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  This one is for all the queer friendship groups

that would definitely survive a horror movie.
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  CHAPTER 1

  
  







In the year 2019, the stars finally aligned for me and my three best friends and allowed us to graduate and find jobs. Also conveniently, New Year’s Eve was falling on a Tuesday, and since we all finally had real grown-up money to spend, we had decided to go all out and rent a flat together. While planning, the flat suddenly became a country house and a short two-day stay somehow became five nights. I blame Anamarija, really; she was in charge of finding a suitable place for the four of us because a) she was the most sensible with money, b) when we were in high school, she knew the most geography out of all of us, and c) she had family in every single part of Croatia. We had all hoped for some sort of discount on account of Anamarija’s excessive lineage.

After a thorough search (which consisted of meeting up at our place and drinking four bottles of wine between the four of us) we settled on Lika. It was beautiful, a winter wonderland in its fullest sense, and most importantly, it was cheaper than anything else we’d looked at. Anamarija came through with her connections in Senj and found us a place in the middle of nowhere. The village we’d settled on was a short drive from Gospić but had less than a hundred residents, most of them living there only on paper so country houses could be built. As Anamarija described it: only forests, the snow, and uninhabited fields around us. The closest market was almost ten kilometres away but we didn’t plan on using it. We would pack our own food and drinks and would not need to venture out for the whole stay. This promise soothed my nerves. This was what we wanted, what we needed after the constant stress of everyday life—to be left alone, to not be bothered by the outside world.

Our only plan was to sprawl on the couch, drink ungodly amounts of alcohol, and perhaps dip our toes in the indoor pool/jacuzzi (we were not a terribly picky bunch).

Dina and Kike volunteered to take care of the food and drinks, and as usual, I was the designated driver, my only purpose in this world to fill up the tank and get us safely from point A to point B. Due to me being the only driver in the group, my small red Clio had seen far more action than I had this year.

Anamarija and I graduated in spring, after we both had an epiphany during my gap year, while I was working in Konzum and she was procrastinating on writing her thesis, spending days watching Desperate Housewives and playing Candy Crush on her phone. The epiphany being that we were pretty miserable and didn’t want to be doing that anymore. The decision was that we had to finish university or drop out and find jobs. We were both too far along to quit, so we’d devised a plan where we would work a full eight hours a day and managed to finish the thesis on time. Anamarija’s mental health got better once she started working and got back into a productive routine and I was just happy that, after graduation, I got an entry-level marketing job. Combined with Anamarija’s graphic designer entry-level job, we now had enough money to eat something else besides instant ramen. Dina had had a steady job for a while now, selling sportswear, and by August she was promoted to store manager, which did wonders for her already inflated ego. We often joked she was probably getting her daily serotonin hits by torturing the students who worked there.

Kike was the only one of us who had real academic ambitions and she was nailing it, graduating as early as possible, getting a job in a kindergarten, all the while continuing to write scientific papers so she could apply for a TA position at her uni. By September, the place was hers and she’d subsequently enrolled in a PhD program, which meant she now had even more work to do, and that led to us seeing a lot less of her. If we hadn’t kept coming to her and Dina’s apartment for Sunday lunches, I doubt our friendship would’ve lasted. It’s no wonder we felt like we deserved this vacation, a little glamour to spice things up, to break up the routine of our boring lives that had suddenly become nine-to-five jobs and complaining about electricity bills.

Gone were the college parties we frequented every Wednesday and the weekends we went to Močvara and got drunk for twenty kunas. It was all the dull buzz of go to work, go home, cook a meal, go to the gym.

I would say we really did deserve this little vacation.

Five days of well-earned rest and relaxation after years of university, after years of summer jobs and celebrating New Year’s in Dina’s parents’ basement (where we had to pretend we were not high when her parents eventually came down to wish us a happy New Year).

It was going to be a blast.




* * *




I was packing my suitcase, which was mostly full of my warmest clothes, fuzzy socks, and puffy pajamas. For the next five days, my only aim in life was to be a homebody and drunk out of my mind. Or stoned. We would have to see if Kike would be in the mood to make edibles.

Anamarija was lounging on the sofa as I packed, painting her nails and watching videos about some conspiracy theory or other. She was an endless flood of useless trivia and obscure knowledge that somehow never secured us the first place in the pub quizzes we frequented.

But she was also tidy, cooked well, and was my first and favorite roommate.

It spoke volumes of how strong our friendship was that, when we broke up, somewhere near the end of our third year of college, we managed to not only stay friends but also moved in together two years later. That little bit of trivia was mostly not received very well by any of our prospective girlfriends. I chose to blame that and not anything else (for example, my personality or my fear of commitment) for the fact that, at this point, I had not made it past the second date with anyone for over a year. Anamarija was similarly incapacitated.

“Are you completely sure you didn’t count the zeros wrong? That it’s not ten thousand kunas per night and we’re just thinking it says a thousand kunas?” I asked for what was probably the fifth time today.

Anamarija was waving her hands, trying to get the polish to dry faster. Surprise, surprise, they were black. For the last few months, she had been going through her emo phase again. Black Veil Brides played 24/7. “A thousand per night, I double-checked. No, I triple-checked. I even contacted the owners to make sure,” she replied, not taking her earphones out. “How are you not done with packing yet?” She shot me an irritated look. “It’s not like we will set foot outside the house. Wrap the booze carefully and put your pillow on the top and you are ready.”

I doubt she registered my middle finger, too engrossed in yet another ‘what your government is hiding from you’ video. Easy, our government was mostly hiding the amount of money they stole daily and even that they half-assed.

I closed my suitcase just as Kike and Dina rang so we went straight outside to put our things in the car. I stayed behind to triple-check if all the lights, vents, and electrical gadgets were turned off. I was slowly morphing into my mother and didn’t know how to feel about it.

“Irma, get your ass here or we’re leaving without you,” Dina called from the hallway.

“We can’t leave without her, who’s going to drive?” I heard Anamarija ask.

I locked the door, hoping none of my neighbors were currently in the hallway. Let the festivities begin.








  
  
  CHAPTER 2

  
  





As per usual, we had so much stuff it barely fit in my small car, opting to put some non-breakables under our feet and others in Dina’s and Kike’s laps. The two of them were a kind of a comical sight, Kike’s five foot three and Dina’s almost six feet next to one another. And a bunch of bottles positioned between them.

While filling the car trunk I counted ten bottles of wine, four bottles of gin, a bottle of rum, three six-packs of beer, and a bunch of fruit as Kike had decided that a vacation without sangria was not a real vacation.

We looked like a carnival of alcoholics.

“Don’t worry, we have food too,” Kike reassured me as I poked around their bags. “This cooler bag is full of meat and this one full of pasta, we will survive.”

“And this one is full of snacks,” added Dina, lifting up the largest, heaviest-looking bag. We all ridiculed her for wearing sleeveless shirts whenever possible, flexing her biceps like a frat boy. Sometimes her weightlifting experience did come in handy.

We settled in, our carefully curated playlist of absolute bangers (think early 2000s boy bands and ex-yu rock bands, with a pinch of Croatian trash music, and enough Christmas-themed songs so we don’t forget what time of the year it is) was put on, and Google Maps opened.

“If I see you two doing anything funny behind me, I’ll stop the car and leave you on the side of the road,” I said before starting the car, looking at the way Dina and Kike were getting handsy with each other in the back seat. Four years of relationship did little to quench their thirst for each other. A thirst I was forced to see while checking my rearview mirror. “I’m serious, no fingering in the car.”

“Cross my heart and hope to die,” said Dina, obviously putting her hand under Kike’s shirt and making her snort with laughter. “We will save all the fingering for the fancy king-sized beds.”

“Are they really king-sized?” I asked Anamarija and she nodded, too focused on trying to find us the fastest route to get out of Zagreb. Since it was the week between Christmas and New Year, combined with the school winter break, the city was mostly empty. This meant we would not be spending hours waiting at Lučko, which was a welcome change for once.

“Buckle up, buttercups, Lika is waiting for us,” I said, raising the volume of the song. I Won’t Be Home for Christmas started playing as we rolled into traffic and started toward Gospić.


* * *


Google Maps said it would take us about two hours from our flat to Smiljansko polje, the village just outside of Gospić where our country house was located.

It took us over three hours because a) my sense of direction wasn’t all that great, b) Google Maps is a bitch and c) we had to stop three times because Kike obviously had a urinary infection. By the third bathroom stop Anamarija was pulling on her short hair so hard I feared the bleached waves would fall off.

Ever since we’d entered Lika-Senj County it had been snowing, the landscape turning into a winter fever dream the deeper we went into it. Our initial “oohs” and “ohs” at seeing snow for the first time this year had quickly turned into muttering under our breath about slippery roads and “that white shit.”

It was not helping that the terrain was unfamiliar to me and that I felt like each turn we took made the visibility lower and the chances of sliding off higher.

“Are you sure we’re on the right road?” Dina asked for what must’ve been the hundredth time in the last five minutes.

“Obviously not,” Anamarija snapped, furiously trying to orient herself with the GPS that was refusing cooperation. She was our designated navigator and took pride in being able to get us anywhere, but bad weather and nonexistent signal were not doing her any favors.

I was driving slowly, barely going 30 kmph and I could still feel every bump of the country road that was never meant to be driven down, especially not in a car this size.

“Irma, stop!” Anamarija screeched and from the corner of my eye I saw her hands go toward me, trying to grab the steering wheel. My instincts kicked in and I hit the brakes while steering to the right, trying to get us as far from the edge of the ditch as possible.

The car pulled to a stop in the midst of frozen land, big chunks of snow continuing to fall on my windshield, obstructing the view.

My hands were shaking and I felt like I was going to cry any moment now.

“Is everyone okay?” Kike asked. She grabbed me by the shoulder, pushing up from the back seat and feeling my forehead with her cold fingers. “Irma, talk to me, are you okay?”

“Fine,” I answered automatically.

“What the fuck was that?” Dina asked, pushing forward as well. I could feel the weight of her hands pressing into my seat, her big frame making me feel boxed in, desperate to crack open the window and get my lungs full of freezing winter air.

Anamarija finally gathered her wits but I could see her hands were shaking too.

“You were supposed to navigate us, what the fuck?” Dina asked again, her anger now switching to Anamarija.

“I haven’t been here before either,” Anamarija barked back, “and the GPS is not working, and how the hell could I have known there would be a ditch in the middle of the fucking road? If you think you can do a better job, be my guest.”

Kike and I shared a look in the rearview mirror. This was not the time for a classic Anamarija vs. Dina passive-aggressive face-off.

“It’s nobody’s fault,” Kike cut them off. “Anamarija, if you’re tired, Dina and I can try navigating for a while.”

Anamarija was red in the face and obviously insulted, her lips pursed to stop herself from saying something she would regret later. “I’m not tired, we can drive on. Irma, can you drive on?”

I nodded. My hands had finally stopped shaking enough for me to grip the wheel.

“I think we took the wrong turn at the intersection of the last village,” Anamarija said, looking at the physical map in her lap. Of course, she’d come extra prepared. “You need to turn around and get us back on the main road.”

I pulled the car into reverse and began the slow and tedious job of trying a U-turn with little to no visibility. We moved at a snail’s pace, Dina volunteering to go stand outside to make sure we didn’t fall in. The thin layer of snow obstructed the view of where exactly the ditch ended. It took me almost five minutes but we did manage. When Dina got back into the car, her short dark hair was full of snowflakes and she looked half frozen.

“Teamwork makes the dreamwork,” Kike said cheerily, giving her a kiss, and then we were back on the road, driving toward our promised vacation.


* * *


Half an hour later, we finally found the correct road that would lead us to the house, if what I was currently driving on could even be classified as a road. I sent a silent “thank you” to my dad who had pestered me about getting winter tires; otherwise we would have had to recreate a local children’s book, Vlak u snijegu—about a bunch of kids stuck on a train during a snowstorm during their visit to Zagreb—but with less space and more booze.

“Fucking hell, would you look at that!” I heard Dina exclaim from the back seat.

“It’s beautiful,” Kike added, her voice full of wonder.

I was trying to keep my eyes on the fuckery of this wannabe road while also trying to guess if I was even on it. Even as an agnostic, I quickly thanked God that it was light outside and that I could see well enough not to miss another turn or drive us into a ditch, again.

“Legolas, what do your elf eyes see?” I asked out loud.

A chorus of superlatives about the beauty of the snow, the forest, and mother nature answered my question. I risked a glance and subsequently felt my jaw hit the floor. Paranoid from the last encounter with Lika’s unpredictable environment, I let the car idle and switched on the hazard lights—the agreed-on symbol of stopping for anywhere from five seconds to five hours. Especially if you’re the postal service using them on a two-way street during rush hour.

“What the fuck?” I parroted Dina’s words. There was no other way to formulate it.

Even from this distance, we could see it was big. I’d expected it to be luxurious but it still took my breath away. We could easily fit a party of ten in this monstrosity.

“Ladies, prepare for the classiest, most Instagrammable New Year’s ever,” announced Anamarija, lowering the volume and stopping Severina’s singing about her footwear.

It was obvious she was waiting for a stream of “good job”, and boy, did she get it. Immense relief flooded me, it seemed like the earlier bad mood was already forgotten about. I did not want to spend the vacation with Anamarija and Dina flaring up at each other at every turn. Anamarija squeezed my leg and Dina was patting me on the back, congratulating me on bringing us here in one piece and alive.

“I know I already asked, but…” I started.

“I didn’t miss a zero, it really is that cheap. I mean, not cheap, but cheap compared to everything else.” Anamarija had already guessed the rest of my question.

“Okay, okay, I’m shocked. And there’s probably a catch,” I replied.

“Maybe it’s ugly on the inside,” Kike suggested. “Or there is no jacuzzi.”

“Yeah, or maybe there was a grizzly murder that happened in the house and now no one wants to rent it anymore,” Dina joined her.

“Shush, don’t jinx it.” Anamarija turned around to glare at Dina. “There was no murder, I read all the reviews
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