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Prologue
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The Gingerbread Sisters

The glittery streamers on Gretta’s handlebars flew straight back like shooting stars as she zipped down the gravel road.

At this speed, no ghost was going to get the best of her.

She stood and leaned forward to meet the hill, pedaling harder than ever as the forest pressed in on either side—thick and dark and full of whispers. Her breath came out in small puffs. Sweat dripped off her thick red curls and mosquitoes whined as dusk turned to night. But she couldn’t slow down. Time was running out.

Gretta turned the corner, reaching the top of the hill road as it curved back down. The turnoff was close. And then something cold tugged at her handlebars. The bike—gingerbread-brown with a lick of pink icing down its neck—swerved, but she held on tight, her feet pedaling as fast as possible.

The handlebars jerked again, but she squeezed her fingers around them in a vise grip.

I don’t think so!

The forest of scaly trunks and emerald moss quivered in her peripheral, and it almost looked like eyes blinking. Suddenly, the gravel path seemed to stretch out endlessly, the turnoff gone as if it had never existed. Cold sweat ran down her back and her pulse drummed in her ears.

Gingersnaps! Gretta skidded to a halt, letting the bike fall to the ground in a cloud of dust and streamers. She turned away from the road and squinted into the forest, at the small shimmering patches as blue as her overalls. The lake was near. And so was her sister.

Gretta plunged into the woods, ignoring the branches whipping at her arms and legs. Dead leaves crinkled and twigs snapped, and the patches of blue grew bigger until she was stepping on grass. The familiar shadow of the family cottage rose up against the lake, where a single figure was making its way to the edge of the dock toward a waiting, empty canoe. A girl in a burnt-orange nightie.

Gretta gulped, her ears ringing. She was out of time. The grass slipped away under her feet as she raced across the lawn. Past the firepit. Over the discarded towels left from an afternoon of swimming.

The eerie call of a loon echoed across the water.

Her feet sank slightly in the gray sand but it didn’t slow her. She leaped onto the dock as the girl bent toward the canoe, fingers grazing the metal.

“Hanna!”

Gretta wrapped her arms around her sister and they fell backward, hitting the dock. Pain flared up her elbows and through her arms. And then Hanna shook awake, frowning at her surroundings. There was a glimmer in her eyes, like a reflection of someone else, fading with each flutter of her eyelashes. Gretta kept her arms around her sister as her breathing slowed. Safe. They were safe.

For now.

Gretta stuck her chin out at the lake and wrinkled her nose. Nice try. The scent of gingerbread wafted in as the trees swayed in a warm breeze. She curled her fingers into fists, hiding the dough encrusted under her nails, and tilted her head toward her sister until their foreheads touched.

“I won’t let anything happen to you. I promise.”
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Call-Up-a-Storm

The moment the car’s tires turned onto the gravel path, Bee’s phone lost reception. She watched in dismay as her last text remained unsent, right before the bejeweled case flew out of her hands from the force of her father’s not-so-spectacular driving.

The car made a sharp right and skidded into the beginnings of the spidery gravel maze of cottage country roads. Luggage thunked into the cooler, the cooler rolled into the pillows, and one ninety-year-old grandmother squished Bee against the window.

“Storm Lake,” Mr. Bakshi read from the road sign. “See, I told you I knew where to turn,” he boomed, fiddling with the button to lower his window and managing to lower them all instead. “Did you know this lake only recently got cleared of toxic blue-green algae? Turns the water a beautiful turquoise but will make you sicker than a dog.”

The warm, smelly breeze of garbage day hit Bee with full force, robbing the vehicle of air-conditioning and drenching her already frizzy hair with lake humidity in less than a second.

“Dad, it stinks!” She wrinkled her nose as they rolled forward into the trees’ shadows. Small mounds of plastic bags and discarded yard trimmings lined the gravel road, ready for the weekly cottage garbage pickup.

“You’ll get used to it.” He fixed his wide-brimmed fishing hat, pushed his glasses back up his crooked nose, and grinned, making his long face even longer. “Speaking of unwanted smells, did you know a skunk’s spray is highly flammable? Good to know if we’re having trouble lighting up the campfire, am I right?”

Bee huffed, letting one arm hang out of the window to catch the air between her fingers as the car zipped past the tree line and into the forest. It seemed there was no escape from either the stink, or her dad’s weird little factoids.

“You, keep an eye out for treasure.” Mrs. Bakshi caught Bee’s gaze in the side-view mirror, her long dark hair splaying over her shoulders and framing a perfectly round face. “You wouldn’t believe the stuff people throw out. Such a good deal.”

Bee’s mom stared out the window with enthusiastic curiosity, as if any minute she’d fall in love with a discarded pile alongside the road. If there was a prize for Most Embarrassing Things Parents Say, Bee’s mom would be the undisputed champion.

“Mom, it’s not a ‘good deal,’ it’s garbage.” Bee rolled her eyes, but her mom had turned to her dad.

“And you.” She frowned at him. “You call that knowing where to turn?” Mrs. Bakshi fumed. “You’re lucky my mother isn’t chewing you out!”

With her warm complexion, almond eyes, and strong yogi shoulders, she had the vague semblance of an Amazonian princess. An angry Amazonian princess. Because apart from her love of a good deal, she cared a lot about the well-being of her family.

“You all right back there?” Bee’s mom twisted in her seat, looking in the general direction of where Bee and one little old Granny should have been seated.

Instead, a wrinkled hand poked out from under a mound of displaced pillows, cooler, luggage, and books (according to Bee’s mom, bringing a large collection of mystery novels was essential to any successful summer getaway).

“I’m here!” Granny’s shaky voice sounded.

“Yup, we’re all good,” Bee added.

“Oh my gosh.” Bee’s mom shook her head. “Binita. Binita, dear, do something about the mess back there before you suffocate to death.”

“It’s fine, leave me here to die,” Granny cooed, before breaking into a poor rendition of “Memory” from the musical Cats.

Mrs. Bakshi clicked her tongue on the roof of her mouth. “Binita!”

“I prefer Bee, Mom, Bee. Not Binita.”

Bee sighed, retrieving the cooler and pillows and books, as well as her misplaced phone, and gave Granny’s hand a squeeze. Her wispy white hair sat above large sunglasses and deep folds of warm brown skin. It was difficult to believe that once upon a time, Granny had been strong, brave, and fearless. And young.

Granny smiled her thanks without breaking off her song, and Bee returned her gaze to her phone, the large plastic jewels reflecting any ounce of available light like a disco ball.

If you’d met her a few years earlier, Bee wouldn’t have been caught dead with such a sparkly accessory. With insufferably frizzy hair and thick-rimmed glasses and blotchy tan skin, Bee’s only iota of hope to fit in with her peers was to blend into the background. Which wasn’t easy when all your clothes were hand-me-downs from your glitter-obsessed cousin. But everything had changed when she met her bestie, Kitty O’Donnell, who was obsessed with shiny. So, obviously, twelve-year-old Bee became a fan, too. And when Kitty decided their cell phones needed a makeover, Bee had immediately pulled out the superglue and crafting gems.

“Are you still on that phone?” her dad chided from the rearview mirror, raising his bushy brows up into the brim of his hat. “This week of family time on Storm Lake will do you a world of good, you’ll see. Did you know it’s called Storm Lake because of the loons?”

Ever since he decided to go back to school, Bee’s father had developed a fascination with collecting new and random trivia about the country’s wildlife. Which he had the unfortunate habit of sprinkling throughout all his conversations, until Bee’s head was full to bursting from them. And facts about skunk scent glands were not the kind of small talk you wanted your dad to whip out while your friends were over—so embarrassing!

“Short for call-up-a-storm. That’s what people used to call loons—they thought their cries brought in the storm clouds. Isn’t that neat?” her dad asked.

“Super neat,” Bee muttered, watching the dark patches between the long, stoic pines for wildlife as they drove by.

“This is way better than some amusement park in . . . in . . .” Mr. Bakshi frowned. “Where was it Kitty’s folks were going, again?”

“Florida,” Bee said.

“Oh my, that sounds nice,” Granny squeaked. “What’s in Florida? Are we going there, too?”

“Definitely not,” Bee muttered softly, turning away from the window and crossing her arms.

Kitty and Bee had been looking forward to the grand opening of the Betsy Chillers amusement park for months, but not just because they wanted to ride the Ferris Wheel of Impending Doom, or the Roller Coaster of Ghosts You Can Never Unsee, or the Try-It-If-You-Dare Scream Drop of Death.

Kitty and Bee were true fans, you see.

They’d read all forty-two Betsy Chillers books as they came out (Bee had to read Kitty’s copies, of course—her parents refused to buy them), started an after-school Betsy Chillers club dedicated to the study of all things spooky (the two of them ate gummy worms and rewatched their favorite moments from the Betsy Chillers movies), and stayed up way too late so they wouldn’t miss out on the limited edition online release of the accompanying Betsy Chillers Field Guide to the Paranormal. In short, Betsy Chillers—with her loopy dark locks and billowing white blouse and sharp-as-a-knife grin—was their monster-butt-kicking hero.

The day Bee found out Kitty’s parents wanted to bring her on their Florida trip to visit the Betsy Chillers amusement park for the exclusive early release of book forty-three was the best day of her life. The worst day of her life was when her parents announced they were going on a family cottage trip instead. And it was nonnegotiable.

“If you ask me, those books are much too scary.” Her mom shook her head as the car took another sharp turn. “Some time away from all that creepiness will do you some good.”

Bee felt her ears warm. “Everyone’s reading them; they’re written for kids. Plus, the stories are really good! Betsy kicks some serious monster butt, and there’s always a mystery to solve, too. You read mysteries, Mom!”

But Mom just clicked her tongue against her teeth. “Trust me, those Betsy Chillers are no mysteries. And they’re much too scary for you.”

Bee gritted her teeth with frustration, then sighed, her heart sinking into the hollow of her stomach. It was on ongoing battle with her parents. Betsy Chillers was too scary, piles of garbage were treasures waiting to be discovered, and her friends would always leave her house with a wildlife factoid they didn’t ask for. Unlike Kitty’s parents, Bee’s just didn’t get it. And they never would.

“STOP THE CAR!” her mom suddenly cried.

The cooler and the pillows and Granny lurched forward as the car came to a stop at a fork in the road. To the left, the trees swayed darker, with more pines and cedars blocking out the light. To the right, glimpses of blue from the lake blinked in between pockets of low bramble and raspberry bushes. In the center of the fork rested a sun-bleached trailer that looked like it had been there for a hundred years. The remains of a gravel driveway were littered with tufts of grass and dead leaves, the only space on the property that wasn’t completely taken back by the forest.

And near the road, next to a small garbage bag, lay an old, rusted bike.

From either side of the car, the whine of mosquitoes slowly found its way to Bee.

“Doesn’t it look like a perfectly good bike?” Bee’s mom flashed a smile. “Once we fix it up, you can ride around while we’re at the cottage! I’m going to ask the owners if we can take it.”

Bee squinted at the tangle of bike chain and twisted spokes, with remnants of glittery streamers wrapped around the handlebars. Even though it had succumbed to the rust of what looked like many, many winters, flecks of the original brown remained, and here and there she spotted a touch of pink. In short, it had to be the ugliest bike she’d ever seen. But for some strange reason, she couldn’t tear her eyes away from it. Her pulse slowed to a dull thud, and for a moment, her mom’s voice blurred into the background.

Bee wasn’t one to get spooked easily. When Betsy Chillers was about to face the two-headed monster with the power to smother all light, and the lamp in Bee’s bedroom suddenly flickered, she didn’t even wince. When Betsy Chillers found herself trapped in a cave of spirits, about to get possessed, and at the exact same moment Bee was flooded with an unexplainable coldness that sank right to her bones, she barely batted an eyelash. They were coincidences, otherwise known as the loose electrical wiring of an older house and a very drafty window.

But she felt it now, staring at the old bike: an itchiness climbing up her throat, daring her to scream, and a buzzing in her ear whispering stay away. And she couldn’t explain it.

Or maybe the humid air combined with her embarrassing parents was finally getting to her. Bee’s hand came down hard against her forearm, reducing a pesky bug into a bloody smudge that stained the braided bracelet tied snugly around her wrist. She shook her head.

“Please don’t ask anyone, Mom,” she begged. “I don’t want to ride that thing. Anyways, there’s no one around.”

“Nonsense, with a little fixing up we can give this bike a new home.” Bee’s mom stuck her head out the window, her gold bangles clinking madly as she waved an arm toward the abandoned trailer. “Hello there!” she called out.

“What are you doing? There’s no one—” Bee stopped as a dark beige patch she’d mistaken for rust detached itself from a folding canvas lawn chair and hobbled over. The lady was long and sinewy, with a squat head that strongly resembled a toad’s, and a shaggy brown overcoat that looked permanently wet. And what’s with that mole above her eye, sprouting some kind of white fungus? And the shag of brown swaying around her face like branches? Bee flinched as a large reddish beetle landed on the woman’s shoulder, nearly blending in.

“And you thought you wouldn’t get spooked this week,” Bee’s dad joked, and then scowled as her mom slyly jabbed his side.

“Excuse me, we’re the Bakshis!” she said in her warmest, cheeriest, friendliest tone. “We’re staying at our friends’ cottage for the week. Are you getting rid of this bike?”

The lady stopped a few feet away from the car and tilted her chin out; one eye pointed left and the other right, just like the forked road. The beetle scuttled into the mess of her hair.

“Not from around here, are ya?” Her voice carried to them like rustling leaves, low and raspy and a little bit dead.

Bee’s mom paused, and Bee seriously considered ducking below the car window. A brown family in a beat-up car asking if they could take someone else’s junk? Could it be any clearer they didn’t belong? Sooo embarrassing!

The lady tilted her chin again, then spat to one side.

“Oh yes, that’s right,” Mrs. Bakshi exclaimed, plastering her smile back on. “We’re only renting out—”

“You can have it,” the lady interrupted.

Bee watched with disgust as the beetle moved to the woman’s eyebrow, and then onto her eye. The lady didn’t flinch; she didn’t even seem to notice. Then the eye swiveled wildly, staring right at Bee. The woman mouthed something, but it wasn’t quite loud enough, and Bee couldn’t be sure of the words, exactly. She ducked, neck burning as she slid low into her seat.

A chill ran down her spine.

“Would you mind putting it aside? We’ll come back for it! Thank you!” Bee’s mom called out above the crunch of the gravel as they rolled away.

She pulled herself back into the car and Bee let out a sigh of relief as the strange feeling that had gripped her at the sight of the beetle-eyed lady and the old bike crumbled away.

“Well, she seemed lovely,” Mrs. Bakshi said. “Oh, and there’s the new neighbors! The Joneses!”

Bee ventured a peek out the window as they passed the well-kept lawn and back deck of a recently renovated cottage. A girl with long dark hair and a billowing white pirate’s blouse sat with one leg on the deck railing and the other dangling into space. The girl lifted her head as they passed, but didn’t wave. Bee couldn’t tell from a distance, but she looked about her own age.

She frowned. There was something . . . familiar about her.

“I heard they recently bought the place,” her mom continued. “We should introduce ourselves later! It would be nice to make them feel welcomed.”

Bee grimaced. “More like weird. We’re only here for like, a week, remember? We don’t actually live here—we don’t even own a cottage.”

The car crunched to a stop and Bee stepped outside.

“One day you’re going to realize that we’re not weird at all,” her dad said as he turned off the engine. “We’re cool, Binita. Repeat after me—kewl.”

Granny, who at some point had fallen asleep, woke up with a start. “What? What did you say?” she asked. “Are we here?”

“Binita, darling, please help unload the car, would you?” her mom asked.

Bee sighed as she checked her phone one last time. There was an old video message from earlier that day, frozen on a picture of Kitty with her lips pursed and pointing at what looked like a spooky merry-go-round. Her blond hair was parted into two French braids and lay silky and flat over a brand-new halter top. Bee touched the play icon, but the picture remained frozen. No Wi-Fi. Great. The eerie sound of a loon’s cry echoed off the lake like a ghostly howl.

“You know,” Bee’s dad said, raising his bushy eyebrows, “the loon’s call has even been described as a warning.”

“A warning for what?” Bee asked, gently linking arms with Granny as they walked toward the cottage.

“A warning that danger is coming.”

Bee rolled her eyes. Danger of boredom, maybe.
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Dark Waters and Stinky Marshes

Bee was used to going camping—there had been more than a few family backcountry camping trips over the years and more than her fair share of horseflies—but this was her first time at a cottage. The Gladers’ cottage, to be precise.

The Gladers were old family friends of Granny’s. They had taken the approach of slowly expanding their cottage into a jumble of different buildings all smooshed on top of each other. A log living room add-on here. An extra bedroom made of brick there. A second stone well, because why not? Bee’s gaze zeroed in on the large trampoline peeking out from the side of the house. But the best part had to be the lake view.

She slipped off her sandals and stepped barefoot onto the graying planks of the floating dock, putting one foot in front of the other and watching the small ripples dance away. It was a smallish lake, surrounded by thick forest and brownish cattails that camouflaged the neighbors on either side. But from the edge of the dock, Bee could see more—a handful of other docks poking out from the tree line, glimpses of thatched roofs and flower beds between the pines, and the pale forms of people tanning facedown, looking a bit like the zombies from Betsy Chillers: March of the Undead.

There was a lot of creepy in the world, once you started to look. She leaned out over the edge of the dock, watching as a water spider skimmed over her reflection, and frowned at the memory of the beetle-eyed lady and the old bike. Betsy Chillers’s first rule of thumb: Never dismiss a chill.

The eerie cry of a loon sounded again, making Bee jump.

“Yeehaw!”

Mr. Bakshi’s yowl reverberated across the lake, followed closely by the thunder of footsteps crashing down the dock. He bounded past Bee in his fuchsia shorts and careened into the water. A sizable amount of lake water rocketed into the air and splashed back toward Bee.

“Daaad,” she whined, cringing as the cold soaked into her capris and wishing very hard that not too many people had witnessed his spectacular entrance. Kitty’s dad never acted like this.

Luckily, the tanning zombies didn’t budge.

Her dad surfaced like a creature from the deep, algae speckling his tall forehead and goggles suctioned onto his eye sockets.

“Did you know Canada has more lakes than the rest of the world combined?” he sang, floating on his back and beaming at the sky. “Come take advantage of it! Come in!”

Bee’s dad was the kind of person who always wore his bathing shorts under his pants during the summer months, just in case the opportunity for a swim presented itself. And now that cringeworthy opportunity had finally arrived.

“Go with your father,” Bee’s mom called.

Oh great, everyone’s here now.

Her mother, dressed in a flowery pink one-piece, and Granny, wrapped in a neon-orange sarong, made their way down the yard’s gentle slope toward a lone plastic chair waiting on the sand. After Granny settled into it, Bee’s mom marched to the dock and, with a flick of the wrist, unfurled a yoga mat (where did she get that from?!). As it happened, Mrs. Bakshi felt the same way about impromptu stretching opportunities as Mr. Bakshi did about swimming.

Well, if the neighbors didn’t notice us before, they will now.

“You know I don’t like lake water,” Bee said, trying to make her voice small to compensate for the chaos of her family. “And what about the deadly blue algae dad was going on about? Are we sure it’s all gone?”

Truth be told, it wasn’t the algae that concerned her.

“Pff! He was exaggerating earlier, but take the canoe if it bothers you.” Her mom pointed to a glint of metal in the bushes by the beach.

Her dad floated lazily past, bringing his arms up and over his head in an easy backstroke.

“Just go across the lake and back,” she encouraged. “I’ll be watching from here.”

Bee nodded, tugging the canoe free and floating it to the end of the dock. Anything to get a break from the family. Or to make sure the neighbors didn’t see them.

Carefully, she stepped inside, shuffled into a damp life jacket, and settled on the cold, hard bench seat. It wasn’t that Bee didn’t know how to swim. Quite the opposite. Her parents were firm believers in swimming as a life skill, and on top of weekly Saturday swimming lessons, most of her Sundays were spent at the local pool, where a minimum of ten laps were required before she was allowed to play (them were the rules). But lake water . . . It was the unknown of what lay underneath, waiting—all the scaly and squirmy and fishy things she couldn’t see. Bee shivered. Lake water was a different beast.

She dipped the paddle below the dark surface, urging the canoe forward. It took a few strokes to get going, it took a bit of muscle, but soon the boat sliced through the water effortlessly.

She paused as she reached the center of the lake. As the canoe came to a standstill, it angled slightly, giving her a sideways view of the next-door neighbors’ cottage, where she had seen the pirate-dressed girl. It had strong lines and a tall A-frame fitted with wide windows. Their dock was surprisingly close by, separated from the Gladers’ property by only a thin line of tall cattails where a bright red canoe was resting. There was no sign of its inhabitants, though.

Bee squinted as she glanced back. Oh my gosh. The Gladers’ dock was very visible from there, with Mrs. Bakshi in a full downward dog. Bee dipped the paddle back in, pulling forward hard to escape the embarrassing sight.

Whereas most of the lake’s border was well-kept, with sandy beaches, docks, segments of overhanging cedar, and pockets of cattails, the far side of the lake was pierced from beneath by the long white limbs of bleached tree trunks and branches.

“Ew, what’s that smell?” Bee brought the paddle across her knees and let the canoe drift forward.

Several painted turtles slipped off their smooth perches and into the water at her approach. Then a patch of water next to the canoe shuddered and Bee peered over the edge cautiously. Her fingers trembled ever so slightly and there was a tightness in her throat. What was that? Dark curls rose up like gnarled seaweed, followed by the glint of a dark wrinkly forehead and bushy eyebrows.

“Boo!” Bee’s dad grinned, keeping his head above water. “Did I get you?”

“Dad!” she whined, grabbing hold of her seat.

“I think that’s close enough to the shore,” he said, moving his goggles to his forehead.

As her breath and the canoe steadied themselves, Bee gazed past the dead trees and cedar coverage to the forest beyond, ignoring the cloud of small swamp flies forming around her hair. It looked like a neglected lot, but better. A creepy neglected lot.

Pine needles and branches covered the ground, and a barely visible cobblestone walkway led up into the woods. What could have been a wide, beautiful beach instead steamed with the deep earthy pungency of stagnant water and marsh.

“Abandoned for decades, after a terrible fire burned it down.” Bee’s dad shook his head. “Apparently it was some kids’ prank. Too bad. Looks like it could be a nice spot.”

The wind whistled over the lake, pushing away the flies and making the branches wave from the shore.

Bee tilted her head. Between the marsh stink and the fresh pine, there was something else on the air. Something sweet and pleasant and warm, with the faintest hint of spice. Something that Bee couldn’t quite place, and that certainly didn’t belong wafting from an abandoned lot. But then it was gone, and her dad was smacking his goggles back on and diving underwater.

“I’m coming,” Bee muttered, half to her dad but mostly to herself.

There was something about that abandoned lot. Something about it that Betsy Chillers wouldn’t ignore. A small smile tickled the corner of her lips. It seemed as though her family’s week at the cottage just got a little less boring.

The paddle swooshed as she carved a reverse stroke through the water, swinging the bow back toward the cottage. Bee waited, tense, as the small rocking she had caused subsided, before plunging the paddle back in.

The water glistened darkly as a shadow passed underneath. Not again.

“Dad, stop it. I know it’s you.” Bee rolled her eyes, then frowned. Her dad had surfaced up ahead, nowhere near the canoe. His arms came up every few seconds in a perfect crawl, and a mound of bubbles rose in his wake.

Bee froze. Her heart drummed and her forehead prickled. It could have been a turtle, she reasoned. There were so many on the logs earlier. Right? She let go of her breath, watching intently for any odd ripple or wave. But whatever secrets the lake held, they stayed hidden beneath the surface. For now.
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An Annoying Encounter

Usually when camping out in a tent, Bee found it was difficult to sleep in past six in the morning. First the chickadees and the chipmunks and the sparrows started twitting and chirping from the treetops and the firepit. Then it was the beaming rays of sunlight, bursting through the tent netting directly into the eyeballs. And lastly, the long solo call of the loon, reverberating over the lake as the mist evaporated.

But Bee didn’t hear any of that, because she wasn’t camping in a tent: she was cottaging. The birds had already sung their morning chorus and the lake was clear and mist-free by the time she dragged herself out from the single bed and into the living room.

“What is that?” She rubbed her eyes, staring at the large bronze Kali statue perched on the living room side table. “Why did you bring it from home?”

It was a familiar statue, with the goddess of doomsday, Kali, standing on the goddess Shiva, long hair flowing down her back and a necklace of heads against her chest—to show that even the darkness of death had its place in nature.

“I didn’t bring it from home, I bought it,” her mom said happily.

She stood over a sizzling cast-iron pan in the kitchen, decked in snazzy striped yoga pants and an embroidered Kerala tunic.

Mom actually bought something? For full price?

“I picked it up at that secondhand store. You know, the one Granny told us about.”

At the mention of her name, Granny smiled widely from the kitchen table before returning her gaze to the window to observe the view. Well, “observe” was a strong word. Granny was mostly blind but could still see light and movement. To Granny’s eyes, Bee expected the large front window appeared like a square of sunshine in an otherwise dim room.

“It’s a gift for the Gladers, for lending us their cottage,” Mrs. Bakshi continued.

Bee grimaced but kept her thoughts to herself. Even our gifts are weird! But at least I won’t be around when they get it. She made her way to the table, strewn with dirty dishes. It looked like everyone else had already eaten.

“Where’s Dad?” Bee asked, stacking the dishes quickly and making a clean area for herself. But before her butt touched the chair, Granny reached out a shaky hand.

“Could you fetch me a glass of water?” she asked. “I’m parched.”

Bee sighed, standing back up.

The tantalizing scent of fried egg on paratha reached her nose as she moved through the kitchen, taking care to avoid her mom in the tight space.

“He’s gone to get that bike and borrow some tools to fix it up,” Bee’s mom explained, plating the paratha. “Did you want to ask him something?”

Right, the bike. Bee swallowed the beginnings of an unexplainable itchiness at the back of her throat. If the abandoned lot was calling her closer like a sweet pot of freshly brewed chai, the bike was its opposite—a rusted death trap covered in sparkly streamers. There was no way she was getting anywhere near that thing.

She had wanted to ask her dad whether she could take the canoe out by herself and explore (because he was the most likely parent to agree), but maybe her mom would do. Bee would just have to leave out a few choice details on her destination.

There was something about the abandoned lot. The dead tree limbs tangled around the shore as though to keep people out, the thick wall of cedars, and that oddly sweet aroma that swept through the stink of the marsh . . . It wasn’t the grand opening of the Betsy Chillers amusement park. But it might still be spooky enough to make for a good story to share with Kitty later.

“Mom . . . ,” Bee started hesitantly. “I was thinking . . . wondering, actually . . . could I go and explore on my own today?”

Mrs. Bakshi swept by to collect the dishes. “Explore? Where will you be exploring, exactly?” She raised her eyebrows suspiciously.

It was difficult to get anything past her, especially mischief.

“The lake?” Bee asked tentatively.

Bee’s mom turned her back to the kitchen table as she hunched over the sink, gears turning (she was also skilled in the wizardry of saying no without saying no).

“Sure, Binita, you can do your exploring,” she said, plunging the dishes into the soapy sink water. “But first please go for a walk. It’s good exercise.”

Bee turned to Granny, whose head had bobbed back onto her chest and flowery beige lapel for a power nap.

“All right,” Bee said. “And then afterwards I can go explore?”

“As long as you have time to help me prepare the food for tonight,” she said evenly. “I’m having the neighbors over for supper!”

Oh great. If there was one thing Bee could count on with her folks, it was that there was always a dinner party around the corner. And if you’d just had one, then another was on its way. Her mom always said it was part of their culture to be welcoming and hospitable and always ready with a cup of tea to offer. Which to Bee just meant there were more opportunities to be totally and utterly mortified.

“Fiiine,” she sighed.

The air was still slightly crisp from the evening before, but judging by the strength of the sun streaming through the leaves overhead, it was going to be another hot day.

“Lovely morning,” Granny commented.

With her large pink sun hat and even larger sunglasses, she looked like she belonged on the set of a classic horror film—you know, the black-and-white ones from the golden age of monster movies. But somehow, she always pulled it off.

“Yes, it is,” Bee said, letting her fingers graze the trunk of one of the many pines.

The smell of their recently applied mosquito
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