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What I really love about my extended family is how little they care about me. This is me being completely honest. I have an aunt and a grandfather, but they might as well be strangers. I haven’t really heard from either of them since I was a little girl. Since the trips to the lake house were a common reoccurrence. Not just summers. Cozy winters and festive falls, and an occasional spring break, too.

The wretched, cursed lake house, at which we’ll be arriving any moment now. The place my extended—and immediate—family will be.

“Come on, Gwennydear, it’s not cursed,” my husband Christian says as he reaches over the cupholders from the driver’s side to squeeze my leg in just the right ticklish spot that I launch to attack his arm with both hands to get him away from me.

I turn out the fogged window, unfazed by his pet name for me—Gwennydear instead of Gweneviere. “You have no idea, though,” I mutter, quietly so he doesn’t actually hear me. I’m bummed, really. For so long, I’ve been able to go without having to deal with... these people. Now, I’ve been thrusted into this. Guilted into this. And I have to bring my husband and daughter into it with me. Christian’s been trying this entire drive to get me to explain it to him, but I just... can’t.

Charlotte, our almost three-year-old, giggles in the backseat. “Daddy tickle Mommy!” Then she resumes singing along to some Super Simple Songs selection we’ve already listened to seven times this week running various errands. I find myself humming along even though I don’t care for the song and am not actually paying any attention to it. Humming is sort of a nervous habit.

I’m nervous. So, I need a distraction.

I turn from the window as forest trees with red and orange leaves blur by, the road winding up switchbacks at a steep incline. My eyes go to Christian’s phone. “Hey, I’m gonna send myself that pic of Charlotte in the pumpkin patch that you took,” I announce, reaching to grab it from the dash of our newish Bronco.

Christian, who has other ideas apparently, snatches the phone away so fast that the entire car swerves. “Uh, no,” he says in a rush, the phone disconnecting from the Apple Play because he tugged so hard it came unplugged. “I’ll send it to you later.”

I sit there in my seat, my back almost pressed up against the passenger door, gaping at him. I’m too stunned to even speak.

“What?” he asks, side-glancing at me with ocean blue eyes. Either because he wants to keep his eyes on the road so he doesn’t crash and kill us all, or because he very much wants to avoid my gaze right now.

But he knows very well what.

I say nothing. That’s what they say to do in these situations—whoever they is; just stay silent so they start babbling and confessing.

Christian and I are so not that couple. We don’t hide things from each other. We’ve always had complete trust in each other. We know each other’s passwords and can leave our phones unattended without worrying about the other trying to sneak through it—or worrying that they’ll find anything worthy of being deemed suspicious.

Fine, I won’t say never, because sure, at the beginning, when it was all still so new and we had past baggage from other romantic experiences, maybe there was a little bit of secrecy. But we got over that stage pretty quickly.

Or so I thought.

I wait, but he doesn’t babble. He doesn’t confess. He keeps driving, though his hands are noticeably tighter on the wheel.

“Mommy called the doctor and the doctor said...” The music feels stridently loud right now. And it’s way too hot in here. Does the heat need to be up this high? Why are my jeans so tight and scratchy? Did Charlotte really just kick my seat again?

“What?” he asks again, his normally soft, patient tone a little harsher.

“Nuh uh,” I say to him, shaking my head, incredulous. “You’re not doing that—asking me ‘what’ like what you just did is a totally normal reaction to me reaching for your phone.”

I watch as he strokes his blond-brown-white (brondite?) mustache, a nervous habit of his I used to think was endearing but now is sort of giving me “the ick.” His thick mustache and stubbly beard combo used to be only blond and brown, but in the almost-three years we’ve had Charlotte, the white has started flecking in here and there. Same with his light brown hair. I’ve found a couple grays in my own hair—hard to miss with it being such a stark contrast against the natural deep brunette that’s been growing out and slowly diminishing the remnants of blonde I’d colored it over a year ago.

Oh my God, can we not listen to freaking nursery rhymes on full blast for like, five seconds?

Christian sighs heavily, like he’s tired of me or something. “If I told you to leave it alone, would you trust me and just listen?”

It’s nowhere near my birthday. Or our anniversary. I highly doubt he’s trying to surprise me with some grand present like tickets to a show.

I don’t like the feeling that has deposited deep in my gut, burrowing in.

This isn’t the first time as of recent that he’s been cagey like this. I’ve been able to brush off the other times. Gaslight myself into thinking I am overthinking—classic me!

But this is different. I definitely cannot just ignore this.

I cross my arms and shift so I am facing the windshield again. “I cannot believe you right now.” I don’t want to argue in front of Charlotte, but I don’t want this conversation to be over either. I want to get to the bottom of what on earth is going on with my husband.

But then my blood runs cold because there it is, peeking through the dense grouping of trees, down a gravel drive to my left.

The car slows. The blinker comes on.

I haven’t been to my grandfather’s lake house in fourteen years.

I never thought I’d return.

I almost wish I hadn’t.
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I can remember the feeling, like a ghostly scene playing out in front of me as Christian drives down the gravel path. Little me, smiling in the backseat of Mom’s burgundy Dodge Durango with my annoying little sister, looking up at the lake house, full of excitement about the fun times surely about to commence. Excitement over the house and how big it was, over seeing my family, spending time with them. So innocent and unaware of how all of it would change. No idea that this would be me in the future, dreading everything about this drive, the sight of the grandiose log cabin-mansion (cabsion?) making me want to unzip my flesh and step out of it and melt through the car floor.

There were times as a small child where I’d fearfully lie awake in bed at night, wondering if someday, the fun would stop. The family would cease vacationing together, and we’d never return to Grampy’s place. I never wanted things to change.

I’d had no idea then that it was inevitable. No idea just how extensive that change would end up being.

Christian, waving a hand in my face and slowing the car to a stop, snaps me out of it. “Gwen? You with me?”

I glare at him, but my anger about his weirdness with his phone is quickly waning because there are other matters more precedent. Like the lake house, which is now in full view, our car pulling in behind others and coming to a stop.

It’s just how I remember. The wooden mansion is built right into a hillside, with a soaring A-frame that holds the living room, kitchen, and dining area under one vaulted ceiling with massive, clear windows. The rest of the house stretches out behind it—three levels in all—complete with a semi-basement that opens onto the slope and the garage at the bottom of a steep, winding driveway. A wraparound porch encircles the ground floor, while a second-story balcony traces the same path above, pausing in one corner for a small alcove with a jacuzzi partially hidden by the branches of tall pine trees.

The lake peeks out behind the whole behemoth thing, stretching out for miles beyond what we can see from the back porch. The houses are all so secluded and private around the lake that it’s hard to tell how many there are—mainly all I have ever been able to make out are woods and more woods, with docks and boathouses every so often. I can’t see our dock or boathouse from where we’re parked, but I’m sure it looks just as I remember too—wooden, plain, old, damp.

I wonder who else is here. Aside from my mother and stepfather, Marienne and Brad—who I know got here yesterday because they had the extra free day and wanted to help air the place out—I don’t recognize the other cars. They’re probably rentals; it’s been so long since I’ve seen my extended family that I wouldn’t even know what they drive anymore. My aunt and cousins don’t live in the same state, so they either road-tripped or flew in.

As I unbuckle and climb out, I watch the front door swing open, and my mother rushes down the steps with a wide smile, completely bypassing me and going right for the back door of the Bronco. “My little Lottie!” she cries, making me feel pretty much invisible as I stand right beside her while she opens the door and coos and gushes over my daughter. She struggles with the car seat buckle for a while, and just as I am about to move her aside and do it myself, she finally gets it, picking a giggling Charlotte up and hugging her close.

“Hi, Gamma,” Charlotte squeals like nothing has ever made her so happy. There’s only one person she loves as much as her mother and father—and that’s Grandma. Or in Charlotte’s case—Gamma.

“Hi, Mom,” I say.

Mom finally looks at me. We share the same almond-shaped heterochromia eyes—outer ring blue, inner ring green. Hers hardly even have the age lines mine are starting to get in the outer corners because she pays who-knows-how-much to keep herself looking as young as possible. “Gwen, you look healthy.”

“So, who’s here?” I ask her in a light, casual tone, side-eying Christian as he runs a hand through his brown locks and whistles up at the house. The one car I would recognize is my sister’s dark blue Malibu. It’s not among the others lining the circle drive. But that doesn’t mean it’s not down the winding driveway on the side that leads to the basement garage. Heck, knowing my sister, she would have just parked in the garage like she owns the place.

“Kristie and the Russos,” Mom says, shooting me a look. I don’t know what the look means. But I definitely don’t like that I already have to face my aunt and the worser of my two cousins. “Now, come here and give me a hug. I’ve missed you.” She wraps a free arm around me, the other still holding Charlotte.

“Nice to see you, Mrs. Holmes,” Christian calls with a smile and a wave as he lifts open the trunk to start grabbing luggage.

I bunch my eyebrows at him. Mom and I break apart and she gives me another look. This one I know, though. It means, Is he serious?

“Christian, for the love of cheese and wine, call me Marienne.”

He blushes. I know he’s playing suck-up. I’ve told him several times to just call Mom and Brad by their first names.

“Geez Lou-eez, you are heavy, girl!” Mom says to Charlotte, kissing her cheek and setting her down. “Let’s go on inside and say hello to everyone. Come on. Christian, want me to get Brad out here to help you with those bags?”

“I’ve got it,” I say, going to help my husband. Mom shrugs and chases after Charlotte, the two of them giggling.

“It’s crazy how much you two look alike,” Christian says as we grab suitcases and duffels.

I don’t reply.

He closes the hatch but holds my gaze. “I know you’re not thrilled to be here—for whatever reason. But it’s one last time. For your grandfather. Come on. Look at this place. You didn’t tell me it was so... like this. You might hardly even run into anyone in your family roaming these halls.”

I still don’t answer him. He leans in and kisses my cheek, and heads toward the steps of the wraparound porch.

We’re here at my grandfather’s lake house because he’s preparing to sell it. No one in the family wants it—they’d rather take the money left in his will from it—and he’s unfortunately not going to be around much longer. He’s at the “getting his affairs in order” stage. What he wanted was for us to do this one last time. All of us. Together.

If only he were well enough to be here, too.

I stand there by the car a moment, feeling the gentle breeze on my skin and inhaling the fresh air. My eyes want to drift to the woods to the right of the house, but I won’t let them. I close my eyes instead and just give myself a second.

I open them and steel myself.

Into the lion’s den I go.
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“Oh my Gawd,” the ultra-thin, long-limbed, long-haired blonde says in that sort of well, well, well, kind of way when I cross the threshold with a friendly, excited-to-see-you smile on my face. “I cannot believe you legit actually showed up.”

“Hi, Bridgette!” I say to my cousin as I drop my bags by my feet, keeping that smile plastered to my face like my life depends on it. “Wow, you look amazing.” Sure, it’s been fourteen years since I last saw her in person, but I already knew what to expect via Instagram and TikTok stalking. But if I gush and shower her with compliments, maybe we can keep the topic of conversation on her and her fabulous, exciting, slightly controversial life. And far, far away from me.

“Oh,” she eyes me and plays with her hair like she’s not sure if she should accept the compliment and says, “thanks,” almost like a question.

They’re just standing here, all of us in a big circle in the large open space between the living area and dining area. I don’t want them to think I hate them or that I am rude, so I go in for hugs, starting with Bridgette. Her body goes stiff, and she grabs my shoulders to control how close we get, leaning in only a millisecond before pulling away and fixing her hair. When we were kids, I really looked up to her. Being five years older than me, she had always seemed so much cooler, and she had great fashion sense and knew so many cute hairstyles. Usually, she was too busy for me, but if the mood struck her, she’d sometimes do my hair or makeup, even if I was too young for it.

I move to her husband next, beaming at him. “And you must be Giancarlo. So great to finally meet you.” He hugs me with a little more warmth, stepping back and smiling at me with such straight, white teeth I almost wonder if they’re fake. Giancarlo may own and operate a winery, but his looks have me thinking he should be modeling in Italy. People in the comments on his TikToks agree with me. It’s a little unsettling being this close to someone so attractive and successful; like I am in the presence of a movie star. Dark, wavy hair, sculpted jaw, muscular build, tall like his wife.

“Nice to finally meet you after all this time, Gweneviere,” he says to me with a slight accent.

“Oh, you can just call me Gwen,” I say, positively blushing. Don’t get me wrong, I am way more attracted to and head-over-heels in love with my stupid secret-keeping husband. Giancarlo just has me a little flustered is all. Besides, he is probably faking niceties for the sake of a pleasant, welcoming environment. More likely than not, he thinks I am a terrible person.

“Beautiful name for a beautiful girl,” Giancarlo says, slinging an arm around his wife’s waist and shooting me a wink.

I pause, tucking some hair behind my ear and searching. “Um, where’s Luis?”

A hand raises from over on one of the cream leather sofas in the living area. The eleven-year-old with jet black hair and fair skin doesn’t get up to greet me.

“Oh! Hi!” I call. “Nice to meet you!”

Bridgette turns to him. “It’s okay, sweetie, you don’t have to, like, hug her or anything, since you don’t even know her.”

Heat floods my face.

“Wasn’t planning on it,” he calls in a monotone voice, his eyes glued to his phone. He already has one of those? Oh no, is Charlotte going to expect one at that age? Younger? I didn’t get my first cell phone until I was fifteen!

Giancarlo shakes his head, like he’s disappointed, but Bridgette just shrugs.

“That’s okay,” I stammer, wishing the A/C was on even though it’s fifty degrees outside.

My aunt is next. Kristie, my mom’s sister, makes it seem sort of impossible that she birthed the goddess that is Bridgette. She is nearly a foot shorter, with leathery tan skin and a face full of wrinkles. She doesn’t share a resemblance with my mom either, really. Kristie’s eyes are a cold, almost penetrating ice blue, and her hair is a dishwater color in need of a wash and thrown up in a very short ponytail. She stands a little slouched over and gives off the general vibes that life’s been hard on her.

To be honest, she scares me a little.

“Hi, Aunt Kristie!” I pause for half a second, worrying that if I hug her, she might assault me or start yelling, but I gave the others hugs and I don’t want to make it weird, so I wrap my arms around her. The only similarity she really has with her daughter is she, too, is rail thin. If I hugged her hard enough, I could break her.

She uses one arm to return the hug, patting my back two quick times before pulling away. She doesn’t return the smile I’m giving her. She just says, “Hey, Gwen,” and turns to look out the floor-to-ceiling windows of the A-frame, out at our magnificent, fall-colored view.

I let out the breath I didn’t even realize I was holding. I am relieved that part is over.

I step back into my part of the awkward family circle, beside Christian. “Everyone, this is my—”

“Don’t forget about me, Gwen!”

I turn and find my stepfather Brad emerging from a hallway with a bottle of champagne in his hand and a huge grin on his round, clean-shaven face.

“Oh, hi, Brad!”

Brad’s been a stepfather to Meave and me since we were little. Our father died in a car accident. I don’t remember much about him, just that I loved him a lot. Mom always said Maeve and I were both daddy’s girls.

Brad throws his beefy arms around me, nearly suffocating me. “Oh, I’ve missed you!” He hugs Christian next with almost as much enthusiasm. “And you, too, of course, son-in-law!”

“Hey, Dad!” Christian says in a playful manner. He’s a lot more comfortable around Brad than he is my mother. The two of them get along swimmingly.

Brad chuckles, then it’s time to tickle Charlotte and nuzzle her nose with his. She turns away in my mom’s arms, not interested. But Brad doesn’t let it get to him. Nothing gets to Brad.

“Anyways, yeah, this is my husband, Christian,” I announce. “And our daughter, Charlotte.”

Everyone stares and says nothing.

“Hello,” Christian says, offering everyone a wave.

The awkwardness is killing me.

“So,” Brad says, clapping his hands together. “It’s five o’clock somewhere. Who wants some champagne?”

Replies ring out at once.

“Yasss.”

“I’d take a glass.”

“How about some Jack Daniels instead?”

I pick up the bags again. “I think we’ll just go put our luggage in our room.”

“Oh.” Mom perks up. “Yes, you guys have the upstairs primary suite.”

I freeze. “Wh-what? Why? We don’t need that. I figured we’d take one of the basement rooms.”

Mom waves a hand. “That bedroom’s already set up with an extra bed, and the en suite has a nice bathtub for Lottie.”

My cheeks burn as I avoid everyone’s annoyed, penetrating gazes.

“Thank you, Marienne, that’s very kind,” my husband says since I have lost the ability to speak. I weakly nod, and we make our way toward the grand staircase, having to pass by the insane life-size painting of Grampy in going-on-safari attire hung above the fireplace in the living area. Christian whistles at it. “Think it’ll stay with the house when it sells?”

“Might have to,” I say. “I think it’s bolted to the wall.”

He laughs. It’s a ridiculous photo, really. He had it done at one of those old-timey photography places where you can pick your outfit, and then he commissioned someone to scale it—by a lot—and paint it. He’s always been a little silly with how he spends all that money he has. Money he made running several successful businesses and then selling them off. Now, his money just sits there making money for him.

Christian and I cross a large, expensively furnished loft with a balcony to the great room below and a view out the A-frame windows, and I lead us through an arch into a hallway, where we turn left and go through a set of open double doors. The first primary suite overlooks the circular drive outside and has a door to the balcony. A massive four-poster bed sits in the middle of the room with the most comfortable-looking bedding I’ve ever seen, flanked by chunky wooden nightstands with identical lamps. The oriental rug is almost as large as the room itself, nearly covering all of the hardwood. A fireplace built into the wall on my right has two cozy armchairs placed in front of it and a TV mounted above it. Charlotte’s pink-framed toddler bed is up against the wall with floral bedding that does not match the rest of the neutral colors in here but makes me smile because I know she’ll love it.

I set some bags on the bench at the base of the bed while Christian lifts suitcases onto a luggage rack waiting up against another wall.

Outside, I hear car doors opening and closing. I go to the window, and Christian joins me.

My cousin Emmet Weston has arrived. He and his wife climb out of a glossy black SUV, and Emmet goes around to the trunk while Isabel looks around, her hands on her hips.

“Emmet looks so different,” I say, a little shocked. Emmet’s never had social media, and he isn’t particularly close with his sister Bridgette, so he’s never in any of her social media posts either. I tried to find a recent picture of him through Aunt Kristie’s Facebook, but all I came up with was a Thanksgiving photo from three years ago, when Emmet still at least had hair. Now, looking down at him, his bald, shiny head stands out. He’s got a large beer belly and a thick, untamed beard. Isabel’s coffee-colored hair is sleek and bluntly cut at her jawline. Something about her appearance just screams I’m the world’s best mom. I don’t know if it’s her sensible shoes, her sweater with the cats on it, or the mom jeans. Or maybe it’s that smile she’s wearing on her face that appears genuine, like she really can’t wait for a fun-filled trip full of bonding activities with the whole family.

“They look nice,” Christian comments, turning around to go open one of the suitcases. I stay at the window and keep watching. Isabel opens the back door, and a young girl gets out, adjusting her red beret over her purple-tinted blonde hair.

“Whoa,” I whisper, taking in Luna’s appearance. The red beret, red neckerchief, beige shorts, thick belt, and black rubber boots make it look like she just came from Girl Scouts. She even has a pair of binoculars draped around her neck, hanging down in front of her anime tee. She’s super adorable. And around Luis’s age. I wonder if they’re close.

“So, uh...” Christian says behind me. “That was weird, what Bridgette said, wasn’t it? I mean, why is she surprised you came? Is it not just as surprising that she came? She’s the one who lives out of state.”

I suck my lips in, wishing I didn’t have to get into this right now. “So, about that.” Nervous, I turn to face him. “Do you remember me telling you that one of my cousins went missing a really long time ago?”

He thinks on it.

“You probably don’t,” I say, quickly shaking my head, not wanting him to feel bad about forgetting. “I told you way back at, like, the beginning of our relationship.”

“I—no, I remember. But you never mentioned it again.”

To be fair, Christian and I have only been together, married and dating, for four years. It was one of those ‘when you know, you know’ situations. Everything happened really fast. There haven’t been many opportunities for me to bring up my missing cousin, not that I’d even want to anyway.

I nod, swallowing audibly and fidgeting with my fingers. “Well...”

His eyes get all big. “Wait—is it Kristie’s son?” A hand goes over his mouth like he can’t believe he didn’t piece that together before. I can’t blame him. I don’t like to talk about my family. I avoid it at all costs, never really diving deeply into why I am not close with any of them. I’m close with the family I made for myself—Christian and Charlotte. They are all I have ever wanted and needed.

“Yes.”

“What happened to him?”

“He was never found.”

“Okay... so what’s that got to do with what Bridgette said?”

I take a deep breath. Maybe I should have mentioned this before we came. But I just couldn’t. I tried to, and I couldn’t do it. Now, I have no choice. Not when he’s asking me directly and the truth is going to come out on its own anyway, with us being here.

“This is sort of the last place anyone saw him,” I admit. “And I haven’t come back since.”
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We’re all standing around in the kitchen, munching on snacks Mom and Brad prepared and making small talk. This is going well. Nothing for me to be anxious about.

And yet, the anxiety is still ever-present. Like it’s become a fiber of my being. It’s a piece of me I can’t just erase no matter what I do or what happens.

I am so freaking glad I have Charlotte to be my little cocoon. I can just focus on her, feeding her small bites of various meats and cheeses off the charcuterie board as she proudly points around the room and names those she knows and asks, “Who’s that?” to the ones she doesn’t. She wears a happy smile on her face. Mom’s already redone her single bun into two pigtails in the short time Christian and I were upstairs. And at our feet is a new stuffed Jellycat brand bunny rabbit. Who needs to spend nearly a hundred bucks on a little stuffy for Charlotte to get all dirty playing with it in the mud outside likely within the next day? My mother, apparently.

I’m still smiling, still trying to nod and laugh at all the right times. I want to be pleasant and agreeable. I don’t want to make anyone mad or start any drama.

But then the front door flies open, and finally, in walks my sister. Maeve Stewart.

“Can someone help me with my bags?” is the first thing out of her mouth. Her hair, which she wears in loose waves, looks a little messy, like she went to bed and didn’t brush it when she woke up, and her clothes look more fit for a night out than for a family trip to a cabin in the woods. “I do not want to lug them all the way up the stairs. They are way too heavy.”

Her eyes go to Mom.

“I am upstairs with Gwen, right, Mom?”

“Yes. Hi, Maeve,” Mom greets with a little sneer at her attitude. But hello? Where could she have gotten it from? Definitely not our dad.

“Maeve, it’s so good to see you!” Bridgette cries, walking from the kitchen to give her a hug, which she swiftly steps back and avoids, holding up a hand.

“Yeah, we don’t have to do that. Let’s not do that.”

Bridgette’s smile turns into a glare and she freezes mid hug-reach. Then she clears her throat and retreats, mumbling something I can’t make out.

My sister isn’t the nicest human in the world. Underneath it all, her heart is in the right place, though. I think. And she loves me, at least.

She might be the only one here who really does.

She meets my gaze and grins at me.

“I’ll help,” Christian says, and I am more than happy to lend my husband’s hand.

“I’ll go with you,” Brad says, slapping him on the back as the pair make their way to the door toward her Malibu.

“Maeve, say hi to the rest of your family,” Mom chastises.

Maeve gives them all a wave and a nod. “Hey.” But no forced smiles. She doesn’t do forced smiles. She doesn’t care about being pleasant or agreeable.

“Oh my gosh, Marienne,” Emmet’s wife Isabel gushes, beaming at my mother, “you have the most gorgeous daughters. Aren’t you lucky?!”

In the ten minutes I’ve known Isabel, she’s complimented every person in the room at least twice. And Aunt Kristie, as far as I can tell, is not a fan. Isabel told her how grateful she was to have been invited and how she is so thankful for Kristie and to be in her life, and I am pretty sure my aunt’s only response was a grunt. It was too cringey to watch, so I tried to keep my attention on Charlotte.

“Thank you, Isabel.” Mom says it like she’s well aware of what she has—two perfect daughters.

Ha!

She just sees what she wants to, my mother.

Maeve raises her eyebrows and points at Emmet. “Oh my God, dude! I almost didn’t even recognize you!”

“Hey, Maevey,” Emmet says, shaking his head, a small smile on his lips because I think he’s aware she’s not giving him a compliment. My sister doesn’t really do those either, and he’s well aware of it.

Emmet bullied me when we were kids. I’ve never enjoyed being in his presence. He tried to do the same to Maeve, who’s younger than me by four years, but when she got old enough to talk, she was a spitfire right away. And when words failed her, her fists didn’t.

I still remember her throwing a snowball right at Emmet’s face, and she’d buried a rock inside. It gave him a nosebleed. He’d been twelve. She was four.

“Where’d your hair go?!” Maeve’s eyes move to his wife. “Do you stress him out that much?”

“Geez, Maeve!” I cry, wanting to keep the peace. I smile at Isabel. “She’s kidding.”

Maeve shrugs as Isabel tries to search for how to respond. But then Christian and Brad come inside with way too much luggage for one girl, and Maeve scoops Charlotte up off the counter, kisses her cheek, and grabs my wrist, dragging the two of us up the stairs behind them. There are only two rooms on this floor. I am glad to have Maeve right across the loft from me. Maybe we can just stay up here the whole time and never leave.

We go into her room, which is much smaller than mine and has no balcony but a nice view of the lake and a connected bathroom. She plays with Charlotte a little, tossing her onto her bed as Charlotte squeals in delight.

“Thanks, guys, you can go back downstairs, I need to talk to my sister real quick,” she says, all but shooing the guys out of the room and closing the door once they’re gone.

“How is it going so far?” she asks me immediately, turning and pressing her back up against the door. “This is so nuts, don’t you think?”

“Uh, yeah. I definitely think.”

She shakes her head. “Did you see Emmet? And what the heck was up with Bridgette trying to hug me?” She fake gags. “And where are their kids? And I’m pretty sure Mom said the Russos were bringing their Irish Setter. Is it here?”

“I don’t know anything about a dog.” But Charlotte would love that. I hope if there is a dog, it likes kids. Otherwise, that’s just added stress to an already stressful ‘vacation.’ “But Luis and Luna are here somewhere.”

My sister isn’t close with our extended family either, but she’s not as estranged as I am. For a while, she did stay in touch with them. Went to visit them. Continued to come to the lake house. As the baby of the family, she didn’t really have much of a choice. The last time I was here, I was seventeen. When I became a legal adult, I moved out for college and was able to make my own decisions. Those included never speaking to my aunt or cousins again, even if it meant missing Thanksgivings and Christmases. To me, it wasn’t worth the anxiety.

“I can’t believe we are doing this. It’s so crazy.” She rushes forward and takes my hands, squeezing them. “You didn’t have to do this. Seriously. You know that, right?”

I nod, my throat quickly growing a lump. “I wanted to. One last time.”

“That’s... weird. But okay.” She lets go.

“Want Aunt Maeve play again?” Charlotte asks, on her knees on the bed and reaching for my sister.

Maeve lets out a playful growl and races to her. They play while my thoughts stay stuck on why I came. On why it was hard to do it. On why my extended family hates me.

Tanner. He was my best friend.

And then he was gone.

“So—” Maeve grunts, tossing the thirty-three-pound tot onto the bed for the third time in a row—“how are you doing with all of it so far? Sorry it took me so long to get here. Had a late night.”

“I don’t know,” I say. “Okay, I suppose. House feels like it’s haunted though.”

Maeve puts her hands on her hips, out of breath as Charlotte is crawling her way back toward her for more. “We don’t even know if Tanner is dead, though,” she tells me. “He could have just run away.”

I sit on the edge of the bed, facing away from her so she can’t see the tears building at my waterlines. “I know. I’m not saying it’s haunted by his ghost, necessarily.”

“Huh?”

“It’s more... the memory of him. Every room in this house seems to hold at least one, and it—I don’t know. It should make me feel happy, because they are happy memories. This place used to be my happy place. Where I could always look forward to coming. But with Tanner gone, it’s like the memories of him are rotting the walls and covering the warmth of those childhood memories with this plaguing grief of his absence.”

She juts her head back, going all double-chin on me as she wrinkles her nose. “Jesus.”

Oh, my sister. So affectionate and comforting.
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Five
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I ask Charlotte if she wants to toss some pebbles into the water.

“No.” She’s busy poking at mud with a stick, her stuffed bunny tucked under one arm, already filthy (called it!).

Christian finds a flat enough pebble and skips it like an absolute pro.

“How?” I groan, looking around for another one so I can try again—and likely fail.

The three of us are alone out here by the dock, enjoying nature. Or being antisocial. Either work.

Everyone planned to be here bright and early today so we could maximize the amount of time we have to savor the cabin for the last time. There’s still a good amount of daylight left. I’m not a hundred percent certain of what everyone else is doing, but I think Bridgette and Giancarlo are in the hot tub. Others might be on a walk through the woods, which just the thought of makes me shudder. And I know my sister wanted to go shopping at boutiques and antique stores around the small downtown area on the other side of the lake.

With it being fall, we can’t have a typical lake day of swimming, jumping off the dock, or taking the waverunners out. There is the boat in the boathouse, I believe, but I don’t know who here knows how to operate it. That had always been Grampy’s thing.

Bundled up in warm clothing, skipping rocks and poking at the mud with a stick is about as outdoorsy as we can be.

“See that rowboat on the dock over there?” Christian points. A few docks away, a little red rowboat sits tied to a post, swaying gently in the water. “Isn’t it cute? Charlotte would have fun in one of those.”

“Yeah,” I say, “Or she’d try and stand, lose her balance, and fall right in.”

He thinks on it. “Yeah, you're probably right. Or she’d try to stand, and we wouldn’t let her, and then she’d have a meltdown, and the whole thing would rock and we’d all fall in.”

I chuckle, picturing it. 

He changes the subject. “I feel like we should be hanging out with the others, don’t you think?”

I chuck a rock and it plops right into the water without a single skip. Christian tried giving me pointers, but I am too impatient, so he gave up quickly.

Deflection becomes my defense mechanism. “I feel like you should tell me what that was all about with your phone in the car before we got here.”

He sighs, hurls one last rock—it skips four freaking times!—and turns away from the water. “I’m gonna head inside and see what I can make Charlotte for lunch.”

I want to argue. I’m genuinely stunned he doesn’t want to talk about this with me. Stunned that he’d rather just walk off huffing like I am the problem. He’s never like this. We always talk stuff out.

What. The. Heck.

No words form, and I let him leave.

Feeling a bit nauseated, I squat down to join Charlotte. She’s trying to feed the muddy end of her stick to her bunny. I breathe into my hands and rub them together to warm them. “Does the bunny like his food?” I ask her.

She smiles. “Ya.” Gets more mud on the stick and jabs it at the bunny’s mouth. It’s all over her hands, little boots, and clothes, and I even spot some on her cheek and in her hair. I’m glad we have the tub in our bathroom.

“Mommy’s been coming here since she was your age.” I rub her back and smile at her, trying my hardest to appear happy when my blood boils inside because of Christian. This trip is already hard enough for me. I really don’t appreciate him making it worse.

“Mommy want some?” She moves the stick toward my mouth and I carefully dodge it.

“You’re going to poke my eye out!”

She finds that hilarious.

Her gaze drifts toward the house. She tilts her head up, smiles, and starts to wave.

A chill creeps up my spine, lifting the hairs on my arms and the back of my neck. Slowly, I turn. Maybe she’s waving at Christian through the window.

No one’s there. And she’s looking higher than the main floor anyway.

“Who are you waving at, honey?” I ask, checking the second-floor window where Maeve’s room is. Nothing.

“Friend.” She points even higher. At the small round attic window.

I jump back with a gasp, tripping over a rock and nearly falling.

No one stands in the window.

But something moved in there. I know it did.
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By the time Charlotte and I start heading back up to the house from the lake, I realize our path is about to be intercepted by Emmet, who’s alone, headed back to the house from the direction of the woods.

I’m such an awkward person that I consider turning right back around and waiting until he’s a safe enough distance away so that I don’t have to have a run-in with him. But when our eyes meet, I know I’ve missed my chance, because it’ll be too weird if I turn back now; he’ll know I’m trying to avoid him. So, I’ll just have to suck it up and face him.

Our paths converge right at the steps up to the back porch.

“Hey, Emmet,” I say, just to try and break the weird tension.

“Cute kid you got there, Gwen,” Emmet says, wiping his boots on the welcome mat, not even looking back at either of us. “She doesn’t really look much like your husband. Are you sure he’s the real father?”

Holding Charlotte in my arms, I freeze, and my mouth drops open. He opens the door and moves to go inside, but when he sees I’ve stopped moving, he turns around and gives me his classic wicked grin. He may have gotten older, but that smile has stayed exactly the same as I remember from when we were younger. From all the times he’s been a jerk to me in the past.

“Still extra sensitive, I see,” he says, shaking his head at me.

“Was I supposed to laugh at that? Sorry, I just never know with you.” I offer him a small smile and try to brush it off. It’s me trying to be the bigger person. Or me being terrified of confrontation.

“Oh, come on. We’re not kids anymore,” he says, still blocking the doorway when I would very much like to just be done talking to him and get Charlotte inside. I don’t even know what he means by that. We’re not kids anymore, so there’s no reason for me to be mean? Or, We’re not kids anymore, so there’s no reason I shouldn’t joke around with you?

“Um...” I shift Charlotte onto my other hip. Words, Gwen. Find words.

He chuckles and shakes his head again, then finally goes inside, not holding the door open for me and Charlotte but at least leaving it ajar so we can go in after him.

“Well, that’s your uncle Emmet, all right,” I say quietly to my daughter before setting her down and closing the door.

“Uncle Emmet?” She crinkles her nose, like even she doesn’t approve. Then she scampers off toward the living room, where the bin of toys is.

I sigh. Not much has changed with Emmet other than his appearance and the fact that he has a family. But he still is, and probably always will be, a big bully.
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I guess the family quality time was inevitable. Currently, I’m sitting in one of many outdoor folding chairs around the lit firepit, along with everyone except the kids and my sister. Luis and Luna are inside the house, supposedly working on plans for the fort they want to construct in the woods tomorrow when the daylight returns. I don’t know where Maeve is. She never returned from her trip to town, and she isn’t returning my texts.

The cynical, always-questioning part of me wants to think that Christian is making us hang with the family because if there are other people around, we don’t have to talk about whatever he’s hiding from me.

“I don’t even know the last time anyone was up in that dusty old place,” Aunt Kristie says, answering my question. According to everyone else, there was no one in the attic. No one Charlotte had been waving at earlier today. There hadn’t even been anyone in the house except for Christian, who’d been busy in the kitchen not visible from any of the house’s back windows.

But I still feel like I saw something. Or someone. Charlotte doesn’t typically go around waving at no one.

What if the place really is haunted?

Or what if it’s something else?

“Strange,” I say, my chin on my fist as I stare into the fire, nursing a glass of wine in my other hand. The wine is doing




















































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
LN : |_“I ML——

MCKENNA LANGFURD





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





