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PROLOGUE

	The place felt antique, even back then, like hand-knitted socks and leather suspenders. In the sky, high above the clouds, the moon and the stars reflected a silent bombardment of glorious light and fantastic destruction. Below the clouds, slashing torrents of cold rain cut the atmosphere, riding the whipping lake winds, beating home the gloom of night like frontline firepower. 

	It was as it had been for so many years before. The time had come again. Clockwork. Forewarnings of the hungry land had never lied in the past. This promise sat in line with death and taxes. 

	Peace and harmony existed in a perfected population count, but here and now, one too many bodies had come and outstayed their welcome. The solution was as obvious as it was troubling. 

	Behind the heavy wooden doors and storm-shuttered windows of the Cat’s Head, those who recognized the power met around glasses of beer. The warning had come by mouth before the word had come by weather.

	Like wise squirrels old enough to know winter was a thing always around the corner, the local men and women sat with hardened hearts. Sacrificing one life in the name of another was never simple, and their inability to correct the population count reeked of weakness and humanity. 

	A scruffy man, whiskers glistening with storm water, lifted a mug to his lips and drained the ale down his throat. He slammed the mug on the table. “We must’ve had it backward. Her rules are not for our knowing,” he said and then kicked out his chair to stand.

	—

	The detritus from the forest floor worked into miniature cyclones, dancing in the darkness, destroying the sense of solidity. Shapes reigned over the shadows. The huge, glassy eyes of local feline predators stalked, distinguishing rock from tree from storm winds from unwanted visitor with ease. 

	Jan Brindley stumbled and gasped as he ran. He’d never expected that the agreeable and sociable islanders would close their doors in his face. He stalled against a tree to catch his breath and his bearings. He pulled off one of his loose leather boots to drop out a hard pinecone from within. 

	“Dear, Lord, show me the path,” he said, not exactly speaking to any god in particular. “I’ve been through the fire, I’m owed some ease. Am I not?” He spat. The wind rushed it away.

	This shade of terror took him back to the war. The racing heart that danced in his chest, the adrenaline coursing in his veins—he’d fought for freedom, officially. Unofficially, he’d fought for the ideals. He deserved peace. He’d earned it, surely.

	Brindley longed for a solid life, for something honest and meaningful. Everywhere he went sang the same sad song. The hunger had the country aching for more. 

	He needed to earn a living and Camden Island had seemed like the answer.

	“You made it through the Big One. Didn’t survive that mess only to die today,” he whispered and pushed off the tree.

	Wartimes, bad as they were, had their positives. Excitement. Where would he get that at home? The things Brindley strove for no longer seemed necessary. He’d earned what he had, but it left him empty. Coming home to a wife and a life, a real life, an easy life, meant that he’d lost something challenging, something carnal. He tried to fill the gaps with offspring, hobbies, and friends, but it was no use. He told his wife and kids, three girls and two boys, that he’d send for them once he located a stable living. People did with less than his family’s meager existence, but that wasn’t the life he sought, wasn’t what he’d fought for. The freedom to slave under some fat boss was not freedom at all. 

	Brindley had pushed north into Michigan, tried the city, tried the suburbs, and then continued north into the forests. 

	“Potter’s Island is the place,” suggested a filthy man he’d met in a breadline. Jan had never been to Canada and heard things were bad, but not as bad as they’d gotten in the States. A passenger ship took him across Lake Huron. Things weren’t any better or worse on the island. The people weren’t able to employ or feed a man from the mainland—despite their polite wishes to assist.

	Brindley nodded with begrudging helplessness. He wanted a space to work and live, earn the life he’d staked a down payment against while trudging trenches and burying mates. He’d earn a cabin, a plot, a livelihood, and happiness.

	Old as the hills and toothless as a minnow, the strange woman held out a nickel. “Camden Island, it’s either Heaven or Hell, but there’s hope across the lake for the likes of you,” she’d said and then nodded, hurried off to where her motor car awaited.

	Brindley asked around, but nobody would speak of Camden Island, many acted as if it didn’t exist, though it was clearly visible from the western shore. Finally, an old captain offered a ride in exchange for three days of labor. Brindley had no choice but to take the ride, had no choice when the captain ordered that he swim from a quarter-mile from the shore. 

	“I ain’t desperate enough to risk what you is,” the man said.

	Brindley tucked in his shirttails and dove into the lake. The water was cold and currents of fish seemed to work against him, swirling the surf’s flow in his path. Ridiculous as that seemed. An hour passed before he finally arrived.  

	A different world.

	People rushed to his aid. People welcomed him into their homes—freshly painted and well furnished. Fed and housed, Brindley sought work and found it ready and waiting.

	  He spoke to the locals about making his own life on the island. Most thought it unlikely—and with a family in tow, impossible. There was land and potential, enough to last ten men with families. He demanded to know why they’d deny him this simple, yet rewarding, life.

	“Miss Collins makes the rules.”

	He heard it over and over again. The thought that a woman, a stranger, owned his future infuriated him and burned at his core, but he swallowed the heat and sought her out. 

	Miss Collins was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. She smiled and trailed a fingertip over his chest, into a ratty hole in his shirt, directly above his heart, and asked him if he really needed his family. 

	By god, he did and told her so.

	The storms started as the luckless man readied to depart the small piece of utopia. Miss Collins never gave him an answer, but the islanders had pushed. What choice did he have?

	On the morning of his would-be departure, a wall of unnaturally thick fog ensconced the island. Unnatural given the horrid winds pounding. The storm battered the thick greenery and dusty trails, whipping up sand while the rain sliced like razors. The terror upon the faces of the locals was enough to scare the war-hardened Brindley. 

	He followed the islanders to their doors, only to find them slammed or locked. Faces peered around curtains while men promised to show off their rifles.

	“Why do you forsake me?” Brindley wailed into the rain before taking off running anew.

	Into the thick woods, he met a loud hiss and then a dull roar. Amber eyes flared through the harsh night. New terror. Brindley ran without thought, up the road, and deeper into a copse of cedars. 

	“Cougar’s only a cat,” he wheezed. 

	It wasn’t until he stopped to drop the pinecone from his boot that he noticed the second set of eyes. 

	“Just big cats,” he said and tore off, moving against the storm’s bombardment of elements.

	More eyes appeared.

	He turned.

	More eyes yet.

	He turned again.

	More eyes…they were corralling him.

	Adrenaline had him moving at full tilt. The path carved away from the homes and the outbuildings. Eventually there was only woods. Tall firs and pale, almost glowing, birch trees. There was light in the distance. Invigorated, he sprinted. 

	There were voices. 

	A melody.

	Singing? Singing in a storm? he thought, but did not have the disposable breath to say aloud. 

	“Help…me!”

	Jan Brindley stopped when he saw them—so damned many of them. Naked figures swayed, oblivious to the storm raging just feet beyond their gathering space, welcoming him into their fold. Miss Collins was there; her image was of angel-kissed perfection and craven yearnings. She took his hand.

	“Welcome home,” she said.

	 



CHAPTER ONE

	Jay Morris sank into the soft leather of his Volvo XC90, where he’d parked beneath the soft yellow glow of a streetlight, stress eating. Tonight, the menu involved all-dressed Ruffles and Jos. Louis half-moon cakes. He’d never been such a mess of emotions.

	The day started as most had over the last nine or ten months. Kendra and Jacky were asleep as he went through his routine: shower, shave, shit, breakfast, coffee, and then to the office. He was an insurance salesman—did investments too, when it was worth the time. The same old usual, but he’d planned ahead. It was a holiday weekend and going home early was all kinds of okay in his books. 

	He hadn’t thought much about Wilbur Foligno in the last two weeks. When he first hired the private investigator five weeks earlier—and for the two weeks thereafter—all he could think about was his wife.

	Was she cheating?

	He’d known without a doubt and then the feeling passed. The everyday hints vanished and he was suddenly sure he’d blown a wad of money for nothing. Likely Kendra was only moody, even bored, but getting over it. 

	That was before this Wilbur Foligno appeared with a manila envelope. “Open it, or don’t. Might be nothing there, but if there is, you can’t un-know it,” Foligno had said.

	Jay was a wreck and called Kendra. He told her that he’d be late, but gave no reason. From there followed a pizza, two glasses of Coors Light, and a tall cut of black forest cake—before he got to the chips and the sweets in the parked car.

	“You bought it, own it,” he said to nobody and opened the envelope. 

	—

	Kendra Morris stretched out alongside her son, her legs over the blanket, his legs beneath the blanket—his preferred arrangement. Little Jack’s eyes would grow heavy and he’d drop into sleep at the sound of his mother’s voice and the words from a book. 

	“You sleeping, Jacky?” she whispered.

	Eyes closed, head leaned against her hip. Jack answered, “Two more.”

	“Oh, I don’t know. Big day tomorrow.”

	“One more,” Jack counter-offered.

	“All right, one more page and then it’s sleep time. Ready or not,” she said and continued from where she left off. Mowgli had just earned himself a thrashing for playing with the monkeys, ignoring the laws of the jungle. 

	9:03 PM when she slunk away from the sleeping boy. Jay said that he’d be home late from the office, but this was excessive. Kendra sat down on the couch, flipping through the onscreen guide listings. She wore aged black yoga pants, ones retired from workout action that had survived into the final stage—golden years, around the house pants. She wore a t-shirt with a silk-screened cancer ribbon and the phrase GIVE THEM A FEEL scrawled across her chest, meant to lighten the mood about breast cancer inspection. The clock on the wall clicked away. At first, there was nothing too weird about anything. Home late. Too much work was the first text message that pinged in her phone.

	This was only odd in the fact that it skewed the vacation itinerary. The change meant only that she’d pack the bags by herself. There was no reasoning in this message, but it was far from alarming. 

	Every year as a family, they rented a remote cottage on Minnow Lake way up north on Camden Island. A trip that involved a two-hour ride on a passenger ship called the Bemidian. The first time she’d rode the boat there’d been drinking and bawdy whispers. She and Jay had snuck down to the cars and had sex in the cargo bed of a stranger’s Ford Ranger. It was wild, unexpected, and invigorating. That part of their lives seemed dead. Little sexual excitement remained between them. Jay hadn’t really tried in years. It was as if he wanted to become an old man, and a fat one. 

	Years ago, after the excitement of the initial trips, the ride had become a bore. Jack growing big enough to explore changed all that. Boats needed explored.

	The Bemidian had become fun again. 

	Unfortunately, the Bemidian didn’t travel all the way to Camden Island. It floated from the mainland to Porter’s Island and from there was a shorter trip on a smaller ferry to Camden Island. 

	Kendra was just months from thirty and somehow that felt like months from forty, from fifty, from sixty, from the nursing home. Getting old and boring was scary. 

	Then things had happened and Jay didn’t help any. 

	The eventual trouble was at least a little bit his fault. 

	The bigger portion of the fault-pie, by a wide margin, belonged to her and it made her want to puke. She owned most of the trouble and blame, and ached to share her piece of the burden. If only there was someone to talk to, a sister or a close friend. As a child, she’d had fantasies of being and having a sister.

	“He’s just late,” she said, tuning into a rerun of Hoarders.

	The bad bits of the upcoming trip loomed, and thinking of anything else became difficult. Four hours behind a steering wheel, mounting the dreaded ramps, the trip up the rough coast to catch the shorter, choppy secondary ferry, and then the drive to the cottage through trees, trees, and more trees. She reminded herself to remind herself to pack Gravol. 

	“Where the hell are you?” she said, hitting the info button on the remote so the time appeared on the screen.

	She thought of the second message: Won’t be home for a bit yet.

	Annoyed and suddenly feeling the guilt tides rising, Kendra snapped off the tube and went to ready for bed. She stepped out of her yoga pants and studied the image of her ass and thighs in the mirror. Dimples had fought hard for a stake of land after the pregnancy. She fought harder to ward them off. It had been a long-term battle, but given the current circumstances, there had been many successes in thwarting anything untoward.  

	Her shirt came off and she unhooked her bra. The B-cups sagged some—more it seemed with every week, possibly every day. Surgery was always an option.

	Stupid. 

	Stupid indeed, flighty even. Her hands cupped her breasts and she faced the mirror, let them drop, cupped them again, and again let them drop. It wasn’t so bad, but it wasn’t getting any better.

	She brushed fingers through her hair. She’d considered cutting it short, like really short. In the end, it seemed too much like a low-maintenance style than a sleek change. Also, if she didn’t like it short, the grow-back period left her in old-housewife-limbo. Managerial bake sale haircut. 

	A terrifying future of aging and shitty lifestyle changes did not need any help finding a home. They had long tentacles and eventually they took hold of just about everyone. Frumpy women with sad jobs, married to husbands who drank beer in modified garages like Oktoberfest animatronics, inviting the entire neighborhood over for a visit when they finally saved enough to get that aboveground pool. The scary women who’d given up and accepted their fates, joined their husbands in yelling at the TV. 

	“Not you, you went out and did something stupid,” she whispered to the image in the mirror.

	Kendra stepped into decidedly unsexy pajama bottoms and then buttoned up a matching shirt. They were a telling Christmas gift: flannel, from husband to wife. He’d once given her a lace teddy and licorice strip panties, which he’d eaten while she squirmed. 

	It hurt to let him down. If he never discovered what she’d done, then maybe she could salvage the relationship. Be better moving forward.

	What if he’s late because he knows?

	Kendra swallowed the heavy thought.

	—

	Car in the garage, envelope on the passenger’s seat—repackaged—Jay stepped into the mostly dark home. It was due time to face trouble. She wore her flannel pajamas, the set he bought her on the suggestion of his assistant, Marion—Marion said she loved her flannel PJs. 

	“Rough day?” Kendra asked with a tight smile when the light flicked on in their bedroom. 

	Jay glared and his heart sank into the swill of his full guts. 

	The envelope had told of two crucial things. Hard things. One leaning on the other for a semblance of positive news, and yet it remained like a side order of fantastic gravy to go with freezer stiff fries. 

	Kendra’s eyes were the same as they’d always been, and yet, somehow, the flash of her sclera seemed different. It reminded him of a girl countless miles into the past.

	They’d met on a blind date set up by mutual friends. 

	“What kind of man orders bubble-gum ice cream?” she’d said and he responded, sly and confident, “This man.” They sat facing each other, knees touching, feet entwined under the table. She continued with bubble-gum jokes, soft, playful jabs, flirty. He warned her, smile on his face, warned her, warned her, warned her…until the bubble-gum cone painted a rainbow spot on her lips. She licked and smirked.

	“Did I get it?” she’d asked, grinning, a creamy lip liner heavy on her mouth. Jay shook his head. She closed her eyes and stuck out her face as if a child needing Daddy’s assistance. Jay had a napkin in one hand and a cone in the other. He reached to wipe, decided to chance it and planted his mouth over hers. 

	Bubble-gum mingled with double chocolate, and her lips. And most importantly, her cool tongue against his cool tongue. 

	Years into the history book.

	“What?” Jay asked, losing her question in reverie.

	“Rough day?” she whispered.

	Rough wasn’t a strong enough word. Jay Morris received a package that outlined an affair, outlined exactly what he had feared and buried with excuses. 

	The positive of the situation was so small it took inward magnification to see. There was a mutual finality, though the younger man was still an asshole. He’d recorded things and kept them on a hard drive. Luckily for Jay, Kendra’s lover lived in an apartment building and left his Wi-Fi unsecured. It didn’t take long for Foligno to collect the necessary passwords. The man—name available if requested—lost all his data. Sex tapes corrupted, so long as he hadn’t made any hard copies. 

	Wilbur Foligno had downloaded the files prior to corruption and held them ready to hand off if Jay ever got to that self-abusing point of angry. Most men didn’t want that kind of laundry hung on the backyard line of the brain.

	It was bad, but it was done. So what now?

	“Yeah, sucked. I was thinking. What if we stayed a whole month? Might do us both some good, and I want to start thinking about my shape again. I’ve let myself go and it isn’t fair. You’re so beautiful and it isn’t fair that you have to deal with a fat husband.”

	She frowned. “That’s sounds—I’m not perfect, and I love you, how ever you need to be. Geez, when you said extended I assumed you meant a day or two, this sounds wonderful…I love you.”

	Jay wondered how true that really was.

	“We’ll take the afternoon boat. Come on, bedtime,” Jay said as he dropped his pants. 

	He climbed aboard the bed and Kendra lay back. Feeling vindictive, Jay reached a cool hand down her warm pajama pants to the hot cleft between her thighs. She jumped a little. His finger dipped inside, swirling against the nub of her clitoris. 

	“Jay,” she whispered.

	He climbed on top of her, stiff and furious and desperately sad. He considered all he’d read as he slammed into her, not punishing her, but still trying to beat her in a way. Before he felt the tension reach its peak, he came.

	He lay back, staring into the darkness above him, buyer’s remorse thick and engulfing. Sex had been an ill-foolish act. Jay’s mind immediately drifted to ugly places: How did he do it? Did she prefer him? Was he bigger? Did he make her squirm and scream with pleasure? Does she actually enjoy the fat blob on top of her?

	Kendra kicked from bed. The attached bathroom’s light flicked on. Jay could see her knees and hear the expulsion of piss and primordial ooze. Post-coital business as usual.

	The bed hardly moved when she returned. “Love you,” she said and rolled to face away.

	“Bullshit,” Jay mouthed. 



CHAPTER TWO

	The sun crept around the drapes while pattering feet entered the room and jumped up onto the bed, rattling the sleeping pair awake. Kendra had dressed after the unimpressive sex—hadn’t taken off her top to begin with. 

	Jay lay naked under the sheet. He had to piss and an image struck him: Life without a wife, life without a boy bothering him in the mornings, life where he could walk his naked ass around freely. A groan escaped his lips. His bladder ached. His heart ached. 

	Jack nestled in between his parents on their queen size bed.

	“Hey, buddy boy,” Jay said.

	“Daddy, why you sleeping? We got to get up,” Jack said. 

	He wore matching two-piece jammies with little baseballs all over them. His hair stood at the front and back, resting flat in the middle like a reincarnated Flock of Seagulls groupie.

	“We’re taking the later boat. How about you go watch cartoons and we’ll be out in a few minutes?” Kendra said.

	Jack exploded into a backward role over to the edge of the bed and then slid down. The boy ran to the door. Once gone, Jay pushed to his feet and stepped to the washroom. He cast a glance back and Kendra stared vacantly at the ceiling. Most likely, she liked looking at him naked as much as he liked looking at himself naked.

	He sighed as he pissed. 

	Sleep had not come easily. He glanced again; Kendra averted her eyes. That’s guilt, he thought as he shook off. She deserved the discomfort—he wouldn’t say anything, he knew what came next. Unlike her, he would think about the long run. Perhaps like her, he wanted to hurt his spouse, make her feel ugly because she made him feel ugly.

	He flushed the toilet and as the water rumbled away, he said under his breath, “Why, Kendra?”

	—

	It all started so innocently. She hadn’t planned to take it so far, definitely hadn’t planned on cheating. The young man wore interested eyes and he was something new, exciting, so she flirted. The attention was a confidence boost. But he continued flirting and she reciprocated, rolling, picking up pace and heat. 

	She hadn’t felt guilty, really guilty, until the fifth time they’d had sex. Even with the guilt blooming, the sex didn’t stop. It went beyond reason why she continued the affair for so long: once a week, every week, for five months. 

	“Is something wrong?” she risked asking.

	Jay flushed and she thought he said something, but he came back into the bedroom. She fought an urge to look away. 

	“You hear me?” she asked.

	If she admitted what she’d done, they might move forward, faster. If she didn’t, if she let it go unexposed there was a chance for it to bubble and grow. On the opposite side, if he knew and brought it up, he’d yell. He’d ball his fists and destroy the drywall in the bedroom.

	Then he’d talk to their son. 

	She doesn’t love you or me, Jacky. 

	She wants a new family. 

	A better family. 

	Your mother doesn’t love you!

	“What’s that?” he said.

	A lump slid down Kendra’s throat and she repeated herself, eyes damp. “Something wrong?”

	He grinned. “I don’t think so. Something wrong with you?” 

	“No, I was just making sure. You were at work late and then you wanted to extend the holiday. That’s all,” she said. 

	He took a pair of boxer shorts out of the dresser and stepped into them. “Oh. That all?”

	“Yeah.”

	“Really?” Jay slipped a t-shirt over his head and shoulders, rolled it down over his gut and love handles like a stocking.

	Kendra inhaled, her voice hitching. “Sure.”

	Jay stepped to the bed, looming. She was sitting up, but her legs remained hidden beneath the duvet. 

	“I love you,” he said and squeezed her tighter than he had in many years. “I really mean it; I’m going to get in shape.”

	“Oh, Jay. I love you, too.”

	—

	Jay got behind the wheel as Kendra tried to nap in the shotgun seat. Jack sat in the back playing fingertip games on his iPad, earbuds in. Time moved quickly as the kilometers fell into their wake.

	Kendra opened her eyes. They sat at a stoplight. 20KM GEORGIAN PALISADES read a sign. The turn signal clicked as they waited for the green arrow. A transport truck rocked the vehicle as it blew by.

	“How you doing?” Kendra asked, eyes barely open, stretching her arms and legs as far as possible.

	“Tired, how about you?” 

	Kendra shrugged. She so hated loading that she silently wished he wouldn’t ask.

	“We should get a bite, huh?”

	“I’m hungry!” Jack shouted from the backseat. 

	“Turn that down,” Kendra said. “You’re yelling.”

	“What?” Jack yelled.

	Jay took a left and headed north-west into a truck stop town: Rockpile. They ate at a diner littered with round bellied patrons in grease stained t-shirts, and worn Wrangler and Levi’s jeans. After feeding, Kendra took Jack to the toilet. 

	When she returned, she found Jay sitting shotgun with his head leaned against the seatbelt in a makeshift hammock. Kendra didn’t say a word and climbed in behind the wheel to continue up Highway 66, northbound. Trees flipped by like fence posts, everywhere the machined limestone walls—marred by scrapes and cuts, shaped and gored—didn’t rise to surround the highway. 

	Jay opened his eyes. “How’s it going?”

	They were nine kilometers from the boat launch. 

	Kendra turned her head and offered a weak grin. There was too much going on inside, a big chunk of that thinking the trip was a mistake. “Oh, all right,” she said.

	“I’ll take the ramp. I know you don’t like it,” Jay said.

	“No, I can—”

	“I got to pee,” Jack said, headphones out, voice modulated to an appropriate volume.

	“Again?” Kendra said.

	Twelve minutes later, Kendra pulled into a busy line and parked. The first few drops of rain hit the windshield just as father and son left off to use the toilets. Kendra tapped the steering wheel in tune with Alanis Morrisette’s So Pure. 

	The boys ran back as if it were raining much harder than it was, and as soon as Jay opened his door, he said, “It’s packed up there,” referring to the ten lines of vehicles, some of which were beyond view from where they sat.

	“We won’t miss it, will we?” Kendra said.

	“Hope not,” Jay said.

	“Hope not,” Jack said.

	In line later than usual, it was possible, if all reservations made it in decent time, that they might have to wait four hours to cross. This wasn’t an unheard of situation. Kendra again closed her eyes and made a silent wish. Sitting in a cramped space for an additional four hours…god, the guilt would eat her alive.

	“Might storm,” Jay said, eyes on the clouds overhead. 

	His belly grumbled audibly. Kendra had noticed that he’d taken it easy on lunch and wondered if the diet would make it through the day. 

	After waiting forty-two minutes, the boat blew a steam horn and rounded the shore. Jack began his excited vibration and Kendra squeezed the wheel. The spittle began to fall faster and rain blobs quickly obscured the view. Windows rose and began to fog.

	“Do we have any pills?” Kendra asked.

	“Headache?” Jay asked.

	“Gravol, for Jacky.” 

	“I don’t know. You packed the bags, didn’t you?”

	Kendra shot a glance. It was clear—or at least it should’ve been, why would she ask otherwise?—that she forgot to pack the motion sickness pills. “Right,” she said, managing to unclench her teeth to do so.

	The boat docked with a metallic cry and opened its hold. Cars and trucks streamed free, wipers swishing and screeching in the rain. The lines of waiting vehicles followed one at a time. Slow and steady, things looked all right. 

	“You’re lucky,” said an attendant in a yellow rain slicker as Kendra lowered her window.

	They’d gotten to the final spot. Another attendant tapped on the window of the car two ahead of the Morris’ Volvo. The car rolled forward. He stepped to the car directly in front of them, tapped the window, spoke some, and the car rolled along as well.

	The attendant waved for Kendra to approach. 

	“All but three reservations showed. Next time, get here earlier,” he said, oblivious to the rain, his head safe under a big hood.

	Kendra nodded and pulled forward, window remaining lowered to listen for cues from the lot attendants and ship workers. The boat grew large before them. 

	“You okay?” Jay said.

	 Kendra was grimacing far enough to reveal her eyeteeth. “Fine.”

	A young woman, a summer student likely, waved Kendra into the open hull. Vehicles lined the top level. Chains raised the ramps upright. Kendra didn’t understand where to go. 

	“Straight up, yep!” the young woman shouted to be heard over the din.

	Kendra looked back and shook her head.

	“Just park in the lines. Right there, last spot!” 

	The young woman moved away and Kendra finally understood. It was stark, one spot, main floor, no ramps. She laughed aloud, shrill and wrought. She parked. Jay shook his head and smiled at her.

	She sighed and Jack was already kicking open his door before she killed the engine.

	“Hold up, speed racer,” Jay said.

	Suddenly Kendra was alone in the vehicle and she whispered, “I cheated,” before she grabbed her loaded purse and followed her family.

	The ship rocked beneath their feet. Jack munched chips and drank cream soda in the cafeteria. Kendra had coffee and a strawberry Danish. Jay ate an apple while he sipped on a zero calorie Red Bull. The waves washed against the cafeteria windows. Jack looked out and let his head move with the motion as if hypnotized. 

	Kendra squinted at him as she watched. It was almost as if her subconscious wanted her to see something; Kendra kept her eyes on the boy. Jack finished the can and started to bounce on a sugar rush. 

	Kendra saw it a half-second before it happened. 

	Swaying, tipping, swerving in his seat, Jack burst a pink shower over the table where they sat. It fired from his nose and mouth. Other riders leapt out of the way, an old woman began gagging until the upper row of her dentures slipped from her mouth like the top tray of the dishwasher.

	“Maaaw-aaw-muh-eee!” Jack balled. 

	Jay was on his feet. He’d gathered paper towel and was mopping as an unenthusiastic cafeteria worker started his way with a bucket, yellow gloves rising to her elbows. 

	Kendra rushed their son to the washroom. 

	—

	At the gift shop, Jay stood in line with several queasy-looking individuals. 

	“Man, it’s a run on puke pills,” a young man said, reeking faintly of rain and marijuana.

	“I hear ya. My son’s barfing up a storm and we’ve got another boat after this one,” Jay said.

	The line moved forward. Most shoppers seemed interested in the same foil-wrapped product.

	“Another boat, you going to Camden then?” the young man asked, his tone had changed, he suddenly seemed a lot less hippie.

	“Yeah, spending a month. I’ve never been on vacation so long.”

	“Hmm, you from there?”

	Jay cast a glance back as the line nudged forward after a patron’s debit card finally cooperated. “Nope; go every year, though. Never stayed a whole month before. I’m looking forward to the rest.”

	The man smacked his lips some. “Good luck, man. Watch out for the wildlife. I’ve heard some shit.”

	“Okay,” Jay said and stepped up. “Gravol, if you have any—”

	The lady behind the till handed Jay a two adult-serving pack of Gravol like it was a wartime ration. Jay paid the inflated sum and offered a smile to the young stoner behind him. Quickly, he went down the steel steps and to the ladies’ room door where Kendra had secreted a sickly boy. 

	He knocked. “Kendra?” 

	She answered immediately, popping out to accept a single pill before disappearing wordlessly. 

	The ship moved slower than typical, and two hours droned onto two and a half. Two and a half very long hours. Eventually, Kendra and Jack emerged. The boy looked near death, eyes rubbed, dry cheeks smeary with recently damp lines, his expression lifeless. He ate another chalky pill—leaving one more adult serving for the next boat, should it be necessary—and sipped from a fountain. Kendra rubbed his back.

	—

	The temperature on Porter’s Island was cooler than on the mainland. The two-lane highway running from South Ridgepoint to Port Westerly was a forty-minute trip, and according to the schedule, they had only fifty-two minutes until boarding thanks to the slowed first leg.

	The scenery was very much like the area leading up to the mainland port: limestone and grass, cedar and Douglas fir, cottages and small First Nation settlements sprinkled here and there along the inland road. 

	The traffic thinned quickly. Kendra pressed her foot, not at all interested in waiting if they missed the boat. The color had come back to Jack’s cheeks just in time to see the smaller boat rocking on the surf. 

	“Nooo!” Jack wailed. 

	“It’s gonna be all right,” Jay said, already reaching into his pocket, making sure he hadn’t lost the remainder of the Gravol. 

	They drove aboard a nearly empty boat. Smaller, like a tow truck flatbed, and they rode inside the vehicle. Unlike the Bemidian, it lacked much of a waiting area or cafeteria. There was a snack booth that sold travellers coffee, tea, hot chocolate, potato chips, and chocolate bars, but had nothing fresh and nothing fried. A small glass-walled cabin rose behind the captain’s cabin where the walk-ons sat on battered leather benches.

	Four people rode within the cabin. Three vehicles took the ride across. The trip was much shorter, though much rockier. Jack vomited into barf bags borrowed from the larger ship, mostly phlegm and water by then, but it kept coming, despite the drugs. He heaved and cried. Kendra and Jay took turns rubbing his back.

	“Think he puked up the Gravol,” Jay said.

	“Think he’s puked everything there was to puke up,” Kendra said. 

	If nothing else, Jack’s sickness was a nice distraction.

	“Hope he doesn’t toss a lung.”

	Jack’s expression opened and his eyes widened.

	“A joke, Jacky,” Jay said. “Look, we’re here.”

	“Do we need groceries now or run back into town later?” Kendra asked as the ship docked. 

	The rain had slowed to a drizzle and the sun threatened to poke from behind the heavy clouds moving steadily southbound. 

	Jack was greenish, snotty-nosed, and streaks ran from his red eyes. Jay gave him an extended up and down. 

	“Cottage first. I can come back in after we unpack. You two can take naps if you like,” he said.

	“Fine,” she said, curt. 

	Kendra wheeled along a world of small, clear blue lakes that fed into Lake Huron. Every time they approached, year after year, Kendra worried that she’d somehow taken a wrong turn, and every time the treeline moved aside and she saw the tiny shed and stubby gravel parking lot.

	The cottage sat thirty feet below the road, overlooking the water along a limestone embankment. A long deck jutted from the living room door over the lake. Fifty years earlier, the original owner moved the massive limestone blocks from the hillside down and built what seemed an unmoveable foundation. The original building was no more, but the foundation remained. The newish cottage was a beautiful place, befitting a weekly price tag into four figures. One of the inarguable gems of the entire island. 

	Through sixty-feet of bush to the west, the Hunts—Marjorie and Harold, the current owners—lived in a modest cottage. They awaited the vacationer’s arrival, standing at the head of the laid stone path. Once the Morris family was out and stretching, the neighborly Hunts helped with the luggage. Jay watched Kendra take the last bag inside while a sunny glow bounced up from the lake, silhouetting her nearly perfect form. It made him seem bulbous and homely by comparison, like a modern Hitchcock standing before a color projector. 

	“How’s it going? Hard trip, huh?” Harold asked, slapping a hand against Jay’s shoulder.

	“The boy had a heck of a time,” Jay said and turned to face the Volvo. “I’ve got to go get some groceries.”

	“You want some company?” 

	Harold was a nice man, clean and furry all over, like a gorilla. He was reliable and easy to talk to, and twenty-plus years Jay’s senior. He was a lot like Jay’s father in some ways, mostly in appearance and authority. 

	“Bar’s open. A brew might do you well.”

	Jay nodded slowly. “I could use a drink.”

	—

	Wired and fully charged, despite lugging an exhausted body weighty as a suit of armour, Kendra stretched out on the well-worn queen bed in the master bedroom. The boy was down for a nap in one of the smaller rooms. 

	Kendra closed her eyes, thinking she should check on him, but tried to sleep instead. Wholly unsexy images paraded her mind, all the things she’d done—things that were once totally sexy. She huffed and kicked from the bed to check out the bookshelf in the living room. Not a designer stage set, but a collection of well-thumbed pocket paperbacks beat the hell out of scads of leather bound classics any day. 

	Kendra scanned the titles and author names for something to take her away. Her finger stopped on a creased white spine.

	If anyone could distract her, Stephen King could. 

	She picked out the tattered copy of Cujo and sat down on the couch. Someone had made a movie from the book; she recalled seeing the VHS on the rental shelves a million years ago, but had never watched it. She knew it was about a big dog. 

	The book took her away with the closet monster, but quickly brought her too close to home. Infidelity. Wifey screwing around with the handyman. Husband at the office.

	“Fuck sakes.” 

	She put the book back on the shelf and went to the kitchen. Hungry, but without food, Kendra put the kettle on for tea. She located a box of orange pekoe bags in one of the cupboards. She leaned on the counter and looked out the sliding door windows that overlooked the deck and the lake distantly below. The place was perfect, and she’d suffocate in these tight quarters. She had to tell—especially since she suspected Jay knew already. For the last week, she became a little more paranoid each day, which was the opposite to what she’d felt at first after calling off the affair. 

	The kettle cried and startled her from reverie. She lifted it by the rubber-coated handle and filled her mug. 

	She stepped out the sliding door silently and looked out onto the lake. Morbidly, she wondered how many people had drowned in it since the island’s inhabitation.

	—

	Harold hummed along to Lionel Richie on the radio while Jay drove toward the village. 

	Jay hit the brakes when he saw something very large and pale brown pop into the deep foliage from the ditch. “Holy, what was that?” he said.

	“Maybe a deer,” Harold said, though he sounded uneasy.

	Jay leaned over the steering wheel and out the window to get a look. At the bottom of the ditch were a moose’s head—complete with a good-sized rack—and a slurry of vibrant red entrails. The intestines coiled wetly under the evening sun. Jay cringed when he made out an oblong reflection of his face over the convex edge. He shifted his gaze and made eye contact with the dead moose.

	“Is that a dead moose?” Jay said.

	Harold was looking forward. “Think maybe it is.”

	“Deer don’t eat meat. Think that was a bear I saw?”

	Harold seemed to brighten at this. “You know, it might be. Say that moose was dead or dying…bears are opportunists.”

	Jay nodded and then turned his face out the open window. “Sorry for ruining supper, Yogi!” At a button’s pull, the window rose, and they carried on.

	Most of the island seemed like a nature preserve until the trees and rocks spread their legs and birthed a small piece of civilization. Next to the first foot of asphalt were three entwined spruce trees. Many decades ago someone had carved out a sign and tree growth rolled over the edges like flab over a beltline. The top line read: WELCOME TO CAMDEN VILLAGE. Below: POPULATION 119.

	The quaintness and novelty of a place where 119 people lived and worked brought a smile onto Jay’s face. 

	“That sign still accurate?” Jay asked.

	“Once the summer people leave,” Harold said.

	“Really?”

	“Yep, always.”

	The grocery store parking lot spread out—forty slots for vehicles. The doors did not open automatically and Harold laughed quietly when Jay bumped into the glass, nose first. Inside was an intensely white room with four aisles and a small walk-in beer and liquor cooler. It stayed open until 7:30 PM on Saturdays—two hours later than the rest of the week. Harold chatted up the locals while vaguely holding a conversation with Jay as they strolled with a wire buggy. Everybody knew everybody on Camden Island.

	The topic on the tongues of the locals was death. 

	Mr. and Mrs. Finch had died in a boating accident. Death was always a sad song for the small town and Jay did his best to keep his natural nice-to-meet-you smile under wraps whenever Harold introduced him.

	Wheels squeaky and shaky, the cart rounded toward the tills and up the snack aisle. 

	“At least they went together,” Harold said uneasily. “They’ll never have to miss each other.”

	“That’s true, but it doesn’t seem to be the consensus around here,” Jay said. He dropped a bag of jumbo marshmallows into the cart. The type intended for ooey-gooey goodness at a campfire.

	“No, folks get used to things. Makes two vacancies now instead of one. Most are just worried about how it affects them personally. People tend to dwell on their emotions rather than on the deceased. It’s funny, twenty years ago everyone was against Dolly coming to the ‘Den, but folks warmed to her—by and by. People thought Leland ought to remain a permanent bachelor. Divorce was bad enough, but he kicked his first wife out and she left us.”

	“How was it anyone’s business?” Jay shook his head.

	Harold smiled. “Small town…people were fine once they found out why he gave her the boot. See, she’d had wandering eyes for a cottager staying on the north end of the island—a painter of some sort. Leland caught them in the act, naked on Lorry Beach. A real mess. Cuckold, nasty word, nasty thing for a man to be.”

	“I see,” Jay said, hoping his blush wasn’t visible, but feeling the heat all the way down. 

	Harold stepped in tight next to Jay and they got into line behind a young woman. Wavy, dirty blonde hair and pale blue eyes framed an angelic face. Tanned flesh and subtle curves that rode her frame like waves. She was incredible. 

	She smiled at Harold and then at Jay. 

	“How is Mr. Hunt today?” she asked.

	“Fine, just fine, Judy. How are you?” He spoke almost sheepishly.

	“Better now that the rain’s knocked it off, thought the boat might blow away.” She laughed. 

	A teenager running the cash register held out his hand. Judy looked at the number on the LCD screen and dug into her wallet. She passed along two Camden coupons with fives in the corners. The teenager could barely keep his eyes on Judy’s face—the accents of her frame were something to see.

	She took her bags and looked over her shoulder to Jay. “I’m Judy, by the way.”

	Jay cleared his throat. It had been awhile since a young woman acknowledged him in such a setting. City women were not so friendly, especially not gorgeous ones. “Jay. Nice to meet you.”

	“See you boys around,” she said and left.

	The teen manning the till didn’t look at his next customers until Judy had gone from view. 

	“I’d like to give her a ride on—” he started to say.

	“Brock, she’d mop the floor with you before you got your pecker out of your pants,” Harold said. “Show some respect.”

	Frowning, eyes on the task, the boy scanned the goods and tabulated a total. $30 lit on the screen. 

	“Shoot. He’s not local. Just a sec.” He hit a button and the number changed to $58.90.

	After paying, Jay and Harold took the paper bags and loaded them into the back of the Volvo.

	“Hey,” Harold tapped on the briefcase, “doing some work while you’re here?”

	“Not if I can help it,” Jay said. “Shall we walk?”

	The Cat’s Head was across the road from the grocery parking lot.

	“Sure thing.”

	“Just one, don’t want the milk to spoil.”

	They crossed the street, Harold in lead. “You been here?”

	“Not in years.”

	“Be ready to step into a memory. Same place, same decorations, likely the same drinkers. Sometimes folks become statues when their favorite things are drinking and waiting out time.”

	Harold held the door open and Jay stepped into the darkened room. It took a moment for his eyes to adjust. The scene was just as he remembered. Swap Sting for Timberlake on the stereo and The Cat’s Head was a blast from his past: dark wooden stools and chairs, matching tables, a brass rail, bartender with a towel upon his shoulder, drinkers leaning over their suds.

	Harold introduced Jay around. The locals offered nods, waves, and handshakes. 

	“What can I get ya?”

	Sticking to it, despite a worry that he might look like some city pussy, Jay asked, “Anything calorie-wise?” He then cringed the second before the answer returned to him.

	“Oh, sure, got this Michelob stuff. Derry’s tryin’ to drop the weight. Ultra okay?” the tall skinny bartender asked, taking the towel from his shoulder and wiping absently at the shiny bar top where Jay sat.

	“Harold, tap?”

	“Short one,” Harold said and the bartender got to it.

	They sat and they chatted. The locals were mostly quiet, eyes on the Jays game on the TV in the corner above the liquor selection. 

	Jay yawned three times before he’d even gotten through the neck of his beer.

	“Mainland trips’ll drain you,” Harold said.

	Jay nodded.

	They watched the TV. Now and then, Harold made a comment: “I’d say Dickey is about toast,” and “What they really need is a second Bautista, maybe a third.”

	Jay sucked down the dregs of his bottle. “Time to go, don’t you think?”

	Harold finished his own beer in a gulp. Jay left six dollars in large change. Harold left three Camden one-notes. They rode in silence. The same radio station from inside the bar continued the soundtrack of life in the Volvo. 

	“You want a hand?” Harold asked as Jay parked. 

	Managing all of the groceries in one trip was impossible. If it was plastic rather than paper, maybe, but not with bulky paper bags.

	“Yeah, thanks.”

	They made their way down the limestone steps to where it connected to a sturdy wooden staircase. Both had full arms. Jay knocked on the bottom of a sliding deck door with his shoe. 

	Kendra flung open the door. “Where in the hell have you been?” she asked, whisper-yelling. 

	Jay stepped inside. 

	“Well, where—?” Kendra stopped her barrage prematurely when she saw Harold. “Why didn’t you answer my texts?” she asked then. “You didn’t say you’d be so long.”

	“I guess I left my phone in the car.” Jay took a deep breath and looked to Harold. “Thanks for the help.”

	Harold waved and offered an awkward nod to Kendra. He slid the door closed behind him as Kendra’s voice rose once again. 

	—

	They’d asked to stay longer, as if they’d known, but the math was all wrong. Three in the Morris family meant it couldn’t be, couldn’t. Equilibrium on the ‘Den demanded exactly two heads. The extended vacation had to be a coincidence…even that it occurred during the Harvest Swing had to be a coincidence.

	Harold moved absently up the stairs and continued on the gravel road home. The trek took only a couple minutes. Down another set of stairs to his home, he found Marjorie sitting at the kitchen table. The deaths troubled her a good deal—as they did him. 

	“Well, are they the ones?” she asked.

	“I don’t rightly know. The numbers are wrong, but he feels like he belongs.”

	“How so?”

	Harold shook his head gently. “Can’t rightly say. I think we caught sight of a lion though.”

	“That’s good, right? Don’t you think?”

	—

	“Are you finished?” Jay said, moments after Harold took his leave. Every ounce of strength housed within his core went to work, holding back from screaming. So badly he wanted to let her have it about the affair. That filthy, rotten thing in the photographs, videos—available upon request—text messages, and phone conversations. Instead, he put away the groceries, moving with all the slow grace afforded to a man of his age and weight.

	“What, that’s it? You do this inconsiderate thing to me and Jack, and you have nothing to say?”

	Jay looked at the box of Aunt Jemima—just add water—trying to remember what TV doctors called what she was doing. “I’ll be more considerate. I’ll try to do better,” he said. He thought that maybe the word was projecting. Kendra projected her guilt.

	“That’s not—!”

	“Stop it!” Jack yelled in a shrill, girlish voice that seemed poised to pierce eardrums.

	Kendra turned and her racing heart switched lanes. She took a breath and exhaled slowly. “You hungry, Jacky?”

	“Yeah, how about pancakes?” Jay asked, his voice doing a bastardized Goofy.

	“Okay,” he said, frowning, as if these two still needed a talking to. “I don’t want to hear you yelling anymore.”

	“Of course not,” Jay said, grinning. “And how about marshmallows over the fire a little later?”

	Offences suddenly forgiven, Jack said, “Yeah!”

	“Good stuff. Give me a few minutes.” Jay offered an enormous smile as he poked a finger into the perforated slot at the top of the pancake carton.

	“Do you want help?” Kendra asked, sullen.

	“No. You’re right. I need to do more. I’m the bad one. I need to be better, right?”

	Anger rode the air like magnetic waves, palpable and quick, but Jay refused to be conductive. They sat around the table. Jay and Jack making crazy father-son chatter about TV monsters and video game zombies. Kendra stuffed pancake bits into her mouth to keep it from speaking. Neither Jay nor Jack seemed to notice her silence.

	After the quick meal, Jay stepped down to the landing by the dock to ready the marshmallow roast. An ancient tractor tire rim sat halfway buried in the dirt to act as fire pit walls. Rocks ringed the lip for cosmetic effect, or perhaps to keep anyone from tripping. Jay built a miniature teepee frame from kindling and lit a balled wad of grocery bags strategically placed below the frame. With a snaking barbeque lighter, he lit the paper wad. The kindling had been cut many months earlier and blackened in seconds before taking light. The flames grew and found food available. Above the first, a second teepee frame rose with larger pieces. Wads of paper here and there offered easy fuel.

	Jay had gotten good at building campfires when he was a kid and then mastered it as a teen, underage drinking in bushes with his buds. After his wooden teepees toppled, a natural offering of red-hot coals crackled, poised and ready to tan the marshmallows.

	Quiet pangs inside demanded that he partake. Jay pushed a fist into his gut, just above his bellybutton. 

	“You’ve already eaten enough,” he whispered. 

	This was not a vacation from everything and that one simple pleasure would go unattended. Was it possible to lose five, maybe ten pounds in the month away? Get a head start on life in the future?

	Maybe. No matter what, he had to try.

	“No more Mr. Fat Guy,” he said and jogged up the stairs to gather his family. 

	—

	Everything irritated her. Jack was fussy about going down; the nap he’d taken earlier took him from seedling to a blooming pain in the ass. Jay was still up, flossing—since when does he floss? Kendra went over the possible ways to break free of her guilt and spill the truth. She couldn’t live like this. She tried to imagine what kind of apology it would take to put life back to how it was before. 

	Just tell him!

	She took a deep breath as Jay stepped across the polished hardwood floor. 

	“I smell like a summer camp, or what I assume summer camp smells like,” he said with a smile.

	You want to ruin this? she thought, flipping.

	“Though, I never actually went to summer camp.”

	“Jay.” Say it and you’ll ruin everything. Her mind flopped.

	“Yeah, babe?” He slid under the sheet.

	“Can we talk?” 

	A question? 

	Can you talk? 

	The answer is yes, but it ain’t gonna be pretty. Unless you’re ready to ruin everything. 

	You need to redeem yourself or you’ll be alone and hopeless. 

	You can’t tell, not now, not ever.

	“I know you were tired today. It was a hard day. It’s all right.” He switched off the lamp on his side of the bed. “I love you. I know you’d never do anything to hurt me on purpose.”

	It was never on purpose and it was never about you…that’s the problem with me.

	“I love you, too.”

	You’re such a brave girl.

	Kendra listened to his breathing. Here was the sound of a man fully awake, waiting. If he knew, he was playing, and she had to do something.

	A gesture, a peace offering.

	If she softened him up some, then maybe when she confessed… She slid down on the bed under the sheet, over his belly, and to the fly of his pajama pants. Only the slightest groan left his lips when she took the entirety of his flaccid penis into her mouth until it stiffened and grew too large to hold.

	A gesture, a gesture to show you can be selfless.

	Fellatio had always been foreplay until they moved onto the next piece to the sexual puzzle. Many years had gone by since she’d blown anyone to completion. High school, probably. It was more work than she remembered. Her jaw hurt, her tongue was tired, and her knees were hot with rug burn from the sheets.

	A gesture, a gesture, a gesture.

	She was so sorry about what she’d done and she’d continue if it took hours until… He shot. Hot, salty, and thick, the semen fired into her mouth and down her throat, rocking her uvula like a one-punched speedbag. 

	Being away from home presented another problem. There was no quick solution. If a garbage can was nearby, she didn’t know where, or how to get there without ruining the mood. She cradled what remained of the horrid tasting fluid on her tongue.

	A gesture, the voice in her head said and laughed at her. 

	She swallowed the gesture.

	“That was amazing,” Jay said. “Umm…do you want me to do you?”

	She wasn’t horny in the least and she wanted to tell him everything, but was a coward. “No, I was…I’m sorry for yelling,” she said. 

	“Oh, okay, goodnight.”

	“Goodnight.”

	 



CHAPTER THREE

	Jay awoke long before his family. He dressed quietly in light shorts and a thin t-shirt, a Titleist ball cap settled on his head. He ate toast with calorie-wise margarine. His running shoes sat by the door, the outside walls ballooning from the spread of his gait. 

	The island morning was sunny and cool. Jay pushed a little faster than normal up the stairs. By the time he took to the dusty road, he was already a bit short of breath.

	That racing in his chest was bad, but it felt good to be out. The image of Jay ten pounds lighter and then twenty and thirty, all the way back to his university weight, worked like a coal man loading the bin of his inner furnace. Birds chirped and the trees and grassy ditches twitched with life. 

	Within minutes, Jay wished he’d brought water. He’d gone past Harold’s house and saw nothing beyond green walls and the slim grey road before him. So quiet. Camden Island was a tranquil piece of heaven. Jay imagined working part-time, living half his life in a place so easy and peaceful.

	The road wound a curve and the brush thickened. A chainsaw roared not far ahead. Jay sped up his steps, hoping he’d find Harold. At a clearing of saplings, Jay located the source of the noise, as well as cords of piled wood. 

	“Morning, neighbor!” a shout echoed down over the hill toward the lake as the chainsaw ceased its whine.

	Jay scanned the trees—big, small, felled, chopped, and piled—until he came upon Harold. A flecking of sawdust layered his shirt, pants, and gloves. 

	“Harold. Nice morning, eh?”

	“Sure is, what are you doing up so early?” Harold set down the chainsaw and stepped away from the treeline.

	Jay tapped on his belly. “Another bid to drop a few. I want to look…”

	Harold waited a moment for a finished thought. When it didn’t come, he said, “We men are pretty fortunate. We build muscle up and it eats fat like cancer eats happiness. You build your muscle and that weight will drop right off. You do cardio and muscle building, nobody in your office will recognize you at the end of the month.” 

	“That’d be nice.”

	“I bet.”

	“Yep,” Jay said, looking around the busy clearing.

	A few silent seconds mounted.

	“I’ll let you get back to it, but come back if you’re looking to build that muscle.” Harold then lifted and tilted a red Thermos jug to his lips.

	“Yeah, sure,” Jay said and carried forward, thinking what Harold said was probably right. In school, he had muscle, laboring muscle from shitty jobs with shittier pay. 

	Twenty minutes after leaving, Jay returned wearing a broad smile. Though it was more joke than request, assisting with the wood was apt to do a great deal of good. 

	The chainsaw had quieted and a new sound replaced it. There was a thump and then a natural rip. A glint from the axe as it came down reflecting sunshine until the head slid into the cut firewood. A wide swatch of sweat in the shape of the state of Ohio rode across Harold’s back. Hair reached out from around his collar and the edges of his sleeves as if he hid a rug below his shirt.

	“I’m back. You need a hand?” 

	Harold let the axe stand, sunken into a damp block of wood. “I was only kidding, but if you want exercise, splitting wood is probably the way to go about it.”

	“I haven’t split wood in about twenty years,” Jay said, strangely excited by the prospect. If his sixteen-year-old self saw him, that past self wouldn’t believe the sight.

	Harold backed away from the axe and parked himself on the fender of a small trailer. The handle was smooth under Jay’s palms. The weight of the head felt like a promise of tomorrows to come. Jay took a swing, ugly, out of practice, and missed the original crack. The second swing was better and the third better than the second.

	“That’s the ticket,” Harold said, a smile in his voice.

	Jay thought so too and got busy making burnable chunks. Forty-two minutes of interval chopping, Harold declared enough. Jay was done in anyway, his arms moved with rubber joints. His shirt was a full shade darker. Hunks of wood clung to him and his heart seemed to stutter in his chest.

	Jay carried the water jug and the axe. Harold carried the chainsaw, the jerry can, and the chain oil jug. They walked and Jay rambled about work, life, and how little he exercised in the city, how bad he ate. 

	“You know, sometimes there’s hikes that go on. They start in town and wind around the shore over to the bluffs and back. It’s slow enough for old farts, but might be something different for you to try.”

	“Who runs that?” Jay asked. He felt great, loose, happy, looking forward to more, and gratefully distracted from any real problems.

	“Lenora Manning and Judy Collins. You remember Judy.” Harold nudged Jay with a playful elbow. 

	Impossible to forget Judy.

	“Uh-yeah, do I call or…”

	“Marjorie knows the deal. I’ll swing by a little later after I ask her. I have to dig out the paddleboat anyhow. Think you’ll need to use the canoe this year?”

	“You don’t have to do that. I can pull them out. They’re just in the shed by the water, right?”

	“You know, Mr. Morris, you were never this easy a tenant before.”

	—

	Kendra sat on the deck. She craned her neck as if spooked by Jay’s approach. She frowned.

	“You’re all sweaty,” she said.

	Jay looked at his beautiful wife. Kendra held an old paperback copy of Cujo over her hips. She wore a skimpy black two-piece and wide rock star style sunglasses. Her body was oily and inviting. But that body told stories. Ancient, nearly invisible stretch marks were nothing on a tight tummy, hard thighs, perky breasts, mother, health sensitive, figure conscious, smart, clever, successful, and stunning. This was a woman of so many things, but at that second only one of those things mattered.

	“I have something special for you. It’s in my briefcase. The combination is Jacky’s birthday. I’m going to catch a shower,” Jay said and stepped by.

	The sum of it all was mystifying. The surprise and the surprisingly dirty husband. Cujo rested on the arm of the chair, current page dog-eared to keep place. She’d proven too curious after the initial forty pages to give up, despite the anxiety the topics had triggered. 

	Inside, Jack sat on the floor with his iPad. Kendra opened the sliding door a crack and called in, “I’ll be right back. Stay put.” 

	“’Kay, Mom.”

	She grabbed keys from her purse, slid into her shoes, and headed outside.

	—

	The urge was long gone. What remained was nothing more than the rhythm of the act. She wore thin lacy lingerie. It hid nothing, yet added so much to the atmosphere. A long lost sun was finally poking from behind light clouds. Dylan Zimmermann, a man in body and boy in mind, rode below her, pumping.

	Dylan had made her feel youthful and sexy. He was a physical specimen more on her level. After it ended, after the fluids mingled, after the heavy breaths ceased, the guilt returned and she always felt older than ever before.

	All these memories and feelings connected to photographs. Rocking and shaking, her back bent over the briefcase. There she was, there was Dylan, it was the third from last time she’d gone to him.

	How long has he known? 

	Kendra flipped through the photos. More than twenty candid shots spanning the final three visits of the affair. Text messages from her burner phone number—raunchy, to look at it under the light of day and the reality of the situation. The affair was nothing but stinking garbage. A needy wife caught up in something fast, hot, and slippery.

	How long has he known?

	Reading those lines back when they’d first arrived made her wet and had her toying, masturbating like a horny co-ed. Even that much was cheating, really, but maybe forgivable, something along the lines a timid high school girl might consider adulterous. If only it ended at the flirtation, the messages, even the masturbation. She continued to flip, beyond the text sessions.

	How long has he known?

	At the words FINAL REPORT, she stopped shuffling and began reading. The investigator calculated a likely start date. The report outlined every visit. Stated that the name was available, stated that recordings of every act within Zimmermann’s apartment were available as well.

	“He taped it?” she gasped, even the phrasing showed her age.

	She read frantically, the investigator had corrupted the files on Zimmerman’s computer so there was no need for her to contact Dylan.

	That’s something…but how long has he known? How long? How long! How long!

	She flipped through and the report finally answered the question. The investigator dated the summation on the final page. It was Friday, only Friday. Friday the 27th of June, 2014. Jay had only just found out yesterday. Had she stopped a month sooner, there would’ve been nothing to find. 

	But she hadn’t.

	She packed the report back into the briefcase. The undeniable knowledge of his knowledge had real teeth that bit into her heart. Standing in those woods, in her bikini, she felt like a slut looking for attention. The tree knots became eyes. 

	She raced back to the stairs.

	What do I say? What do I say!

	She held her top as she ran down the steps, ready to risk safety over another embarrassment. Her foot snagged on the third from bottom step and she pitched forward, face planting on the main level of the deck. Her body hurt and her chest let out a horrid wheeze when she landed. The physical damage was superficial, nothing broken, and no blood. Tears of pain and terror ran down her cheeks.

	The sliding door opened before she reached it. Jack led the way, his father close in-tow. “We’re going to the toy store!” he said, then pouted out his bottom lip. “Why are you crying, Mommy?”

	“I tripped,” she whispered.

	“Are you all right?” Jay asked.

	She wanted to take him inside, sit him down, and beg for his forgiveness. “Yes,” she whispered.

	“Good, see you later. You saw the surprise?”

	This was agony. “Yes,” she whispered again.

	“Dad, come on,” Jack said as he tugged at his father’s arm.

	“I suggest you think long and hard.” Jay’s face was cold, expressionless.

	Jack stopped pulling at his father. “Are we going or what?” he said, imitating something his mother said sometimes.

	“I’m sorry,” Kendra mouthed. The words came out like a dry heave after a long bout of vomiting. 

	“Never mind; to the toy store!” Jay said.

	“Yay!”

	Neither father nor son looked back to Kendra. She cried and watched her family go, ready to do anything asked of her to keep them both. Above her at the parking spaces, the Volvo quietly began its mixture of purring and air movement. 

	—

	Calling it a toy store was a hell of an exaggeration. The hardware store that sold propane, bug spray, fishing rods, and campfire wood also had a wall at the back covered in timeless rubber lizards, fish, and monsters. It didn’t matter to Jack. This was enough to re-label Mendleson’s Hardware as Mendleson’s Toyland. 

	“Can I get two?” 

	“Get three,” Jay said, wondering how hard things might be on the boy if he had to grow up in a split home, homes. “I’m going to wander, you stick around the toys, got it?”

	Jack nodded and held a triceratops and a wolf man in his hands.

	Jay walked away from his son. He’d never been much of a fisherman, but he’d need some low motion activities to counterbalance the exercise. His back and legs had already begun to tighten, though not as badly as he’d feared. He found the fishing section and plucked out a junior rod, thinking a boy might like to fish with his dad. A pair of women on the opposite side of the aisle partition spoke gravely, hissing whispery tones. Jay heard and could not help himself but to listen. 

	“It’s going to turn bad if we can’t replace them soon. Do you remember last time?” one of the women asked.

	“Not really, I was just a kid. But we always get someone,” the other said.

	“It’s usually one, but two. Two is harder.”

	It was a curious conversation, all the more so given that it was happening in a hardware store. There were many unanswered questions, peculiar points, and his curiosity quashed any guilt budding over eavesdropping. The women spoke as if replacing dead islanders was a matter of life and death. Spooky.

	“You don’t remember, but it happens. Those things spoken, they do happen.”

	“Oh come off it. You’re being—”

	“The plagues cometh, so sayeth She. Steady the island. Steady the temperament. Steady the populous. Steady the soil and feed it life… Steady the plagues.”

	“What?” Jay whispered.

	“Hello, Jay,” another voice said.

	Jay turned to see Judy Collins. She wore a tee tied into a knot around her tight mid-section and a long billowy skirt of light cotton that draped to her ankles.

	“Hello, uh, Ms. Collins,” Jay mumbled, flashing heat rode his throat and cheeks. Idiotic, like a love struck teen gawking at his friend’s hot mother. Stupid. This was backward, he was the elder and she was a nice young woman, polite enough to speak to the vacationers. 

	“I feel so important whenever anyone calls me miss.” She battered her lashes. “You can call me Judy, if you like.”

	“All right, Judy. How are you?”

	“Fine. Word is, you’re going to join us on our hike tomorrow.” 

	Jay’s embarrassment disappeared in an instant—how does she know that? 

	“It’s beginner, we have some older folks that come every week. We have to keep everybody happy, and our population might triple on any one weekend. Cottagers and campers alike. The campers rarely do the hikes. Mostly they just drink and make a mess.”

	Judy had a lovely voice. Her rambling was a massaging rhythm on his eardrums. “Is that so?” he said, almost as if the words floated from his mouth.

	“Yes, sir. So, tomorrow, we meet at the gazebo on the east side of the ball diamond at six-thirty. Bring bug spray,” she said with a smile. “Buggers are hungry this summer, especially in the evenings.”

	“Dad!” 

	“Sounds like I’m needed,” Jay said, snapping back to reality. “Coming, Jacky, don’t move!”

	“See you tomorrow, Jay.”

	“Yes you will,” Jay said and winked playfully. Immediately, he felt the fool.

	Judy smiled and tilted her head, curiously, and then went on her way.

	Jack had stayed by the toys. Leaving his son to the toys on the wall was unlike him. Typically, he’d keep within arm’s length, but Camden Island was unlike anywhere he’d been and he’d never felt safer or as quickly comfortable. 

	He’d arrived unable to confront his wife. After some hard work and fresh air, it seemed stupid to wait. The ‘Den—as Harold called it—had offered the answer. The island was a good place. It was a place where you could leave your kid for a minute and not worry about a pervert.

	“I can’t decide. I want these ones for sure, but what’s better?” Jack asked, thrusting two rubber figures at his father’s stomach. “What one’s best?”

	Jay took the toys, one in each hand. In his right, an obvious vampire. “This guy, he sucks blood and lives forever, unless someone stakes him in the heart or he gets caught in the sun,” he said and then lifted his left hand. “Now, this fella appears to be a lagoon creature. These types typically live in small bodies of water and cart off sexy girls in bathing suits. They take them to underwater layers and keep them as brides.”

	“Uck, girls are stupid.” Jack grabbed the lagoon monster and put it back on the shelf.

	“Sometimes,” Jay said.

	—

	Kendra’s knees were red and her ankles were sore from the fall. Despite the shooting pain, she paced around the cool cottage—inadvertently working out any kinks. More than anything, she wanted to jump in the lake and swim her guilt into oblivion. But that wasn’t exactly fair. 

	He got fat and boring. You asked for more: better vacations, trips, adventures. He let you waste your youth. Correction, he wanted you to waste your youth. A child, we need a child, he’d said that.

	“I wanted Jacky, too.” She stopped pacing. “Want.”

	Sure, but not right away, she didn’t. She had so many good years to cover things and then settle in. Jay got complacent and let life go on for others, watching them on Discovery and OLN. Let those so-called crazy people live for the sake of living. But that was backward. 

	Crazy people are the ones wasting away their youth, working for retirement, working for when they’re too fucking old to do anything about living anymore. That’s not how you’re made!

	“It’s how things work. It’s not his fault. I did this.” She began pacing anew.

	Yeah, she did, but didn’t he help it? Didn’t he egg her on in a way? Didn’t he almost dare her? 

	He hasn’t offered a bit of romance in years. When was the last time he told you he appreciated you, not your acts, not your work, your help, your suppers, but appreciated you, appreciated that you have become his physical superior and not even at a close shot either! 

	She was one year from thirty and it seemed all over from there. Her future was a mirror of her past and she’d get what she deserved. Things had gone on too long, she had to act.

	“But I didn’t have to cheat. Nothing stopped me from talking to him.”

	Maybe, but since when does that sound like you, you, you, me, me, me?

	“It doesn’t.” She stopped pacing and sunk down onto the couch.

	There, face pressed against the soft cotton of the sofa back, Kendra mentally wandered over the possibilities lost to a squandered youth. To cheat was in her nature. It was the remaining option; well, that, or leave, and leaving wasn’t really an option. She made her bed, her responsibility as a mother was to raise her boy, and she wasn’t about to step away from that. 

	Didn’t want to step out on Jay either, huh? 

	But it’s my fucking nature!

	She’d always flaked when pressed too hard against her grain. She’d let those she cared about down before. In high school, she skipped out on the district swim finals to meet with a cute college freshman and his buddies. They took a trip north, to the gorge. Over two days she learned the ropes of climbing rock faces and discovered that, essentially, college boys were after the same things as high school boys—though doing those things with college boys was infinitely more appealing. Her nature demanded fun and adventure. Life was for the living. 

	That Sunday in May—twelve years ago, or was it thirteen?—she’d learned how much it upset people when she broke commitments. The swim team lost the meet. Her parents walked around wearing silent scorn. Her boss let her come back to work despite the shirked shift, but scolded her, gave her more bad shifts.

	She had continued to see that handsome climber through the summer. She liked the thrills, liked the excitement, but understood that her word had to mean something. It did for a long time, too.

	Until the next time.

	Graffiti and thrown eggs in college brought cops to her dorm, putting her on academic probation. The same month she’d met Jay, she’d ghosted him to go on a cycling trip with two girlfriends, accidentally missing their third date. She hadn’t meant to, but excitement was in her nature, and Jay robbed her of it. For years, he stole that excitement. It made her furious, on top of all else. Everything added up, multiplying in magnitude. It came to match her fury.

	“Why did he make me come on this vacation, knowing? Goddamn him!”

	The dark side jumped the fence and continued the argument. Maybe he didn’t know what to do. Maybe he was scared. Maybe he thought he’d lost you. 

	You cheated, not him, remember that.

	“Shut up.”

	The sliding door opened and Jack rushed into the cottage holding three rubber toys, a clown smile of chocolate ice cream around his lips. Jay stepped in behind the boy, his expression glum. 

	“Eats ice cream like his mother,” he said. 

	The fury washed away from her like a flushed toilet. “I’m so sorry.”

	“I know.”

	“Do you forgive me?”

	Jack ran around on high-octane sugar energy. “Can we have burgers?”

	Jay’s eye contact left Kendra. “That sounds like a heck of an idea to me.”

	“Jay?”

	Husband ignored wife and walked toward son. “Let’s get your face washed, and look’it, you’ve got ice cream all over Dracula.”

	“Jay, please. Do you? Can you?”

	Jay guided Jack into the full bath off the living room and ran the water. The walls of the cottage seemed to close in around her. Until he answered her, she couldn’t be near them. She grabbed Cujo and made for the deck. 

	For hours, tired eyes stared at the same page as if deciphering an ancient code transcribed in rabid doggy-speak. He wasn’t going to answer, perhaps he never would.

	Burgers. Jay barbequed without asking for assistance. He tossed a salad and set the table. He called for Jack and told the boy to gather his mother. Eating outside was nice in theory, but the mosquitoes and the breeze were an utter pain.

	Kendra kept her eyes on her plate.

	“Mommy’s being weird.”

	“She sure is,” Jay said and then laughed.

	Kendra lifted her head. Suicide suddenly seemed the only viable option. They were tormenting her, hurting her in the open. At least she’d had the curtesy to sneak around. Rather than express much of anything, she chewed and swallowed like an anatomical statue at a dental school.

	“Can we have another fire tonight?” Jack asked.

	“Sure can, and after supper, Mr. Hunt is coming by and we’re getting out the boats, maybe you and me can handle a paddleboat ride.”

	Jack smacked his lips and nodded enthusiastically. “But what about Mommy?”

	Jay slapped his forehead. “She’s so damned quiet, I forgot she was here. She can take the paddleboat out after, if she likes.”

	“Alone?”

	“Sure, she likes doing her own thing. Don’t you, Kendra?”

	“Please, not in front of Jack,” she mumbled into her napkin.

	Jay smacked his forehead again. “Geez, sometimes I forget about closed doors. I’m a pretty open fella. How’s your burger, buddy, not pink, not mooing?”

	“Moo!” Jack called out and he and his father laughed while Kendra fought off tears.

	—

	Together, Jay and Harold pulled the boats from the shed. Kendra held the paperback, hardly flipping, mostly gapped and hapless, mind visibly elsewhere. Jack was on the deck floor. Three new toys sat in a semi-circle around him. They’d gone to the wastes of boredom and he again fingered the screen of his iPad. 

	“How’s it going, Jacky?”

	“Mom!” He lifted his eyes, angry. “They got me! I heard you and they got me!”

	“It’s a game; calm down. You shouldn’t yell at your mother anyway. It’s not polite.”

	“Are you sad?” he asked.

	“Do I seem sad?”

	Jack shrugged.

	“What makes you think I’m sad?” Kendra asked, dropping down cross-legged next to him.

	“Dad said maybe you’d be sad and I have to be nice and happy so maybe you’ll get happy too. I don’t want you to be sad, Mommy.”

	Kendra hugged him. “Oh, Jacky, I am a little sad, but as long as I’ve got you it’s not so bad. I’ll be happy from here on, okay?”

	“Okay.”

	“So what all did you and your father get up to in town?”

	“Went to the toy store and got ice cream and came home.”

	“Sounds fun.”

	“It was boring, a little. Dad was mostly talking to some lady, but he said I couldn’t move.”

	“A lady, did you see her?” 

	The possibility of his getting even floored her heart’s accelerator. It’ll be better once he does it. You deserve that, at minimum.

	“Was she pretty?”

	“Uck, Mom.”

	“I know, I know. Was she old or young…or in the middle like Mommy?”

	“Younger than you, but older than Debra.” Debra was his very occasional babysitter, a high school senior. “They’re going somewhere together, near the baseball place. She walked past the toys. I only saw for a second.”

	“When?” Kendra whispered, deflated and excited.

	“I don’t know.” Jack looked back down, as if willing his mother to understand the importance of dealing with the zombies on the screen.

	Feet trundled half-way up the stairs. 

	“Hey, buddy, ready for a trip?” Jay asked.

	Jack forgot about his game then and bolted. 

	Kendra picked up the iPad and carried it inside. There were dishes and they were something to do.

	—

	Jack and Jay. Bug spray and marshmallows. After the semi-successful, but ultimately short, boat ride, there was a fire and being together as a family suddenly seemed of extreme importance. Jay had invited the Hunts over for a visit to cut through some of the anxiety, but not until they were all together. 

	“Will you answer me?” she asked.

	“Go on down, Jacky,” Jay said standing in the open doorway. “All right, my answer is maybe. I think I can. If you asked me a month ago if I cared to imagine a life without this family intact, I might’ve choked, but the report softened that. So, my answer is maybe. Maybe because I love you and maybe not because you did something that makes me feel so rotten I want to run and hide, and never see another soul. And maybe, because being here is offering me a new perspective.”

	“Oh.”

	“And I’m sorry I didn’t do enough to keep you from thinking so little of me. Come down, please.” Jay stepped out and pulled the sliding door closed behind him.

	Kendra remained in place. His apology sickened her. The man was so gracious about her transgression that it magnified the guilt. She sobbed and heaved, ran to the washroom. It took only several long breaths and a dozen splashes of cold water onto her face before she collected herself enough to make it down to the fire pit.

	Awkward happy was the game she played. The Hunts asked ill-timed, humorous, semi-sexual questions of a marital nature. Kendra smiled and Jay answered with no sign of discomfort. It seemed so easy for him and she wondered how long he’d played at the role of husband feigning solidarity and comfort.

	Jack yawned, swore he wasn’t sleepy and then almost didn’t make it up the stairs. 

	“I’m getting tired myself,” Kendra said. 

	The Hunts graciously took the hint and made their way home almost immediately.

	Jay and Kendra readied for bed in silence. Kendra made it under the sheets first. Jay continued to floss. He lifted his belly and let it drop. 

	From her angle, Kendra saw and watched, thinking of her own hands beneath her aging breasts. A pang of horrid reality shot home. 

	Life wasn’t exactly perfect for either of them.

	He stepped from the washroom and slid into bed. It was minutes to 10:00 PM—early even for boring married folk. 

	“Can we talk?”

	“I’m pretty tired,” Jay said.

	“Please, I feel ugly about what I did. I can hardly look at myself anymore. I’m so sorry, you know that right?”

	“I don’t want to talk about what you did.” A hand tickled across his belly, breath on his shoulder. “No. Off,” he said. “I’m tired.”

	Retreated, though not defeated, Kendra said, “Where did you go this morning?”

	“Me and Harold, we cut wood. Nice, mindless effort. It was good too, for me, I mean. I haven’t worked out like that in years.”

	“You cut wood?”

	“Yeah, chopped and piled. People use wood out here all winter and everybody does their part where they can. That’s how they work out the money system. It’s socialist, but it keeps everyone happy. It lets them pick their neighbors.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“I mean, as a group they can dictate who moves in. Sure, people own their land—houses and cottages and such—but they can’t really sell. Everything’s built on the island currency.”

	“We pay to vacation here in real money.”

	“Yes, and some of that automatically goes into the pot and the rest the Hunts use to purchase island money. The ‘Den council—”

	“The Den?”

	“Camden, the ‘Den. The council takes money to the mainland and purchases the things not produced on the island. It ensures everyone has enough, but it also rewards those, like the Hunts, who have a bigger stake in things.”

	“Oh, huh… So, Jack said you were talking to a woman at the store?”

	“Yeah, she runs a hike a couple times a week. I’m going tomorrow, why?” 

	“I thought you were trying to even things. If you want to, I can’t say anything…I’m so sorry, I wish there was something to say or do to show you how what I’ve done—”

	“Enough!” He rolled away. “Hit the light, please.” 

	Kendra sighed and then did. 

	“I won’t be getting anything like that any time soon. If my own wife won’t have me unless she feels guilty, what’s attracting a gorgeous younger woman?” Jay mumbled, sleepily.

	 


CHAPTER FOUR

	Todd White and Oliver Lee climbed out of the back of the bulky old produce truck and bolted through the parking lot while the dock attendant shouted. Their laughter carried long and far until they hit the thick woods, swallowing them and their voices. They stopped a little ways in and chanced a look back, leaning on knees, waiting, but ready to recommence their frantic pace.

	When it became obvious they weren’t being chased, Todd pulled out a Garmin pocket GPS and checked the vicinity. What they needed was a trail, then a clearing, and there they could set up camp for the night—hopefully a week or more. They’d landed in Vancouver from Sydney, and from Vancouver, flew to Toronto. From there, the real journey began. They thumbed and camped, cutting a jagged line across Southern Ontario, partying and mooching.

	The further they got from Toronto, the less populated the province became and the parties changed. Rather than bars, the boys found themselves in fields. The girls wore jeans and flannel or jeans and hoodies or jeans and silk. The drinking intensified while the snorting lessened dramatically. The pot consumption changed very little.

	The country boys were affable until the local girls took an interest in the newcomers with accents. Twice Todd and Oliver had to jet down gravel roads and hide out in ditches while caravans of lifted pickups and goofy Hondas with absurd additions burned by.

	According to the maps on their GPS units—their phones were paperweights, aside from Wi-Fi use, that far from home—Lake Huron was massive and had dozens of good public beachfronts. 

	After three weeks of bumming, they landed at what seemed like the end of the line until an old man with a van offered to stow them away for a trip onto Porter’s Island. They went, and after a less than exciting four days, they climbed into the back of a produce truck headed for Camden Island—this time stowing away without invite.

	“Sure was a pissy cunt,” Todd said.

	“Not as bad as that lady in Port Thomas.”

	Todd shook his head. “Was Port Elgin. Was all them Mennonites buggying around St. Thomas.”

	“Oh…any trails?”

	Todd shook his head again like the GPS was keeping secrets or not playing nice, but sighed to add emphasis. “Let’s just hoof it through the brush awhile. Whole island ain’t even as far as Bondi to your aunt’s on Seven Hills.” 

	They’d biked that as teens once because Oliver’s aunt was out of town and she had a fantastic stash of liquor.

	Oliver groaned at this. That trip had taken close to three hours, on bicycles, on asphalt and cement, and without lugging huge packs.

	“Besides, must be twenty lakes on this island. We’ll hit one eventually.”

	They walked and talked very little. After a month together, they didn’t have all that much left to say, which was fine from both their perspectives. The trees cooperated and the bugs weren’t so bad until evening fell.

	“Fucking finally,” Oliver said as the trees cleared and a big pond reflected a sinking pink sun upon its calm surface. 

	Todd pulled out his GPS. “This one ain’t on the map.”

	“So, what?”

	“So, nothing, just saying.” Todd scanned the shore. There was no beach and no remnants from fire pits.

	Oliver started toward a flat patch of grass, unshouldering his pack as he went, but stopping before he set it down. “Ay, shit. What shit that?”

	Todd wasn’t looking where Oliver had, was instead looking a few feet to his left. The deep black turds were enormous, long, skinny, soft. They reminded him of the shit he’d routinely scooped from the litter box until Humphrey C. Cat went missing one day when Todd was thirteen.

	“Maybe a bear?” Oliver said.

	“Nah, cougar, my bet. Bear shits like a cow, kind of; big, ugly dumps.”

	“You ain’t even seen it.”

	“There’s more,” Todd said, pointing.

	“Think it’s okay to camp here?”

	“Sure. Just make the fire big enough to last.”

	Oliver dropped his heavy pack and then stepped back to the treeline for a bark scooper to rid them of that particular mound. 

	—

	Todd peeked through the cinched hole and past the dangling drawstring of his full-body sleeping bag. A smacking sound muddied the nighttime calm and it took a minute for Todd to place its direction. 

	At first, he thought Oliver was beating his meat. But then he looked five feet away to where his friend had spread out. Todd gasped and jerked his hand down the double-sided zipper. The fire was only coals now, but thanks to a big and high moon, he saw the silhouette of the mountain lion clearly. 

	He also saw the impossibly huge puddle of blood and spaghetti tendrils of veins and arteries amongst the chewed up meat.

	“Fucking cunt,” he hissed and pushed to his feet while stepping backward.

	The mountain lion turned to face him, still chewing like its jaw had a schedule to keep. The blood running on its face had trailed its fur down into an overlong Van Dyke goatee. It swallowed a mouthful and a pink tongue came out and swiped around its chops.

	Todd grabbed his shoes and bolted from the scene, catching sight of another big cat across the pond. It trotted the same direction he did, though it didn’t quite keep pace. As if it knew it could catch him at any time and wanted his flesh to have a certain tang of terror to it.

	“Go away, ya cunt!” Todd shouted as he hopped on his right foot, pulling on a shoe. He couldn’t help himself and took another look over his shoulder. The other mountain lion was still feasting on Oliver. “Go, eat with your buddy!” He jerked his left hand twice as if directing traffic for this second mountain lion to join its brethren and then slipped his foot into the other shoe. 

	Into the bush, Todd ran. He had no pack, jacket, food, or water, but he was alive and that was enough for now.

	 



CHAPTER FIVE

	The morning atmosphere was muggy and the sun battered the landscape paler by micro-increments. Jay’s walk took him back past Harold’s woodpile as if seeking out calories to burn. The man wasn’t there and the spot suddenly seemed antique. On he continued, around the winding road to a dead end, of sorts. There was a small bungalow to the lakeside. The mailbox stated that the home belonged to the Finch family. It was a nice house, white siding, white picket fence, blue window frames and flower boxes, auburn shingled roof, and a pale green lawn. 

	Two men moved busily around that lawn, trimming and mowing. Jay switched his focus to the dead end. 

	Dead to only automobile traffic, a walking path cut into the woods and Jay accepted its invitation. Under the shade, his comfort level rose drastically. The trees provided functional blockage while seemingly soaking in the mugginess from the air. He quickened his pace. 

	A garbled voice fluttered into his head: faster the heartbeat, the more fat you burn. 

	The trail had a floor of chipped wood and sawdust, aged and mingled with cut grass blades and nuggets of dirt, obviously kept up by someone. The air reeked of cedar and something else, something like campfire, but cleaner. There was a large park somewhere on the island and Jay thought, according to his nose, that he might stumble upon it. 

	He was wrong. 

	What he saw was strange. 

	The trees thinned until a well-tended knoll opened. Amid the clearing, tall stalks of shaved branches stood on ends, the color of freshly cut straw. Two tall-stalked structures opened through the base and stood above a floor of rocks below. These rose like statues awaiting life, if only someone knew the right incantation to bring them to. There were also three tall teepees along the edges and a massive fire pit in the center of it all. 

	“Who are you?” asked an angry voice from behind Jay.

	Jay jumped and then turned. “Holy cow, where’d you come from?” 

	The man was thin and middle-aged, sweaty and wore eyebrows bent toward his nose—that universal sign of red emotion.

	“I asked you a question.”

	“Jay Morris, I’m renting Harold and Marjorie’s cottage. I was out for a walk. Am I not supposed to be here?”

	The man’s expression softened. “Oh, oh, okay. I thought maybe you were one of those damned movie people again. I’m Vern Tayler. I was tending to the Finchs’ place and saw you come in here. You were really booting it. I thought you were running away from me.”

	“Sorry. Exercising. 

	Vern lifted a palm as if to say no sorry needed, I’m in the wrong here.

	“Who are the movie people?”

	“Two summers ago, some folks rented this space to make a movie. They paid and left, said they’d like to do a sequel. Everyone was fine with it until the director went on about the hick island full of yokels to a TV host. When he came back with a check and intentions of using the ‘Den again, we told him to turn around. He demanded his teepees and his stick thingies, but we didn’t let him off the boat. We kept the props on principle.” 

	“Movie, huh? What was it called?”

	“Mad Island, a gory thing with terrible acting. Though, I’ve seen worse,” Vern said. He waved his arm. “Look around all you want; watch for beer bottles. I think some campers come out here to drink. I guess it makes a pretty inviting place for young folks. Can’t get too angry, we were all young once.”

	“Got that right.” Jay waved and Vern waved, and then Jay added, “It was nice to meet you.”

	Suddenly this spot wasn’t so interesting. Jay walked around the perimeter, no beer bottles, but the place was almost certainly the source of the clean fire scent. He then headed back for the cottage, feeling spritely, hell, his muscles hardly ached at all.

	—

	Water dripped down her tummy from her bikini top and over her back from her ponytail. Kendra gave a little splash and turned big eyes, doing her best to catch Jay’s attention without alarming Jack. It was too easy to ruin a good thing for the long run. 

	“Jay, stay in a minute, I’m going to fetch the salt. If I’ve got a L-E-E-C-H, then you both might, and we don’t want anyone overreacting.” 

	She turned her leg to show off the fat brown leech as if it was a fashion accessory. The idea of the slimy creature drinking her gave rise to her gag reflex. She held it together on the outside, but inside, she revolted. She’d never been good with creepy-crawlies.

	“Some in the boat shed, on the wall to the left,” Jay said, watching the rest of Kendra get out of the water. It was difficult to ignore his wife’s body. The times when their bodies went together, when was that?

	Too long ago.

	Jack splashed and waited at the end of the dock for Kendra to return. He was psyching himself up to dunk his head again, but stopped to ask, “How come salt?”

	“Uh, well, salt kills bloodsuckers. Sometimes when you swim, you catch a bloodsucker. They’re not so bad, just ugly and they latch onto skin.”

	“There’s bloodsuckers?” Jack’s eyes went as big as basketballs. 

	Kendra rushed to the end of the dock. “No big deal.” Her tone betrayed the message and she poured a double serving of salt to the back of the leech. “See, see.” The leech detached and fell. She kicked it back into the water.

	“Uck, Mom, what if he gets me?” Jack said.

	“No big deal, they’re not so bad. Up you go.” Jay lifted Jack onto the end of the dock and Kendra gave his body a quick once over.

	“Let’s see in your shorts,” she said.

	“Mom,” Jack whined.

	“You don’t want one on your wiener, do ya?” Kendra gave a peek. Clean. “Okay, go up and get changed.”

	Jack tore to the stairs and then took them cautiously—they were smooth wood and could get slippery. Jay jumped out of the water. He had a leech on his back.

	Kendra took care of it, letting it fall to the dock, but did not kick it into the water. 

	“Thanks,” Jay said and turned to step around her.

	“Let’s see in your shorts,” Kendra whispered into his ear. 

	Jay put a shoulder between him and his wife to check into his shorts. “Nope, all good.”

	“Sure you don’t want me to take a closer look?” Kendra toyed with the strings holding her bikini bottoms together. 

	“I’m sure,” he said and headed for the steps. 

	She sighed audibly. “I love you,” she said.

	“I think you do, today. Maybe not last week or month, maybe you won’t tomorrow, but I believe you today.”

	“Do you love me?” Tears mingled with dripping water drying on her face.

	“I’ve always loved you, and for some reason I’ve never stopped.”

	—

	Jack gathered sticks and bits of wood from the shoreline and below the decks. Jay sat in a lawn chair, fighting the endless urge to snack while he whittled bits of wood. A wooden castle was a promise, although he never vouched for beauty. 

	While he’d dug the paddle boat free, he noticed a bin at the back of the boat shed full of Popsicle Pete sticks. Someone had collected the points too long and never had a chance to use them. Jay was about one hundred years away from eating enough Popsicles to win any of the Nintendo games back when the points meant anything, but he remembered collecting them. 

	He’d put this collection to use, now.

	Any dad could glue Popsicle sticks together. A much cooler dad cut grooves in jagged wood using the uniform sticks as a frame to a bigger structure. The idea appeared so fully in his mind that he was certain he could carry it out.

	“That enough?” Jack asked, carrying another handful of fallen wood.

	“Only if you want half a fortress.”

	“Can I cut?”

	“No, in the times of yore, back when there were castles and genies and wizards, it was decreed that fathers cut and sons gather twigs.”

	“Ugh.” Jack stormed off as if he’d already put in ten hours and the boss was at him about covering another shift.

	Jack had it in him to bring over one more armload before he lost interest. He wanted a finished product, not all the effort. Leaving his father to work, Jack snuck back up the deck. 

	That was okay. Building a silly little fortress was a fine distraction from hunger. Busy hands could not stuff a face and a busy mind did not think about stuffing a face—or a cheating wife. 

	The activity took him into mid-afternoon. Jay carried the construct up to the top deck to show his son. Kendra sat reading. According to the look on her face and the number of pages already passed, she was near to finished and completely enthralled. Rather than disrupt her, Jay set the structure down on the wooden floor and stepped inside the cottage. The boy slumped on the couch, a glow cast onto his face while music hummed from one of his shows. 

	“I’m finished.”

	“You are?”

	“Even has a working draw bridge,” Jay said, proud of his rubber band ingenuity. He opened the door to his son. 

	Jack set the iPad down on the couch and stood. “Cool!”

	Kendra lifted her eyes from the book. A solemn expression glazed her face. She’d finished Cujo. 

	“How was the book?” Jack said.

	“I need a minute to remember it’s not real. Have you ever read it?”

	Jack gathered the new toys and the few he’d brought and placed everything within the walls of the fortress. All but the vampire. 

	“No, but I saw the movie; a good one. Scary as heck,” Jay said as he watched his son. 

	“Let me in! I want to eat you!” Jack shouted in what he considered a vampiric tone.

	The boy obviously didn’t know the monster rules. “Those guys in the castle have nothing to worry about,” Jack said.

	“What?”

	“Unless they’re hypnotized.”

	“Oh?”

	“Vampires can’t come in unless you invite them in,” Jay said.

	“Why?”

	“It’s in the rulebook. They’re very polite for monsters,” Kendra said, spacey.

	“That’s stupid,” Jack said.

	Jay considered it a second. “I’d have to agree there, Jacky. Maybe the others want to hunt the evil Dracula in his castle. Dracula had a castle in real life.”

	“Dracula’s real?” Jack said, hissing it. 

	“He was a very bad man, but he wasn’t immortal and couldn’t fly or turn into a bat.”

	“Oh,” Jack said and shifted the battle to put Dracula inside. “Let me in, Dracula. You must!” 

	—

	“They seem pretty lovey-dovey to me. There were a couple single campers that seemed…I mean, the Swing’s coming fast and this has to be figured out,” Marjorie said. 

	Harold frowned. “It can’t be anybody. The ‘Den will guide us. Now, get moving or you’ll be late.”

	Marjorie huffed and bent forward to tie her runners from where she sat at a heavy wooden chair that had been on the porch for close to three decades. She wore matching top and bottom wind- and rain-resistant workout gear—New Balance, like her shoes, as if she were a living billboard. Purple with black trim. Shiny and ridiculous.

	“We only do what we can, and if the ‘Den sees fit to punish, it will. Trust in its will,” Harold rubbed his wife’s back. “In Her will.”


CHAPTER SIX

	The lions remained better than twenty yards back as Todd continued a belabored pace through the woods. He’d climbed a tree, hoping to hide the night away and had fallen asleep in a baseball glove-like basket of entwined branches and vines. He awoke to the damndest thing he’d ever seen. Three mountain lions were in the same tree he slept in, but were all on branches above him, lazing about with huge paws dangling and unconcerned expressions upon their faces. Each wore a beard of blood.

	They would’ve had to climb over, actually avoid stepping on him, to get by. In that moment of recognition, Todd fell to the ground, landing on a firm, but not deadly, mound of dirt. He gasped great whoops, trying to fill his lungs as he rose and began running.

	The beasts jumped down behind him and suddenly it seemed as if the woods were full of big, hungry cat eyes. 

	Todd charged on, and very distantly saw a dirt path opening, one that suggested humanity, which suggested he might just make it after all. Emboldened and heartened, the burn of the oxygen in his lungs eased and he saw flashes of a future.

	He then got close enough to see the truth as the trees fell away to reveal a gorge—the path was still where he’d seen it, but between him and it was a whole lot of empty. Limestone and gravel, and a drop that felt like it was about one thousand feet.

	Behind him, branches cracked and twigs snapped. A low growl purred out and Todd fell to his knees, looking for a good place to climb down. To his surprise, the angle wasn’t as bad as he’d first thought and the hole not nearly as deep.

	He could do this. It took three shaky minutes before he managed to put feet on the first landing—still a long way from the bottom. To his left and to his right on the same landing were the bloody-faced mountain lions.

	“You gotta be kidding,” Todd said, gasing. 

	They hadn’t been there just a minute ago. 

	The growls and hissing came from both sides as well as above. Todd shimmied down over the edge, feeling for a toehold on jutting limestone. He found it and moved his right hand, looking for a finger grip.

	One of the mountain lions leaned over the lip. The shadow loomed and draped Todd in gloom. He chanced a glance up and saw the pinkish brown pads as a great paw swatted his forehead. The claws raked, peeling coils of bloody flesh like drill filings. Todd screamed and swung instinctively. He tumbled the steep decline, his head and legs and arms and hips bouncing off the jagged white rocks. By the time he fell the full 200 feet and landed in the gravel below, he’d broken his neck, his pelvis, both arms, a leg, and a cheek bone.

	Five of the island’s six mountain lions rounded the pit from above, following the spiraling ledge in an easy and certain parade. The sixth beast, old and slow-footed—a permanent fixture at the bottom of the pit as of late—came upon Todd White’s still-warm corpse and feasted first but was joined quickly thereafter.



CHAPTER SEVEN

	Jay stood by the road with his hands in the stubby pockets of a pair of Nike shorts he wore whenever he got roped into playing racket ball with the guys from the office, which was rarely these days. Butterflies, absurdly, had begun to flutter in his guts at the thought of the beautiful young Judy. The plan was to walk into town and meet up with the hike, but an approaching truck paused him at the head of the steps while he waited for it to pass by. Instead, it stopped and Marjorie leaned out the window.

	“Still coming for the hike?”

	“That’s right.”

	Marjorie tilted her head as if pointing to the shotgun seat. “Hop in. No need getting worn out before you even start.”

	“I suppose not.”

	They got to rolling. Pop-rock from the ‘80s came from the speakers and Marjorie tapped on the steering wheel in tune. Without Harold there as a buffer, Jay didn’t know what to say.

	“So,” Marjorie said and then hung a five-second silence. “So, you’re really taking to the ‘Den this year, huh?”

	“I suppose I am.”

	“How about your wife?”

	Jay pouted out his bottom lip. “I think she’s just happy if there’s sun and water. She could do just about the same thing anywhere.”

	“Not you though?”

	Marjorie pulled past the cutesy welcome sign overgrown by tree bark. Jay was mulling her suggestion because for the first time in a long time, he really felt something for a place.

	“I love the island. More so this year than other years, I don’t know…going to be a bit bummed when we finally have to leave.”

	Marjorie side-eyed him, clicking her tongue once, as she pulled into the lot where the hikers were meeting.

	—

	The miniature fortress sat in the middle of the deck with Jack’s toys. Just like at home, because vacations were never truly vacations being on the housework side of gender norms. Kendra picked up the structure and carried it to a corner of the deck, out of the way. She did the same with the figurines and cars, and then got to doing the dishes.

	For once, she appreciated the little tasks that kept her hands busy, even if they couldn’t really do the same for her mind. It took time to wind down and to remember to chill.

	Dishes done, laundry swishing in the machine, and Jack entertaining himself with his iPad, she scanned the bookshelf for another title. The Cider House Rules by John Irving was yet another book with a film adaptation that she’d never read or seen. Immediately, the luscious prose whisked her away, but after only a few pages, she felt the tug on her shorts. 

	“Mommy, come watch a movie.”

	There was plenty of time to read later.

	“Sure thing.”

	Jack picked a movie from the hidden shelves behind the cupboard doors of the wall unit. Kendra explained about the olden days of VHS cassettes and showed him how to use the VCR/DVD combo, though he was a little lost when she tried to explain rewinding. The entertainment equipment was probably the most dated of all of the items in the cottage, but it remained functional and the images on the screen were as clear as tapes ever got. 

	They’d reached the halfway point of All Dogs Go to Heaven when Jay slid open the door. Sweat matted his hair and he wore a slim grin.

	He definitely wasn’t out fucking, Kendra thought knowing that cheating included cleanup and frowning or false smiles. This grin was real and so was the sweat.

	—

	The thermometer had dropped a dozen notches since noon, lingering around 25° Celsius. Jay showered himself in a spray of stinky bug-repellant from an aerosol can. So giddy, he’d already taken two long pulls from the water bottle he’d borrowed from a cupboard in the cottage.

	“So glad you’re here,” Judy said, beaming at him.

	Jay nodded and took another drink.

	Another woman, Lenora Manning, cleared her throat and got to explaining the hike to the small collection of participants. Jay recognized her voice from the hardware store—the worried elder of the pair holding the peculiar conversation on the far side of the fishing aisle. The group, oddly, was primarily vacationers this time and most were older than Jay. 

	“Got it?” Lenora said and waited for anyone to object or question, and when that didn’t occur, she said, “All right, Judy.”

	Lenora brought up the rear and Judy led the way. Jay stayed only feet behind Judy, admiring the shift of her cheeks through the loose cotton shorts she’d worn for the hike. His eyes remained on her—a reminder of how horrible and flubby he’d become—though he tried to keep it from being obvious.

	The trail was slow and light until the midway point when Judy stopped and let Lenora catch up. 

	“Judy’s going to take the moderate trail, while I lead the rest of you over the more comfortable path. We don’t need anybody pushing themselves too hard, this is just for fun. So, follow me for the lighter work,” Lenora said and then waved a hand over her shoulder.

	The split went fifty-fifty, all of the locals but two senior citizens followed Judy. Jay and two other vacationers did as well. There was grunting and groaning, Marjorie said a few words to Jay, but he had to save his breath. Sweat streamed as they stepped up and down, climbing over long felled trees and around a stony cave. Now and then, Judy offered a tidbit about the scenery, unfazed by the effort, even walking backwards. There was much to tell about the trees, the rocks, and the fauna, the happy relationship with the numerous wild cats living on the island. 

	“Of course, we rarely see them. They hide out, but they don’t exactly cover their tracks.” She forced a laugh. “How’s everybody doing?”

	Some said fine or good. None stated an issue. 

	The trail wound through the cedar maze and back onto another path, voices came up from behind. Lenora’s group. 

	“The way I see it, we on the ‘Den keep it a little more simple. You see, the Earth is like a dog and it’s only recently taken a bath in humanity. Soon enough that dog will shake us off her back. If you ask me, it’s wise to respect all of nature.” Lenora stopped short of merging the groups. “Time to bring it ‘round?”

	“Unless someone needs a break?” Judy asked. 

	Again, nobody voiced a need and the re-amalgamated group continued around until the path became familiar. Twenty-minutes later, Jay and Marjorie stepped toward the old truck. 

	“Good workout, huh?” she asked.

	Jay squeezed the last of his water. “Not so long ago I would’ve breezed through that.”

	“That Lenora is quite a talker, huh?”

	“Can’t argue that the Earth needs a little more respect.”

	Marjorie started the truck. “Judy’s fine too, if you ask me. Some folks get uneasy around her, think maybe it’s her looks, but she’s ‘Den through and through. Lots of our young leave off, the slow life doesn’t sit well with them sometimes.”

	Jay had thought the very opposite recently about the island. “I’m starting to think I’ve done it wrong all along. This place…must be the weather. But I feel better than I have in a long while. I feel younger, ready to take things on.”

	Marjorie’s eyebrows lifted. “Is that so?” 

	“That’s so.”

	“And what does your wife think about how you’ve done things?”

	Jay shrugged. “I don’t have a clue what goes on in her head most times.”

	—

	Marjorie dropped off Jay. At home, she burst through the door, excited and energized, despite being sweaty and tired. 

	“You know, I don’t know how exactly, but I think Jay Morris might be one of our two!”

	“See!” Harold said, jumping from his seat on a recliner.

	—

	Jack’s eyes fought to remain open. 

	“One more, one more,” he muttered, and Kendra continued. 

	Shere Khan had just been trampled to death in an oddly uneventful manner. She’d forgotten the motion sickness dope, but remembered The Jungle Book. She wondered what other priorities she had backward. Kendra finished the page and slid out from her son’s side before he had a chance to demand a second one more.

	The shower ran and Kendra listened to the occasional splashes. As a younger woman, her body fit in next to his easily within a shower stall. Those days seemed forever ago. There was a squeak and the patter of water ceased. Kendra waited, no matter the size or shape, Jay always stepped from the washroom naked and dressed once he was out. 

	The door opened with a billow of steam. Jay wore a faded tee and fuzzy jogging pants. It meant something, but it was a mystery yet to unravel. Changes were coming. Good or bad, changes were coming.

	“Watch a movie?” he asked. 

	She was movie-ed out, but acquiesced.

	 


CHAPTER EIGHT

	Jay went out every morning first thing and returned hours later. Sometimes he was soaked, other times he was muddy, coated in forest debris, or speckled in sawdust, always he was sweaty. Kendra watched him go and stopped questioning where he’d gone upon his returns. The answers were simple and her demanding anything went beyond what seemed like a right. Currently anyway.

	While Jay was glowing, rejuvenated by the island, she and Jack were becoming fidgety. Swimming was okay. Boating was okay. Sitting on the deck was okay, but it wasn’t like life in the city where things happened.

	Kendra glared out the window. So bored, she’d been looking forward to the fireworks display. Now rain threatened to change the schedule and it set her mood on edge. Canada Day had fallen on a Tuesday, a few vacationers set off colorful explosions that night, but Camden Village had a larger show set for the following Saturday. 

	The sliding door opened quickly and startled Kendra. Jay rushed inside with big eyes. 

	“Holy crap!”

	Jack sat on the floor. He’d refused to straighten his room and was on a timeout from his iPad. He chose to suffer rather than clean. Puzzles or books were the options for timeout. He chose to puzzle.

	“Hailing out there. Like snowing in July, glad I made it in before—”

	The windows rattled and the fat balls of ice pelted against the cottage. The din inside was incredible, like being beneath a tin roof in a rainstorm. But the cottage wasn’t tin and that wasn’t rain.

	“Daddy?” Jack called out. 

	Jay didn’t hear him. “Look at that, look at that!” 

	The glass rattled and shook. The rest of the building creaked and quivered. It seemed more like an earthquake than a hailstorm.

	“Are we okay here?” Kendra yelled.

	Jay offered an eyebrow lift and a condescending nod.

	“Daddy!” Jack yelled from the floor.

	Plates in the cupboards rattled and the doors slammed open and closed. Kendra ran to Jack and lifted him to his feet. The action outside had Jay’s eyes glued to the thumping against the bay window; it looked like a spacecraft achieving warp speed. The white streaks seemed endless and the glass seemed to bow under its pressure, as if heated and blown by a gaffer. 

	Thump-thump-thump the slushy mess extended and slid into a white blob. The hail switched from hard to soft and back to hard again without warning or reason. Jack clapped his arms around his mother’s hip. 

	Thump-thump-thump. 

	“Mommy!”

	“Only a storm!”

	Thump-thump-thump. 

	The window bowed in several inches and then shattered under the assault and hail pelted all around Jay, but avoided hitting him. He remained transfixed as the rush of wind and hail stormed the cottage. 

	Without warning, his luck faded and the ice struck him. “Shit!” he shouted and turned to run. 

	The floor was slick and he slipped. More hail pelted his back and shoulders. He turtled and Kendra stepped forward to help, but Jack fought her motion, tugging at her arm. 

	“Mommy!”

	“Go…to…!”

	Jay crawled from the thumping assault toward his family. Kendra stretched out and pulled him beyond the reach of most of the hail coming through the window. Smaller windows burst inward all at once and hail beat down on the inside of the cottage. The ice balls piled into frozen ridges over the living room.

	“…the…bathroom!” Kendra shouted. 

	She had to drag Jay away from the action and Jack ran off at the sound. In the can was a large tub and shower. Hail fell in through the small overhead window, but didn’t appear to be any cause for concern. Jack opened the door.

	“In the tub!” Kendra shouted.

	Jack swung back the curtains and hail shot up from the drain and ice pellets pattered like glass shards from the showerhead. 

	“Mommy!” Jack cried. 

	The hail mounded over him and Kendra dropped her loose-limbed husband to reach for her son. Ice built upon his body and formed bridges over Kendra’s arms. Cold, so cold. The temperature rocked her core.

	“Nonono! Goddammit, no!” Kendra shouted.

	“Mommy!”

	The ice was pink with blood, the atmosphere was chilled, and the noise was death metal loud, but in a snap, it all stopped. The ice broke away in a flash melt. Jack dropped in the tub with a thud.

	It was quiet inside and after a handful of seconds, a single bird chirped outside. 

	“Oh, Jacky.” Kendra latched onto her son. “Jay, call the hospital.”

	“Ha-wha?” Jay’s eyes were bloodshot and he had red-spots swelling on his face.

	“Get help!”

	Jack cried, but he fared far better than expected given what had happened—had that really just happened! Kendra patted his hair and pulled him free of the slushy mess.

	“Hello! Hello!” called a voice from outside the washroom. 

	Kendra stepped out, cradling Jack in her arms. He had a small cut on his forehead but was otherwise physically fine. 

	Kendra could hardly believe what she saw. The piled ice had mostly disappeared. The mess of broken windows and small puddles lingered, but proof of the actual force of the incredible deluge was gone. She didn’t have the time necessary to work through the impossible logistics of this.

	“You guys all right?” Harold asked from the open sliding door—it had held firm.

	“Yeah, we’re fine,” Jay said with a smile.

	Fine? Are you insane?

	“Sure was a scare though,” Jay added. “Never seen anything like that.”

	“We have to get some help for Jack,” Kendra said, her voice shaky.

	“Is he hurt?” Harold asked.

	“Yes…I don’t…” Kendra really looked at the boy. The cut was small and he’d stopped crying.

	“I wanna go home,” Jack whispered in his mother’s ear.

	“We will, we’ll go soon,” she whispered back.

	Harold switched his focus and spoke to Jay. “Every time we get one of those, we set up a cleaning crew. We meet in town and assess the damage. We hit the worst first. I understand if you don’t want to help. I just thought since—”

	“Absolutely, I’ll help. I’m thinking maybe Kendra and Jack might want to stick around and clean up here, can’t really hang out in a mess.”

	“What? Look at this place,” Kendra said, emphatic.

	“Yep, needs cleaning for sure,” Jay said, and Harold nodded.

	“We can’t stay here. When’s the next boat?” 

	The hailstorm tried to bury her son and almost killed her husband.

	“We can’t leave now. The ‘Den needs cleaned.” Jay appeared equally as dumbfounded as his wife.

	“He needs a doctor!” Kendra said.

	“I wanna go home,” Jack whispered again.

	“So, take him into the doctor,” Jay snapped.

	Kendra put Jack down and grabbed her purse from the bedroom. As soon as the doctor said it was all right, she and Jack were leaving. 

	—

	Harold explained the last freak storm to Jay as they drove, and how the islanders came together to have everything back to normal, mostly, after two days, easy as pie. The ‘Den council had every storm pre-emptively covered. There were sheets of glass, generators—if needed—plywood boards, 2x4s, 4x6s, paint, shingles of three different shades, and most importantly, the willing horsepower of the tight knit locals.

	A good number of windshields sparkled beneath the unmasked sun in the town hall parking lot by the time Harold pulled in. Businesses closed up and the town turned to molasses after big storms. Virtually every camper, tent or trailer, packed away what gear remained and hightailed it off the island—as if scheduled to do so. Visitors raced to the boat line and then waited in their cars. The dock lot and the small park across the street became something of a gypsy style campground for a day or two after a storm while visitors awaited their turn on the rinky-dink boat. 

	Jay wasn’t about to leave. No matter how the boy whined and no matter what his wife wanted. 

	She might even have a hot date waiting for her. 

	Remove the option and let the problem fizzle away. They’d stay dammit, and if he had to, he’d remind Kendra of the line she’d stomped all over.

	Inside the hall, locals stood in small groups discussing damage in a way that was helpful rather than competitive. At the back were three tables of snacks and drinks. It seemed almost like a planned gathering. 

	“This is where I leave you,” Harold said. “I’m on the council.” 

	Jay nodded and made for the rear where he spotted a tall stainless-steel urn. He fixed himself a coffee—one cream and no sugar…better for the diet. Denying little bits of everything alongside his exercise had showed promise. His belt found a hole he hadn’t used in years and the fat beneath was no longer hard-packed.

	He sipped and grimaced. “Not that bad, is it?” Judy Collins snuck up and bumped his hip gently with her hip. 

	She looked sexier in loose fitting and duty-stained work clothes than she did in her sweat-clinging short shorts and tight shirt. Somehow.

	“No. I’m, uh, in training,” Jay joked. “Cutting out the extra sugar, just not used to it this way yet.”

	At the front of the room, a gavel banged. Judy grabbed Jay’s arm an inch above the wrist. People made for chairs and Judy pulled Jay toward an empty pair in the middle of the crowd. At her touch, Jay’s horny senses kicked in as if he was Peter Parker and a super spider had bitten his penis. He imagined pushing her against a wall, sliding his tongue into her mouth, feeling her tongue against his, her body tight, his body stiff. He shook his head, feeling like a pervert. 

	An erection was an awkward way to start an emergency meeting.

	 “Good a spot as any.” Judy dropped down onto a metal chair and let go of his arm.

	Jay fell in next to her and tried to focus on the front of the room and those around him—anything but on how close he was to Judy, and how she’d joked with him, and how she’d touched him, and would she touch him—Stop!

	Once those who wanted to sit, sat, the gavel banged again. The general hum of whispers ceased and all eyes went to the six members of the council. An even split: three men and three women. Two of the women looked about ninety while the third hovered somewhere near a typical retirement age. All three men were between forty and sixty. The meeting started as any might expect. A woman named Abagail Pohl offered the welcoming sentiments, told a joke, reminded the crowd of the last hailstorm, and then moved into the real business. People discussed the worst homes. Often those owners argued that it was best to focus on others’ property than their own first. 

	Abagail shook her head. “Worst is first and so on, ‘tis the way of the ‘Den.”

	People nodded and grumbled. Jay’s rental fell on the list in the fourth spot. Harold explained the damage. Judy patted Jay’s leg. Jay imagined that hand gliding up his leg until—Enough, fatty!

	In total, there were six bad homes and cottages. Nineteen properties fell into the moderate category and then two dozen light duty, these needing only a pane of glass or the removal of a chunky tree limb. Seventy-one people broke off into ten pre-determined groups. 

	Judy took Jay’s arm and kept him close, as if claiming him. “Some are too old, some too young, some cook the meals, others monitor the cleanup tools,” she said. 

	The way the town came together was a revelation. Judy being right there next to him only enhanced the effect. Camden Island was the kind of place a man could fall in love with and forget his mainland troubles. 

	—

	Kendra slammed her fists against the steering wheel. It didn’t make any sense, how could there be a traffic jam on such a tiny island? Trying to see through a spider-webbed windshield didn’t help her mood any either. Jack was quiet at least.

	“Goddammit!” Kendra shouted as the Volvo sputtered and rocked forward, stalling. “No!” She turned the key. It sputtered once again, then reluctantly started. “Thank you.”

	The traffic moved far enough that she slipped onto a side street, one over from the road to the boat, and parked behind the small clinic. According to Harold, the island had a doctor and he’d be ready and waiting for the injured. 

	The clinic had a clean white interior with aged leather benches in the waiting room. Van Gogh prints hung on every wall. A fake tree with dusty fronds filled corner space. Four others waited for assistance. A woman held a gone-pink rag on a man’s leaking head. Another had a swollen bare foot going blue with ropey purple veins that seemed to throb. The final had her arm in a makeshift shirt sling, her pallor was ghostly. 

	Kendra guided Jack to the service window. An old woman sat behind the partition with a clipboard. 

	“Can he see the doctor?” Kendra asked.

	“Of course, fill this out.” The old woman handed over the clipboard. “Not so bad this time, won’t be too long.”

	Kendra took the clipboard and sat on the bench a few feet from the next closest patient. At the top of the questionnaire—words circled—was LOCAL or MAINLAND. It was a straightforward line of questioning after that: name, age, nature of injury or sickness, prior injuries or sicknesses, allergies, and so on. Kendra filled it in, mostly with Nos, and at the bottom of the page came an explanation to a question she wouldn’t have thought to ask:

	Camden Village Medical Clinic does not prescribe to provincial insurances, but does not refuse service or help. If you are not a resident of Camden Island, please consider offering a donation to the clinic.

	Below the script was an area to fill in credit card information. Automatically, Kendra did so without having to open her wallet. She donated fifty dollars. 

	A man stepped out of the back room, he had a bandage wrapped around his head, padded gauze over an eye, but he seemed all right and thanked the unseen doctor behind him. 

	A man no more than four feet tall stepped into the waiting room and called out, “Roger, come on in.” 

	The man with the leaky head stood and his wife followed, still helping with the rag tourniquet. 

	“Never seen a midget doctor before,” said the man with the puffy foot.

	“Dwarf,” said the woman from behind the partition. 

	After that scolding, the waiting room had the air of detention hanging over it. To Kendra’s surprise, it didn’t take long to push through the few waiting heads. Once she’d sat in the Tammany emergency room for four hours supporting a friend who’d awakened from a party, knowing she’d been drugged. Four long, long hours.

	“Jack Morris,” the little doctor said.

	Kendra got him up and moving through a door, into what appeared to be the sole examination/treatment room.

	“Sit on up there, Jack” the doctor said. 

	Kendra stood next to the bed watching in the helpless way one did when a child was suddenly, temporarily under a stranger’s care. Jack climbed up and the doctor kicked a plastic stool closer to the bed. The man mounted and looked at the superficial wound.

	“You feeling dizzy at all?”

	“Uh, I don’t know.”

	“Don’t be silly. You’re dizzy or you’re not. You’re worried over a concussion?” The doctor side-eyed Kendra.

	Kendra looked down; in the clean, crisp doctor’s office it seemed excessive that she’d come at all. “I guess so. It looked a lot worse at the time.”

	The doctor turned and gave her widened eyes. “Tell me about it.”

	She explained everything as she remembered it. The doctor didn’t say a word as he listened, and once she’d finished, he instructed Jack to step down. 

	The doctor patted the bed with the wax paper cover. “Hop on up here, ma’am.”

	“I feel fine.”

	“Humor me. I just want a peek and a listen.”

	She sat and he blew hot air on his stethoscope. His hand went up her shirt and her back straightened.

	“In,” he said. 

	She breathed in. Three of the doctor’s fingers slid inside her bra. 

	“Out.” 

	She exhaled. The fingers roamed deeper as he repositioned his hand. 

	“In.” 

	She did. The stethoscope was secondary, sitting precariously, half-against her flesh and half-floating, the fingers roved her areola.

	“Excuse you!” Kendra grabbed at her chest.

	“Oh, I’m sorry. I don’t have much sensation in all of my fingers. You have to let me know. Whenever I work through a shirt, I have some trouble. Getting old is a real cow,” the doctor said with a big grin.

	He slid his hand back into her shirt and his fingers managed to stay out of her bra straps and cups. He asked her to take several breaths and then turned her around and listened to one breath from each lung again. 

	“Seems like nothing’s wrong physically. Have you been overly stressed lately?”

	That’s an understatement. “I suppose, why?”

	“The storm inside the home sounds fantastical,” the doctor said, simply. Behind him, Jack knocked a rubber womb onto the floor, the fetus bounced and slid under the bed. “Hey, watch it, kid.”

	“Jack, pick that up.”

	“I suggest a massage and anti-anxiety medicine. Have you ever taken anything like that?” 

	Jack crawled under the bed.

	“I don’t think…” She considered what she saw. It did seem a touch fantastical. “When I was younger. In college.”

	“I’ll leave it up to you. I’ll write you a prescription for Xanax and you can take them if you’re feeling anxious. Also, I suggest a massage.” The doctor rubbed Kendra’s knee and then thigh.

	“Fine,” she said and slid from his hand.

	“I can’t get it!” Jack called from under the bed. 

	—

	Jay, Judy, and a handful of others helped clear the street near the western beach not far from the docks. Several trees had fallen in the wind, so most of the effort was piling wood and gathering twigs. Jay listened to the offhand comments made now and then about deserving it and worse to come yet if they didn’t soon straighten the numbers. He eventually asked Judy what they’d meant. She shrugged it off.

	“People are a wee bit superstitious…or maybe they were talking about the Red Wings?” Judy said and then laughed. “I hardly hear them anymore.”

	He didn’t think it sounded much like hockey, but didn’t push to learn more about the local superstitions. It wasn’t long before he’d worked himself into a good sweat and the group had the area clean. The effort came together with amazing synchronicity. And there he was, a lowly vacationer, being part of it, fitting in. They’d welcomed him with wide arms, firm like a hug. He’d never been so at-home anywhere in his life.

	The group then went street to street in a busy sweep like a reverse tornado, picking up anything that demanded two hands. One of the men drove a Caterpillar loader with a bucket big enough that they never had to dump it. The time blew by and it was soon lunch. They met up with the others at the town hall and the buffet sat out waiting: corn, potatoes, roast beef, iced tea, and coffee. For dessert, there was hot chocolate pudding. 

	“This is incredible,” Jay said, bussing his and Judy’s pudding bowls on a tray.

	“We’ve had practice,” she said.

	Back out, they remained a true show of efficiency. Jay watched Judy and damned if she didn’t watch him right back. He’d catch her glancing, then she’d offer a bite of her bottom lip or flick of an eyebrow. 

	They operated until supper. Only some blown debris remained and Jay borrowed a cellphone—his being in the cottage, somewhere—and dialed Kendra. Immediately, she answered and barked into his ear, something about the Volvo, about some pervert doctor, and about trouble with traffic. Judy stood next to Jay, totally within earshot, wearing a sorry smile. 

	“Look, I’ll figure it out. Where are you?” He listened. “I am aware, but I don’t know if you noticed the boat line, it’ll be days. Calm down.” He hung up before he heard anything more.

	Judy took her phone back. “Trouble?”

	“Car trouble, vacation trouble, wife trouble… Kendra the Barbarian has orders.”

	“Now that’s not nice, mister.” She gave him another playful hip bump.

	—

	Kendra held her fury behind tight lips and a scowl, managing a reasonable tone as she spoke. Judy had offered to pick up Kendra and Jack and drive everyone out to the cottage. She also offered that they stay with her until evening for a drink. 

	Jay gave the slightest glance to his wife’s reflection in the rear view and said, “Nah, best just go home.”

	Judy smiled and said, “No worries.” She then attempted small talk. 

	Kendra was polite and Jack grumbled until they got to the last stop sign before the rental cottage. 

	“Are you coming on the hike Monday?” Judy asked as she slowed her aged Ford Explorer and pulled to the shoulder.

	“You betcha,” Jay said. “Thanks a lot for the ride. I know it’s weird, but I had a good time today.”

	“That is weird. Maybe we’ll call you back to the ‘Den every time someone needs their leaves raked.”

	“Ha!” Jay laughed a single, enthusiastic syllable.

	“Thanks for the ride. Come on, Jack,” Kendra said.

	Jay waved and Judy pulled into the parking space to turn around. There was a gentle breeze that swished through the trees, a melodious hum once the soft growl of a pinhole exhaust leak moved beyond earshot. Kendra and Jack were already down the stairs when Jay turned.

	A fantastic pile of brush and limbs sat to the side of the deck, next to the boat shed. Jay rounded the corner to find any mess from the hail long gone. The glass, debris, blown objects, everything, put back in its rightful place.

	“It’s amazing, isn’t it?” 

	“It’s something. How long do you think it will take to get the car working?” Kendra asked. Her tone had subdued some since the call. What she saw rattled her: a front row view of her husband courting a younger woman, and that younger woman reciprocating the same kind of attention. The sight was maddening. The anger went beyond rationality. 

	“No idea, don’t even know what the problem is. I’ll bet the shop’s closed tomorrow. Judy said she’d find the tow driver for me and get the Volvo to the shop,” Jay said. “I can’t get over all this. You wouldn’t believe how the people came together.”

	“I’m sure I wouldn’t.” Kendra led them into the cottage. 

	“Daddy, can we go home now?” Jack curled into a ball on the end of the couch.

	“What? No, we have this place rented through the end of the month. I know the storm was scary and—what did the doctor say?” 

	“Nothing much, he was an old pervert. He felt my tit. And we’re not staying the whole month. As soon as the car’s ready, we’re going.”

	“Thank be to the Lord, Jesus,” Jack said, imitating a TV evangelist he’d seen that Sunday.

	Jay laughed. 

	Kendra didn’t.

	“You’re both overreacting and I’m sorry about the doctor. Judy mentioned something about his wandering hands, but it seemed so ridiculous—the storm was bad, sure, but look at how it all came together. They fixed the cottage up. And I’m healthier than I’ve been in years. I’m down a belt hole and I think by next weekend, it’ll be two. I can’t go, I need this.” Jay directed the last piece to his wife alone.

	“But I wanna go home,” Jack whined.

	“No, he’s right. We have to give this place a chance,” Kendra said, focus out the window, on the clear blue skies.

	—

	Jay worked for two hours at burning the fallen branches and twigs. While the last bits smoldered, he plunked down into a lawn chair. A single ribbon from the seat had ripped during the storm and drooped like a lazy flag on a calm summer morning. Some freak luck kept the legs straight and reliable. He watched the sun fall over Porter’s Island in the distance, across the calm water. He sighed; this was the life.

	Nightfall conquered. The first pink blast of a firework shot into the air above the trees. Jay burst from his seat and ran up the stairs to get a better view, and to warn his family of the free entertainment. 

	Kendra poked her head outside the door at his arrival. A green burst blew, crackling gold dust. “Jacky!” she yelled over her shoulder. 

	Jack’s bare feet thumped a parade over the hard floor in time to see a blue rocket blast into ten thousand particles. The show continued for nearly thirty minutes. 

	—

	Kendra ran her fingers over her husband’s noticeably shrunken belly and down into the waistline of his shorts. This prompted him to roll over and get out of bed. 

	The bedroom was pitch black and she listened to him step through the creaky washroom door. The light flicked and the door closed. Kendra sat horny and lonely. 

	Jay ran the shower. 

	She quietly masturbated thinking about the men of her past, the Jay of her past—no idea of what her husband was thinking.

	—

	When Jay lay down, he had an erection, finally letting a full fantasy play featuring himself and Judy Collins. Assuming that Kendra was asleep, he’d begun gently fondling himself. Having sex with his wife was an easy option.

	He didn’t want sex with her, not until she felt low, as low as she made him feel. Only then was there room to move forward.

	Her hand surprised and embarrassed him, so he swung out of bed and hurried to the washroom. His pajama pants pitched outward. He needed a shower anyway. 

	Thinking about Judy Collins, Jay finished what he’d started.



CHAPTER NINE

	Kendra stepped onto the deck and stretched her back. The cool breeze ran over her bare arms and legs in gentle strokes, as if from a paintbrush. Inside, the percolator bubbled and dripped. It was a new day, and a new day washed away the shitty night preceding it. 

	From behind the barbeque came a thump and a scratch. The bush shook and then stopped abruptly. The Cuisinart beeped inside and Kendra watched a moment longer before stepping back in to pour a cup. 

	The kitchen was dull and stuffy, so she returned to the inviting breeze outside, sipping as she walked. Here was a postcard morning: the sun streaked yellow, the trees rustled on the breeze, and tiny ripples shimmered over the lake.

	“Maybe it’s not so bad,” she said.

	Leaned against the railing, she set down her mug. A glint from a speck of glass caught her eye. The glass rested on a 2x8 crosser beam between the boards of the deck floor. Her eyes played upwards and her focus shifted to cast a wider view. 

	There on the deck, in mud, were huge footprints.

	Kendra ran back into the cottage, reefing the sliding door shut behind her, and then hurried into the bedroom. She shook Jay. Flesh rolled like dough under her hands. 

	“Jay, wake up.”

	“What? What?”

	She continued shaking. “It’s a bear or a big dog or something.” 

	“Enough!” 

	She let go. In the excitement, she’d forgotten her arms. She stepped back and clenched fists. Just when she was starting to feel okay…

	Jay grabbed a shirt from the hamper and tossed it over his head and shoulders. Kendra led the way, but stopped by the sliding door, suddenly afraid to go out first. Without pausing, Jay passed.

	He knelt over the prints and scanned the flora surrounding the deck. He looked like he was trying out for the chubby detective roll on a CSI offshoot.

	“I think it’s a cat,” he said. “You didn’t see it, just the prints, right?”

	She shook her head.

	“I’ll give Harold a ring. What time is it?”

	She looked back over her shoulder to glimpse the clock on the wall next to the cupboards. “Umm, eight.”

	“We’ll wait a bit.”

	“But what if it comes back? What if it comes through a window or something?”

	“It’s not a safari lion starving in a drought. It’s a big cat on an island covered with easy meals. It’s not going to attack us, especially not through glass or walls.”

	“My coffee mug,” Kendra said, as if yearning for a long dead puppy.

	Jay snatched her mug from the railing. Instead of grabbing for it, Kendra put her arms around Jay’s neck and whispered into his ear, “If there was a way to go back and undo what I did I…but I can’t. I love you and I’m begging you to forgive me.”

	His arms hung slack at his sides, mug gripped like a baseball. His body felt nice and normal, perfect against her and eventually he lost whatever battle he waged within and squeezed her tightly. 

	“I need time. What you did hurt me and I’m trying to get past it, but I’m not yet. Go wake up the boy.”

	“Do you like that other girl? She’s very pretty.”

	“She is pretty and she’s nice and she’s all of twenty, I think. It doesn’t matter that she’s pretty or nice. It doesn’t matter because I’m thirty-five, married, and I have a family. Go wake up Jack.”

	She let go and then wiped a tear from her cheek. 

	—

	Harold and Marjorie had headed into town early. There was a council meeting for Harold, the kind that didn’t need spectators. Marjorie had the early bird appointment to get her hair trimmed and curled. 

	When Harold arrived, the three eldest members sat, anxiously tapping their feet. Florence Ovo chewed on a pen lid. Charlotte Morrison fussed over a thread dangling loose from her wide-brimmed sun hat. And Abagail Pohl updated the campsite rental webpage from a tiny laptop. As a girl, she’d lived with her family in a house without running water or electricity. Keeping up with technology was her way of staving off death. Alden Brand and Charlie Sanderson, arrived only a minute apart, seconds after Harold finished dressing a coffee.

	“It can’t work. The ‘Den’s been off before and we’ve always paid. Having one too many’s the same as one too few,” Abagail said. The topic was filling two vacancies with the likely candidates: Jay and Jack Morris.

	“I’m just saying, maybe he’d like to stay. Hell, I know he’d like to stay. If we can push her away, then with him and the kid, it’s easy. The ‘Den’s already done some workings, don’t think I’m the only one to notice the interest Miss Collins has taken,” Harold said.

	“It’s been a long time since Judy picked one,” Alden said. “That stands for something, doesn’t it?”

	And maybe it did. But maybe it did not.

	“It’s nothing but speculation; besides, we have another point to discuss. Darcy Walters located two packs and a sleeping bag, both saturated with blood.” Florence lifted a manila envelope and tipped its contents onto the table.

	“That can’t be good,” Abagail said.

	“We’ll see. Pearce is bringing the passenger manifests as we speak,” Florence said.

	As if on cue, a knock landed against the door. A chorus of “Come in” sang out from the council.

	A thick-armed man with a scruffy beard entered. In his right hand was an iPad. “Uh, you needed to see the log?”

	Abagail snapped her fingers, reaching out. “What are the names?”

	One wallet had fallen in front of Charles and he fished out a license as Florence found a passport. 

	“Todd White,” Charles said.

	“And Oliver Lee,” Florence said.

	Abagail got to searching the Excel sheets and Pearce from the dock leaned over to get a look at the faces on the pieces of identification. 

	“Those shits. What happened to them?” he said, smiling.

	Harold spied the man. “What’s funny?”

	“These two stowed away on Marty’s produce truck last time he was up—Monday, I think. I yelled, but they tore off into the bushes like their asses were on fire,” Pearce said.

	Abagail set down the iPad and pushed it to the edge of the table. “Well, a little bit of worry for nothing. If they were never officially here, then.” She sprang out her fingers like exploded fireworks.

	“What happened?” Pearce’s smile faded.

	“The lions got them,” Alden said.

	“I don’t know why we ever questioned it. Haven’t yet had a real problem from them,” Florence said.

	Pearce took his iPad with a noticeable grimace, as if the humor had turned sour in his guts.

	—

	Kendra calmed with time. There was a reason people didn’t often see wild cats. So she assured herself over a second, and then third mug of coffee.

	The exercise bug had bitten the entire family. Kendra and Jack joined Jay at the lake. Salt ready at the end of the dock for any pesky leeches. 

	Minnow Lake had a wonderful effect on Jay’s swimming capabilities. The water buoyed and propelled him, almost unnaturally; the waves massaged and fuelled his muscles to go harder and faster. Kendra watched this in wonder as she puttered alongside Jack, who had not yet had a proper lesson, but managed to float and dunk with her guidance. 

	Not so long into the past, Kendra didn’t have to purposefully exercise or watch her caloric intake. A time back when exercising was something that happened, like eating a cheeseburger to end a hot day at the beach, or a greasy bag of popcorn at the drive-in. Those days were gone, and they seemed to mirror her past lovers. There was the rock-climber and then the hockey player. She harbored an above average ability to climb, and missed skating, holding hands while snow flecked the landscape. Jay didn’t climb. Didn’t skate. There was a wakeboarder and then a guy from the row team, crew as he called it. With all those boys and men came youthful action, thoughts of aging and laziness never had space to manifest. And fat? Forget about it.

	Back and forth, Jay swam. Somewhat irritatingly. She was on full-time mom duties while he sought to reverse a caloric clock.

	“You made this bed,” she whispered, “now float in it.”

	“Mommy, dunk, dunk,” Jack said, psyching himself up. Splish-splash, he shot back up and immediately whined, “My nose!” 

	“It’s okay. Just blow out, like this.” She covered her mouth and made a silly face, shooting air from her nostrils.

	Jack mimicked the act. 

	“You have to plug, then dunk,” she said.

	Jack was looking into the water, rather than at his mother. “The fish are funny,” he said. 

	They’d discussed the tiny fish on several occasions. Jack thought it wild that they nibbled at his feet.

	“They sure are, Jacky.” She sighed, bored.

	Further out, Jay switched to a backstroke and moved further away from his family. 

	“Can we get out now?” Jack said.

	“Now, there’s an idea.” 

	She offered a weak smile and put her hands under Jack’s armpits. She bobbed him up and down against the gentle waves as they made for the dock.

	“Can you swim the rest?” she asked, and he dog paddled.

	Kendra lifted him up and inspected for leeches: clean. She hopped out and inspected herself: clean. Jack ran to the stairs and then took them with slow caution. Kendra watched him go until a rock rolled down into the lake from the bush and stole her attention. 

	The culprit hid beyond view, but she suddenly had visions of lions and bears. She focused hard, trying to find predator shapes. It was all forest until it was more than that. Eyes flashed, alive and deadly. Her chest banged a stampede and her breath caught in her throat, poisonous and dense. A scream rose to the backs of her teeth. More rocks rolled; her eyes never left the eyes of the thing approaching.

	Jack gained distance on the water, and she was stuck right there, alone, vulnerable—not that Jack was some hero, but he was something.

	This is it. This is how you die.

	Rocks fell as if thirsty, racing for the drink.

	Please, no, she thought and managed to whisper, “Please.”

	The scream inside ached for freedom and attention. Splish-splash-plunk, the rocks fell and then the thing with the eyes called with a voice like stretched plastic, “Squawk-squawk!” 

	An enormous blue heron stumbled on its long legs out from the bush down to the rocky shore before it took flight. It had to stand five feet. Kendra watched it and then looked back to the bestial eyes she’d located before. 

	Those eyes remained. 

	Those eyes were knots in a tree. 

	She shivered. There was something about Camden Island that sent her imagination into hyperdrive. She looked back over her shoulder. Jay continued his laps as she stepped up to the cottage.

	Inside, Jack’s shorts were on the bathroom floor. She picked them up and hung them over the shower rail, same as at home. Jack was on his bed, in his underwear, playing on his iPad. 

	“Hey, do you want to take a walk?” she asked, feeling too cooped up. 

	“No. Mommy?”

	“Yeah?”

	“Can we go home soon?” He didn’t lift his head.

	“Soon enough.”

	“Good, this place is boring.”

	“I don’t know what to tell you. I don’t know what kids do here.” As she spoke, a hopeful idea formed. 

	Within minutes, Kendra was on the telephone with Harold. Jay stepped through the sliding door, sopping, a towel over his shoulders. The shrinking man looked spritely, like an enthusiastic child given coffee for the first time. He jogged past and then poked his head back out the bedroom door to ask, “Who you talking to? Harold?”

	She nodded. 

	He disappeared but reappeared in seconds. “Still Harold?” 

	Kendra shook her head and listened to the voice on the other end of the line, writing as she did so. Jay poured a cup of coffee, dressed it, grimaced at the first bitter taste, and then waited for Kendra to finish.

	Wearing a self-satisfied grin, she hung up. “I found something for Jacky to do. So he isn’t sitting around the whole darn vacation. 

	“Huh, I hadn’t even thought about that,” Jay said.

	No shit, Kendra thought, but continued without attitude. “It’s only three days. The Lion Cubs is the island version of Scouts, I guess. They’re having a campout at some old movie set where they sleep in teepees and tell ghost stories. I got the number of the man in charge. Harold was thrilled to give me the number, said there aren’t enough local children and there’s always room for a few more cubs.” She said the last bit in a monotone.

	“Cool. He say anything about the prints?”

	“He’s on his way now. He said he has some fishing to do and wondered if you wanted to go with him. I told him you’d be here.”

	“I haven’t been fishing in years.”

	She sat down next to him. “Are you getting in shape because it’s like you said, that part of what I did was your fault, or are you doing it for some other reason?” She didn’t want to know, but she had to know.

	He stared at his mug. “At first, I felt bad. It was as if I pushed you away, but now I’m doing it for me. Sorry if that isn’t what you want to hear, but I was wrong. What you did was all you. I was playing the part of loser. I’m getting into shape to be in shape, for whatever.”

	Almost impossibly quickly, a knock hit on the sliding door. Harold smiled through the glass.

	Kendra sat, watching Jay, suddenly furious. “Take Jack,” she said. 

	“Uh, okay,” Jay said.

	Harold hadn’t stepped inside, and instead he leaned over the quickly deteriorating prints on the deck. 

	Kendra stepped out after Jay.

	“These are mountain lion. We have six on the ‘Den, but we’ve never had an issue. But that’s something…right on the deck. Bet the storm got them flustered.”

	Jay smiled at the novelty. “Jack! Get out here.” He paused, waiting. “Jacky?”

	A few seconds later, Jack shouted, “You made me die!”

	Kendra leaned inside the door to point at her son who’d just stepped from the bedroom, still in his undies. “You’re going fishing. Get dressed. No arguments, move it.” 

	—

	Marjorie had told Kendra where to find the movie production site, which was to be the campout spot. It gave her a point to seek and she needed to get out of the cottage. She decided to jog rather than walk. 

	Letting loose to run had an immediate, freeing effect. A breeze cooled her skin while heat came from within. A steel canteen of water bobbed against her leg with each semi-rusty stride. She slowed to catch a few extra seconds’ observation of the firewood operation. It explained why Jay came back so dirty on the three mornings he’d gone to help Harold. 

	Onwards. She came upon a laneway and scanned the brush for the trail. Up the laneway was a quaint house, freshly painted, with a manicured lawn.

	She scanned the numerous shades of green of the bush ahead. The path was to be right in front of her, she knew that, but some trick of her eye kept her from seeing it. Thinking she’d missed it, she turned back toward the cottage, walking rather than running, looking over the forest’s edge for the trail. Halfway between the house and the firewood operation, she noticed a well-trodden path. Narrow and unkempt, but a path nonetheless.

	“There you are,” she said and then took a sip from the canteen as she pushed in.

	Trees brushed against her. The branches were alive with critters and insects. Thick webs gave her points to avoid. Fat-bodied spiders hanging from branches seemed everywhere. She shuddered, inadvertently bumping into a tree. A twig scratched at her neck and instinctively, she swatted at it while she walked. The trail slimmed. A scrape brushed in her collar, very near the hollow of her throat. She swatted and fingered around for a culprit. Nothing.

	Ahead, amidst the greens and browns, was a vast wall of white below an open blue sky. The scratch dug beneath her shirt and this time she stopped. A twig had dropped down and rested between her upper chest and bra strap. 

	She attempted to shake it free. 

	It clung.

	She reached in and pulled it out.

	“Ah, shitter!” she shouted when the stick latched onto her finger and attempted to crawl up her hand. She shook again, her fingers snapping with the rhythm of disgust. “Ugh, ugh, ugh, get, get!” she said as she swung her limp hand harder. 

	The walking stick let go and she remained still, catching her breath and calming her imagination. After a minute, she continued toward the white and blue. The thought of the bug continued to send shivers through her arms, raising goose bumps upon her damp flesh.

	Sidetracked, she nearly took one-step too many and halted at the lip of a great hole that appeared and seemed to cut into a path that continued off in the distance. After looking down into the rocky pit, she laughed in relief. 

	It was plenty deep enough for death, possibly far enough that immediate corpse recognition might be tough. The walls of the pit shot almost straight upwards, top to bottom. Briefly, she sought a route down, thinking again of putting old skills to new use.

	“Yeah, right,” she said and kicked a stone to hear it bounce. 

	—

	Jack had fished plenty of times, but only on his iPad. What he did on the boat wasn’t like fishing. He cast and reeled, over and over. It was stupid, his father and Mr. Hunt kept telling him to be patient. Cast, reel, nothing. 

	Stupid! It wasn’t even fishing, there were no fish!

	Three hours after they’d first set out, Harold reeled in a good-sized trout. This infuriated Jack. He’d cast hundreds of times more than the stupid man had. 

	A little after Harold reeled in his trout, Jay hooked a strong jaw and fought. Jack pouted, cried, and whined when his father didn’t let him turn the reel. 

	Harold let Jack put his hands on the net, but he didn’t let him do it by himself. The fish flopped. Jack argued that he’d pull the hook. Finally, the men relented and let him try something. The fish’s mouth moved, open and closed, too fast, so Jack thrust in a hand and screamed when the prickled mouth closed on his fingers. Jay snatched the fish away. A small pickerel, helpless out in the air, gasping with lively fish lips. After Jay had freed the hook, Jack wailed, and his father just stared at the stupid fish. 

	“I wanna go home!” Jack shouted.

	Harold shook his head. 

	“Come on, Jacky, don’t—”

	“This place is stupid and fishing is stupid! Water’s stupid!”

	Harold started the engine without discussion and maneuvered the boat back over the calm lake, toward the cottage dock. 

	The way his son had acted embarrassed Jay and for the first time in Jack’s life, he took a spanking. Not hard, barely enough to leave a momentary red print, not likely to leave much of a memory, but the boy howled as if the world had come to an end. 

	Over the dock and towards the stairs, Jack tore screaming for help. Urgent and frantic, he missed a step and landed face first on the top level. His lip burst like a chewing gum bubble, splashing a red swatch over the white wood and his pale mouth. 

	Kendra ran out from within the cottage.

	“Daddy hit me!” Blood sprayed as he shouted. Snot dripped and tears ran.

	The scene had become awkward and Harold had no place in it. “Call me later,” he said from the boat. The engine started with one pull and Harold buzzed off to the dock next-door. 

	“What did you do?” Kendra said, looking equally curious and furious.

	“You can’t be serious,” Jay muttered.

	—

	Harold burst into his home. The fishing expedition was gruelling when it should’ve been a comfort. He had news to share and spending hours on the lake quietly gathering and burying his excitement was a bit of a torment. However, it was better, the boy was trouble and he’d need fixed if he was the second to stick around.

	“How was—what’s going on?” Marjorie asked. 

	She had the house around 50°C, every element on the stove red hot, boiling lids, boiling wild berries, boiling jars, and reheating chili from the freezer for supper.

	“I have to—” Harold didn’t finish his sentence. He snatched the phone’s receiver from its cradle on the wall. The rotary dial spun and he waited. “Abagail?” He nodded and took a deep breath. “The ‘Den’s chosen, not a doubt. Prints all over the cottage deck, it’s nobody else. The ‘Den wants Jay, but—” He listened. “I know. One of them can’t stay unless one of us goes. I think it has to be the woman. There’s something fishy about her and Jay.” 

	Marjorie waited, wiping her hands on her apron. 

	“Right, right, but since when do you know a mother to leave her kid? And, even if we found some other—” Harold respectfully quieted. “They’re all gone? We can get another, not that I think Jay will let his kid leave. The kid’s a rotten little shit, but he’s a city kid, can’t blame him, really. Besides, kids are an easy fix. We have to do something about the wife.” Harold paused again to listen. “All right, I’m going to mull this over. Can you call the others?” He paused again. “Yeah, sure, buh bye.”

	Harold hung up and Marjorie watched him closely with a severe eye. “Are you sure the tracks were lion?” 

	Harold scolded her with a glance. 

	“Okay, so it wants the man and he’s not likely to stay without his boy. What if he has a new woman? Judy maybe knew all along and it’s why she’s flirting with him.”

	“Might be, but a mother won’t leave her son and even if they left and we managed to find the right person, and the ‘Den thought it a fit, the campers all left and the cottages are empty. The storm scared away the last crop. Sure, there’s a few booked, but it takes time and that’s something we don’t have much of,” Harold said, rubbing his head with fishy hands.

	“Hmm. So how do we get one of them to leave without taking the boy?”

	“There’s friction between Jay and Kendra. I’m thinking maybe he screwed around and they’re still rocky. Maybe if he does it again, she’ll leave and we can…dammit. Still doesn’t fix the numbers.” He lifted his head. “Oh shit. I have fish in the boat.”

	—

	Harold and Marjorie forewent reheated chili and suggested a fish barbeque at the rental dock that evening. Which turned out to be another embarrassment. Long before Jack, long before marriage, long before they’d even met, both were against even the slightest corporal punishment. When it happened, the spanking seemed the natural course under the new atmosphere. The boy was a bit of a monster at times and he needed punishment, simple. 

	When the Hunts came over with the fish they’d caught, Kendra was sullen and Jack recognized his sudden invincibility. He shouted and paraded around the deck, knowing his mother had his back and his father didn’t dare. 

	Not that the spanking really hurt.

	When Marjorie left and then Kendra left with Jack, a weight lifted from the atmosphere around the conversation. Harold tried to get Jay drunk. Jay denied him the pleasure. He was on a roll with the weight loss and didn’t want to derail it. 

	“The next belt hole is so close. If I keep going, I’ll be back in shape in a couple months.”

	“I don’t doubt it,” Harold said, brooding.

	He left halfway drunk and no wiser about the marital bumps. Things were rocky before the little bugger got a spanking. So that was good, but what had happened?



	

CHAPTER TEN

	Kendra needed a vacation from her vacation. Sending Jack off would certainly cover part of it.

	“Did you ever do much camping?” she asked Jay, setting aside her book. 

	Jay had returned from dropping Jack off at the campsite. He was sweaty, sipping on a cold can of diet Lipton Iced Tea—zero calories, heavy on aspartame. 

	“Funny, Harold asked if I wanted to go on an adventure, some kind of man wilderness thing. Harold and me, and another pair: Alden and Charlie.”

	“Who are they?”

	Jay shrugged.

	“I still feel weird about letting Jack go. The Lion Cub leader promised in his twenty-nine years of minding the kids on the ‘Den,” Kendra mimicked the abbreviated lingo, “that he hadn’t seen a mountain lion. He actually sounded sad about it. As if he wanted a bunch of mountain lions hanging around camp.”

	“If the camping doesn’t settle Jack down, I guess we’d better leave.” 

	“Maybe it was stupid to come before we worked things out,” she said.

	Jay crushed his empty can. “I’m not sure we’ll ever work things out,” he said and stepped down toward the boat shed where they stored the recycling until Harold picked it up and carted it off to the dock.

	Irrationally, she’d come to assume when Jay spanked their son, it evened out the bad tally. But it wasn’t even and not close either. She knew Jay, it was a surprise that he’d hit the boy, though it wasn’t hard enough to teach any lesson. In actuality, it made Jack worse. 

	Jay returned to the main level and stood over the light pink, blood blotch that had seeped into the treated wood. “I’m going to go with them. I just decided. I need some space from you, to gather perspective.” He stepped inside to assemble what he’d need for a trip into the bush.

	Kendra tried to read, tried not to cry. John Irving demanded more focus than most. She imagined herself as an apple picker. 

	“How long will you go?”

	“I don’t know, three nights maybe.”

	The buzz of a motorboat engine approached the dock.

	“Have fun.”

	“Try not to fuck anybody while I’m gone,” he said and stomped away.

	It suddenly seemed over, completely and utterly over. She and Jack were set to take the next boat, transfer onto the following boat, ride the waves, and then return to reality. Tears welled. 

	Suddenly, a rush of feet pounded up the steps. Jay crossed and instead of making for the door, he lifted Kendra’s body from the lounge chair. 

	“That was rotten and I’m sorry. I love you. I’m stressed over the boy.”

	“I love you. I love you.”

	His arms slackened and her back drifted down into the seat. “I’m going, but once I get home, we’ll work out all of this shit.”

	“Do you forgive me?” Now happy tears flowed.

	“Time, Kendra, it will take time. I have to go. See you in a few days.”

	She watched him go and called out, “Have fun!” 

	—

	The cottage was different empty. Jay’s parting sentiment left her feeling fuzzy and warm. She flipped the switch on the radio and listened to the real world. A short news report stated that Raonic fell to Djokovic in the semis of one open or another, the Prime Minister made an announcement about Aboriginal rights, and there were to be clear skies with only the slightest chance of a thunderstorm to wash away the humidity. A tweeny pop song blared then and she swayed her hips to the auto-tuned voices. 

	She fixed a tuna fish sandwich and opened a bottle of wine. She ate standing at the sink. As for the wine, the first glass led to a second and the second to a third. Warm and soft, she uncorked a second bottle and turned the volume dial. 

	Alone, alone, alone, in short stints it was magic. 

	She was free.

	Alone, alone, alone, she ran a bath and undressed, walked naked around the cottage. She finished her fourth glass and poured a fifth. She stood in front of the bathroom mirror while the water ran. The wine softened the edges and the wrinkles she’d started to see had all disappeared. In the washroom cupboard, she found a bottle of bubble bath and tipped a serving into the half-full tub. Back to the mirror. Steam rose behind her and she lifted her breasts, let them fall. They hardly moved. There was peace inside.

	“Alone, alone, alone,” she sang over the lyrics of a boy band track playing on the radio. “Not so old yet, but old soon.” She swayed as she sang.

	Soapsuds ran over the lip of the tub. “Whoops,” she said and kicked a towel toward the streaming mess of white. She turned the faucet and opened the drain. She inhaled through her nose, the bubble bath smelled promising, soothing, and luxurious. Drain plugged, she moved her wine glass to where she’d reach it in comfort and slid down into the hot tub.

	Alone and relaxed and drunk, she soaked. Her troubles melted into oblivion. The music was loud enough that she didn’t hear the scratching or the sliding of the patio door. She hummed along with the tune, wishing for a ‘90s show just for her—N’Sync or Spice Girls would really hit the spot. 

	A hand ran over her soapy leg as she lifted it to the ceiling. Blonde stubble prickled her palms. “You’re a squatch,” she said. She shaved and sang on. Alanis Morissette, a later one, but good enough that she knew the words. Through with one leg, she lifted the other. Done that, she ran the razor along her pits and then considered her pubic region. Typically, she trimmed, but bikinis had a way of letting even the shortest hairs hang out. 

	 “You see everything, you see…” she sang and finally peered beyond the bubbles.

	 A chill ran along her spine and she snapped her eyes closed. 

	It’s not there. 

	You’re drunk and it’s not there. 

	It’s a wine vision, there’s no cougar in the room. 

	No fucking way. 

	She fought a scream and peeked. The mountain lion stepped forward and dipped its nose into the tub. It lapped at the water, then sneezed at the soap and then shook its head. 

	“Good kitty,” she mumbled, stupidly, looking around for a weapon within reach. Tearing her gaze from those blazing orange eyes was virtually impossible. The cat took another step and Kendra dropped her razor. The pink Schick made for a shitty weapon anyway. 

	“Please, go. You’re an outdoor cat,” she whispered. 

	The mountain lion put two massive paws on the lip of the tub and bent its hind legs as if readying to attack. 

	“No, no.” 

	She reeled back, shrinking her chest away from the animal. It leaned closer. A rumble sounded from its throat. It opened its mouth and hissed, offering great teeth, while its horrid breath overpowered the bubble bath scent. She reached for her wine glass and smashed it over the cat’s nose before she knew what she’d done.

	“I’m sorrysorrysorry,” she rambled. 

	The cat seemed unfazed, despite the wine dripping from its snout and the single bubble of blood blooming on its chin. Kendra splashed at it then. This garnered a reaction. The cat lowered its legs and shook off a wet face. Kendra pointed the glass stem at the lion. The lion regarded her curiously, hissing, and groaning, though less aggressively. 

	“Go away, scat!”

	The lion lowered on its haunches and cried out, short and fierce. Aggression returned. Kendra screamed and jumped backward. Her butt squealed against the tub as she slid forward. The cat leapt, splashing in the bubble bath. Kendra rolled sideways out of the tub. The sudsy splash covered the linoleum in a room-wide puddle. Her knees slid, her bare ass to the sky, her head banging into the wall as she had no time to slow her frantic motion. She crawled beside the toilet and cowered, crying, unwilling to lift her gaze from the cool porcelain protector.

	The animal roared twice more. Kendra shuttered, begging that the animal leave. Its hot breath blew her wet hair back over her cooling shoulders. Playing dead was not good enough. 

	Another great sneeze left the mountain lion and then…nothing. Kendra cowered and moaned into the crook of her elbow. Not a sound existed beyond the young voices coming through the stereo that had replaced Alanis. Still, she didn’t dare move. 

	“Hello!” a shout sounded faintly over the stereo.

	Kendra shook her head, unaware of how much time had passed since the incident, wishing that if the owner of the voice did enter the washroom, she did so with a shotgun.

	The music ceased with an electronic crunch through the speakers. 

	“Hello, Kendra?” 

	Marjorie. 

	“Your music was too loud and I…are you here?”

	Kendra listened for the heavy breathing of the beast and heard only her own breathing. She chanced a glance over the toilet seat. The washroom appeared empty. She scanned the corners and in the bathtub. Nothing.

	“Oh goodness, what’s wrong?” Marjorie rushed into the washroom. Glass crunched under her steps.

	“There’s a cougar,” she whispered.

	“What’s that? Let’s get you up. You’re freezing, what are you doing down there?”

	“A cougar,” Kendra said a little louder.

	Marjorie continued to pull on Kendra’s shoulder, looking around at the mess as she did so. “In here? There’s wine all over.”

	Kendra stood. Cold muscles ached once straightened. Marjorie draped a towel over Kendra’s shoulders. Kendra watched for any sign of the cat as they stepped around the glass. It sounded insane. A mountain lion in the cottage. A mountain lion ignoring the loud music just to come in and torment her while she got drunk and took a bath. 

	“Let’s get you to bed. How much wine did you drink?”

	“How did you know to come?” Kendra asked as they stepped into the bedroom.

	“Know? An hour ago your music got loud enough to bother me so I came by to ask you to turn it down, but then I saw the door open—”

	“How did it get open?” Kendra jogged from underneath Marjorie’s hand to the dresser. “It was closed, how did it get open?”

	“I don’t know, you must not’ve closed it all the way. A lion has the strength to nudge inside, but it doesn’t seem likely. Sure it wasn’t a big dog?”

	“I know what I saw.” Kendra flopped onto the bed, exhausted.

	“I don’t mean to step out of line here, but the doctor…I mean, this is a tight-knit place and Doctor Bob said he gave you a prescription for anxiety pills, but you didn’t fill it.”

	Kendra didn’t turn, too tired and too drunk. “That’s a breach of confidentiality.” She lifted her lips from the pillow as she spoke.

	“You’re right, and normally he follows that rule, but he wanted me to keep an eye out since you’re renting—”

	“You didn’t want a mess in your cottage. Please leave now.”

	“Right, I’m sorry I barged in. It’s just that the music—”

	“Please!”

	Marjorie backed out and flicked off the remaining light switches as she left. She closed the sliding door. There were dusty paw prints along the frame. She slipped out of her shoe and rubbed with a socked foot, clearing away any evidence of a visitor. The mountain lion was obviously confused. Jay was camping. It wouldn’t be interested in Kendra. 

	—

	Camp was strange. The other kids were all so quiet and behaved, nothing like how things went at school. Jack sat with his knees up to his chest waiting for the night to end. No marshmallows or weenies or hot chocolate, the Cubs sang and chanted while munching homemade jerky strips. Jack was one of the youngest there, but even the little-little kids knew what to do with the fire and the words to say. They behaved like an army troop that had traded war games for wilderness.

	The councillor said Jack needed to sleep with him, in his tent. There were things to show him, to teach him. Jack didn’t like how close the man was and didn’t like that the man spoke all night when he thought Jack slept. The strange words came out with hot breaths on his ear. Eventually, Jack did sleep, but he never stopped hearing. 

	—

	What city dwellers called roughing it; what the folks on the ‘Den called catching the roots. Jay helped where possible, but mostly he stood aside and watched the others. They’d gotten out to the spot in the middle of the woods around 3:00 PM and by 7:00 PM, there were four small huts for sleeping, each had its own woven birch bark roof in case of rain. They built three smaller fires beyond the larger one in the center, around their huts.

	“I don’t get it, what’s the deal?” Jay finally had to ask.

	“Smoke keeps the mosquitoes away from us. The stink confuses them, I figure,” Alden Brand said. This was a man who was similar in physique to Harold, though not so gorilla-like in the body hair department.

	“I always thought it choked them,” Charlie Sanderson said. He was thin, wiry, strong, and handy.

	“Doesn’t matter, so long as it works,” Harold said.

	The men sat around the main fire, the huts—lifted platforms with teetering roofs—overhead. The smaller fires were several feet to their backs. The topic was wives and ex-girlfriends. It had the feel of a land-locked fishing expedition. 

	“How about that Judy Collins?” Alden said, as if they all hadn’t known her for years.

	“I think I’d leave my wife and take my kids off the Christmas card list just for a beddy-bye hour with her,” Charlie said.

	The comment sounded forced and Harold shot a glance over the fire.

	“She sure is something,” Jay said. 

	“Something all right, I’d drown Marjorie for a piece,” Harold said and then laughed. “Fuck, that’s awful. I’ve never even cheated on Marjorie, but if Judy Collins said hey, do me…in a heartbeat, man. In a heartbeat.”

	“You said it,” Alden said.

	Charlie remained quiet. He was a terrible actor and the scolding glances reminded him of this.

	“I don’t know if it’s in me to cheat. I like to think I’m a good guy and all, but I also like to think nobody owns me. It’s hard to say,” Jay said. He poked at the fire with a slender birch stick.

	Harold frowned; he’d been wrong about Jay’s relationship woes. “So, you’ve never cheated either?”

	Jay shook his head. “Nah.”

	The conversation fizzled, and one by one, the men climbed into their huts. There was something strange, something exploitable. Harold was wrong about infidelity and yet, a key lingered, an off point to exploit. 

	Harold stared up at the stars through the light grey smoke. He thought that maybe the problem with Judy was that Kendra was a beauty in her own right and that perhaps Jay was used to gorgeous attention. Both the women seemed out of his league, given his shape. Jay had mentioned that he was once much stronger, thinner, and that he hoped to get back into that kind of shape. 

	The truth struck Harold then, and with painful certainty. Kendra had cheated. Their marriage was a show for the kid.

	“Poor shit.”

	 


CHAPTER ELEVEN

	Alone, alone, alone; Kendra awoke and panic struck her like lightning through a tree trunk. She raced around the cottage, locking the doors and peeking out the windows. Once knowing she’d secured the cottage, she sat down long enough to take full notice of her hangover. With her index and middle fingers, she rubbed circles over her temples. Dammit, she wanted off the island and she wanted her son. He’d be miserable camping. Let Jay have his vacation and come find them if he wanted to resume the life they’d had.

	During the lunch hour, she called the auto shop and the mechanic told her that they still awaited the parts, however, if she needed a ride into town, they’d send someone. After pocketing the offer, she tied her sneaker laces, filled a canteen, and headed out under the early afternoon sun.

	It seemed impossible that she didn’t see the correct path the first time she’d looked for it. It was so obviously there. She jogged between the trees and soon heard singing voices. A stinging notion suggested that Jack wanted to stay, that he was happy, that the Lion Cubs made him happy, and that they’d somehow instilled all the traits of a perfect little boy.

	 “Jack!” she called out. 

	The singing children were moving about, busy with different jobs, but stopped when they heard her. Kendra drank in the scene and wondered if she’d seen the movie the Cub leader spoke of on the telephone. 

	“Mom?” Jack said. He had a bundle of sticks over his arms and he walked toward some other children who stood in front of a strange, pagan-looking structure.

	Kendra jogged to him. “Hi, Jacky. What are you building?”

	“It’s a secret.” Jack tilted his chin to his chest.

	“Mrs. Hunt, fancy meeting you here.” 

	Kendra wrestled her memory. The man’s name refused to link with his voice. “Hey, yeah. Just checking that no mountain lions stopped by and snatched him up.”

	“We haven’t had any issues and he’s working right alongside the rest of the pride like a good Cub.”

	“That so?” Kendra looked down at Jack.

	“I guess,” Jack said.

	“You don’t want to go home?” The voice in Kendra’s head begged that he’d want to, but something had changed…yet this offer was the point from the beginning.

	Jack shifted his mouth sideways in thought. “I don’t want to.”

	The councillor, the king of the pride, smiled and tousled Jack’s hair. “Glad to hear it.”

	“Oh.” A tear sprung from the corner of her eye. “Maybe I’ll come by tomorrow, make sure.”

	Jack nodded and she hugged him. He wriggled in her arms. 

	“See you tomorrow then,” the councillor said. 

	As soon as Kendra turned around, the action resumed and song filled the air.

	—

	Something didn’t sit right. She’d never been so funny in the head about a place, never drunkenly hallucinated—assuming a lion hadn’t moseyed on in during her bath time—and her family had changed. Jay must’ve already displaced fifteen pounds in a little over a week and a half and Jack had never been so bad, but also, never played so well with strangers. The place had fingers in her familial pie. Things that seemed good, but felt like a monkey’s paw.

	“That, or you’re worried about some young bitch.”

	Kendra got an idea and bit down on her embarrassment, swallowed and dialed. Marjorie answered and sounded put out that Kendra wanted to join the hike. 

	“Oh, did you get those pills?” Marjorie said then.

	Kendra pretended not to hear. “See you after supper.”

	After she hung the telephone, she returned to the bookshelf, she needed something light after finishing the Irving. There had to be a suitable non-thinker in the midst of those shelves. 

	She selected Where Are the Children?—which had been made into a movie she’d seen more than once—and plunked down on the couch with the book and a tin of potato chips.

	—

	The night was about as long as Jay had ever known, both Alden and Charlie muttered through the wee hours keeping him awake and Harold snored like a bear. Jay drank it in. His campsite comrades, the gentle breeze, the buzzing of flies that came along with the dying campfires, the birds in the trees, and the insects in the long grass all around them—a backwoods soundtrack. The talk of Judy Collins made him think of his wife. Which was a good thing. It was possible that he’d forgiven her. That eventual thought helped him sleep. 

	When he woke, he was different, somewhere deep down. Perhaps Kendra didn’t deserve to be forgiven so easily. In fact, it was his right to make things even. And goddammit all, a beautiful young woman flirted her ass off with him and he liked it. 

	They cleaned up the campsite, returning the rocks and the tree limbs to their natural setting, and burying the charred wood and coals. Camping meant travelling by day through the miles of woods and setting up sleeping arrangements come evening. They carried the birch roofs with their packs.

	Poor tuning and a lack of rhythm didn’t stop the singing. The chorus was mostly ancient mining tunes about hard work and open air. At other times, they dipped into the collective knowledge of Bruce Springsteen and The Tragically Hip.

	Jay tugged at his pants until he tried the next hole on his belt. The tooth sank. He almost shouted with glee. His waist was down to a tight thirty-four. Only one full size above his wedding trousers—though this did not include a comfortable wiggle room. The belly above still had a good distance to go. Another thirty or so inches needed burned from the circumference.

	Understanding how to manufacture his hut and the fire space, he didn’t wait for tips or orders once evening fell upon them after the day’s walking. Like a woodsman, he built. 

	Harold smiled at Jay. 

	“Geez, you fit in real simple with us, huh?” Alden said.

	“Guess so,” Jay said. 

	Harold tested Jay’s hut with a hand and then his ass. “Sturdy, good job.” 

	“Thanks, I’m a quick learner if the mood’s right.”

	—

	Kendra recalled little about her afternoon of reading. Her mind worked elsewhere, touching back and forth between her husband, the lion, the storm, her son, and Judy Collins. Occasionally the dwindling time and the missing child from the book. If only she’d had a friend or a sister. She didn’t even have anyone to call, her social life was vapid and Jack-centric; she had nobody close left.

	The storyline and the eventual face-to-face in Where are the Children? had her on edge, but gave her an idea. She wore yoga pants, new and still tight all over, and bulky socks. They were hot on her feet, yet they’d hide the small knife in the paper sheath that she’d taped to her leg. The sock buried the handle and some of the blade against her inner ankle.

	Almost certainly she wouldn’t need the knife on the hike, but, but, but…

	Marjorie stopped on the road by the cottage. She had the look of a woman embarrassed for somebody else. Kendra did her best to ignore it and wondered how many people Marjorie had already told. The woman, you know the nice guy’s wife? Yeah, her, she’s fucking bananas! The ‘Den’s pretty tight-knit which translated into Camden Island is pretty gossipy and bored. 

	They drove in near silence but for the pop-rock coming from the stereo. Once they arrived, Kendra said, “Thanks,” and popped out the door before Marjorie could react.

	Wind played a beat on the trees and the hiking group was small—only nine people—and Lenora Manning was there just to say that she wanted to be home in case another storm broke. Group down to eight, they headed out against the coming weather. Tree limbs sagged and swayed, birds clung as if grown from the wood like mushrooms. 

	No easy route with a storm impending; the pace was quick. Kendra fought against appearances and pushed to the front of the line, next to Judy Collins and her short shorts. Judy upped her speed. Kendra had no difficulty keeping pace and swung out in front for a while. 

	“Let me know if I take a wrong turn, will ya?” she called back over her shoulder.

	“Don’t worry, you can just follow me!” Judy shouted over the wind and slipped past Kendra.

	Kendra took to jogging as well and the pair left the group long behind. Burst out front, pumping as quickly as her legs moved, Kendra ran. Judy chased her down, passing the typical turn that wound the group back to the park. 

	Fat raindrops began to fall. Kendra slowed as the bush thickened and Judy bumped past again. She turned to stick out her tongue. The water dripped down Kendra’s shirt between her breasts, down her pants between her cheeks. Uncomfortable and annoyed and furious. The weather added to the intensity and she sprinted, her manic energy was without limit. To beat the younger woman would bring out the sun, fix her marriage, and create peace the world over. 

	All she had to do was out-pace the whore.

	The trail turned and Kendra skidded and slid when she came around to find Judy with her arms out, telling her to stop. For a moment, she saw a smile and a flash in Judy’s eyes, a glint of fantastical shades. Pale blues transformed hue and shape to those familiar orange glowing eyes from the night before—of the mountain lion.

	“No!” Judy screamed.

	Kendra accidentally tackled her and landed on top of the younger woman’s firm frame. 

	“Thank God, I caught you. I forgot where I was.” Judy hugged Kendra tight to her chest.

	It was sick and wrong. Kendra fought the grasp and got to her knees. There she looked out into the bush and saw the opening. She blinked away raindrops and recognized a scene. It was like looking at Niagara Falls from the unfamiliar Buffalo side—the enormous limestone pit. They’d run hard for close to ten minutes and made it to the round cavern.

	“Once I remembered, I thought I was going over. Glad I stopped in time or we’d both be pancakes,” Judy whispered into Kendra’s ear. “My goodness, my heart’s just’a going. You’re great.” Judy hugged Kendra again.

	Kendra imagined pulling the knife from her sock and slicing the girl’s throat and then dropping her into the pit. She imagined coyotes and mountain lions and bears finding the corpse, eating any evidence.

	“Bet the others are finishing up already,” Judy said.

	Those young breasts rested firm against Kendra’s back, teasing her. “Off, off!” Kendra said.

	“Right, running or jogging or walking? I’ll lead so we don’t get lost!” Judy yelled over the wind as she stood.

	“Jog!” Kendra shouted, taking Judy’s offered hand to help her to her feet.

	They moved at a steady clip back to find the parking lot empty but for Judy’s Ford. Never in five lifetimes stacked one against the next, did Kendra think she’d have to ride in that vehicle again.

	“You’re in great shape. You know, if I didn’t know from Jay, I’d swear you adopted your son or had him when you were fifteen.

	“Okay,” Kendra said. The woman saying Jay’s name made her burn from the core outward.

	“That was so much fun.” Judy nudged Kendra with an elbow from the driver’s seat.

	“Enough!” Kendra said, dripping all over.

	“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean harm or anything. I just…I don’t know, most young people leave and then people get out of shape. I only hope I look as good as you do after I—” She bit her tongue.

	Kendra turned to offer a glower. Judy’s shirt and shorts clung to her perfect tits and thighs. The woman had one of those looks that naturally lingered, the kind that stayed until fifty if she managed to avoid baby weight or illness.

	Whore bitch.

	“You’re not fooling me. I know your goody-goody shit is bull. You’re no innocent. I’ve known girls like you. You fuck to ruin things.”

	“Is that what I do?”

	“You’re trying to, and I don’t really care,” an utterly massive lie, “but stop pretending to be such a lamb.”

	“Umm, okay. I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m not trying to be anything.”

	“You’re a closet whore, or at least a tease.”

	Judy didn’t say another word until she pulled into the cottage parking spaces. Kendra flung open the door. 

	“Thanks for the ride, whore.”

	“Why are you being so mean?” Judy asked. “I didn’t do anything to you and I thought your husband needed a friend. He seems lonely and I’m not the reason for that. Am I?”

	A lump twitched in Kendra’s throat. 

	He told her, told her everything! 

	Kendra jumped out of the vehicle and ran toward the cottage, furious. Tree branches cracked and fell, the rain turned to sleet, the sky was purple with action, but Kendra noticed none of it as she fiddled with the deck door’s lock.

	“He told her!” 

	—

	The men huddled close together, sopping. The rain had found a few dozen ways through the birch huts. The seams dripped. The edges dripped. They laughed and joked, grasping tight to the beams that held the collective roof in place. It had gone from camping to a survival game. Harold produced a flask and the men passed it back and forth. It was almost as if the island knew what it took to get Jay Morris drinking.

	Harold leaned into Jay’s ear once onto the third flask. “I sure hope the wives are okay.”

	“Bet they’re doing better than we are right now, woo wee!”

	“Sure, but you know what I know? I wouldn’t leave a wife like yours home alone too much. She is one beauty.”

	Charlie and Alden quietly listened to the thump of the rain and the voices beneath the shelter as the wind whipped banshee wails by them. Once they knew, it solidified the only plan they had.

	“Nah, no worries there.”

	“I had a wife step out on me,” Charlie said. This was a lie. He had been married once and only once; she’d likely kick his ass for making up such a thing. “I was sad and mad and all kinds of frustrated. It was terrible until I talked about it.”

	Harold breathed long deep breaths. Charlie was so full of shit and it came through in his wooden tone. The man needed to learn when to shut up and—

	“Me too,” Jay said. All the glee was gone from his voice. 

	The others didn’t press. They had what they needed.

	“Oh shit, I don’t know. Nobody’s perfect, but a marriage is supposed to mean something. Like a law. Sometimes you end up stuck with a too horny broad,” Charlie laughed when he spoke.

	“At least nobody has to worry about Marjorie. I wouldn’t fuck her with a dog’s dick,” Alden said.

	“Hey now!” Harold shouted and then they all laughed.

	The rain continued. Alden dug through his pack. He had an additional pint bottle of Jim Beam, knowing three flasks for four men was hardly enough. They passed the bottle around and Jay passed out before the finish. 

	—

	Rain thumped at the canvas walls. The fire at the center of the teepee kept the moisture outside. Dry and singing, each boy had a hunk of wood and a knife. Some of the older boys had hunting knives with eight-inch blades. Many of the younger ones had jackknives. Jack and two other boys used penknives.

	Each carved something he hated. A therapeutic game. The wilderness had a way of seeing and hearing, and carving bad things helped boys work through their problems. Carve their wood into the thing that upset them and then throw it into the fire, let the problem burn up.

	Of course, if a boy didn’t have a figure of anger or sadness, he was then to carve anything he liked.

	“What’re ya doing?” a boy with gapped front teeth asked Jack.

	“It’s going to be my neighbor from back home.”

	“Boy or girl?”

	“Girl, she pulls my hair and scratches me. Her mom lets her put on big fake nails.”

	“Uck, girls suck. I’m doing the man from the boat ticket booth.”

	“He’s a jerk,” agreed another boy. “I saw him shaking a guy for sneaking on the boat.”

	“My dad beat him up once. He can beat up anybody.”

	“Pfft, your dad’s a wimp,” said an older boy next to the gap-toothed boy carving the boatman. “My dad once fought an entire hockey team. He was just walking down the street and the bus pulled up and all these hockey guys got out. They had sticks and he had nothin’.”

	“Then what?” Jack asked. City kids lied about different things—high scores, kissing hot teachers, going to space on holidays, not superhero fathers—so this was intriguing.

	“He beat them up, said there was like twenty of them, might’a been the Maple Leafs even,” the boy finished.

	“Did your father tell you that?” the Cub leader asked.

	“Yeah, ‘course.” The boy puffed out his chest.

	“Your father didn’t beat up any hockey team. Unless the hockey team was the Porter’s Island tykes.”

	Many of the boys laughed.

	“It’s true and they was men!” The older boy reddened and picked up a new hunk of wood.

	“Now what you making?” asked the gapped-tooth boy.

	“Making him for lying ‘bout my dad. He told me that right before he left the ‘Den. He’ll come back for me someday and I’ll make him beat up stupid Pinder. I heard some vacation woman say that men join Cubs ‘cause they’s perverts.”

	“What’s a pervert?” Jack asked.

	“Means he’s a chicken,” said the older boy through a clenched jaw. “Means he tries to pick fights with kids ‘cause grownups’d kick his butt.”

	—

	Damp and furious, arguing the emotion with logic and reason, Kendra sipped on the tail end of the wine bottle from the night before. It wasn’t likely that Jay told Judy, but not impossible, and it wasn’t as if she had any right to outrage. She reminded herself, over and over and over again that it was she that did wrong, giving him multiple passes.

	Finally, when her body had sufficiently wrinkled, Kendra stepped into her bedroom and stripped. It was only then that she thought of her family, both of the men in her life stuck outside in the rain. 

	She ran the shower. A bath sounded nice, but it was no longer an option. There’d be no way to relax waiting for the door to open and a lion to step through for a peek.

	“That bitch.” Kendra scrubbed with the bar soap. The idea that the girl dare pull that goody crap with her, that she held and hugged Kendra, that she acted as if they were lifelong friends, and that she pretended innocent interest in Jay. “Goddamn whore bitch!” She squeezed the shampoo into her hand and ran her fingers through her hair. As always, she let it settle on her scalp. Under the gentle washroom lights, she considered the future of her body. 

	The image of her nice skin faded and rippled with tiny elephant hide wrinkles. 

	“I haven’t done enough,” she muttered. “Haven’t gone to Europe, Australia, New Zealand, and it’s all because of them.” She massaged the shampoo onto her scalp. “Leave them? Grow up.”

	She tilted her head and let the water cascade over her scalp and back. The soap drained and she twisted her hair in her hands. Resistance against palms shifted. She opened her eyes to the soap sting of bluish bubbles. Gravity changed, but only for her hair. The hair in her hands flopped to the side like rotten celery stalks.

	“Huwhaaat?” 

	Something refused to click. The hair remained in her palms, almost all of the hair from her scalp. She held it like a whip. Her entire body began to shake. On its way then, brimming to comprehension. 

	“No,” she whispered.

	This was bad. This was awful. Something happened, something terrible. Her brain reeled against the fact. And it was a fact, whatever it was. Beyond reconciliation, bad and true.

	“Nononono.”

	An emergency. The water pattered and nothing met ends, the feelings mingled and confused. It was sickly and jumped around inside her head. Impulses, senses, and thoughts battered and pounded each other irrationally.

	“Fuck!”

	In the background of her mind, a message lingered, playing over and over: Bad, bad, bad, alone, alone, alone. On the forefront came a vision: Dylan Zimmermann naked and speaking with the voice of her son, carrying a message from Jay. “You did a booboo, No more games for Bendy-Kendy. Bye-bye pretty.”

	“Shut up!”

	She dropped the hair. The bulk of it ran to the drain and stopped, ceased swirling, blocking the passage of water.

	Bad, bad, bad, alone, alone, alone.

	She turned the dials. The pipes thumped in the wall, Jack’s voice came through with the suddenly freezing water. 

	“Mommy, what’s a rotten slut whore?”

	“No, shut the fuck up!” she cried, twisting and tugging the dials. Her feet slipped, whip-lashing her body. Her bald head bounced on the lip of the tub. 

	Woozy from the impact, she stared between her legs. The hair sprayed upwards from the drain, plastering the ceiling with strands. They drooped and hung like spider webs in a forlorn toolshed. The drain gurgled and bubbled. Kendra swayed, attempted to stand. She slipped as the icy water continued to pelt her chest.

	“Help!” she spat. 

	A bubble of soapy water ballooned and lifted from the drain. The falling shower rivets bounced against the bluish orb. It floated inches above her flesh. The surface had an effect like spilled oil in a puddle, swirling with a fantastic bouquet of colors and spoils. She recognized her silhouette reflected as the orb drew to within a foot of her face. The oily swirls of pink and blue and green dissipated and an active layer pushed to the surface. Kendra stared at the strange face looking back at her; a woman, old, wrinkled, bald, and ugly. A woman with a big nose, crow’s feet, liver spots, and long moustache hairs claiming a stake to her upper lip. 

	“Bad, bad, bad, alone, alone, alone,” reminded the background noise of her mind. “Bye-bye pretty. Bendy-Kendy too stiff for a lay, old an ugly,” a chorus said: a mingling of Jay, Jack, and Dylan Zimmermann. 

	“Enough!” she screamed. 

	This face was her own. She’d gotten old and ugly. She pushed downwards to stand. The orb bounced like a basketball on her chest, knocking her flat. The image faded.

	“No more,” she begged. 

	“I do,” she heard Jay’s voice through the kaleidoscope of colors.

	“And do you?” the voice of Dylan Zimmermann asked, the picture in the orb clearing. There was white everywhere, a few tall stalks of black.

	“I do, forever and ever,” a new voice said: Judy Collins.

	The orb cleared and Kendra saw the wedding of her husband to Judy Collins. The object of her affair acted as the happy minister. And really, he was a big part of how they’d gotten together.

	“Fuck no.” Kendra pushed against the orb. Its hard surface heated under her hands, searing her flesh.

	The wedding shifted as she cried out and fell back.

	“Mommy, Mommy!” she heard Jack’s voice.

	The picture cleared. Judy Collins leaned downward, hands resting on knees. “My Jacky, come to new mama!”

	Jack ran into Judy’s arms. Kendra erupted from the tub, orb be damned—it bounced and popped. 

	The show was over. Kendra was on her feet, glaring into the mirror on the opposite wall. It was all gone, the future, Judy, Dylan, Jack, and Jay, all gone. Her face had aged and her scalp was barren just as the image promised. She screamed, running. She stepped on a pile of shed clothes. The knife jutted from a sock and sliced into her foot. Another scream erupted from her lips when she fell forward. The terror propelled her and she launched into the standing position like a momentarily rocked gymnast. Through the cottage. Out the sliding door. The rain continued its work. She turned to run up the steps to the road, orange eyes flashed bright under the stairs. A mountain lion, lying in wait. Before her, the beast hissed and roared in a way that she felt in her teeth.

	“Oh-guh!” she grunted and turned down to the dock. Her right foot slick with oozing blood, she slipped on the already wet step and missed the final six stairs. It sounded almost hollow when her head bounced from a fat stone next to the staircase. Instantly unconscious, her momentum rolled her beneath the boards as the pump in the boat shed thumped and whined, moving water up the hill to the still running shower. 

	Kendra heard none of this.



CHAPTER TWELVE

	A good sleep was a luxury, and the closer it got to Harvest Swing without settled replacements, the more Marjorie worried and the harder it became to cuddle away into dreamland. She arose at 5:04 AM and stepped to the kitchen to open a window. Over the still morning, she heard the pump at work next door. Marjorie wondered if Kendra had yet another hard night; not a surprise if she had.

	Marjorie fixed breakfast and coffee. The pump continued thumping over the usually quiet wooded neighborhood. 

	“Can’t have that all damned day,” she said.

	The deck was damp and cool under her feet. Forty minutes after the last cup, she stepped back outside to enjoy another cup alongside the morning air. The pump sounds thumped through the bush like sandpaper in the ear canals. Bump, bump, clankety-clank. 

	She finished her coffee and started walking.

	The rental cottage’s door was open, so Marjorie poked her head inside. “Hey, Kendra, Kendra Morris!”

	There was no answer and she stepped in, heading straight to the shower. The main door leading into the room was closed and she knocked. 

	“Kendra, it’s Marjorie Hunt.” 

	She knocked again and listened. Pattering water but nothing else. She tried the handle. Locked. She stepped into the bedroom, noticing a bloody footprint along the way. 

	“Kendra!” 

	The secondary door to the washroom swung inward and she stepped through. A few small damp patches marred the clean of the linoleum around the tub. She reached into the shower and turned the dials.

	The cottage, otherwise, was mostly normal. There were the damp hiking clothes from the night before, an empty wine bottle on the counter, and a paperback on the coffee table. Nothing appeared to be untoward, aside from the print. 

	She stepped out and closed the door. She looked down the steps and then back up to the road. Nothing appeared out of order at all. Down she went, the boards creaking beneath her, and she gazed out at the water. Marjorie smiled, knowing it was likely that Kendra had had a hard night. 

	“Maybe she jumped in the lake.” 

	That would be more than fine. Jay and his boy would have to stick around looking for her, giving the island time to cultivate its hold. The pump clicked back into motion and startled her as she went. She looked around another moment. 

	“Water heater,” she said in explanation to the again-running pump, and further daydreamed about a drowned woman.

	Giddy at the prospect, Marjorie ran back to the road. Wife gone. Father and son made two and two was the magic number. 

	—

	Jay and the others awoke damp and headachy amid the mucky greens and browns of the forest. They drank until their canteens dried and moved on an angle toward the creek that crossed throughout the woods. They filled the canteens and the kettle. One thing that didn’t change much from everyday life to camping life was the need for caffeine. 

	The kettle eventually screamed where it sat on racks over a small fire. The men drank Folgers filtered through reusable cheesecloth. After second cups, they packed and moved on. One more night and then home.

	Harold thought it had all gone well so far. They’d have Jay, it was hardly a question anymore, it came down to convincing the woman to leave the island and the boy.

	—

	The tent walls let orange light through from the fire. Inside was cramped and stinky. Two fatter boys slept in the teepee, brothers who’d snuck Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups and Doritos into their packs, despite the rules about food outside the coolers. They cackled and farted flappy wet claps and heavy clouds of greasy smelling stink. Jack wasn’t happy, but he wasn’t particularly unhappy either. It was a new sensation. 

	He slept.

	Morning came and the boys, aside from the gassy brothers, rushed from the teepee. All gasping and acting out a poisonous gas scenario, scratching at their throats and rolling their eyes until they fell into fits of laughter. 

	Camp was fun and Jack suddenly loved the island. The doubts had gone. He forgot about his video games, his iPad, his bedroom, and his friends. None of it mattered anymore. The outdoors was better. Carving, singing, fires, and sleeping in teepees was better. 

	With boiled water—long chilled in their cups—the boys brushed their teeth at the treeline and spat foamy blue paste into the bush. 

	“Boys, today we go on the hunt for animal prints. Once we find those prints, we find their animal owners, sound fun?”

	The pride cheered. 

	The Cub leader rubbed at Jack’s back and led the boys to the teepees—never heard of a successful search party performed in pajamas.

	—

	Her head ached. The cut on her foot throbbed. The world around her was cold and dark. A thumping and a whine drove her tired brain into frenzy. Something scratched at her cheek and she attempted to brush it away. It clung to her palm and her body jerked upward, slamming her forehead against a hard shelf. 

	“Ugh-ah,” she exhaled. 

	Her eyes refused to open, lids gummed closed. She shook at the thing clinging to her palm. Panic entered and her body trembled. Instinctively, she shot forward again, and again met the hard ledge. She shrieked. The mystery on her palm lost hold and she clawed at her eyes; there was a substance, soft and familiar. Cotton candy without the sugary scent. Her skin crawled. The cotton candy came free upon her fingertips and allowed her eyes to open. Between her legs, between her hips, her belly button, her breasts, and onto her face, spiders, fat and furry, scurried about. Praying mantises green and boney, slugs soft and slimy, the horrid things populated the space around her like hungry weeds. The universe had lost its order. She saw light through the slates and her brain refused understanding. 

	Before, there was the lion. 

	Now, creepy crawlers. 

	Trouble all the same. She tried to wipe away the critters in silence, but her chest wheezed and a disgusted scream erupted from her throat. Next to her ear, an insectile voice chittered and she convulsed and slid sideways, away from the sound, she peered through the white webs still clinging to her ears, temples, and scalp as slimy orange grasshoppers of nearly a foot in length climbed from a hole and fluttered close; “No-uh!” she screeched, hearing the crunch of bugs below her as she backed from beneath the step; the world became wide open once she dared shift her gaze from the grasshoppers as they feasted on mantis, spiders, and slugs, working up to the main course of human flesh, all the while, slates of light played through the gaps between the stairs and she understood where she was, recalled how she came to be outside: the pain, the fall, the brunt of it.

	She rolled forward, then rose to achy feet. Naked and filthy, she ran to the lake, knowing the lion patiently waited behind her. Somewhere, surely. She jumped into the shallow water and swam out. 

	Deep enough to dive down, she swiped and swatted at long gone creepers. The disgusting claws and mandibles lost hold as she scratched in panic. Running her hands through her hair brought more memories back. She was old and ugly, bald and single. Her family had moved onto better things.

	Here, now, hair between her fingers.

	What she’d seen in the shower was fake. She’d hallucinated it. Just like the lion, perhaps even some of the bugs, maybe. She swam to the surface. There were no bugs on her. No lesions. No hideous growth of nose.  

	“Were there ever?” 

	She spat water and bobbed. She took two strokes toward the dock and the water around her swirled and sent her backwards. Tiny fish, thousands of them, swam in a circle, rushing her from shore and dragging her in a cyclone, lower and lower. 

	“Oh—damn you!” 

	Over her shoulder, a dozen long beaks jutted from the surf, streaming forward. She kicked hard against the flow and dove down below the tiny fish. The water was green. There, peering through the shadowy depths, ugly and massive, grey and toothy, sturgeon the size of dolphins swam at her. She bobbed and sank. Kicking against the impossible situation. 

	“Help!” she shouted as she breached the surf. 

	Bubbles rose and she fought against swooping gulls to reach the dock. Below, tiny fish created wall after wall to break through. She hadn’t noticed how far she’d gone until she felt stone under her feet. There, she stood and the tiny fish breeched the surf, snapping haplessly while giving the gulls something else to focus upon. The giant fish stalled only feet away, floating in menacing vigil. 

	Kendra climbed onto the deck and screamed again against the gasps for air. She wore slick brown pants of leeches; not an inch of separation showed below her waist; the salt container sat in the boat shed, so she went, her legs pumping while mindless leeches drank from her life well; in the ditch next to the stairs, giant grasshoppers fluttered and pounced at her ankles, she kicked as she ran, fighting a sudden weakness invading her core while adrenaline worked to counteract the effect of the hungry leeches; faint, she pulled open the boat shed door and found the two-kilogram container of salt and in a sweeping arch, she spilled white grains from the spout as she danced in disgust; leeches dropped away as fuzzy golf ball-sized spiders made for her legs and again, her screams filled the morning as she jumped and kicked, running, moving, creating distance, getting away from the island was the only way to stop this bombardment; the stairs thudded under her feet and the mountain lion jumped out from the shadowy space below, blocking her progress, so she screamed “Fuck you!” her voice hoarse, and tossed the half-empty salt container at the beast as she turned toward the cottage door; inside, a second mountain lion paced the living room, growling and hissing as Kendra closed the distance, her feet skidded damply as she backpedaled, then tripped, just as the beast leapt at her, its hot and putrid breath blew over her face and throat like backdraft from a fire; her only defense now was to cower.

	The telephone rang. 

	Kendra waited for the first of many teeth that were about to puncture her flesh. 

	They didn’t come.

	The hot breath had gone.

	Ring.

	She waited.

	Ring.

	And waited.

	She opened her eyes and saw nothing but the ceiling. Her body shuddered involuntarily as she rose to listen. Onto its seventh and then eighth rings, she crawled to peer through the still cottage. No beast nor insect nor fish nor orb, none of it was there to harm her any further. The phone rang its tenth and eleventh rings. She got to her feet and answered the call.

	“Huhuhello?” 

	—

	Marjorie hung up the telephone and unwound the long stretchy cord she’d wrapped around her fingers in excitement. If the woman was gone, missing, dead even, the ‘Den would settle. The storms would stop and the island would regain its equilibrium.

	Abagail suggested that Marjorie come into town and help organize things for a search party. Once the Morris woman was an officially missing individual, they’d kick off a haphazard effort. 

	Smiling, Marjorie changed into clothing befitting the public eye: clean jeans, plaid button up, and leather sandals—opposed to jean cut-offs, a tee, and rubber ducky shoes. She climbed behind the wheel of the truck and turned out onto the road. Fingers tapped on the outside of the door. Of all the music she’d lived through, she liked 1980s pop-rock best. Sledgehammer came from her stereo and a mixtape she’d recorded from the radio some decades earlier. Time machine tapes. The radio DJ was a man who’d been dead six, maybe seven, years already. That only added to the nostalgia.

	“For today’s best hits, from Rockpile to the Palisades to Porter’s Island, you can count on one-oh-four-point-one, the—” The voice of the DJ cut away with an electronic blip where Marjorie had paused the recording to wait for another up her alley. Dancin’ With My Mirror by Corey Hart broke in after nearly twenty seconds of synthesized drums and rhythm. 

	It was a good day to be alive. Marjorie tapped a beat on the outside of her door. Right then, she would’ve tapped along to Tiny Tim and his creepy tiptoeing, would’ve tapped away with that hipping and hopping Snoop Dogg character or that lowbrow redneck Ted Nugent. 

	She got to the corner back toward town and her happiness melted when she saw a dishevelled Kendra Morris jogging. The tapping ceased. Marjorie honked, but Kendra continued her trot. 

	“Hey, Kendra, you all right?” she called out the window.

	Kendra turned her head. Her face was pale below the rosy blooms of expelled energy. 

	“Can you give me a ride to the auto shop? I didn’t want to stick around the cottage to wait for them to pick me up. I don’t really trust them.”

	Hope budded again. Perhaps the car was ready. Perhaps she’ll just leave and forget about Jay and Jack. “Sure thing,” Marjorie said, stopping.  

	Kendra wore short shorts and a light tee shirt, dirty and without a bra, her dark nipples showed through the cotton. There was a long knife in her hand. 

	“That’s a knife from the block,” Marjorie said, absently. 

	“Yeah, saw cougars again. Two of them.”

	“You saw two of them?”

	Kendra didn’t answer. The Corey Hart track continued, but on low.

	“I came by this morning. You must’ve been out.”

	“I was, yep. I was under the deck. I was in the lake. I’m going to leave. I need to get away from here,” Kendra said, her eyes steady forward, gazing somewhere beyond.

	“Oh, that’s sad.” Marjorie was cautiously excited.

	“I’m getting the car, then I’m getting Jacky, and then I’m leaving. We’re leaving. I know Jay won’t come. I don’t think he’ll listen, but I can take Jacky.”

	Marjorie pulled into the shop. The Volvo sat in the parking lot. It had dents and scratches, a hole in the grill where a tree shot through during the storm, and was missing a side mirror.

	“Let me know if you need a hand with anything,” Marjorie said, aching to get to Abagail or Florence. The island needed two and wanted the father, meaning the boy had to stay. 

	Kendra jumped from the truck and swung the door closed behind her. 

	—

	Jay stumbled, avoiding roots and jutting stones, stepping carefully along the demanding trail. He had blisters down the sides of both feet. His back ached. His eyes felt dry.

	All four of them were soggy and dirty, interest waning, almost stretched to the limit. But they had something to show the new guy, something great. They’d promised. Jay followed, royally pissed off. He wanted a bath and a proper toilet. On the first night, he shit over the edge of a log. They had toilet paper, but there was something so comforting about a toilet seat, a sink, running water, certain privacy, little risk of ants crawling onto your nuts, and so on. 

	According to the sun overhead, lunchtime was soon or just past. Jay was famished, but also tired of campfire food. He wished he smoked. 

	“Only a little bit further and we’ll make a pit stop,” Alden said. “Final camp’s always the best.”

	The aged trails wound along the creek lines and bubbling soggy spring patches. During the day, the bugs were thick enough for them to be swallowing and coughing them up at semi-regular intervals. At night, the bigger, more troublesome pests came out for blood. Jay swatted at flies ranging from aphid to horsefly. He tried to imagine their location on the island, assumed they’d moved in some kind of circle. Although he couldn’t be sure.

	Just one more night, he reminded himself.

	“Ten minutes more,” Charlie said.

	The brush thickened and it became a battle to follow. The damned island and these assholes… “Fuck sakes,” Jay muttered as he swatted a cobweb from his face.

	“Two minutes more,” Harold said.

	“Yeah, yeah,” Jay said, two minutes was two minutes too long.

	The brush thinned and then fell away. The trio of smiling locals stopped. 

	Jay caught up. “Sonofabitch,” he whispered.

	There was a small cabin, a four-door Honda truck, lake access beyond the cabin, and a hot tub in the yard.

	“The only way to truly appreciate your roots is to forget them,” Alden said.

	“I remember the time these dickheads did this to me. I was ready to gut them. It rained both nights and a racoon ate most of our food. You had it easy,” Harold said, elbowing Jay. “That was a long time ago.”

	New life entered Jay’s veins. “Thank fucking god.”

	The others laughed. Harold dashed off to the cabin. The remaining trio settled into hammocks dangling in a semi-circle from rails staked into the ground beneath a tall maple tree. 

	“Do you guys do this for all the vacationers who stick around awhile?” Jay asked.

	“Hell no,” Alden said, sounding disgusted.

	“Most of the folks who come, come to shit all over and let someone else clean it up. We have a list of people not even welcome on the boat. We haven’t had a walk like this in a couple years. Usually, we get the men moving to Camden Island. A little initiation,” Charlie said.

	Harold returned with a stainless-steel pail of ice and cans of Molson Dry, and a small cedar box with a brass hygrometer on its lid.

	“But I’m not moving here,” Jay said, thinking, but I should.

	“Wishful thinking,” Harold said as he handed out first beers and then long, thin stogies. “They’re Dutch, best for the price, hands down.”

	“Learn something new every day with us,” Charlie said.

	“And what did I learn yesterday?” Jay asked.

	“That people live indoors for a reason,” Alden said. 

	—

	Abagail answered her side door—the one familiar folks approached; only salespeople and Jehovah’s Witnesses from Porter’s Island ever used the front door. The old woman had been sitting in her sunroom sipping tea and leafing through the Canadian Tire Fall Sale catalogue that had come in the mail that morning. She wondered how many more seasonal catalogues she’d live for, how many more times she’d see the leaves turn and the snow fly. One, two, three, ten, twenty. No, not twenty and not likely ten. 

	Thoughts of dying pulled Judy Collins into the forefront. As a small girl, Abagail listened from the crawlspace while her father and his friends discussed Judith Collins’ perfection: her tits and ass, not much by way of mothering hips though… Judith Maybrook had married Tobin Collins and the story was that she drove her husband mad with incessant talk of a place that called to her. Tobin gave in and chased the whim. He found the island right where his wife had promised. They, along with six others, agreed on the name Camden in honor of their homeland halfway around the world. Weeks later, several families joined, quickly taking the population to its destined size. To ignore this piece of fate was to welcome rain, hail, tornados, fire, wildlife attacks, and drought.

	The settling took effort, too much for Tobin, and he fell sick. Many suspected Judith had poisoned her husband, but rumors followed every mystery, and any proof was long gone. 

	The following July, during the swing of the harvest, Judith gave birth to a beast, a mountain lion. 

	Judy Collins wasn’t Judith. 

	That was impossible. 

	Couldn’t be possible.

	“Yes, what?” Abagail asked at the open door, annoyed thinking about Judy Collins’ familial line and how impossible it was to live and be beautiful forever.

	“That Morris woman, she’s not missing and she’s going to take her son and leave!” Marjorie shouted, short of breath from the run from the street to the door.

	“Like hell she is.”

	—

	As the Cubs were about to seek out the big animals leaving prints, a voice had rang over the pleasant morning. It came again. And again.

	“Jack!” 

	Jack turned and saw his mother. She looked frazzled, like a crazy person. 

	“Jacky, come on now. We’re leaving.”

	“But I wanna—” She tugged his arm and the words caught on a gasp of air.

	All the boys stood aside and watched a mother drag her son into the woods on the trail to the road. Within an hour, they were back to the last place Jack wanted to be. 

	The boat rocked gently. Jack pouted, arms crossed. He refused to speak to his mother. 

	“Come on, Jacky, cheer up,” she said. She’d remembered the iPad. 

	He wasn’t interested in games.

	“How about a snack, some hot chocolate?” 

	He didn’t answer, not so much as a hint of a smile touched his mouth, but she settled on fetching something anyway. 

	Sitting inside the little room on the boat, Dr. Pinder had a leather bag by his side. He waved. Kendra flipped her middle finger. The doctor smiled. A grubby woman stood behind the serving counter. Kendra purchased two stale donuts, two bags of potato chips, one coffee, and one hot chocolate.

	Jack softened as he ate his doughnut and drank his hot chocolate. Kendra ate both bags of chips, her donut, and the coffee, but that proved hardly enough. Kendra put her hand on the door handle, but her grip failed and her arm landed at her side. She licked her lips, the motion sloppy, bovine. She turned to Jack—he was asleep. 

	“Bo-oat,” she said and then nodded off.

	A tall man lifted Jack from the Volvo and placed him in the back of a Toyota minivan. The doctor gathered what appeared to be all of Jack’s things and tossed them in with the boy. The tall man returned to the driver’s side of the Volvo and lifted Kendra from the front to the back. The doctor climbed into the back with Kendra, while the tall man got into the driver’s seat. The grubby woman from behind the counter closed her till once on land, speaking only briefly to the tall man behind the wheel of the Volvo. 

	The Volvo drove ashore and the minivan with a sleeping boy stayed in place. The grubby woman had another shot of drugs if the boy awoke.

	“What are you doing back there?” the tall man asked. 

	The way the doctor leered at women and especially now how he leered at the woman while she slept, it wasn’t okay. They had to take her home, do whatever it was that the doctor had to do to make her stay away, and leave it be. Nothing more.

	“Monitoring vitals,” the doctor said. 

	Kendra’s nipples showed darkly through her shirt; the doctor’s trousers were quickly stiff at the front. Dr. Pinder took three deep breaths. It was imperative that she had no memory of the trip, from the boat to her home. 

	There was a briefcase alongside Kendra’s single bag of luggage. Pinder tried the first latch and it swung open. Somebody hadn’t turned the combination dials after they’d last opened it. Inside was pay dirt. The plan demanded an arduous process of snooping through the home. They needed a plausible reason that she’d leave, but that was all over and obvious with the photographs in the file.

	“Ha, I’ve got it!” the doctor said as he crawled over the backseat.

	“What is it?”

	“It’s the ammunition.”

	“Holy. Is that the woman? That’s not…wowsers.”

	The doctor agreed and called Abagail. He then rejoined Kendra in the back. 

	She stirred. Time had come to administer another shot of sleepy juice. The needle went into her ankle. She didn’t twitch. The doctor crawled back over the seat. In two hours, she’d need another shot.

	—

	“Get her in, quickly,” Pinder said, standing next to the door he’d opened with a key from Kendra’s purse. The tall man carried the unconscious patient, her eyes fluttered gently. “Find the bedroom and put her on the bed. I need her comfy.” 

	The tall man did as told, following the dwarf doctor around the main floor looking for a master bedroom. Once he’d found it, the tall man rushed back out. The rental car company was to deliver a car a block from the Morris home and someone had to be there, ready and waiting.

	“Fuck it. Fuck it,” Pinder wheezed seconds after hearing the front door close. He had a minute or two.

	He didn’t risk wasting a second and he gave Kendra a partial shot. One leg stripped free from her shorts and panties, the articles dangled like a flag around her shin. The front of her shirt rolled to under her chin. Pinder scuttled like a beetle to his feet, standing next to the unconscious woman, he dropped his pants. 

	Pinder positioned himself and rubbed his penis on Kendra’s thigh and then against her pussy lips. He kissed her mouth and then her breasts. 

	The door swung open.

	“I knew it!”

	“I wasn’t! I wasn’t!” Pinder rolled sideways as he yanked up his trousers.

	“Do the job and no funny business or I’ll break your back,” the tall man said and then charged away.

	Pinder listened and then whispered, raising his already high voice another octave, “I’ll break your back.”

	He looked over his shoulder and quickly kissed Kendra’s vagina with a tongue swipe. He dressed then and sat in tight next to Kendra’s ear. 

	“Sleep, sleep, Kendra Morris, sleep. Hush, eyes closed. Deep breaths, in and out, in and out,” he said, stress sweat oozing from his hairline. “You left because you’re a whore. Left your son and husband because you don’t love them. Can I hear you say it back to me?”

	“I don’t love them,” Kendra mumbled.

	“You told your husband not to contact you. You don’t want to speak to him ever again. You decided you weren’t ready to be a mother. You want to go to Europe.”

	“Want to go up, don’t want to talk,” she said.

	“Close enough. You left the ‘Den, never to return. You love the single life. You want to go out and find a new man, find lots of new men. You’re really into dwarves and older men.”

	“Midgets?” 

	A door opened beyond the bedroom.

	“Dwarves. Doesn’t matter now. In five minutes, you’ll wake, shower, and enjoy the single life. You won’t think about your family. You don’t love them.”

	“I’m single. I love it. I don’t love family,” she said. “In five minutes, I’ll love and not love.”

	“Good girl,” Pinder said, then crawled from the bed to find his partner in the kidnapping standing just outside the door. 

	“Did you do something bad to her?”

	“She’ll wake up soon,” Pinder said, red to the ears. “I hypnotized her, that’s all I did. What you saw wasn’t what you think.”

	—

	Kendra blinked into a mystery. Stark alarm rose at the misplaced familiarity around her. It was a recognizable place morphed like a room of funhouse mirrors. That stuff: her interests and preferences like a gloss on everything. The bedding beneath her was soft and luxuriant. The light fixture above her was one she’d picked out online and had installed by a man who smelled faintly of sweet perfume. The things of this place were absolutely familiar.

	“Hello?” she called out, but to whom?

	The world had changed. Freedom reigned beneath the fear. Confused, she let learned motor skills take over and kicked from the bed. She walked through her bedroom to the toilet, sat, and stared at the towels—she’d picked those up at a Winners. 

	There was something…

	“Hello?” she yelled out and waited.

	—

	The phone in the Honda was about twenty years old, but on the north end of the island, the only devices that caught service were bulky bag phones. Harold waited and waited for Marjorie to answer, and when she didn’t, he tried Abagail. 

	Abagail answered first ring and gave her side of the new plan. Harold shook his head. It was always easier when the numbers worked and people did as intended. He offered the information he’d obtained and explained the minute tidbit that hopefully held the key to solving the population problem. 

	Abagail already knew. Pinder had found pictures and she explained his find. 

	He hung up and returned to the others and their lazy afternoon in the sun. It went by quickly. 

	The stars overhead twinkled and shined brilliantly. The generator rumbled a handful of feet away from the hot tub. The bubbles bounced. Gas fumes, cigar smoke, and the fresh, woody atmosphere made up an olfactory soundtrack. 

	“You know, I might stay. Move here for good,” Jay said. 

	The others cheered and clinked beer cans together over their heads.

	—

	Clear and peaceful, the boat buzzed along above the typical speed and docked at Camden Island minutes after 11:00 PM. Two cars and six passengers waited to take the ferry back across to Porter’s Island. 

	Doctor Pinder used the minivan’s hand controls to drive off the platform and toward the Harvest Swing site. His co-conspirator stayed on Porter’s Island for the night. That was fine. Pinder could handle the kid on his own, mostly.

	The Lion Cubs had readied the site for the annual Harvest Swing and the demands of the island and its ancient mistress. The Harvest Swing demanded an exact population or life turned over to chaos. Understanding how or why was nobody’s business. 

	Exhausted, Pinder parked the minivan at the end of the road. It was pitch black. In the back, the boy took long sleepy breaths. The doctor had to wait.

	At a quarter to one, Jack stirred and the doctor started his work. 

	“…Mommy doesn’t love you and you don’t love her. She took you away from the Lion Cubs to tell you how she hated you and sent you back hours later. You won’t miss your mommy. You love and respect all dwarves…”

	 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

	The trip south on the bumpy, one-lane gravel roads was short and achy. The four men had hangovers, but Jay had known far worse wear from booze. In fact, he thought after some coffee, a glass of water, and something sugary, he’d be back up to level. 

	Once he got home, he planned a long conversation with Kendra. They’d settle things and come to a decision about their marriage. She felt guilty, no secret there, but how long until she slipped again, looking for her youth? 

	Instead, inside the cottage he found a note:

	Dear Jay,

	I don’t love you anymore, not the way you deserve.

	I keep thinking that someday I’ll change and become the match for you that I once was, but I don’t see it and doubt we’ll meet in the middle. One of us will get an upper hand and run for the goal.

	As for Jack, he is better off with you. I will leave you to it. I’m taking the house for now. I trust this isn’t a problem. You’re so attached to the ‘Den, I assume you’ll stay. You love it and it seems to love you. It’s the perfect match that we aren’t.

	Please don’t contact me and I’ll leave you alone. 

	Raise our Jack and feel free to give him a new and better mother.

	Goodbye,

	Kendra Morris

	 

	The signature looked right, but the rest was full of oddities. He’d fallen so far from his marriage that he never knew his wife’s use of sport analogies, nor how sloppily she wrote when it wasn’t for money. Before the note, she’d shown interest in concession. Now, she was stern and loveless with Jack’s name and how she spoke things on the island, even called it the ‘Den—a nickname she’d been disrespectful toward from the beginning.

	“Do you even know this woman anymore?” he asked the room. It was empty and straight but for a paperback on the coffee table. The sliding door opened and Jack followed behind him. “Hey, Jacky. I have some bad news.”

	“Mom’s gone. She doesn’t love us. I don’t love her,” Jack said with a smile.

	“How did you know?”

	“She told me.”

	“She told you when?”

	Jack shrugged. “I’m tired.” The boy crossed the space and opened the door to his bedroom. 

	Jay reread the letter and went to the master bedroom. Some of Kendra’s stuff remained here and there. He picked up a shirt and smelled it. Somewhere deep, longing attempted to bud. This was unnatural and irregular. Mostly, he felt wronged. For a second time in the last month, he wanted to break something valuable. 

	Rather than act stupidly, he dropped onto the bed and cried.

	—

	Kendra awoke again, but to the sun this time, and she knew completely who she was and where she was. Self. Home. Yet, uneasiness lingered. She expected to hear people. Her family, the family that she’d discarded though did not exactly recall doing so. The family she didn’t love but somehow loved deeply. The mixed emotions brought forth hurricane level anxiety. 

	Family was not a piece of life anymore, was now, instead, a severed connection. Best to focus elsewhere.

	Emails and work were untouched by the current peculiar circumstances. Jobs awaited attention within the agreed upon universe of the inbox. She owed a short column on animal rights activists. Before, she’d had a pro-rights stance, but the island changed that. The cougars growled at her across space and time; she shivered. Swatted at the visibly memorable pests that nipped and snagged at her skin—as if the creatures had followed her home. 

	Hours passed. Work was an elixir. Typically, she’d stop at one column, go over it a few times and then shoot it off. Not today. Not when the words flowed like a March waterfall during a flash melt. She opened another job email from the inbox and set to work. This request came from a different magazine, of a different topic, asked a different tone and a different penname.

	After an outline, she leaned back and her hungry guts grumbled. 

	Minutes later, toast popped from the toaster, but no hands readied to catch it. A stream of spilled coffee went from the kitchen to her office. She tapped and clicked in a fervor. The topic was small town Canada. 

	…Canada is about more than its bustling cities, built on the tired backs of the little towns attempting life along the rivers. Former booms that have lost their muster like fading echoes; rise and work, and attempt to ignore the impending end of capitalistic prosperity… 

	The thought faded and she returned to the kitchen to butter cold bread before smearing a layer of Smucker’s jam overtop. The coffee was still warm. She guzzled it down. Kendra sat back. The clock on the corner of the monitor stated that it was after 4:00 PM, an impulse to call out for Jack came to mind, but he wasn’t there and she’d arranged it that way.

	Is that right?

	—

	Jay stoked the fire next to the dock. It was eerie how well the boy took his mother’s departure. Here was a child absolutely fine with the news, celebrant even. Not for dieting, but from stress, Jay hadn’t eaten all day, hadn’t exercised, hadn’t done what he’d come to do as a norm. If the happy freedom of the island was still there, it bubbled back behind a wall of pain.

	Harold offered to come by, but Jay didn’t want to look at another soul. In fact, he wished someone would take Jack awhile, remove this patient, quiet, uncaring little figure from his sight. 

	Four times that day, despite her request, Jay dialed nine of the ten numbers that connected him to his home in Tammany. The last digit remained untouched, just beyond reach. 

	—

	Kendra stirred in bed. A dream had incorporated the real life sounds around her during the initial set of rings. Then, three rings into the second set, Kendra rolled over and answered the telephone. 

	“Hello?” she grumbled.

	“Hey, lady,” said a bubbly feminine voice on the other end.

	“Who is this?” 

	“You know who.”

	“What time is it?” Kendra sat up, turned the light switch knob to see the clock. “What do you want? Who is this?”

	“You know me, Kendra. I was a little mad after what you said, but I’m sorry for what I did. I know I went a little far.”

	“Who the hell is this?”

	“You’re in a mood. I’ll call you back later. See ya soon,” the voice said, and the connection died.

	Kendra got up and checked the base of the cordless for the caller ID—a string of ten zeroes. She hit *69 and got a message stating that connection wasn’t an option. 

	3:23 AM and Kendra gave up. Lights off, she slid back into bed, still not used to the vacant side. Sleep found her after a few stinging paths down memory lane, and she rode dreams until morning.

	The urge to call out had dissipated. All parts of her knew that she was home alone and there was no reason to expect anything else. Craving human contact, she stepped out for breakfast. So badly, she wanted to talk to men, especially short men. 

	—

	“All right, Jacky, pick something,” Jay said. He looked like a man who’d barely slept, hadn’t eaten, hadn’t showered.

	“Gotta be a toy?” Jack stared at the wall of rubber, now unimpressed.

	“What else?”

	Jack skipped to the glass case around the corner and pointed to the knives. “So I can make stuff.”

	“I don’t know.”

	“We used ‘em at Cubs.”

	“You did? And you didn’t cut your arms off?” The attempted humor came out flat and hapless.

	“A little knife can’t cut arms off.”

	“All right, how big of a knife did you use at camp?”

	Jack pointed at a jackknife with a four-inch blade.

	Jay waved to the young woman behind the counter.

	“Which do you want?” she asked, flicking her head to knock her bangs backward.

	“That guy, I suppose,” Jay said, pointing at a penknife with a two-inch blade.

	“But Dad, I want—” Jack checked himself—a very un-Jack-like reaction.

	“That all?” the girl asked. 

	Jay didn’t hear her, stuck on the effect the Lion Cubs had on his son.

	Once back to the cottage, Jay ran to catch the telephone. While inside with the phone in hand, Jay heard Jack scream from the deck. 

	“What now?”

	Blood dripped from Jack’s hands. 

	“Jack cut himself!”

	Hanging up on Harold, Jay forgot his sadness and his troubles for a moment. The boy had really sunk the little blade, and from the way that the blood flowed, he’d found a vein. 

	Boy in his father’s arms, Jay gawked hopelessly. Being without transportation left him feeling naked and impotent. Luckily, Harold’s truck met them at the road after only a minute and took them back into town. 

	At the clinic, the woman behind the reception window shouted something. Harold ignored her and held open the door to the observing rooms. He swung open the first door and saw the little doctor with his pants around his ankles, hand on an erection.

	“Get out!” Dr. Pinder shouted.

	“The boy’s cut bad!” Harold said, a mix of panic and embarrassment. Jay was behind him with Jack.

	“Get out!”

	They backed away. Jay sat Jack down on a bed in a different room. He’d seen something besides a man caught in an embarrassing act, something needing explaining. After no more than a minute, the doctor entered the second observation room and washed his hands. Jay backed away and let him look at the boy. Jay continued further, moving all the way out the door and into the first room they’d stepped into. There, where the doctor had stood while he jerked off, four 8x10 photographs. 

	Photographs Jay owned. 

	Photos he’d paid the private investigator to take. 

	Candid shots of his wife and her boy-toy. 

	As mad as the content made him, the fact that the doctor had them caused grey matter gears to grind in reverse. Dangling ends needed tied. There were too many pieces that didn’t fit together. 

	She didn’t write that letter! 

	He dialed his home number from his cellular. The answering machine picked up. He needed Kendra, not a recording of Kendra. Pictures in hand, Jay waited outside the door for the doctor to finish stitching Jack’s wound. The door opened, Jay made eye contact with Dr. Pinder and then tossed the little man across the hall by the collar of his white coat.

	“Whoa, Jay. What the hell?” Harold asked.

	“What’d you do, you midget prick!” Jay bent and picked up eighty pounds of man and lifted him and then dropped him. “What did you do? I know she didn’t write that note!”

	Dr. Pinder waved his arms in front of his face. “I didn’t do nothing!”

	Jay snatched, balled, and threw a photograph at the doctor. “Fuck you get this from then, huh?”

	“I…I found it. I swear I didn’t—” Dr. Pinder’s words caught as Jay bent to gather the doctor again. 

	There was something ultimately more rewarding about throwing a man over punching the shit out of him. The doctor flew like a tossed feedbag and once Harold had recovered from the shock of the action and the shock of the photos, he grabbed Jay and held him back until he cooled.

	“Jack, we’re going home.”

	“To the cottage?” Jack asked.

	“Home-home,” Jay said as he squeezed and tugged Jack by his good hand.

	“No, we can’t!”

	Jay stormed off, his son held to his chest.

	“You stupid perverted little shithead,” Harold said just as the entry/exit doors were swinging shut.

	—

	The clear day blew away quickly. A fog rolled in from the lake and fat raindrops slashed down as Jay dashed toward the dock. Soaked through, he knocked on the glass booth’s window, reading that the next ferry was due in forty minutes. 

	A middle-aged woman with greying hair stared at Jay and his frantic face. Everybody knew him, knew that he and the boy were the pair to even the population for the Swing, and knew he damn well wasn’t to leave. 

	She shook her head.

	“Come on! What?” Jay said. “I need a ticket!”

	The woman’s expression shifted into something like relief. Jay felt a pinch at the base of his neck and toppled. With his last few moments of consciousness, he registered Harold standing over him.

	—

	The band thumped drums and an electric guitar carried the melody. Originally an Oasis song. The dude on the stage wasn’t Noel Gallagher and everything was set up too loud for such a cramped space. Nobody danced and only bawdy college boys with date rape in their eyes approached Kendra. 

	The unexplainable urge had her curious and not a little bit horny: go to the bar, pick-up a man.

	She rolled the wedding ring around on her fingers hoping the approaching men and boys caught a reflected glint. They didn’t and once the band got to performing a sloppy rendition of a Green Day track, Kendra rose, unable to listen or deal with any more meatheads, and left. Flustered and confused. The Volvo rolled the twenty minutes across town to home. It was a quarter to 11:00 PM but felt much later.

	She opened the mirrored cabinet doors above the bathroom sink, and began her process. No skipping steps: rubbing the cleaner, splashing rinse, rubbing the wrinkle cream, circular always circular, then rubbing the specialty eye cream for color, rolling the nighttime moisturizer over her lips, and then spending ten minutes staring at her face. To the untrained eye, she was beautiful. Stare long enough and see the cracks. 

	The highflying mood of the day before had evaporated when in the bookstore she approached a tiny man, hoping to strike up a conversation. The man didn’t believe for a second in her interest and asked her to leave him alone. When she tried to explain herself, he shouted at her. She ran. Literally ran from this unbelievable scene, purchase banging in the plastic bag against her thigh all the way to her car. The coffee house was only better because she had refused herself the right to approach anyone. 

	Why am I doing this? 

	Men smiled and she smiled back, her eyes sly and sexy. 

	Stupid, a brain blip; she was done. 

	She stepped to the full-length mirror and stripped. She lifted her breasts. Somehow, they fell further than a week earlier when she stood in front of a different mirror.

	Flash: her lower half draped with slimy leech pants. 

	She shuddered, closing her eyes.

	Flash: the giant grasshoppers. Running. Her son’s sadness. Boarding the boat. Being home.

	“How did I get here?” she asked. The ride across was gone from memory. “Why do I hate them?”

	There were so many pictures around the house. Everywhere she went she found photographs of them. It was the family she supposedly wanted nothing to do with. She slid into bed naked and rolled in the sheets, sad and lonely, thinking: work tomorrow, work only, nothing else. Work. Work and forget. 

	Eventually, she slept. 

	The telephone rang. She shot an arm out and fingered the buttons for the correct bit of plastic to press. She hit it twice. A simple solution, but it began ringing anew in her hand. She hit the button once and lifted the telephone to her ear, eyes closed.

	“Did you hang up on me, you silly birdie?” asked the same feminine voice from the night before.

	“Who is this?” Kendra asked, voice raspy, face all but buried in her pillow.

	“You’re so beautiful; I understand why you cheated on him. Life’s awfully boring with only one flavor of ice cream. Especially for a beautiful woman like you.”

	“Who are you?” Kendra’s eyes opened. She rolled onto her back.

	“When are you coming home?”

	“Home where?”

	“Back to the ‘Den, of course. We all miss you, mostly me, well, actually, mostly Jay.”

	Kendra growled defensively. “How do you know Jay?”

	“Oops, I’ve got to go. Busy day tomorrow, have to get ready for the weekend. See you soon.”

	“No wait!” 

	The line died. 

	—

	The cursor blinked, teasing, demanding. Kendra held her head. She’d finished her fourth cup of coffee in two hours and was still unable to focus. Two more email requests had landed in her inbox. One arrived with an explanation from her agent—an invitation for an old pen name to write a flash piece for a quick $150. Flash fiction was fun and it had little to do with the quick money. The second request was for another column in blog form, online use only, about finances for modern women. 

	The column feature wasn’t doing. 

	She turned to an old friend. 

	The constricting confines of flash fiction cradled a tight demand. Steffi Hilden, a semi-famous short story writer, and secretly Kendra Morris, was one of the main draws of the impending fiction anthology—if she was willing. The subject was autumn. A tight due date suggested that she wasn’t one of the first choices for semi-star additions.

	Two minutes after re-reading the topic, the cursor danced across the screen:

	 

	Floating on air, auburn, chocolate, and pumpkin, the leaves sprinkle and I watch my son living in the prime of life. One moment after the first, each better than the last. Eyes shining, nose and cheeks pink, gentle puffs of steam promise frost, but not for him, not yet. Life simple and loving and everlasting.

	I envy him. 

	I envy his state. 

	Autumn is a reminder that he cannot see as I see. Living the way he does, one happy thought to the next, wiping his nose on his sleeve, leaves jammed into every orifice of his jacket and pants—attire constipated with foliage. 

	I envy the happiness. 

	I envy the world of a small boy. 

	The prime of his existence is always, until it isn’t.

	I had it once. You had it once.

	The past is gone and the future isn’t what he sees. 

	The future isn’t the happiness of freshly raked leaves, boys flying through the air, running and jumping and rolling, life in the present, each second budding with more promise than the last. 

	His expression asks, what’s next? Always.

	It asks the question longing for more, longing for the quickening of seconds, passing into compiled, everlasting happiness, gathered like leaves so he might dive in and bask in the papery shadows. 

	The future isn’t how he sees it. 

	Soon enough his happy seasons pass, soon enough he reaches the autumn of life, readying for the end when white blankets the world, and hearts stop, no longer looking or loving or seeing the seconds that hands had attempted to choke and coddle, hold against the will of nature.

	Now: his smile steady, unknowing. 

	My son’s is a mind to envy, a place and time in the history of life before autumn means the passing of beauty, the losing of more and more, the darkening shades before winter brings about demise.

	I envy that boy, my boy. 

	He cannot see the beginning of the end.

	 

	Kendra sat back and read what she’d written, not wondering if it was good or bad, wondering why the tears fell as they did. Why did the thought of a happy son make her so sad? Something deep below the surface demanded more answers than she had to offer.

	She read it a third time, picturing her Jacky in autumn leaves. 

	How did this love disappear? 

	It makes sense between a man and a woman. Love lost its way and fell apart. Mother to son, that was a different love, one that burned hot and needed no fuel. She’d never carried her husband. She’d never risked her beauty for him. But Jack. Jacky. She’d done it all for him. There was a time when it seemed unbearable that she watch him step onto the school bus. 

	It had become impossible to sit before the computer screen any longer. She flopped onto the couch and reached for the Coles bookstore bag on the coffee table. Continuing where she had left off in Where are the Children?, but with a fresh new copy, things were getting intense and the rain was slashing while a ticking clock was going against saving the children. 

	—

	The townsfolk glared through windows and loaded emergency kits, ready to head for the cellars. If they didn’t right things, the storm threatened to topple them. 

	Marjorie joined Harold and a sleeping Jay Morris in the basement of the clinic. Calling Judy Collins was Marjorie’s idea; one that went against her husband’s opinion. Judy said she’d come right away. Marjorie held Jay’s hands in wait.

	The doctor was upstairs dealing with small injuries, mostly debris in eyes and gashes from falls. The storm surfaced in a heartbeat and had stuck around. 

	Judy pushed open the glass doors and the wind flung the secondary doors inward as well, knocking down a rack of wildly dated pamphlets about heart problems, smoking, and pregnancy. 

	“Jeepers creepers, eh?” Judy said. Her hair was a mess and she wore a bulky rain jacket. Somehow, she still managed to seem perfect. 

	“This way, Miss Collins,” the receptionist said and rose to open the door to the care area.

	Judy followed the woman.  

	“We need a familiar voice,” the doctor said as he popped out of an office and then led the way the basement door. “I need you to talk to him.”

	“To Jay Morris?”

	“Yes, of course.”

	“The way you talked to his wife. I take it he’s asleep, the way she was?” There was scolding in her voice.

	“Uh huh,” Pinder said, absently.

	“But attempting rape isn’t necessary, correct? Like, you don’t mean for me to assault him in a sexual manner? I don’t have to put a wrinkly pecker in him anywhere or touch his breasts or jerk my meat thinking about him, correct?” 

	Pinder stopped and looked around the basement. Marjorie and Harold were wide-eyed. 

	“No, just talk,” his voice quaked. “I wrote down what to say.”

	“Just talk?” Judy asked, playfully. She took the sheet of paper from the doctor’s quivering hand. She leaned down and whispered into Pinder’s ear, his eyes widened and he burst up the stairs.

	Judy turned to face Harold and Marjorie. Jay lay motionless on a cot behind them. 

	“Hey, you two.” 

	“Hey,” Harold’s voice was slow, swooning.

	Judy ran her hand on Jay’s cheek. “He sure is a sleepy feller.” She smiled and balled up the paper the doctor had given her. 

	—

	Sleep refused Kendra and she answered the telephone on the first ring. 

	“Hello.”

	“You’re awake.”

	“Who is this?”

	“I saw your husband today and I saw in that dirty doctor’s eyes what he did to you, terrible. Doctors are difficult acquisitions, so I guess we just have to put up with him…for now.”

	“You saw my husband? Are you on Camden Island?” Muddled memories and thoughts of sickness and hatred joined them. Even hearing about the island brought forth a swirling in her guts.

	“Of course. I’m where you need to be. I saw your husband and we shared our first kiss. He has nice lips and he’s gotten himself into pretty good shape. If he had more time, I bet he’d get himself a six-pack like a TV stud.”

	“Are you that girl, Judy?”

	“Very good, Kendra. Are you coming back yet? I don’t really want to raise your kid alone. He needs his real mama, too.”

	“I don’t want to and…I can’t come back.”

	“That jerk did a number on you. I want you to come back. It’s a special year. I’ve finally made my choice. I’ve made choices years before, years ago, but things change. You have to come home.”

	Kendra fought an urge to vomit. To go back, be near her family, be on the island, no thank you. “I can’t.”

	“Put me on speaker. Close your eyes. Think about breathing.”

	“Why do you keep calling?”

	“Don’t be such a wimp. Close your eyes and do what you’re told for once.” The command held authority and Kendra hit the speaker button. “These feelings aren’t real. I want you to know the truth. Close your eyes and think about the air in your lungs. In…and out, slow and easy. Clear your mind and think about long breaths…”

	—

	“Where’d you go, Dad?” Jack asked. He munched on pancakes hot off the pan as his father dished them out.

	“What do you mean?”

	A man named Charlie had dropped Jack off that morning. He babysat for the night after the hospital visit when Jack’s father ran off without word. 

	“After I cut myself.”

	“Oh, I don’t remember. Does it matter?” Jay fostered a peculiar feeling about not recalling, but thoughts of his impending date had his mood light and his heart aflutter.

	“No, guess not. Do you like that girl?”

	“Judy?”

	“Yeah.”

	“Yes, I do. Do you like her?”

	“Sure, she’s way better than Mommy. I hate Mommy.” Jack smacked as he spoke.

	“Don’t say that. Your mother is wonderful and I wish she’d come back to us, all of us. You don’t just un-love people.”

	Jack shrugged; he’d stopped listening. He worried that his father might take back the knife, and since the sun came out and the storm was gone, there were lots of things to carve. 

	—

	Kendra awoke late. Unlike the morning earlier, she fought her urges. She focused on work and wrote the blog column on adapting to the world of online banking. It was mostly a how-to concerning creating a password and avoiding phishing scams. Once she finished, the urge roared anew, demanding she move. 

	Get to Camden. Get to the ‘Den. Move it, sister! You’ve got everything you need here! Move!

	Kendra watched television with half a mind, afternoon became evening. She fixed herself a roast and baked a cake to quell the urge and place her mind elsewhere. She went to sleep, waiting for another call. 

	The call didn’t come and sleep won. 

	—

	Jay buzzed, high on life. Judy was awesome, fun and energetic, playful. As a bonus, Jack liked her too. They watched a movie, her smaller frame nuzzled up against him. They kissed, his hands roved and she blocked any serious passage. All was well. Judy was worth the wait. She was nearly perfect.

	 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

	Wake up!

	Kendra shook. The voice inside rocked her. It was already noon. She had to get moving. She’d fought it too long already. Rushing into the shower, thinking that if she hurried, she might catch the 5:30 PM ferry to Porter’s Island, be on Camden Island by 8:30 PM. 

	The coffee bubbled while she dressed. A thermos filled, granola bars packed for breakfast and lunch, get supper on the Bemidean—she departed. It was all raw emptiness while the dented Volvo moved northbound. One hour in, she hit road construction. The heavy yellow machines and the men in reflective vests covered one kilometer at a time. Slowly. Three different sets of road crews put her behind schedule by an hour. This changed the itinerary. Slowing her motion, easing her foot, she’d have to catch the late boat.

	An hour from the ferry dock, three hours to spare, Kendra heard a horrid thumping and pulled over. The driver’s side front had gone flat, flubbing out like a loose muffin top. 

	“Three hours,” she said and got to work.

	Changing a tire wasn’t exactly easy, but it certainly was doable. Air continued to hiss as she worked, losing another hour as she screwed around with the hopeless jack. The hiss ceased once the SUV lifted. She replaced the wheel, now with no time to waste. The deflated tire rolled toward the back hatch and only then did she notice that the additional hiss came from the back tire and that she’d punctured both tires on the driver’s side.

	“No.” She covered her face with her dirty hands, took five deep breaths, and regained her composure. There was a reason she was a member of CAA.

	Two hours later, a tow truck pulled her and the Volvo up to the dock parking lot. Her policy covered part of the way. The remainder went on a credit card. 

	She had time, not much, but time enough to catch the boat. The ticket window featured a hand-written notice on bright orange paper.

	Due to inclement weather, the final ferry to Porter’s Island has been cancelled. The ferry will resume service for the morning trip leaving at 6:15 AM.

	Sorry for the inconvenience.

	—

	Hair in the shape of a snowdrift, greasy fingerprint smears across her face, Kendra drove the Volvo deep into the bowels of the Bemidian ferry. An occupied mind allowed her to roll up the ramp and park without anxiety. It took fourteen minutes for the other vehicles to load and for the massive iron mouth to draw closed. She’d purchased a small spare tire in the early hours. It cost her two hundred—an expected premium given location. The vehicle leaned as if trying to spill a driver out the window.

	A hoard of people left their cars to make way for the passenger areas above. Kendra hadn’t yet looked in the mirror. Upon seeing some of the other drivers that spent the night in their vehicles, she knew she ought to do something with her hair, at the very least. There was time for coffee later.

	As she approached the bluish glow coming from an opening in the underbelly of the ship, she looked with a nostalgic eye into the bed of an old truck. There’d been too many emotional turnarounds in the last week. 

	The washroom light was bright, she and another woman shared a smile; both had smeary faces and absurd hair. Kendra rinsed and soaped with the pink goop, rinsed again. Hair damp, she tied a ponytail with a rubber band from the bottom of her purse.

	The cafeteria fryers filled the atmosphere with the scent of cheaply billed obesity. Kendra’s stomach grumbled and she got into line. Pancakes, hash browns, bacon, sausage, coffee, and orange juice. The water was calm, almost as if they hadn’t left shore. The sun bounced from the wake into the window while the over-tired passengers ate and drank mediocre offerings.

	Kendra finished her meal and pondered a recently discovered memory, wondering if it was a reality. Thoughts of the island…settling on the doctor, it made her furious. She clenched a fist and slammed it down on the table. The wooden handle of the steak knife brought around another set of memories: the mountain lions, the fish, the bugs, the horrors of Camden Island. The knife slid into her sock.

	Children ran around the cafeteria, shouting, shooting finger guns, and picking their noses. Mothers and fathers were too tired to care. Kendra missed Jack, and now only trusted logical emotions. If indeed such emotions existed.

	The speakers overhead announced arrival in ten minutes and that the drivers needed to return to their automobiles. Kendra rose and followed a touchless conga line out of the grease scented cafeteria to the tobacco scented iron belly. 

	Bright outside, Kendra streamed past the tourist stores; owners had placed wooden sandwich board signs on the sidewalks. Half-off tribal goodies, buy three get one free Porter’s Island postcards. Life slowed on an island. Things seemed less important. The water and ozone on the air were a vibrant perfume to prove it. In fact, it reeked of the past, an affront to the progress that the mainland demanded. 

	At the final leg, there were familiar faces on the floating platform ferry. One other car and four passengers rode to Camden Island. Kendra caught the angry glares. 

	In a flash, heavy fog drifted in, the islanders held their collective breath. Strangely, the fog cleared as quickly as it came, and the boat docked. Kendra hadn’t moved from the driver’s seat of the Volvo.

	Kendra rolled from the boat and slowed for a stop sign. She made a face—a mixture of surprise, anger, and exhaustion—when the nose of Charlie Sanderson’s Dodge slammed the rear corner of the Volvo, spinning it sideways before tipping it over—as if a slow-motion scene played out in real time. Kendra’s head struck the window and the glass shot outward. 

	—

	“She came back for something,” Charlie said to Alden. 

	The doctor had hypnotized her, this was common knowledge, leaving her without a reason to return. Many also knew the doctor screwed up with Jay. The assumption was that Judy had fixed that. Judy had a way with men and a way with problems.

	“Maybe the ‘Den wants her to feed the cougars,” Alden said, only partly kidding. 

	They made a call. Florence and Charlotte weren’t sure that it was right, but their lives and beliefs demanded a level of faith. Reluctantly, they settled on calling Judy. 

	It rang. And rang. And rang.

	“Try Abagail,” Alden said.

	Charlie did.

	“Harvest Swing tonight, can’t risk an extra body,” Abagail said. “You youngers don’t know it, but I remember years when the numbers didn’t fit. The crops burned and the snows stayed for twelve straight months. Folks starved.”

	“We offer her then?” Alden asked. No humor in his tone now.

	“It’s the only way. Take her to the pit dens,” Abagail whispered.

	—

	Judy’s hand rested upon Jay’s. Jay’s other hand was on the steering handle of the paddleboat. Jack watched the small waves out the back. He held a fishing pole and let the line dangle behind, lately a veteran of patience.

	“How did it all start? I mean this community and the people. Everyone talks like this place is a destiny.”

	Judy squeezed Jay’s fingers. Jay smiled; he was happier now than he remembered ever being with Kendra. It seemed almost impossible how happy he was, even after he’d discovered the doctor had stolen pictures from the back of his wife’s Volvo while she rode the boat. That notion of anger lingered deep below his euphoria.

	“It’s all crap if you ask me. People have fun, they like folk tales. This one goes back more than two hundred years. A man and a wife; the wife heard a call, a promise on the air as sweet as a spring bloom, so they say anyway. They came over from Britain—a place called Camden…real original, huh? This was long before Canada was an official anything, you know. Anyway, the wife heard the voice and the promises, don’t ask what they were because it’s a secret.” Judy winked. “The wife convinced her husband and they convinced others. The wife heard the voice, promising perfection and eternity—youth, both physical and mental—until the end of time, in exchange for more and more people, until the ‘Den said enough.”

	“So what happened to her?”

	“What do you mean?”

	“It’s not as if she’s lived forever since,” Jay said.

	“Oh right, well, that first year of perfection, according to fable, the man accused the wife of devil play—Jesus was a big deal, but not as big as the Devil and witchcraft. During the first Harvest Swing, the husband got drunk on ale and accused his wife publicly. It’s said that she kissed him and sucked all his life out. Others think she ate him. I figure he died and she died, everybody does sometime.”

	“So, what’s the deal with the Harvest Swing, it’s a tourist thing?”

	Judy shook her head. “No way, that’s private. There aren’t any tourists permitted on the ‘Den for the days leading up—or today or tomorrow. Tourists know, they don’t even try to come.”

	“But we’re here,” Jay said.

	Judy’s hand left Jay’s and traced her leg, up to the V of her cottons shorts. “Do you plan on leaving?” she asked in a pouty voice.

	Jay’s dick pitched forward. Full mast in a flash.

	“I thought not.” She smiled and put her hand back over his. 

	—

	Her body swayed. Her head ached and the sockets at her shoulders burned from stretching. Blood trickled from the top of her head and from a cut on her leg. The ropes around her legs dug and rubbed at the knife she’d stashed, sawing into her flesh with every crooked step taken. Kendra tried to scream. Silver duct tape covered her mouth. 

	Green and white all around her. Blue overhead. The skies were clear, the air hot and sticky with humidity, threatening a storm. The route wound and the men grunted. Her body moved from vertical to horizontal and back again, over and over as they traveled deeper into the pit.

	“We should’ve just dropped her in,” said one of the men.

	“It’s the rules, can’t murder. It’s hard enough doing this. I’ll be imagining the fucking mountain lions munching on her for weeks,” said the other.

	Kendra’s heart thumped; panicked, ready to explode at the prospect of becoming food. She tried to kick free of the aluminum pole they’d tied her to. Briefly, she wondered, is this from a clothes-drying rack?

	The sun moved from directly overhead. The men finally set Kendra at the bottom of the pit. They took the aluminum post—indeed from someone’s clothes-drying rack—and headed back the way they’d come. Kendra watched them until they’d wound around, fully leaving her view. She tugged and kicked. The tape around her arms and legs gave nothing and she bent to reach the knife in her sock. The knife that had gouged her leg while simultaneously reminding her that she had a glimmer of hope. Tears streamed and the wet snot in her nostrils threatened to suffocate her where she lay. She took long breaths, attempting to calm her heart, maybe she’d live long enough to figure out a way to freedom. 

	A torrent of questions needed answers:

	Why me? 

	Why did I come back? 

	Where’s that woman? 

	Do mountain lions eat people?

	Of course they do; they eat meat.

	So why me?

	The conversation within stopped at a crunch, light, and close by. She turned her head and stared down the face of a golden snake with massive black eyes. She tried to scream again, rolling away, jerking her body up and sideways. The knife tore into her leg and her head lashed backward in pain. Skull met rock, more blood spilled, and her eyes drifted. The last thing she saw before the world faded was the fangs of the snake. 

	—

	The townsfolk were busy and happy—excluding those knowing that Kendra Morris had come back. They gathered and readied the drinks and food. Harvest Swing was the biggest night of the year, the annual step outside the quaint and back to the savagery of nature.

	Harold and Alden readied the Finch bodies. They’d already been salted and dried, but a scent remained—lucky, sometimes folks passed close after the Swing and decomposed despite the efforts to keep them whole. The stink got to be something awful. The Finches had to burn atop the sacrificial stalk platforms. The burning pacified the numbers and gave souls back to the skies. 

	“At least once most of the water goes, the bodies get light,” Alden said. He stood below the wrapped corpse of Mr. Finch.

	“Got that right.” Harold attempted easiness but was uneasy as hell.

	—

	Kendra scratched her face. 

	There was a cool weight on her chest. 

	The predicament had changed. Her hands mysteriously freed, fingers waving before her face, the tape drooped in hunks. Chewed through. Pink spots floated and she had to wait for her eyes to adjust. She ran her fingers to the rock someone sat on her chest. It moved, coiling around her wrist, and up her arm.

	The snake. 

	The tape over her mouth absorbed the brunt of her terror. 

	The snake continued up her arm and to her neck, draping around like fresh stretched dough. Terror told her not to move. The message failed and she rocked forward and pushed away. The knife dug further into her leg and she shot backward, screaming beneath the tape. The snake lifted its head and stared into Kendra’s eyes, her brain flashed to Kipling’s Kaa and its powerful gaze.

	This thing was surely poisonous, maybe rabid.

	Why else would it approach?

	The snake under her chin had Kaa’s power for a moment, but logic prevailed and she snapped free, and gently pushed the snake aside. It left her alone, taking off in a slow slither. Kendra tore the tape from her lips. Chunks of skin peeled away like onion layers. She bent back and felt for the knife, working at an angle that further dug the blade in, just below her inner calf. A spot in the middle of her back shot a spasm of discomfort and she jerked straight with pain. The knife dug more and she let her tears come while she mulled over the correct angle to the puzzle.

	The stupidity of it made her grunt. She lifted her legs and shaped her body into a U. With the tip of her finger, she pushed the knife out of the carved gully and the pain receded. She then bent her knees and pulled the knife away, and layback again to catch her breath. 

	Pain was exhausting.

	It took thirty-nine seconds to get to her ass. She bent forward, using the knife to cut through the remaining tape from her ankles. Freedom. 

	Not quite.

	High limestone walls rose around her and she wondered where the trail began. Gazing a full circle, her neck stopped in a kink, a gasp sucked air home into her chest. Six mountain lions stepped toward her in a pack. She gripped her knife and rose to her feet, shaky and feeling eerily close to totally fucked. 

	—

	Although she’d long left the cottage, Jay sat glaring out into space, thinking about life and how he’d gotten here. Camden Island offered the perfect mix of accidents. Kendra’s infidelity had become a blessing. There was even a plan to add Mr. Foligno to a future Christmas card list. 

	“What do you think?” Jack asked holding up a tiny canoe he’d carved.

	The Lion Cubs had done him more good than Jay had imagined possible in those three short days. 

	“Looks good, who are ya putting in it?”

	Jack looked at it. “My toys are too big. I’ll have to get Lego men.”

	“Does it float?” Jay asked. His smile so big and so real that only a bolt of lightning through the head might hinder his mood.

	“Don’t know.”

	“Race ya!” Jay shot to his feet and ran toward the dock, letting his son burst by him.

	They both dropped to their knees on the dock and Jack lowered the canoe. He took a deep breath and let go, the gentle waves rolled beneath the carving. It floated and Jack bounced happily.

	“Look’it!”

	“I see it, Jacky.”

	Jay’s eyes shifted to his reflection. The reflection winked and melted away. The flesh browned and grew fuzzy, the bone structure transformed. Giant teeth burst from his gums, his jowl shifted forward, and his nose flattened and darkened. His reflection roared and Jay fell backward onto the dock.

	“Daddy?”

	Jay gasped for breath.

	“Dad?”

	“Let’s go get ready. I think this big party starts at sundown,” he said, fighting to regulate his breathing.

	 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

	The options seemed either to run and become a meal, or fight and become a meal. Either way the outlook didn’t seem particularly good. She continued to limp backward until she stumbled and fell. The fight lost. Quick thumping paws approached, grinding gravel.

	“Fuck! Off!” She held out her arms and a giant slobbery mouth opened above her, drizzling her with drool. This was, without a doubt, the same beast that had watched her bathe. The mountain lion snapped and snarled, growling deep in its throat as it seemed to aim for her jugular. She pushed it away, crying and screeching in terror as it chomped its long teeth. The knife, she’d nearly forgotten that she had, moved at adrenaline’s guidance.

	The devil on her shoulder spoke, fuck it, give up and die. What’s the point? You might get away from this one, but there’s five more. Just die. At least you’ll never get old and ugly like your mother.

	“No,” she muttered through a snotty face, some hers and some the mountain lions. All of it thick and nasty.

	Let go, let go, let go, you can’t win. Fuck it, your family probably won’t take you back anyway…you no good whore.

	That did it and she let her arms drop. The hot mouth grasped her throat and then gave up biting. It pawed and nudged as if wanting a partner at play. Kendra opened her eyes and the beast hissed and growled, snapping at her, swatting her with enough force to roll her sideways. The knife remained under her hand. 

	A new voice said, oh hell, why not? 

	She flopped and rolled, stabbing with the steak knife into the beast’s neck. It continued at her and she stabbed two more times until the knife lodged into the heavy coat and muscles. Grunting, she yanked until the knife came free. Blood rushed from the wounds onto the stony floor, showering Kendra in steamy crimson gore along the way. The mountain lion lowered and panted. Kendra swung, stabbing wildly three more strikes before the knife caught again. 

	A scream left her throat, “Fuck you!” 

	Huffing for air, she flopped sideways and chanced a glance at the others. They sat in a line, five monstrous animals, bored. What had happened wasn’t a fight, not really. Kendra’s eyes moved back to the animal she’d stabbed. It made a catlike mewing sound that grew deeper and hollower. The cat’s frame lightened in tone and size. Its head shifted and transformed with horrid snaps of bone and rips of flesh, only to heal into a new shape. The deep mewing became a voice.

	“Thank you. Oh, praise the Lord in Heaven, thank you,” said the half man half cougar as he transformed closer to man.

	“Fuckfuckfuck!” Kendra backpedalled.

	“You can’t let them get another, it must stop,” said the man before his head dropped and he died, naked and old, drenched in blood, knife jutting from his shoulder. 

	The others of the pride rose and watched. Kendra gave little thought to what the man had said. She wanted her family and she wanted to be away from all of the insanity on the island. 

	The pit walls were high and she didn’t have time to find and follow a winding path. She sunk her fingers into the rock face and lifted her body. It had been years, but this wall presented a relatively easy exit for her experience level.

	Like riding a bike. 

	She climbed.

	—

	Live music strummed and happy voices floated over the site. Jay wondered what the locals had used before the movie production company showed up and built the scenery. Great piles of wildflowers sat below the tall stalky formations, shrouds painted in autumnal tones. Everyone held cups of light brown liquid and wore great smiles. The children ran wild, sipping from cups of their own.

	“Can I get you a glass of Swing punch?” Florence Ovo asked. She stood by the path’s opening, manning the ladle and the snacks.

	“Love one,” Jay said and reached out for a cup. “I guess a cup of whatever the kids are drinking as well.”

	“All drink the punch,” Florence said.

	Jay took his cup and smelled the liquid. It reeked of grains and flowers, even perhaps of freshly cut grass, but not boozy. He took Jack’s cup and handed it down. Jack stood next to his father and drank, sipping back the contents with ten quick mouthfuls, barely stalling for breath. He handed the cup to his father.

	“More?” Jay asked.

	Jack nodded. “I like it.”

	Jay handed the cup to Florence and Florence filled it. The band started again, and Jay pointed for Jack to join the other children running around the teepees and the stalky formations. Jack took a long drink and then did so. 

	Jay drank from his cup and understood his son’s indulgence, and before a second thought, he needed a refill himself. Jay stepped further into the party, eyes out for Judy. She promised him a surprise. If it wasn’t for that, he might’ve stuck it out at the cottage. The image of his face melting away had troubled him deeply. 

	Though, the image was minimal when paralleled with the pull from Judy. A promise, certainly sexual. The way she said it had his blood on the move.

	“How’s it going?” Harold asked. A meaty hand slapped against Jay’s back playfully.

	“This is quite a shindig. Looks like everybody on the island’s here.”

	“Sure, we all come out for Harvest Swing.”

	“Easy time to pull a heist,” Jay said. 

	“I suppose so, but we’re all here and we’d know if we weren’t. Come on, the rest of the guys are this way, probably best to meet a few more folks since you’re staying awhile.”

	Jay looked around for Jack. The boy chased some bigger boys, cup in hand—dyed by the spilled punch. He was fine. 

	“Lead the way,” Jay said and took another mouthful. 

	—

	Not far up the wall, Kendra recognized how unlike a bicycle climbing really was. It was scary and falling meant a hell of a lot more than a skinned knee. Her arms had weakened, blood rushed elsewhere, and the wound on her leg throbbed. The path came like a gift from heaven. She lay a moment and then decided on the easier route for a while. She looked back over her shoulder and saw the five lions racing up behind her. They were a good distance yet, but if they wanted her, she needed to move faster than what the easy route offered.

	She chanced waiting, watching the lions until they came to within thirty feet, and then they stopped. They sat patiently. Kendra got to her feet and stepped along the path. It involved a slope, some edging of slim cliffs and two climbs. It was easier by bounds, but her heart continued to pump in bouts of frantic action. At any moment, these beasts would take the curious woman.

	Why haven’t they?

	She imagined the cats letting her get to the edge and then dragging her back, toying with her. She the mouse and they the predators on every level, ones with a collective sense of humor. 

	The sun fell as if in a race and Kendra pushed along. Unwise to linger alone with the lions past daylight—more unwise. The gravel behind her crunched and the stones fell into the pit. She stopped. The path had slimmed and she hugged the wall. 

	“Please leave me alone,” she muttered. 

	Two lions brushed past her and stopped only feet on the far side, she looked back for the others and found them close by, growling low. They stepped nearer; she looked up at the last fifteen feet—so she hoped—of the pit and dug her fingers into crevices overhead.

	Tears flowed and a whine ran from her throat. This seemed a new constant of her existence. Halfway up, she looked down. It was a straight shot beyond the tiny ledge, ninety, perhaps one hundred feet. Gaze shortened, wrought eyes glaring through the gloom at the cougars, finding only one remained. It watched her and she focused on the wall. The toeholds revealed themselves as if painted in fluorescents. The handholds did the same. She saw the final eleven movements before she made them. The busted but not broken frame pushed and pulled up the rocky wall.

	At the top of the pit, she heard music and saw a path. “The fucking ‘Den, natural cunt fuck, bullshit,” she said and stumbled forward. “I’ll light it up and wait for a boat. Watch it burn.”

	An image of Jack with flames riding his back like a superhero’s cape zapped her empty fantasy away into nothingness. 

	—

	The sun went down and Jay’s insides stirred as if in a blender. The music seemed to speed up and the world around him swirled. Cheers befell the group. Jay and Jack were the only unfamiliar parties to the punch. 

	“What’s going on?” Jay leaned on Harold.

	“Don’t worry. You’ll do better next year,” Harold said as he slipped out of his shoes. 

	All around, the villagers undressed. Women let breasts sag, let vaginas and asses catch the light of the moon. Older men stood with their balls dangling below shrivelled penises. Young men and boys the opposite, and those from aged thirty to sixty stood somewhere between. Some children, still bashful, stayed in their underwear. Most in double digits, and all under five saw no shame, and let everything out.

	Judy stepped out from a teepee, naked and smooth everywhere. “Gather, gather,” she said.

	The crowd did so. Harold dragged Jay—fully clothed—along. Marjorie found Jack, stripped him to his undies and carried him to the circle.

	“We are here because the ‘Den blesses us so. This year we lost two of our family but found wonderful—” Judy stalled, catching sight of Jay. “Strip him. But found two wonderful replacements.”

	Jay focused on the dim world as it swayed and swirled. There was fire and moon. Fleshy tones moving all around him. He tried to shout for Jack. Called out, oddly, for Kendra. It oozed from his lips in a drunken slur. Unable to act, he felt the clothing stripped from him, and although it alarmed his senses, it had a wonderfully relaxing effect. Nudity was right and natural.

	“Light them!” Judy shouted. The death stands lit and the flowers burned until the stalks caught. “Bring him!” 

	The crowd looked around confusedly but did as told. Harold on one side, Charlie on the other, they dragged the sloppy Jay Morris before Judy Collins. The remainder of the citizens stood agog at this breach from the norm. It had been years since Judy demanded a man. Many hadn’t yet come to the island the last time it had happened, others weren’t born or were too young to recall. Abagail, Florence, and Charlotte remembered, it was sometime in the ‘60s.

	Jay seemed to float and then drop onto the soft bed of grass. It was no more than a flickering flash of light. He strained to understand the voice coming into his ear. Flesh touched his flesh. The world came back to him, in the visual sense anyway.

	“Jay, it’s me.”

	“Judy,” he whispered, staring up at the beautiful face.

	She took his hand and ran it over her firm breast. “Is this what you thought when I said surprise?”

	“Yeah-hmm.” Her flesh was wonderful and his erection seemed to sniff at the air for a gateway.

	“Then that’s what you’ll get. Do you want me, want me forever?”

	“Yes, yes,” he tried to shout but did little more than moan.

	“Stop!” a cry erupted. 

	The circle opened.

	“Hold her. She’ll understand soon enough,” Judy said. 

	The shrouds dropped in the death stands and the bodies of the deceased Finches caught flame. 

	—

	Kendra had reached the road to find the mountain lions waiting. She recognized the scenery and raced away from the animals and away from the rental cottage. The path was bright, as if illuminated by supernatural forces, and loud. She chased into the forest. 

	The music stopped and a single voice echoed through the air. The large cats followed closely behind her. The fear had evaporated. They had a plan for her. They were men, men somehow eaten by the ‘Den and transformed into beasts. The place was evil. Evil and it had to end; burn every last villager alive if that’s what it took to save her family. It was up to her. She had to be selfless and better than she had ever been before.

	Fire and then the voice. 

	That goody-goody bitch, that phony. Kendra ran through the woods and spotted a line of ass cheeks, young and old, fit and flabby. 

	“Stop!” Kendra shouted as she pushed up to the crowd and saw Judy on top of her husband. Jealousy burned at her core.

	“Hold her, she’ll understand soon enough,” Judy said. 

	Arms grasped Kendra and held her tightly.

	“Strip her?” a man asked, a bit eagerly.

	“Of course,” Judy said. “She needs to see this. She needs to understand our ways, and most importantly, who she is to us, to me.”

	“No!” Kendra struggled.

	A fist planted against her face. Her lip exploded and the fight she carried with her staggered. The blow deflated every drop of adrenal energy.

	“Don’t you hurt her or I’ll have you on next year’s pyre!” Judy said, sneering.

	The crowd stilled in anticipation and curiosity.

	Kendra witnessed her husband’s penis slide inside the other woman. Furious, growls and grunts left her swelling lips while she squirmed helplessly. This was hopeless. She’d never been so jealous. She’d never been so angry with her husband. She’d never been so scared for her son.

	“Where’s Jack?” she managed. 

	Nobody answered. All eyes and ears were on the central show, the public fucking.

	Jay moaned and touched Judy’s playground of fantasies. Kendra let her eyes fall onto her husband’s face. This man didn’t see beyond the woman, didn’t see beyond what he wanted to see. His face bunched and then he let out a long breath, shuddering, as Judy flailed and wailed for more, begged that he fill her up. Jay’s face didn’t cease its orgasmic reaction.

	“More! More!” Judy screamed, as Jay shot into her, his orgasm pumping relentlessly.

	Judy’s ass lifted and she bounced five final times. Jay’s cock ceased output and Judy fell sideways, spent. She crawled away from the man. The crowd grew silent. 

	Animals growled low, and the circle parted as the mountain lions entered and stepped toward the dying man. 

	“Get away!” Kendra screeched. 

	Jay smiled. His cheeks were gaunt and pale, blood and semen dribbled from the tip of his softening penis. His heart danced through a layer of tissue paper skin, irregular and slow. Kendra continued to writhe as the beasts sauntered toward Jay.

	Judy crawled between Kendra and her husband. 

	“This you don’t need to watch. Don’t cry. It’s been you all along. You and I will be sisters. I knew it the moment I saw you drive from the boat. The second that your changed heart pumped a beat on the ‘Den. I knew it was you. We are one and the same.” 

	Judy brushed a hand over Kendra’s face. It smelled like pussy and semen. Kendra squirmed.

	“It’s been a long and beautiful life, decade after decade alone, but that’s over. You’ll understand in time, you’re my sister now.” Judy pet Kendra’s hair and then covered her ears as the mountain lions devoured their prize.

	 



EPILOGUE

	“Keep up! Keep up!” Kendra shouted over her shoulder. 

	It was the first warm and dry day after the snow melted and gave way to the spring thaw. She felt and looked younger than she had in years. Perfect and wonderful. She’d sold the house and the life insurance money promised any tuck or pull she’d ever need, but she’d never need it.

	The money went into the pool. The money helped fund things on the ‘Den.

	“Come on, lazy bones!” Kendra jogged backward on the trail.

	“You zip it, jerk!” Judy called up from back a ways. She held a ready to burst belly. She was pregnant with Jay’s seed, Jay’s cub, Jay’s soul. 

	“You ought to leave her be. I can’t believe she isn’t on her butt. Amazing,” said a man who’d come for an early season vacation. 

	He had salt and pepper hair, completely white at the temples, but was in fantastic shape and was smart in all the right ways. He loved the ‘Den, had been there for two weeks and called into his practice to prolong his vacation.

	“You’re the doc, doc,” Kendra said. They’d stopped to wait for Judy. “You win, Jude! We’ll wait!”

	Kendra leaned toward the doctor—a recent divorcee—his fingers danced over her own and electricity transferred from one to the other. The ‘Den needed a new doctor and this man was ripe for the spot. Weeks earlier, Pinder awoke to find a familiar face in the darkness of his lonely home and his body strapped to his bed. He tried to plead with Judy, but Judy stepped aside and Kendra stepped forward. She taunted with gardening shears, snapped them playfully with a lovely, vengeful grin.  

	Pinder had counted his days since Judy told him Kendra was to be an island fixture moving forward. He screamed for help, screamed when the pain shot through his groin and the blood splashed. Dr. Pinder screamed until his cock and balls touched his tongue, screamed until he choked on them. Kendra laughed as she stuffed them down, down, down into his throat. She laughed as he squirmed and turned blue.

	Thusly, Camden Island needed a new physician.

	“Jude, I like that. I’ve never been a Jude. Let’s keep it. Judy got kind of old anyway—Oops, I feel a kick. Going to be strong.”

	“Have you taken—?” the handsome doctor began.

	“Shush, you’re not her doctor. You’re on vacation,” Kendra said shaking free from his hand to point with playful scorn.

	“Why don’t you go ahead? I want to chat with my sister a second,” said Judy, Jude.

	 The doctor smiled and jogged up the trail. 

	“You know, if you want to keep him forever, we’ll still need a doctor.”

	“Who wants forever? I want to play with him a little.” Kendra took Jude’s hand and squeezed it. Her other hand traced under her shirt, touching where stretch marks used to slash ugly trails into her flesh. “I’ve had enough with long term relationships. Plus, I’ll have Jay around if I feel like I need a husband back.” She patted Jude’s pregnant belly.

	“Husbands are overrated.” Jude smiled and put her arm around Kendra. “And temporary. Marriages fail. Children grow up. Sisters are forever.”

	“Sisters are forever,” Kendra said, smile wide as the Pacific Ocean.
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