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For Adrian…

 


You turned my pain into shiny light and love.
You gave me strength and compassion. Enough to overcome so much, at
such a young age, and follow my heart and dreams. If only we had
known you would be taken from this world in such a short time, it
would have changed so many of my decisions back then. I wouldn’t
have listened to “wait, we have our whole lives ahead of us.”

 


It’s been over 30 years, my love. I still
play our song, still remember you jumping off the roof into the
snow, excited that I said yes, still remember you talking me to
sleep over the phone, when we couldn't be together.

 


It’s been over 30 years, my love, since I saw
your face, was held in your arms. The power of your wacky, off-beat
way of looking at the world was such a compliment to my own. It
remains with me, even after all this time, and it's the shine my
heart still beats with.

 


You changed this book for me, from the first
draft of a horror story, written by a twelve year old, through all
it’s incarnations over the years. My first novel. The first one I
ever wrote, even though it was not the first I published. I wasn't
ready to share it with the world. I wasn't ready to share you with
the world, nor the love you gave to me.

 


I have the strength now.

 


Bless you, wherever you are.
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BOOK ONE



Book 1, Chapter One

Squeaky springs were cutting into my
backside. The padding on the driver’s seat had worn thin over the
years that the bus had driven out, then back to camp. Trips for
foods, hauling children and families, and occasions like this one,
which I'd come to dread- picking up the season's maintenance crew.
Three hours of driving hadn’t made my mood any better since I'd
left the seat’s bead cover back in camp.

Warmed metal bit harder as the green and
white machine leaned into the rough curve between the forty-foot
drop-offs on either side of the road. Several duffel bags clanked
and shuffled behind me. The guys weren’t too quiet, either. I
waited- no, counted- the minutes until I could shut the door to my
room for the evening.

Paul and Ed were waiting to meet all of us in
front of Brook, sitting on the old bench seat. We had taken it out
of the bus three summers back because the legs were too rusty. With
some chains and a new wood frame, it made a wonderful swing. Ed
liked to whittle on the comfortable perch in front of the shower
house during the evening hours, after all the chores were done,
listening to the kids run around.

Normally, another person waited with them.
Chelle's mother had taken sick and my close friend had gone Outside
to take care of the elderly woman. It was unfortunate for three
reasons, at least. Mostly because Iris, Chelle's mom, was a nice
lady. I also didn't like to see Chelle upset.

The third reason was a little, niggling,
selfish thought. Dealing with all these men on my own wasn't going
to be easy. Funny, how I never used to have that problem.

“Well, let's get the worst of it over with,”
I said to myself, swinging the door open.

I waited as each one filed past, looking to
see who would cause trouble, who would be able to lead a group, and
who would fade into the background as much as possible. Phone
interviews were rarely ever accurate. I mostly relied on references
to make my decisions. Especially when the person would hire the
employee back. If something didn't work out… well, it was a
temporary position. I would have my peace and quiet back when the
trees started turning.

“There are so many this year. I wish we
didn’t have to need them. Get a grip, Trina. There are too many
things that need to be done in order to get more income coming into
the camp. We can't hold off on projects anymore.”

Mr. Parker and I decided one summer with a
large seasonal crew could prove to be profitable in the end.

“Ah, well. No sense worrying now- they are
here and I need to start dealing. Ed and Paul will give me their
impressions later.”

Swinging out of my seat, I followed the group
over to Hammerhead, my home- a large cabin reserved for the
maintenance crew of Camp Sedgeworth. Victoria, the lady who
actually owned the camp and Mr. Parker's aunt, had given it to us
when our other cabin was destroyed in a snowstorm six years ago-
just after I took the position of Maintenance Director and
Off-Season Manager. Actually, our building more of a lodge as the
core group of us lived here all year round. A wonderful haven full
of happy memories, a lot of pain, frosty drafts, and mostly- hard
work.

Hammerhead could feel claustrophobic in the
winter. This was one of the reasons why there weren’t more than Ed,
Paul, Chelle, and myself. Victoria had offered us more staff, to
handle all the things she wanted. The four of us decided we liked
it rough. We had added in Chelle two years after me, for her
plumbing skills. I was the only one that wasn’t a summer
transplant. Add to it that the winters in the Adirondacks tended to
prevent most people from being outside, no matter what, we didn’t
much care for the Outsider Attitude. Even people from town Spur
Kick, population 900, thought we were crazy to live in the back
woods. With nine dogs and a cat. This summer would start even more
crowded with twelve extra bodies in the living space.

Ed winked at me encouragingly, holding open
the door, calling out, “The Lounge is straight ahead. We'll park
there for a bit before we get settled. Coffee's brewing in the Shop
to the right. Grab a mug and have a seat.”

“Ugh!” The bodies were crowding the
front hall.

Doing my best, I slipped past into my
cubbyhole office and, grabbing my clipboard, waited for everyone to
settle, taking a moment to prep myself. Butterflies in my stomach.
I'd thought, while driving, that I wouldn’t be so jumpy, since I'd
the chance of seeing who was who before they realized I was their
new boss. Sighing, I fingered a small photo on my corkboard.

My first year as head of maintenance was
very... disillusioning. I was so get-up-and-go. It took me a while,
but I'm finding out what my way of doing this is, thanks to Ed and
Paul. The picture was of the four of us grinning foolishly at the
new pump house, pointing at the small green building- Chelle‘s pet
project that we had worked on for over a year. They never let me
doubt myself. With that as a boost, I throttled my nervousness.
John wasn't here. Not now.

Ed, this morning, had put my favorite coffee
mug next to the BrewMaster. Smiling at the silent “thumbs up, I'm
here,” I grabbed myself a cup, and wandered into the Lounge,
smiling at Christopher- my intern from St. Paul's College.

“Well,” I began, determined to make a solid,
mostly cheerful, and firm impression. “I hope your stay here is
more pleasant than the trip in…”

“Hey, darlin', why don't you get me some o'
that- black- while we wait for the boss-man to show.”

I ignored the interruption, flipping through
the sheets on my clipboard. “My name, as I told you earlier at the
station in Syracuse, is Catriona. I answer to that, Trina, Sarge,
or Boss,” pausing briefly to let it sink in. Discretely, I watched
to see if anyone had a problem with that. My interrupter, though
looking a little red around the gills, seemed to be someone who
would cause a spot or two of trouble. Joe was his name.

“For the next, oh, twenty minutes, we'll
discuss what is expected of you, go over a general schedule for the
summer, some other guidelines, and then we'll get onto room
assignments.

“As you have all signed contracts, I'll go
over a few reminders. The first thing that should always be in your
mind is: this is a children's camp. That means no swearing, no
public brawling, and no beer or other alcohol. Smoking is allowed
in restricted areas only. If we're out in the woods, confine any
smoking to the t bed. It'll be your responsibility to make sure the
butt can is emptied after every trip.

“The second thing is safety. This isn't your
normal construction site where an ambulance can get to you right
away. We, as a team, are responsible for ourselves, each other, and
every body in this camp. Until you are very comfortable with the
layout, don't go anywhere with out someone else. May seem a little
kid-like but there have been times where a bear has roamed into
camp. On the other side of the lake is a nature reserve. A point to
mention- no candy is allowed on a job site. It attracts too many
critters. You may bring extra sandwiches, cheese and crackers,
nuts, fruit, or other things like that.

“If you have any accidents, report them
immediately. This isn't one of those places where you get laughed
at for filling out a form for a paper cut. Also any rashes, bites,
or breathing problems.

“What you might not realize, seeing as this
is mid-April, is that it will snow. In your contracts was a
description of the weather you will be dealing with over the
next couple of months. This wasn't an overstatement. It's the other
reason for the buddy system. There will be mud slicks, ice rain,
hail, and snow. Do not underestimate the weather. Most of you have
experience doing road work in winter. It will prepare you, but it
isn't an exact match of the conditions you will be facing over the
next two months. May will bring the heavy insect season. May and
June will be slippery with rain and mud. July and August will bring
heat, humidity and a second insect season. There may be frost or
ice at any point, even in heavy summer. Watch your footing. Some
people who have been with us in the past have worn knee guards all
summer, even with shorts.”

A few were nodding, mostly in agreement with
me, as well as from understanding. Good. A very good sign. I began
unclenching my stomach. If only a fraction.

“The schedule. I've a very ambitious summer
planned.

"First, we'll start with tree clearing and
road repair. Should take about four weeks. After, we'll open cabins
and inspect them for damage as well as the trail staircases and the
lakefront. That should take about a week and a half. From now until
then you will be very tired at night.” There were some groans.
“Once the trees are down, we have about two weeks for any major
repairs before orientation of the staff. That will depend on what
we find during opening. We have an inspection the week after
Orientation. I'll go over items of note with you from time to time-
things to look out for and how much of a concern it has. It comes
down to basically this- if we don’t pass inspection, camp will be
closed for the season and I'll have to send you all home. The
expansion we have planned won’t go through until the repairs are
completed.

“Following staff orientation, we'll have a
more structured week. Mondays, if it isn’t raining, will be Chore
Day for any mowing, chopping wood, cutting down trees that are
problematic, making minor repairs, and the like. Monday afternoons,
we’ll start back up with the actual cabins. When we get to this
point, I’ll split you up into groups. Between now and then, please
get to know enough about each other to know who you would like to
work with. I'll try to put you with those people; however, those
decisions will be based more on your individual skills. The rest of
the week will be construction and other projects, depending on
weather. We have nine buildings to put up in about ten - twelve
weeks. A couple of expansions. That means four and a half days a
week with ten to twelve hour days.

“The construction of the cabins isn't all
that in-depth. We'll have to hand dig the partial basements with
very little prep and no heavy equipment. The mini-cats and back
hoes you're used to working with won’t do here- they damage too
much of the landscape and we have other worries to think about. The
rest will be base construction- wood frame, walls, floors. Minimal
plumbing- one toilet and sink to each cabin. Extensions will be
about the same. We'll go over the actual structure when the time
comes.

“Look around you for a bit.” I pointed to the
room at large. “This is the Lounge. Our main living area and get
away from children. You're welcome to use anything you see in this
room after you're done for the day. On the far wall are movies and
games. This table is where we'll eat or go over plans. There's a
garden out back, mostly vegetables, but we put in a couple of
benches. It makes a good place to read if you are into that kind of
thing. Dartboard is over in the far corner.

“Until the cooks get here, we're responsible
for making our own meals. If any of you can cook, I'm sure the rest
of us will appreciate it. Wake-up bell rings at 6 am. That's three
long tones. KP is two short, mealtime is two long. There is a list
of all the rings in each of the rooms upstairs. After the Wake-Up
bell rings, you'll have about 45 minutes to get up and shower over
at Brook before the kids. As there are only eight stalls, I suggest
you make the most of your time. There will be the chance to shower
again at 17:45, which is normally quitting time for us. You will
know when that is because it’s also the dinner KP bell. For the
next six weeks, however use the ladies’ side of Brook. The men’s
side is shut down until after the last frost.

“There are wash machines in Brook as well as
one set downstairs.

“In the morning before we go out, we'll
gather in here, look at the chalk board and talk about what needs
to be accomplished for the day over breakfast. After the cooks
arrive, it will be someone’s responsibility to get our food and
bring it back. The cooks make for us first, then the kids. Our day
will always begin with a crew meeting to go over structure, safety,
equipment and any training you might possibly need before heading
out. The board may change on a daily basis or not at all. You'll
notice right now, there are room assignments and our talking. Take
a look at night before you head to bed.

“In camp, you may be asked to drive one of
the trucks or the bus. Our insurance will cover that. However, if
we leave camp at all, only myself, Paul, Ed, or Chelle, who isn’t
here right now, are allowed to drive the vehicles.

“Thursday and Sunday evenings, we'll go out
to dinner and do shopping. Friday afternoons, we stop for the week.
Those who go home will have 90 minutes to clean up and get packed.
Bus leaves at four-ish, which'll put you back in Syracuse at about
six to six-thirty p.m. Pick up will be on Sundays at 3 p.m. Anyone
who fails to show up will be considered to have quit unless other
arrangements have been made. You do not have to be back here until
6 a.m. Monday morning. If you drive up, your vehicle must pass
certain inspections and qualifications for insurance purposes. You
may be picked up or dropped off.

“As far as the rest of your living
conditions... Make the most of them. Anyone claustrophobic? No?
Good. Some of you are three to a room, some two. I drew names out
of a hat to see who went where. I know it's cramped. For that, I
apologize up front. There are only two toilets in this building.
However, there is a hot tub out back and several porches we can use
once the weather warms.

“Well, I think that's it. I suggest you take
some time to get unpacked and take a look around. If there are any
volunteers to either help with meals, see one of us. Dinner tonight
is on us. We'll be taking you to a favorite tavern. The bus will
leave at 6:30. Does anyone have any questions?”

Ed, Paul, and I took turns answering a few
things and then released the eyes-glazed-over bunch to fend for
themselves.

 


* * * * * * * *

 


One evening four summers ago, I'd come back
from Brook after my shower to find a sign nailed into my door. I'd
caught Ed putting a hammer back into the Shop. The sign read
“Tranquilizer.” He had been teasing me earlier in the day that I
needed to take one. Fingering the grayed wood helped me center;
opening the portal to my haven gave me a mental escape.

I flopped down on my king-sized bed. This
room had once been the upstairs screened-in porch. Victoria's
father had thought this would make a perfect master bedroom and put
the bedstead in before rebuilding the walls. The only way to get it
out would be to take a chainsaw to it unless you were a master
carpenter. Which, as far as furniture went, I wasn't. Buildings- no
problem. Wood designs with lots of patterns- problem. I tended to
keep things real simple. Paul and Ed decided I should get the room
when I took over since it's got a built-in desk and a
fireplace.

The room was peaceful- somewhat soundproof
double paned windows and the outsides of the walls had been covered
in fieldstones. I kept it neat and spare of too much furniture.
Mostly because in the winter the other three would, one by one,
creep in, throw another log on the fire, and crawl into bed to keep
warm. Here in the foothills, there were basically two seasons-
summer and winter and I loved and hated both. Spring is nearly
non-existent except for the mud. Fall lasts about three weeks. It's
my favorite time of year. The thick army blankets reminded me, as I
lay on them, Fall was only five months away. Twenty two weeks. I
could last that long. I would last that long. The golds and reds of
fall. Crisp air. Breathing in, I could almost taste the crunch of
leaves, Chelle’s deep apple pie.

I was interrupted from sinking my thoughts
into a pleasant goo by something heavy landing on my bed. Cracking
an eye, I saw a pot-bellied, yellow-eyed, foul-breathed, black
fiend purring his way over to me.

“Merlin, one of these days you're gonna jump
up here and make the whole bed land in the basement.”

He tried hard to put as much cat hair as
possible into my nose. We spent a few moments reconnecting after I
was apparently gone for days. (About eight hours, which is less
time than I spend away when I'm really into my work.)

Paul popped his head past the door.

“Come on in,” I sighed.

“Most of them don't seem too bad,” he
replied, shutting the blue wood behind him.

“I can tell Joe is going to be one of my
headaches.”

“Stop worrying. We'll deal with it when we
have to. If you keep stressing like this, he's going to feel like
he can get away with anything he wants.”

“I know.”

“Don't be so hard on yourself. It's not like
we have a good solid staff we work with all the time...”

“You been talking to Chelle?” I growled.

“No. And I know you know that. I shouldn't
have brought it up.”

“Sorry I snapped. So, tell me what you think
of them?”

Paul and I talked for a bit- debating about
who would do what and how on schedule we could be. Ed crept in
after a while and the three of us once again tried to find the
shortcuts to allow us a bit of breathing room. We couldn't decide
on how fast things would go until we knew more about our new
people.

“Ed, I want Christopher on your team. He
seems a little more sensitive than I'd originally thought. He's
going to have a tough time of things. Try to fill his head with
your knowledge of the area. It may distract him.” Paul shrugged in
disagreement. “Unfortunately, I may have to saddle you with Joe as
well. He seemed to be the only one that had a problem with a woman
boss. You're older than us'n folk. He'll be listenin' to ya.”

We were constantly teasing Ed about being
older and being too old-fashioned. Through the walls, we heard
several thuds on the floors and a few grumblings about the size of
the rooms. It couldn't be helped.

 


* * * * * * * *

 


Paul hunkered off after a while, with Ed in
tow, to give me space. It had been a long week for me- prepping for
dealing with all of this... this... this change.

Change was good- most times. And there were
things I was looking forward to. The bathroom downstairs for one.
Not having to trudge through six feet of snow to have a hot shower
was going to be marvelous. Coming in from hauling food and trees to
a long hot soak. It was a dream the four of us had shared for many
winters. Certainly, we'd all decided a severe invasion of Outside
into our lives would be worth it in the end. Once the cabins and
tenting areas were up and running, more money would come into the
camp and therefore draw more attention to the winter research. That
meant more money and better living conditions.

We had sweated next to each other for years,
sacrificing creature comforts to be here. Victoria had made each of
us too sweet a deal, one way or another. We study the land, the
effects of acid rain in the Adirondacks, birds of prey, insect
populations, and get paid for it. Not by a research company- not
directly, leastways. We were real people. That was part of a couple
of the studies. If we happen to pick up information about deer
habits or lake conditions, well, an added bonus to sweeten the pot
for other research groups at fancy colleges, like the one Paul used
to work for.

Me, personally, I was here for myself. I
loved my work- construction and outdoor conditioning. I loved it
here because the other three had accepted who I was as a person.
Man, woman, straight, gay, into purple dinosaurs- they didn't care
and didn't judge. I pulled my weight. Helped out when the load got
to heavy to bear anymore. Real friends. “Here” was “safe;” a place
like in a children's game of freeze tag where no one was going to
get you.

Except… There were twelve people from Outside
living in my house. I'd to deal with it every summer. Usually, not
so many- five tops. Twelve- the thumps and bumps in the night alone
were going to be horrendous. I would have to watch everything I
said and where I put things. Most of our personal community stuff
was packed away, just to prevent any theft going on, with anything
we really cared about. With a smaller group, the problem makers
would normally leave halfway through the summer and what would be
left would be good people, easily dealt with. Jokes came easier
because there were fewer temperaments to balance.

I'd twelve new ones to deal with. Cooped up
in little tiny rooms with almost no privacy for months. What was I
going to do with them all? And what was I going to do when they
started bickering at each other?

 


* * * * * * * *

 


Instead of working myself into a froth in my
room, I inserted myself back into my cubbyhole office. Some of the
guys came in and chatted me up for a bit- a couple actually wanting
to know a little about me. I began flipping through contracts and
as ever cursing my predecessor Carl for the useless agreements I
was still bound to. Not as many headaches as there used to be, but
my grumblings twinged for every needless cent paid out.

“I hope you are rotting in that jail cell
of yours, Carl.” I thought bitterly once again trying to find
break which told me where I was going to buy small parts from and
for what price. The politics of the good ol’ boy network.

I growled at the papers on my desk and sat
back, stretching my arms WAAAAY over my head to relieve the crook
in my neck. A small pop let loose a sigh in me. Coffee. My mug had
about a half-inch of cold, light brown liquid in it. Time for
fresh.

As I stepped out of my office, I looked about
at my new crew. Several were playing poker and getting to know each
other. Christopher was studying a map of the area, tracing lines
and trails while Ed told him about what we do in our off time. Paul
was no where to be seen. One of them... What was his name again?
Stone? Bear? Something like that anyway, was quietly reading a book
in the red, overstuffed half couch. I smiled. It was a very comfy
chair to sit in and it folded out into a single bed. I've spent
many nights curled up with Merlin, a book, and a cup of tea in that
very chair. Sometimes completely dozing off.

The clock on the wall read 6 p.m. as I filled
my mug. Time to ask the first thing of my crew. I wondered a bit
how they would react.

Clearing my throat, I asked for everyone's
attention. “Not to break up what seems to be a good game,” I nodded
to the table, “But some volunteers are needed to help with
breakfast and clean up. If everyone could please come over to the
board?” A few comments were made, but not unkindly. “This is the
chore chart. You'll notice that there's a both a cook and dish
washer for breakfast and dinner, garbage detail, chopping firewood,
cleaning common rooms in Hammerhead, as well as Brook. We have no
one else to do these things for us. Each of you will need to take
on one extra task a day.”

“What about lunch? I don't see that on the
board...” I think it was Larry who asked.

Ed said, “Breakfast cook takes care of lunch.
We pack it into the trucks and eat on-site. Once the cooks get
here, the morning person takes care of getting breakfast and lunch
from the mess hall, takes gear back to the kitchen. Evening
dishwasher deals with the mugs.”

I broke in. “For the first few days, Ed,
Paul, and I have elected to chop wood.” There were a few grumbles.
Joe made a comment that I should be cooking dinner.

I flashed a smirk at him. “You'll be grateful
for it later. Trust me.” To the rest I said, “Why don't we pick out
tomorrow's chores now so we know who has to get up the earliest in
the morning?”

After a few more moments of “I'll take this”
or “Hell, no- I ain't scrubbing toilets,” it was nearly time to
leave. I made the suggestion that they grab an extra sweatshirt or
flannel for the ride in. The Bus was a leaky whore at night.

 


* * * * * * * *

 


“Hey, Rosie!” I bellowed over the crowded
tables in my favorite tavern. “What's good to eat tonight?”

“Crap! I thought I’s more time to get the
place back together ‘fore you came in ‘gain!”

“Pigglestein! Such a good boy!” I fluffed the
shepherd’s ears as the dog jumped up to my waist to lick my
head.

My crew took over three circular tables. A
chubby man came over with menus. “You asking what's good to eat?
Your boots!”

I raised my eyebrows. “Rosie, I'm impressed.
You came to wait on me yourself?”

“Nope. I see some new faces with you tonight.
I want to show them that there are people in the area that's
friendly. After dealing with you all day, they's gonna need
it!”

I chuckled. “So where's my beer?”

“It's coming. It's coming. Didn't your Mom
teach you no manners? Or patience?”

Ed snorted.

“Hey!” I cried.

Paul chimed in, “You'd better get her a beer,
Rosenetti. Before she gets bored and challenges you to another dart
game.”

The owner hustled quickly off, thinking Paul
was putting ideas into my head. Again.

My slightly chunky friend said Rosie had
insulted him. It wasn't again. It was still.

We had a pleasant enough evening, chatting
with people in the bar, introducing everyone. I finally figured out
who was who after having the names repeatedly called off throughout
dinner. Which was excellent, as usual.

I love steak. Grilled to a pink and brown
softness with a touch of garlic rubbed into it. Or horseradish,
which I eat in massive quantities and the main reason why I'm not
allowed to cook very often. Ed tells me he would rather die than
let me fry eggs and ‘radish in his good skillet. The night’s
porterhouse was succulent. Juicy. Tender. I wolfed down extra
portions meal with full heartiness, enjoying the texture and flavor
immensely. I'd a few side-looks from some of the guys who couldn't
believe I was packing away the food. So I eat a good meal. So what?
It wasn't going to be up to one of them to find out where the fare
went.

 


* * * * * * * *

 


Merlin hopped all over my pillow just before
my alarm went off at 5:30. I palmed his face and pushed while
scratching ears.

“How does he know? And how do I break him
of the habit of leaping on my head, and putting his sour tasting
paws in my mouth, without breaking his neck...”

I'd only one defense. “Kibble!”

The mass of black fur bounded off the bed to
sit next to his bowl. I fumbled around, looking for the brown bag
of food one of the women down the road makes for my cat. Next came
robe, two pairs of sweat pants, extra socks, three towels, and my
bathing kit. Down the stairs. Somehow. The sun was just peeking
through the windows as I started the BrewMaster. I stood, nearly
drooling in a sleep-induced haze, and waited. Waited for the bliss
of morning wake-up juice to drip through my veins as it was
beginning to percolate. Soon. soon. soon. black fuzzy
warmth....

I snorted a bit, standing upright, and
reached for my coffee mug. The ancient worn knob turned easily in
my hand after years of practice. Creamer, sugar. Stir. “Remember
to stir.”

The frigid cold beyond the thick front door
shocked me awake, leaving absolutely no place for the warmth of
sleep to remain with me. I huddled along, coffee mug warming my
hands, and a tote bag inside my winter coat.

Brook had three sets of doors, and I chose
the middle to head into the laundry area. I checked both water
heaters to make sure they were on. In the winter, the side spigots
are always drained and capped off so, hopefully, nothing could
burst, even though it's one of the two heated buildings.

Another trick of Carl's had been to let the
pipes explode every year, then let his “cousin” come in and repair
them for an exorbitant fee with cheap surplus parts. There were so
many refits underground I'd no idea what the water pressure would
be if I tore it all up. “Well, it works. It’ll get replaced as
needed. The right way. And insulated with drip lines.”

The old Fulton upright boiler sat in the back
of the laundry room. Fire damage from the old water heater had not
affected it, thank goodness. Currently, fire walls separated the
water tanks from the rest of the room. We had finally gotten the
boiler set up enough to have steam lines run about the building and
over to the mess hall. Too bad the showers still needed the water
heaters, but not even Chelle could figure out a way to get hot
water and heat out of the old thing at the same time without
blowing the line to the kitchen. There used to be a heat exchanger
for the boiler, an old Bell and Gossett shell and tube, but no one
had been able to find it anywhere on the property. I think Carl
sold it, and getting a new one was the same as a large chunk of my
yearly salary. I stepped up to the large circular vessel, checked
dials. The valve twisted, and water flooded the drain, looking like
dirty dish water. The boiler would keep working another day.

I opened the creaky screen door and the wood
one behind it to step into the ladies shower area. Dawn light was
bright against the pale frosty sky outside. “My” stall had the
purple door. Stepping around the shower stool, I set down my tote
on the extra seat and turned on the water. I hated getting up
early, but there was more hot water to be had, once the water tanks
got going. Which I needed. Continuing with my morning rituals, I
left the coat on and began unplaiting the four and a half-foot long
braid. My one vanity. Ever since I was six and my mother had
forgotten to put my hair up for the night, I took great pains with
it. The hair had become tangled so badly it had to be cut off. I'd
cried the whole time.

Steam made me overly warm in my coat, robe,
sweats, and long johns. I began to peel off layers slowly.

“Soon,” I promised myself, “Soon, I
won’t have to go through this twice a day ritual, freezing my hair
into a solid block going back to my bedroom.”

I grinned. Shampoo first- a sweet ginger goo.
It was a good blend and kept the flies off in the summer. And, as
usual, shivered through a full conditioning- holding myself in the
changing area out of the blast of warm water for a full five
minutes. It's going to be nice to have an extra half hour to sleep
in the morning, not having to get up early enough to have a
bathroom to my relative self. No kids underfoot in the summer. I
couldn't take the shuddering anymore and jumped back into the heat.
Ahhh! My whole body sighed.

Quickly, I dried off and slid into the clean
pair of sweats, wrapping up the wet locks in two blue pieces of
terry fabric. Bundling up, I braced myself against the cold. Steam
rose off me, scooting back to Hammerhead past the ancient
pines.

It had taken a lot less than I'd thought to
go through my morning wake up. I grabbed another cup of coffee and
took it upstairs where I could unstick my hair by the fire. First,
though, I was kind enough to unbank last night’s coals and get a
small blaze going in the main hearth to warm the cabin for the
day.

Merlin was protesting the interruption of his
“just-after-waking” nap when I tiptoed into my room. There were
several snores and snorts coming from down the hall. I was more
concerned about throwing more wood onto my own fire at the moment
and picked up a chunk of wood with half-frozen fingers. Much as I
wanted to crawl back into my warm cozy bed, I needed to be at my
best this morning. The day would set the tone for the rest of my
summer. Paul stirred a little as the wood popped behind the
grating. I sat in silence wondering what today would bring...

“An argument? Or a quiet sullen day?
Hopefully not. The best I can ask for, in all honesty, is that the
guys will be trying to impress their boss. I'd best make some
things clear to them- like how I feel about macho
stupidity.”

 


* * * * * * * *

 


Monday had been interesting to say the least.
Standing in front of the dining table, clipboard in hand, drawing
on the chalkboard. Feeling like a school teacher. My old crew in
the city wound up appreciating morning reviews. Continuing the
practice seemed like a good idea.

Nearly all of them had never hand-cleared
land before. Two thirds of the day was spent giving basic
instructions- how to deal with the ice and snow at the same time as
not destroying the forest. Even Paul and Ed took notes. I don’t
know why exactly as those two had been my main teachers. Maybe to
reinforce that I was in charge? I mentally shrugged and went back
to drawing out figures on the board.

“Each morning, you need to check when you
come down for breakfast and coffee. In the evening, I'll update the
areas we finished. Before I go to bed, this part of the board will
show the area we'll work on for the following day. Listed in this
section will be tools, equipment, and what kind of clothing you
should wear. Check it on the way to the showers.

“For right now, double layers at least. If
it's too cold or frozen out, we'll work on things other than
clearing trees.”

There were nods to what I was saying. Again,
a good sign.

“If we leave for the day and safety harnesses
are listed, don’t just shrug it on. Wait for everyone else. Put it
on when others are around and don’t leave until I've checked the
fit. We'll be up in the trees in the ice and wind. Your harness
will be the only thing that keeps you from a broken neck. I can
guarantee each one of us will fall out at least once.”

I connected eyes with each man making
absolute certain they knew this was one thing not to cross me
on.

After, I went over knots and parts of the
harness. Had Paul demonstrate how to get into one. Ed took over at
this point and went over how to scale a tree, how to tie off
branches, and other useful tricks. I could see more ease in their
shoulders. Perhaps it would be best to have Ed do the rest of the
teaching. Was it more important that they listen to me? Or that
they got the understanding about how to do what I was asking of
them?

The first attempt of tree clearing went
rather well other than a few attempts to strut in front of me. I
decided I didn't like Joe's attempt at seduction and flat out told
him so in front of everyone. He had been amazed when I came with
everyone else and buckled myself into a safety harness. His words
still echoed in my head. “You shouldn’t be doing something so
dangerous. And why, Darlin’, why didn't you let me help you?” I
made darn sure his harness was extra snug.

For the first few hours, we stuck to the baby
trails- branches and trunks that could be reached from the bed of a
truck. By noon, our newbie crew had learned their footing, in snow
and ice. Enough that I felt comfortable having Ed and Paul teach
the actual climbing portion.

By the end of the first day, Joe was no
longer puffed up. I'd scampered up so many trees, cutting down dead
branches and looked like I was fresh, while he and the others
dragged their sorry butts home. Most of them I made take a short
nap to refresh themselves enough to shower before dinner. Myself, I
took an ax out and chopped up quite a bit of fuel for the next day
or so. Then washed. In my room. I wasn't sure one of them wouldn't
try to come into the ladies area when I was in there. I briefly
contemplated continuing the practice until orientation. No- I would
be too smelly by the end of three days, much less three weeks. I
would just have to keep getting up extra early.

I didn’t get as many weird looks when I
tucked into a heavy carb meal.

After dinner, Ed, Paul, and I needed to
complete our chores for the evening. Branch clean-up had been added
to mine. Lots of trees to get ready for sale. Mr. Leland would be
happy planting the next crop of trees and corn for us.

Wood was wood, as far as I was concerned, for
fuel. So, while I was still full of dinner, I headed out to the
wood piles with my trusty Huskvarna. Nuding trunks took attention,
so that when the blade bucked, I kept the nicks to the main meat of
the tree to a minimum. I'd have to chop the trunks into arm size
pieces anyway. When I got bored, I headed out with my pack and
clipboards and began my rounds of the nature preserve.

By midnight, I had a mental checklist and set
of pictures of what needed to be done this coming season. Maps were
updated, and I began sketching out the next day's section of trails
on the chalkboard- noting trees and bushes with x’s. One of the
cliff-side staircases needed to be ripped out and rebuilt. Which
meant at least a day's worth of work. Quite a few ruts in the road.
Better get more gravel ordered.

 


* * * * * * * *

 


It had been a draining day but I felt good
about it. The past winter had been a hard one and several trees had
been knocked down. Since I had the bodies and resources to remove
the debris, I used them. Within three days, the crew had found a
rhythm- slow, steady, and very consistent. I was pleased. Most of
the diseased trees could come down instead of waiting for them to
fall over or until we got a free day. It would be the first summer
I wouldn't have to worry as much about crashes in the middle of the
night since I hadn't gotten around to them.

Christopher had been very interested in what
I was doing. Each tree taken down, a sample of the bark went it in
a baggie and noted the location on sheets of paper. He asked for
knowledge and I gave it.

We were doing groundwork for a research
facility. By charting trees and getting samples, they would know
the relative reason why a tree wasn't doing well and in what area.
I took him on as my partner for scaling the wooden monoliths. More
to show that I was rotating myself around but also to give the
intern some of the information he needed.

I explained. “Look at the ground. It's mostly
sand and loam. There's very little for the tree roots to cling
onto. Erosion. Now you get a strong wind and that knocks down more
trees and branches. Climb up this one here.” I gave him a nudge.
“Look down the hill and tell me what you see.”

The shortish blond man did as I asked. I
could see him swerving into a better perch. “It's thicker at the
bottom. You can barely see the meadow floor.”

“Exactly. That's where all the nutrients go-
down the hill. This is normal. Climb down now- watch out- there's
nothing under you for another foot or two...”

About fifty feet down the road I asked
Christopher to climb a different maple- one that needed to have
multiple branches taken off.

“So why not cut down the whole tree?” he
asked.

I pondered. “This one tree? Pass me that rope
would you?” I began tying knots around the limb we'd be taking off.
“Other than it's very time consuming? No particular reason. Think
about how many trees we simply cut branches off. Think about how
empty the woods would be if we had taken them all down. Good. It's
a snug knot. There's also the theory that if you only take the
parts off that are diseased, it may heal itself. It may not. Then
there's all the other environmental impacts- like- where are all
the birds going to go?”

While I was sawing through the frosted wood,
Christopher thought long and hard about what I was saying, half
watching me and half looking around him at the run-off and soil
patterns.

Back in my office in the evening, I brought
up his file on my computer. Victoria had given it to me a couple of
years ago. I found the thing to be a nuisance more than anything
else. Slowly, I two finger typed the questions Christopher had
asked and some things I noticed about his observations. They were
good, solid thoughts. He was more gearing himself for common sense
answers rather than a scientific approach. Which I thought was a
good thing.

Since I was already there, I opened all the
other employee files perusing the comments I'd already made and
adding others. Larry would make a good team leader. He was good at
double checking his work and making sure where everyone was before
he dropped a limb. Not everyone had been so careful. That attention
to detail would be invaluable to me.

Kevin, on the other hand, needed constant
supervision. Not that he was a bad worker. He followed instructions
to the letter. Nothing more. He needed constant reminders to do
things or coaxing in the right direction. Probably be best with
Paul. Paul could be patient and work with someone through whatever
needed to be gotten through. He was very good at putting things
into a different perspective. I got the feeling Kevin was very much
like a dog that had been whipped repeatedly. He wasn't going to do
anything to bring out the lash. I'd see, over the summer, if he'd
be someone I'd bring back in future seasons.

 


* * * * * * * *

 


During the day while we were in the trees,
the sun would warm to above forty and start melting the snow, only
to freeze over again at night. I'd quite the quiet chuckle
Wednesday morning when the guys slid all over the place heading off
to the showers. No one laughed even a little bit when I wore cleats
over to Brook. Not so the previous morning. Ah, well. Patience is
rewarded they say. I felt no obligation to constantly justify my
life to people who were only here for a season. They would learn or
not, as their own wits allowed. Why waste my energy?

A chilly breeze blew by. The branch may have
been above my head but I was at ease on the ground, thankful the
location wasn’t fifty feet in the air. I looked up at the clouds.
“Okay, guys. That’s enough for today. We’re going to get hit with a
small storm in a bit. Put the tools away and hit the showers.”

On the way back to Hammerhead one of the guys
whispered, “Geez! She’s worse than a drill sergeant- do this, go
there.”

Ed, unknown to the speaker, was right behind.
I smiled when he said, “That’s why she told you flat out she
answers to ‘Sarge.’ Which would you prefer? A boss that expects you
to know everything already or one that goes out of her way to make
sure you are safe?”

Leaving them with food for thought, Ed picked
up his chin and walked ahead. I slowed even more, thinking deeply
and not wanting the others to see my reaction. I was touched. He'd
never said it before. Not like that.

 


* * * * * * * *

 


A rumbling purr in my ear. My room was
toasty- cozy warm. The front door beneath my window slammed shut
forcing my mind into conscious thought.

What time was it? The sun was well up. My
alarm read 8:26 am. I oversle- No. It was Sunday. I loved Sundays
in the summer. I could and did bury my head back into the pillow to
continue enjoying my slumbers. Merlin enjoys it, too. He sleeps on
the pillow next to mine. Taking naps together is his main idea of
quality time.

I lay in a fog, letting pleasure seep into my
every muscle, not thinking of a single thing. My lips curled into a
soft smile and my body sighed in complete happiness.

Unfortunately, twenty minutes into my
midmorning nap, a knock on my door roused me.

“G' 'way.” I murmured.

The knock came again.

“N' body home. G' 'way.”

Silence. Then once again- rapping of knuckles
insisting I answer.

“Oh, all right! Come in.” I didn't move.

“You decent?” came a hesitant voice.

“Completely covered except my head. Either
come in or let me go back to sleep.”

The door cracked enough to let a figure pass
through.

“What is it?” I grumbled.

“Paul said to bring you this.” The tick of a
mug being set down on my bed table. I still hadn't moved or even
cracked an lid.

“Ok. You brought it. You can leave now.”

“I'm supposed to make sure you are
awake.”

The phrasing of that made me open an eye. A
very uncomfortable Wolf was standing up against the wall, patiently
waiting for me to sit up. I dragged myself into an upright
position, fumbling for the mug and took a sip of the hot beverage.
Which should have been coffee. It wasn't. It was my favorite tea.
The kind I save for special occasions like Christmas.

“Uh-oh. What's wrong?”

Wolf looked a little panicked but he had been
well coached. “Paul also said to make you promise not to throw
anything first.”

“That doesn't sound good.” I got a better
look at the slightly confused face. Paul must've been exaggerating
stories again. “Oh, all right! I promise.”

“He said to tell you that you were right- one
of the pipes to Brook burst.”

“And I take it he wants me to take a look at
it now.” I sighed at the nod. “What away to ruin a perfectly good
Sunday.” I flipped back the covers and got out of bed, chuckling at
Wolf's immediately turned head. “Relax. I've been yanked out of bed
before. That's what the t-shirt and long johns are for... Here.
Throw this in Merlin's bowl, will you?”

I shoved a brown paper bag at the startled
man.

“Merlin?”

“My cat. He always sulks a bit when I've to
leave His Royal Highness alone. KIBBLE!” I called. “He probably
won't come out. The Royal We doesn't like strangers.”

To prove me wrong, a long black paw slid out
from under the bed. It was going after Wolf's bootlaces.

Startling the man further, I shouted “NO!”
and dove after the paw. From under the bed, I dragged him out. And
out. And out. It never ceases to amaze me how much cats can change
their shape.

“This...” I hefted his highness up, “is
Merlin. A 25 pound fiend who enjoys tormenting people, untying
laces, and otherwise being a nuisance.”

Wolf reached out a crooked finger, which my
cat nuzzled. I waited a moment then dropped him on the bed. The man
scritched him on the head while I shoved on jeans, socks, boots. By
force of habit, I checked outside before deciding on a shirt. Too
warm for triple under-layers so one of my favorite flannels would
be the best choice.

“Ok, let's go.” I said, keeping mug in one
hand and grabbing my jacket. My breath poofed up as we stepped
behind the shower house on the men‘s side.

“Ok, Paul. What have we got?”

“The pipe back here has a leak.” My friend
pointed to a small, now-exposed line.

“I'm assuming there's more to this?”

He nodded. “This one goes to the mess hall. I
had to shut down the boiler to find out what was wrong.”

“Which is...?” I prompted him. It looked like
that it was going to be bad news. “Go on. I already promised I
wouldn't throw anything.”

“Cracked. From what Chelle taught me, it’s
too small. Line looks like the cold finally snapped it. Probably
has been for a while and we just didn't know it. I heard hissing
when I came out to blow down the boiler this morning. The pressure
was too much.”

Wolf knelt down, brushing away some of the
loam. “This is a transfer line?”

I looked at Paul, completely out of my
league. He nodded.

“I don’t know how cold it gets up here. This
line, if it has hot water running through it on a frequent basis,
that’s mostly alright. Constant hot to freezing to hot again is bad
for pipes. You should have at least a three inch pipe, not one and
a half. It should be run through the building and not outside. If
it has to go outside, the insulation’s gotta be thick to withstand
the harsh cold.”

I grimaced. “There’s a lot of lines like that
here.”

“Insulated?”

Paul shook his head. “Not very well anyway,
where it's insulated. Chelle's been doing her best to fix what
breaks every winter. When we can, we insulate the repairs. Some of
those spots are temp fixes until enough of the rest of the line
goes. I’d say a third of the camp has been fixed but none of the
major lines. There’s too much to rip up. We’d have to shut down for
an entire season to get it all worked out right.”

“Damn, Chelle. Why do you have to be gone
now?” I thought. “This is exactly what I hired you for. None
of the rest of us knows enough. I can read the schematic. I can’t
figure out how to change them, not both inside and outside with all
the proper flows, backflows, and pressures. You never did get
around to drawing them up for me.”

“Ok. I guess I don't have much choice, do I?”
pursing my lips. “I don’t know plumbing at all except the very
basics about laying new pipe. I have to have instructions on grade
and all that. Can you two fix it? Really fix it? Without me having
to call in a professional plumber? At least until Chelle gets
back?”

Paul and Wolf looked at each other for a
bit.

“Maybe” was the answer. While Wolf looked
around a bit more, Paul mentioned that Ed would be back with the
crew in the evening. Larry, one of the new guys, was a plumber.

I shook my head. “It’ll be too cold tonight.
We don’t get this done, we could have a major problem. Maybe the
pump house, too. Orientation is too close. We’ll use Larry if our
fix doesn’t work.”

The green eyed man looked up from the edge of
the shower house. “You’ve got more mud over here. It probably
snapped in more than one place.” Paul came over. “About under where
the connection is to the reservoir. If that’s the case… It would be
a lot easier to replace the whole thing instead of this one part.
We could do it. Probably take three to four hours.”

At Paul’s nod, I continued. “When were you
supposed to head Outside?”

“Around ten.”

“Which leaves me about forty five minutes.
This is what we'll do. Both of you take a look at the area. Replace
the whole line from the shower house to the pump shed. Figure out
how much line. When Larry gets back, we’ll have him figure out the
grade and the extras, in case anything else goes.”

My exasperation mounted. Paul looked at me
with understanding. We both knew this was Chelle’s responsibility.
This time, there was no “But, I’ll be here when it breaks” to pull
her butt out of the fire.

“Paul, go see if we have the parts we need,
how much chemical we have left to treat fresh water. And don't use
any of that cheap crap Carl had been using. Tell me what we
actually need if we don't have it. I don't want to be playing
monkeyshines with this thing all summer. If there’s anything we
don’t have, I can always run back out. Wolf, can you fire up my
truck in about twenty minutes? I’ve got to make a few phone calls
and take a shower.”

“You haven't eaten yet...”

“No time for that now.” I said over my
shoulder.

“I'll bring you something, then.”

“Of all the stupid things to happen on a
Sunday.” I grumbled my way back to Hammerhead, feeling deprived
of my Sunday snooze-in because I'd have to go to the Mill and
purchase large quantities of material to fix this right. I was the
only person who could sign on the credit card. “Damn you,
Chelle. I needed those schematics… How am I supposed to explain
that I have to spend more than we probably need ‘cause I don’t know
for certain? Double damn you again, for making me have to trust an
outsider, because I was too soft on you.”

Victoria was out of the house when I called.
I left a message with Ramsey that a major line burst to the shower
house and it needed to be repaired today or there'd be no heat to
the mess hall. I left the account number that would pay for the
credit card bill, and I had no idea how much it would cost. I would
bring photos and schematics with me when I came to visit. She knew
the account number was our emergency fund. It would most likely be
empty by the time the summer was over, if my guess was correct. We
were all over the place this year and I'd bet my own last nickel
we'd find a lot of broken or nearly broken parts.

In almost no time, I was back at Brook, using
up the last of the hot water. There was time for only one shampoo.
I was churning over the bad luck that started us out this season.
The amount of my evenings spent on how to re-budget so that the
repair wouldn't hit us hard.

I was sitting in my room cursing my hairbrush
when the brown haired man knocked on my door. “Come... in!” I
snarled again at the brush. “Good idea- hand food.”

Wolf set my eats down on the dresser and
stared a bit at my hair. It flowed down my back and was soaking
water into by blankets and robe. I kept up with the brush. Wolf
looked to be considering something when Paul bounded into the
room.

Exasperated, he flipped the paper at Wolf and
said, “Here. Let me do that. We'll never get Outside on time. You
eat!” I traded him the brush for my egg sandwich.

“So what... do we need to get?”

“Damn, Trina, didn't you use
conditioner?”

“No time. Used the two-in-one stuff.” I
motioned Wolf to read off what was on the scrap of paper Paul had
shoved at him, while I thought about what shirt I'd that was both
clean and also dried the quickest. Paul was very good at getting
out snarls. He gently separated my long locks and whipped the brush
through the ends first, working his way up.

Wolf cleared his throat. “You may want to use
some leave-in conditioner next time.”

I looked at him slightly taken back by his
opinion. “Uh... okay?” Did he not know how mosquitoes loved that
stuff?

He smiled and said, “I have four sisters.
They were constantly going on about it. Anyway. Seventy feet of
four inch piping, gang valves, at least four joins...” The voice
reading off the list was smooth.

My hairdresser broke in. “I forgot - we need
more insulation.”

“Cost?” I asked when he was done.

Paul replied, pulling back the bangs on the
right side of my head, “About twelve hundred. We've got enough
chemical. Not by much. We'll need another pail within a couple of
weeks.”

I winced again.

“Sorry. Did I pull too hard?”

“No. I was thinking there goes the emergency
cash for the season and it hasn't even started yet. Oh, well. We'll
have to think of something if anything else goes wrong. I don’t
want to dip into the tree account if I can avoid it. It could have
been worse. The boiler could have gone kaput on us.”

“Please. Don't even think it. You're
done.”

For Wolf's sake, I announced I was getting
dressed as they discussed possible alternatives. He turned as the
folds of my robe hit the bed. Sensing his discomfort behind me, I
slid on jeans and a clean flannel.

“You can open your eyes now,” I chuckled,
opening the door to my room.

 


* * * * * * * *

 


My hair was loose, drying as we gunned the
truck into town. It would be a frenzied afternoon of shopping and
picking things up. At least until the meat order came in. Paul,
Wolf, and I bounced along with me at the wheel, zipping on curvy
roads into the mid-sized town.

At the Mill, I raced around aisles, pulling
off equipment to buy. Several times I'd to remind Paul not to get
the less expensive things, even though I'd winced at the price. I
didn’t want anything happening to the boiler or the showers this
summer and I would tolerate no short-cuts on this repair we had
been waiting so long to make. I'd enough headaches to deal with. I
signed the receipt while Paul and Wolf loaded the truck bed.

 


* * * * * * * *

 


“Lettin' yer hair down 'gin?” Stan called to
me from behind the butcher stand.

“Yup.” I was constantly teased by the
townsfolk about always having my hair in braids.

Stan came up to the counter and leaned, arms
crossed, against the glass counter. It was a sure sign he had a
juicy bit of meat and not the kind he sold.

“Yer order ain't ready yet. We's still
getting the crates and such unpacked. Shouldn't be too much longer.
Kin ye wait or do ya need to send back a truck?”

“No, I'll wait.”

“Patience is a good thing.”

“Oh?” I asked. Stan was gearing up good.

“I been getting a couple of phone calls,
reglar like. Seems that cityfolk think us'n live in the country
need money.” I waited. Stan gave information in his own way at his
own pace. “Said I'd find a one hun-dred dollar bill in the mail
if'n I called him when you placed your next large meat order.” Fear
rose in my throat. “I got the same phone call mebbe two weeks
ago.”

“Leave a name?” I whispered hoarsely.

“Nope. Jes a number. Lessee. I put it in my
pocket for safe kepin'.”

Stan's pockets were considered sacred by
locals. The best rumors were considered pure fact and truth if it
came out of the butcher's shirt.

I look at the paper he handed me. My hands
shook, holding the folded wad. “I don't have to look. Do I,
Stan?”

“Figure'd not. Jes' make sure those ribs are
healed right before you go tanglin' 'gin. I don't want no
competition for my barbecue specials.”

I braced myself against the counter for a
moment holding the fear at bay. The older man looked at me kindly,
silently lending me his friendship.

“Like's I said. Patience is a good thing.
Mebbe I lost the number. And mebbe you went to another butcher.
Wouldn't be as good as me.”

“Thanks, Stan. I don't want you to... to have
any trouble on my account.”

He nodded and went back to sharpening his
cleaver before tackling a large chunk of bloody beef sitting on his
block.

“I'll be back in about a half hour to get the
meat. Thanks.”

He waved me off and I turned- half stunned,
half angered. John had reared his ugly head again. How hard would I
have to hit it this time? I looked down to see my fingers rubbing
my right side. Determined, I forced my hand down to my side.

I placed orders in different shops for things
needed and picked up my share of the boxes. My mind was barely on
what I was doing.

Seven months of silence. Seven. Why now? I
actually knew why now. The start of the season would mean I was
around new men. Competition. I steeled myself going into the
different shops, feeling claustrophobic with all the people around
me. Where could I go to work through this? Where? At K-Mart, I
stopped in the ladies room, ignoring people who waved hello.

I was shaking and splashed water on my face
to help choke down the fear. This wasn't the place I should have
gone, with the small stalls with locks on the doors. I had to get
out. I stepped over the concrete walkway with slow deliberate
breaths of refreshing cold biting air. I looked around without
actually seeing anything.

Until something glittering in a window caught
my eye. A crystal cat twinkled at me in the sunlight, sitting on a
brightly colored scarf. It reminded me of
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