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  1
Shift


It wasn’t just spring semester ending this time; it was all of it. This was their last semester at Ralos, and everything was starting to feel real. In two weeks they would sit for finals, then another week after that they would walk at graduation and head off into the big wide world toting bachelor’s degrees and student loan debt. 
Everything was perfect, well, most things. Heather helped Lulu slump into the car after one too many drinks. She deserved them. “Hey, did Darren ever call you back?”
Lulu squished her face at his name, her dark hair falling across her eyes. “No. That asshole doesn’t even have the balls to show his face and get his crap. I hope whatever bitch he slept with gave him herpes.”
Darren was Lulu’s now ex-fiancé. He’d made the mistake of bragging to Heather’s boyfriend, Seth, about hooking up with another woman. The gossip spread through the group like wildfire, and suddenly their tight eight had gone to a scorned seven.
Janey slid into the back with Lulu, drawing her hands into the sleeves of her pink hoodie. “You never know. Maybe he lied to her. She might be innocent.” 
“You would say that,” Fiona said, starting the car. “But come on, Darren was the king of flaunting Lulu around like his prize. No offense, Lulu. It was always kind of cringe, though.”
Heather jumped into the passenger seat. The night air was warm, and she wished they could talk about something else. All night it had been a downer, and this was supposed to be their time. “We need to recoup. Darren sucks, but we’re about to graduate. This might be the last time it’s easy for us to get together.”
Pushing up between the seats, Lulu leaned into Heather’s shoulder. “You’re right. I’m not letting him ruin this for us. Doesn’t your boyfriend have rich parents with a lake house?”
“Seth does love bringing that up.” Heather rolled her eyes. She loved Seth, but sometimes he tried so hard to impress everyone. “But yes. What are you thinking?”
“Hmmm.” Lulu leaned back, looking pleased, as if she finished the thought in her head instead of aloud. 
“Lulu?” Janey nudged her lightly, and Lulu snuggled into her.
Fiona shot Heather a glance, thick eyeliner making the look even more pointed. “We probably should have cut her off sooner. But, you’re right, we’re getting to the end. Might as well enjoy it. In a few months, we’ll all be stuck in cubicles or something, waiting for the clock to hit five just so we can go get stuck in traffic and head back to our tiny apartments.”
Heather was actually looking forward to that. Even though it would change their friendship dynamic, she was excited to start fresh. New city, new apartment—finally being alone with her boyfriend. No more distractions.
“Do you think Seth would ask his parents about the house?” Janey spoke softly as Lulu snored on her shoulder. At least someone finished Lulu’s thought.
Heather shrugged. “Probably. If I bat my eyelashes at him, he never says no.”
They stopped at a red light, and Fiona rolled her eyes. “I’m pretty sure that’s not how you get him to say yes. But keep telling yourself that.” Fiona made a crude gesture.
Lulu snapped awake as the others all laughed. Seth was easy to please, and if Heather knew how to make him happy, why waste that knowledge? “Whatever. You want him to say yes, though, right?”
“To the lake house?” Lulu piped from the back, rejoining the conversation like she hadn’t missed anything.
Seth’s parents probably didn’t have plans this early in the year. It should be an easy yes. “Yes, I’ll ask him.”
“I can do it,” Lulu said. “We have our seminar tomorrow at nine. I’ll see him before you. Unless we’re dropping you at his place?”
It was late, later than they should have been out on a Thursday. She should go back to the apartment she shared with Lulu. “No, I need to go home. If he gives you any kickback, let me know, and I’ll soften him up.”
A few minutes later, Fiona pulled up to the curb in front of Lulu and Heather’s complex. “See you this weekend.”
“Bye,” Heather and Lulu said in unison. Lulu was still a bit stumbly, and Heather helped her to the door. She tapped in the security code, and the door gave a high-pitched buzz. “I can’t wait to not hear that anymore.”
Lulu put her hand to her head. “Me either. I can’t wait to graduate and get out of this place. I don’t even care where anymore. Darren already got that internship in Cleveland; I can’t believe I was going to move to Ohio for him. I hope they run him ragged.”
The elevator descended slowly, and Heather tapped her foot. “I bet they will. He’ll get what he deserves.”
They rode up to the third floor in silence. Lulu wobbled when the elevator stopped but was first out the door, digging for her keys as she scurried down the hall. “I’m going to puke—get this door open. Stupid fucking Darren. He will not be the reason I vomit in the hall.”
Heather hurried and got the door open just as Lulu stumbled past, the toilet seat banging up a few seconds later. With a deep breath and the hope that she would not be a sympathetic vomiter tonight, Heather made her way to the bathroom to hold her friend’s hair.

      [image: image-placeholder]On Saturday everyone met for lunch, boyfriends included this time. There was a small pizza joint a few blocks off campus that had become their favorite spot. The long table in the back fit everyone instead of forcing them to cram together in a booth. 
Seth sat next to Heather, with Lulu next to her. Across from them were Fiona and Janey, their boyfriends at their sides. 
Adam put his arm around Fiona, leaning in so his hair fell into his face. “So, you girls have a nice time the other night?” He always wore a smile that said ‘like me’ looking like some lonely Golden Retriever at the animal shelter. Heather found it endearing, but she didn’t see how he and Fiona worked as a couple. It was some strange opposites-attract thing.
Willem leaned across the table to Seth, a conspiratorial spark in his dark eyes. “I heard we are making some pre-finals plans.”
Janey folded her full lips between her teeth, but the shyness quickly turned to a smile. “I might have mentioned something.”
Heather looked at Seth. He leaned back the way he did when he wanted to draw out a moment, a slow grin spreading on his face. Heather poked him in the side. 
“I talked to my mom this morning; we can have the place next weekend. To study, of course. I told her we needed some peace away from campus.” 
He looked so pleased with himself, like he thought his mother actually believed that lie. But the metallic curve of his lip ring glinted in the low light, and Heather didn’t care if he was full of shit. 
Janey clapped her hands lightly, black ponytail bobbing over her shoulder. “Oh good! It will be so nice to relax a little before the craze of finals week.”
“It will be.” Lulu’s lips curled into a smile that was clearly fake, but Heather wasn’t sure why. “The perfect time to forget the bad and make the most of the time we have left to just be students. I have so many plans!”
Oh good, when Lulu had plans, they typically involved a lot of alcohol and usually some questionable games. The last party she’d thrown was a murder mystery, but she’d forgotten to put out some of the clues, making it unsolvable.
Lulu leaned in. “Heather, can you make us a watch list? I’m thinking spooky vibes. I know you have opinions, so bring us your best cabin in the woods recs.” 
Spooky vibes? Really? Heather had been trying to get Lulu into horror for the entire four years they’d lived together since meeting freshman year. “It’s almost graduation, and I’m converting you now?”
Everyone laughed, and Lulu shrugged. “I figured I’d finally give you your shot. Might be your last try. Win me over.”
Heather loved a challenge—her mind already filtering her favorite films. Actual Cabin in the Woods would be too on the nose, though it would always be a chart-topper. The Rental might work, or maybe It’s What’s Inside. But was art-house critic-fuel the right move? Or should she go for the more obvious? Something like The Strangers? 
“Whoa, Earth to Heather. Don’t go down your horror rabbit hole now.” Fiona laughed, waggling her fingers in emphasis.
Whatever. Heather had plans to make. She’d been to the lake house a couple of times with Seth, but never without his parents and family filling it. It would be so much more fun having the place to themselves. The mirror-like lake, towering pine trees, rutty gravel road… and now the promise of a horrorfest to cap it off. She’d wanted to watch scary movies in that house since she first saw the huge TV situated across from the floor-to-ceiling wall of windows. Perfect murder-house vibes.






  
  2
Enclosed


The road was much worse than Heather remembered, and the car jostled side to side, making her grab the door for stability. “Maybe slow down a little?” She forced a smile at Willem.  
Somehow she’d ended up driving with him and Janey. Something about her knowing the way in case the GPS lost signal.
Still, she wished she was up with Seth. At least her boyfriend knew how to handle potholes.
“It’s fine. Chill out. They are probably already there.” Willem drummed his fingers over the steering wheel as if he bounced across nearly off-road terrain every day. He didn’t—his stupid low-riding Hyundai that pretended to be a useful vehicle was struggling through each rut.
Janey rustled around in the back seat. “Anyone want a snack? Something to drink? We’ve got crackers, and some waters left.”
Thankfully, Heather was saved from another round of Janey’s good-for-you snacks when the road opened up and the house came into view.
Seth’s SUV was parked in front, and a few lights were already on inside. 
“Holy shit.” Willem leaned forward as he shut off the engine. “This place is massive.”
Heather had been impressed the first time she’d seen it, too. Two tall stories with an extra-sloped roof. Nearly an entire wall of glass faced the water and the small dock. Dense stands of trees raised up on either side, blocking out the view of neighbors—the only sign of them being the docks floating further down the lake. 
They’d just stepped out of the car when the front door swung open. It was Seth, a beer raised in each hand. “About time you got here!”
Grabbing her overnight bag, Heather jogged up to the porch, taking the second bottle from her boyfriend. “If someone knew how to drive, we might have been here sooner.”
“You kept telling me to slow down!” Willem stopped at the bottom of the porch steps, taking another look up at the house. “Man, you weren’t kidding about this place. How had you held out for so long?”
That could be a sore subject, and Heather leaned into Seth’s side. His parents didn’t approve of all his choices. They were buttoned up where he was impulsive. Stoic, where he wore his heart on his sleeve. It was her favorite thing about him. He was the perfect mix of sweet and edgy. Sometimes a little naïve, but that was cute on him, too.
Willem waited for an answer, like he somehow deserved a reason for not being invited here before. Heather jumped in. “You told me they rent it out a lot, right, babe? We must be lucky this weekend.”
Seth dropped the arm that had been around her shoulders, and she glanced sideways at him. Had she said the wrong thing? She wrapped an arm around his waist, but he tensed against her. Janey shot the two of them a look, eyes lingering on Seth
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