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To the dreamers, the artists, the storytellers.


To those who feel alone. To those who feel loved.


To every person who touches a book and makes dreams come true.





      [image: image-placeholder]To Duckie, whom I love more than I could ever express. You are part of the reason Paige exists.











  
  
Chapter 1




“Mom, where are we going?”  I asked, watching the landscape slide past the passenger window in streams of green and blue. I knew we were going on vacation, but we had been in the car for several hours, and she had never exactly told me where we were going. Or, if she had, I couldn’t remember. Her not telling me (unless I had forgotten, of course) made me suspicious that she thought I would be unhappy about it.

“We’re almost there,” Mom reassured me, her eyes focused on the road.

“Where is there?“ I looked up from my book and squinted at the GPS. The icon in the corner was a small x. “There’s not even service out here, Mom.”

“We’re only here for a few weeks,” Mom responded in that careful, calm voice she used when she was up to no good. 

I twisted in my seat, shooting her an accusatory glare. “Our vacation spot doesn’t have internet… does it?”

Mom gave me a smile, only briefly glancing at me out of the corner of her eye. “It’ll be good for you!” she said, still not directly answering my question. 

“Mom.”

“We’ve rented a lake house!” She gave in, still smiling. “It was supposed to be a surprise, but you’re too clever for me to keep things from you. It just… doesn’t have internet.”

“And you couldn’t tell me because?”

“It was a surprise,” she reiterated, flicking on her turn signal and pulling off the highway. The road turned sun bleached and bumpy, and seemed to stretch off into eternity. The sign on the side of the road listed only two notable spots: an off–brand gas station and a motel. 

“And you knew I’d throw a fit about being there without any internet…” I said, crossing my arms.

“Maybe,” Mom said, her smile turning apologetic. “But it’s going to be a lot of fun! I used to come to the lake house all the time with your granddad. There are trails through the woods for hiking, trees for climbing, and the lake is stocked so you can fish or swim. Heck, there’s even a horse stable, just up the road!”

I stared at her, dumbfounded. “Mother, you’ve met me, correct? Your only daughter? You know I don’t like the outdoors… like, at all.” I had hoped to spend some of my summer learning to code video games so I could start a project with my best friend, Cyrus, once school started. Or working on a movie script. I was going to make the coolest mystery movie the world had ever seen. That’s what I wanted to spend the summer doing. Not facing ticks, leeches, mosquitos, and whatever other bloodsucking creatures hid in the woods.

“Don’t be a spoilsport,” she said with a playful roll of her eyes. “I thought you’d be excited! Especially about the horse riding.”

“I mean, yeah, I like riding horses, but we haven’t done that since I was little. And, like, the rest of it sounds like bugs and broken ankles. Possibly death.”

“Well, you won’t die, at least.” 

“Oh, but it’s okay if I break my ankle?” I cried. 

Mom couldn’t hide her grin. “Paige, I’m sure both ankles will be intact when we leave.”

“I don’t believe you.”

Mom pulled off the chert road and onto a far bumpier gravel road. It was hardly a road at all, more a line of dust and rocks that was crowded on each side by trees and shrubs. The car bounced and jolted as we drove deeper into the woods, and I thought my teeth were going to break apart from clattering together. I worried that my life was a horror movie and this was the moment that we should turn around before we met our horrible, untimely demise.

“Okay, okay, I knew you wouldn’t be thrilled by the idea of spending the summer outside and without internet,“ Mom conceded, “so I do have one more surprise for you. One that I know you’ll like.”

“Is it a puppy?” I asked, gripping the seatbelt as the car hit a pothole. Was it a pothole if we weren’t even on a road? Was it just a really deep puddle at that point?

“No, not a puppy,” she said with a smirk, seemingly unfazed as the car bounced back up. “You’ll like this surprise, I promise.”

Even though I wanted to be grumpy, I couldn’t help the excitement fluttering in my chest. Mom was pretty good at knowing what I liked, even if the lake house sounded like a bad idea all around. 

The trees slowly thinned as the gravel road wound around a small hill, and the thick foliage overhead broke, letting in warm, golden sunshine. As we crested the top of the hill, the trees cleared and the house came into sight. It was an adorable cottage with a wraparound porch and a newer–looking garage attached to it. Past the house was a tamed yard, and through the trunks of the trees I saw glittering lake water.

I had to admit that seeing the house made me feel better about the whole summer. When Mom had said a ‘lake house,’ I had imagined a shambling little shack on the edge of a swamp, but this seemed modern. It probably even had electricity, which had been on my list of doubts. 

Mom pulled up to the garage, and as soon as we were parked, I unbuckled and stumbled out of the car, groaning. My everything ached from the long trip. I threw my arms out in a glorious stretch, taking in the smell of wet earth and water. As Mom climbed out of the car, I wandered to the line of trees and let out an appreciative whistle as I got a better view of the lake.

It was huge. The water spread in all directions, reflecting the trees lining the shore and the cloudless, blue sky. Sunlight sparkled across its surface like a thousand tiny diamonds. 

“Wow,” I breathed. “That’s sure something.”

“This whole place is beautiful,” Mom said from behind me. “See? It isn’t that bad.”

“I guess not,” I admitted. I heard a noise coming from the direction of the house and strained to listen. It was my name being called.

“Paige! Paige, you’re finally here!” the voice came more clearly. 

I turned around to see a person, all tangled limbs and dark skin, rushing down the porch steps. I gasped in delight. “Cyrus?” 

Cyrus was my best friend in the whole world. We’d been best friends since second grade, when we’d bonded over a moth that looked like a Pokémon. I ran toward him and we crashed into a tight hug in the middle of the driveway. “You took forever!” he said, squeezing me before letting me go. “I’ve been dying for you to get here so we could look around! This place is awesome.”

“What are you doing here?” I asked, turning to look at Mom, who was walking toward us.

“I’m staying with you on vacation! Mom and Dad had a business trip, so your mom said I could stay here!”

“You’re staying the summer with us?” I squealed. Mom gave Cyrus a hug, attempting to contain her mischievous smile. “Mom, this was my surprise?”

“It sure is!” she said. “I hope you weren’t waiting too long, Cyrus?”

“Not too long, Misses Young,” Cyrus said, smiling sheepishly. “The door was locked, though.”

“Oh, gosh, I’m so sorry,” Mom said, fumbling with her pockets for her keys. “Well, let’s get you inside. I’m sure we’re all ready for lunch.” 

She trotted up the porch steps, Cyrus and I on her heels, and soon found the key she was looking for. After unlocking the front door, we pushed inside. Cyrus told me all about the squirrels he had seen as we kicked off our shoes. The interior of the cottage was charming with decorations that were old, but in a cute grandma sort of way. It smelled faintly of mothballs, and dust danced in the sunlight coming through the windows. Mom stepped from the mudroom into the small kitchen and pushed open the window above the sink.

On the kitchen table there was a gift basket wrapped in cellophane. I picked up the cardstock tag attached, reading it. “Who’s Randall?” I asked.

Mom chuckled, moving beside me to look over the basket. “Randall was one of your grandad’s old friends. He’s the sheriff, he knows everything that goes on in this town. Including who rents this lake house, apparently.”

“Probably not hard to know what’s going on in a town with a population of six whole people and a bunch of horses,” I teased.

Mom wrinkled her nose at me, beginning to unwrap the basket. Inside was a bottle of sparkling juice, cheese, crackers, trail bologna, and some wrapped chocolates. “Well, it was quite nice of Randall to provide us lunch, I think.”

“We’re going to explore the house while you cut that up,” I said to Mom, grabbing Cyrus’s wrist.

I pulled him from the kitchen into the next room, which was a bare–bones living room. There was an old, faded couch, a few stocked bookshelves, a coffee table, and a wooden stand with an old TV that still had a VCR built into it. 

In the living room there was a set of wooden stairs, and we climbed them to the second floor of the house. There were three bedrooms, each decorated rather specifically—one with airplanes, one with fish, and one with space–themed stuff—and a bathroom in the hallway. We made our way back downstairs, just as Mom was setting out the plates and cups. 

Cyrus and I plopped down and shoveled down the lunch. I was ravenously hungry. Mom hadn’t packed nearly enough road trip snacks. Scarfing down the crackers and cheese, I looked around the kitchen. There was a funny–looking rooster clock on one wall and hanging across from it was a painting of fruit in a bowl. It was the same style as other paintings I had noticed hanging throughout the cottage.

“That,” Mom said, pointing as she finished her last bite of food, “your grandad actually did. In fact, he painted all of the pictures in the house.”

“I didn’t know that!” I said, standing up and peering at the swirling signature in the corner. I didn’t know a lot about my grandfather, actually. Mom didn’t often talk about him. In fact, she’d said more about him today than she had in a long time. The only thing I really knew was that he was an artist like Mom, and she’d loved him a lot before he died.

“Well, let’s get that stuff out of the car, then we can relax,” Mom said, dusting cracker crumbs off of her jeans. We followed her outside to the car as she continued, “I was thinking after dinner we could pick some berries to have with the ice cream I packed. There are some bushes not far from the house.”

“Okay!” Cyrus and I agreed enthusiastically. We helped her unload the bags from the car, and I slung them over my shoulders as Cyrus helped Mom tag–team the cooler full of food. 

Once everything was inside, Mom began unpacking while Cyrus and I took stuff upstairs and picked rooms. I wanted the space–themed room and he took the fish room. After dropping our stuff off, we returned to the living room and rooted through the TV stand, looking for hidden treasures. There were a bunch of folk CDs and cassettes from the 80‘s. We also found some old VHS tapes—classics like Mary Poppins and Alice in Wonderland, and even some old recordings of The Joy of Painting. 

After a little while, Mom stepped into the living room, basket in hand. “Let’s go get some berries, then I’ll start on dinner. Food’s all put away.”

We followed Mom outside and away from the house, toward the thick trees. It wasn’t long before we found a patch of thorny berry bushes, bursting with raspberries and blackberries. “Perfect!” Mom said, grabbing a handful of berries off the bush. She popped a few in her mouth. “Mmmm.”

“Ew! Mom!” I shuddered. “There could be bugs in those!”

“Nah, try some!” Mom said, holding out a few to Cyrus and I.

“No, thank you, Misses Young,” Cyrus said. “I’ll wait until they’re washed, if that’s alright.”

“Your loss,” Mom said, tossing more in her mouth. 

“Y’know, I don’t think it is, Mom,” I joked, carefully pulling berries off of the tendrils and putting them in the basket. “‘Cause I don’t want to eat bugs.”

“It’s just protein,” she said around another mouthful.

Cyrus looked queasy. “Can we maybe talk about something else?” he groaned.

Mom and I laughed, but we changed the conversation. Once the basket was full and our hands were stained in splotches of red and purple, we started back toward the house. 

Through the trees at the edge of the lake, the sky had turned colors. Cyrus and I ran up to the tree line and stared out, breathless. The sun kissed the water on the horizon line, turning everything a beautiful swath of pinks, oranges, and reds.

“Wow,” Mom said, joining us. “Isn’t that just beautiful? I definitely need to paint one of these sunsets before we leave.”

I wondered if she really would paint the sunset. She was a children’s book illustrator, but she hadn’t been able to paint anything for a while. I hoped she would, even if it was just a painting of a sunset. After a second, Mom turned and went back to the cottage without another word.

“There’s something special about this place,” Cyrus murmured, staring far out. “I can feel it.”

I tried to find what he was feeling. Mosquitos dove at my bare ankles and buzzed in my ears. I felt nothing interesting, except pretty itchy. 

“Well, I feel like a four–course buffet, so I’m going inside.” I hurried to follow Mom inside, leaving Cyrus staring at the sunset in wonder.








  
  
Chapter 2






Cyrus and I helped Mom make a quick dinner, then we had vanilla ice cream and berries for dessert. After cleaning up the kitchen, Cyrus and I went upstairs to our rooms to unpack. The unpacking shouldn't have taken long, but I was exhausted from the long road trip. It took me nearly an hour to hang my clothes in the musty closet, throw some of my books and doodling supplies on top of the bookshelf, and make my bed properly. 

Once I finally got everything unpacked, I took a bath and changed into pajamas as Cyrus and Mom played chess downstairs. I could hear Cyrus getting his butt kicked by Mom. She was great at chess. So good, in fact, that I refused to play with her. 

After what must have been a particularly crushing defeat, Cyrus joined me upstairs to brush his teeth for bed. As Cyrus and I brushed our teeth, the reflection of my Mom popped in the mirror. “Want me to wake you up at any specific time tomorrow?” she asked, leaning into the bathroom.

I spit toothpaste into the sink. “Nah,” I said. “We’ll just get up whenever. Yeah, Cyrus?”

“Yeah,” he said around his toothbrush.

“You look like you’ve got rabies.” I laughed as bubbles slipped down his chin.

“Well, don’t talk to me while I’m brushing my teeth!”

Mom chuckled at us and stepped out, moving toward what would be her room for the summer. After we finished brushing our teeth, I went to Mom’s room to hug her goodnight. She was busy unpacking pads of paper and palettes of watercolor paint.

Her room was the aviator–themed one. Model airplanes hung from the ceiling, and the paintings on the walls were of open skies and sunsets like the one we’d seen. It also seemed to serve as some sort of drawing room, with a big desk, a bookshelf, and a drawing board.

“Goodnight, Mom,” I said.

Mom paused her unpacking and gave me a quick hug. “Goodnight, love bug. I’ll be up a little longer if you need anything, okay?”

“Alright.” I gave her one last wave before going to my room. 

It was always a little strange sleeping in a new room. It smelled dusty and felt drafty in ways my room at home wasn’t. But when I snuggled under the covers and grabbed my favorite stuffed animal, a purple unicorn I’d named Clip–Clop when I was three, I felt a little better. 

It wasn’t long before I fell asleep.


      [image: image-placeholder]I opened my eyes to darkness.

I wasn’t quite sure what had woken me up, but the air felt different. It was heavy and hot, and weird animals cried out in the night somewhere. I rolled onto my back and stared up at the ceiling, trying to find sleepiness again. A few ancient glow–in–the–dark stars were stuck to the ceiling, struggling against the darkness. 

I turned to my other side, unable to get comfortable. The bed was a little stiff and the blankets were scratchy. Under the door, a little bit of flickering, orange light bled in, and if I strained, I could hear Cyrus snoring. Well, at least someone could sleep. 

I pushed myself out of bed and the floorboards creaked as I tiptoed to the door. I slipped through, into the half–dark hallway. The orange light was coming from Mom’s room. I could see that her door was slightly ajar, so I peeked through.

The light came from a lit candle that sat on the bookshelf. Mom was at the desk, staring at blank pieces of watercolor paper, her fingers twisted in her blonde hair. Dark circles ringed her eyes, and she seemed to have more wrinkles in the candlelight. She was wearing her bathrobe and slippers, like she had gone to bed and then gotten back up.

The floor creaked, betraying me. Mom sat up, looking startled. “Paige?” she whispered. I opened the door and slipped inside the room. “What are you doing up, honey?”

“I can’t sleep,” I confessed. “Why’re you up?”

Mom sighed, her shoulders slumping. “I was hoping that I’d be able to paint something, but… Well, nothing's coming.”

I moved to sit on the floor beside the drafting stool she was perched atop. I knew what she was talking about. She was having a horrible case of “art block.” No matter how hard she tried, or how badly she wanted to, she just couldn’t seem to make her hands and brain create something. She’d had it for quite a while. In fact, I couldn't remember the last thing she'd been able to make. I'd heard from family friends that it'd been a lot easier for her to create when I was young and Dad was alive and Grandpa was around, but I couldn't remember those times.

Mom’s hand drifted from her hair to pat the top of my head gently, and she didn't say anything more. I looked at the blank papers, then at the big painting sitting above the drawing board. It was a beautiful image of the lake, but with something that wasn’t on the lake: a big lighthouse.

“Your grandpa painted that one," Mom said, following my gaze. I knew that. She'd said all the paintings in the house were his. But I didn't tell her that. I liked when she told me about Grandpa. “Y’know, I used to do some of my best work here.” She said it like she was joking, but I didn’t get the joke. “I used to sit on the floor and draw with crayons while Dad painted.” 

“So, why’d he paint a lighthouse?” I asked, hugging my knees and leaning against Mom’s leg.

“He always said he could see things in the woods that nobody else could. It’s that whole ‘being a writer’ thing. This was… a lighthouse for ferrets, or something like that.”

“Ferrets don’t live in these woods, do they?”

Mom chuckled. “No, they definitely don’t. But he made up stories like that all the time…” Mom’s tone turned sad, and she stared at nothing.

We fell into silence, each with our own thoughts. Mom had talked more about my granddad since we’d gotten to the lake house than I’d ever heard her say before. I wondered why she was being so open about it. I wanted to ask questions, to learn more about him. But the sadness that crept into her eyes every time she talked about it made me hesitate.

Finally, Mom whispered, “You oughta get more sleep, Paige. How about I make some tea?”

“Okay, Mom.”

She stood up and stretched, then grabbed the candle off of the bookshelf. I followed her downstairs to the kitchen where she put the kettle on the stove and got out two porcelain mugs and chamomile tea. I sat down at the table and watched her work.

I had read and heard a lot about ‘melancholy.’ It was a whole thing in the book Because of Winn–Dixie. I’d never really understood it, but in the kitchen with the flickering candlelight, the humid air, Mom’s radiating sadness, and the overpowering smell of old, I wondered if that was melancholy. I wondered if Mom felt melancholy a lot.

She snatched the kettle off the stove before it could whistle, then poured us both steaming cups of tea. She handed me a mug, then sat across from me at the table. 

“I don’t know how Cyrus can just sleep in any random place,” I said, staring at the water.

He’d been like that for as long as I could remember. Our 5th grade school trip was to a camp, and I hadn’t been able to sleep at all the first night. Cyrus, on the other hand, was snoring the moment his head hit the sleeping bag. 

“It’s because his parents travel so much,” Mom explained, sipping carefully at her tea. “He’s just used to being in new places. I never liked sleepovers when I was little, so I get it. But you’ll get used to it eventually.”

I didn’t think she was right, but instead of arguing, I lifted my cup to take a drink. Suddenly, the world flashed brightly with blinding light, making me jump in surprise. The whole house rumbled and I fumbled with the mug, spilling hot water on my hands.

“Paige, are you okay?” Mom gasped, reaching for me as I frantically wiped my hands on my shirt.

Before I could respond, the whole sky seemed to fall. Heavy sheets of rain suddenly poured down, pounding against the roof and rattling the windows. It was like the rain was trying to break in.

“I didn’t know it was going to storm tonight,” Mom said, standing up. “You alright?”

“Yeah, I think—” Another peal of thunder shook the house and the clock on the stove flickered. 

“Oh, shoot,” Mom said, watching the light fade to black. She moved over to the kitchen light and flicked the switch a couple of times. Nothing happened. “Darn it, I forgot the power did that. Shoot. I thought they would have fixed that.”

The rain continued to batter the house, and it felt as if the walls would crumble like paper at any minute. It was hard to hear Mom over the din. She picked up the candle and began to rummage through the kitchen drawers.

She grabbed a box of matches and a few more candles, then waved at me. “Honey, take this into the living room. Looks like we’re out of power ‘til the storm passes.”

“Okay,” I said shakily, taking the candle from her. My heart pounded in my chest as hard as the rain pounded against the sides of the house. I held the candle away from my body and carefully moved into the living room, hoping not to drip hot candle wax on my hands, which were still stinging. I set the candle on a side table, hating the way the flame guttered and threw long shadows across the floor and walls. It made the cottage feel less like a vacation home and more like a haunted house.

The house quaked again, and I held my breath, trying not to burst into tears. It didn't make sense to be afraid of storms, but the urgency to scream was building painfully in my chest, like Mentos thrown in a Coke bottle. The house felt sinister, and it gave me the same feeling that the gravel road did: like someone was going to die. When had I started being so afraid of death?

Mom stepped in from the kitchen, holding another candle. Her free hand fluttered to my arm, and the weight helped to ground me. Mom gave me a quiet smile. “It's okay,” she whispered. Then she glanced up the stairs. “Man, I can't believe Cyrus still hasn't woken up.”

“He can sleep anywhere. I bet he could sleep through a stampede of elephants,” I said, hating how tiny my voice sounded. Mom moved over to the sofa and pushed it closer to the wall, then scooted a trunk against it. “What are you doing?”

“I thought we'd make a fort,” she said, looking over the right angle she had made. She lifted her candle higher, her brow quirking thoughtfully. “Let's get some blankets and pillows.”

I followed Mom up the stairs, which creaked and shifted underneath us. I worried we'd fall right through and crash into some spider–infested basement, but Mom seemed less worried, and that made me feel a little better. Mom grabbed the blankets and pillows off of her bed, then followed me to my room so I could do the same. 

The windows rattled and shook, and wind whistled through cracks in the old walls. I grabbed Clip–Clop, not wanting to leave her all alone in the scary storm, and tucked her under my arm. I felt a little better with her pressed against me. Once back downstairs, we set up a small fort, with a spot for Mom on the couch and a nest of blankets on the floor for me. 

The candle sputtered and flickered, threatening to go out as wind hissed in the old windows, making my chest tight with nervousness. Mom put her hand on my shoulder. “I'd recommend that we watch a movie but,” she said, amusement in her voice, “we don't have power.”

“Thanks for the reminder.”

Something thumped upstairs and we both looked up. The floorboards creaked, and from the top of the staircase we heard Cyrus's sleepy voice call, “Is the world ending?”

“Nope,” Mom called back. “Just a bad storm. Want to come sleep down here?”

“Sure.” Cyrus plodded heavily down the stairs, then looked at our half–built fort and candles. He shrugged to himself and laid on the floor beside me, using my blanket nest as a pillow. Mom and I exchanged glances, and I counted in my head. Twenty–nine seconds after his eyes closed, he was back to snoring loudly. He didn't even cover himself up. That was a new record.

We shared a giggle, and I draped a blanket over Cyrus, then climbed onto the couch with Mom. I leaned against her as she pulled a book off the side table and cracked it open. It smelled musty and the pages were frayed and yellowed. The rain continued to batter the house as Mom read in a soft voice. It was The Chronicles of Narnia. Or, at least, I thought it was. It was hard to hear her over the storm.

After a while, though, the storm began to ease up. The house no longer felt like it was going to fold in on itself, and the thunder grew more and more distant. Mom stopped reading and just held the book, staring into the candlelight. I don't know when it happened, but I eventually dozed off, Mom's arm wrapped around me.
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