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    For my mother.
You've always been there for me — even just to talk.
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​Chapter 1
The Drive to the Middle of Nowhere
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The car hit a bump and Connor jerked awake.

“Hey, Hon,” greeted his mother, her hands on the steering wheel. “Did you have a good nap?”

Closing his eyes in frustration, Connor fell back against the passenger seat with a groan. The reality of his situation returned like a bad memory.

Way off in a far, secluded part of the country, a lone car was driving down a long stretch of smooth, gray road. Besides a few isolated farm houses, the land comprised mainly of lush green trees and wide, grassy fields left and right. A few golden-brown deer were grazing, a blue and white heron waded through a small pond full of cattails, and the rabbits were scampering about in the business of a warm summer’s beginning.

Inside the car — the only vehicle for miles and miles made of miles — the driver, Leslie Whitemoon, savored the lush, natural scenery and its community of animals and various flora. To her right, in the passenger seat, sat her 12-year-old son, his tired, wearied gaze fixed on his boring, brand-new shoes and seeing nothing worthwhile elsewhere.

Universe . . . why do you do this to me? he thought for the umpteenth time.

It still felt like a bad joke, but Connor could do nothing besides slump in his seat as his mother continued driving. She was smiling calmly as she usually did, as though there was nothing wrong with what was happening. Perhaps she thought her sunny attitude would brighten her son’s if she kept it up for long enough. If so, she was sadly mistaken.

Sure, they had talked about it — for all of two months, in fact — but still. . . . 

Summer camp? Three months of summer camp? Why, though?! There was no reason! No reason whatsoever, Connor thought stubbornly — all while thinking of the very reasons he and his mother had talked about.

“You could make some really good friends, Hon.”

“What for? Three months and I’ll never see them again!”

“You’ll get to hike, canoe, and have all kinds of fun.”

“I doubt it! Probably more ticks and mosquito bites than anything!”

“It’ll do you good to get out of the house this summer.”

“I spend plenty of time outside, and I spend most of my summers helping you at The Happy Muffin!”

“This camp could end up surprising you.”

“Why go for surprises when you can stay in comfortable certainty?”

These were the continuous internal arguments Connor had been brooding over since the moment he entered the car that early morning, and it — not the car — was driving him mad.

For the good part of five long, incredibly boring hours (most of which were occupied by a nap), his inner voice kept screaming, “Turn around! I’ve changed my mind! Don’t do this to me, please!” But it was pointless, Connor knew. All of his clothes were packed, his new toothbrush was stored, and his favorite coconut-scented shampoo and conditioner were zipped up and stashed away. They were nearly there, too, as his mother stated five minutes later.

There was no turning back; there was only the harsh, deathly silent wait until they arrived.

This heavy stillness was filled by nothing except the dull, quiet hum of car tires as they drove over the sunlit road. Every now and then, however, Connor heard his wristwatch as it ticked on without rest. Each minute felt slower than the one that deceased it.

Still, he enjoyed the ticking. It was comfortably continuous and kindly familiar.

In the meantime, there was nothing for Connor to do except sit and glance out the windows as the car continued closer to its destination — wherever that was.

The morning had passed on and a bright afternoon had arrived to take its place.

The color green was everywhere — too everywhere. To the car’s left: a never-ending line of trees, their leaves and needles highlighted in the afternoon rays. To the car’s right: large, expansive, grassy fields, some of which sported lonely trees and farms with cows or the occasional sunken building with brush growing out from the bases.

After a while, Leslie Whitemoon changed the station on the car’s radio, which started playing a jazzy, harmonica-driven tune — something about “things a-changing” — but Connor paid it no mind. The asphalt was becoming more rugged with each new mile of the isolate land, but Connor barely felt it. The sky was a brilliant, perfect blue with white, wispy cirrus clouds, adding its charm to the already gorgeous summer landscape, but Connor didn’t even give it a glimpse.

All that mattered to him was how much farther away he was being taken from his childhood home and into the strange, murky unknown.

Silent and bored, Connor glimpsed into the passenger-side mirror. His reflection shared his apathy.

He was a plain-looking boy. Nothing special, he thought. He had shaggy, chestnut brown hair, white skin, was reasonably thin, and had smoky gray eyes. His clothes consisted of his favorite blue and white checked shirt and his usual blue jeans. And on his left wrist was his watch: ticking as faithfully and lively as it had in the days when his father wore it.

Of the handful of things Connor remembered about his dad, he remembered the care he gave his watch, and so Connor did his best to carry the ritual on into the present. As such, even though he had woken so early today, Connor still devoted some time to cleaning the keepsake, just like he did at the start of every week.

The watch’s band was dirt-free and smooth. The face was clean, sleek, and spotless, and showed its hands currently pointing at 1:15.

At this moment, Leslie turned off the radio and chose to speak after what had been a long, quiet stall.

“Pretty out here, isn’t it, Hon?”

Connor could hear the hopefulness in her voice. “Yeah . . . very green.” He hoped this would satisfy her; he really wasn’t in the mood for talking.

“Very green. . .” Leslie murmured with a smile. “Yeah, I guess that’s a good way to describe the countryside here. Very green, indeed. Beautiful flowers, too. The lupines add some nice color. See them, Hon?”

“Yeah,” Connor said dully, only now noticing the tall, floral plants. They were a mix of purple, white, and pink. “Pretty. . . .”

Silence befell the car again. Leslie focused on the road while occasionally stealing glimpses at Connor, who sat with his arms crossed, again staring into the empty foot space.

“So, Hon,” said Leslie, her voice bright like the weather, “what are you most excited to do at camp?”

Cheerlessly, Connor tried thinking up an answer. “Finding out where I’ll be sleeping . . . I guess.”

Leslie Whitemoon took her gaze off the road for a brief moment and raised an eyebrow at her son. Even without looking, Connor felt the weight of her stare. He had always been able to sense other people’s lines of sight — at least whenever they were looking his way. A curious tick, he thought of it as; one he wished he didn’t have.

He knew his answer to his mom’s question must’ve sounded lame, but, in all honesty, the cabins or sleeping quarters was the only thing he had to look forward to, because then he would know just how much privacy he would have this summer.

And given MY luck, I’ll probably be horribly disappointed, he thought dryly.

“Is that all?” asked Leslie. “Hon, you’ve been rather quiet ever since we left. Anything bothering you?”

“Oh, just the usual,” he said, turning away from her to gaze out the window as his memories churned like spoiled milk.

Leslie frowned, her gaze now back on the road.

“So . . .” she continued delicately. “Excited for any camp activities?”

Connor didn’t answer her, but again looked down at his new sneakers. They were gray and white in color, and were slightly covered by his blue jeans.

“They have a climbing wall,” Leslie added in a kind attempt. “And they have a hiking trail, an obstacle course, and it’s all right next to a big lake. The camp’s got an amazing view and surrounding area. Even a couple mountains.  Aaaaaand,” she added on a sudden, slick note, “the camp will have lots of pretty girls.”

Connor shot his mother a baffled what-are-you-talking-about sort of look.

“Yeah,” Leslie said with a smirk and a nod, mistaking her son’s look for surprised excitement. “From what I’ve heard, they’re quite the pick this year. Real killers in swimsuits. You’ll be beating them off with a bat by the end of summer, I’m betting.”

“Ha,” Connor scoffed dryly. “More like they’ll be beating me with a bat.” He slumped back in his seat. “Get real, Mom. What girl would want —”

“You’re a very handsome boy,” Leslie said stubbornly. “Connor, you’re smart and talented, and you’re the kindest boy I know. Any girl would be overjoyed to get to know you. At least, any nice girl would.” Her sight back on the road, Leslie fought down the amusing thought of a dozen girls swarming and swooning over her son. Straining a grin, she added, “Look, all I’m saying is to watch your step and remain on the alert. I’m serious about this, Hon. Before the day is out, you’ll probably have at least —”

“It’s not going to happen, Mom!” Connor said bluntly, his cheeks prickling from embarrassment. “From what I’ve experienced, I’ve got nothing any girl is looking for. I have no bulging abs, no athletic skills, no romantic guitar songs, and no keys to diamond-studded sports cars. So, sorry, but all those ‘vixens’ probably won’t even talk to me, let alone want to date me.” He gave a sad scoff and muttered, “As if. . . .”

He glanced back to his mother, half expecting a weary sigh. To his surprise, however, she was smirking, and, from the sound of it, trying to suppress a laugh.

“What’s funny?” Connor asked, an eyebrow raised.

Clearly struggling not to chuckle, Leslie replied with a strained grin, “Oh . . . n-nothing.” There was a pause, and then. . . .

Connor’s mouth fell open as his mother’s laughter broke through. She gripped the stirring wheel, trying to keep the car steady and her eyes open as she burst with uncontrolled hilarity.

“What?” Connor insisted, flustered and confused. He hadn’t expected his mother to actually agree with him. “Mom, what’s —”

“Oh, j-just something you said is all,” Leslie admitted through her laughter.

After a few quick breaths to calm herself, she went on, struggling as her grin still quivered. “But Hon, I’m serious. Don’t jump to conclusions. You haven’t talked with a real girl in a long time. You’re . . . you know . . .  at that age. The age where . . . well, you know. . . .” An awkward pause followed. The rolling of the car tires was louder than normal. “So, listen, Hon,” she went on. “When you talk to a girl at camp — and you will — remember to just be yourself and keep your mind open. Girls come in many styles, after all, just like boys. So, be nice, be calm, and remember to keep your eyes on her eyes and not down on her b—”

“MOM!” Connor cried in embarrassment, his cheeks burning. Good gravy, I don’t need THAT kind of imagery floating around in my head! he thought. “Can we, please, talk about something else? Anything else?” 

Leslie giggled. “Sure,” she said, happy that her son was now in a talking mood. “So, what’s on your mind, Hon?”

“You mean besides the weird ideas you planted just now?” he asked, annoyed. “For one, what about The Happy Muffin? Who’s going to help you during the summer with me gone? You still haven’t given me a solid answer on that.”

Connor thoughts zoomed miles away to the colorful, cozy bakery: the aroma of fresh bread, frosted pastries, and hot brewed coffee floating freely and happily. He was going to miss those things, even if for only three months.

“Oh, I’ll get by for the time being,” Leslie assured. “June has only just started and I have plenty of workers already, so don’t worry, Hon. As much as you’ve always helped me along with the others I hire, I think it’ll be best for you to have some fun this summer instead of working indoors.”

“I do have fun helping you!” Connor argued. “Mom, I like —”

“I know, Hon,” Leslie said patiently, “but you’re still a kid, and in just a few months, you’ll be a teenager. I want you to spend the next few weeks not worrying about waking up at six-o-clock and getting covered in flour before nine.”

“How is that a bad thing?” Connor asked. “Mom, I know what I’m doing at the bakery. You can trust me.”

“I didn’t say anything like that,” said Leslie. “Connor, you’ve been helping me for years. I know you know your way around the bakery. You’re very helpful and responsible, and I appreciate your help. Really, I do. But don’t you think you could use a break this summer and act like a normal kid for once?”

Connor’s eyebrows rose. “You think I’m not normal?”

“I know you’re not normal!” Leslie countered. “Hate to break it to you, Hon, but normal kids don’t want to work summer jobs when they can be outside playing or goofing around.”

“I do things in the summer besides work at the bakery!” Connor replied with annoyance. He and his mom had had this discussion a few weeks ago. “I have my days off. I play video games, watch movies, and goof around at home.”

“Yeah — all by yourself.”

“So?”

“So,” Leslie stressed, “besides getting some physical activity —”

“I get plenty of exercise every —”

“Besides getting additional exercise,” Leslie cut across him, “it’ll also be good for you to hang out with some kids your age.”

The air-conditioned car may have dropped by twenty degrees at these words.

Connor bit down on his retort, fighting to remember that this was his mother and it would be quite childish and rude to scream at her.

Calm yourself, calm yourself! he thought tensely, his fingers curling and forming fists. Breathe. Remember your exercises.

Turning stiffly in his seat to face the front, Connor shut his eyes.

He took a deep breath in through his nose and slowly exhaled through his mouth. He repeated the action, trying to empty his mind while his breathing was quite audible in his ears. He repeated the action again, going more slowly, focusing on his breath and the pace at which he took in and released. Absentmindedly, his hands unclenched and he rubbed his left shoulder, trying his hardest not to feel or think, to let his thoughts slip away unjudged.

These actions didn’t go unnoticed. With one hand on the steering wheel, Leslie patted her son’s knee.

“Connor, it’ll be fine,” she said gently. “I promise you, camp’s going to be just fine.”

Half-resentful, half-appreciative, Connor opened his eyes and gave her hand a gentle pat in return.

The two resumed their silence. Connor knew his mother was staying quiet out of respect for him. The quiet always did Connor good; nothing but him and a light, gentle ticking from his wristwatch, and, in this particular case, the soft, low hum of the car tires. Gentle, normal, unoffending sounds. And nobody speaking.

But still, the lingering certainty of Connor’s arrival at camp remained, buzzing and hovering over him like a hornet.

Trying hard not to think of what the next few hours were going to be like, Connor rested back in his seat. He was just about to close his eyes again when, without warning, the car began to slow down.

Jerking his head in alarm, he thought, We’re not there already, are we?!

To his immense relief, they weren’t, but the place where they stopped was a peculiar one.

They were now off the asphalt street and parked on a dirt-covered curb where the road and ground merged into a kind of gravely square. The long line of trees on the left side of the road followed on into the distance while, on the right, where they had parked, there was a small space of knee-high grass next to a large thicket. Four wide hills stood tall in the distance, several miles away.

The only sign of civilization, aside from the road, was an old, wooden, park-style bench, lingering just a few feet away from the curb. Judging from the unkept grass growing along its back and the planks’ rough, weathered edges, Connor doubted the bench had seen or felt any visitors’ butts in a long time.

Before he could turn and ask his mother why on Earth they had stopped in this remote part of the woods, she had already opened her car door, closed it, and headed for the trunk. Her footsteps crunched atop the gravel.

“Mom?” he called to her. “Where are we?”

There came a dense POP and the car’s trunk lid appeared in the rearview mirror. A second later, it was closed shut. Leslie walked over to the passenger side window, wheeling Connor’s travel suitcase by its handle.

“Come on, Hon,” she said through the window. “Grab your duffel bag.”

Puzzled, the skin on his arms prickling, Connor reached behind his seat, grabbed the bag’s straps, and swung it over onto his lap.

He looked out the window, at the bright, natural scene before him. His anxious heart picking up speed, he took another steady, deep breath, and held it. . . .

The world seemed to halt in the same way as his lungs.

Connor’s fingers glided across the car door’s interior and gripped the metal handle. The air in his throat weighed like lead as he opened the door, his arm practically shaking.

Finally, in all his resistance, Connor let out a slow, deep exhale, lifted his feet, and stepped out of the car.

~*~
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Chapter 2
Tod or Vixen?
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The warm afternoon was on him in seconds, slowly removing the car’s cool, comfortable air. With the gravel crackling under his clean white and gray shoes, Connor took a few steps closer to his mother who was staring out into the forest as though looking for something. Or was she just appreciating the scenery?

Still without an answer to the question he had asked, Connor tried again. “Mom, what are we doing here?”

But again, she didn’t answer. She was still looking over the bench and past the brush. Eventually, though, she turned to her son. “This is the place, Hon.”

Connor gazed around at the surrounding trees and overgrown plants. There was nothing here: no buildings or any sign of any other people. Perhaps his mom had gotten the camp’s address wrong; or maybe she really was one of those desperate parent types, hoping to spend a quiet, child-free summer and ditch him in the middle of nowhere.

“This is the summer camp?” he asked skeptically.

“Of course not. This is where you’ll be picked up,” Leslie said, pointing over at the bench. “When I signed you up, I was given instructions on how to get you to camp. At 2:00, a bus will come and take you there.”

Connor looked down at his wristwatch. It read 1:30.

Just as he was about to remark on the large amount of time left to wait, his mother continued, “But before 2:00, you need to do a few things, Hon.”

“Like what?” Connor asked.

Leslie gripped her son’s right shoulder and leaned forward. “Look over into that group of trees. Can you see it, Hon?” She pointed past the bench and over to a group of full-grown oaks where she had been glancing at a second ago. Connor had to squint before he was able to see anything behind the rough, shaded trunks. At first, there was nothing noteworthy, but then. . . .

He couldn’t believe he hadn’t noticed it earlier. It was something he had only seen in old movies; something most people had stopped seeing all together.

It was a payphone. A genuine, old-timey payphone — surrounded by trees, standing in the leaf-strewn soil, in the middle of nowhere.

Connor, still gawking at the archaic device, moved with his mother to the bench and placed the bags containing his clothes and other belongings onto the long, wooden seat. Connor thought he heard a light crack in the bench’s wood when the bags were set down. He also noticed little white stains on the planks that may have once been bird poop. And were those claw marks in the wood?

Turning back to the payphone, which now looked like an oddly-shaped, broken tree trunk, Connor opened his mouth to ask about it, but then froze.

His mother was jogging back to the car.

For a single, desperate moment, Connor really thought she was going to drive off and leave him stranded. But she merely opened the passenger-side door, bent inside, and jogged back over to him on the gravel.

She handed him a slip of paper and two shiny coins.

“Here’s the number for the counselor’s office, Hon, and change for the payphone.”

Connor took the note and the two coins.

You need money just to use a phone? he thought. Good gravy, the past must’ve sucked!

Glancing down at the note, Connor saw a short set of instructions in his mother’s handwriting:
	Press 3-6-9 and hold 5 for five seconds.

	When asked for “desired destination”, say “Lake Canidae”







Connor frowned. “Mom, there’s only four numbers.”

“Yeah, I know. Easier to do, right? Anyway, once you get ahold of whoever’s on the other line, tell them that you’re the new camper,” said Leslie. “After that, they'll ask you a few questions and finish your registration.”

“Registration?” Connor asked, glancing at the instructions. “Mom, didn't you already do that when you signed me up?”

“No. I was just given the instructions I should take on getting you to camp. They told me they require the campers to do the registration themselves. It’s just a simple questionnaire, Hon, that’s all."

Again, Connor raised an eyebrow. “What, you mean like an IQ test?”

“Not exactly, Hon,” said Leslie. “IQ tests are for measuring how a person thinks. These are just basic questions you would find on any questionnaire.” She began counting off her fingers, “Your name for confirmation, your birthday, gender, any allergies you may have — stuff like that. It'll go by in a breeze; probably take less than three minutes.”

“Shouldn’t they have done this earlier?” Connor asked. “Like, when we were still at home?”

“They should have, but they told me it could only be done here, at this spot, with that particular phone,” said Leslie, pointing over at the payphone.

“Why?” Connor asked, glancing again to the out-of-place device.

“Not really sure, Hon. I did ask if we could do it online, since that would’ve been a whole lot easier, but the person I talked to said that method ‘wouldn’t work’ for them. They insisted on doing things ‘the traditional way’,” Leslie quoted, sounding annoyed. “He got a little cranky about it, too, so I asked to be handed off to someone else. After some talk about where you and I live, I was told we could only register from this rest stop. It’s not that big a deal, though, since this is where you’ll be picked up, so it works out fine.”

Connor glanced to the phone, then back to her. It started to sound like his mother had signed him up for some weird secret spy club. Why would the camp require a questionnaire that had to be done in a specific place, and have it be done on an outdated device?

“Mom, are you sure this is all a good idea?” he asked warily.

“Hon,” Leslie spoke gently, “I wouldn’t be sending you to this camp if I thought it wasn’t.” Stealing a glance at his watch, she said, “Now, go on. Call and finish your registration. I’ll wait for your ride and check over your things one more time before I leave.”

“Uh. . .” Connor peered over the brush, towards the old phone. “Mom, are you sure that thing still works?”

“Oh, of course it works,” said Leslie, kneeling down and opening the suitcase. “Hurry up, Hon. Your ride will be here soon and the camp’s got a schedule to keep.”

Taking a few seconds to watch his mother sort through some shorts and underwear, Connor sighed, then slowly turned and walked past the bench and over into the tall grass. The fallen leaves and twigs of many years cracked and snapped beneath his clean shoes. Feeling a sense of weirdness that had nothing to do with the grass brushing the legs of his jeans, Connor wondered just what kind of camp he was being sent to. He glanced down again at the paper in his hand, rereading the instructions.

Did payphones work like this back in the old days, having only four-digit numbers and having to say where you wanted to call? And you also had to have spare change in your pocket just to use it?

Again, the past must have SERIOUSLY sucked, Connor thought. Thank goodness for wireless.

When he stepped out of the tall grass, he turned and looked behind. His mother, on the other side of the brush, was sorting through his duffel bag now, pulling out the contents and placing them back as she went through each item as though double and triple checking that her son had everything he would need.

Turning forward again, Connor’s skin prickled. The shade of some high oak branches creeped over him like ghostly fingers as he approached the archaic device, enclosed in a glass case.

Now that he was close enough to view it properly, Connor saw that the payphone was in unusually good condition. The black receiver looked as though it had been polished just yesterday. The metal buttons were cleaner and shinier than the coins resting in Connor’s hand. And, what was more, there seemed to be a clear, white gemstone resting within the metal box just above the receiver.

Huh, that’s fancy for something not wireless, Connor thought, eyeing the gemstone.

But, at thinking this, something else about the phone caught his eye.

Hang on . . . it IS wireless!

Indeed, the receiver had no cord attached to it, nor was there any place on the phone’s box for a cord to go.

Must be a modern-day payphone. . . .

Pulling the protective glass door open, Connor set the paper containing the camp number down onto the edge of the phone’s clear case. He then gripped the smooth, wireless receiver and pulled it off the hanger. The small white gemstone lit up like a tiny lightbulb.

Connor inserted the coins into the slot. They rolled into the machine with a hard, metal CLINK.

Pressed to his ear, the phone’s receiver gave a dial tone.

“Okay, let’s see . . .” Connor muttered, glimpsing the note his mother gave. “3-6-9,” he pushed the numbers as he said them, “then hold 5 for five seconds. . . .”

He pressed the 5 key. For a few seconds, the button’s tone hummed in Connor’s ear. After the fifth second, it went silent. Connor stood still, listening hard.

Suddenly, there came an automated voice. “Your Side’s line has been successfully transferred. Please state your desired destination now.”

Connor glimpsed the note one more time.

I hope I’m saying it right, he thought. “Lake Canidae,” he said aloud.

The automated voice said, “Destination confirmed. Thank you. Please wait. Your call in now being transferred.”

And so Connor did just that, he waited. The phone hummed in his ear as he glanced aimlessly into the dense thicket, full of trees, broken branches, and leaf-strewn soil.

Why would anyone put a phone all the way out here, he wondered? It would be dead useful for a lost hiker who’s never heard of a smartphone before, but why this particular spot, with all these big trees around? Unless people can see it, the phone wouldn’t be very —

But Connor’s thoughts were cut off when a young woman’s voice came through the phone’s receiver. The voice was so clear that Connor could’ve sworn the speaker was standing right beside him and not who-knows-how-many miles away.

“Fox Camp, Lake Canidae, this is Elaina Fisher. How may I help you?”

Connor paused, unsure whether he had heard correctly.

“Uh . . . hello? Did you say ‘Fox Camp’?” he asked. The very title felt furry on his tongue.

“Yes, sir,” the woman named Elaina confirmed. “This is the Counselor’s Den for Zenwood’s Fox Camp at Lake Canidae. Can I help you with something?”

“Uh . . . y-yeah,” Connor said awkwardly. Curious and bewildered over the camp’s title, and whatever a ‘Zenwood’ was, he refocused his thoughts. “I’m, uh, the new camper, I guess, and I was told to call the counselor’s office to answer some questions you have.”

“Ah, hi, so you’re the new camper,” the woman responded in a friendly tone. “Just a moment, sir. I’ll get your registration pulled up.” Connor could hear shuffling and thuds on the call’s other side. Perhaps a chair was being adjusted. “Alright,” said the woman. “This shouldn’t take us too long. Firstly, sir, to clarify what I have on record, what is your first and last name?”

“Connor Whitemoon,” he answered.

“Alright. And just to make sure I got the spelling correct, is that Connor with an ‘e-r’ or an ‘o-r’?”

“O-r. C-o-n-n-o-r.”

“Alright. . .” there came the clickity-clack-clack-clack of typing. “And, sir, can you also spell your last name for me, please?”

“W-h-i-t-e-m-o-o-n.”

“Alright. And your age and birthday, please?”

“I’m twelve. My birthday is December 27th.”

“Okay. . . .” There came the sound of more typing. “Next question. Have you recently received your Elementary School certificate?”

“Yeah. I got my diploma last Friday.”

“That’s good to hear,” Elaina said. Connor could practically visualize her smiling. “Congratulations on that, by the way. Such an achievement.” There came a pause where Connor heard more typing. “Okay. We just have a few more questions and we’ll be all done, sir.”

“Great,” Connor said mildly. If the rest of the questions were like this, he’d have more than enough time to still make the bus at 2:00.

“Now, sir,” said Elaina, sounding serious, “these next few questions are very important. Please answer them honestly and as precisely as you can.”

“Okay,” said Connor. “I’ll do my best.”

“I also must inform you, sir, that these questions are in no way intended to offend you or discriminate against you. They are simply for the sake of documentation. What you answer will not be shared by anyone unless requested by the Zenwood City Council or by Law Enforcement. Your answers will also not affect your time at camp or your overall rank. At least, not how it used to,” she added with a clear note of distaste.

“O . . . kay...” Connor said, not fully understanding. “I’ll . . . try and do my best.”

“Thank you, Mr. Whitemoon. Now, first question. Is this the first time you have ever been away or on your own for an extended period of time?”

“Yes,” Connor answered. There came a distinguishable click on the other end.

“Have you ever shown any signs or have been diagnosed with a physical or psychological disorder?”

Connor frowned at the question. “No, I don’t think so.”

“Have you ever felt the urge to commit violence against those who disagree with you or whose ideals differ from yours?”

“No,” Connor said, offended.

Perhaps she heard the heat in Connor’s tone, because she then said, “Again, my apologies, sir. These are not meant to accuse or offend. This is just for the sake of being thorough and honest. I hope that’s okay.”

Connor sighed and said, “Sure, I understand.”

“Good. Now, these next few questions mainly pertain to your physical health. Again, please answer honestly.” She cleared her throat and began. “Do you have any prosthetic limbs or other such body parts?”

“No.”

“Do you wear glasses or hearing aids?”

“No.”

“Do you take any prescription medications, long-term or short-term?”

“No.”

“Okay. Now, sight and hearing not included, are any of your other senses — taste, smell, or touch — in any way damaged or otherwise totally or randomly unresponsive?”

Frowning, and frankly weirded out, Connor replied, “No. . . .”

“Have you ever experienced random moments of nausea, light-headedness, or severe fatigue?”

“No.”

“Are you now or have ever been strongly allergic to any food, plant, insect, or other substance?”

“No, not that I know of, unless you count poison ivy.”

“Okay . . .” There came the sound of typing. “Do you have any conditions that require the use of medical attention and/or a particular medicine?”

“No. At least, I shouldn’t for the summer.”

“Alright,” Connor heard a computer’s keyboard clacking. “And, sir? You said ‘summer’. Does this mean you have some medical issues that crop up during the other seasons?”

“Occasionally. I mean, I do have to go to the doctor for my usual checkups and other . . . stuff.” Instinctively, Connor’s eyes shifted to his left.

“Alright,” said Elaina. “I’ll mark down your answer ‘As needed.’ For the record, though, Mr. Whitemoon, we have a wonderful nurse here at camp who is very capable in many areas of ailments and basic medicine. So, if you experience anything that needs medical attention, we have all the means to take care of it, including severe medical emergencies.”

“Okay,” said Connor. Good to know, he thought.

“Alright, then.” There came more typing. “Next question: Are you involved in any outside events that may draw yourself away from the camp at any time over the next few months?”

“No,” said Connor. Though I honestly wouldn’t mind going home early.

“Do you have any phobias that we, the camp counselors, should be made aware of?”

“Phobias?” Connor repeated.

“Yes, sir. Phobias.”

“Like what?”

“Anything,” Elaina said. “Fear of storms, tight spaces, the wilderness, heights, darkness, the opposite sex — anything that would make you highly uncomfortable.”

Connor paused again. In all honesty, he knew what would probably make him feel uncomfortable about the camp, but . . . stress and fear weren’t the same things . . . right? He answered, “N-No phobias that I’m currently aware of, thank you.”

“Alright,” Elaina responded. “Okay, sir, that was the last question. It looks like we’re —”

Connor heard a light beep. It was too soft to have come from the phone, so he guessed it probably came from the computer on the call’s other end.

“Oh, I’m sorry, Mr. Whitemoon, there’s one thing I missed,” Elaina said with a light chuckle. “Must be my glasses, you know? Just one more question, okay?”

“Sure, no problem,” Connor answered politely. “What is it?

“Are you a tod or a vixen?”

Connor had already opened his mouth to answer, but froze upon hearing the question. He stood there, gaping ahead. “What?”

“I asked if you are a tod or a vixen,” Elaina repeated.

Had the question not been repeated, Connor would’ve sworn his hearing had been damaged. His gaze wandered the mulchy forest ground, searching as though the answer to this one-in-a-trillion question could somehow be found in the mess of leaves beneath his shoes.

After several seconds in which no answer was given, the woman asked, “Sir? Are you still there?”

“I . . . I don’t understand the question,” Connor told her.

There was a pause.

“Wh . . . what do you mean you don’t understand?”

The tone of her voice suggested that this was a question Connor should’ve had no trouble answering, but for the life of him, he couldn’t imagine why. “What do I . . . I mean, I don’t understand what you’re asking me.”

“How can you not understand? It’s a simple question. You’re either a tod or you’re a vixen. Your birth certificate would show it, your voice would show it, and your body would most certainly show it. But, of course, the final say is up to you.”

“You want to see my birth certificate?” Connor asked, perplexed.

“No, no, no,” Elaina said wearily, and Connor bet anything the woman was shaking her head, stymied.

Thinking hard, Connor thought up a solution. “Uh, hello?”

“Yes?” said the woman.

“You said my voice would show whether I’m a . . . tod or vixen.” The words tasted strange to Connor. Foreign, even. “Which would you sort me as, according to what my voice sounds like?”

“Given the sound of your voice, I would bet all the money I make that you’re a tod.”

As weird as it was for him to agree, Connor replied, “Then why not mark me as that?”

“Because I need the confirmation from you, sir. That way the records will be considered certified as you were the one who gave the answer. Camp policy, you see.”

Pulling the receiver away, Connor pressed a hand to his face and sighed.

What the hell was he supposed to say? Tod? Vixen? What kind of stupid, squirrely question was that to have on a questionnaire for a summer camp?

“Sir, are you sure you completed your elementary education?” the woman asked, her voice coming out clear from the receiver, even with it being more than six inches away from Connor’s ear.

If it wasn’t for the softness of her voice, Connor would’ve shouted louder. “Yes, I graduated! I told you already!”

Hearing a gentle sigh come through the phone, Connor was afraid he may have offended her. He breathed a soft sigh of his own and looked at the surrounding trees, wondering what to say.

“Um, hello? Miss?” he asked.

“Yes?” the young woman responded.

“Is there any other way you can ask me that question?”

“Another way?” she asked curiously.

“Yeah, like, can ‘tod’ and ‘vixen’ mean anything else?” he inquired. It wasn’t the best idea, but Connor couldn’t fathom a better alternative.

“Oh, certainly,” Elaina said. She cleared her throat. “Are you a male or a female?”

There was another pause. This new question surprised Connor even more than the original had.

“That’s what ‘tod’ and ‘vixen’ means?” he asked, bewildered.

“Yes,” said the woman, still sounding puzzled. “What did you think it meant?”

Connor would’ve laughed, but he didn’t want this inquiry to drag on any longer. “I’m a male.” DUH! he added mentally.

“Thank you,” Elaina said, clearly relieved to finally have the answer. “I was right in you being male.”

“Couldn’t you tell by my name?” Connor couldn’t help in asking.

“Well, your name does give the notion that you’re a male, and, like I said, your voice sounds more naturally like a male’s. But, as I also said, I needed you to confirm the question personally. It’s a new camp policy that all campers verify all the questions themselves, and that includes their genders. I don’t understand why the question was confusing for you, but I do apologize for it, sir. Again, just camp policy.”

“It’s alright,” said Connor with a weary shake of his head. “So, is that everything?”

“Yes,” the woman answered. “Everything’s done, sir. You are now fully registered for our camp.”

Yay. . . Connor thought sarcastically. Three months of highly-probable hell is now secured.

“Alright, Mr. Whitemoon, according to our records, someone should be at your current location shortly to drive you to the camp bus.”

“Okay, thank . . . wait, hold on,” said Connor. “You said someone was picking me up for the bus? I thought I was being picked up by the bus.”

“You are, but you need to be at your assigned meeting place for you to board the camp bus. It’s the same basic test that all new campers take to show that they can follow directions independently. According to your profile, Mr. Whitemoon, the Head Counselor has hired someone to come and pick you up at a specific location and then drive you to your pick-up point.”

Surprised and baffled by this news, Connor could only think to say, “Uh . . . alright?”

“Excellent. Just make it in time to your pick-up point and the bus will take you to camp. Me and the other counselors look forward to seeing you, Mr. Whitemoon,” she finished cheerfully.

“Okay, thanks,” Connor said half-heartedly. “Bye.”

“See you soon, sir,” said Elaina, and the sharp click from the other side signaled the call’s end.

Dropping the phone’s receiver back onto its holder, Connor heard the inserted coins clink to the bottom. Judging by the hollow, metallic sound, they were the only coins inside. Above the receiver, the little gemstone’s light also went dim, as though it had been turned off. He then pocketed the paper with the instructions and shut the phone back behind its glass door.

I have to be brought to another place just so I can be brought to ANOTHER place? he thought, perplexed. Good gravy, I’m not even there yet and already this camp feels exhausting!

Running a hand through his chestnut brown hair, Connor turned to look back at the quiet road over the brush, but stopped in surprise.

A long, shiny black limousine was now parked right beside his mom’s car. His mom was leaning forward, talking to the driver through the open passenger-side window. Connor could hear her laughing.

A limo? he thought, surprised. I didn’t think summer camps warranted THAT fancy an escort. A bus or sewage truck, maybe, but not a limo.

Curious, Connor walked back through the tall grass.

Leslie pulled her head back and the limo’s passenger-side window rolled itself up. She was still laughing cheerfully. “Oh, Patrick,” she chuckled.

The limousine looked brand new, or at least well cared for. It was sleek black, polished like a ballroom shoe, and its windows were like mirrors, reflecting the blue sky, the tall trees, and Connor’s own puzzled expression. It was impossible to see inside; the windows were totally glossy. Stamped on the side of the car was a large orange E, and underneath this bold letter, was the following:

ELWOOD TRANSPORT

From One Side to the Next

“So, did everything go smoothly, Hon?” asked Leslie, calming down from her laughter.

“Yeah, mostly. . .” said Connor, giving his reflection in the limo’s glossy door one final look. “Some of the questions were kind of disturbing and personal, though. And one question was downright weird.”

“Oh? Which one?” asked his mother.

“I was asked whether I was a . . . a tod or a vixen. It’s supposed to mean ‘male’ or ‘female’, apparently.” Connor frowned, still feeling the awkwardness of this particular question. “I don’t get why they asked it. I mean, isn’t it obvious that I’m male?”

“Of course it is, Hon, but don’t worry about it,” said Leslie. “You got your registration done, that’s what matters. Anyway,” she gave his travel case and duffel bag a pat, “everything’s all ready, Hon. Your stuff is packed and your ride is here. So . . . any last things you want to talk about?”

Connor looked away from her and peered down the far stretch of gray road, his heartbeat thumping in his ears.

He didn’t know what to say. Now that he was here, now that he was about to head off to camp, he was feeling suddenly reluctant and, in all honesty, afraid.

“Hon?” asked Leslie, easily able to read her son’s discomfort.

Again, Connor didn’t say anything. His mouth felt dry and his brain jittery. To try and hide his stress, he stuffed his hands into his empty jeans pockets.

When he finally spoke, his voice came out faint. “Do . . . do I really have to . . .” He gazed at the limo, his throat tightening.

“Connor,” Leslie said gently. Getting down on one knee, she gazed softly at her son. “Hon, please, don’t feel nervous. You’re going to be fine. We talked this all over, remember?”

Connor did remember, yet two months of it had done nothing to ease the trepidation that was now filling his stomach like hot, bubbling water.

Leslie graced his cheek with her soft fingers. “Hon, look at me.”

Connor did, fighting to keep a brave face when, inside, he felt like falling to pieces.

“Connor, I know this seems hard. But I think this will be a very good thing for you.” Leslie placed her hands very tenderly onto Connor’s shoulders, being especially careful with his left one. “I know you’ve got reasons to be angry and scared. I know you’re anxious. I can tell. But that’s okay,” she told him sincerely. “It’s normal to feel stress. But, Hon, this isn’t the third grade anymore.”

“I know it isn’t!” Connor said, suddenly irritated.

“Then don’t think about it, Hon,” his mother insisted. “Camp will be just fine.” And when her son looked doubtful, she let go of his shoulders. “Look . . . I can’t promise that nothing will go wrong the whole time you’re there. I wish I could, but I can’t. But that’s no reason to quit or run and hide. For the most part, everything should go alright. Don’t worry so much. Take a deep breath and savor your time there. Have fun, try different things, and most importantly, Hon, make friends,” she stressed. “Talk to the boys. Talk to the girls, too. Seriously,” she smirked, “I’m sure a couple girls will be quite interested in you.”

“Yeah, sure,” Connor said doubtfully. Please, not this again, Mom.

“And,” Leslie continued, “if you have any trouble, talk to the camp counselors. They’re there to help, after all. And Connor?” she said, her brown eyes gazing directly into his gray ones, “if you have anything you need to get off your chest, if you need someone to talk to, then talk. Better that than remaining alone and silent.”

That depends, Connor thought defiantly. Crying alone was always better than crying in public.

“Can you promise me you’ll try?” Leslie asked, gently gripping his right shoulder. “Please, Connor? Can you just promise that for me? Promise that you’ll try?”

The calm wind swept over the many trees. The wristwatch on Connor’s left wrist ticked loudly.

Looking into her brown eyes, Connor could tell that this request meant a great deal to his mother — far more probably than it meant to him.

Feeling both reluctant and benevolent for his mother, Connor resigned with a sigh and nodded. “Okay . . . I’ll . . . I’ll try, Mom,” he said, half-nervous, half-willing.

“Thank you,” she said. And, with a smile, Leslie pulled her son into a hug. She gave a light squeeze and patted his back. Without thinking, Connor hugged her in return, stroking her long brown hair in its ponytail.

“I love you, Hon,” she said tenderly.

Closing his eyes, Connor returned the affection. “Love you, too, Mom.”

They stayed that way for a while. When they pulled apart, Connor gave a slow breath and nodded.

With a light sniffle, Leslie straightened up and opened the limousine door.

His heart trapped between horrible anxiety and unexplained ease, Connor Whitemoon grabbed the straps of his bags and lifted them into the back seat of the limo. He stepped inside and sat down on the cool seat cushions, his nerves firing up.

Then, giving one more loving smile, her eyes slightly wet, Leslie said, “See you in three months, Hon. Go make some amazing memories.”

~*~
[image: ]


d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
o
ol

e e
,/‘ P
% —
=S
.

ichael Pa'e

Caw






d2d_images/image001.png
ox
CAM.





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.png
FICTION





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





