Camp Lakeshore job had been as a counselor when she was eighteen, and now she ran the camp. She had never married—Erin Wood made no place for small intimacies. Just looking at her, Adrien could tell her heart was a shoreline vast with water and sky, shifting shale and driftwood. Not a human in sight. Iron woman, like her father said.

The cabin smelled of wood and Lysol. Someone had opened the windows and cleaned the rooms in preparation for staff training. In two days, Camp Lakeshore would be invaded by teenagers and university students, hired as counselors, skills instructors and maintenance crew. Adrien would be working in the Tuck’n Tack shop at minimum wage, selling candy and T-shirts. The alternative was spending the summer in Saskatoon watching her father water the lawn while her mother propped up her tomato plants, all three of them waiting for The Big One to hit. Any time Adrien made a sudden movement, her parents would turn toward her, fear widening their eyes. Sometimes her mother moaned out loud.

Aunt Erin wouldn’t follow her around like a worried sheep. She had made Adrien hot chocolate, then booted her out, saying she had things to do. “Sunday afternoon, grounds are quiet. Go out and explore. Supper’s at five.”

The cabin echoed Adrien’s footsteps. Small shuffling sounds crept along the walls. Birch and spruce crowded the windows, casting the room in a deep green light that shifted with the wind. She changed into dry sweats and a T-shirt, and draped her wet clothes over the other bed. The cabin had four bedrooms, each with two beds. She would have a roommate, someone else filling this quiet green space with loud talk and movement, conversation and judgment. Quickly, Adrien pulled on her father’s lumber jacket and left the cabin.

She headed through the wooded area enclosing the staff cabins, then out onto the wide expanse of lawn with its frantic mayflies, toward the lake. A path led down a steep ridge to the beach. To her left was the dock; in front and to the right extended the yellow rope and buoys that marked the swimming area. Adrien climbed the lifeguard’s chair and sat staring out. The spirits had gone down into the water and she could just make them out—shadows that rose and sank with the swelling waves. The sun emerged and painted the landscape with startling blues, browns and greens. Overhead, the shrill cries of gulls wheeled through brilliant clouds.

Her aneurysm had exploded out of a moment like this, a moment without expectations, a moment like any other. A similar sky had stretched without interruption into forever, the earth had run ahead of her feet, sure of itself, no widening cracks, no earthquakes, no tricks. Sure, there had been the headache, building for days, but who paid attention to headaches, even bad ones? They weren’t as real as the grins of her friends, snapping their gum and making wisecracks as she stepped up to bat, the gym teacher winding up for the pitch. She had gotten it, had fought the massive pain in her head for that hit, could still remember the exact contained explosion as bat met ball, the sweet ache traveling her arms. The ball had soared into the blue like a heart, leaving her below within dizziness, pain and nausea. Still fighting, she had managed to take two steps, headed toward first base.

The second explosion had gone off inside her head, tiny sharp lights that swelled in a dizzying wave. There had been a sound to it, a thousand voices calling in one long note from some faraway place, and for a moment she had thought the light in her head was a bright hand reaching into her brain to scoop her up and take her home. Then the sensation of falling had taken over—falling into herself, arms and legs collapsing, bones and muscles meaning nothing as her face came down hard in the dirt.

She had been gone by the time she had eaten that dirt, had no memory of her friends’ screaming, the gym teacher fending off their curiosity, the girl who had run to the office. Or the ambulance that had rammed itself over the curb and torn across the field to where she lay unconscious, having vomited and shit her pants. No one had told her any of this; she had reconstructed it from overheard conversations and some reading she had done on brain aneurysms once she had been let out of bed. That hadn’t been for months, and then there had been rehab and home schooling. Much of it she had been too stupid, too dozed-out, to remember. Once she had gotten back enough of her brain, there wasn’t much she wanted to recall. She was a year behind in school. Her friends had moved on, probably confusing her with someone who had died in a TV special. It had taken her months to regain basic motor skills. Sometimes her brain would backfire and her legs give out; she would be eating dirt again. It was difficult to trust a body that had betrayed her so completely. Even now, she sat waiting for the one essential neuron to misfire, and her brain to go up in that final apocalyptic explosion of light. Rising, she would hear a thousand voices calling her to the faraway. Dying, this is dying, wings of light, lifting upward out of—

A rock flew by on her right and skipped twice before sinking. Adrien turned to see a dark-haired boy her own age sitting on the ridge, hunched in a blue lumber jacket and covered in a smattering of mayflies. Her eyes narrowed, but he didn’t glance at her, so she turned back to the lake without speaking. Another rock flew by, and another.

“You’re Erin’s kid?”

“I’m not her kid.”

“You look just like her.”

Everyone said this. It was ridiculous. Adrien’s eyes were hazel, her hair a long frizzy blond-brown. Her aunt’s hair was wheat blond, straight and cut like a boy’s.

“Yeah, like a truck looks like a Honda.”

“Which one are you, the truck or the Honda?”

“I’m the one with the flat tires.”

The boy’s eyebrows lifted, then his face lapsed into moodiness and he threw more rocks. Adrien watched them soar and drop into the water. Down, down—she was being pulled down with the rocks, the day darkening, the air growing thick. Bubbles left her mouth, rising to where other people breathed, effortless and free.

“You’re dying,” said the boy.

It took a moment to clear the water from her brain. When she turned, the ridge was empty, the tall line of grass along its edge bending before the wind.

“There was a boy hanging around the lake this afternoon.” The large room rounded and deepened Adrien’s voice. Perched on a stool, she watched Aunt Erin make supper for two in a kitchen designed to feed hundreds. She supposed her aunt was pretty. She had the kind of face that drew eyes, but it was remote and alone like a profile carved into a rock cliff. Aunt Erin spoke to people out of necessity, and then she was done with them.

“That’d be Paul Marchand. Lives near here. Does maintenance for me.”

“He’s weird.”

Aunt Erin gave her a pale blue look. “Got a sixth sense. It’s a burden and don’t you forget it. Carries it well.”

Adrien pushed out the words in raw heavy chunks. “He told me I was dying.”

Aunt Erin stopped moving and stood with her head down. “Well, and isn’t that what you’re always telling people?” She reached for the salt.

Adrien flushed, her heart jerking unsteadily. “But I didn’t tell him.”

Aunt Erin pushed through another slight pause. “Probably picked up on your thoughts. The boy reads minds. Hardly have to speak to him some days, just knows what I want done. How many cobs of corn?” She lifted the lid off a pot of boiling water.

Without answering, Adrien pushed back her stool and went over to a window. Her heart was a dark door, slamming in the wind. She put out a finger to trace the coolness of the glass and felt nothing. Outside, rain fell steadily. “D’you think he’s right?”

Aunt Erin closed the pot lid with a clank. “Like I said, picking up on your thoughts. Walk around in a storm cloud like you do, you broadcast loud and clear. Hamburgers are ready.”

“I’m not hungry.”

“Suit yourself.” Aunt Erin pulled a stool to the main counter and began to eat in silence. Adrien’s heart slowed. Rain slid every which way down the other side of the glass, collected in small pools.

“I think he’s weird.” She spoke emphatically. “I’m not talking to him.”

“Don’t have to talk to anyone you don’t want.”

Adrien sat down and picked up a hamburger. “I like cheeseburgers.”

“Cheese is in the fridge.”

Her mother would have asked if she wanted cheese. Sighing heavily, Adrien took a bite and began to chew.

The rain continued. After cleaning up, Aunt Erin asked if she wanted to walk to the corrals to see the horses, but Adrien headed for her cabin. She knew she was tired, but when she made her bed and lay down, exhaustion poured through her. There was something about the huge, windy, spruce-scented air of this place. At home, her parents maintained a cheerful static, quickly covering her comments about death and doom as if her words were blood—when she made a wisecrack about dying, she began hemorrhaging and they had to staunch the flow, shut her up. Shut her up. Sometimes she screamed, “I could die, you know, I could die”—anything to cut through the loving crap. Silenced, her parents would stare helplessly. Once she had yelled, “Why don’t you have another kid, just fucking conceive!” Her mother’s face had crumpled, her father had gone white, but they hadn’t said what they were thinking. We want to give you all our love until you’re gone.

It was Aunt Erin who had suggested Adrien work at Camp Lakeshore for the summer. She had called her niece directly and invited her. “Can’t pay you much, won’t be a millionaire. Just working in the store, nothing too strenuous.”

A few hours and it had been strenuous, all right. Some weird boy telling her she was dying. Aunt Erin treating her like a mental deficient. The wind moaning in the trees, opening up places in the air, calling spirits.

Since her aneurysm, Adrien had seen spirits. Perhaps her brain circuitry had altered, or the worlds had rearranged themselves to give her a taste of the afterlife. She didn’t see them constantly, but there was often the hint of something smudging the corner of a room, shifting behind a tree, wailing across a lake. This didn’t frighten her, just made it difficult to focus on the here and now. It was like being pulled in different directions. She was standing in a shadow land between two worlds and was being asked to choose, but didn’t know how to take those steps toward the humans reaching out to her, their voices calling, “Come, come.” Their smiles were too vivid. She kept fending them off.

Aunt Erin and the weird boy didn’t play the game of life, pretending there was hope. Paul Marchand was right. She was dying. Maybe not at this very moment, but it would come. The blood vessels in her brain were weaker since the aneurysm—they could tear at any moment, rip the life out of her. Her body would drop, her spirit rise ... to do what? Float endlessly in a gray smudge through rooms, watching the living go on without her? Join that line of spirits howling across the lake? What was it they had been calling, over and over?

Adrien slipped on her raincoat and made her way toward the water, looking down to keep the wind out of her face. The mayflies had been grounded by the rain, and a cold aloneness spread out on all sides. Why had she come to this place where no one knew her, no one loved her? She was an aneurysm victim. Didn’t Aunt Erin know she had to be careful not to get upset, not to exert herself, not to stress her blood vessels? Adrien reached the ridge and was about to follow the path down to the shore when she saw her aunt standing on the beach, unmoving, her hood down, yellow jacket flapping in the wind. Out on the lake, the spirits moved in a restless line, a gray glow that was easy to distinguish in the dark—the vague shapes of five girls moving in and out of themselves, grieving like smoke.

Aunt Erin was watching them. Unaware of her niece, she stood staring directly at the spirits. There was no doubt about it, they were as clear to her as they were to Adrien.

Abruptly, Aunt Erin turned and came up the path. Startled, Adrien stepped back. As she peaked the ridge, Aunt Erin looked straight at her and Adrien saw her aunt’s face split wide with sorrow. Without speaking, the woman passed by, walking across the lawn toward the dining hall, while Adrien stared after her, tasting her aunt’s loneliness, a heavy salt in her throat.


two

She slept heavily, through dreams of heaving water and a night sky coiled with clouds. Formless voices called through slow chaos. When she woke, she was sweating, her scalp soaked, even though the cabin held an early morning coolness. The rain had stopped. It took a few minutes to place the unfamiliar bed, the rough blankets, the pillow that smelled of closed-in places. The room danced with a rustling emerald light. For a brief moment, she was sure she had stepped through to one of her dreams, waking in another life where she could be free of wondering if something was about to tear open inside her head.

The snapping of branches brought her bolt upright. Suddenly Adrien realized she was alone in a cabin, and something was moving against the outer wall. Wrapping a blanket around herself, she crept to the window, but saw only the lift and toss of easy green trees. More sounds came from the cabin’s other side. She slunk down the narrow hall and peeked into an empty bedroom. Something shadowed the window, and a face peered in.

“Close the window and I’ll take out the screen,” Paul said. “I’m washing windows.”

“I was sleeping.”

“Close the window,” he repeated, holding up a squeegee.

“Close your own window.” She turned to leave.

“I’ll have to come in.”

“Go do another cabin first.”

“This is the last one.”

“So wait five minutes while I get dressed. What time is it, anyway?”

“Eight-thirty.”

“Most people start work at nine.”

He retreated and she decided she had won. But what if he snuck around the cabin and watched through the window while she dressed? Or came inside? She locked the bedroom door and pulled down the blind before changing into jeans and a T-shirt. Then she washed her face, brushed her teeth and carefully combed her hair. Make the prophet of doom wait. When she finally emerged from the cabin, he was sitting on the front steps, smoking. As she stepped off the side of the small square porch into a flurry of mayflies, he turned to look at her, his face as expressionless as yesterday, except for his eyes.

“What?” she snapped, flushing.

He shrugged.

“Isn’t it against the rules to smoke at Camp Lakeshore?”

He shrugged again.

She hesitated. “So, can I have one?”

He gave just the hint of a smile as he pulled a pack from his shirt pocket and tossed it to her. She missed and had to bend to pick it up. So what, she couldn’t be expected to be an athlete these days. A yellow lighter was tucked into the left side. She lit and inhaled deeply. This was one thing she hadn’t fully considered when she had agreed to come for the summer, but then she hadn’t known about the no smoking rule until Aunt Erin sent the long list of Rules for Staff, one week after the phone call. Not that it mattered on an official level—she was underage and Aunt Erin was hardly likely to sell them to her at the Tuck’n Tack store—but none of the other staff would be carrying any for an easy bum. After thinking through all the ways she could get caught smuggling in a carton, Adrien had decided this would be the perfect opportunity to quit. Perfect as in no two ways about it.

“Thanks.” She started picking mayflies off her T-shirt.

He returned the pack to his pocket. “Any time, Angel.”

“My name’s Adrien.”

He looked directly at her. “I know.”

The opportunity was wide open. She had been poking and prodding people for two years, looking for this moment, and here it was. She gulped air. “How come you said I was dying?”

His eyes didn’t leave her face. “Aren’t we all?”

She dragged on her cigarette. “Yeah, but I am. Did my aunt tell you?”

He dropped his stub and ground it out, then slid it under the porch. “Erin doesn’t talk about people. She’s good that way.”

“So how’d you know?”

He linked his hands behind his head and stretched, cracking bones all over his body. “I’ve dreamt my own death a hundred different times. A hundred different ways. It never quite gets me; I always wake up just before.” His eyes narrowed and he stared off. “It’s always the same day, the same place, but each time it happens a different way.”

“They can’t all be right.”

“No, but why always the same time and place? I figure I choose the way it gets me, that’s all.”

She forced a laugh. “You’re nuts.”

“Then why’d you ask me?”

They watched each other in the quiet morning air.

“You still haven’t told me how you knew I was dying.”

“Just a feeling.” He picked up a bucket and turned to go.

“Hey,” she called after him. “Can you tell when it’s going to happen ... to me?”

He looked back at her. “It’s not clear.”

“So, when’s your big date?”

“Want to watch?”

“Just wondering.”

His face intensified. “You’ll be there. I’ve seen it. Hide the butt, eh?” A silvery swarm of bugs rose as he pushed into the bush at the back of the cabin. She listened to the squeegee swish in the bucket, then drip as it rose. Paul swore.

She took one last drag at her cigarette, ground the butt and slid it under the porch.

“Hey Angel, would you please go inside and close the windows?”

Her lips twitched with the hint of a smile. Surrounded by sunlit bug wings, she followed the path through the trees toward the dining hall for breakfast.

Three women in polyester uniforms stood at the kitchen’s main counter, opening large boxes of canned food. Their voices could be heard from the dining hall’s main entrance, interrupting one another, breaking into volleys of laughter. No English. Adrien peered cautiously into the kitchen. They didn’t look like aliens, just three middle-aged women, bulging at the sides and wearing orthopedic shoes. Hairnets and weird words.

One woman saw her and broke into English. “You’re Adrien, right?”

Adrien smiled with relief.

“Such a pretty girl. Looks just like Erin, eh?”

The hairnets nodded enthusiastically.

“Um, could I have breakfast?” Adrien asked.

“Breakfast?” The first woman rolled her eyes dramatically. “Maybe you could show up before noon?”

“Just bread and water?” Adrien hedged.

The women whooped. Corn Flakes, milk and bread appeared and she ate, listening as they lapsed into their weird language. Why didn’t they speak English if they understood it? She tried to guess what they were talking about. The old country? Their children? Husbands? Sex? Adrien almost laughed out loud. Maybe they were discussing their latest Pap smears. Cancer—did the hairnets ever think about death? From their whoops, giggles and snorts, it didn’t sound like it. As Adrien finished her cereal, the first woman returned to English. “Just leave your dishes in the sink. We’ll get them later.”

“Um,” Adrien asked, “where do you come from?”

The women gave each other sly smiles.

“Ah, she wants us to go back to where we come from,” said one.

“Wants our jobs,” said another. “Wants to work on her varicose veins.”

“It’s these lovely uniforms and hairnets,” said the third. “Everyone wants to wear them.”

“Tsk tsk tsk,” said the first. “Finish your school, then worry about a job.”

Adrien fled out among the trees where she stood, cheeks burning. Old hags. She didn’t want their lousy jobs. For all she cared, they could cook pork and sausages in every lousy camp in the entire country. Rude—they were rude. She turned this way and that, kicking at roots and flailing at mayflies until her face cooled. God, did she want a cigarette. That’s what she should do—learn how to ask for a cigarette in whatever gibberish those hags were speaking, and run that by them. She would show them. By the end of summer, she would be fluent in asking for drugs, needles, condoms and porn in their language. Every morning she would come up with something different. Excuse me, but do you have the latest issue of Playgirl? I lent mine to the campers and they won’t give it back.

Aunt Erin was in the office. “Great,” she said, looking up from her desk as Adrien entered. “Today, you’ll do inventory for the store. Count stuff.” She grinned, but she looked tired, her eyes puffy. Last night’s scene at the lake passed between them, a shadow of cold wind and rain. Frowning, Aunt Erin pressed the bridge of her nose, pushing at something in her head. Pushing it away. “Leave the mayflies outside,” she said.

Adrien stepped out onto the porch. The bugs sat in a resting position, their wings folded together and pointed upward. They didn’t struggle as she pulled them off, but there was always a slight suction, as if their little buggy feet were holding on for dear life. Yuck, she thought, watching each one flutter away. Putrid. Barbaric. Go thou to thy doom.

As she came back inside, a lawnmower started up. “On grass already,” Aunt Erin said. “Boy’s fast as ever.”

Boxes labeled T-shirts—Medium, Sweatshirts—Large and Buttons were stacked along one wall. Adrien was more interested in the ones marked Coffee Crisp and Smarties.

“No eating the merchandise,” Aunt Erin admonished, following her gaze. “I’ll show you what to do.”

“I can count.”

“There’s last summer’s records, and records from over the winter. Schools come out for the day. Church groups and conferences rent the place. Need to make sure everything’s in order. Glad you’re here to do it.”

A storage area at the back of the office held boxes stacked halfway to the ceiling. “Hope you like counting,” Aunt Erin quipped, then led her outside and around the building to where an awning opened out of the north wall. During the summer months, Tuck’n Tack operated like a concession booth. Aunt Erin handed Adrien the key ring that unlocked the door, the cabinets and the large service window. “Lots of air conditioning,” she said. “Here’s the lever that lowers the awning.”

She demonstrated and Adrien played with it, watching the blue-and-white striped canvas yawn outward, then shrink back in. Out, in, out, in.

“Easily entertained,” observed her aunt. “Good to see.” Before Adrien could protest, she continued. “When you’re working in Tuck’n Tack, kids’ll come by with their counselors. Every cabin’s got its daily time slot.” She made Adrien practice unlocking and locking everything, then showed her where to hang the key ring on the office wall. “How many summers were you here?”

“Five.” Adrien had been booked for a sixth, but her brain had blown that June.

“Here’s the books,” said her aunt, ignoring yet another obvious opportunity for sympathy. She explained how to decipher the numbers and columns and returned to her desk. Adrien began to open boxes. There were zillions of T-shirts and sweatshirts, each with two sailboats and five tiny waves.

“These are ugly colors,” she said.

“What?” Aunt Erin looked up from her desk.

“Kids don’t like these colors.”

“Blue, green and red?”

“They’re all dark. You need neon. Lime green, laser lemon and hot pink. A bright blue. You’d sell a lot more.”

“Thanks for the suggestion.” Aunt Erin returned to her paperwork.

Heat slapped itself across Adrien’s face. She stared at her aunt’s bent head, then said slowly, “Don’t talk to me like that. I’m not slave labor.”

“That’s right. You can go home if you want.” Aunt Erin didn’t lift her head.

“Well, maybe I will.”

“Phone’s right here. Help yourself.”

Silence pulsed between them.

“Why don’t you like me?” Adrien asked in a small voice. Aunt Erin sat very still, her head down. “Like has nothing to do with it,” she said. “You’re working at a job for pay. I tell you what to do and you do it. Don’t order your boss around. May as well learn that from me, or it’ll get harder for you later.”

What later? Adrien almost asked, but the phone rang and Aunt Erin picked it up. “Camp Lakeshore,” she said calmly, looking out the window.

Paul peered through the screen door. “Coffee break. Coming?”

She knew he meant smoke break and started to get up, but Aunt Erin covered the phone and said, “Just started. Give it another hour. Then you get ten minutes.” She returned to the phone.

Paul’s eyebrows floated upward. “I’ll come back in an hour,” he said and left.

After the phone call, Aunt Erin left the office without speaking. Rigid, Adrien sat staring at the box of mediumsize, navy blue T-shirts she was counting. They were more than ugly, they were archaic. Camp Lakeshore’s logo hadn’t changed in over a decade, and the two toy sailboats and five dinky waves looked like something out of a kid’s coloring book. Didn’t Aunt Erin know she was competing with extraterrestrials and Marilyn Manson?

She got up and wandered around the office. It held the usual boring stuff—memo pads, staplers, a calendar with scenic trees, copies of summer scheduling. There were two wall clocks, one on the east wall and one on the west, catching the sun as it came up and went down. Aunt Erin had everything clocked, organized and filed into place except Adrien, and this niece wasn’t going to fit into her aunt’s neat schemes without a fight. Maybe she would just have her final aneurysm here and now, throw up and die all over her aunt’s tidy desk. Wouldn’t that throw a wrench into things? She could just imagine Aunt Erin discovering the body, checking for a pulse, calling Mom and Dad. There would be tears, profuse apologies. Adrien explored every possible angle of “I was such a lousy aunt, I killed her with my terrible attitude.” It gave immense satisfaction for several minutes, then waned.

She fingered through a stack of papers on her aunt’s desk and her hand shifted the mat, uncovering the corner of a small photograph. Idly, she slid out the picture and scanned it. A group of girls her own age grinned at the camera. They were all in swimsuits, as was their counselor, a young woman with wheat blond hair and pale blue eyes—Aunt Erin in a Speedo, holding a life jacket and grinning as if she hadn’t a care in the world. Adrien couldn’t believe how much they looked alike. There on Aunt Erin’s face, she saw her own forehead, nose and mouth, ridged cheekbones and jutting chin. Two of the girls knelt behind her on a picnic table and draped adoring arms around her neck. Two more had wrapped their arms around her waist. They must have been nuts.

Adrien slipped the photograph into her wallet. There was a lot of information in this picture and she wanted to study it. She would return it later. Maybe. If her aunt behaved herself and started treating her with respect. Adrien comforted herself with a Coffee Crisp and went back to counting last year’s ugly unsold T-shirts.

In exactly one hour she was sitting on the porch steps, waiting for her cigarette. Aunt Erin was nowhere in sight and she had counted so many T-shirts that a myriad of ugly sailboats were floating through the dazzling waters of her brain. She heard the distant sound of the mower cut off, then approaching footsteps. Mayflies exploded in every direction as Paul came into view.

“C’mon, I know a place.” He had shucked the lumber jacket. Already his tanned face was darker.

“I’m dying for one.”

He gave a slow appreciative smile. “You didn’t bring any?”

“I read the rules.”

“Yeah, I’m glad I don’t live on the grounds.”

He turned onto a path that disappeared into a shimmering dance of leaves and bug wings. Adrien swore and waved wildly around her head. “I wouldn’t do this for any other reason, y’know.”

He turned and grinned back at her. “No?”

She rolled her eyes and looked away. This was the way she handled boys at school—smoked their cigarettes and sidestepped their comments and hands. When she was alone, she thought about the possibilities—thought about them a lot—but she never let them happen. There was something about touching, coming that close—she was sure all that heat would light up her brain like a Molotov cocktail.

“Erin not around?”

“We had a fight and she took off.”

“Already?” He ducked through two spruce and she followed, emerging in a small clearing. More mayflies. A halo of wings settled onto Paul’s hair and shoulders. “This is where they teach school kids to build lean-tos.”

“We’re going to build one and crawl in to smoke?”

He grinned again, scanning her face. Adrien rolled her eyes emphatically, realizing how she had set herself up. “Give me a smoke,” she said, delicately picking wings off her shirt front. Fluttering on her breast. How embarrassing.

He pulled out the pack. “So, what did you fight about?”

Impatient, she shrugged. “I just told her she needed to sell T-shirts in better colors. She bit off my head.”

He handed her a cigarette. “Doesn’t sound like her.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t like her much.”

“Why?” He lit her cigarette, then his own.

“She’s bossy.”

“She’s the boss.”

“I don’t like being bossed.” Adrien wandered to the edge of the clearing, watching bugs rise through shafts of sun that cut through the trees. How could air color itself like that, green shadows and gold streams of light? Even the bugs looked pretty out here. She pulled one off her throat and watched it flutter off.

“Tough city girl.”

She turned to find him assessing her, eyes traveling slowly. “Stop that.” She waved her hand, breaking his gaze, and he turned to look into the woods. “I’m not easy, if that’s what you mean.”

“No, Angel, nothing about you is easy.”

“Stop calling me Angel. You want me to call you ...” She searched for an appropriate name. “Darth Vader?”

Unexpectedly, he laughed. “Darth Vader and Angel— that’d make a great team. Cover all the angles.”

“Do you always think about death?”

“Do you?”

She paused, considering. “The possibility is always lurking.”

“Isn’t it for everyone?”

“Not like me.”

“That makes two of us, eh?”

This time she assessed him, the broad face, thick eyebrows, wide mouth. His nose beaked slightly, his hair was shaggy, down to his collar. Lower than that she was not going to look now, but just wait until his back was turned.

“How old are you?” she asked.

“Sixteen this July. You?”

“November. So how d’you get your smokes?”

“There’s always someone who’ll sell to minors.”

“Yeah.” No matter how many signs were posted, teenagers found out who was open for business. “You do anything else?”

“Drugs?” He shot her a look. “I got enough shit happening in my head. You?”

“Someone spiked my pop at school once, but I’ve never done anything on my own.”

“You want to?”

“It was too weird.” She had been terrified at the sudden lights happening in her head, and had crawled into a bathroom corner to sweat it out. After that, she had never shared another can of pop. “What d’you think happens, y’know, when you die?”

“Pain,” he said softly.

“Yeah, but I mean is there overwhelming darkness or do you go to a place of light?”

“I don’t know. I never get to the actual moment of dying. All I see is another way it’s gonna happen, coming straight at me.”

“I think it’s light,” she said. “That’s how it was for me the first time. I had a brain aneurysm two years ago. My whole head exploded with light.”

“So, what was it like ... meeting God?”

She shook her head. “It wasn’t God. More like a star dying in my brain. Y’know how they explode when they go out? It’s like that—a huge explosion, nuclear bomb, the end of the world. Boom!” She snapped her fingers. “Lots of people walk around with a blood vessel bulging in their brain and they don’t even know it. Sometimes you don’t feel any symptoms. It just ruptures, and you drop dead.”

He stood quietly on the other side of the clearing. “So that’s the way it’ll be for you, eh?”

She took a quick breath. “Yeah.”

“At least you know how you’re going,” he said.
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