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My car kicked up a cloud of dust as I pulled up in front of the cabin. I squinted through the windshield. Funny, it seemed bigger the last time I was here. And less about to fall down at any second. 

The front door opened and Ben stepped out onto the porch. “Hey, little sister,” he called out, giving me a wave. 

“Hey.” I stepped out of the car and glanced at the trees. So many trees. Why did it feel like there were more trees? 

Ben came down the porch steps and across the mostly dirt lawn to give me a hug. “Good trip?” 

“It was fine.” I moved around to open the backseat. “Where’s Mia?” 

“Taking a nap. The drive really wore her out.” 

I handed him one of my suitcases. “I’m surprised she even agreed to come.” 

“We went for a checkup last week and the doctor gave her the all clear for a little road trip.” He stepped back so I could shut the door. “Besides, I think she was happy to get out of the city for awhile.”

“Well,” I headed for the cabin, “we’re definitely out of the city.”

“Oh, come on,” Ben said, following after me. “The last time we were here you had a great time.” 

“I was twelve.” 

The inside of the cabin was mostly how I remembered it, but again, smaller and more worn. I’d forgotten the living room and kitchen were actually just one medium sized room. I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised, I hadn’t been there in ten years. “Which room is Mia in?” 

“Mom and Dad’s,” Ben said, passing me by. “I hope you don’t mind.” 

“Of course not,” I said. “I don’t expect you guys to sleep on twin beds.” I followed him down a narrow hall. “This place is cleaner than I expected.” 

“I hired some people to come out and spruce it up for us.” Ben sat my suitcase on the floor in the room we used to share whenever the family would come up here for vacations. “Just like old times, huh?” he said with a grin.

“Yeah,” I said, eyeing the three-drawer dresser, which was kind of leaning to one side. “Exactly like old times.” I put the suitcase I was carrying on the bed. 

“Are you hungry?” Ben asked. “I was just about to put some burgers on.” 

“Sounds great.” I was happy enough not to start unpacking just yet. “So,” I said as we made our way to the kitchen, “I don’t suppose while you had cleaners out here you also had somebody adding on a second bathroom?” 

Ben laughed. “Sorry, sis. Still just the one.” 

I groaned. “That’s one not so fond memory I am not looking forward to reliving.” 

“Just wait.” He opened the fridge and handed me a glass bottle of beer. “If you think sharing a bathroom with teenage me was bad, try sharing one with a pregnant lady who has to pee like every five minutes.”

“At least she won’t leave the toilet seat up.” I popped the top off the beer and tossed it in the trash, then ambled over to the front door. “I think I’ll sit out on the porch while you cook. Since I’m here, guess I might as well enjoy that fresh air.”

Outside again, I leaned against the porch railing. A gentle breeze swayed through the trees, their leaves making that whispering sound that when you’re a kid you really believe could be some kind of strange language. I found myself smiling, remembering how hard I used to try and understand what they were saying.

A strange feeling came over me. One hard to describe. I straightened up and stared down the road, setting the bottle of beer on the railing. I stepped toward the stairs, heart racing. My whole body tensed up, and I felt like running towards something, but there was nothing there. Just the long dirt road, and the whispering trees, and me, poised at the top of the steps, waiting for what I didn’t know.

The rumble of a motor broke the stillness. A few moments later, an old gray truck came around the corner. I took one step down the stairs, holding my breath. The truck pulled to stop behind my car, and a man climbed out. He had a stranger’s face and there was no reason I should have known who he was. But I did.

“Josh.” His name burst from my lips as I flew down the stairs. I raced across the lawn and threw my arms around his neck before he could even get his door closed. Strong arms wrapped around me as he hugged me back. 

“Alice,” he breathed my name out like a sigh. “You’re really here.” 

“So are you.” When his arms loosened, I reluctantly took a step back. “I thought you’d be long gone from here by now.” I searched his face, trying to find some semblance of the boy I’d spent every summer with for the first twelve years of my life, but he wasn’t there. Well, maybe a little, in the eyes. He’d changed so much, but then I suppose I had as well. 

“Ben,” I called out, stepping away to put a little more space between me and Josh, “come look who’s here.” 

The cabin door opened, and I could tell by my brother’s puzzled expression that he had no idea who he was looking at. “It’s Josh,” I said, to help him out.

Ben’s mouth dropped open. “No way.” He grinned as he came down to join us. “Good to see you, man.” They grasped hands. “Look at you. You’re taller than me. That’s just wrong.” 

I saw a little more of the Josh I remembered in his slow smile. “When I heard you were coming back, I could hardly believe it,” he said. “It’s been a long time.” 

“Too long,” Ben said. “Hey, why don’t you come in? I’m cooking some burgers, there’s some cold beers in the fridge, and,” he held up his hand to show off his wedding ring, “you can meet my wife.” 

“Wife?” Josh shook his head. “Never thought you’d be the first of us to get married.”

“Me neither, my friend.” Ben clapped him on the shoulder. “Me neither. Life is just full of surprises.” 

The three of us made our way into the cabin. Once inside, Ben went back to the stove while Josh and I sat at the table. “This feels weirdly familiar.” 

“Yeah.” Josh smiled again. “How many times do you think the three of us sat around this table, eating, goofing around, playing board games?” 

“Too many to count,” I said, taking a sip of my beer. “Being back here, it’s ...” I shook my head as I searched for the words. “I don’t know. I mean, I just got here, but I feel a little ...”

“Sad?” Josh asked.

I nodded. “Yeah. But kind of happy too. There’s a lot of memories here.” I looked around the room, feeling a sense of bittersweet nostalgia rising up in my chest. “Good memories. Funny how much they can hurt.” 

Josh gazed somberly at me. “I’m really sorry about your dad.” 

“Thanks.” I set the beer aside. Suddenly the taste had gone sour in my throat. “And I’m sorry I never answered all those letters you sent.” 

Josh shrugged. “You were dealing with a lot. It kind of hurt my feelings back then, but now I understand. It’s okay.”

“Still, I shouldn’t have just ignored you,” I said. “All these years, I could have sent a postcard. Picked up a phone.” In all truth, I wasn’t exactly sure why I hadn’t at any point tried to contact him. 

“Time has a way of making things small,” Josh said. “Or so my grandfather says.”

I chuckled. “Is Ray still sitting around campfires, doling out the wisdom of the ancients?” 

“Only until his dying breath.” 

“God,” Ben said, flipping the burgers, “He was old as the mountains back when we were kids, and he’s still kicking around? It’s like nothing changes around here.” 

A cold chill slid down my spine, making me shiver. I brushed it off as just one of those weird things that happen for no reason. “I think that’s part of the appeal of this place. Time just kind of stops here.” 

“Well,” Ben took the burgers from the skillet to a plate on the counter, “I hope potential buyers feel the same way.” 

Josh’s expression grew somber. “So, you’re really selling the place? I heard rumors, but I didn’t believe it.” 

“It wasn’t an easy decision.” I shifted my gaze away from Josh’s. What right did he have to look at me like that anyway? The cabin was ours. It had nothing to do with him. “But it’s just been sitting here all these years, empty. And we’re both so far away. It’s past time, really.”

“Maybe you’ll want to bring your kids here,” Josh said. “Don’t you remember how much fun it was?” 

I toyed with the label on my beer bottle. “Kids are a long way off for me.” 

“Not so long for me.” Ben started to bring the burgers and fixings to go with them to the table. “That’s right,” he said at Josh’s surprised expression. “First one married, first one with a kid. Wonders never cease.” 

“Congratulations.” Josh reached for a bun. “All the more reason to rethink selling the place.” 

“Well, I mean, the decision isn’t set in stone.” 

“What?” I looked up at my brother in disbelief. “We agreed.” 

“I know, but,” he shook his head, “being here, it’s just ... like you said, a lot of good memories. It had been so long, I think I kind of forgot.”

Before I could argue further, Mia entered the kitchen. “Oh,” she stopped short on seeing Josh, “I didn’t know we were having company.” She cast a concerned glance down at her rumpled dress and bare feet, then shot her a husband a look. “You could have warned me.” 

“I didn’t know he was coming.” Ben gave her a peck on the cheek. “Besides, you look radiant. You’re positively glowing.” 

Mia rolled her eyes. “Stop being so relentlessly sunny and fix me a burger. I’m starving. Hi,” she held her hand out to Josh. “I’m Ben’s wife, Mia.” 

“Josh.” He shook her hand. “Don’t be too mad at Ben, I dropped in unannounced. Sorry.” 

“Oh, don’t pay any attention to me.” She let out a small groan as she sank down into the seat nearest the door. “I’m just a grumpy old hippopotamus.” She sighed, but offered him a weary smile. “Are you staying in one of the cabins nearby?” 

“Josh lives in The Village,” I said. “Or, at least I assume, since you’re still here.” 

He nodded. “Wouldn’t dream of living anywhere else.” 

“Oh, that Josh,” Mia said. “Ben’s been talking about you ever since we decided to come down for the summer. Or part of the summer, maybe. I do not intend to be so far away from a very large hospital if this kid decides to make his entrance early into the world.” 

“His?” I looked up at my brother. “So, it’s a boy, then?” 

“Oops,” Mia said. “Sorry, babe, didn’t mean to steal your thunder.” 

“Don’t worry about it.” He put a fixed plate on the table in front of her and then took a seat opposite Josh. “I was planning on telling Alice over lunch anyway.” 

“So that’s why you’ve been grinning like the Cheshire cat,” I said. “I’m happy for you.” 

“Thanks, sis. So,” he started putting his burger together, “what about you, Josh? Any lucky lady we should look forward to meeting?” 

Josh shook his head. “Not so far, no. Much to my mother’s dismay, I remain a bachelor. Just waiting for the right girl to come along.” 

He wasn’t looking at me. He was, in fact, taking a big bite of his burger. And yet I could feel the heat crawl up the back of my neck anyway. I took a swig of beer to cool myself down. It was ridiculous, really, considering how many years it had been since we saw each other last, but I was absurdly pleased to hear that he was single. 

Now I was sitting there so close to him, I sort of vaguely remembered that we had some kind of special connection as kids. I guess it had just disappeared over the years, until that moment on the porch when I knew something was coming, even if I didn’t know what it was. I should have known. I should have remembered. 

After we ate, we sat awhile out on the porch, listening to the wind and the birds and just soaking in all the stillness. It was so different from the city. I had forgotten that, too. It was strange, how there seemed to be things I remembered, and others that I didn’t. I guess I had been worried about that, a little, even if I hadn’t consciously realized it before. Worried that old memories waiting here would be too painful. I’d almost turned around twice on the way up, thinking I should just go back home and let Ben handle all of this.

But now that I was here, I was glad. I needed to open up that box and scatter the memories out on the floor, soak them in with a smile and a tear, and then let them go. Really close up this chapter of my life the right way.

“We’re having the summer celebration tomorrow,” Josh said, drawing me out of my thoughts. “You should come.” 

“Are you sure we’d be welcome?” Ben asked. “It’s been a long time.” 

“You’re family,” Josh said. “Time doesn’t change that. And of course,” he turned to Mia, “that extends to you as well. Though, I have to warn you, my mother is definitely going to adopt your child as her grandson. And my grandfather will want to give you a blessing. It can be a little overwhelming to people who aren’t used to it, but they mean well.” 

“They really do,” I said. “Your family is going to instantly quadruple in size, but you’re going to love them.”

Mia smiled. “It sounds nice. Thank you, Josh.” 

“You’re welcome.” He stood. “Well, I should go. I have some things I need to take care of.” He leaned over and shook Ben’s hand. “It’s really good to see you again.” And then he reached for mine. “Both of you.” 

When our hands touched and our eyes met, it was the strangest feeling. I didn’t get an electric jolt and my heart didn’t summersault. There were no butterflies. Just this perfect rightness in the moment, as if my hand was meant to be in his and always had been.  And then he was gone, striding across the lawn toward his truck. But I could still feel his skin on my skin. 

As the truck rolled down the drive, a gave myself a little mental shake. I was being ridiculous.  A grown woman simply could not go around with these ridiculous thoughts in her head. Nostalgia, that’s all that this was. Just like finding a bunch of your childhood toys in the attic. Sure, you might take them out and reminisce about old games you used to play, and for a moment you might get that warm feeling in the middle of your chest. But it didn’t last. That’s all this thing with Josh was. Just some old leftover feelings that had been lying around in the back of my head. I just needed to snap out of it.

“Earth to Alice. Come in Alice.” Ben waved his hand in front of my face. “Anybody home?” 

I jerked backwards. “What?” 

“I said your name like three times,” he said. “Where’s your head at?” 

“Nowhere.” But my eyes betrayed me by going back to the road, where some dust hanging in the air was all that was left of Josh’s truck.

“Ohhh.” Ben waggled his eyebrows suggestively at me. “I guess I know where your head’s at.”

I rolled my eyes. “You do realize that you’re not a teenager anymore, right?” I stood, making a fuss at dusting off my jeans just to hide the heat crawling up the side of my neck. “It was nice to see him, that’s all.”

“Come on, you know you always had a crush on him.” 

“Don’t be stupid. Now, if you’ll excuse me,” I stepped past him and off the porch, “I’m going to go for a walk to the lake.” 

“If you need to cool down,” he called after me, “a cold shower works better.” 

I flipped him off over my shoulder as I rounded the cabin. The path through the woods was nearly lost beneath a decade’s worth of overgrowth and fallen limbs, but my feet still remembered the way. 

How many times before had I travelled this path? I couldn’t even begin to count them. Towering trees shaded me from the sun, their leaves throwing moving shadows across the ground. It was kind of like looking toward the sky from under the water. 

And even though I was too old for it, I couldn’t help but feel a touch of the old magic that once had us chasing fairies and hunting for pots of gold in the brush. I could almost hear those long-ago voices, as if our childhood selves had left an imprint in the wind.

A tear rolled down my cheek and I paused to wipe it away. I stared down at my damp fingers in surprise. Coming back, I’d expected to feel something, but not like this. I hadn’t imagined the past would be so overwhelming. It had been years since I’d even given this place a thought, and now I was getting all hyperemotional for no reason. I was glad Ben wasn’t there to see me acting so ridiculous. 

The path led out of the woods and down a grassy hill to the beach. I took a breath of air that admittedly did smell a bit fishy, and yet was still refreshing. I stared off across the water and tried to just relax, let the tranquility of my surroundings sink in.

Compared to the city, this little piece of the lakeside was quiet, but if you just took a second to really listen, it wasn’t hard to pick up the sounds of nature all around. The rustling of the reeds, a chirruping frog, bird song. Not a single car horn or siren. 

It was nice, and it was peaceful, and I was definitely enjoying it mostly without thinking about Josh. Until I got this funny, uneasy sort of feeling, and the hair
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