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	For my younger self. 

	I never imagined I would write another essay in my life, let alone a novel. 

	I wish you could see this.
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Prologue
Riley’s Diary

	* * *

	 

	March 4, 2024
 

	I don’t know why I’m writing this. Or wait, no. Maybe that’s a lie. Maybe I do know, but I just can’t bring myself to say it. Even to myself. It’s been trapped in my head for too long and wearing me out. I’m tired of hearing it. I don’t know what to call this thing. ‘Diary’ feels dumb… I'm not some little kid writing a diary and hiding it under my bed. ‘Journal’ sounds too formal. How am I supposed to fill this thing every day with thoughts?

	I can’t and I won’t.

	I’ve always been an introverted artist over a conversationalist. Pictures are enough to convey what I mean. I wouldn’t even be doing this if my boyfriend hadn’t talked me into this. I haven’t been myself lately. It’s been a year since mom died. Her car skidded on black ice and flipped. Then she was just... gone.

	I was chasing an ambulance and crying. There was so much confusion and panic. The phone rang, and when I picked up, Elise began crying. “Riley…your mom… she was… there was an accident. I’m so sorry!” I didn’t have the words. So, I told her I’m on the way and ran to the car.

	By the time I got there, the ambulance driver was closing the door.  He saw me and shouted "We're doing everything we can" before they pulled away with me tailing behind. Nothing in the world would’ve made me happier than seeing her one last time. All I could do was beg God over and over. Please don't take her, not yet, please not yet.

	It wasn’t much later that it dawned on me. They’d turned off the sirens halfway to the hospital and I still don’t know how I didn’t notice that.

	Then when I thought things couldn’t get worse, they did. I need to quit jinxing myself because my little sister vanished six months later. I’m pretty sure she had a mental breakdown and consumed with grief, leaving behind only questions and this empty house. She was only twenty, two years younger than me and still a kid in my eyes. We didn't share the same last name. She was adopted when I was three and kept her birth name, but that never made her any less lovable. The burden of it hasn’t lifted and I have had recurring nightmares for the past 6 months. I was still pretending I was fine. Wesley wasn’t buying it. He never does.

	One night, I was sitting there, brush in hand and staring blankly at the wall. “You working on something?” he asked. I shook my head. “No. I have artist’s block. Like everything else.” A few days later, he handed me a brand-new notebook and told me it helps to write my thoughts on paper.

	I thought he was joking! Me, writing? But he kept nagging me.

	He even left it on the counter with a sharpened pencil.

	Edit: Drew another one today. What if I'm going nuts like everyone thinks? What if this 'gift' is actually punishment for not saving her?

	


Chapter 1

	Careful, that hair makes you stand out

	 

	* * *

	 

	“WE GOT IT! WE GOT IT!” I shouted as I stumbled out of the auction hall with my partner. He grabs my elbow when I nearly trip over the steps. My legs feel like Jello. “Easy there,” Wes said, preventing me from falling. “That hair makes you stand out enough without a face-plant.” I rolled my eyes. He’s teased me about my wavy auburn hair since we met, and that it makes me so easy to spot in a crowd. "Seriously stop," I say playfully. "And just because I have freckles doesn't mean you get to draw more stars on my face when I'm sleeping."

	My hazel eyes complemented his brown eyes, and I couldn’t help but love the way they change color depending on mood. Mom always said my heart-shaped face made me look sweet even when I wasn’t. Nothing in the world could contain my excitement. Not even our dream house. "C'mon. You know what I'm thinking," I said with a sassy look.

	"Don't let this be another Budapest, Riley." Wesley looked concerned. "Pfft!" I started to brush him off, then caught myself. "No, you're right. We dropped almost all our life savings on that, the least we can do is enjoy it, right?"

	"Holy shit, we actually did it," I say again, turning to look at him in the river of people. 

	Wesley, with his broad shoulders and dark, curly hair that looked like he'd just rolled out of bed, looked as stunned as I felt. He looks amused.

	There's this mix of old-timers in their good church clothes and a few guys in expensive suits who look pissed we beat them.

	"The whole place?"

	"Yeah, now come on." I tug his sleeve, heading for the car. I’m so clumsy that I drop the keys twice before I can get them in the ignition. I keep thinking about that guy in the back row. He seemed determined to outbid us on everything. For a minute there I thought we were screwed.

	We both piled in, and I turn the key. "Let's get out of here."

	In the mirror I can see people still standing around talking, probably about us and how much we paid. I just want to get away from all of it.

	"I can't believe it worked," I say, finally letting myself breathe. My entire body feels so ecstatic and electric, as if I have been suddenly plugged into a live electrical wire. I wonder if this overwhelming sensation is what it truly feels like to finally win something you had previously thought was lost to you forever. 

	"What was that grey suited guy saying to you back there?" I asked, glancing over at Wesley. Wes slumped in his seat, still winded from all the excitement. His shirt is wrinkled from his continuous fidgeting during the bidding. "They were trying to psych us out, I think. I heard one guy say something about us overpaying. You know how those vultures are."

	"What a dick." I grip the wheel tighter as we hit the main road. Trees start blurring past and I can’t help but think about my mother and how she’d probably be laughing at all this drama. "At least it's ours now. That's what matters." We merged onto the I-95 North highway towards home. 

	We were already late, but who cares? The sky was pink, the take-out curry smelled amazing, and for once, traffic didn’t suck. I rolled the windows down and cranked the music — “Anti Hero” by Taylor Swift. My theme song.

	“You seriously forgot the address again?” Wesley asked, pinching the bridge of his nose. I grinned. “Nope. I just figured we’d vibe our way there. GPS is for cowards.” He groaned. I winked. “What’s life without a little detour?”

	“Just relax, W. We’ll get there in time.” A few miles out, a bright yellow sign flashed past on the right: “Maine State Fair – This Weekend!” with a cartoon Ferris wheel and a lopsided cow painted on it. I nudged Wesley’s arm. “Hey. Can we go? It’s been forever since I’ve been to the fair.” He kept his eyes on his phone screen. “Fair’s just overpriced fried food and screaming kids.”

	“Exactly my kind of night.” I grinned. “C’mon, we could celebrate. Just one evening.”

	He tightened his grip on the brick. “I’d rather just get home. Been a long day. We can think about it later.” It wasn’t a no, but it wasn’t a yes either. Can you see where this is going? I think you can see where this is going. I nagged him even more just for jollies because I wouldn’t take ‘no’ for an answer. “So just to clarify, we are or aren’t going to the fair?” I pestered. He rolled his eyes. “You’re such a pain, but you’re too cute to resist.”

	“Hey, I’m only a year older than you,” I smirked. “I get seniority.”

	“By one year,” Wes groaned. “You’ll never let me forget it, will you?”

	“Not a chance.” We parked a few hundred feet away from the bright fairground lights and got out. By the time we walked up to the pavilion, it was 7 PM and we were exhausted.

	We walked through all the families with their kids carrying goldfish in plastic bags and a teen couple sharing crinkle-cut fries in a paper cone. The scent of fried dough, grilled onions, and spun sugar wafted through the warm evening air.

	"That ring toss game was totally rigged," I frowned.

	"You just have terrible aim," Wesley shot back, grinning.

	"Whatever. You're still buying me a funnel cake," I said, eyeing the funnel cake stand ahead. “It’s food for the soul.” Wes grinned. “I don’t know how you can inhale fried dough and not gain an ounce.”

	“Fast metabolism,” I said, tearing off a piece. “Also, magic.” My phone vibrated in my jacket. I had a hunch who it was even before I checked. "Why does Find Friends say ur in the middle of an empty field right now??" Rebecca's text read, followed by two crying-laughing emojis. Three dots appeared, then disappeared. "Wait, don’t tell me ur at the fair. Save me some funnel cake pls."

	I grinned and typed back: "I ate it all srry :)"

	"Who's that?" Wes asked, peering over my shoulder at my phone. "Rebecca." I was already typing. "She's jealous." He cracked a smile. "Tell her we said hi." I texted her a selfie of me taking a bite of funnel cake with powdered sugar all over my face. She responded right away with a string of skull emojis. I laughed out loud, which made Wes raise an eyebrow. "She says you have terrible influence over me," I told him. "She's not wrong," he said, stealing a piece of my funnel cake.

	“I don’t think—” Wesley kept looking past the booths toward the lake. The last of the daylight winked over the water before vanishing behind the trees. Both to change the subject and because it was true, I gestured toward the line of pedal boats out on the lake, whose prows shaped like the necks of swans.

	“Is it cheesy to say I love those?” I asked.

	“It’s cheesy,” he said, “but in a good way.” He checked his watch, then back to me. “We can watch the concert beforehand, though. If you want.”

	The Concert!

	Turns out, it was a Neil Diamond cover band, which I overlooked in all the excitement. As we went to the upper level of the pavilion, I heard the opening notes of "Sweet Caroline" and saw six people onstage. The lead singer was a man with short black hair. Looking away from the band, I could see the sun setting over Lake Sebago. By the last song, it was dark. As the crowd dispersed after the applause, Wesley asked, "Swan boat time?" Apparently, the boat rental stayed open after dark; the swans could be illuminated, creating glowing reflections in the water. Once we were in the middle of the lake, I said, "I feel like I'm in a dream." 

	"Yeah?" Wesley turned to me. "Well, don't wake up yet."

	I knew if I turned my head, we'd kiss. "I don’t want to," I said, turning to face him.

	The dock boards groaned under our steps, and a teenager in a STAFF T-shirt helped us into a paddleboat. Wesley steadied it with one foot until I sat down, then climbed in beside me. The staff pushed us away into the middle of the water, alongside many others.

	The fair got quieter out here. It was only the sound of our pedals and water splishing.

	“Race you to the middle?”

	 “You’re on.”

	We put some effort into pedaling as the swan boat cut through the liquid stained glass. Halfway there my legs started burning so I slowed down. I looked down at the water and pushed back.

	"What's wrong?" he asked.

	"Nothing. Just... it's really deep out here."

	He grabbed my hand. "You're fine. I'm not letting anything happen to you." He squeezed my hand tight, like he really meant it. I scooted closer to him and the boat wobbled, making us both laugh. Then we fell into each other’s arms, the boat tilting enough to splash bitterly cold water on us. Then the most magical moment of my life happened. I swear, I SWEAR, when we kissed, it felt like the world was watching us, and nothing could take it away.

	He rested his forehead against mine when we parted. "See? Told you this would be good," he said quietly. I smiled. This was the best night of my life. We pedaled back to shore and returned the boat. The fair was starting to wind down. Some of the food stands were already closing up shop and families with little kids were heading to the parking lot.

	"I should probably get you home," Wesley said as we walked back to his truck.

	"Yeah, it was quite a night," I yawned.

	I kept the window cracked on the way back and got a whiff of the fair aftersmells on our clothes. The roads got bumpier as we got closer to my house.

	The road begins transitioning from smooth pavement to rough gravel, with the world outside blurring past our windows. The F-150 rattled noisily over the uneven gravel driveway, its headlights emanating twin bright beams through the rapidly deepening dusk surrounding us. I gripped the steering wheel so tightly that my knuckles had turned white, the intense adrenaline from the heated auction still running through my veins. 

	Wes sat quietly beside me in the passenger seat, an unusual quietness having settled over his normally talkative demeanor, his full attention fixed on the dense forest that lined both sides of the narrow road. The lake house… our beautiful lake house, was located just over the next small rise in the landscape, standing as a welcoming beacon in the encroaching night. As we finally pulled into the driveway, the house grew increasingly closer into view, appearing as a large dark silhouette outlined against the evening sky above. I cut the rumbling engine to the sound of the sudden silence, broken only by the gentle lapping of lake water against the rocky shore. 

	We stumbled in the house, removing our shoes by the front door as always, and the familiar characteristic creak of the old wooden floorboards provided a comforting welcome. We’re finally home.

	Wes flopped down next to me on the couch and put his arm around my shoulders. "We did it! Your mom's place is safe with us now." He smooched the side of my head, but I could feel his hand tapping against my arm like he was anxious. I don’t blame him though; it was a long night. "Couldn't have done it without you," I said, settling against him. 

	“Lemme make us some celebratory lemonade. Be right back,” he said, getting up and making his way over to the kitchen. My phone lit up on the cushion beside me with a call from my sis. I rolled my eyes and picked up on the second ring. "It's almost ten," I said before she could speak. "I know, I know." She still had her usual spark in her, even when groggy. "I just wanted to hear how it went. Did you get it?"

	"Yep, we did."

	She let out a cute shriek. "Are you serious?! Riley, oh my Goodness—"

	"I know." I was grinning so hard my face turned red. "Wait, so you have to tell me if you're really staying there with him." I felt the warmth drain out of the moment. "Becca, please don't."

	"I'm just saying. That house meant everything to Mom and you're—"

	"I'm keeping it. That's the whole point."

	"That's not what I meant, and you know it. I just don't think Wes is—"

	"Goodnight, Rebecca."

	"Riley, I'm not trying to start anything, I just—"

	"I said goodnight." I hung up. Wes looked over at me from the kitchen doorway, lemonade in hand. "That sounded rough."

	"She'll get over it," I muttered, tossing the phone onto the cushion. He was quiet for a second. "She's not wrong you know. About you being protective of this place."

	"Don't take her side."

	"I'm not." He set the glass down on the counter. "I'm just saying—" His phone vibrated on the coffee table. He glanced at it, and whatever he was about to say disappeared. He picked it up and turned away toward the kitchen. "Work?" I asked. "Yeah, just my friend Craig checking in." He shrugged. "It's nothing." He said without pause, like he was trying to convince himself as much as me.

	I shot him a skeptical look. "You okay? You seem on edge."

	"Just tired," he said, staging a yawn and jumping up suddenly. "I'm gonna grab a lemonade. You want one?" He was already walking to the kitchen before I could answer. The fridge opened with a clunk, and he called back, "We'll keep this place safe. Whatever it takes." The way he said it made my stomach twist. I sank back into the couch cushions, staring out at the water. His phone vibrated again on the table, and he didn't come back to check it.

	The mantle clock read 9:30 PM. Instead of watching TV, I immediately headed straight for the upstairs bedroom. The auction had taken a toll on me tonight and simply didn’t have the energy to unpack my things.

	But, as usual, my body had other plans. My tired legs give out halfway down the hallway, so I drop lazily onto the living room couch instead—letting my head tip back against the soft cushions while I savor the exhilaration of our unexpected win. The house smells of water lilies and cedar, which used to be my mother's distinctive aroma. It mixes naturally with the fresh lake air wafting through the cracked window. "Home sweet home" I whisper to the empty room. I sound noticeably hoarse from all the shouting at the intense auction. Everything remains still. The curtains, the air, even me, as I carefully pull my treasured sketchpad from the bag that’s casually slung over the couch's armrest. The stylus is still tucked securely inside the spiral binding, its nub already showing signs of frequent use. I quickly flipped to a clean blank slate.

	But I can't concentrate inside. I need inspiration. I walk through the kitchen and push open the back door, stepping onto the old wooden deck. From here I can see the foundation stones that make this house what it is.

	The foundation stones were pulled from the lake itself, making the house part of the landscape rather than imposed upon it. Built by Great-granddad Fontaine and his brothers in the 1920s, the modest home outlasted the grand estates of wealthy summer people when the Depression hit. The house demonstrated remarkable resilience, surviving a microburst in '97 that uprooted three massive oaks and a flood in '08 that stopped just inches from the bottom step. Yet darker stories permeate its history—an uncle who drowned in '72, mom's mother dying in the upstairs bedroom one winter, and unspoken tensions evidenced by her sometimes standing on the porch at night, staring across the water toward the Westside property.

	I sketch the lake house porch, including the deck railing where mom used to watch the sunrise each morning. My breath steadies while I shade the narrow wooden steps. The lake peeks through in the background, flat and gray like today. My eyes sting from the previous night while I smudge the graphite with my thumb to blur the trees across the shore.

	I decide I’m done for the night and head inside. But Wesley follows me into the kitchen.

	"You’re sketching already?" He motions at the pad, but there's a twitch in his jaw like he's still restless too. I shrug and mutter "I mean, I couldn't wait" while flipping the page shut. He tosses the rag on the counter and grabs his keys.

	"Al-alright. Anyway, I have to make a quick trip." He jingles them in his hand while I frown from the couch. "I forgot something at the hall. Won't be long." 

	I agree because I’m too lazy right now to argue. 

	"Please grab me a snack while you're at it" I say, thinking of the fridge's lonely water bottle. He chuckles before stepping out. The door thuds shut. Shortly after, I hear the gravel crunch until it's just the water again.

	I sink deeper into the couch while my attention drifts to the window. It’s getting late. My mind is at ease for once, but something doesn’t sit right with me. A splash cuts through the waves outside. I sit up listening intently, but I forget it as soon as it comes back.
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	The pencil has a will of its own sometimes, dragging my hand along the page I don't consciously choose. Mom always called it my "second sight," this uncanny tendency to draw things I haven't fully comprehended yet. "Your eyes see but your hands know," she would say.

	It was like the time I drew the Sakura tree in the front yard a week before a bolt of lightning split it down the middle. I saw it in my sketch too. A dark scorch mark and twisted crack ran down the trunk. 

	Though the actual tree stood whole and healthy when I drew it. 

	Or when I drew my next-door neighbor with an inexplicable shadow obscuring half her face, and two days later we received the call about a stroke that left the left side of her body paralyzed.

	Mom kept a growing collection of my drawings in the bottom drawer of her dresser. "Evidence," she'd say with a wink, but never fully explained of what exactly. Sometimes I catch her studying them when she thought I wasn't around, especially when looking at the lake sketches. She would fold them up and stuff them under a bed sheet if she noticed me snooping.

	Something unexpected is emerging in the water that I never intended to include—a dark shape just beneath the surface. My hand slowly hovering uncertainly over the page as cold sweat dribbles uncomfortably along my spine.

	I don't want to finish it. Don't want to know what's under that water. But my hand moves again anyway, the pencil point pressing harder now, defining the edges of something long and rectangular, something that has no business being there.

	A box. A trunk. A coffin.

	The pencil slips from my fingers into the cushion crack beside me. My eyelids grow impossibly heavy, the day's emotional marathon finally catching up with me. I don't hear Wesley return, or register the sound of his truck on the gravel, or the clomping on the steps because sleep pulls me under right there on the couch.

	I couldn’t sleep that night and kept tossing and turning in my bed from all the adrenaline still flowing in my veins from the previous day. So, after Wes heads out, I grab my sketchpad and wander into mom’s wild, overgrown garden. The wooden trellis, heavy with unruly blackberry vines, leans awkwardly to one side. It hasn’t been touched since she’s been gone.

	I sit down right there on the cool dirt under the pink sky, and before I even realize it, my pencil is gliding across the page, moving faster than my thoughts can keep up.
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	My head feels like I'm swimming through mud this morning. I’m half daydreaming while making my way through the hallway. I feel for a sweater draped over the banister. It's my old magenta one that smells of cedar from its time in the closet. I tug it on and shuffle downstairs.

	I wake to the aroma of coffee and batter sizzling. Wesley is at it again, flipping pancakes on the stove. Another Monday, another caffeine emergency. But there's something off about his jittery demeanor this morning. More than usual, I mean. He fumbles the spatula, drops it on the counter with a clank, then swears under his breath. I catch him staring at his palms and shoot him a bewildered look before he looks up.

	I grab the newspaper from the counter while Wes argues with the pancakes.

	The newspaper buried the article on page six: ‘Local Reporter Uncovers Municipal Fraud.’ The byline read Tara Chen. Her photo resembled someone about a decade younger than my mom with vibrant green eyes. My mother had the same ‘try me’ stare too. It could’ve had something to do with the girlie boss eyebrows?

	“You know,” I said, flipping the paper shut, “sometimes I still can’t believe this place even went up for auction. All because of back taxes.”

	Wes doesn’t look up at me. “Yeah, and I’m still astonished it cost us a hundred and eighty grand to get it back. For this place? We basically emptied our savings.”

	I study him for a beat, but his eyes stay glued to the skillet.

	"Rough night?" I ask. My voice is still thick with sleep. He simply grunts and doesn't look at me at all. Instead, he continues flipping a pancake, sending grease spitting onto the stove. The house is a mess, but it's ours. Jam jars, stacked precariously by the sink, clutter the counter, along with a chipped mug full of pencils and my open laptop on the far end. The breakfast table's shoved against the wall with one leg noticeably wobbly, covered in unopened mail and a half-dead fern my mother had sworn she'd eventually revive. A thin whiff of fishy lake air enters through the cracked window above the sink.

	Outside, the water lies perfectly flat, with a thin layer of fog hanging low across its surface, smudging the trees on the far shore. The Sebago Lake has mood swings, mom always said—today it seems contemplative. During the Summer, it transforms into brilliant blue with sailboats dotting its surface and becoming colorful confetti. Fall brings a perfect mirror reflecting the blazing colors of surrounding maples and oaks. Winter encases it in ice thick enough to walk on, creating a separate world of fishing huts and ice skaters. But it’s spring. Spring is when the lake remembers. This lake has seen its fair share of tragedies. Three drownings in the last decade alone. A group of clumsy adolescents who fell through deceptively thin ice. A drunk college student who capsized their canoe well after midnight. And my uncle whose body was found tangled in our dock after a violent storm. Our family hasn’t been immune either.

	Of course, my all-knowing mom refused to let me swim alone until I was sixteen. Even then, she would stand vigilant on the porch, watching, shading her eyes with her hand and relief when I emerged safely from the water. I always thought she was being overprotective. Now I wonder if she knew something about the lake that she never shared with me.

	There's a local legend that Sebago Lake was formed when an entire village sank during a freak earthquake back in the 1800s. Kids still dare each other to dive deep in the middle, searching for chimney tops and church steeples. Scientists insist it's nonsense and that the lake formed from glacial ice that melted thousands of years ago. But on particularly still days when the water is unusually clear, shadows in the shape of figures stir below. Personally, I never believed the former myself. But I have to admit I have dreams of finding the lost underwater town. Who knows? Maybe one day, I’ll find Atlantis too. I'm thinking about those shadows as I walk back into the kitchen, wondering if Mom ever believed the old stories. That's when I notice Wes standing at the stove with his broad shoulders uncharacteristically slouched, and sleeves rolled up above his elbows. His dark hair is a complete mess with loose strands sticking up in several places.

	I squinted toward the door and saw his work boots sitting there, caked with mud that definitely wasn't there yesterday. But it's not just mud. There's a distinct waterline about halfway up the leather, like he'd been wading through a body of water. Why would he be standing in ankle-deep water after sundown? I vaguely remember hearing his F-150 sometime in the night. From where I'm sitting at the kitchen table, I can see his shirt is still damp around the shoulders and arms. There's a dark smudge on his collar too. It could just be grease from the garage, but he hasn't been to work since the auction. And why would his clothes still be wet this morning if he just got dirty yesterday? 

	The anxious butterflies flutter into my throat anyway. His phone vibrates on the counter. That’s the third time in the last five minutes. He glimpses at it; then quickly flips it face down. When he thinks I'm not looking, he checks it again, thumbs a quick reply, then shoves it deep in his pocket. His usually relaxed shoulders are rigid with barely contained tension. "Who's that?" I ask, trying to keep my voice casual and cordial. "Nobody," he blurts out. "Just Craig from the garage wondering when I'm coming back."

	‘Oh, Craig? So original. Did he also ask about my car's extended warranty while he was at it?’ I thought, the bitterness a hot taste on my tongue.

	But Craig doesn't normally text. Instead, he always calls because he struggles to type with his arthritis. I've heard my boyfriend joke about it enough times to know that it’s not true. He searches for something to say. "Slept like a rock, huh?" he says, glancing back to break the tension. That warm smile is the kind that pulls me in every time. “Yep,” I say as I shuffle to the counter. “Hey, do you want ham on your omelet?” he asks without looking up. “Always.” It's quiet in that way mornings are when nothing has gone wrong yet. There's a soft thump from the fridge closing. I lean against the counter and watch him work. I’m hypnotized by the way he dices the ham into perfect little cubes. It's almost meditative. This routine we've fallen into over the past two years. "Remember when you set the stovetop on fire when flipping a pancake?" I ask, trying to keep the conversation light. We both chuckled at the thought. "Hey, I've gotten better. I’ve only set off the smoke alarm twice."

	"At least you’re making progress." I reach for the coffee pot, pouring myself a cup. The steam rises between us, carrying that rich, dark scent that always makes everything feel more manageable. "What time do you have to be at the garage today?"

	"Not until ten. Craig's opening this morning." He catches a glimpse of me, then back to the pan. "That gives us time for a proper breakfast for once." I sip my drink. He really does know how I like it. For a moment, I almost forget about everything. "I was thinking," he says, sliding the omelet onto a plate, "maybe we could do something this weekend. Drive to the pier or downtown to visit some museums like we used to."

	"That sounds nice." And I mean it. Maybe I've been imagining things. Maybe work stress has been getting to both of us, making me paranoid and him distant. Maybe a weekend away is exactly what we need. He sets my plate down with a flourish, the edges brightened by edible petals. "One perfect omelet, courtesy of Chef Wes."

	"Looks amazing!" I reach for a fork from the drawer, but my socks slip slightly on the smooth kitchen floor. I steady myself by pressing my palm flat against the counter for balance. That's when I feel it. A sticky, half-dried smear beneath my hand. “EW!” I flick my hand away in disgust. "Wesley," I say, shuddering a little. He turns with a spatula in hand with his eyebrows raised expectantly. I lift my bloodied hand and point at the counter. "Did you—" I start, but then I notice a taupe stain on his shirt. "Did you cut yourself?" I ask. He steps over, glimpses at it, and lets out a short chuckle. "Ah, caught my hand again messing with that damn truck," he says, grabbing a rag from the sink. With a quick swipe, the streak and smudge vanish, leaving only a faint pink stain woven into the cloth. "It's nothing. Happens all the time."

	"Show me," I say before I can stop myself. "Show me where you cut your hand." It's a simple request, but no answer. He looks down, then away.

	 

	A trace of anger crosses his face. The hair on the back of my neck stands erect. I notice a small, almost imperceptible tremor in his hand as he wipes the counter.

	After a long pause, he holds out his right forearm, wiggling his fingers. "Fine." There's a hairline cut on his thumb that’s barely visible. It's dry at the edges and already healing.

	“Happy now?”

	I don’t let it go, even though a part of me wants to. “That’s more than a nick,” I whisper under my breath.

	The table rattled as his phone went off during dinner. He glanced at it, and his whole demeanor changed, like someone had just told him his dog died. 'Uh, Give me a moment. It’s for work,' he muttered, but he didn't answer. Just stared at the screen until it stopped ringing. Then he looked at me and forced a smile.

	I set down my fork. "Everything okay?" I asked, breaking through the silence. Though we both knew the answer.

	"Yeah," he said poking at the eggs. He didn’t elaborate and instead picked at his food. The phone sat between us like a live wire. The black screen was demanding attention.

	I flipped it over and tried to go back to eating. Every few seconds, his attention would alternate between the phone and I, then back to his plate. Then it lit up like a firecracker with a text message.

	"You can answer it," I said, trying to sound casual. "If it's important."

	"It's not." But his hand moved toward it anyway, then stopped halfway, like he'd caught himself. "Just Craig being Craig, you know?"

	Craig again. Always Craig these days.

	My heart nearly jumped out of my body. This isn't like him. Wes has always been my constant, the one person I could count on after she died. When everyone else drifted away, uncertain how to handle my grief, he stayed.

	There’ve been fleeting moments when I’ve seen him blush. I have to admit though, it was so adorable! There was the time I brought up cleaning our closets and he immediately deflected by talking about the attic instead. Or his firm suggestion to avoid the north side of the property, where it meets the neighbors’ land.

	Then there are the phone calls. Don’t get me started.

	They’re taken just far enough outside so I can’t overhear.

	"You didn't say anything last night—" I start again, trying a different angle.

	"Let it go. I’m not talking about this." A door slammed shut between us. He's never used that tone with me before.

	A subtle vibe shifts in the air between us. A realignment of power, of knowledge. Of trust. And underneath it all, a question I'm suddenly afraid to ask: how well do I really know Wes Hart?

	He tosses the rag in the sink and turns back to the stove. “Pancakes are burning.” His shoulders hunched and the humming’s gone. The skillet scraping on the stove is the only sound that remains as his words hang in the air. This isn't like him. Usually, he’s the calm one, the one who smooths things over. The Wes I know would have explained, maybe even shown me the cut. I remember a time, years ago, when I’d fallen and scraped my knee. He’d carried me inside, cleaned the wound with gentle hands, and told me stories until I stopped crying. That memory feels distant now.

	After Wesley turned back to the stove, muttering about burning pancakes, I stood there, dumbfounded at his erratic behavior.

	“Hey, Wesley,” I said, keeping my tone upbeat. “You said Craig was asking about work. He needs you back at the garage soon?” I leaned against the counter, watching his reaction, before he flipped a pancake, and splattered the liquid mix on the stovetop.

	“Yeah, somethin’ like that,” he mumbled, not turning around. “Just shop talk.”

	“Cool. ’Cause I was thinking, maybe I could swing by the garage later, drop off some lunch. He always loves my pumpkin jam.” I tried to stifle a giggle and testing him for a fault in his story.

	He stopped flipping for a second, before he set it down and grabbed a plate. “Nah, don’t bother. We haven’t cleaned the house yet, plus Craig hired a new mechanic. You’ll get in the way.”

	“Right,” I said with doubt. But he only hires internally. Wesley mostly complained about him being too much of a penny-pincher to hire help. I decided not to push. Not yet at least. 

	I considered Wesley carefully. "What don't I know yet?"

	He paused mid-flip, the pancake dangling precariously from the spatula.

	He finally turned around, plate in hand. 

	"Nothing, Riley. You know everything you need to know." 

	"That's not an answer, Wes." 

	"It's the only one you're getting." He set the plate down in front of me.

	But as I sat at the table, mindlessly poking at my pancakes, I couldn’t shake the feeling that Wes was hiding something.

	I stood frozen in place for a second, staring at the counter where the blood was. Where he wiped it away like it didn’t matter. A red smear looks back at me from under the rag. I feel slightly nauseous, and I don’t know why. He’s never snapped like that—especially not over something trivial. Not in all the months he’s been staying here, filling up this empty house with his noise. 

	I grab a cup from the mug stand and pour a glass of warm milk from the carton on the counter. He doesn’t look up from the stove, and instead just keeps flipping those damn pancakes.

	The warm milk is usually a comforting routine, but this time it burns my tongue. I try to focus on the steam rising from the mug, the way it rises and dissipates. But all I can see is the stain, a persistent reminder of something wrong. I think of the night before, trying to recall every detail, every word, every sound, but the memory is hazy.

	I need to do something… anything to occupy my mind. I snag a piece of flat driftwood from the pile by the fridge. It’s something I picked up from the shore last week on a sleepwalk nightly commute. 

	I grab a pencil from the kitchen drawer and start doodling on a napkin while I wait. Just a quick sketch of a dog at first, but as it looks more and more like a Pomeranian, I notice something's off about the eyes. The stroke is way too heavy and almost appear too human. I try to shade them softer, but that only makes it worse. Now it has mascara. But the eyes definitely look unnerving and almost resemble a human staring into my soul.

	Some of my friends say my artwork, if you can even call it that, has a weird tendency where the viewer can’t look away from it. Even I’m not immune to its… effects.

	“Like it?”

	Wes looks over his shoulder from the sofa at my napkin sketch. "Holy cow, that's freaky!" he says with a half-laugh. "You've got a knack for making things look like they're about to jump off the page."

	I set the pencil down and lean back in my chair. 

	I close my eyes and imagine the serenity of the lake. The lake used to calm me when my mind wandered like this. I would wake up at 11pm and look out my bedroom window, picturing the stars falling like snow.

	"Are you okay? You're pretty quiet," Wes says. "What's going on in that head of yours?"

	“Yeah,” I say absently, poking at the stack of pancakes he's placed in front of me. “Just waking up still, I guess,” I say, tearing off a piece of the pancake with my fork even though I have no appetite. The dog’s still there in the corner of my eye, those dang eyes following me. I don’t say it, but I’m thinking it. Why did he snap back like that? What’s with the blood? He sits across from me before digging in. I subtly keep my eye on him, trying to read his expressions, searching for any sign of deception. His eyes, which are usually warm and inviting, are now distant. He avoids my eyes, focusing on his plate. I remember a time when we could read each other’s minds, when a single glance could convey a whole conversation. Now, there’s a wall between us. I break off a piece of pancake and chew it without really tasting it. “Orders are stacking up from my online gig.” 

	I say after a moment to break the ice, nodding toward the lit laptop screen across the room. “I’m running low on jars, so I’ll need to restock soon.” Mom started the garden out back, blackberries and raspberries tangled in her trellis. I quit the diner after she died and started selling online. It’s the only thing that keeps me here, keeps me going. “She would be so pissed if she saw me sitting on my butt,” I add, half to myself.

	“I can swing by town and pick some up for you.”  He offers, suddenly animated. “I’ve got a run to make later anyway. I’ll grab whatever you need.” He’s eager to leave the room.

	"No, it's fine," I say carefully, watching his face for any reaction. "I've got plenty in the basement. I'll search later."

	A reluctant nod slipped through but won’t look at me. Instead, just stabs at his plate. “Suit yourself.” The pancakes taste like cardboard now. I pushed the plate away as I lost my appetite now. The air drifting through the window has grown colder carrying the fresh smell of fish from the lake. 

	The scent of the lake is usually a comfort, a reminder of the countless summers spent swimming and fishing with my mom. Today, it smells oddly bitter and gross. It mixes with the lasting scent of the pancakes and the faint, almost imperceptible smell of iron.

	We finished eating in uncomfortable silence after that. He clears the plates and starts humming some old country tune his mother used to sing to comfort himself. He’s seriously filling the space, so I won’t ask another question. 

	I watch him move around the kitchen, the same fluid grace that first attracted me to him, the steady hands and sure steps. The way he moves that I've always loved.

	A few minutes later, he grabs his keys. “I’ll be back tonight,” he says, leaning in to kiss my forehead. “Don’t worry about me.”

	He’s already out the door before I had the chance to respond. I hear his F150 fade down the gravel, and I’m alone with my thoughts again. I get up and stand at the window, watching the dust settle on the gravel driveway. A thin billow of dust rises as he speeds off. I feel a sudden urge to run after him, to stop him, to ask him what’s wrong. But I held back, knowing that he wouldn’t tell me. Not now anyway.

	There’s no better time to make myself at home than now, I thought. I make myself a mug of warm milk tea, wander out to the porch, and plop onto the steps while watching the beautiful lake under the overcast sky. 

	My thoughts circle back to Wes. 

	For some reason, no matter how hard I try, I can’t imagine the thought of that snap of anger. Or to how he's changed since we started fighting to keep this property. I wrap my hands around my own mug now, mirroring her unconsciously, and wonder… did Wes inherit more than just that old truck and those blue eyes?

	I drifted back to the counter, running my thumb over where the blood was. It looks like the rag soaked it up, but that red stain is still there. I’m almost tempted to taste it to confirm what it was but stop myself in case. Probably for the better. 

	I relocate the dog painting and stare out the window. The fog appears to be lifting, revealing the lake below it. But all I see is that slimy streak. A morbid curiosity nags at me, a desire to know exactly what it is. 

	I know it’s not my jam. 

	I’ve been around it too long to know its consistency. I imagine the metallic taste of blood, the sticky residue of the unknown substance. I resist the urge, knowing that it would only lead to more questions than answers.

	Maybe I should head into town, get some fresh air, and surround myself with kindhearted people.

	I grab my keys and my mom's sweater before locking up, even though the area where I live is safe and no one burgles. I follow the twisting gravel away from the lake as the trees gradually thin out into scattered houses and eventually the iconic church spire comes into view.

	I approach town with my AirPods in, listening to my favorite song: Celine Dion - My Heart Will Go On.

	There are very few people out and about this late at night. Pine Street, normally bustling with people, is now crammed with mostly vacant storefronts. I passed by the diner where I used to work. Clark's General that's been in the same family since prohibition. It’s one of those places where gossip travels faster than veracity, where everyone discussed my mother's death for weeks after the accident.

	Pine Street is quiet for a Thursday. Except for a couple of tourists window shopping and Mrs. Bellamy, my childhood nurse, sweeping the sidewalk in front of her antique store. She waves as I park, her face lighting up with recognition.

	"Riley Fontaine, as I live and breathe! I heard you got the house back yesterday. The whole town's talking about it."

	Of course they are. I force a smile as I approach, accepting her quick hug.

	"Your mother would be so proud," she says, patting my arm. "That place belongs to Fontaines, always has."

	"Thanks, Mrs. B. Just running some errands."

	She leans in, lowering her volume. "I saw that Wesley boy at Clark's earlier buying rope and trash bags at nine in the morning. Seemed in an awful hurry." Her eyebrows lift, inviting me to share in whatever speculation she's cooking up.

	Butterflies flutter in my stomach. I try to think of something fas- "He’s helping me with Spring cleaning." I let out a white lie. "There’s lots of work to be done after being empty for a long time."

	"Mmm." She grumbles, not sounding convinced. "Well, you
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