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Chapter One – “The Beginning of the Holiday”
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Summer of 2012

The final school bell rang, as if declaring to the world the end of a long academic year and the beginning of freedom.

Ten-year-old Josh ran out, clutching his small schoolbag, heading happily toward the family car where his father, David, was waiting at the end of the lane.

It was a family-sized Kia, a seven-seater—perfect for their household of five:

Emma, the eldest at nineteen,

Lily, seventeen,

Caroline, the graceful mother with a calm smile,

and Josh, the youngest and most energetic.

The sun was scorching that day, and the sky unnervingly clear.

Even the birds had hidden in their nests, as if sensing that something in the air spelled trouble.

Josh flung the car door open and jumped in, his face glowing—his father had promised a long-awaited trip to their small wooden cabin by the lake.

The boy beamed with excitement:

“We’re going tomorrow, right, Dad?”

David smiled as he started the engine:

“Of course, but first we need to pick up your sisters from high school and head home to pack. We’ve got a long drive ahead.”

Josh squealed with childlike joy:

“Yaaay! I can’t believe it! I’m gonna swim and catch fish!”

Then his mind drifted away—he imagined himself running along the lake’s edge, leaping into the water, laughing...

But a sudden car horn snapped him out of his daydream,

and he screamed in fright.

David grumbled as he turned the wheel slowly:

“Ugh... That was close! Kids these days drive like maniacs...”

A short silence followed inside the car,

while the nearby forest swallowed the sound of the engine—

as if it were waiting, watching.
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Chapter Two: When the Sky Was Blue
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10:00 a.m., in the suburbs of upscale Scarsdale, New York.

The family Kia pulls up in front of a charming house surrounded by a wide garden.

Josh hops out quickly, running toward the front door, followed closely by his two sisters. Their father calls out to them:

“Don’t rush! Watch your step, kids!”

One of them laughs as she replies:

“Dad... we’re not little kids anymore.”

“You’ll always be my little girls, even when you have kids of your own,” he says with a smile, closing the back of the car.

From a distance, Caroline, the mother, appears, waving to greet her family. She bends down and kisses Josh on the forehead:

“I missed you, little one.”

“I missed you too, Mom! What did you make for us?”

“Your favorite: fried sardines.”

“Yuck—but you’re the best mom in the world!”

Caroline then turns to her daughters:

“How was your day, girls?”

“It was fine. Nothing special,” one replies.

David walks over to his wife, smiling:

“You get more beautiful every day, sweetheart.”

“And so do I—because I’m married to a talented plastic surgeon!”

“I’ve told you before... you don’t need me at all. You look like you’re twenty.”

Caroline blushes and closes the door behind them.

The house is elegant, luxurious, filled with the scent of comfort and warmth...

But behind all this perfection, something hidden lingers.
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Chapter Three: Cracks Beneath the Surface
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Today is the day of the trip to Woodbine, where the Gravisons’ countryside house is located.

Everyone seemed excited, packing their clothes in their rooms—or so it appeared at first glance... until yelling erupted from the upstairs bedroom, specifically from the couple’s room.

It was Caroline’s voice, loud and angry. She was shouting at her husband, saying she didn’t want to go on this trip, that she hated that lake and that village, and that he was forcing her into something she didn’t want.

David’s voice, on the other hand, was calm, trying to explain his position with reason.

“Listen, Caroline... I know we’re going through a rough patch in our marriage, and I’ve been distant lately, but you know my job requires me to travel a lot.”

She didn’t care to listen. Instead, she began hinting that she suspected he was cheating on her. David denied it strongly and promised he would make it up to her during this trip.

“For the kids, Caroline... let’s try.”

She nodded yes, but her face didn’t match the words she spoke.

Downstairs, the children were ready, smiling with excitement. Luckily, they didn’t hear what happened upstairs... it would’ve ruined their joy.

Josh, teasing his sister Lily:

“Hey! I’m going to beat you at swimming like last year!”

Lily, sarcastically:

“In your dreams, you short kid.”

Josh, innocently:

“I’m not short... I’m just still little!”

Lily, laughing:

“You’re short, and you’ll stay that way even when you grow up.”

Josh started crying and ran toward his older sister:

“Emma, Emma! Lily said I’m short... but I will grow up, right?”

Emma didn’t even lift her eyes from her phone:

“I don’t have time for your nonsense... leave me alone.”

Then, barking echoed...

“Oh great, just what we needed—Thunder!”

Emma muttered, talking to the family’s golden retriever, Thunder, who seemed more excited for the trip than anyone else.
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Chapter Four: Seventy Kilometers of Truth 
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The car finally started moving. The whole family was inside, but their faces were sullen and silent—except for little Josh and their loyal dog, Thunder.

The two of them had their heads sticking out of the window, the breeze playing with their tongues like two carefree children, lost in their own world.


“That’s ridiculous,” Lily said to her younger brother, watching him with a hint of mockery.



But no comment could have prepared them for what happened just moments later...

Thick smoke began pouring from under the hood. The car gradually slowed down until it came to a complete stop on the side of the highway—just seventy kilometers away from their home in Scarsdale.

Caroline, in her usual annoyed tone:


“Looks like you didn’t even bother to check the car before the trip! Honestly... I’m not surprised. This isn’t the first time you mess up something this simple!”



David didn’t respond. He got out of the car and lifted the hood... and even more smoke burst out.

He started coughing hard, then looked back at his family through the white cloud:


“Get out of the car, now! Stay away from the highway—it’s dangerous!”



Strangely, the only one who obeyed immediately was Thunder the dog, as if something deep inside him sensed the danger.

The rest of the family remained seated, exchanging silent glances, as if they were waiting for something... or already knew.


“It’ll be fixed soon... I hope,” David thought as he stared at the open engine—unaware that the real breakdown wasn’t in the car at all.
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