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            Chapter One

          

          WANT TO SEE A DEAD BODY?

        

      

    

    
      CURRENT DAY

      There is a body in the bedroom closet.

      Those were the words of the construction worker, the only female on the team.

      Cindy. The woman’s name is Cindy, I chastised myself.

      I’d always been good with faces, terrible with names. And still, I didn’t know most of the locals in Hillendale, much less the burly construction and home improvement crew I’d hired to work on my parents’ lake house. My house. It’s my house now, I reminded myself.

      Cindy’s words spun like a cyclone. Words buzzing in my brain, growing louder…

      There is a body in the bedroom closet.

      That can’t be what she said. I must have simply misheard…

      I followed the wooden planks of the foot bridge, eyes forward and hands firm on the gnarly, old handrails. By the time I reached the other side of the lake, feet anchored in the rich black soil of the forest, Cindy’s garbled words had been reduced to nonsensical syllables in my brain.

      I must have heard wrong. The connection was poor…

      Halloween was still weeks away, too early for pranks. And Cindy didn’t strike me as the trickster type. I’d only met her on two occasions, crossing paths on my first morning at the site and again last week when I did a surprise drop-by to check on the workers’ progress. Cindy had stood out to me; of course she had, being the only woman in the group.

      She seemed like a quiet woman, barely twenty, her eyes cast low, focused on her work as she poured a smooth, flat layer of concrete for the new patio. She was pretty, muscular but not too much so … not like what you’d expect.

      I shouldn’t expect anything. It’s not that weird, seeing an attractive young woman in that role, is it?

      But tonight, Cindy had sounded different, her voice crackling on the other end of the line, her voice frantic, cutting hard as stone, raising to a feverish pitch as she relayed what she’d found at the small lake house my parents left me.

      When the call came in, I was sitting in front of the television with the volume on low. That was the way I spent most nights since moving to the town of Hillendale after inheriting the lake house and leaving my husband Jason behind. A weathered paperback strewn across my lap; remnants of a TV dinner balanced lazily on the arm of the sofa; Jimmy Fallon’s voice so low I had to strain my ears to catch the punchlines … that’s when the call came in.

      “You have to come! Come right now,” Cindy barked down the line.

      That’s when her voice turned to static, and that’s when I knew—service at the lake house at 1 Daisy Lane was the worse—so terrible, that the crew claimed it was a “dead zone”, and they often traveled to neighboring properties to make their calls, or to check their Twitter feeds.

      “There’s a body in the bedroom closet,” she said, her voice fading in and out. And before I could ask her to repeat herself, she was gone.

      The path curled through a tunnel of trees, cedar and pine. Then it split. Left or right, west or east? Pick your poison, my dear, Kathi Jo’s words came back to me, fluttering like moth wings, beating on my inner ear.

      It was a moonless night, the kind that swallows up everything. The kind that makes you afraid of the dark.

      West. West is best, of course, the memory of Kathi Jo followed me up the hilltop. I didn’t need a light to find my way to the lake house. My house. It’s my house now.

      I could have walked the wooded trail with my eyes closed, even now, all these years later.

      The wind howled, the night air freezing. The sort of cold that pierces bone and turns skin to goose flesh. I was underdressed, in a Grateful Dead t-shirt and ripped blue jeans, but I’d had the sense, at least, to put on thick socks and my hiking boots before leaving my apartment.

      I followed the east trail past the creek, around a thick black boulder that looked like Bigfoot hunched in the dark. I brushed the boulder’s cold, slick surface with my fingers as I passed. For luck. Always touch for luck …

      Over the hill, the lake house came into view.

      Even now, thirty-something years later, the place still felt like home to me in so many ways…

      There was nothing special about the lake house. In fact, some might call it downright ugly. A simple salt box at the edge of the forest, its sloped roof made of timber. Inside, the decorum from another era—or perhaps another life, altogether. A stag’s head over the fireplace; a beaver and a large-mouthed bass on the wall. The furniture, all eighties styled … forever stuck in a forgotten era, when life was easier. Better.

      It was a drafty old house, water stains on the ceilings. A cobweb for every corner. The sort of place reserved for slasher flicks and murder mysteries.

      It used to give me chills, coming here as a child … but, slowly, the whole place grew on me—not the place, but the memories. Mama in her reading chair, skin soft and tissue-thin. Dad on the back deck, watching the lake through a gap in the forest.

      See anything new, Daddy?

      Nope. It’s always the same. Peaceful. Unchanging. And that’s why I love it here. The years go by, but the lake stands still. Nothing in Hillendale ever changes, Daddy would say.

      A sliver of moonlight revealed itself, casting the lake house in spooky shadows, like something from a haunted house. The shadows around the forest grew longer, stretching endlessly in the dark.

      Oh, but it did change, Dad. And it happened when I least expected it. Nothing stays the same, Dad, not even here … especially not here … surely, deep down, you knew that, too.

      For the first time since returning to Lake Hillendale, I felt a flash of fear in my chest.

      This place isn’t safe. Too many dreadful things happened here, things I’ll never forget.

      As Cindy emerged from the front of the house, it occurred to me, for the first time, that she had no business being here. Not at this time of night.

      Why was she working this late, at half-past midnight?

      The crew often showed up early on weekdays, retiring by four or five. Her presence here was uncanny, and she appeared to be all alone as she approached me in the dark.

      Silent and weightless, this gazelle-like creature with forearms like boulders sauntered toward me. She looked bigger, stronger, than I had initially realized. Perhaps meeting her alone was a mistake, something I never would have done had it been one of her male counterparts asking me to come.

      I should have called the police after receiving her call. That would have been the smart thing to do…

      “There you are. Thank God you came.” Cindy stepped into the moonlight; cigarette clinched between her teeth. She looked decades older than I remembered.

      “I-I’m sorry,” I told her. “The connection was bad. I couldn’t hear your words, what you were saying…”

      Cindy tossed the cigarette in the brush, opened her mouth, and repeated those dreadful words again. The ones I didn’t want to hear; the ones she had shouted earlier into the phone.

      “There is a body in the bedroom closet. I’m sorry if I was freaked out on the phone, ma’am, but I didn’t know what else to do. It looks like it’s been there a while. I got … I got scared.”

      But she didn’t look scared at all.

      I walked toward the front door of the lake house, my brain pinwheeling. This made no sense at all.

      The only body that comes to mind…

      Cindy was talking, directing me where to go. But it was another voice I heard, playful in my mind.

      I could almost hear her—the ghost of Kathi Jo—her singsong voice floating on the wind.

      Her lips tickling my earlobe: Want to see a dead body?

      SUMMER OF ’98

      The first time I went to Lake Hillendale, I was only a few months old. I don’t remember it, obviously, but those later years of my youth are seared into my brain. Riding my trike, pumping little legs around the cul-de-sac in front of my grandmother’s house. Kathi Jo and the others … those late, sticky nights in Hillendale…

      The lake house belonged to my father’s mother and then it belonged to my parents.

      Mom and Dad rented a pontoon boat one summer, strapping me in so tight that half my face disappeared in the life jacket, gasping for air. Always gasping for air at that age.

      My early memories of the lake house were hazy, and mostly good. But that all changed the summer I turned thirteen. The summer of Kathi Jo Redfield.

      The funny thing about those years … the way Mom and Dad talked about our yearly vacations made me feel like a spoiled little princess. The lake house, the boat, the way the water of Lake Hillendale glistened and shone like glass … the way they told it, it was something out of a fairytale.

      It wasn’t a fancy vacation destination. Just a drafty old house that belonged to my grandmother, two hours from our double wide trailer in Branton. But since my parents owned it outright, it was the perfect family destination each summer.

      For a while, I felt like royalty at the lake house. Like the luckiest girl in the world…

      While my friends went to Europe and the Caribbean, or to Florida or South Carolina, every year, we drove a hundred miles west to Lake Hillendale.

      Every year, it was just Dad, Mom, and me. We stayed at the house; it was our yearly adventure. Some years Dad rented a boat for a few days, so we could go out and swim and fish in the brackish-green waters of Lake Hillendale. Some years we couldn’t afford it.

      Most nights, we would gather round the fire pit, roasting hot dogs, and sticky marshmallows. Watching the logs turn from ash to dust. I wrote stories in my notebook and sometimes, when I could get one or both of my parents to listen, I shared them. Always frightening, always dark—always a bit of truth laced in the margins, between the lines of my stories…

      You’re a real mood killer, Willow, my mother said once, when she drank too much beer and brandy. That was the last time I shared one of my stories with her.

      I would walk through the woods, during the day, mostly. Stumbling down the rocky hillside, following the path by memory. Down, down, down until I reached the water.

      At the edge of the muddy shoreline, there was an old stone staircase that led down into the water. Only the first couple steps were visible; the rest underwater, mossy and dark, like the entrance to a crumbly, cursed pool, or an ancient underwater cavern.

      I would travel down the steps slowly, trying to anchor my feet to the stone for as long as I could, trying to see how deep I could take them underwater, but I always floated up before reaching the bottom.

      The inside of the house was a creamy egg-shell blue. I hated the dead animals on the walls at first: the stag and the beaver; the angry eagle. Their glass eyes black and warning, watching me all the time. The animals came with the house, apparently. Just something we had to live with during our summers. Because Dad refused to let Mom take them down after Grandma passed away.

      I hated those animals. But then I liked to remind myself of fairytales. Fairytales are rarely pretty, not when you strip them down to their bones. Snow White, or Sneewittchen as she was called in the original story, the German one, was saved by a rugged huntsman. I liked to imagine the house were his, these animals his trophies. And in this freezing cold house on the edge of the forest covered in vines, with the dead creatures on the wall and the green-black waters and the mossy rooftop with its green cloud cover … that it is where we fall in love in my story. That is where the hunter restrains himself, refusing to cut out my beating heart as a prize for the evil queen. Take that, Wicked Queen!

      Grandma had kept the place sparsely furnished, a threadbare couch in one corner, a Lazy Boy chair in the other. There was a dining area, small kitchenette, and the main bedroom reserved for my parents.

      Then, upstairs, upstairs was my world. A loft, the ceiling so low and slanted that I’d hit my head if I stood up straight. And the big mattress on the floor with the burly old blankets, my own little summer nest.

      I liked it up there, stretched out on my back, thighs sticky with sweat because the AC didn’t reach that high, watching the lake water swirl back and forth, back and forth, from my balcony view of the water. Glittery and magical, the image like a silent lullaby.

      When the house was quiet, and I was sure my parents were sleeping, I’d go out on the balcony and lie flat on my back, trying to avoid splinters while I counted the stars. Thinking about boys. Touching myself; even, once, going as far as to get fully undressed, the moonlight my only spectator.

      Luckily, I was fully clothed on the first night I saw Kathi Jo Redfield. I wish I could say the same for her.

      Flat on my back, I turned my head to the side, looking out over the water. The sideways view was disorienting from the balcony, my world tipped on its side like a tilt-o-whirl.

      Something was stirring out there … a change in the wind or a rustle in the trees, so succinct that I couldn’t put my finger on it.

      But that’s when I saw it.

      Something. No … someone.

      Someone was out there, head bobbing in the water. For a moment, I let the fantasies take hold. A mermaid. No, a merman. A Loch Ness Monster that transforms into a sexy young siren…

      But this was no mythical beast. Dark tendrils of hair swirled around her head. And she was coming closer, and closer still … lifting herself from the water, body glittering in the cool night air, as she slowly ascended the stone staircase, one step at a time, and entered the muddy banks of the deep dark lake.

      Cattails parted as she moved up the hillside, gliding over the rocky terrain and zigzagging through the brush. Then, suddenly, she was standing in my own backyard, water dripping in rivulets down her naked body.

      All this time, watching her emerge like a ghostly maiden, I hadn’t moved a muscle. I was still sprawled on my backside, cheek pressed flat to the wooden slats of the decking, barely breathing.

      The girl stopped in the center of the yard, hands resting on the grooves of her curvy hip bones. She was neither woman nor girl, but like me, stuck in that awful in-between. But she was nothing like the girls from Parker Valley Middle School. Even in the dark, I could tell.

      I could see the glint of her piercings. Five holes in each ear, a hoop spread over both nostrils, like an angry bull. Eyes large, blue maybe … and she had choppy black hair, wet and plastered to her skull.

      There was something black on her left thigh, too, a large tattoo … something angry and tentacled. She reminded me of a big wet butterfly, a specimen under glass.

      The girl cleared her throat, stood her ground. It was then that my chest seized with terror. Surely, she couldn’t see me all the way up here in the dark…

      “Take a picture. It’ll last longer,” she crooned, her voice soft but raspy.

      My lips parted to say something, perhaps to apologize … but I found that my mouth was full of bees.

      I couldn’t see her smile in the dark, but I could hear it when she said, “Yoo-hoo, I see you up there.”

      My eyes squeezed shut, my cheeks blazed with embarrassment. Although, it made no sense; it was she who was trespassing, she who was naked … why did I feel like a creepy voyeur?

      “Fine. Just lie there then,” she sighed, bored with me now.

      I heard movement in the grass, twigs snapping. I kept my eyes closed, held my breath, forced myself to count to 100. And when I opened them, she was gone. As though she’d never been there to begin with, just a butterfly of the lake, another piece of my homespun fairytale.
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        * * *

      

      I woke to the smells of my mother’s cooking. Eggs, over easy. Bacon, burned. And, maybe, jam on toast today. I sat up on my mattress, stretching, trying to reach the top of the loft with the tips of my fingers from where I sat on the bed. And that’s when I remembered: the girl.

      I took my time getting dressed. Everything at this age felt like effort, too much. I shimmied into a pair of jean shorts. Tugged a Rolling Stones t-shirt over my head.

      By the time I plodded downstairs and slunk through the living room to the kitchen, hoping for coffee, I’d forgotten the girl again. But then, there she was. Standing in the middle of my parents’ summer kitchen. Not a nighttime phantom, not an apparition. She was a real-life girl.

      “There she is!” My mother was wearing her fake smile, the one she reserved for guests.

      “Willow, this is Kathi Jo and her mom, Isabella! This is my daughter, Willow.”

      Kathi Jo looked different in the light of day, no longer the midnight harpy. Her choppy black waves were tucked back in a tight ponytail at the base of her neck. Her face looked softer, a splattering of freckles on her nose and cheeks. Her mother, on the other hand, looked nothing like her: short and curvy  where Kathi Jo was graceful and tall and hair white-blonde, straight as a pin.

      “Hi there,” I said, quietly. I could feel the harpy staring, studying me. But I refused to meet her eye. Again, why do I feel like I did something wrong? She’s the weirdo, standing buck naked in my backyard, I questioned myself.

      There was a long pause, awkward and strained. My mother jumped to fill that space.

      “We are thrilled to finally have some neighbors! I mean, we don’t live here year-round, but we summer here every … well, summer,” my mother said. My mother was an awkward woman, despite how hard she tried not to be.

      Standing next to Kathi Jo’s mother, my mother looked like a round little troll. My mother, with her glasses and tiny white teeth. She fluttered around the kitchen with nervous anxiety, talking to our guests.

      “Ah. So, this is just your summer home?” the woman asked, giving my mother a sly smile then looking at me. I rolled my eyes, looking around for my father to save me.

      I waited for my mother to tell them that this was actually our grandmother’s house and we lived in the Branton trailer park in Boone County. But she decidedly failed to mention that part.

      “Ummm … sort of,” my mother said.

      I cut in, “Did you just move here?” I looked at the woman, eyes sliding over to look at the girl. Kathi Jo. Sounds like a redneck name to me, I thought.

      “Yeah, we bought the house next door.” Kathi Jo jabbed a thumb, indicating the big, gingerbread-looking stone house to the left of ours. I’d seen people staying there on occasion during the summer, usually groups of young adults who partied too loud and pissed my parents off. They never would have agreed to live in Hillendale year-round, even if Dad’s factory job were closer. It’s a place for summer, not for a real life, they would say. And I often got the impression that they looked down on the permanent families, at least the ones who lived full-time in the small cottages and rentals.

      “Are you living year-round then?” my mother asked them, hiding her judgement well.

      The woman smiled. I liked her name better than her daughter’s. Isabella. A pretty name.

      “That’s the plan. It’s just Kathi Jo and I. I love to kayak, and I used to live here with my family on the other side of the lake. Being here feels like home.”

      “Willow, why don’t you take a walk with Kathi Jo, let us grown-ups talk? You can show her the path down to the lake in case she likes to go swimming,” my mother said.

      I could barely conceal my amusement. Covering my mouth with my hand, I glanced over at Kathi Jo; she wiggled both brows, the corner of her lips hinting at a smile.

      “Sure. Why not? Do you like to go swimming?” I asked.

      “Definitely,” Kathi Jo said, grinning. She had a nice smile, like something out of a magazine.

      Our mothers were watching as we high-tailed it through the kitchen, snaking through the slide-in screen off the back porch.

      Kathi Jo burst into giggles as soon as we stepped outside. I held up one finger to my lips. Dad was somewhere nearby.

      “Morning, there!” Dad said.

      Kathi Jo started, and I squeezed her arm jovially, snorting with glee.

      “Morning, Dad. Just going for a walk with our new neighbor.” Dad was sprawled out in a plastic deck chair, his feet propped up on the seat of another chair, his cup of decaf in one hand and a Clancy paperback in the other.

      “We have neighbors?” he asked, flicking a page. His eyes were red, and he looked hung over.

      “Yep.” Kathi Jo and I brushed past him, heading for the woods. I led the way, curling around the behemoth rock, brushing it for luck on my way by.

      I glanced back just in time to see Kathi Jo doing the same.

      As we skirted through the woods, I was sweating. Even with the canopy of trees overhead, I could tell the sun was going to be reckless today. By the end of summer, the grass would be crunchy and brown beneath my feet, my skin tanned dark as leather before returning to school in Branton.

      We waited until we had reached the clearing and were out of earshot, before speaking.

      Kathi Jo laughed so hard she had to bend at the waist. I kicked off my sneakers and socks, chuckling too.

      “First time seeing the lake, huh?” I teased.

      “First time during the daytime, I guess,” Kathi Jo said. “Why did you ignore me last night when I called out to you? I could see you there on the balcony, plain as day. Were you pretending to be asleep?”

      A flutter of shame tickled my belly, remembering how embarrassed I’d felt last night. I shook it off, again reminding myself that she was the one caught skinny-dipping like a midnight maiden.

      I told the truth: “I don’t know why. You just surprised me is all … and I wasn’t sure how to react. To be honest, I thought maybe you were some sort of sea creature. A goddess of the night…”

      “Goddess of the night, eh? That’s a little dramatic.” Kathi Jo slipped off her flip-flops and took one step toward the water.

      I blushed. “I’m a writer. I guess my imagination runs away with me sometimes.”

      Instead of moving on to another subject or teasing me about writing, Kathi Jo raised her eyebrows with interest.

      “A writer? That’s pretty amazing.”

      “Do you write, too?”

      Kathi Jo shook her head. “No, but I like to read. Maybe I can read your stories one day.” She stretched one foot out, making a slow rippled circle in the water.

      “So you like to read, and you like to go swimming naked at midnight,” I chaffed, lowering myself to the edge of the water beside her.

      “Yes. Why not?” she said, giddily.

      For a few moments everything was quiet, just two strangers with our feet in the water, cooking under the summer sun. I had so many questions. How old was she? How did she feel about living in this tiny lake town year-round? Why did they move here from the other side of the lake? And where did she get that tattoo and those strange piercings?

      I was trying to decide which to ask first, when Kathi Jo leaned in close, shadows dancing in the hollows of her cheeks. Her lips brushed against my ear.

      “Want to see a dead body?” she whispered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          CAN YOU KEEP A SECRET?

        

      

    

    
      CURRENT DAY

      The lake house was like stepping through the Looking Glass with  Alice in that old children’s tale everything hazy and distorted. Of course, I’d been inside since returning to town, but now things were … different.

      The dead animals on the walls had been taken down by Cindy and the rest of the crew. The old-timey red drapes that clashed with the lime green paint were gone; bundled up in a corner of the room, like a bloody tumor. I stood in the doorway, Cindy breathing down my neck, unable to force my legs to move closer to the bedroom.

      When I found out the lake house was mine, it couldn’t have come at a better time. Jason was the breadwinner in our marriage, his salary as a principal dwarfing my meager part-time earnings from teaching; so, when I filed for divorce, there was no doubt that I would be the one leaving. I couldn’t afford the mortgage on our 300K house; I could barely afford the cheap apartment I was renting across the lake while I waited on these renovations to finish up.

      But my inheritance from my parents offered me a new solution: I could either sell the lake house for a decent profit—houses here were worth much more than they used to be when my parents were my age now—or I could keep it as a rental property, using the money as an extra source of steady income while I figured out what to do about teaching and where to live.

      There was a third option: staying in Hillendale, keeping the house for myself. But I certainly didn’t want to do that. There were good memories here, but also ugly ones.

      Hillendale, albeit a small town, was a great investment these days, according to my realtor. People rented out houses and cottages here every summer, some of them for upward of $500–1,000 per night. City people with money were dying for a slice of the “rugged” life, nestled in this small Kentucky lakeside town. Although the houses here weren’t at all what I would consider “rugged”.

      I’d allowed the realtor to pressure me a bit, finally taking out a home improvement loan to do the repairs on the lake house. If you’re going to rent it out, or even sell it, you need to do it right. Maximize your profits, the realtor had explained. She was right about the house needing improvements: it had sat empty for years, our days of family visits and vacations long gone.

      The whole house had that unused smell about it—damp and musty, like the inside of a sealed-up tomb. It needed a lot of work, inside and out. Landscaping, concrete patio repairs, gutters, carpet…

      More work than I’d initially expected.

      Most of my visits had been short and sweet, checking on the state of repairs and collaborating with the company I’d hired to do the job. The past few weeks, their work has mostly been done on the exterior.

      But tonight, here I was … stepping inside it, moving back through time…

      The house was a maze—scaffolding in the living room, buckets of unopened paint, tools, and ladders clogging up every open space and pathway.

      I forced myself onward, putting one foot in front of the other, snaking around the crew’s equipment.

      “It’s in there,” Cindy said, her voice raw like she’d just been screaming. I flinched at the sound of it; I’d nearly forgotten she was behind me.

      “Which room?”

      She pointed down the long dark hallway that led to the main bedroom, the one my parents slept in every summer when we came to the lake.

      “Wait.” I turned around to look at Cindy. In the low-lit living room, I could see her face, the pallor of her skin almost green. As I stepped closer to her, I caught a whiff of something sour, perhaps vomit on her clothes.

      “What were you doing here this late, Cindy?” It was an important question, but nothing that couldn’t have waited until after I looked at what was in that bedroom. But I needed to know; her late-night presence here was not only unusual, but it was also unnerving and unprofessional.

      Cindy stammered, “I-I…”

      “It’s okay. I just want to know why.”

      Cindy lowered her eyes. “I had a row with my husband. A bad one, worse than usual. I live over in Greenville, you know?”

      I nodded, although I wasn’t as familiar with Hillendale or its neighboring towns as I should have been. Greenville wasn’t far, I did know that; just a short commute for her to the site each day.

      “I didn’t know where else to go, and I tend to focus on my work when I’m upset. I love breaking shit when I’m pissed.”

      “Breaking shit?”

      “Yeah, that’s why I brought my sledgehammer. We’re going to knock down the wall between the master and the spare, create a walk-in closet, yeah?” Cindy said.

      “Yeah.” My head was spinning. I couldn’t remember all that was on the agenda; and with whatever was going on now, none of it probably mattered anymore.

      “I started smashing and it felt good. I figured the guys wouldn’t mind me getting an early start … but then I stopped for a smoke break. And…”

      “And?”

      “And while I was smoking, I took a look around the rooms. I wanted to size them up, get a feel for what it would look like when we were done. That’s when I opened the closet,” Cindy said.

      With that, there was no more time for stalling. Slowly, I entered the hallway, eyes focused on the room at its very end.

      The door was open, the room casting an orange, ghostly glow from within. For a moment, I could almost imagine my parents in there: Dad on the left side of the bed with his reading glasses, working a crossword; Mom on the right, buffing her nails, hair twisted up in rollers as part of her nighttime routine.

      But when I stepped inside there was nothing, just an empty room. The bed and the nightstands were gone. My parents were gone. And the door to the bedroom closet was open.

      “Did you call the police?” I asked Cindy, breathlessly, frozen six feet away from the closet.

      “No. I wanted to call you first.”

      It seemed like a strange reaction, but I was grateful she had called me. I had to see this for myself. Had to see if it was real.

      As I approached the closet, I could sense that Cindy was no longer behind me. When I glanced back, she was hovering in the doorway, bracing her hands on the frame.

      I took a breath and stepped closer. There was no lighting in the closet. A memory came out of nowhere: Mom bitching that Dad was too lazy to install a light fixture and she had to reach in blind for her clothes. That was around the time the fighting started…

      All of Mom’s summer clothes were gone now—the shirts and shorts, the flimsy summer dresses, and jumpers… All that remained was a long metal bar and a handful of dingy wire hangers.

      And the long black dress bag on the floor of the closet.

      I knew without opening it that that was where the body laid. The bag obviously contained something solid, the sides bulging. The shape of shoulders and … and a head.

      “You zipped it back up after?” I said, flabbergasted, looking back at Cindy.

      “Yeah. I couldn’t… I didn’t want to see those eyes anymore.” Her voice shook.

      Squatting down on my haunches, I reached for the slim black zipper at the top of the bag.

      “Wait. Maybe we shouldn’t touch it anymore… Maybe we should call and wait for someone to…”

      But it was too late to go back now. I couldn’t wait another second. I had to see whose body was inside that bag.

      Cindy made a strange gurgling noise as I tugged the zipper all the way down, exposing the secrets within.

      SUMMER OF ’98

      “Can you keep a secret?” Kathi Jo asked.

      We had borrowed her mother’s banana yellow kayak. Although I’d offered to take a turn, Kathi Jo held tightly to the oars, rowing farther and farther from the bank. Our houses grew smaller and smaller as she rowed us further into the lake.

      I was surprised my mom had agreed to it; I was only thirteen and she never let me swim in the water without her keeping a watchful eye. But Kathi Jo’s mother had jumped in with a “yes” before my mother could respond, and as it turned out, Kathi Jo was a year older than me; she was fourteen. She’s an excellent swimmer. I’m sure they won’t go far, Isabella had reassured my mother, for which I was grateful.

      “I can keep a secret,” I said. Scooting forward on the hard yellow seat, we were so close our knees were touching.

      Kathi Jo had mentioned a body. That had to be some sort of joke, right?

      “I found bones in the basement when we moved in, in this tiny little nook in the wall. At first, I thought they were plastic, some sort of Halloween shit left behind. But then … I touched them. They weren’t props, that’s for sure. Something terrible happened in that house,” Kathi Jo said.

      A chill ran from the base of my neck all the way down the length of my spine. My family had vacationed here every summer since I could remember—how many times had I played close to the house next door? I’d never gone inside it. But there were times when I’d been afraid that someone was in there, looking out the windows, watching when it was supposed to be empty…

      “What kind of bones?” I asked.

      Kathi Jo held the oar steady. I stared at the chipped black polish on her nails.

      “Some of them could be animal bones. It’s hard to know for certain. But one of them is clearly a jawbone … I’m starting to think maybe it’s a full body, the skeleton in pieces…”

      So, that’s what she meant by wanting to see a “body”.

      “What did your mom say about it?”

      Kathi Jo shook her head solemnly. “I didn’t tell her.”

      “What! Why?” Sometimes I couldn’t stand my mom and dad, but if I found a body—or bones—in the house, I sure as shit would run screaming for them.

      “I knew she’d call the cops and then they’d take them. Or worse, they’d take our whole house. Mom just bought this place. I don’t want to move again … not after all the stuff with my dad…” Kathi Jo said.

      Kathi Jo stopped rowing and bit her lip. It was a nervous tic that over time, I’d come to recognize and find endearing.

      Two things struck me then about Kathi Jo: she hadn’t had an easy life, and she was the bravest person I knew. I couldn’t imagine finding random bones in my new basement and keeping that all to myself.

      “So, what are you going to do?” I asked. It came out louder than I’d intended, my voice echoing across the fog-covered lake, bouncing back and forth through the trees. I prayed our mothers weren’t sitting out back, overhearing everything. Sound really travels on water.

      “Not me. Us. Now that you know the secret, what are we going to do? How are we going to solve this?” Kathi Jo asked.
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