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  Chapter One (Ava)

  
  




The summer sun cooked me through the floor to ceiling windows as I watched my baby brother playing on the living room floor. He pushed a ball around, gurgling excitedly as it knocked into the table, the couch, my feet. He wasn’t really my baby brother, I guess; he was the biological child of my adoptive parents. My real brother, Henry, was outside with Alan, our adoptive dad, helping him cook the special barbecue dinner to celebrate the end of our school year. That’s what they said, anyway. I knew it was for Gwen, our sister, who had improved her marks by two whole letter grades since last year. Henry had lost his report card. I stayed exactly where I had been, like always.

The door to the porch slid open as Alan poked his head in. “Are you coming to join us, Ava?”

I looked as sorry for myself as I possibly could. “I don’t know…”

He gave me a lukewarm smile. “Those darn summer colds, huh? Well, you’ve got a seat out here if you feel up to it.”

“Thanks,” I said meekly.

“Aileen will bring your plate up to your room, if you’d like to head up. She can put Cole down for his nap at the same time.”

Behind Alan, I saw Henry roll his eyes dramatically at the mention of the baby.

Cole’s head lifted. “Ba?”

“It’s ball,” I said in my baby-talk voice, leaning closer to him.

Alan coughed quietly. “Try to keep away from him if you’re sick.”

I immediately shot back up. “Sorry Alan.”

He shut the door. My stomach twisted, even though I knew realistically he wasn’t upset with me. Or at least he wasn’t mad at me. He just cared a lot about his baby; more than he cared about the three of us, in my opinion. It made sense. We were only adopted because they didn’t think they could have kids. That was five years ago, though. Things changed.

I wondered if they’d grown to regret their choice.

When Aileen came inside from the porch, I gave her a sheepish smile before hurrying down the hall, past the adults’ bedroom, Cole’s room, and the bathroom, to the spiral staircase. Upstairs, we essentially had the whole floor to ourselves. There was a balcony that we shared at the end of the hall, a bathroom for us to fight over, and a bedroom for each of us. Aileen and Alan had given up a workout room and renovated a huge part of the balcony to give the three of us private bedrooms. They said it was no trouble, but I’d felt bad since the day we arrived, when I was eleven years old. Henry didn’t care, though; Gwen and I have always done that doubly for him.

I shut myself into my room, at the end of the hall across from the bathroom. Curling up on my bed, I held my old stuffed teddy and looked drearily at my things: my laptop and lava lamp on my desk with a pile of my CDs, a box of DVDs on the floor, my huge dresser topped with a collection of candles and pine cones. My walls were painted light pink but the color hardly showed through my posters. I had everything from diagrams on how to gut a fish, photos of huge redwood trees, a couple tourist posters from the gift shop at the park where Alan gave guided tours, posters from my favorite movies, and a couple of posters from concerts I’d gone to. None of that was from before we moved here. The only thing I’d taken with me was my teddy bear, a backpack I’d donated long ago, and the clothes on my back, which I’d grown out of. Aileen had put them aside, along with Gwen’s and Henry’s, to make our Christmas stockings.

I’d completely remade my life here. All of us had. The first four or so years were wonderful, even though they were hard at the start. We each had problems adjusting to living here; Henry had to learn that it wasn’t okay to take out his anger on these parents, Gwen had problems making friends at school, and I had to step out of my comfort zone in terms of being in the wilderness. Now Henry was getting really good at hunting and making traps, Gwen was forming good relationships with her teachers, and I found a love for fishing.  

But then we all found out about Cole. There was a rift now, a rift Gwen won’t cross, I can’t cross, and Henry only wants to make deeper. I had no idea how we were going to handle this summer.

A soft knock at the door startled me. 

“Yes?” I croaked.

“It’s me,” Aileen’s soft voice called from behind the door. “Can I come in?”

“Sure,” I said, sitting up.

She walked in with a warm smile, holding a plate of food. She set it down on my desk and asked to sit on my bed with me. I scooted over to let her.

“Your cold’s getting you down?” she said, brushing her long, blonde braid over her shoulder. We looked so different. It always made Gwen uncomfortable when we went out as a family, with her pitch black hair and round face. Aileen was a little chubby, but her face was long and lean, and Alan was built like a brick house. Henry and I were lanky and awkwardly shaped, with messy brown hair. Us three had the same dull brown eyes, contrasting Aileen and Alan’s blue. But the worst part of it was that here, in a small town, everybody knew everybody, so there was no acting like we were really their kids.

“Yeah,” I answered slowly, realizing I’d been stuck in thought for a while.

She gave a little chuckle. “I can tell. It’s okay. Please get some rest tonight and tomorrow, sweetheart,” she reached over to gently squeeze my hand, “it would be a shame if you were too sick to go to camp.”

My eyes widened. 

“It’s okay, we’ll talk about that when we get there. For now, just eat what you can and rest.”

“Okay,” I murmured. 

She stood up. “I love you. Do you want me to come up in a while for your plate, or can you manage on your own?”

“I’ll do it,” I said quickly. “I love you too. Thanks Aileen.”

She headed to the door, but paused to look back at me. “You can call me Mom, you know.” 

I froze. 

“You don’t have to, but you’re allowed to.”

I had to stop looking at her, and she left without another word. The twisting feeling in my stomach returned.

Ignoring my dinner, I set to packing my bags for camp. There was no way I wasn’t going. I wasn’t even really sick, I was only saying that to get out of doing things with the family since school ended about a week ago. Gwen’s success and my stagnation made me feel like an outcast around them. It wasn’t the healthiest coping mechanism, but I didn’t know what else to do.

I had packed a couple bags of clothes when I realized I didn’t have many hobbies that didn’t involve my laptop, which I didn’t want to bring, or just being outside, so I had nothing else to pack right away. Camp didn’t start until July 4th, two days from now. Sighing, I pushed the bags under my bed.

My door opened with a creak. I whipped around to see Gwen standing there, looking glum.

“What’s up?” I said curtly but sympathetically, even though I wanted to remind her to knock first.

“It’s no fair that you get to stay home from camp and I don’t. I don’t wanna go.” She plopped herself down on my bed with a huge huff.

“Who told you that?”

“Aileen said so,” she said, crossing her arms. “And it’s true, isn’t it? You’ve not even eaten your dinner.”

I glanced at it. Between the nervous stomachache I was getting and the coldness of the burger, I wasn’t very excited about eating it. But I had a point to prove. I picked it up and forced a bite.

Gwen sighed loudly. “You’re faking.”

“What do you mean?” I said through a mouthful of food that I struggled to swallow.

Seeing me shudder, she groaned and grabbed the plate away from me. “Give me that. I’ll eat it. Still unfair!”

I sat beside her, tucking my arms around my waist, feeling my ribs touch my arms. “It’s just cold,” I muttered, “and you know how I get when adults get…”

She looked at me, afraid.

“Nobody’s mad, it’s alright, Alan just got a bit upset with me for being close to Cole while he thinks I’m sick.”

She paused. “You are sick, though.”

“I’m not. I only said so because I didn’t want to hang out with you guys.”

Hurt painted her face.

I rushed to correct myself. “I didn’t mean it that way! It’s just, like, seeing them all happy about your good grades while Henry’s being a jerk, it doesn’t make me feel good. He’s so mad all the time about the baby and now about you doing well in school.” I looked at my hands for a second. “And I’m kind of jealous that you’re doing better but I’m still barely average.”

She looked at me for a long time, her brows knitted, and put the plate down on the corner of my bed. “I’m sorry, Ava,” she said tearfully. “I don’t mean to make you feel bad.”

“Hey, I never said that,” I said, showing her my hand.

She bit her lip and touched my hand lightly before twisting her fingers into her hair. “It still isn’t…”

“Fair? Yes it is. You’re doing well and that’s great. You don’t need to feel bad or bring yourself down for me. We’re different people… Maybe I’m just not…” I shook my head. “No need to be negative about it, is my point. I’m just sad because I feel like I haven’t improved, not because you have. Seeing it in you and not in myself makes me see how much of a disappointment I am to Alan and Aileen.”

She rubbed tears from her cheeks. “They said that?”

I didn’t respond. They never did, but that’s what their actions, their expressions, their tones tell me.

“Well, I’m not disappointed in you. You’re doing great.”

I shrugged but I felt my ears get hot. “It’s more about Henry anyway,” I lied, sort of.

She nodded. “I don’t know how to handle him. He scares me,” she said shakily. “I don’t want him to…”

I glanced up at her to see she was trying very hard not to cry. “You can cry, Gwen. It’s okay. He’s not going to find you in here.” 

She broke down.

I let her, quietly moving the plate to my desk and bringing her the tissue box. When she recovered, she frustratedly told me she’d rather be the one failing with friends than succeeding alone. I was about to retort that I had no friends either when she went on about how she’d caught Henry sneaking out of school to drive around with his friends.

“That’s why he’s failing,” she concluded, grabbing a fistful of her hair. “He doesn’t deserve to go to camp! And I don’t want to. I don’t like the outdoors. But you love it, and you need it, that’s why it’s so unfair, Ava.”

“Oh, Gwen…”

She sobbed again. I hummed softly to comfort her and she slowed down a lot faster this time. For a few moments, we sat in silence, staring at my floor.

“Are you girls okay up there?” Aileen called from downstairs. I heard the water running; she was probably washing the dinner dishes.

“Yeah,” I called. “We’ll be right down.”

“No need if you’re sick, dear,” Aileen said, but I had already grabbed the plate and opened the door.

Gwen gave me a sneaky look and I returned it, putting a finger to my lips. We hurried downstairs and into the kitchen. Henry watched us from the couch where Alan was playing with Cole; our brother was doing his best to ignore them while listening to music through his headphones. Putting the plate in the sink, I politely took over the chore.  

“Are you sure, dear? You don’t need to do this,” Aileen protested.

I smiled at her. “I’m sure.”

She made a happy noise in her throat, leaning on the counter. “And you finished it all too.”

A pang of nervousness shot through me. Behind us, Gwen sighed.

“How are you feeling?” Aileen asked me.

“Better,” I said, a little too loudly. “Much better.”

A slow smile crept across her face. “Better enough to go to camp with your siblings?”

I nodded enthusiastically.

“I don’t want to go, Aileen,” Gwen said sheepishly, pulling at a strand of her hair. “I don’t like outdoors stuff, and I’d rather stay here.”

“Where there’s just more outdoors stuff?” Alan piped up. “Come on, Gwen. A change of scenery would be nice for you. Especially after how hard you’ve been working.”

“And now your sister will be there with you,” Aileen said.

Gwen looked at me for help.

“Yeah, I’ll be there,” I got out in a rush before going back to the dishes.

Gwen sighed, defeated. “Okay. Can you help me pack when you’re done, Ava?”

I nodded.

Alan reminded Henry that he needed to pack too, so he stormed off to his room. Aileen then had a quiet talk with her husband while Gwen waited for me to finish. I purposefully took a long time. When I dried my hands, she didn’t look at me, and she only spoke once we were in her room.

“You’re supposed to be on my side.”

“I am, Gwen. I’m trying to help you.”

“How is this helping me? I told you I don’t want to go.”

“Would you rather be stuck here all summer without any friends?”

She shoved clothes wordlessly into her bag for a moment. “Rather here than some random island in the middle of the woods.”

“You don’t know you won’t make any friends there,” I tried to argue.

She rolled her eyes. “You sound just like Alan and Aileen.”

I couldn’t counter that. “You’ll have me, anyway.”

“You’re not my friend,” she retorted, looking up at me through her bangs, “you’re my big sister.”

“I’m on your side either way,” I said. “Now stop just stuffing clothes in there. Roll them up first, it’ll give you more room.”








  
  
  Chapter Two (Sid)

  
  




The wind offered little relief from the dry July heat as my sister and I marched through the long grass to the creek at the edge of our property. I hated having to pull my socks all the way up, it made my leg hair itch, but it was easier than sticking a lighter to my ankle to coax out a tick. Genette didn’t have to worry about socks with her knee-high converse, but she complained loudly about all the little rocks and bumps in the earth hurting the soles of her feet.  

The green blades of grass tickled my arms, and the stiff goldenrod stems brushed past me as we walked. There were swathes of sunflowers and milkweed interspersed with the flattened deer beds in the field.  

A few paces ahead of me, Genette swore and jumped to the side. 

“What’s up?” I asked, freezing.

“Thistle,” she said, rubbing her arm. “Big sucker too. Why do we walk through the tall grass again?”

I followed her new path, looking out at the field adjacent, which bordered our neighbor’s property. The grass was never taller than a couple inches, since the village kids used it as a soccer field. My uncle was riding on the tractor right now, mowing it. He waved at us with a smile.

“Tradition,” I answered. “And John’s always in the way.”

Genette mumbled something about reminding her to rip out the big thistle plant later.

We came to the creek’s edge and stood in awe of its dark water, a smooth surface hiding a raging current. The cattails and lush grass rustled as frogs frantically hopped into the water. Twigs and leaves swirled down the creek’s path, disappearing into the shadow of the metal culvert. An old board provided a ramp for us to climb onto the culvert’s spine and cross to the other bank. From there, we set out into the woods. Branches skimmed over Genette’s leather jacket, but snagged on my tank top, leaving fine pink scratches on my skin. I winced whenever they nicked a bug bite. The buzzing of bugs got louder as the ground started to give way to spongy earth, leaving arched roots as the surest footholds.

The trees back here weren’t as grand as the ones in the woodland behind our other neighbor’s wheat field. Instead, they resembled knotted hair, almost too thick to get through. I remembered when we first moved here from Genette’s parents’ house, she took John’s machete to the thicket and cleared out a den for us. That’s how we found the old cow fence.

It stretched as far as we could walk in both directions, eventually getting stuck in a tree before the dirt path between our land and the wheat field. It was completely rusted. There were three rungs to it, the highest being right in the middle of my belly. We figured we could climb it if we shimmed up a post, but the barbs were still sharp, and we worried too much about slicing open our thighs. Whatever hid back there wasn’t worth a risk like that.

Besides, all that lay beyond was a swamp and a decrepit farmhouse. And we both knew what Grandma said about the swamp.

As the temperature began to drop with the setting of the sun, we crossed back over and walked through the mowed field. Raccoons lived in the old, unused well, so we didn’t want to chance meeting one in the long grass. From there, it was just a short jaunt up a gentle incline to the driveway. The field and the farmhouse were separated by a line of truly massive trees that sounded like the ocean when the wind blew through their heavily furnished boughs. The clunky red van sat in front of the house, which was a long bungalow. On the other side was a strip of garden and the neighbor’s white picket fence.

We walked inside and took off our shoes in the mud room. I sat on the trunk full of winter clothes, waiting for Genette to loosen her laces enough to free her feet. When she was ready, we went up the hall to the kitchen. Grandma and John were serving up mashed potatoes, chicken nuggets, and salad from the garden.

They weren’t related by blood. Grandma married John’s mother, my mother’s mother, after they both divorced their husbands. She passed away when we moved here seven years ago, when I was seven and Genette was turning ten. Aside from then, I only met her when I was a toddler, before I went to stay with Genette’s family in Oregon, before the incident with my mother…

“Hey kiddos,” Grandma said, brushing her silvery hair from her face. “How was your walk?”

“Good,” Genette said, taking her seat at the table. “How’s your wrist doing?”

Grandma looked a little shy. “Ah, it’s okay today. The sprain should be healed by the time you two are off at camp…”

John put our plates on the table, looking up at her seriously. “Fran.”

She covered her mouth. “Oh dear, did I let something slip?”

Genette leaned her elbows on the table, looking up at the two adults ferociously. “No way. I’m not going to no camp.”

John sighed and crossed his arms. “You will be. In two days,” he said tiredly.

“Two days?!” Genette shouted. “And you didn’t think to tell us sooner?”

“Or ask us,” I quietly added.

“No need for yelling,” he said, turning back around to put food on his plate.

Fran, a little subdued, sat down with her dinner. “I’m sorry, kids. It was supposed to be a happy surprise. Your guidance counselors recommended it, for building your leadership skills and expanding your social circles. You’re not officially going yet, you still have to fill out a form, but they have our address and your names. You’ll be picked up before noon on the fourth of July.”

“What if I don’t fill out the form?” Genette challenged, speaking at a better indoor volume.

“Nobody will force you to get on the bus.”

John sat down and told Genette coolly to just enjoy her dinner. We ate in silence for a bit, then John started telling me about something funny that had happened in a video game he was playing.  

After dinner, Genette and I went to our rooms. She was still mad, and I knew she wanted to talk, so I opened my window. Our rooms faced the backyard, across the hall from Grandma’s room, and we both had a window overlooking the shed. The slightly slanted roof was less than a foot under our windows, so we could step out onto it easily. Each year, we made sure to test that it could hold our weight so we could keep using it to gossip. Genette used to tease me about that when I got close to two hundred pounds, but she stopped when kids at school called me names.

When I heard Genette’s window creak open, I shimmied over the sill and delicately lowered myself onto the shed’s roof. Sitting cross legged, I waited for her to join me. Her pale, twiggy legs stuck out at wild angles as she tried to get her body through the window. Ungracefully, she flopped onto the roof with a groan.

“I’m out of practice,” she complained.

“It’s been a while.”

She righted herself and checked for splinters on her legs. “Yeah. So I’m pissed about this.”

“Rightfully, I think.”

“But they won’t hear a word of it, I’m sure.”

“No siree.”

“I’m not filling out that form.” She spat over the edge of the roof.

“Why not give it a chance? Rebellion won’t make a difference right now anyway.”

She hunched, frowning, which made her hair fall into her face. It was thick and more brown than mine, and where mine was even and silky, hers had at least three different textures. It was very obvious that we weren’t related, with her skin so white she glowed in the dark, her sharp facial features, big eyes and thin limbs. My skin was sort of pale, but my face was round and my nose was flat. I was also nearly twice her weight, even though I was two years younger and seven inches shorter.

“I don’t want to be stuck with a bunch of happy go lucky, school spirit loving, academic jock types.”

“What do you mean?” I asked with an amused smirk.

“You know, like, city high school kids, and the rich kids at our school. They excel in everything and it’s tiring to be around.”

“You don’t know for sure that’s who’s gonna be there,” I argued, leaning back against the wall. The windowsill dug into my back a bit.

“Who else would be at a leadership camp?”

I paused, thinking. “Maybe more kids like us.”

She shrugged, not saying anything. I knew she didn’t believe me.

“If they wanted us to come specifically, then they’d probably ask other kids like us,” I explained.

She rolled her eyes. “Whatever. You’re welcome to fill out that form, but I’m not falling for it.”

So, after we crawled back inside, I did.

It was a short and fairly open-ended form. It asked for my preferred name and pronouns, informing me that my therapist, psychologist, social worker, or guidance counselor had sent them my legal information. Then there were some questions about myself, like what I enjoyed doing and what set me apart from my peers. It capped off there with a bright red SUBMIT button.

I ran into Grandma and John in the tiny washroom while we all brushed our teeth before bedtime. John wasn’t going to sleep yet; he liked to stand with Grandma and talk before she went to bed.

“So, did you fill out the form for the camp?” John asked me when Grandma was rinsing her mouth.

I moved out of the doorway to let him go. “I did. It seems neat.”

“Where is it again?” Grandma asked.

“Shimmering Lake, in Silent Woods.”

They both got quiet and hurried up to go to their rooms, saying goodnight.

Genette came out of her bedroom after Grandma had shut her door and John had gone into the kitchen.

“What was that about?” she asked me, walking into the bathroom.

“I don’t know,” I mumbled. “They haven’t gotten that weird since we said we saw a horse in the swamp out back.”

Genette turned the sink on to wet her toothbrush, glowering down at the flow of water. She didn’t offer me anything, either, for the rest of the night.








  
  
  Chapter Three (Ava)

  
  




As time went on, I found myself getting more and more excited for the camp. I got the idea in my head that I was being pushed away, but I tried to not let that overshadow the hope of making friends with people like me. Maybe Henry would learn how to be kinder, too, and Gwen would feel more at peace with herself. The two of them still hadn’t come around, but I wanted the best for them, and I guess, similarly, so did the parents.

On the morning of the fourth, we had a big breakfast on the back porch. Aileen was exhausted from being up all night with Cole, so she wasn’t there. 

Gwen was tense and quiet, picking at her pancakes.  

“Aren’t you gonna eat that?” Henry started to tease her.

“It’s okay to not be able to,” I told her, giving him a harsh look before he could say worse. “I have trouble eating when I’m nervous, too.”

She gave me a halfhearted smile, looking like she might cry. “Yeah, I’m so anxious it’s making me sick.”

“That’s a first,” Henry jeered under his breath.

I kicked him in the shin and he moved to throw his fork at me, but thought better.

Alan leaned over the table and put his hand on Gwen’s gently. She quickly withdrew.

“Sorry,” she whispered.

“It’s okay, you don’t need to finish. I’ll pack it up,” he said, recovering from his blunder with her physical boundaries by taking her plate. “Do you want me to toss a couple of Ava’s meal replacement drinks into your snack pack?”

“Oh, sure, thank you,” she said meekly.

He smiled warmly at her as he stepped through the door.

As soon as it was shut, Henry exploded at her. “I can’t believe you’re wasting food. You only can’t eat because you were eating garbage all night in your room. Don’t you realize I can hear you? You’re across the hall and it’s not like you’re quiet.”

“I wasn’t! I don’t keep food in my room,” she spat. “I’m not a slob like you.”

He laughed coldly. “The pot calls the kettle black.”

She glanced at me. “I don’t even know what that means.”

He hollered in laughter as Alan opened the door.

“What’s so funny?”

“Nothing,” Gwen and I said in sync.

Alan blinked. “Okay. Well… You have about three hours to get ready now. Aileen’s asked me to wake her at ten so she can say goodbye.”

Henry said that he needed to pack, so he went in and up to his room. Alan shut the screen door and left me outside with my sister, who was feverishly brushing away tears.

“You should try to cry less,” I said, but that wasn’t what I meant.

Her shoulders slumped. “I know.”

“I didn’t really mean that,” I murmured, trying to think of the right words, but they just wouldn’t come.

“I get it,” she seethed, standing up and making the chair scrape on the wood. “You follow along with Henry’s bullying like everyone else.”

The door shuddered as she went. All alone, I watched the wind in the trees, holding my arms with a vice grip.

I was still out there like that when Aileen woke up. I heard them all talking through the door. She eventually came out to see me. She was still in her pajamas, and she sat beside me at the table.

“Are you okay, Ava?”

I didn’t want to look at her, but I was too scared not to. “I… I’m okay.”

“You can talk to me,” she said sweetly, extending a hand.

I took it. 

“Are you worried about going to camp? It’s gonna be really nice. The counselors seem caring and knowledgeable. One of them was even a camper there last year.”

I shook my head. “I know I’ll be okay. I’m worried about Henry and Gwen.”

She tilted her head. “I think this will be good for both of them. For you, too.”

It took me a bit, but I did agree. She stroked my knuckles with her thumb, not saying anything for a while. I felt overwhelmed that she cared about me. It had been five years since they got custody, and six since they started fighting for it, but man did it ever hit me sometimes.

“Do you think I’m a good person?” I blurted, but that wasn’t quite what I wanted to say. “I mean… Do I show people that I care enough?”

Aileen smiled sadly. “I know you care a whole lot about our whole family, Ava. We care about you too, just as much. Your siblings might not express it the same, but you know better than I do about the hardships you all faced. You can’t blame any of you three for the things you struggle with today.”

I was speechless. How could she read my mind so well? My body was shaking without me realizing it, and then I was sort of crying. She pulled me into a hug, standing us both up. I held her tightly, hiding my face in her shoulder.

“Thank you, Aileen,” I whispered.

Stroking my back and humming softly, she rocked me. “You really can call me Mom, you know.”

“I know.”








  
  
  Chapter Four (Sid)

  
  




We had a big family barbecue the night before we left, and said our goodbyes in the morning. Genette and I packed in a hurry because we’d put it off the whole time. The bus had to wait a minute or two while we finished. It came so early; it didn’t feel entirely like it was our fault.

When we’d finally gotten our things out the door, a tall ginger man who looked like a very nervous lumberjack stepped off the bus.

“Hi,” he said, waving at us. “I’m Jason, I’m one of the counselors. I can help you get your bags on the bus if you’d like.”

Genette dragged her two suitcases up to the shoulder of the road. “Where do we put these?”

He gently touched the sliding cover of the undercarriage, then pulled it open.

She grunted with effort as she lifted her bags into the compartment. I carried mine up much more carefully, putting them near hers. There were already some bags in there. Genette waved to Grandma and John tersely before marching onto the bus, but I went back to give them hugs. I didn’t think she was being very mature, but I didn’t mention that to anyone.

There was a girl on the bus already. She was fat, like me, and had so many freckles down her arms, on her shoulders, and across her face. She had a long, glossy red braid tied with a blue bow, and she wore a delicate white sundress decorated with blue flowers. She was very pretty. She politely introduced herself as Abigail.

“I’m Genette,” my sister said, dropping her school bag on the seat across from the girl. She flopped down next to her bag. “This is my little brother Sid.”

I waved, too shy to speak, and hurried to the seat behind Genette.

As we drove away, I felt restless and anxious. Looking out the window, I remembered the train ride from Portland to Toronto, where my uncle picked us up. I had been quite young, so the memories were fuzzy, but I remembered being so scared. I didn’t think I’d see my family again, or even Genette’s family. Losing my mother had been horrible, and then so quickly having my only remaining parents push us off to Canada… It wasn’t good for me.  

On that train ride, I thought of my mother constantly. Then, I had heard her voice in my mind, but now I can only recall her face: the roundness of her cheeks, the softness of her skin like amber honey, just like mine. The silkiness of her midnight blanket of hair. The twinkle of her black eyes when she laughed.  

I sucked in a shaky breath and realized that I’d started to cry a bit. I rubbed my face, trying not to look obvious about it, and focused on the scenery.

The highway led us through pasture after pasture of cattle, field after field of soybeans and corn and wheat, speckled with sparse, clumpy woodland. Occasionally, there was a stretch of land where the trees had been felled. The ground was dark and marred, lifeless, but we moved so quickly, it was gone in a flash. Other times, there were empty fields that weren’t being used, or a small flock of sheep, or a couple horses. Distantly, I could see grain silos and farmhouses.

“Where is the camp, Abigail?” I asked after a while, leaning over the back of Genette’s seat.

“Shimmering Lake,” she said.

“We know, that’s the name of it,” Genette snorted. “But where is it?”

“Silent Woods.”

“And where’s that?”

Abigail smiled. “You’ll see.”

At the back of the bus, the washroom door flung open. A short Black boy with a poofy green mohawk stumbled out. He was wearing a big red shirt, cargo shorts, and a jean jacket covered in pins.

“Are you talking about Silent Woods without me?” he shouted gleefully, running down the aisle to his seat across from me. I hadn’t even noticed the messenger bag that was sitting there.

“I was only answering their questions about where we’re going,” Abigail reassured him with a warm smile. “You still have lots of juicy details to give them, Ripley.”

“Why don’t we wait until we pick up the other three campers?” Jason said from the first row.

“Sure,” Ripley agreed disappointedly.

Genette gave me a suspicious look, but didn’t speak up.

We drove for a long time without stopping. Genette and I kept to ourselves. We tried to play cards, but it ended up being a game of 52 pick up. Abigail and Jason were quiet. Ripley had this big, messy book that he was looking through ponderously. Occasionally he mumbled to himself, but I couldn’t make out any words. His voice ranged between sounding like he had a bad cold and squeaking with voice cracks.

When the sun was high in the sky, we pulled into the driveway of a big, new house. It had a big, new car, and I could even see a big, new boat bobbing with the gentle tide at the edge of their huge backyard. They had a dock right on the lake. I wondered how much this property cost. The figures made my head spin.  

We had a good amount of land here in Ontario, but that’s only because we had lived here for so long. We were doing better than we would’ve been if we lived in the north with my relatives, but we were still poor. My aunts, uncles and cousins ran a small tour company in Nunavut, but it was hard for them without their parents, my uncle, and my mother. Uncle John couldn’t move back in with them now, since we relied on him. In America, things had been different, in many ways, but we still struggled to get by
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