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        Chapter 1
      

      2023

      
        The dead raven on the doorstep is not a good sign. Its wings are bent at
        a sharp angle, maggots wriggling between black feathers, eye sockets
        crawling with ants. I’ve seen enough death to know an omen when it’s
        right at my feet. But then again, I see, and often hear, fucked up shit
        that other people can’t.
      

      
        You shouldn’t have lived, the bird
        says in Allie’s high-pitched, know-it-all voice, the broken beak moving
        like a puppet’s mouth.
        You should’ve died with us.
      

      
        Yes, I should be dead, but here I am: twenty-nine years old and still
        kicking, and on my way to the only place the voices stay away—the gym.
      

      
        “Aww,” Lucas says behind me. “Poor little guy.”
      

      
        Oh good. He sees the dead raven too. But Lucas doesn’t hear all the
        voices. I wish it was just one: That would make it manageable.
        Predictable. Maybe even boring. But the multiple voices catch me off
        guard. Sometimes it’s Blakely, who died first. More often, it’s Allie,
        who died second and slower. Sometimes it’s
        him. A man’s voice. I don’t know
        who he really is or if he’s even real. But I know that his voice is as
        scary as it is pleasurable, and it comes to me in moments of fear and
        ecstasy.
      

      
        Lucas loops his gym bag around his shoulder, his red Mustang chirping as
        he clicks the keys to unlock it. I nudge the raven with my shoe, off the
        stairs and onto the grass. I wish we could live someplace with no
        wildlife, no trees, no grass, nothing that can remind me of the forest.
        The closest I’ve gotten was a weekend in Vegas, and even then, I was
        haunted by a flock of talking pigeons on the Strip, goaded by crying
        trees in the Bellagio.
      

      

      
        The dead raven lies on its back by the driveway, black talons curled.
        Should’ve died with us, the bird
        repeats, its head turning so its ant-riddled eye sockets follow me.
        Join us.
      

      
        “Yeah, whatever,” I mutter under my breath, hoping an owl swoops down
        and eats the chatty carcass for lunch. If I let it be funny that dead
        animals talk to me in the voices of my murdered friends, then it’s not
        scary. Shit only gets scary when I take it seriously.
      

      
        I get into the car, turning up the classic rock radio station. Nothing
        like a good ’80s bop to quiet the trauma. Lucas places his gym bag in
        the back and gets into the driver’s seat like everything is normal,
        because for Lucas, everything is
        normal. He doesn’t hear dead animals and trees talking to him, nor does
        he fall asleep to images of his childhood best friends dying at summer
        camp.
      

      
        He doesn’t hear the sounds they made—the muffled screams and the
        swoosh of blood spilling, then
        splattering. I can’t clean floors for that reason. The splat of the wet
        mop on tile, the squelching of the dirty water. The same sounds can come
        from a little girl’s body when her throat is slit.
      

      
        Lucas backs out of the driveway, turning on the seat warmers to prime
        our backs for lifting. “You take your creatine?”
      

      
        “Yep.” I remind myself that everything is going to be okay: We’re going
        to the gym. The voices can’t reach me with my headphones blasting in my
        ears and endorphins rushing through my veins.
      

      

      “Did you take yours?”

      
        “Of course.” He squeezes my quad. “Keep growing these thunder thighs,
        baby.”
      

      
        I laugh, flexing my leg so Lucas can feel the full density of my muscly
        quad. He loves my legs, and I love that he loves my legs. Once, lying
        naked in the bathtub, I crushed a watermelon between my thighs—it
        exploded, splattering from my head to my feet. Lucas cleaned me with his
        tongue.
      

      
        I run my hand over Lucas’s legs and crotch, heat rising in me. We’ve
        been together for three years. Hopefully, he will propose soon. (I’d say
        yes if he asked me right now at this red light.) We’re perfect for each
        other, or at least, he’s perfect for me. The worst thing that ever
        happened to Lucas: His parents got divorced when he was ten. The eldest
        son of a stay-at-home essential-oil-shilling mother and a software
        engineer father, Lucas grew up with little stress, no one ever doubting
        his abilities or potential for success. He’s the prototype of the
        upper-middle-class white man. He even looks generically handsome, like a
        man out of a magazine for suits who you’d note as remarkably good
        looking but whose face would evaporate from your mind the moment you
        turned the page.
      

      
        I can see how, from someone else’s perspective, Lucas is bland. Heather
        is always telling me that Lucas is as funny and interesting as
        unbuttered wheat toast. She’s right; I won’t even try to deny it because
        I don’t mind that Lucas is boring. In fact, I prefer him this way.
      

      
        I look over at him, admiring his tousled dirty-blond hair and hazel
        eyes. When he turns up the AC and says, “It sure is a hot one today,” I
        beam, relishing how simple, how predictable, how fully in the real world
        Lucas is. I love that he isn’t like me at all: scarred, deranged.
      

      

      Broken.

      

      
        [image: ]
      

      

      
        Once we’re at the gym, I head to the locker room. I’m anxious to get
        lifting, but I have to take a pre-lift piss or else I risk wetting
        myself during my heavier sets. I drop my leggings and sit on the toilet,
        wondering if I’ll be able to work up to 90 percent on deadlifts today.
        Maybe even 93 percent, if I’m feeling good. A cold droplet plops onto my
        forehead. Then another. I look up, hoping it’s just a leaking pipe, but
        I know better.
      

      
        Allie’s on the ceiling, her back against it like she’s lying on a bed,
        her long hair hanging around her face. She looks just like she did when
        she was alive, except she’s translucent, and her arms and chest are
        marred by stab wounds. Her bottom lip wobbles as she cries, her tears
        landing on the same exact spot on my forehead, like a ghostly
        waterboarding. Plop,
          plop, plop. I pull my pants back up,
        trying not to look at her.
        She’s not real. Once I start
        working out, this will stop.
      

      
        I wash my hands and rush out of the bathroom in an acceptable
        I’m-in-a-hurry way, not a running-from-a-ghost way. Allie follows,
        drifting along the ceiling, her tears still landing on my head with the
        accuracy of a precision airstrike. I put my headphones in and loop a
        resistance band around my knees and start lateral sidestepping. Once I’m
        thirty seconds into a Korn song and my glutes are thoroughly burning,
        Allie’s ghost fades away.
      

      

      
        My phone dings in my pocket and I pull it out. It’s a new work email.
      

      
        From Marianne Bennet, Doctor of Physical Therapy:
      

      
        Can you squeeze in my 3:30 client on Tuesday? He needs soft tissue
          work and stability exercises for his back pain.
      

      
        Yes! I reply, and then to show that
        I’m not burdened by this, that I’m a good physical therapy assistant,
        that I would prefer to have an increased workload, I add:
        Anytime! Not a problem at all!
      

      
        Maybe it was too much, makes me seem too eager. But I’ve already hit
        send.
      

      
        You’re the best! Marianne replies a minute later,
        clearly not overthinking it like me.
      

      
        I kick off the band and start a set of hip hinges with the empty
        barbell. What would my life be like if I’d become a real physical
        therapist instead of settling for being an assistant? I would have more
        money, but money isn’t a terrible issue with Lucas’s job as a real
        physical therapist. I would be busier—that
        was the lamentable part.
      

      
        If I had finished my bachelor’s degree and put in the shadowing and
        internship hours, then I could be a doctor of physical therapy right
        now. I would be able to stack my schedule with as many patients as
        possible, barely leaving myself time to have my own thoughts. When I’m
        busy, the visions and voices are quiet, even sometimes gone entirely.
      

      

      
        I load 135 pounds onto the barbell. It wasn’t exactly my choice to bail
        on getting the doctorate: between my dad’s colon cancer; and my anxiety,
        depression, and PTSD-induced hallucinations; I just couldn’t keep up
        with the grades and workload. But then I met Lucas, and he introduced me
        to powerlifting, and now I have this hobby that releases my endorphins
        and keeps my mind occupied just enough to keep the bad things at bay.
      

      
        That’s what all the shit I’ve been through has taught me: You can’t
        escape your past, but you
        can distract yourself from it. You
        can run away (or in my case: lift).
      

      
        In the middle of my warm-up sets, the Atreyu song I’m blasting cuts off,
        replaced by the cloying melody of my ringtone. I continue my deadlifts,
        ignoring the ringing even though it’s killing the vibe and making the
        weight feel heavier. After I finish my eighth rep, I check my phone.
        It’s Heather. I almost answer the call, but we’ll get to speculating
        about how and when I think Lucas might propose and where we should go
        thrifting next, and then my muscles will get cold and I’ll get
        distracted from my lifts. I send her a quick message:
        lifting, will call soon! Then I put
        my phone on Do Not Disturb.
      

      
        When I get to my top deadlift sets, Lucas watches me, postponing his own
        lifts to coach mine. While I chalk my hands, he reminds me of my cues:
        pack your lats, pull the slack out, get your air.
      

      
        I grip the bar, screw my feet into the floor, suck in a deep breath, and
        drive through my legs. Over my headphones, I can hear Lucas shouting,
        “Up, up, up!”
      

      

      
        Three hundred pounds comes off the floor heavy but smooth, and when I
        lock it out, an exhilarating current rushes through me, leaving me
        feeling lightheaded but powerful, like I could wrestle a lion or pick up
        a car the way one might lift a moderately heavy box.
      

      
        Lucas whoops, and once I return the weight to the floor and unlock my
        belt, he gives me a high five.
      

      
        “You’re killing it, babe.” He kisses my forehead.
      

      
        I smile, blinking the stars from my vision. Behind Lucas, a poster on
        the wall reads
        Colorado Powerlifting Throwdown: July 30th! Register now!
      

      
        Maybe I should sign up for that. But then the reality of what it would
        entail creeps over me—lifting in front of all those people, lifting with
        women way stronger than I am—and the sensation that I could do anything
        quickly fades. I look away from the poster, positioning myself so it’s
        not in my line of view anymore. I can’t compete. It’s too much. Too
        scary. Too out of my comfort zone. Besides, Lucas will probably compete,
        and if I did, too, I would be taking the spotlight away from him. I
        should be there to support him.
      

      
        Lucas helps me put my plates away, then walks over to the dumbbells,
        literally strutting, a spring in his step that’s almost feminine, but it
        only seems that way because his legs and glutes are so toned, and
        they’re especially noticeable in his men’s workout leggings. Meggings, I
        call them, and they make his ass look fantastic.
      

      
        Lucas pumps out chest flys on a bench. It’s his chest and shoulder day;
        that means we’ll have sex in front of the mirror later, Lucas flexing
        and looking at himself as he thrusts into me, his veins and muscle
        striations protruding like worms trying to escape through his skin. The
        first time Lucas watched himself in the mirror during sex, I was so
        repulsed my vagina instantly dried up. I wanted to ask him to stop, to
        look at me, not himself, but making such a request was unfathomable.
        Now, the mirror sex has grown on me. It’s a quirk I find strangely sexy.
        Sometimes, I even enjoy looking in the mirror during sex, watching him
        watch himself.
      

      

      
        I sit at the hamstring machine, slowly curling my legs in, then
        controlling the extension, feeling the burn in the backs of my thighs,
        envisioning my muscle fibers stretching and growing, like I can aid in
        their development with my mind. Across the gym, Lucas supersets his
        chest flys with lateral raises, his broad lats popping through his tank
        top, then he abruptly sets his weights down and pulls his ringing phone
        from his pocket. He answers, standing tall, his full attention on the
        phone.
      

      
        My stomach flips, my blood pressure rising. Something bad must’ve
        happened: A death in the family? A fire that burned our house down and
        our cats couldn’t escape? Why else would he be taking a phone call in
        the gym?
      

      
        There’s no need to go from 0 to 100, I remind myself in the voice of my ex-therapist. But 0 to 100 is my
        nature.
      

      
        Then Lucas laughs. His posture relaxes. He
        leans against the wall, nodding. I finish my last rep, making sure I
        give my hamstrings a final good squeeze, then walk over to Lucas to hear
        what he’s saying. What phone call—if not grave news—could interrupt his
        workout?
      

      

      
        “No, bro, we don’t have anything going on this weekend. Sadie’s off work
        too,” Lucas says, his tone deepening into his bro voice, which he only
        uses for Call of Duty and talking
        to Eli, his best friend and Heather’s husband. Eli says something on the
        other line, his voice too muffled for me to understand.
      

      “Yeah, man, we’d love to,” Lucas responds.

      
        We’d love to what?
      

      Go to dinner?

      Go to a movie?

      
        Go out to the new bar that just opened on First Ave.?
      

      
        My mind whirrs with all the possible things Eli could be inviting us to.
        I don’t like unplanned plans—in fact, I loathe them. All activities in
        my life must be predetermined in my planner, from when I sleep and eat
        to when I go grocery shopping and watch Netflix. It’s how I stay in
        control. Stay calm. Stay normal. Lucas doesn’t understand that I’m in a
        constant battle to be the version of Sadie Ellis that he knows and
        loves. Recently, I’ve been winning this battle. Somedays, I almost
        believe that I am Normal Sadie Ellis. But now, Lucas could be
        jeopardizing it all, and for what?
      

      
        I scoot closer to Lucas, trying to make out what Eli is saying, but it’s
        too loud in the gym. Lucas wraps a sweaty arm around me, our salty skin
        uncomfortably sticking together.
      

      
        “Pike Forest?” Lucas says, enthusiasm brimming.
      

      
        Forest? My heart knocks in my
        chest, my fingers tingling with anxiety. Surely, Eli isn’t asking us to
        go to a forest. Maybe he’s only inviting Lucas. They’re having a guy’s
        trip—that has to be it!
      

      

      
        But with a sickening twist in my stomach, I remember Lucas’s words:
        “We’d love to.”
      

      
        I start shaking my head, my whole body saying
        No, absolutely not. No no no.
      

      
        “Awesome,” Lucas says. “I mean, sucks that your parents got sick, but
        we’re down.”
      

      
        We’re not down! I scream
        internally, but how can I tell Lucas this? How can I explain that I
        can’t go to a forest without exposing everything about my past? Besides,
        when have I ever told Lucas—or anyone—no?
      

      
        “Hold on—” Lucas says to Eli. “Sadie’s right here.” He holds the phone
        to his shoulder. “Babe, Eli’s parents rented a cabin, but they got the
        flu and can’t make it, so Heather and Eli want us to come hang with
        them. Awesome timing, right? It’s a three-day weekend.”
      

      
        Yes, it is Memorial Day weekend, but that means Lucas and I are supposed
        to go out for sushi tomorrow—I already planned it into my macros. We’re
        supposed to sleep in these next few days, spend more time at the gym,
        and finally recycle all the cans we’ve been storing in the garage.
      

      
        I chuckle to conceal my desperation. “I thought we had plans?”	
      

      
        “To do the same stuff we do every weekend? Come on, let’s have fun for a
        change.”
      

      “But a forest? There’s—”

      “There’s what? Spiders?” Lucas snickers.

      
        “Yeah. And bears. Remember
        Backcountry—?”
      

      “That guy was a pussy.”

      

      “That guy’s lips were ripped off his face—”

      
        “I’ll protect you.” Lucas puts his hand behind my neck, giving it a
        light squeeze.
      

      
        I stare into his eyes, willing myself to say no—just say no!—but all my mouth forms is a pained little smile that Lucas reads as
        agreement.
      

      “Let’s get home and pack.”

      
        I hold his hand on the way to the car, searching for
        something—anything—that could be a viable excuse, but I have nothing.
        Besides, it’s clear the decision has already been made. Maybe if I did
        tell the truth, maybe if I told him all the terrible things I’ve been
        keeping secret, then he would realize we shouldn’t go camping.
      

      
        But I can’t tell him now, not after three years.
      

      
        I get into the passenger seat, glancing at Lucas. We’re perfect the way
        we are. I can’t defile what we have—can’t undo this version of myself
        I’ve created—by telling him the truth about me.
      

      
        I can’t tell him that the childhood he thinks he knows about me is a
        lie.
      

      
        That he doesn’t know anything about my past, about my friends who died
        at camp, about how I let them.
      

      
        I can’t tell him that my real name isn’t Sadie.
      

    

  
    
      

      
        Chapter 2
      

      2006

      
        “Camping?” Mom asked like I’d
        handed her a pamphlet about a trip to Mars. She flipped through the
        information pages about seventh-grade summer camp, her reading glasses
        low on her nose, the way she read all things with small print. “Since
        when are you interested in camping?”
      

      
        I was not interested in camping.
        This was back when I went by my birth name, Sabrina. Everyone called me
        Bina, which I hated. It sounded like a baby’s name. Even though I was
        twelve and the proud owner of A-cup boobs, had hair growing in each
        armpit, and had produced three clumpy, sporadic periods, I was still
        “Baby Bina.”
      

      
        “I don’t know,” I responded to Mom. I couldn’t get out of going camping
        without making Allie mad at me. She was the one who wrote my name on the
        sign-up sheet last week. “If you don’t go camping,” Allie said when she
        told me she’d signed me up, “I’m going to tell everyone about how you’re
        a chicken little pissy pants.”
      

      
        My face reddened, remembering the instance Allie was referring to when
        we’d been in the ball pit at Chuck E. Cheese and I’d had too much 7 Up.
        Everyone peed in the ball pit—that’s practically what it was for, a
        place to relieve yourself before racing back up to the top of the indoor
        jungle gym. If Allie had peed in the ball pit, it would’ve been cool.
        But because I did it, it was gross, embarrassing. Allie was always
        holding things over my head and forcing me to do things I didn’t want
        to, like pushing me forward when Mrs. Peterson asked who would be Meg in
        our class’s performances of
        Hercules (Allie had stage fright
        and was paranoid Mrs. Peterson was going to pick her), like making me
        play volleyball instead of soccer (Allie said the outfits were cuter),
        like signing me up for stupid summer camp (I didn’t know her agenda yet,
        but I suspected she had all kinds of pranks planned).
      

      

      
        Still, despite all of Allie’s assholery, there was some strange pleasure
        in having her make decisions for me, and even some stranger pleasure in
        how my compliancy pleased her. At only twelve years old, I already knew
        this simple, harsh truth about the world: There were mean girls and
        there were nice girls, and one couldn’t exist without the other.
      

      
        “Well, I think it’s wonderful,” Mom said. “You’re getting out of your
        shell! You know, when I was a few years older than you, I had the best
        time of my life at cheer camp. It was 1982 and I’d just gotten my hair
        permed…” She took off her reading glasses and drifted into one of her
        long-winded stories about her teenage glory days, running her fingers
        through her hair as she talked.
      

      
        Mom had just gotten her hair done and had thick bleach-blonde highlights
        like Rachel from Friends. In
        general, Mom looked a lot like Rachel from
        Friends. It’s terrible having a hot
        mom when you’re not. Dad was half-Mexican and incredibly hairy,
        unreasonably so, with tufts of dark curly fur growing all over his back,
        his shoulders, his feet. I was pale like Mom, yet I’d somehow inherited
        100 percent of Dad’s hairy gene. Twice a week, I shaved the tiny black
        mustache hairs growing above my lip.
      

      

      
        “Are you listening, Bina?” Mom asked, her blue eyes sharp.
      

      I nodded.

      
        “Good. I’m getting to the best part—Donny Hudson pulled up to our cabin
        in his red convertible Camaro, blasting Van Halen through the open
        roof.” She walked up the stairs, continuing on about Donny and his
        leather jacket and how fast his car went, flapping her hand for me to
        keep up. Pepper, our fluffy black Pomeranian, bounced up the stairs,
        following closely behind Mom. She paused to look at herself in the
        mirror, smoothing her hands over her tiny waist clinched in a blue
        apron. “And that night at camp is when Donny and I had our first kiss,”
        she said dreamily.
      

      
        We stepped into my room, which was painted a light purple, the walls
        decorated with
        The Lord of the Rings posters and
        Pokémon stickers. On the dresser,
        my pet rats, Nyarro (Elvish for rat) and Radagast, napped on their
        hammock. Contrary to popular belief, rats are clean rodents. When I
        first asked for pet rats, Mom refused, ignorantly thinking they would
        smell up the house and give us the plague. It was Dad who listened to my
        lectures on rat biology and gave in when I pleaded and begged for them.
        The rats reminded me of my favorite animal: the opossum, immune to
        rabies, the adorable eater of ticks. I closed my bedroom door, locking
        Pepper out so she couldn’t try to eat Nyarro and Radagast.
      

      
        “We stayed under the stars that night by the river,” Mom said. “We
        weren’t supposed to, of course. But we were sixteen!” She paused,
        waiting for my reaction.
      

      “Sounds great.” I gave her a forced smile.

      
        “Aww, sweetie.” She cupped my cheeks. “I’m so excited for you.” Her
        hands moved to my head where she started flattening my frizzy curls,
        which immediately sprung back to life once she let go. “You’re going to
        make so many of your own wonderful memories.”
      

      

      I gave her another fake smile.

      
        “Now, let’s get you all set with some cute outfits.” Mom pulled the
        suitcase down from the closet, picking out the clothes I would wear at
        camp, not glancing back to see if I approved.
      

      
        My fate was clear: There was no getting out of camp. I sat on the bed,
        my palms growing clammy, my pulse steadily climbing. At camp, there
        would be bugs.
      

      Spiders.

      Wasps.

      Ticks.

      Ticks meant Lyme disease.

      
        I was what my school counselor called a “hypochondriac,” a label I
        didn’t agree with because to me it was just plain smart to be educated
        and aware of all the bad things that could happen to you. I knew that
        Marcy Dixon, one of Mom’s friends from golf club, got all rashy and had
        to give up golfing and all the things she enjoyed because she caught
        Lyme disease from a tick and was in pain all the time.
      

      
        Mom continued piling shorts and skirts and tank tops into the suitcase—I
        would need to swap them all out for pants, long sleeves, long socks. I
        knew I really should just tell Mom that I didn’t want to go to camp at
        all, but I couldn’t muster the courage to say no, and even if I could, I
        wouldn’t be able to handle her reaction. She was already so excited
        about me going, was probably making plans for what to do while I was
        gone, was probably writing stories in her head about all the things I’d
        get to do at camp. If I said no, I would be such a disappointment, and
        then she would just make me go to camp anyway.
      

      

      
        The sound of the garage door opening reverberated through the walls.
        Pepper started barking.
      

      
        “Dad’s home,” Mom said. “I’m going to put the lasagna in the oven.” She
        tossed a pair of flip-flops into the suitcase. “Check your bathroom
        supplies and we’ll get whatever else you need from the store.”
      

      “Okay,” I said, my voice a small squeak.

      
        Mom left my room, her voice echoing up the stairs as she told Dad that I
        was going to summer camp.
      

      
        “Really?” Dad said, shocked but pleased. “Well, that’s great!”
      

      
        I crawled under my bed, where I always went when the world felt like too
        much. With the frame a few inches above my face and the bed skirt draped
        over the sides, I was invisible to the world, safe and protected in my
        own dark little cave. I curled into a ball.
        Camp can’t be too bad, right? It
        was only two weeks. That was the same time we got off for Christmas
        break and that went by like nothing.
      

      
        Just as my heart rate started to slow, the phone beside my bed rang. My
        heart kicked up again; it had to be Allie. No one else called the house
        at four in the afternoon.
      

      
        I reached up from beneath the bed, wrapping my fingers around the
        springy cord as I brought the phone down into my cave with me. “Hello?”
      

      
        “Hey, betch,” Allie said. “You get the papers signed for camp?”
      

    

  
    
      

      
        Chapter 3
      

      2023

      
        The moment we’re home from the gym, Lucas passes the kitchen, skips his
        post-workout banana and protein shake, and goes straight for the closet
        in the spare bedroom to grab a suitcase. I stand by the dresser, aghast,
        as he carefully places a variety of joggers into the suitcase.
      

      
        Why is he so excited about this damn trip? A new fear stirs inside me:
        What if the very repetitiveness of our daily lives that I love so
        much—Lucas hates? What if I don’t know him at all?
      

      
        No. I remind myself that
        he is the one who doesn’t really
        know me.
      

      
        Lucas holds up a pair of running shoes and cross-training shoes, trying
        to choose between them, then shrugs and puts both in the suitcase. “Eli
        said we should head there right now.” His voice brims with excitement.
        “Then we can get up first thing in the morning and have the whole day.”
      

      
        “What?” We have to leave
        right now? It’s 6 p.m. “We can’t
        just go in the morning? What about the cats?”
      

      
        I gesture at Kilo and Barbell, who are curled up on the bed.
      

      
        “I’ll ask Suzanne to stop by and check on them.”
      

      
        The thought of our retired neighbor cat sitting makes me feel a little
        better, but I still do not want to go on this spontaneous trip.
      

      
        “Can you pack the protein powder?” Lucas asks, placing several pairs of
        socks into the suitcase. “We should take the pancake mix too. Eli said
        there’s a full kitchen.”
      

      

      
        “Why are you so excited about going?” I blurt, then smile to not seem
        defensive. Lucas’s limit is about three questions before he starts
        getting irritable and feels “interrogated,” and I’m nearing my question
        allowance. It’s time to backtrack a little. I say my next words extra
        softly: “I just didn’t know you were so into camping.”
      

      
        “I used to go as a kid.” Lucas adds a few pairs of his underwear to the
        suitcase. “You should bring a good pair of shoes. Eli and I are planning
        to go hiking and fishing.”
      

      
        This really is just a guy’s trip for Lucas. So why do I have to go at
        all? I suppose that since Heather is going, I’m expected to go, too, or
        else Heather will be the third wheel. But Heather’s tough; she could
        handle that. I search for a way to suggest that I stay behind, that I’ll
        just get in the way. “You know I’m no good at hik—”
      

      
        Before I can finish my sentence, Lucas is gripping my hips, speaking
        into my ear, his trimmed beard brushing my cheek. “And I’ve never seen
        you out in the wild.” He kisses my neck. “I want to see you catch a
        fish. Watch this ass climb a tree.” He squeezes my butt.
      

      
        If I really were Normal Sadie Ellis, this would be exciting. A happy
        romantic getaway. And more than anything, I want to be that person. I
        want to not just pretend to be
        Normal Sadie Ellis, but actually
        be her and forget that
        Sabrina-I-Watched-My-Friends-Die-Evans ever existed at all.
      

      
        I close my eyes, leaning into Lucas’s embrace, envisioning that I really
        am Normal Sadie: the girl who lived a quiet, uncomplicated childhood in
        Cedar Rapids, Iowa, whose biggest problem was her dad getting cancer
        when she was in college, whose dream in life has always been to get
        married and have a nice, modest house; several pet rats; and one human
        baby.
      

      

      
        Normal Sadie would love an outdoors weekend get-away with Lucas, and to
        really be her, isn’t it time I
        start making Normal Sadie choices? It’s not like it’s even the same
        forest I went to in middle school. We’re going to Pike Forest,
        Colorado—it’s a world away from Graywood Forest, Alabama. Plus, I’m an
        adult now. A buff adult with watermelon-crushing thighs. And I have
        Lucas by my side. Now that I’m really thinking about it, maybe my
        initial refusal to go was an overreaction.
      

      
        Lucas kisses me, nibbling my bottom lip. I return his kiss, lacing my
        fingers behind his neck. He grips my lower back, pulling me into him,
        pressing me against his firm chest. It’s like hugging marble. Damp,
        salty marble. “Let’s shower?” I ask.
      

      
        Lucas follows me to the bathroom, pulling his shirt off, exposing his
        myriad of abdominal muscles. I turn on the water as hot as it will go,
        then we step inside. Lucas lathers a loofah, gently scrubbing it over my
        back, across my breasts and arms, making my skin slippery. Steam fills
        the room, the shower doors fogging over. I shampoo my hair while Lucas
        rubs his chest with his new soap. A smoky scent fills my nostrils. The
        hairs on my neck raise. The smoky scent thickens, evolving into the
        harsh smell of burnt hair and blood, acrid and metallic. I swallow back
        a gag.
      

      
        It’s the same horrible smell I was trapped breathing in the night Allie
        and Blakely died.
      

      
        “What’s wrong?” Lucas asks, washing his armpits. “You don’t like my new
        soap?”
      

      

      
        I read the label.
        Men’s Soap: Gunpowder with Activated Charcoal.
      

      
        It’s the smell of the soap triggering my memories. I laugh. Just dumb
        man soap from Bath & Body Works. “It’s nice,” I say. “Potent.”
      

      
        I keep trying to ignore the scent, but the soap is making my throat
        burn, my eyes water, and I know the smell I’m smelling isn’t really
        Lucas’s soap. No. This is what my stupid brain does: It dramatizes every
        little thing and links every detail it can back to that night at camp.
        Stop it, I plead.
      

      
        I close my eyes, letting the hot water blast me in the face. The smell
        eases. I take a step back, blinking the water out of my eyes, but
        something worse than the smoky scent is happening.
      

      
        The grout in the tile darkens, turning from off-white to a blackish
        brown. My stomach sinks.
        Not now. Not in front of Lucas.
      

      
        But it’s too late. I’m already going to the Other Place.
      

      
        It always starts with a familiar smell, sound, or bad feeling, and then
        my surroundings peel away, and I’m in the same room except it’s
        different: darker and hazier, and things that were on the left are on
        the right, and sometimes there’s blood and body parts hanging from the
        ceiling and walls.
      

      I sound insane, I know. I probably am.

      
        Aside from some of my previous therapists, I’ve never told anyone about
        the Other Place, especially not Lucas. How many times, when chatting
        with his friends about one of their girlfriends, have I heard him say
        “don’t stick your dick in crazy”? Enough to be sure that he can never
        know about my Other Place.
      

      

      
        I lean against Lucas, who’s kissing my neck like nothing weird is
        happening at all. The shower steam has turned red, a bloody mist in the
        air. The soap that was on the right is now on the left. The floor
        beneath my feet, which moments ago was hard and textured to prevent
        slipping, has turned soft, like freshly turned soil. I look down and see
        that I’m right: I’m standing on dirt, thin dead branches growing around
        my feet, brown vines curling upward between my toes.
      

      
        I turn to face Lucas. He squeezes his conditioner bottle—clumpy blood
        oozes out. The bloody mess darkens his hair, a slimy string of flesh
        stuck to the back of his hand. He smiles at me, streams of red running
        down his face, staining his teeth.
        It’s not real. Soon it will all be over.
      

      
        This transition to the Other Place used to terrify me, but that’s when I
        was a kid, weak and afraid of everything. Now that I’ve been going to
        the Other Place for seventeen years, I’m not afraid of it anymore. It
        might look scary, but nothing bad has ever happened here. Sometimes, I
        even feel strangely safer here than in the real world. Protected.
        Sometimes, when I’m alone, I even look forward to going here.
      

      
        It’s where he is.
      

      
        Lucas’s hand slides between my legs. I gasp. His fingers are slippery,
        touching me gently, flicking quickly.
      

      
        Come to me, Sabrina, the voice in
        my head says. His tone is husky, almost a growl. The disembodied voice
        in my head never told me his name is Damon; I am the one who named him.
        The name feels right. It’s sexy. Mysterious.
      

      
        Come to me, Damon repeats. His
        voice sends pleasurable goose bumps across my skin, and I shudder. Lucas
        takes this as a sign that he’s doing the right thing (he is).
      

      

      
        I’m sure that Damon’s voice, the way
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