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CHAPTER 1

June, Again

Ashley Davies stepped through the front door of the cottage and let her duffel bag drop to the floor. The air inside was still and smelled of pine cleaner and the faint must of a place shut up for months. She stood in the living room and let her shoulders settle. The drive from the city had taken four hours with the Friday traffic crawling north on the 400, and her braid was still damp at the ends from the bottle of water she had tipped over herself somewhere around Barrie.

Gail came in behind her, keys in hand. She tucked them into the canvas pocket of her capris and looked around the room the way she always did on arrival. Checking for anything out of place. There never was anything. The cottage had the same furniture it had held every June Ashley could remember. A blue sofa with wooden arms. A low table with a stack of old Cottage Life magazines. A painting of a loon on the wall above the television.

“Windows first,” Gail said. “Let’s get the air moving.”

“I know the routine.”

“I know you know.” Gail smiled and moved past her toward the kitchen. “But saying it out loud makes it feel like we’re really here.”

Ashley opened the window above the sofa. The crank turned stiffly, and she had to use both hands. Outside, the lake was visible through a screen of birch and white pine. The water was flat and gray in the late afternoon light. A motorboat droned somewhere out of sight. She could hear it but not see it. The sound carried across the water the way sounds did up here. Clear and close, even when the source was a mile away.

She checked her phone. Full bars for once. The cottage had mobile service now. Two years ago her mother had finally agreed to a small tower on the ridge above the road, and the signal had been reliable ever since. Ashley scrolled through Instagram while Gail moved around in the kitchen. The same accounts she followed every summer were already active. The Hamiltons had posted a photo of their dock with new cedar planks and a caption about the first swim of the season. The Chandlers had a shot of their grandchildren holding sparklers on the lawn. The Mercers had a picture of a lasagna on a countertop, with the lake just visible through the window behind it.

She closed the app and went to help her mother.

The kitchen was small. A galley with white cabinets and a counter that ran along one wall. Gail had already set the kettle on the stove and was wiping down the inside of the refrigerator with a cloth. Her reading glasses hung from the chain around her neck. She looked up when Ashley came in.

“Bags can wait,” Gail said. “I want to get the kitchen sorted first.”

“I can do the bedrooms.”

“After tea.”

Ashley leaned against the counter. The kettle began its low rumble. She watched her mother work and felt the familiar rhythm of arrival settle over her. Gail wiped the shelves in the same order every year. Top shelf first. Then the middle. Then the crisper drawers, which she pulled out entirely and dried with a separate towel. It was a small thing, but Ashley had noticed it years ago and now she looked for it. The predictability was comforting in a way she could not explain to anyone at school.

“I saw the Hamiltons already posted,” Ashley said. “New dock.”

“That dock was new last August.”

“They’re calling it the first swim of the season.”

Gail closed the refrigerator door and straightened up. “People like to make things look fresh. It’s part of the ritual.”

“Posting a photo of last year’s dock and saying it’s new?”

“I didn’t say it was honest. I said it was the ritual.” Gail wiped her hands on a dish towel and looked at Ashley. “Speaking of which. I want to ask you something.”

The kettle clicked off. Gail poured water into two mugs and set one in front of Ashley. The tea bag tag hung over the rim. Ashley left it to steep.

“I’d like you to keep a low profile around the neighbors this summer,” Gail said.

Ashley waited for more. When nothing came, she said, “What does that mean exactly?”

“It means be friendly but don’t linger. Don’t ask a lot of questions. Don’t get drawn into long conversations.” Gail sat down at the small table by the window. “Everyone knows everyone here. That’s the nice part. But it also means people talk. And the less there is to talk about, the easier things are.”

“You’ve never said this before.”

“You’re older now. People notice you differently.”

Ashley pulled her tea bag out and set it on the saucer. She pressed it with the back of the spoon. The liquid that ran out was dark and she let it pool there. “Is there a particular reason I should be careful? A yes or no reason?”

Gail looked at her for a moment. Her face was calm, the same expression she wore when she balanced the books at the kitchen table at home. Careful. Unhurried. “Being welcome is easier when we don’t draw attention. That’s all.”

“That’s not a yes or no.”

“It’s the answer I have.” Gail reached across the table and touched Ashley’s wrist. Her fingers were cool from the refrigerator. “I know it sounds vague. I’m not trying to be mysterious. I just want us to have a quiet summer.”

Ashley nodded. She did not push further. The tea was too hot to drink and she blew across the surface of it. Outside, the motorboat had stopped. The lake was quiet now. She could hear a screen door slam somewhere up the road and a voice calling a name she did not recognize.

Gail stood up and went back to the counter. She began unpacking the box of dry goods they had brought from the city. Pasta. Canned tomatoes. A bag of coffee. Ashley watched her mother’s hands move through the familiar motions and felt the question she had asked settle into the space between them. It was not an argument. It was not even a disagreement. It was a door that had been opened just wide enough to see that there was something behind it and then closed again before she could look.

“I’ll do the bedrooms now,” Ashley said.

“Towels are in the hall closet.”

“I know.”

She took her mug with her. The hallway was narrow and dark. She flicked the light switch and the bulb buzzed for a second before it caught. Her bedroom was at the end of the hall. The same room she had slept in every summer since she was six. A single bed with a quilt her grandmother had made. A dresser with a mirror that tilted slightly forward. A window that looked out on the side yard and the edge of the neighbor’s property. The empty cottage. The one that was supposed to be unoccupied.

Ashley set her mug on the dresser and looked out the window. The cottage next door was dark. The porch light was off. The lawn was cut, which meant someone had been there recently, but the curtains were drawn and there was no car in the drive. She had never seen anyone come or go from that cottage. Not once in eleven summers. Gail said it belonged to a family from Toronto who never used it, but the lawn was always cut and the porch was always swept and once, two years ago, Ashley had seen a light on in the kitchen at ten o’clock at night. She had mentioned it to her mother the next morning and Gail had said it was probably the caretaker.

She turned away from the window and unpacked her bag. Clothes into the dresser. Charger plugged in beside the bed. The phone charger looped around her wrist caught on the drawer pull and she untangled it absently. She had started wearing it there after losing three chargers in one semester, and now it felt strange to take it off.

By the time she finished, the light outside had shifted. The sun was lower and the shadows from the pines stretched across the lawn in long stripes. She could hear Gail in the kitchen. A cupboard door closing. The tap running. The small sounds of a house being made ready.

She sat on the edge of the bed and opened Instagram again. The Hamiltons’ dock photo had seventeen likes. The Chandlers’ grandchildren had twenty three. She scrolled further back. The Mercers had posted the same lasagna photo last July. She was almost certain of it. Same dish. Same countertop. Same angle. She swiped back through their feed until she found it. July 12. The lasagna. She held her phone still and looked from one photo to the other. The arrangement of the noodles was identical. The sprig of parsley on top was in the exact same position. It was the same photograph, posted eleven months apart with a new caption.

She set the phone down on the quilt. The Mercers were not trying to fool anyone. They were just curating. Presenting the version of summer that looked best. The one where the lasagna was always fresh and the grandchildren were always smiling and the dock was always new. She understood the impulse. Everyone did it. Her own feed was full of carefully chosen moments. But the gap between the post and the reality was wider here. The community was small. The rituals were repeated. The photos were not records. They were a performance.

Gail called from the kitchen. “I’m heating up the soup. Five minutes.”

“Coming,” Ashley said.

She did not get up right away. She looked at her phone again. The Mercers’ feed was a grid of polished summer moments. The Hamiltons’ was the same. The Chandlers’ was the same. Every account told the same story. Fresh paint. Clean water. Happy families. The consistency was the point. The consistency was what made it feel like nothing ever changed here.

But the empty cottage next door had a porch light that was off in every photo she had ever seen of it. And the lawn was always cut. And the caretaker, if there was one, never appeared in anyone’s posts. No one tagged the cottage. No one mentioned it. It was a blank space in the middle of a community that documented everything else.

Ashley picked up her phone and opened a new note. She typed the date at the top. June 14. Then she wrote: Mercers posted same lasagna photo as last July. Hamiltons’ dock was new last August. Empty cottage porch light off in every post. Check tomorrow.

She saved the note and put the phone in her pocket. It was not suspicion yet. It was just a list. But it was the first list she had ever made about this place, and the act of writing it down made the questions feel more solid. More like something she could follow.

She walked back to the kitchen. Gail had set two bowls on the table and a plate of crackers between them. The soup was tomato. Steam rose from the bowls in the cool air. Ashley sat down and picked up her spoon.

“I was thinking,” she said. “Tomorrow I might go through some of the old photo albums. The ones in the living room.”

Gail looked up. “What for?”

“Just curious. I want to see what the place looked like before we started coming.”

“The albums are mostly from your grandmother’s time. They don’t go back that far.”

“Still.”

Gail nodded slowly. “All right. Just don’t make a project out of it.”

“I won’t.”

They ate in silence for a minute. The soup was hot and the crackers were slightly stale from the drive, but Ashley did not mind. The kitchen was warm now. The window above the sink was dark. Outside, the lake had disappeared into the evening and the only light came from the porch lights of the other cottages along the shore. Small amber squares spaced out along the water.

She finished her soup and carried her bowl to the sink. Gail stayed at the table, her spoon resting in the bowl, her glasses still on the chain around her neck. She looked tired. The drive always tired her, though she never said so.

“I’m glad we’re here,” Ashley said.

Gail looked up and smiled. “Me too, sweetheart.”

Ashley went back to her room. She closed the door and sat on the bed and opened her phone again. The note was still there. The date. The three lines. She read them over and then opened Instagram one more time. She scrolled through the Hamiltons’ feed, then the Chandlers’, then the Mercers’. She was not looking for anything specific. She was looking at the pattern. The repetition. The careful polish. The way every account told the same story about the same place.

Tomorrow she would compare posts from different summers. She would look at the empty cottage in every photo she could find. She would see if the porch light was ever on. She would see if anyone ever mentioned it. She would see if the blank space was really blank, or if it was just being kept that way.

She plugged her phone in and set it on the nightstand. The charger cord looped around her wrist caught the light from the window. She unwound it and laid it on the dresser. Outside, the neighbor’s porch light was still off. The lawn was still cut. The curtains were still drawn. The cottage sat there in the dark, waiting for nothing, and Ashley watched it until her eyes grew heavy and she turned away to sleep.
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​CHAPTER 2

The Same Amber Square
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Ashley sat cross-legged on the living room couch with her phone in her lap and the charger cord looped twice around her wrist. The cottage had settled into its nighttime quiet. A single lamp burned on the end table beside her, and the rest of the room sat in shadow. Through the window, the empty cottage next door was a dark shape against the darker trees.

Gail had finished in the kitchen an hour ago. Ashley heard the bathroom door close, then the creak of the bedroom floorboards, then nothing. Her mother was reading in bed. The cottage held only the small sounds of a place at rest: the refrigerator cycling on, a branch brushing the window screen, the lamp’s faint electric hum.

She opened Instagram and started with the Hamiltons. Their account was public. She scrolled back to the previous summer, then the one before that. The Hamiltons posted the same kinds of photos every year: the dock at sunset, a canoe pulled up on the rocks, a barbecue with paper plates. She stopped on a shot from August of last year. Mrs. Hamilton stood on their deck holding a glass of white wine. Behind her, through the gap between two pine trees, a square of amber light glowed in the dark.

Ashley zoomed in. The light was too low and too warm to be a window catching the sunset. The sun would have been behind the photographer. She checked the timestamp. August 12, 9:47 p.m. Full dark. The porch light at the empty cottage was on.

She saved the image and scrolled further back. July of the same year. The Hamiltons’ grandchildren on the dock with sparklers. The sparklers made bright scribbles in the long exposure, and behind them, between the same two pines, the same amber square. July 3, 10:12 p.m.

She opened the Chandlers’ account next. Their photos were mostly group shots on boats, everyone holding up fish or raising beers. She found one from late August, two summers back. The caption read “Last sunset before school starts.” The photographer had framed the lake and the sky, but the edge of the frame caught the side of the empty cottage. The porch light was on. She checked the date. August 28, 8:53 p.m.

Ashley saved it and kept going.

The Mercers posted less often, but their photos were more carefully composed. She found one from June of the previous summer. A platter of grilled vegetables on their deck railing. The background was blurred by the shallow depth of field, but the blur itself had a warm amber smudge in it. The empty cottage’s porch light, softened by the focus but unmistakable. June 20, 9:15 p.m.

She sat back and looked at the four saved images. Four different dates across three different summers. Four different neighbors. Four different cameras. The same light in the same place.

The community said the cottage was empty. A Toronto family owned it. They never visited. A caretaker kept the lawn cut, but nobody stayed there. Ashley had heard this her whole life. Gail had said it yesterday when Ashley asked about the drawn curtains. “Nobody’s been in there for years.”

She opened her phone’s photo editor and lined up the four images side by side. The amber square appeared in the same spot in each frame, relative to the roofline and the pines. It was not a window catching light from another cottage. The angle was wrong for that. The empty cottage sat at the end of the lane, with no other building between it and the water. A window reflecting a neighbor’s porch light would show a different color temperature, a different brightness. This light was consistent: warm incandescent, steady, the kind of bulb someone turned on deliberately.

She checked the dates again. August 12. July 3. August 28. June 20. No pattern she could see. Not the same week each year. Not the same month. Just ordinary summer nights when someone had taken a photo and posted it without noticing what sat in the background.

Or without mentioning it.

Ashley saved the side-by-side comparison to her phone. She opened the note she had started the day before and added the new dates and the names of the neighbors who had posted them. Hamilton, August 12. Hamilton, July 3. Chandler, August 28. Mercer, June 20. She wrote the times underneath each one. She wrote “porch light on” and underlined it.

The refrigerator cycled off. The silence that followed was deeper than before. She heard a moth batting against the window screen, a soft papery sound. She heard the lamp’s hum resume its thin note.

She looked at the window. The empty cottage was still dark. Its porch light was off tonight, the same as it had been every night since she and Gail arrived. The lawn was still cut. The curtains were still drawn. The cottage gave nothing away.

She returned to the Hamiltons’ account and scrolled through the comments on the August 12 photo. Mrs. Hamilton’s friend from Toronto had written “Gorgeous sunset!” A cousin had asked about the wine. Nobody mentioned the light in the background. Nobody asked whose cottage it was or why it was lit. The comments were all about the foreground: the deck, the glass, the smile.

Ashley checked the other photos. Same thing. The Chandlers’ fish photo had twelve comments about the size of the bass. The Mercers’ vegetable platter had a thread about the marinade. The amber square sat in every image like a smudge nobody wanted to clean off, and nobody said a word about it.

She set her phone down on the couch cushion and rubbed her eyes. The charger cord pulled gently at her wrist. She had been scrolling for nearly two hours. Her back ached from hunching over the screen. She straightened up and let her spine crack.

The cottage was still quiet. Gail’s light was off now. The bedroom door stayed closed.

Ashley picked up her phone again. She opened a new folder in her photos and named it “Cottage.” She moved the four images into it, then the side-by-side comparison, then a screenshot of her note. She checked that the original posts were still live. They were. If anyone deleted them later, she had the copies.

She looked at the folder for a moment. Four photos. Four dates. One light. It was not proof of anything. A porch light could be on a timer. A caretaker could stop by in the evenings. The Toronto family could visit without telling anyone. There were a dozen explanations that did not involve a secret.

But the captions never mentioned the cottage. The comments never asked about it. The neighbors posted their summers as if the building at the end of the lane did not exist. And the lawn stayed cut, and the curtains stayed drawn, and the porch light turned on in the dark while everyone looked the other way.

She opened the note again and added a line at the bottom: “Why does nobody talk about it?”

The moth had stopped batting at the screen. The lamp hummed on. Ashley set her phone on the end table and stood up. Her legs were stiff from sitting. She walked to the window and looked out at the empty cottage. The dark shape sat among the pines. No light. No movement. The lawn was a pale gray rectangle in the starlight.

She stood there for a long minute. The cottage looked the way it always looked. Quiet. Empty. Waiting. But now she had four photographs that said it was not always dark. Four photographs that said someone had been inside, on four different nights across three different years, and the whole community had posted the evidence without a single word of acknowledgment.

She turned away from the window and went back to the couch. Her phone screen glowed on the end table, the folder still open, the four amber squares lined up in a row. She picked it up and closed the app. The lock screen showed the time: 11:47 p.m.

She unplugged the charger from the wall and wound the cord around her hand. The plastic was warm from the outlet. She carried the phone into her bedroom and set it on the nightstand. The cord stayed looped around her wrist.

Outside her window, the empty cottage sat in the dark. The porch light was off. The curtains were drawn. The lawn was cut. But Ashley had the images now. She had the dates. She had the note. Tomorrow she would look at more posts. She would check the other summers. She would see if the light appeared anywhere else, in anyone else’s photos, on any other night.

The porch light was not an answer. It was a question. And she had started keeping the evidence.
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​CHAPTER 3

Lace at the Window
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Ashley woke late on the third day at the cottage. The sun came through the bedroom window at a different angle than it had the morning before. She lay still for a minute and listened to the house. No footsteps. No kettle. Her mother was already up and out, or still in her own room with the door shut.

She reached for her phone on the nightstand. The charger cord tugged at her wrist. She had fallen asleep with it looped there, the way she always did, and the plug had pulled halfway out of the socket during the night. The battery sat at forty-one percent. She unplugged it and opened the photo folder.

The four images were still there. The Hamiltons’ August 12 shot. The Hamiltons’ August 12 photo from the previous summer. The Chandlers’ August 28. The Mercers’ June 20. Each one showed the empty cottage across the lane with its porch lamp glowing in the dark. She had looked at them so many times the night before that the amber glow felt printed on the inside of her eyelids. She closed the folder and set the phone on the blanket.

A light could mean anything. A caretaker checking the property. A timer set to discourage break-ins. A neighbor who borrowed the key and forgot to turn the switch off. She had run through the ordinary explanations twice already. None of them explained why four different families had posted photos that included the lit cottage and none of them had mentioned it in a caption or a comment. None of them explained why the light appeared on four different dates across three summers. A timer would have shown a pattern. A caretaker would have shown up in someone’s post by now, tagged with a grateful note about keeping the place tidy.

She swung her legs off the bed and stood up. The floor was cool under her bare feet. She pulled on a pair of shorts and a faded camp T-shirt and walked out to the living room.

The cottage was quiet. The kitchen counter held a single mug, rinsed and set in the drying rack. Her mother’s reading glasses were not on the table. Gail was still in her bedroom. Ashley filled the kettle and set it on the burner. While the water heated, she stood at the front window and looked out at the lane.

The Davies cottage faced a narrow gravel road that ran between two rows of summer properties. On the other side, Stacey Bell’s cottage sat behind a low hedge and a strip of lawn that was always cut to exactly the same height. The hedge was boxwood, trimmed into a neat rectangle. The paint on the front door was fresh white. The porch railing had been repainted since the previous summer. Ashley could see the small security camera tucked under the eaves, a black dome no bigger than a doorbell. It pointed down at the porch steps and caught the edge of the lane in its frame.

The kettle clicked off. She made her tea and carried the mug to the couch. Her phone sat on the cushion beside her, the screen dark. She did not pick it up. She looked out the window again.

The lace curtains in Stacey Bell’s front window moved.

Ashley held the mug in both hands and kept her eyes on the window. The movement was small. A fold of lace shifted and settled. Behind it, a pale shape that might have been a face or a hand stayed still for a long moment. Ashley could make out the tidy white-blond bob. Stacey Bell was standing at her window, looking across the lane at the Davies cottage.

Ashley did not wave. She did not nod. She sat with the mug at her chin and watched the neighbor watch her.

The attention felt deliberate. Stacey was not passing by the window on her way to another room. She was not adjusting the curtains or opening them for the day. She was standing still and facing the Davies cottage. The lace made it hard to read her expression. Ashley could see the shape of her head and the pale oval of her face, but the details were blurred by the pattern of the fabric.

The camera under the eaves made the watching feel less private than it might have. Stacey was not hiding the fact that she paid attention to the lane. The camera was visible to anyone who
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