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To anyone who’s ever felt alone
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COURTNEY

I’m standing at the kitchen sink, washing dishes, when I hear her scream.

My knees lock and I go suddenly upright, drawing in a sharp breath. I glance swiftly up from the hot, soapy water in the sink, losing my grip on a plate that slips from my wet hands and into the basin. Water splashes.

I stand there, rooted to the earth, listening in vain for the anguished sound to come again, or for there to be something else, something that explains it, like tires skidding, the squeal of car brakes, the resident German shepherd (the one that Cass and Mae are both afraid of) barking, or Emily’s voice calling out to see if Mae is okay. But there’s nothing, only silence, which worries me as much as the scream.

Just moments ago, my niece Mae was here, at our little rental cottage. She and Cass had a sleepover last night, sleeping on the double bed under the slanted eaves of the loft, staying up too late watching Disney movies on DVD and gabbing about whatever ten-year-olds gab about. I fell asleep before they did, waking around three in the morning to check on them and finding them both asleep with the TV still on.

Before Mae left to go back to her own cottage, they stood at the front door, giggling and saying goodbye with their sticky, syrupy faces and hands. I stood in the adjoining kitchen, staring out at them, admiring their friendship. Cass and Mae are much more than cousins; they’re best friends, like sisters even. After Mae was gone, I got busy cleaning the small kitchen, asking Cass to go straighten up from their sleepover, and she had, disappearing to the upstairs loft, where the sound of Mae’s scream doesn’t reach.

I’m the only one in the cottage to hear it, and I thank God, because the sound is tortured, carrying across the property, coming in through the open windows, leaving me feeling shaken and eviscerated though I don’t know why, except I’ve never heard Mae scream like that before.

I reach for the faucet handle and turn the water off, drying my hands on a towel as I hurry toward the front door. I see Mae through the open window first, and my heart catches because she’s dashing down the hill and through the trees, back toward us, faster than her small legs can go. Her arms windmill, her hair in her eyes because the wind is pushing from behind. Halfway to me, she trips over something, her feet lifting up from the ground, sending her momentarily airborne before she falls, crashing hard onto the earth. It’s not a soft fall. The ground isn’t grass, but a bed of pine needles and dirt. It looks painful, though Mae doesn’t lie there crying as I would expect her to do, as Cass might do. Instead, she gets back up just as quickly as she went down, glancing over a shoulder in the direction of her own cottage before turning again and running to me.

I step outside, letting the screen door fall closed. Mae comes crashing into me, her arms locking around my waist. “What is it, Mae? What’s wrong?” I ask as she buries her face into my abdomen, sobbing, her hands around my back, holding tight as if wanting to disappear inside of me. My eyes sweep the property, searching for signs of something off—a car (a child predator?) pulling away or the mean German shepherd running loose again—but there’s nothing that I can see. The cottage where we’re vacationing is in the Northwoods of Wisconsin, over five hours north of home. It’s on a lake and is one of eight little cottages situated in hundreds of acres of woods. The lake is peaceful this morning; the only people awake besides the girls and me are fishermen in canoes, like Elliott, my husband, who woke up early this morning and left before any of us were awake, hoping to catch something to put on the grill for dinner.

I hear the slow rasp of the screen door behind me. “What happened?” Cass asks, and I turn to see her coming hesitantly out, standing unsure on the deck behind me as I hold Mae in my arms.

“I don’t know,” I say. “What happened, Mae?” I coax, bending my knees to lower myself to her height, but Mae says nothing, clinging to me, her sticky hands clasped around my neck now, tugging without meaning to on my hair, and it’s only when I peel them off with effort and hold her at an arm’s length that I see her hands have blood on them.

“What’s this? Did this happen when you fell?” I ask, thinking of the way she went down just moments ago. She must have fallen on a rock or a tree root. I take her hands into mine, briefly examining them for an open wound before moving a strand of hair out of her eyes. But Mae only shakes her head, wiping her runny nose on a pajama sleeve before looking back at her cottage for a second time and then lowering herself to the ground, hugging her knees into her chest, rocking.

I lift my gaze. I let my eyes go to Emily and Nolan’s cottage next door, which is hard to see through the thick trees. When we arrived at the lake a few days ago, I envied their cottage. Not only had Emily rented the largest one on the property—which came as no surprise, considering she has three kids, two of whom are teenagers and would rather die before sharing a bed with a sibling—but hers was more private than the rest. Once the resort’s main house, it’s set off at a distance so she can sit on her deck with her coffee and stare out at the placid lake without having a stranger in another cottage at an arm’s reach, watching her, listening in on her conversations.

“Is your mom there, Mae? In the cottage?” I ask about my sister-in-law, Emily, and this time, she nods. “Come sit with Mae,” I say to Cass, glancing back over my shoulder at her. “Stay here until I come back. I want to make sure everything is okay.”

Cass nods as she takes my spot sitting beside her cousin, her hand on Mae’s back in a very grown-up way that belies her ten years.

As I start making my way through the trees and toward Emily and Nolan’s cottage, quickening my pace by instinct, I feel a wave of unease come over me, though I hold it back, telling myself nothing is seriously wrong, that Mae probably just walked in on them arguing again and got scared or upset. She overreacted. Things haven’t been the best between Emily and Nolan of late. Nolan’s been out of work for almost six months, and it’s taken a toll—on him, their finances and their marriage. He’s in the tech industry, where it’s almost impossible to find a job these days; companies are laying off in record numbers. Nolan has compared it to something out of The Hunger Games. Recently, Emily and Nolan have had conversations about if they need to sell their house (their dream home, the one they planned to retire in) and downsize, which they can’t agree on because they can’t agree on anything anymore. They fight all the time, but had hoped a couple weeks in the woods with family and away from all the pressures of everyday life would remedy that, though I heard them going at it just yesterday afternoon, and from the way it sounded, things were far from fixed.

As I make my way through the pine trees, the cottage comes into view, looking perfectly peaceful at the top of a small hill—giving it the best view of the lake, another thing for me to envy—with their beach towels draped over the deck rail, drying, though the front door is open, which it never is because Emily is fastidious about not letting the mosquitoes inside.

This far north into Wisconsin, the temperatures drop into the low fifties at night, only ever reaching the mid-seventies during the day. At this time of day, it’s barely fifty-five or sixty degrees. I climb the small hill in my robe, which blows open in the cool morning breeze, before I reach for the belt to tie it. Beneath the robe, I have on a pair of thin cotton pajama pants and a camisole. I haven’t been awake long enough to shower, put on a bra or run a brush through my hair, but just long enough to rise reluctantly from bed when Cass appeared at the foot of it about an hour ago, asking if I could make pancakes. At the time, I spied Mae, hovering just outside the bedroom door, her hopeful face partially visible from around the edge of the doorframe, and I knew I couldn’t say no.

It’s unlike Emily to leave the front door open. Even if she and Nolan were arguing, she would have closed the door, and she would have gone after Mae if she knew that Mae was upset. I pick up my pace again, wondering now if something even worse than that has happened, if someone in the cottage is hurt or sick.

I think of Reese, their oldest, who is seventeen. She’s been moody and reserved the whole trip. Emily got a hold of Reese’s phone the other day because she was worried about her. She read her texts when Reese wasn’t looking. I wanna KMS, Reese said in a text to a friend. I didn’t know what it meant, but Emily told me as we stood on the deck outside, her face grave, her fear acute, and my heart practically stopped, thinking of ten-year-old Cass and how I wasn’t prepared to deal with all the anxiety and uncertainty of the teenage years. Kill myself.

Do you think she means it or is she just saying it for attention? I’d asked, trying to soothe Emily, to make light of it for Emily’s sake, but now I regret that I was dismissive. What I should have done instead was suggest Reese talk to someone when they get back home, like a therapist. I should have seen if my own therapist was available for a telehealth session that same day, not that it necessarily would have worked up here with the internet connection as capricious as it is.

I climb the deck steps and let myself inside the cottage, calling for Emily, who doesn’t answer. I leave the front door open behind me, entering the great room, which is a combination of the family room, dining room and kitchen. Like our cottage, theirs is rustic and dated, with limp plaid furniture and knotty pine paneling all over the walls. Theirs, however, is twice as large with a screened-in porch and a second floor instead of a small loft like we have, accessible only by a ladder—which is great for Cass but not very practical for Elliott or me, who can’t step foot in the loft without hitting our heads on the low, sloped ceiling.

“Emily?” I say again, as I start to make my way further inside. I listen for them. The first floor is empty, the TV off. There is a strange odor in the air, which I try to place but can’t. It’s quiet at first, but then, from upstairs, I just barely make out the sound of something faint and indistinct, like the sagging of a mattress from someone rolling over in bed. I stop, feeling uncomfortable all of a sudden, imagining my brother Nolan getting out of bed, coming downstairs half asleep in his boxer shorts and finding me standing in the great room. I think of Mae and how scared she was when she came running back to our place, but whatever scared her might have happened before she ever got to the cottage.

The wildlife around here is abundant. There have been reports of bear sightings in the woods not far from here. The other day, when we were out walking, we noticed what we thought were coyote prints in the dirt. If Mae saw something like a coyote on her way home, it would have scared her—and that means Emily, Nolan and the other kids could still be asleep.

I sink a hand into the pocket of my robe for my phone to try calling Emily, which I should have done first before letting myself into their cottage. I glance at the phone; the cell signal around here is weak though, miraculously, I have two bars. I find Emily’s name in my contacts while the signal lasts and click on it, pressing the phone to my ear.

It doesn’t take long, split seconds before I hear it: the sound of a phone coming to me from the adjoining screened-in porch, the door of which, I see now, is ajar.

Emily’s phone, if not Emily, is out there.

I lower my own phone from my ear. Slowly, I cross the room for the porch, reaching for the handle and pulling the door all the way open.

It’s as I step through the doorway and onto the porch that I see it. I reel back, though it takes a second for my mind to make sense of what I’m seeing and for me to realize what it is. The blood is so dark that it blends into the wood paneling and I have to look twice to realize that what I’m looking at is not knotholes in the wood, but blood. It’s on the bed that it becomes most evident, where blood streaks the white quilt like paint flicked onto a canvas from the end of an artist’s brush.

My breath leaves me. Shock holds me in place, some part of me still trying to reconcile what I’m seeing—to make myself believe that someone has cut themselves with a corkscrew or knife and that they’ve gone to the hospital, leaving quickly, which explains the open front door—despite the amount of blood on the walls and bed.

The nearest hospital has to be ten or twenty miles away. I wonder if Nolan and Emily would have left for the hospital without telling us. I wonder if they planned to call on the way, but then Emily forgot her phone and Nolan couldn’t get a signal.

But then I see it through the porch screens, one flapping loose in the wind: Emily and Nolan’s dusty black Volkswagen parked just outside on the drive. The car is still here, which means they haven’t gone anywhere.

They’re still in the cottage.

My throat tightens. It’s hard to breathe as my eyes move around the room. At first glance, the porch is empty, but then I just barely make out bare feet stretched on the floor, overhanging the end of the bed, and I realize the porch is not empty like I thought.

My heart starts to beat faster. A hand rises to my mouth as I feel myself shift closer rather than away by instinct, seeing that the skin on the feet is discolored, the pigment far different than healthy feet. It’s purpling, the skin tone now nearly the same as the mauve toenail polish, which I know, before I ever see her face, is Emily’s because we went for pedicures together before we left on the trip and I helped her pick out the polish, which matches mine.

I come slowly around the edge of the bed, thinking unrealistically that I can help her, that I can still save her. “Emily?” I ask, the word slipping out of me, weightless and insubstantial until I see her and my knees give, and I have to hold on to the bed frame to keep myself upright.

Emily is dead. The blood beneath her is telling. No one could lose that amount of blood and survive. She’s completely motionless, lying on the floor of the screened-in porch on the far side of the bed as if caught trying to escape or to hide. There is no rise and fall of her chest to say that she’s breathing, that she’s still alive. Her face is turned slightly to the side—her neck not at all angled right—so that I bear witness to the grayness of her face and a cloudy, half-opened eye. One of her arms is bent at an impossible angle too, the shoulder jutting out of place, and her mouth gapes open from a last breath or a final scream. Her phone lies just out of reach, a missed call from me on the screen.

I’m frozen in shock, in fear. Though my every instinct tells me to run, to go back to our cottage, lock the door and call the police, I can’t get myself to move.

I hesitate for only seconds. But even that is too much. It’s too late.

Before I can get myself to go, there’s the sudden, very cerebral sensation of not being alone anymore. A movement in my peripheral vision maybe, or the soft, slow creak of a floorboard.




REESE

Seven Days Earlier

We’re in the middle of nowhere. It’s been hours since we got off the expressway, since I saw something normal like a McDonald’s. At first, we were on some two-lane road surrounded by farms for a while—listening to Emily’s playlist, also known as the same five songs on repeat, over and over again until I wanted to die—and now we’re on some two-lane road surrounded by trees. We’re in the actual forest. Everywhere I look there are trees, so deep and packed so close together you don’t know who or what is living in them, though every so often we pass a gravel drive that vanishes into air with tire tracks and signs at the end that say things like Private Property and No Trespassing, and that’s how you know someone lives in the trees. When buildings do crop up, they’re dodgy as fuck, like those single-story metal storage units (you just know there’s a dead body in at least one of them) or little roadside diners advertising Friday fish frys, whose dusty parking lots are filled with nothing but motorcycles and two-tone cars straight out of the ’80s.

This is the kind of place you see on the news, where people disappear and are never seen again.

The parental units are in the front seat, fighting again because Nolan is lost. Nolan always gets lost, because he spaces out and doesn’t pay attention to where he’s going. At this point, he’s missed like three turns, and the GPS is glitchy as fuck because cell service around here sucks, so no one knows where we are anymore. We’re just on some road, mostly alone, surrounded by trees. Every once in a while, someone will pass by, going in the opposite direction, but they’re all old Ford Broncos and jacked up trucks. They’re not like us. A little while ago, there was one truck that flew up from behind with a windshield so tinted I couldn’t see the driver’s face. He rode our tail for a while, swerving and revving his engine, making everyone nervous. “Just go faster, Dad,” I said, while Emily told him to pull over and let the man pass. Nolan did neither, undeterred, saying that if the other driver wanted to, he could pass, which eventually he did, laying on the horn and giving us the bird. When he got in front of us, cutting intentionally close, I saw that on the back glass was one of those bumper stickers of Calvin, peeing with his pants around his knees and his ass crack hanging out, and another of a silhouette of a woman with massive breasts that said My other ride is your mom, if that’s any indication of the kind of place where we are.

Mae asked what it meant. My other ride is your mom.

Emily is mad at Nolan for getting us lost. She thinks he’s incompetent. She can’t let it go. It’s not just that she’s mad we’re lost, but her anxiety has kicked in and she thinks something bad might happen to us, that we might die out here or something, and if we did, it would be all his fault.

“If you would have just been paying more attention, this wouldn’t have happened,” she says.

“Do you think I wanted to get us lost? That I tried to get us lost? God, Emily, you just don’t know when to shut up sometimes.”

Emily goes stiff. She checks her phone then to see if Aunt Courtney texted, but it’s pointless because there is no cell signal, which is also somehow Nolan’s fault (maybe if we were on the right road, there would be cell service). Emily could just let it go, but she doesn’t. She says something instead then about how Grandpa, RIP, used to use an actual map when they went on family vacations so they never got lost because they didn’t need Siri telling them where to go, they didn’t rely on modern technology, he could just figure it out with his brain. And then, to really drive the point home, she dredges up the one time we were driving in the city—that Nolan was driving us in the city—and Siri took us on a tour of some of the sketchiest parts of Chicago, because it was the fastest route, as if Google Maps comes with a feature to avoid areas with high crime. I thought it was funny at the time, but Emily thought we were going to get killed. She kept screaming at us to close our windows and lock our doors.

“You wanna drive?” Nolan asks now. “Here, you can drive,” he says, jerking the car onto the side of the road so hard that I crash-land into Mae in the back seat. We skid on gravel, stopping abruptly. I’m not wearing my seat belt and so, when Nolan slams on the brakes and thrusts the gearshift into Park, I fall forward into the back of Emily’s seat. “You can drive then, since you’re so much better at it than me.”

Except he doesn’t take off his seat belt or get out of the car, which is how I know—how we all know—he’s bluffing. Nolan knows that if Emily drives, we’ll go ten under the speed limit the rest of the way—her hands in the ten and two position—and no one wants that to happen because, if we have to stay in this car any longer than is absolutely necessary, someone might die.

“Could you two stop?” I ask, feeling my temper start to flare. “Could you just, like, I don’t know, act like fucking grown-ups for a change?”

Emily says nothing, but she gazes over a shoulder at me, looking disappointed, which is no different than the way she always looks at me. Because I said fuck in front of Mae. Because I said fuck at all. Because I didn’t side with her, but chose to stay neutral like Switzerland. If I had just told Nolan to act like a fucking grown-up instead, things might have been different. I might have gotten away with it. Emily is pretty when she smiles—her blond hair a wavy bob with bangs that most people could never get away with, her soft blue eyes making her look kind—but mostly all I ever see is her angry or her resting bitch face and deepening frown lines that she no doubt blames on Nolan or me.

She used to be happy. I remember that. Sort of.

I look away, texting my friend Skylar. I wanna KMS, I say and hit Send. It’s the summer before our senior year. For months my best friend, Skylar, and I planned to spend it doing things like going to the Indiana Dunes or taking the train into the city to go to Oak Street Beach. Instead, I’m here with these losers. Mae is okay, but the rest of them I can’t stand. My brother, Wyatt, sits in the back seat alone, where he hasn’t taken his eyes off his phone the whole entire trip, and I know he’s probably looking at pictures of naked girls, though every time Emily asks what he’s doing, he says nothing. It’s not nothing. He’s lying to her. Because that’s what he always does—lies—though, because he’s made high honor roll every semester since he started kindergarten and will probably go to college on a full ride baseball scholarship, they think he’s like the perfect child. He can get away with anything.

As Nolan slips the gearshift back into Drive and pulls back onto the road, Emily starts muttering things under her breath like, “They’re going to be there before us,” and, “I told Courtney we’d be there by three,” as if that matters, as if anyone cares.

“What do you think, they’re gonna leave if we’re not there by three?” I ask, and she gives me another dirty look over her shoulder. This time, Emily holds my gaze before letting her eyes run down my neck to my clothes. She doesn’t like what I’m wearing, which she told me before we left, how people will think I’m a slut if I dress like one. Is that what you want people to think? That you’re a slut? We were standing in the kitchen when she asked. I didn’t know what to say and so I said nothing. I thought maybe she would take it back, that she would realize, because of my silence or the look of astonishment on my face, that her words cut deep and say sorry or something, but she didn’t. To be fair, she didn’t lead with the slut comment. She started by saying, “You are not wearing that. Please go find something else to wear,” and when I said no, she changed her approach.

“Put your seat belt on,” she says now, and I want to ask why and what she’s going to do if I don’t, but instead I put my seat belt on, jamming the buckle in with gusto, the strap shackling me to the seat like a hostage, which is exactly what I am. A hostage.

In less than a year, I’ll be eighteen, and then I’m getting away from here. If I survive that long.

Delete that, I type to Skylar, going back to my phone as Emily turns around in her seat, staring out at the forest of trees before us. I wanna kill someone else.

The text starts to send, the little blue line moving across the top of the screen until it gets to like 80 percent and then stops, because I lose the cell signal again just then. Just my luck. The message doesn’t send.

I hold down on the last message until the option comes to delete it.




COURTNEY

I wheel around, blenching in fear, in anticipation of pain, bringing a hand to my face to cover it. My ears ring, the sound of my own heartbeat pounding in my ears.

Cass and Mae stand in the great room, just inside the front door, the scant light coming in from the plastic miniblinds leaving bands across their faces and arms. My knees sag in relief because it’s Cass and Mae, and not the same person who did this to Emily.

I hurry from the screened-in porch and to them, seeing drops of blood on the great room floor when I come at it from this angle, which I hadn’t noticed before. “What the hell are you doing here?” I ask, breathless, in a forced whisper. I step in front of them, forcing them to stay far enough back that they can’t see the body or blood, lashing out at them because I’m scared, because Emily didn’t cut herself with a knife by accident. Someone killed her and from the sprays of blood on the wall and bed, it was violent and unrestrained. “I told you girls to stay and wait for me. You shouldn’t be here,” I snap brusquely, the hysteria in my voice coming out as anger, looking down only to realize that I’m gripping my phone so hard in my hand that my knuckles have turned white.

Mae’s face is ashen. Her body trembles, her eyes looking past me though my body blocks the view. Cass stands behind her, wrapped in guilt and shame. “I’m sorry,” she says, her lower lip trembling, because it’s not like me to get mad or to yell and swear at her in front of someone else, if at all. Her eyes meet mine, widening and filling with tears. “I tried to stop her. I told her we weren’t supposed to leave, that we were supposed to—”

I don’t let her get the rest out. I shake my head and she goes quiet. All I can think about is getting these girls out of the cottage, of not letting them see what I’ve just seen, of getting them somewhere safe. If they see Emily’s body or the blood on the walls, floor and quilt, they’ll be traumatized. They’ll have nightmares. They’ll never forget it. The image of Emily’s discolored, misshapen body on the floor, surrounded by blood, will be embedded into their minds and will stay with them their whole lives. A defining moment.

But Mae, I realize as I look at her, standing ghost white in the great room, has already seen it.

Is your mom in the cottage, Mae? I asked earlier and she nodded. Yes. Emily was there. Mae saw Emily dead. It’s the reason for her anguished scream, it’s what sent her running back to us in the first place, and I think of what it would have been like for her, skipping innocently, obliviously in through the front door with her pillow tucked under an arm, smelling of pancakes and syrup with her hair mussed up and sleep in her eyes, eager to tell Emily about the sleepover—only to find her mother like this. Mae would have gone to her. She would have touched her, maybe shaken her and tried to wake her up. It wasn’t her own blood on Mae’s hands. It was Emily’s blood.

“Your mom is hurt, Mae,” I say, going to them, wrapping my arms loosely around their shoulders in an effort to steer them out of the house. My voice is quiet because I don’t know who is in the cottage with us. I don’t know if we’re safe. I don’t know if we’re alone. I don’t know if whoever killed Emily is still here, watching and listening. I don’t know if the others are alive or if they’re dead. My voice trembles as I whisper, “We need to go back to our place and call someone to come help her.”

“But you have your phone. Can’t you just call?” Cass asks, motioning to it, trying to be helpful, but she’s not.

“There is no signal,” I lie, dropping my phone back into the pocket of my robe, and Cass believes it.

“Hurt how?”

“I don’t know, honey. We’re going to call an ambulance so someone can come help her. Let’s go.”

“Where is she?”

“On the screened-in porch. Come on, let’s go. We need to go call for help.”

With effort, I turn Mae’s body around so she faces the door. I put a hand on her back, pressing her forward, and she goes, following Cass, who moves backward, walking in reverse so that it’s Cass, still facing into the cottage, who sees him first. From where I stand, I see the reaction on Cass’s face as if in slow motion—the way her eyes bulge as she sucks in a sharp breath, the blood leaching from her cheeks, turning them white, her whole body going rigid—before she releases a bloodcurdling scream, the kind you only ever see in horror films.

My legs go weak. My heart thuds in my chest and up my neck, making me feel dizzy and flush.

I shouldn’t look. I know in my mind that I shouldn’t because there is something horrible behind me. I should push the girls in the opposite direction and run far away from whatever has Cass so scared.

But instead I turn back by instinct and see it for myself, pressing my hands to my mouth to hold in a scream.




REESE

Emily and Nolan aren’t on speaking terms by the time we finally arrive. The air in the car is charged, like gasoline vapors flow invisibly around us. Just one spark would make the whole thing explode.

Nolan is angry. He drums his thumbs against the steering wheel in time to the music (when what he’d rather do, I think, is hit someone, maybe her), which is no longer Emily’s music but his, something techno and electronic that he no doubt picked just to piss her off, which is almost exactly what they meant in their marriage vows when they promised to love and cherish each other forever.

Or not.

Emily, on the other hand, is sad. She gazes out the window, her reflection visible in the side mirror. In it, her eyes are empty. She hasn’t spoken for twenty miles, not a word.

“What’s wrong, Mom?” Mae asks.

“Nothing, honey. I’m just tired,” Emily says, not looking back.

The last thing Nolan said to her before she went quiet, between his teeth so we wouldn’t hear, though still, I did: “This trip would have been a lot more fun if you just stayed home.”

I felt sorry for her, but I also didn’t. Because Emily’s not exactly innocent either. It’s a game at which two can play. The silence, however, is torturous. We all suffer because of it. It was better when they were fighting.

Things go from bad to worse as we pull into the resort lot—the term resort used loosely, because it implies to me something bougie and this place is most definitely not. I sit in the back seat of the car taking it in, astonished that I have to spend a whole two weeks here. Two weeks. That’s an eternity. I don’t know how or if I’ll survive it. The trees are thick, shutting us in while, at the same time, blocking out the sun, which pretty much demolishes any hope of going home with a tan, which is the only thing I was looking forward to on this trip. A sad swing set sits beside the lake, looking like something straight out of Emily and Nolan’s generation; it’s metal with two pathetic swings and a dumpy slide, beside a rusted merry-go-round that’s no doubt going to give someone tetanus. Just beside the lake is a sandbox with broken-looking plastic toys and a little kid waddling around in his bulky swim diaper while his mom watches on. The lake itself looks pretty, but the beach we were promised doesn’t exist, the trees and grass running right up to the shoreline where there is a slanted pier, which dips sideways toward the lake. I see Emily look at it, and in her mind, I know she’s already pitching a fit about how she doesn’t want Mae going on the pier alone, as if Mae isn’t ten, as if Mae can’t swim. But because Mae’s the baby of the family, she treats her like one, and Mae milks it for all it’s worth.

“Look how pretty it is,” Emily says then, finding her voice, though it’s phony and forced as if trying to convince herself as much as the rest of us that it is actually pretty. Last year we were in Hawaii, surfing, snorkeling with sea turtles and sunbathing on the warm sandy beaches, but this year, money is tight because Nolan got laid off and still hasn’t found a job, despite the fact that his severance package ran out weeks ago and we may or may not have health insurance. I shouldn’t know that, but I do, because Emily isn’t quiet about telling him it’s time to get more motivated about finding a job. She was subtle at first (How is the résumé coming along? You want me to take a look at it?), but then I heard her tell him the other day that the mall was hiring. Imagine that. From software engineer to minimum wage retail sales at Gap. I saw the look in his eye when she said it, like he wanted to strangle her. Like he didn’t have a degree from MIT.

Are you fucking serious right now? he’d asked. They were standing in the kitchen where anyone could see or hear.

What? she’d asked. I thought they might have good benefits and it would give you something to do until something better comes along.

They fought about it later, screaming at each other behind the closed bedroom door as if it was somehow soundproof, him about how she emasculated him, her about how he was worthless and how she couldn’t support the family on her own.

I took Mae and we went out for ice cream. She didn’t need to hear that shit.

Now our car follows a curvy dirt road through the trees and to our cottage, kicking up dust as we go. The cottage, when we get to it, is grayish green and set a little way back from the lake, on a hill, with trees on all sides. It’s bigger than the rest, but that’s not saying much, because the rest of the cottages are actually tiny. This place was my Uncle Elliott’s idea. He suggested we come here, because he’s been here before and liked it, which means I have him to blame for this trip. It’s his fault. If he wouldn’t have suggested it, we wouldn’t have come.

Nolan parks the car and we climb out, getting ambushed by swarms of hungry mosquitoes the minute we do. We go around to the back of the car, lugging our stuff from the trunk, everyone complaining.

“I can barely walk. My legs are asleep.”

“Can we just go inside first? Do we have to unpack right this minute? I have to pee.”

“Grab a couple bags and we can go in.”

“That’s not mine. It’s Wyatt’s. Make him carry it.”

“Just carry something. It’s all going to the same place.”

“Get out of my way unless you want me to pee right here.”

“Can everyone just relax, please? We’re on vacation.”

We climb the steps onto a small porch, where Nolan unlocks and throws open the door.

One by one we step inside the dark and dingy cottage, everyone eager to get in, which turns out to be a huge mistake because I soon realize that I don’t know what’s worse: being trapped in the car together for five hours or being here.




COURTNEY

It’s Nolan. My big brother, Nolan. He’s dead. His limp body lies at the top of the stairs, hard to see at first from the angle and because it’s darker at the top of the stairs, blanketed in shadows, the scant sunlight not reaching there. He lies on his side, his eyes vacant and opaque, staring lifelessly through the wooden balusters and toward the first floor. Blood seeps from the corner of his mouth, draining down the side of his face, drying. Redness blooms from his temple.

I stumble backward, tasting vomit in my mouth. Behind me, Cass still screams, but Mae is much quieter, something more like the whimper of a trapped animal being stalked by a predator.

I tear my eyes away from Nolan, looking back to see that Mae’s legs are shaking and she’s wet herself. She wears fuzzy gray pajama pants with clouds on them that do nothing to hide the pee, which spreads, broadening and turning the gray shades darker.

“Close your eyes. Don’t look at that, Mae. Don’t look at him,” I snap as I go to her, pressing a hand down over Mae’s eyes and forcing her through the open door backward, shoving Cass, who stands behind her, out at the same time. Cass stumbles, tripping over the wooden threshold, managing to catch herself before she falls, sputtering, “What . . . what was that? What was he doing? What’s wrong with him?” her voice elevating in pitch until it’s screechy and thin.

Outside, I release Mae’s eyes. I grab both girls by the hands, telling them to hurry, though they’re paralyzed at first, fixed in place on the deck, their eyes stuck on Nolan’s body through the open door. I practically drag them down the steps, tugging them by the hands, saying, “He’s hurt, Cass. We have to get help,” as I try to keep my wits about me, though Nolan’s and Emily’s empty, lifeless eyes are there every time I blink. “We need to call for help. Hurry. Come on.”

We run down the hill for our cottage, slipping on pine cones and nuts, me clinging tightly to both girls’ clammy hands, pulling on them because their stride is narrower than mine, their pace slower. I throw a glance back over my shoulder, my eyes skimming the windows on the cottage, which are nearly impossible to see through because of the way the sunlight hits them. I imagine someone behind one, watching us go. I let my thoughts drift to Reese and Wyatt, Mae’s older sister and brother, racked with guilt. I think of the sound I heard standing in the foyer, like a mattress yielding to a person’s weight. What if they were up there? What if someone, whoever did this to Emily and Nolan, was up there too? I should have checked on them to see if they were safe, to see if there was something I could do to help.

But instead I run, pulling on the girls, saying, “Almost there. Keep running,” with a wildness to my voice from exertion and fear, assuaging my guilt at leaving by telling myself I have to save Cass and Mae. I can’t save all the kids at once. If I’d have gone to check on Reese and Wyatt, Cass and Mae would have been in danger. Someone might have hurt them, or worse. I pull so hard that Mae falls forward, landing on her hands and knees with a grunt. The slope of the hill is steep and her legs can’t keep up with the momentum. I release Cass’s hand, telling her to go on without us, to get inside. Our cottage sits at the base of the hill. It’s surrounded by a half dozen other cottages that sit close to one another, separated by trees that provide some privacy but not enough that we can’t smell each other’s food or listen in on each other’s conversations.

“Come on, Mae,” I say, going back for her, helping her to her feet.

It’s as Mae and I run after Cass, our little cottage a safe haven in the distance if only we can get there in time, that I glance back through the trees once more, letting my eyes run from the open front door to the upstairs windows, and this time, I imagine a pale, out-of-focus face looking out through a crack in the curtains on the other side.




REESE

Inside the cottage smells funky. The walls and floors are all wood. It’s dark and depressing as fuck, because of a lack of windows and a lack of actual lights. The furniture doesn’t match. A red plaid chair sits beside a mangy blue velvet recliner that’s seen better days. The sofa is a glorified futon. There are dead flies in the windowsills, an ant trap on the kitchen floor. The curtains are long and pleated, and I’d bet my life there are spiders living in the curtain folds, making spider eggs that will hatch one night while we’re asleep, filling the cottage with millions of spider babies.

Emily tries finding a light, which, when she does, turns out to be pointless, because the light the lamp gives off is practically nonexistent. It’s sunny outside, but that doesn’t matter because the sunlight is not getting past the big trees to reach the inside of the cottage.

Wyatt tries dropping his stuff just inside the front door, but Emily tells him to take it upstairs. “We’re not going to make a mess of the cottage the minute we arrive. And someone close the door, please. We don’t need those mosquitoes getting inside,” she says before going and doing it herself, because none of us is fast enough, because I, for one, am too caught up in grieving last year’s ocean views and private lanais to even think about closing the door.

Beside me, Wyatt groans. Nolan says, “Would you relax, Emily? We’re on vacation.”

“Am I supposed to carry everyone’s luggage upstairs for them?” she asks. “Am I not on vacation too?”

I don’t know much about parenting, but I do know one thing. You should have a united front. You should at least give the appearance of being in agreement when it comes to things like where the luggage goes. Otherwise the kids will walk all over you.

“No,” he says, “of course I don’t expect you to carry everyone’s things upstairs. Just give people a minute to get settled. It was a long drive.”

Wyatt walks away from his backpack. I set my own bags on the floor because if he can, then I can too.

“What’s that smell?” Wyatt asks and I’m glad I’m not the only one who notices.

“It’s just a little musty,” Nolan says, trying to stay upbeat. “We’ll open the windows and air things out.”

Together, we walk up the wooden stairs, where we find three bedrooms and one bathroom on the second floor. “Wyatt, you can sleep here. And Reese and Mae will sleep in this room,” Emily says, and I poke my head into Mae’s and mine, seeing just one small bed, which is not happening.

“No,” I say, shaking my head. “Absolutely not. I am not sleeping with Mae. She hogs the blankets. She kicks.”

“I do not!” Mae argues, crossing her arms against her chest, sulking.

“Yes, you do,” I tell her before looking at Emily and saying, “I am not sharing a bed with her. No. I refuse. She can sleep with Wyatt. Why should he get his own room? I’m the oldest.”

“Because he’s a boy,” Emily says, as if that’s not completely sexist.

“So what?”

“I don’t want to sleep with Wyatt,” Mae cries, turning on the waterworks because Emily falls for it every single time.

“It’s only for a few days, Reese,” Emily says, trying to reason with me, but I’ve already tuned her out because, from the top of the stairs, I make out a porch just off the main room of the cottage, with a bed that I see through the glass panes of the door that connects the porch to the rest of the house.

“Never mind,” I say. “Mae can have the room all to herself. I’ll sleep down there.” I turn and make my way down the stairs, because the idea of being an entire floor away from the rest of them is actually amazing.

Emily sees what I see and decides. “No. You can’t sleep on the porch, Reese. It’s not safe. What if someone breaks in?”

“Good. They’d put me out of my misery then,” I say, bounding down the stairs, not looking back.

“Don’t say things like that, Reese. You are not sleeping down there. You’re sleeping up here with—”

“Just leave her alone,” Nolan says, cutting her off. “Just let her sleep on the porch if she wants to. Who really cares where she sleeps? It’s not like anything’s going to happen to her.”

Emily’s attention shifts to him. “You know how much I hate it when you do that,” she says, raging as I open the door and slip out onto the porch, into a world of my own, which is basic—just a small bed pushed up against one side of the room with a white quilt and one flat pillow, a tiny nightstand, wooden floorboards with a braided wool rug and slack, flimsy screens that overlook the woods. “You always do that.”

“Do what?”

“You always contradict me in front of the kids. You let them do anything they want. They will never respect me because of you. She will never respect me because of you. It’s your fault she doesn’t listen to me. I already told her she can’t sleep down there.”

“You can’t control everything she does. Let her sleep on the porch if she wants to. What do you possibly think is going to happen? She’ll be fine,” he says, and I hate that they do this. I hate when they talk about me like I’m not here, like I can’t hear them. Like I’m deaf. I tug on the porch door so hard that it slams, and then I drop down on the bed, pulling my legs into me, wrapping my arms around them, wishing I was anywhere but here.

I go on my phone to distract myself, to see if Skylar ever texted back. There is no Wi-Fi in the cottages, though there’s free Wi-Fi in the lodge. You’ve got to be kidding me, I said when the lady at the lodge told us. Emily said I should be glad, that this was my chance to disconnect from technology and enjoy nature, as if that’s something I’d actually like.

Nolan, however, appeased me, saying cellular might work, which it does. Sort of. It takes forever to load so that I don’t think it’s ever going to. But then it does and I wish it hadn’t because, while there is no text from Skylar, I go to Instagram and see that she’s posted pictures of herself and another girl, Gracie, in Chicago, at Oak Street Beach, doing things she and I were supposed to do together, like lying out, playing beach volleyball and eating hot dogs from the concessions stand. There are stupid little Insta stickers that say shit like Friendship Vibes and BFF Love, and I wonder if it’s for me, if it’s for my sake, if she’s trying to hurt me because she’s still mad at me.

If so, it’s working. Because I do feel hurt. Jealous. I can’t stand to look at them together and think of all the things I’m missing out on while I’m stuck here. I get even angrier, thinking that I’ve been replaced—that Gracie is now Skylar’s best friend instead of me, and I realize Skylar never responded to my text from before because she’s been with Gracie all day. I wonder if she and Gracie saw my text come in together and if, when they did, they laughed, Gracie throwing her pretty blond hair back, rolling her eyes and saying something like Her again? You should just block her because it’s the kind of thing Gracie would say. Anger floods me until I feel like I could explode. I see them sitting on the beach, laughing, Gracie leaning over Skylar’s shoulder to read the text, saying, Good idea, Reese. Yeah. You probably should kill yourself. Before I can take a breath or try to stop myself, I reel back, chucking my phone, watching as it arcs across the room, hitting a glass lantern by mistake, which was probably my only source of light out here. The lantern falls. It hits the ground hard, missing the rug by an inch and breaking.

Fuck. Just my luck.

Chunks of glass lie scattered on the floor, but the door to the porch is closed and Emily and Nolan are still fighting anyway; no one notices the sound of breaking glass.

I breathe in. Out. In. Out.

I look out the window where I just barely make out the lake through the trees. There’s practically a whole forest between us and the lake. A path cuts through it, some worn, dusty trail that’s been beaten down by people’s feet. Our cottage is probably the furthest one from the lake, but because of the hill, we see over the trees. Even I can admit it’s pretty, though I’d never tell Emily or Nolan that. Never.

I’m feeling sorry for myself—wishing myself dead, imagining myself dead, imagining how sorry everyone would be if I was dead—when all of a sudden I hear movement through the screens.

I look closer. I hold my breath and listen, trying to find the source of the noise. Outside, the trees are still. There is no breeze.

I swing my legs over the side of the bed. I stand up, stepping over the broken glass, drifting closer to the screen. I set my hand on it, feeling the screen give and become looser against the weight of my hand. I wonder if Emily was right, though I’d rather die before admitting it. I wonder if someone could easily break into the porch. There is no door straight to outside, but it wouldn’t take much for them to get in anyway, just a little pressure and the screen would give.

I hold my breath as a boy, about my age, steps out from behind the trees, walking alone in
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