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      Teen Bop posters and glow-in-the-dark stickers haunt the room like ghosts of my past. I told my mother she could change it so many years ago, but the glossy paper still clings by the grace of a few putty wads. Photos of friends I can’t remember and a lipstick print on the mirror serve as a reminder that I was once a healthy, vibrant young woman, that I’ve had breathless dawns on the beach and laughter-filled nights, waiting in line to dance.

      This was a place of comfort once. It’s not the same. Now that I’ve aged and the roof is missing shingles, now that the cedar pier has new divots from storms I wasn’t here for and fresh growth has made the forest more wild, now that the nearest town noise has risen and occasionally shatters the expected stillness, now that the house is empty, now that she’s dead.

      The twin bed is uncomfortable. Not just because it’s low to the ground or firm from the cold. Memories and nightmares are woven into the fabric—monsters clawing at my feet, a kiss with Henry, my hands over my ears, doing homework, filling out magazine quizzes, screaming myself awake, the first time I listened to a record.

      My rarely-used keyboard is shoved in the corner, the bench seat still hard. Sitting on it now makes my spine hurt, reminding me why I stopped attending practice in the first place. I’ve forgotten what a G minor is and how much that matters to the act of playing a tune.

      I hunt-and-peck at the keys, looking for the right notes. After a few moments, my hands find the proper position, and my knees curl into my chest, like they always did.

      It’s lucky you don’t want to use a Baby Grand, my mother would often say, pointing out my imperfect posture and inability to work pedals with no feet on the ground. I had no desire to learn the piano at all. Never did. She pretended not to understand that.

      But now, I’m playing our melody. Or trying. It’s not good. Sour notes bash into my brain. Nerve endings at the tips of my fingers burn.

      When I taste snot, I stand. There’s no proper end, no bowing, no clapping from a humoring teacher, just the melody becoming an echo of itself in my ears.

      As it fades, the house picks up where it left off. Never fully silent, it moans and creaks from the witch who’s supposedly been burrowed in the walls since long before my mother summered here in the 70s. She’s said to always sound old, moody, needy. Though my mother, Dad, Gramms, and Gramps all claim to believe in her, no one ever heard the same thing at the same time. She is either real and speaks to us only when we need her or she is just a story.

      I am a lot like the house witch now. Old body, mood swings, needing things I’ll never be able to get again. It could be why I have finally found my way into my childhood bedroom. A few days here, and I’ve slept in the guest bedroom—if only to avoid.

      Making my way to the bathroom is as routine as brushing my teeth. It’s automatic. I ignore the light. I know where things are, and to look at myself is to come face-to-face with loss. I can’t see that now, not after being in the room with pink walls and a purple shag rug, the promise of a bright future and lost dreams in every corner.

      Toilet paper is in the same poorly laid out place it was when I was a child—barely in reach while sitting down. It’s become even more inconvenient now that there seem to be no tissue boxes and my eyes won’t stop leaking. I’d carry a roll with me, but my hands always seem to be in use: carrying a blanket, holding the staircase banner and tracing the wall, clutching my ribcage.

      The faucet runs freezing, with aging pipes no longer fighting the encroaching Autumn. I wait for the water to warm before splashing my face.

      There’s still so much to do. Decisions need to be made—ones I should have made already. But I had life to get sorted, things to box and unbox, people to shelve. I knew I needed time before I was of sound mind.

      It’s barely cracked noon, yet I’m worn down to the nub. My body tells me it’s six o’clock, maybe seven. A few hours of life is all I’ve had lately. The relapse has been hard on me. The grief has been hard on me. The forgetting to eat, forgetting to sleep, forgetting to breathe has been hard on me.

      As often happens around this time, my body is trying to shut off.

      The question of where to rest for a while nags. The porch swing or the downstairs couch that already has a convenient me-sized shape dug into it, maybe. But the bright popcorn yellow sun streaks across the oak floors, highlights sparkles in the air, and urges me to enjoy it while it lasts. It must not be six after all. My sense of time hasn’t been right for quite a while now.

      With the last bit of energy I have for the day, I need fresh air. I’ve always enjoyed bookending my days outside—even in the bustle of the city.

      I walk across the deck, past the table for four and Americana grill station. Down three steps, I hit grass. A dozen paces later, I make it to the edge of what constitutes the actual backyard.

      Venturing further out is enticing. Just looking at the tree line gives me pause, though. Today is not the day for the woods, the boat shed, the clearing, the pier, the lake.

      The wind has picked up, my skin has begun to ache as the air rushes over exposed skin, it's colder than I expected. So many reasons to go back in.

      Everyone who’s met me knows I’m a good liar.

      Apparently, that includes to myself.
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      Nightmares plagued me, as they have every night since the lawyer called. Beaks and branches, eyes and screams, bleeding clouds and melting piano keys woke me before the sun. In my old apartment, they saw me sticking my head out of a window to suck lost breath in again; here, I’ve been able to step outside and inhale forest air to shake the remnants of my fear.

      This morning is the same. I must escape the confines of walls and echoes.

      Chilled plastic is an iron to my skin. Heat sears along my fingers in the shape of a handle. Dad added the double sliding glass doors for Gramms when this was still her house.

      How frustrating these doors were to me during our summers here. A wooden dowel my mother settled in the hollow track to keep me from opening them had me running around the house to go to the lake when I was younger. Seems we will never get along.

      I blow on my palms to cool the burn. The pain will ease soon enough.

      From the basket of cold weather wear on the floor, I find fleece-lined gloves, then zip into my buttery-soft chocolate leather jacket. I grab the cane I keep beside the door, reach for the handle once again, and tug.

      Outside, the sky is neon and cloudless. Red and orange and yellow are sprinkled throughout the branches of the forest below.

      Far away birds are cracked pepper on the clouds. To birders like my father, they are Northern Flickers or Black-necked Grebes or Pine Siskins. To me, they are just beautiful nameless creatures to enjoy from the ground.

      A few moments outside, and I grow used to the windless crisp air.

      Humming a possibly made-up tune, I lose myself in the walk. Without noticing, I’ve entered the woods and gone so far as to reach the boat shed.

      Many afternoons, I would rush to this shed to collect a life preserver to use as a floaty. The key to the padlock was in the kitchen drawer beside the stove, usually lost under menus to places we rarely visited, in a sea of paperclips and rubber bands we never used.

      As I near the boat shed, it’s hard to miss how it’s aged. Nothing goes untouched by time.

      Cobwebs decorate corners. Dew drops cling to their intricate lace designs. Green shingles are cracked, crusted with brown and black. A few are missing, similar to the lake house itself. Mold has found its way into the nooks and crannies of the tan siding—another thing I will need to make a decision about.

      The lock is missing.

      Years of my parents hollering after me to lock the shed, check on the lock, lock up behind me, remember the key, put the key back flash in my mind.

      My mother could have just tired of searching for the key. It doesn’t have to mean anything ominous. The boat shed is in almost the center of the woods, far enough in it would take knowing about it or really looking for something interesting to come across it. And what did it have in it of interest? Nothing.

      But the missing lock definitely doesn’t have to mean anything. My heart has sped up nonetheless.

      Still, despite the cheerful day surrounding me, I pause, listen, wait for something—someone’s footfalls, maybe. Whose, I’m unsure.

      The sounds I hear aren’t human. There are cracking branches and hissing bugs.

      I take a deep inhale of the sickly sweet scent of mildew, exhale thoughts of eyes on me. My next inhale comes with crushing loss. Compound grief always hovers at the edge of my horizon. The exhale brings another thought—no padlock could mean an empty boat shed. I try to steady myself, just in case.

      Hinges creak as I pull the doors wide open. The sun finds her way into the dark space, if only just enough to illuminate shapes and create long shadows. She refuses to be anything less than present today. I appreciate her being with me, keeping time for me, warming my numbed cheeks as I look in the shed.

      Not empty. My mother has added things. A thin wooden work bench is on the left wall now. Tools are laid out on the surface impractically. None seem special. One of the wrenches looks handy for around-the-house projects, so I shove it in my jacket pocket. A few things
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