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Ama released the red jerrican and wiped her sweaty cheeks with her even sweatier palm. She sighed gratefully as a breeze blew in, tickling her armpits and rattling the branches above her head. The late-August sun had moved a little farther beyond the trees, but she was still uncomfortably sticky. Her legs felt like cinder blocks, and the muscles of her spaghetti-thin arms were on fire.
Still, she was proud of her work. That can had been heavy—so heavy she’d nearly dropped it on her foot when she’d first picked it up, and for a brief moment, she’d considered ditching the idea entirely. How easy it would have been, to hop in the rental car and drive away like the past two days hadn’t happened.
Of course, the voice hadn’t let her. The voice had kept her steady on the path of doing what needed to be done. She’d been as efficient as possible, dousing the entire foundation without spilling a drop on herself in the process.
Satisfied, Ama reached for the book of matches in her pocket and flicked it open with her thumb and index finger. There were ten matches. A nice number, she noted. Probably more than enough. But what did she know? She’d never burned down a building before. Certainly not with someone inside it.
Better safe than sorry.
She started back toward the cabin, landing each footstep as softly as she could. She had no reason to tempt fate, but her curiosity got the best of her. Slowly, Ama poked her head through the left window. Just to take a peek.
His bare feet came into view first. Then his calves, one dangling haphazardly off the couch. His thighs, strong and solid. His—
Do it, Ama.
Ama snapped to attention, memories from the last two days blurring her vision.
She remembered the bloody body on the floor.
She remembered the screams in the middle of the night.
She did not want to remember anything else.
So Ama peeled a match, struck it against the strip, tossed it, then moved on. She did this again and again, retracing her steps around the perimeter until she’d run out of matches.
Only after the flames had climbed up to the windows, burning brighter and brighter still against the jewel-blue sky, did she start toward the car.



Two Days Earlier
Friday
There were a lot of things Ama didn’t do. Pedicures. Dubbed movies. Relish. At the very, very top of her list, though, was nature.
She didn’t do bees. She hated dirt—hated the very idea of being dirty, hated even more the idea of being alone in the dirt. She’d never peed beneath the stars, not even when it was too late to find a proper bathroom and she should’ve been too drunk to care.
Nevertheless, when her boyfriend, Nathan, invited her to his cabin upstate for the weekend, Ama couldn’t say no. She tried not to think about being dirty, thinking instead about the expensive pair of exercise leggings that had been sitting untouched in her drawer for the past year. She thought about how ahead of schedule she was on her latest freelance assignment, and how appealing a temporary change of scenery sounded.
But the biggest draw was Nathan Davis himself.
They’d met just four months earlier, brought together by the only open electrical outlet in an overcrowded SoHo café. Ama had noticed him first—she liked to glance around the room in between drafting paragraphs of marketing copy, because in a strange, paradoxical way, the surrounding bustle kept her in the zone. On that day, however, she’d looked around and lost all train of thought. A handsome Asian man, fresh-faced and focused, had sat down in the chair next to her without her even noticing. He clacked away on his computer like his life depended on it, muttering to himself every few lines.
Ordinarily, the intrusion would have bothered Ama. Sitting next to her had been a weird move on his part, especially since his computer charger cord would have easily reached her outlet from the seat across from her. But then Ama had looked over at him again—really looked at him—and her irritation had eased into a string of questions that she suddenly, desperately, needed answered. What was this man working on? Why was this man’s voice so calming, his posture so damn perfect?
And, most importantly: Why was his ribbed beige turtleneck turning her on?
It was worth noting that, in addition to nature, she also didn’t do turtlenecks on men. Not usually. But for Nathan? She was beginning to think that she would do anything. Their relationship, while still fairly new, felt different from others she’d experienced in the past. It felt . . . enduring. Whenever she and Nathan said goodbye, it seemed as though a piece of her soul were breaking off and grafting itself onto his, and when she saw him again, she always found that piece waiting for her—in the form of tickets for a play he thought she might enjoy or a meal he knew she would love. Which was why, when her new beau invited her to his favorite place on earth during dinner one night, Ama had gazed into his kind hazel eyes, her belly full of good steak and even better bourbon, her heart full of something resembling love . . . and she’d accepted. This could really be something.
It was also why—when Nathan put the Subaru in park and let out a happy, “We’re here!”—Ama turned her head away so he couldn’t see what she was feeling: utter disappointment.
She supposed it was her own doing. Nathan had warned her more than once that his cabin was pretty humble, as recently as during their drive up. “A couple of my architect buddies supervised the logistics, helped me get a really good deal on the land. But I basically built it on my own,” he’d told Ama. “I put everything I had into it too.”
Everything? Ama bit her lip, skeptical. The “cabin” looked more like a squat, single-story shack, dotted with three unornamented windows and a stub for a chimney. A line of haphazardly placed stone slabs formed a shaky pathway that didn’t quite connect to the front door, as though it, too, didn’t want to get too close.
Then there was the small, rectangular building a few feet to the left that made Ama’s stomach dip further than it already had.
Was that an outhouse?
Nathan unbuckled himself and pushed a button to unlock the trunk. “We made pretty good time,” he said, completely oblivious to Ama’s trembling. “The drive up here from Manhattan usually takes four hours.”
She smiled weakly. “And we did it in three!” she managed, eyeing the little structure again. Small talk, she could handle. But an outhouse? An outhouse was just too much. She hadn’t packed any wipes. No Lysol. She was completely unprepared for this.
She began to fan herself with her hand, trying not to hyperventilate. What if she went to use it in the middle of the night and a dead animal crawled out of the toilet?
First of all, dead animals don’t crawl, she thought. Second of all, whoa, Ama. Take a whole fucking breath.
She inhaled deeply, then slowly let it out. She hadn’t said yes to the outhouse, she reminded herself. She’d said yes to Nathan. She’d said yes to seeing him in shorts and tank tops instead of business suits, yes to seeing him surrounded by the green of the trees rather than the drab grays and blacks of the city. Yes to spending forty-eight uninterrupted hours with him in a place where neither Wi-Fi nor the worries of the real world could touch them. Yes, even, to dirt.
And most importantly, yes to what she was almost positive he’d been suggesting when he’d invited her up here in the first place: taking their relationship to a deeper level.
My cabin is my happy place, he’d confessed over dinner. The place I feel the most like me.
A loud rapping sound jolted Ama out of her head. When she looked up, Nathan was grinning at her through the passenger seat window, waving at her to come on. “I’ve got everything,” he called, holding up all the bags they’d packed. “All I need is you.”

Naturally, in the beginning, there had been hiccups.
Nathan, a high-up investment banker, worked seven to seven; Ama, a freelancer, worked whenever anybody else wanted her to. Their apartments were forty-five minutes apart on a good day, and since Ama’s job allowed her more flexibility, she was usually the one bridging this gap. Before she felt comfortable crashing at Nathan’s, this sometimes meant taking the subway home as late as two in the morning, her keys clutched precautionarily in her fist.
On their own, though, those things would have been manageable. Making it all the more complicated was Ama’s best friend, Corie. Corie had many grievances against Nathan.
“And it’s not because he’s Korean,” she’d insisted in the first month Ama and Nathan had started dating.
Ama had raised an eyebrow as she picked up the remote. It was a Wednesday, which meant they’d spend half an hour choosing something to watch before letting Ama’s TV watch them. After catching up on each other’s latest happenings, they would hug goodbye, and Corie would head downtown to her bartending job.
At least, that was the usual sequence of events. On that particular day, however, Corie had seemed interested in fast-forwarding to the “innermost feelings” portion of their hang.
“C’mon, you know I’m all about the swirl,” Corie added, noticing Ama’s silence. “Not in a weird, fetishy way . . . in a you-do-you kind of way. You get what I mean.”
“I get what you mean by that,” Ama said, clicking through trashy TV show after trashy TV show. “But I don’t get why you’re hating on Nathan so much.”
Corie glanced at the TV and turned her thumb down at the newest Real Housewives franchise. “Already seen it. It’s just that Nathan is just so . . . so . . .” She cocked her head and stuck out her tongue. When Ama frowned, not understanding, Corie crossed her arms over her chest, mummy-style, and closed her eyes.
“He’s . . . dead?”
Corie shrugged. “I was gonna say ‘comatose,’ but it’s easier to fake being ‘dead.’”
“Aw, c’mon, Corie . . .”
“That man is just so plain, Ama. Plainer than plain. Like he’s never farted without asking permission first. Like his favorite kind of pizza is cheese. Don’t you worry that after a few months you’ll crave some olives on your slice?”
Odd analogy aside, Ama considered Corie’s point. As far as Ama was concerned, farts were still off limits in her new relationship. She and Nathan had only been together four weeks, which meant they were still in the blissful “pretending” phase. Soon, Ama supposed, they’d feel comfortable doing the things other couples did after being together long enough, like breaking wind in bed or peeing with the bathroom door open.
And yet, Ama had a hard time imagining punctuating their Sunday afternoon snuggle sessions with a fart. Just the week before, on a date at the Met, she’d captioned an artwork, That’s what she said. Her joke had been bad—so bad, she’d found it hilariously ironic—but Nathan had responded with nothing more than an uneasy chuckle. Ama had shaken off the disappointment. All right, so he’s a feminist, she’d thought. Not a bad thing.
“I know he comes off super straight-edge,” she said, “but Jesus, Corie. It’s been a month. He just takes a little more time to open up.”
“And his sense of humor? Dry as that pizza slice. The way he almost choked on his grits when I dropped the N-word at brunch last weekend . . . he’s dating a Black chick but gets squeamish at the word ‘Negro’ being used in jest?”
“All right, so he’s trying to be an ally,” Ama said uncomfortably. “Not a bad thing.”
“He’s just so prim and proper and clean,” Corie continued, looking around the room, “and you’re so . . .”
Ama glanced over at her best friend expectantly. “I know you are not about to talk about my home.”
“I would never!
But, like . . . come on. Are those Monday’s panties over there, or what?”
“Yesterday’s,” Ama snapped, promptly flicking her underwear from the couch onto the floor before resuming her TV search once again. “I’ve been at Nathan’s almost all week. I’ve hardly been home long enough to clean.”
Corie nodded, probably realizing that she should lay off a bit. Making fun of Ama’s latest guy was not new for Corie. Ama taking it personally, however, was. They sat quietly for a while, Ama’s lightly used panties crumpled on the floor between them, until Corie finally spoke again.
“Has he seen your place yet? Or do you only go to his?”
Ama shrugged. It was a valid enough question. She just didn’t feel ready to tell Corie the truth: she liked only going to Nathan’s place. His apartment had a doorman, a functioning elevator, and a penthouse view of the north end of Central Park, while Ama’s apartment had limited sunlight and a faint cheese odor that never went away, no matter how much incense she burned.
“Okay, fine. There’s probably more to the guy than what I’ve seen so far,” Corie conceded. “But I also hope he’s trying to get to know the real you too. Even if your apartment does smells like ass.”
Corie had notoriously quick reflexes, so she was able to scoot away before Ama could whack her on the arm. “Better yet, drag his clean little butt over to Brooklyn so you can get a little of this mess on him. Get some chocolate in his peanut butter, so to speak.”
“You need help,” Ama scolded. But the image of Nathan sitting on her couch in his finest dapper suit, dodging day-old panties, was too much for her to bear. She and Corie howled so loudly that her neighbor banged on the wall for them to be quiet.
“But seriously,” Corie said when they’d finally stopped giggling. “Promise me you won’t just settle because you think you have to.”
Ama knew what Corie meant. She’d dated her fair share of men in the city ever since she’d moved there for college, and while the majority of those relationships had crashed and burned, she’d often reveled in the leftover pieces. She liked having a story to tell afterward. There had been the dancer who never wore underwear—not when he was onstage, not even when he went to the gym. There had been the poet who’d loved Jesus a little too much, and the poet who probably could have benefited from loving Jesus a little bit more. There had been the ceramicist who’d fantasized about bathing her in a tub of clay, and the chef who’d collected basting brushes.
It was a running joke between Ama and Corie that Ama often attracted artsy weirdos. But very rarely did they comment on the fact that—as ironic as it was—she often attracted shallow artsy weirdos. They liked that she lived in a cool neighborhood in an overpriced apartment that she really couldn’t afford. They liked that she was an “aspiring writer,” and, while none of them would admit it, Ama was sure she got extra points for being a Black girl with box braids.
But none of them had bothered getting to know Ama as a person. Not like Nathan had. He thought she was interesting, and not just because of the boxes she checked.
And Ama found Nathan interesting right back. Sure, he wasn’t trying to win a Hugo Award, and she didn’t know much about his childhood. She didn’t know much about what he did at work every day, other than talk to other people who made six-plus figures a year. But there were other things about him that she appreciated—things that she was beginning to value more and more as her thirties marched on. Nathan showed Ama films she’d never seen and played her musicians she’d never heard of. He introduced her to foods and TV shows that she normally avoided, making her rethink her own worldview.
After thirty-two years of comfortably settling into the self that Ama had always assumed she’d eventually become, it was as if Nathan had set a new pair of slippers in front of her and said, Hey, try these. As different and unfamiliar as these slippers were, Ama liked the way they felt. Cozy, safe. Right.
And now, she still felt this way as Nathan guided her to the entrance of the sketchy cabin, her eyes closed, her hand in his. Something jangled. A key. He slid it into the front door and opened it. “Just take two more small steps,” he whispered, his voice a touch ragged, his lips so close to her skin that she could feel his breath on her neck. “Then pause.”
“Why do I feel like I’m being led to my death?” she joked.
“Feel however you want. Just don’t open your eyes until . . . three . . . two . . .”
Nathan released her hand and stepped away. She heard a click. Before she knew it, her feet were off the ground.
“Hey, what are you doing?” Ama giggled, flailing about in his arms, even though she knew exactly what he was doing. She’d never realized how strong his arms were, but she liked it.
“Properly introducing you to my home away from home,” said Nathan. “Go ahead. Open your eyes.”
The bundle of nerves that had taken hold of Ama the moment they’d arrived tumbled out of her chest in the form of sweet, sweet relief. Bathed in the warm, syrupy light of a chandelier, the cabin was much homier inside than it had looked on the outside. A large, buttery leather couch sat in the center of the living room across from an ornate brick fireplace. Aside from these items, everything in sight appeared to be made of wood that gleamed as though it had just been polished: the elliptical coffee table, the towering grandfather clock, the long, skinny planks that comprised the oak floor.
“Did you decorate this place yourself?” Ama craned her neck to get a better look at a kitchen alcove on the far side of the cabin, spotting a sparkling, candy-apple-red Frigidaire.
Nathan nodded proudly.
“It’s perfect,” Ama murmured, taking in the framed photos and knickknacks smattering every wall. She nodded at an old, yellowing map of California that hung above the fireplace. “I feel like I’m in a museum. I don’t know where to begin.”
“Well,” Nathan said, gingerly putting her down, “what would you like to see first?”
Ama thought it over. “I feel like I should ask you about that one . . .”
She pointed at a photo of a smiling Nathan framed by a sherbet-colored sunset. In that photo, his eyes shone brighter than she’d ever seen them shine.
“Oh—wow. Funny you picked that one first.” He hesitated, his cheeks flushing a little. “That’s from Mount Sunday, in New Zealand.”
“It’s a gorgeous photo. When were you there?”
More flushing. “Some time ago. I went with my ex.” More hesitation. Then, finally, “My ex-wife. She was obsessed with The Lord of the Rings, and the movies were all filmed in New Zealand, so . . .”
Nathan petered off as he stared at her, visibly nervous about his confession. He hadn’t told her he’d been married before. But Ama didn’t particularly care—truthfully, it relieved her. She’d once told Corie that part of why she was so into Nathan in the first place was that he gave off heavy husband vibes. He could be so blindingly selfless sometimes, so intent on making sure she was good before worrying about himself. Corie had not deemed this attribute a particularly positive one—“Um, obsessive much?” she’d quipped—but Ama had ignored her.
“Wow. New Zealand. Must have been a . . . fun trip,” said Ama, awkwardly.
“It really wasn’t, to be honest. We were already on the verge of splitting when we bought those plane tickets. I think I thought—we both thought—that a trip would save us.”
“Did it?” she asked, knowing the answer already.
Nathan sighed and shook his head. “Laura ended up staying in New Zealand, and I never heard from her again—just her divorce lawyer.” He regarded the photo again, like he was seeing something only he could see. “We met at Columbia and got married when we were in our early twenties. Too young. She was my first serious relationship. And frankly, my last. I haven’t even really dated since . . . just threw myself into my work, and—”
He cut himself off. “Sorry. Is all of this . . . making you uncomfortable? All this talk about Laura?”
If Ama had bristled, she hadn’t meant to. She was happy Nathan felt comfortable enough to open up to her about stuff like this. “Not in the least,” she said firmly. “I appreciate it.”
Nathan nodded. “That’s why I brought you here. I wanted you to see all these pieces of me that I don’t get to really show back in the city.” He waved an arm at the wall. “This isn’t my childhood home . . . but I feel so comfortable here, it might as well be.”
Before Ama could respond, something else on the wall caught her attention. “Hold up. Is that a knife?”
“That, my dear, is no ‘knife,’” Nathan clarified, following her pointed finger. “It’s a bolo machete. My dad used to take me hunting when I was growing up. I hated it. I was so pasty then. Didn’t like the sun. But it was the only thing he ever really wanted to do with me, so I pretended to like it.”
Ama imagined a ten-year-old Nathan in a hunter’s orange vest, running through the backwoods of California to keep up with his sequoia of a father. She’d never met his dad, nor had she ever overheard a phone conversation between them. But she had come across an old postcard-size photo of Nathan and his parents in his hallway once. She’d also noticed its placement: a few inches away from a closet Nathan never used. His father was blond and burly, with a surly kind of demeanor that made Ama wonder just how, exactly, he’d ended up with such a sweet-faced Korean woman. For some reason, she’d never asked.
“This machete belonged to my dad’s dad. And this,” he said, pointing to the miniature South Korean flag next to it, “was my mom’s. She gave it to me when I was a kid.”
“Aw . . . that’s sweet. I bet your parents are happy you have these mementos up on the walls like this.”
Nathan flinched. “Oh . . . I didn’t tell you? My father died a long time ago. I was still in high school.”
Ama sucked in a quick breath. He hadn’t told her that. Such a detail was the kind she would have filed away instantly, as important as allergies and political inclinations. “Oh my god. I’m sorry. I’m such an asshole.” She tugged at a braid, unsure of what else to say.
“It’s fine. It’s not something I really like to talk about, so . . .”
Ama eyed the machete again. “You must miss him.”
Nathan grunted. “Yeah, um . . . this is a safe space, right?”
“You tell me! You’re the one who built it.”
Nathan chuckled. “In all honesty, I don’t really miss my dad. Not for me, at least. I do miss him for my mom. It’s something I’ve been working through.”
His candor was too attractive not to reward, so Ama grabbed him by the chin and kissed him. “I’m going to start putting the groceries away, if that’s cool?” she said, sensing it was time for a change of subject. “And then you can give me a full tour.”
“Good call. In the meantime, I’ll remove any miscellaneous rodents that might have pooped in the bed while I’ve been away.” He grinned.
Ama frowned at him. “I can’t tell if you’re joking.”
“I’m joking.” Nathan started toward the door on his left, pausing for dramatic effect. “When it’s as hot as it is today, the rodents tend to frequent the bathroom, not the bedroom. They like how cool the tiles are.” He grinned even wider before disappearing.
“Not funny!” But a wide grin of her own spread across Ama’s face as she made her way toward the kitchen, picking up the cooler along the way. Rodents or no rodents, at least she’d get to pee with a roof over her head.

Whether it was Ama’s fed-up bladder, the boiling temperature of the bedroom, or Nathan’s incessant snoring that woke her up, she had no idea. What she did know was that her eyes were open, and all she could see was black.
This level of nighttime was new to Ama, and she didn’t trust it. Even on the darkest of city nights, there was always some spark of light shining somewhere on the block—a playwright toiling away over the next Broadway smash, or a grad school student cramming for an exam. But no such glow seeped through this bedroom’s lone window.
She wasn’t sure she’d ever felt quite this isolated, this alone. It was a peculiar feeling. Paralyzing. Like she had been tucked away in a tiny box at the bottom of the ocean, only to be forgotten about.
She needed to get out of it before she peed herself.
Ama sat up and threw the covers away from her body, wondering why on earth she’d pulled them over herself to begin with. She made a note to open the window on her way back from the bathroom as she felt for the ground with her big toe. A cool rush of relief washed over her the instant her feet made contact with the floorboards. Now that she was fully upright, however, her bladder once again started talking to her—screaming, really—and Ama hastily strained her eyes for some hint of the bathroom door. A shadow, a glinting doorknob. Anything. But all she saw was black.
She would have to light the way with her cell phone, then.
But when she turned and reached for it, she didn’t feel anything. Not the phone. Not the bedside table she’d placed it on. She couldn’t even feel the bed.
Damn.
Ama couldn’t afford to waste much more time. She turned in the direction of where she thought the bathroom was and took one step forward, then another, trying to re-create a mental image of what she’d seen in the sunlight. The bedroom was sizable, and she ambled through the dark helplessly until her hands found a wall, then a doorframe, and, thankfully, an opening. She slid through it, reaching for the light switch only after she’d closed the door. She didn’t want to disturb Nathan.
Although maybe that’s not a half-bad idea, she thought, lowering herself down onto the toilet seat. Maybe it would get him to stop snoring long enough for her to fall back asleep.
The thought washed away as memories of the perfect day they’d had trickled in. After Nathan had given her a tour of each trinket and photo he’d hung around the cabin, they’d packed a couple of sandwiches and gone for a long hike. The clean air and bright sun had done wonders for two bodies that had been cramped in a car all morning, and when they’d returned home a few hours later, they’d made love on the living room couch. It was as comfy as it had looked.
For dinner, Nathan had made fettuccini with garlic and capers and shrimp. Ama had helped by opening a bottle of white wine; then, on a whim, a second bottle. It had been a good idea, because the second bottle had been the thing that pulled embarrassing childhood stories out of each of them: eighteen-year-old Nathan falling off a stage on his way to deliver a valedictorian speech; twelve-year-old Ama bailing on a friend’s sleepover because nobody would kill the spider on the ceiling. By the time they’d finished eating, they were both hoarse from laughing so hard.
Since Nathan had done all the cooking, Ama had cleaned up after. While she’d saturated the dishrag with soap and warm water, Nathan had rummaged around the record cabinet in the living room, calling out names Ama had never heard of: Frankie Avalon, Bobby Rydell, Bobby Vinton. By the time she’d finished with the pots and plates and joined Nathan by the record player, a man with a voice as pure and saccharine as vanilla extract was singing about loving a girl so much that he’d follow her anywhere.
Ama had noted the baby-faced white man on the cover of the album before looking at Nathan, who was singing along quietly, staring into his near-empty glass of wine. “Ricky Nelson?”
Without a word, Nathan had taken Ama’s wine, set both of their glasses on the coffee table, and pulled her into his arms. “My grandma loved these white boys,” he reminisced, swinging left, then right, like they were at a sock hop. “So this is what my mom grew up listening to. And then me. Didn’t do a lot for my street cred,” he joked, “but it did set my expectations for love pretty high.”
Ama had smiled. “That’s funny.”
“Mmm. But you know what’s funnier?”
“What?”
“Imagining what these white boys would have said if they could see me and you right now. If someone told them, ‘Hey! Fifty, sixty years from now, a nerdy Korean dude and a foxy Black lady will be listening to you—dancing to you—and falling in love.’ They’d probably shit their pants.”
Nathan’s cheeks were red from the wine, his words a little slurred. But that didn’t dilute the meaning of what he’d just said.
He was falling in love with her.
After that, they’d been perfectly content with other voices doing the talking, save for the lines that Nathan had sung, softly, in Ama’s ear. When the Ricky Nelson album had finished, Ama asked Nathan to put on another vinyl, then another. They’d swayed for the rest of the evening, Ama occasionally predicting the melody with her own off-tune hums, Nathan smiling with pleasure whether her prediction was wrong or right.
One of the songs, however, had been particularly catchy, and it dawned on Ama that she was now humming it to herself in the bathroom. She chuckled and reached for the toilet tissue, the words I love you playing over and over in her head, when suddenly, it happened.
It started off soft. So soft that Ama thought perhaps the melody was still coming from somewhere inside of herself. But the opening notes of the song she’d just been humming grew louder and louder in her ears until finally, she heard Ricky Nelson himself start singing along with her.
Instinct drawn from years of apartment living spurred her to study the ceiling, then the walls, for the culprit. But this was impossible.
Nathan. It had to be Nathan.
Of course. He must have woken up, heard Ama humming a little too loudly in the bathroom, and then snuck out of the bedroom to play the song nice and loud on the record player.
He was teasing her for liking his old, corny music. And he’d gotten her good.
Ama smiled sheepishly as she flushed the toilet. She turned off the light and flung open the door, the words Very funny about to leave her lips, but stopped short at what she saw. Or, more accurately, what she didn’t see.
The bedroom was still dark.
Nathan was still sleeping. Moreover, his snoring had gotten louder.
And so had Ricky Nelson.
Ama shook her head, dumbfounded. How was Nathan sleeping through this? And who the hell had turned on the record player? She opened her mouth to ask, but an especially loud snore stifled the question. Nathan had gone on and on about how tired he was before they’d gone to sleep, about how many late work nights he’d had to pull that week. He’d passed out within minutes. But before that, he’d locked the front door, not just once but twice. He’d latched the windows too. “I know how you feel about spiders now,” he’d said with a wink.
Would their nearest neighbor walk five miles, then pry open some heavy-duty dead bolts? Ama didn’t think so. It had to be some kind of malfunction. Something must have set it off—a Bluetooth connection, maybe.
Clinging to this notion, she stumbled toward the door that led to the living room, prepared to unplug the record player so she could go back to sleep already. But when she felt for it, her fingers found no knob, no wall. Just air.
Weird. It had to be the darkness. It felt heavier than it had before. Hazy, too, like the cabin had been slowly pumped with carbon dioxide over the last few hours. Or smoke. But that didn’t explain why the cabin itself seemed to have been completely rearranged.
Ama took one more step forward and found the knob.
A wave of balmy, humid air smacked her in the face as soon as she pulled the door open. The source of the heat burned a few feet away in the fireplace, illuminating the room so adequately that she needn’t even feel for the light switch.
Ama wiped her sweaty upper lip with the back of her hand. Mesmerized, she moved closer to the flames, listening to the wood pop and crackle and hiss. The fire’s breath was so heavy, its heat so oppressive, that it had to have been going for hours.
But how? Who?
Something beneath her bare feet interrupted her wondering. She looked down. A pink-and-black-striped heap of clothing was crumpled on the floor. Another striped heap lay a few inches ahead, then another, forming some kind of trail. One that led straight to the fire itself, Ama realized, noting a burning piece of fabric on the topmost log she hadn’t seen before.
She crouched down to the striped fabric by her feet. It was only after she’d picked it up with her thumb and forefinger that she smelled it. A deep, pungent smell. An unmistakable smell.
Blood.
She shrieked and dropped the fabric on the ground, wiping her wet hands on her shorts. That was it—no more playing the good girlfriend, no more dealing with this on her own. She needed help. “Nathan?” she cried, backing away from the fire. “Nathan!”
She’d just turned on her heel for the bedroom when the light flickered on. She rubbed her eyes, quickly drawing her hands away when she remembered the blood. But when she looked down, her hands were completely clean. Her shorts were too.
And the fire? Gone. So was Ricky Nelson. All Ama could hear was Nathan’s loud snores. The bloody clothes were gone, and the hearth appeared untouched.
Ama let out an exasperated sigh. What the actual fuck was that? Was she still drunk? Whatever it was, Ama knew she didn’t want to be in this living room anymore—not at night, and most certainly not by herself.
But she also knew she would kill just for a glass of water.
She stood there, deliberating. Only after she tried to swallow, the dry burn in her throat reminding her of that one time she got mono back in college, did she decide: she’d get in, then get out.
Ama hustled to the kitchen. Once she was sure everything was exactly where she and Nathan had left it earlier, she grabbed a clean glass from the drying rack, filled it with tap water, and took a long, hard-earned sip.
No more hallucinations. Whether it was an observation or a direct command, she didn’t know. But it gave her the strength she needed to finish the glass, exit the kitchen, and brave the living room once more.
It gave her the strength to notice the record player sitting quietly in the corner, the albums neatly packed in the cabinet where they belonged.
And it gave her the strength to run her fingertips over the fireplace bricks as she passed by—cool to the touch.
She was almost to the bedroom. She’d gotten so far. But then something grabbed hold of her legs and kept them there.
The Mount Sunday photo.
She stared up at it. There was Nathan on the hill. There was Nathan, bathed in sunset. There was Nathan, beaming.
But beside him now—bathed in the same sunset, beaming so hard that her teeth showed—was a blonde woman.
Laura?
Ama dug her fingers into her eyes with such forcefulness that they started to burn. This had to be another hallucination.
But when she looked again, the woman was still there. Her teeth were still showing. The joy was long gone from her mouth, though. In its place was an empty, inaudible scream of sheer terror.
Horrified, Ama averted her gaze from the woman’s face to the top half of the woman’s dress. It was pink and black. Striped.
Ama gasped. “No-no-no-no,” she whispered, starting toward the bedroom once again. She needed another glass of water, maybe even four more, but she needed even more to be horizontal.
She’d gotten so close to her goal—the bedroom door was nearly shut behind her—when she heard it. A woman’s voice, high-pitched and barely loud enough to slip through the crack. But slip it did.
Save yourself, Ama.



Saturday
The first thing Ama saw when she opened her eyes was the back of Nathan’s torso, long and tan and ten feet away. The first thing she felt was a blinding, pulsing pain in the back of her head.
“Nathan?”
Saying his name required more effort than it should have. In fact, if Nathan hadn’t wheeled around to wave at her from the kitchen, she might not have known she’d spoken at all.
“Ama! Perfect. Breakfast is just about ready,” he said excitedly. Something on the stove behind him popped and sizzled. The sound turned her stomach, although she didn’t know why. Bacon was her favorite.
Ama slowly turned her head to the right and saw the record player beneath the window. When she looked left, she got a face full of leather cushion. This wasn’t the bedroom. But how . . . ?
“I found you out in the kitchen this morning,” Nathan explained, as though reading Ama’s mind, “so I moved you to the couch. You were out cold. I was starting to get worried.”
“I was . . . in the kitchen?” Ama put a hand to her face and closed her eyes. There were faint ridges on her cheeks, like she’d fallen asleep on top of one of her braids. Her head felt like it might split open as she struggled to sit up.
“Yeah. It was pretty weird. How’d that happen?”
Ama looked over at Nathan again. He’d returned to tending to the skillet. She didn’t love the way he’d asked that question. It hadn’t sounded rhetorical. It had sounded pointed. Deliberate.
“I . . . I’m not sure,” Ama said, her headache creeping into migraine territory. It was the truth. She couldn’t recall how she’d ended up on the kitchen floor. She closed her eyes again, trying hard to remember. Behind her eyelids she saw flashes of black, heard Nathan’s loud snores. But so much was missing.
“Did you . . . hear noises last night, or something?” Nathan asked.
Ama’s eyes snapped open. Again, something in Nathan’s question hadn’t sounded quite right. She waited for him to elaborate, but when he didn’t, she said, “Like what?”
Nathan shrugged. “It took me some time to get used to the sounds here. Especially at night. All the city sounds we get back home . . . the quiet here can be almost deafening.”
“Yeah. I really don’t remember last night. I was so out of it . . . but I do remember feeling very hot at one point. Feverish.”
He nodded and looked at her. “Probably all that wine we had. Maybe you went to get some water and then just, I don’t know—passed out?”
That sounds right. The three words were perched right there on the tip of her tongue, but she couldn’t get them to leave. Because what Nathan had suggested didn’t sound right. Ama didn’t just “pass out.” Not from drinking, at least. She took pride in how aware of herself and her surroundings she always was, even if it sometimes meant being a little paranoid. That was why she’d been so relieved when Nathan locked the cabin up tight the night before. And it was why she was so frustrated that she still couldn’t remember how she’d ended up on the kitchen floor.
“Here, I’ll get you a glass of water,” Nathan said. “You look like you could use it.”
Ama watched him put down the fork, grab a glass, and fill it up. She watched him walk it over to her, concern furrowing his eyebrows.
“Thanks, baby.” Ama gave him an I’m doing better already smile and closed her eyes so she could savor every bit of coolness the water had to offer.
When she opened her eyes again, Nathan was still staring at her.
“What?”
Nathan held up his hands. “Nothing! Just worried about you is all. Here, I’ll get you a refill.”
“Oh. Sorry.” Ama hadn’t meant to sound so irritable. She handed him the glass and smiled even bigger than she had before. “Hey, let’s maybe keep all the windows open tonight.”
“Definitely. I would hate for whatever happened last night to happen again.”
Ama nodded as she raised herself up from the couch. She was already feeling a little better. Planting her feet in a wide stance, she slowly lowered her torso down into a nice, long stretch, putting her face against her thigh.
“Want some coffee too? It should still be pretty hot.”
“That sounds delightful.” She grasped one ankle and stayed there. “Thanks, baby.”
“Of course.”
Ama relaxed as she listened to him putter around the kitchen, opening the fridge, pulling out a spoon, taking the cap off the milk carton. Back in the city, Nathan had always been more than comfortable moving about the kitchen, choosing to make breakfast or dinner rather than order takeout, more than any other New Yorker she’d ever met. More than any other guy she’d ever met, period.
But now he wasn’t just serving her. He was taking care of her. Making her bacon, coffee. And it felt nice.
Ama reached for her other ankle, calmness settling into every joint in her body until two whispered words disturbed it.
Save yourself.
Ama shot upright, the glass of water she’d just gulped down threatening to bubble back up. But the fragments of the night before made an encore appearance instead. Heat—intense, raging heat. Flames—too hot and too high, lapping up something other than wood. Something striped.
And blood. On her shorts. On her hands.
Everything was spinning now—her stomach, the room, even Nathan, as he gingerly laid the pieces of bacon on a paper towel—but her eyes found the photo immediately.
Ama’s breath came out in one long, steady stream. There was Nathan, alone on Mount Sunday. Blissfully, beautifully, alone.

The rest of the morning went by as smoothly as any other they’d spent together in the city. The sun shone even hotter than it had the day before, so they agreed to keep their walk short and sweet, taking a nearby path that wrapped around a tiny, twinkling lake. Their conversations drifted from observational to personal to pensive, an endless canopy of trees affording them a sense of privacy they’d both earned as city dwellers.
With each passing hour, Ama felt the knot of anxiety brought on by her peculiar fever dream unfurl. It helped that the only voices she’d heard since that morning belonged to her and Nathan.
“It feels nice to be out here,” she confessed to him later that evening, as he chopped a head of lettuce across the table. “I feel . . . centered, walking around out here.”
Nathan smiled warmly. “I’m really glad to hear that. This place always makes me feel the same way. And see this?” He presented her with the skin of his arm. “I’m almost at your level.”
Ama rolled her eyes. “I think you’d need another month out here before you’re even close.” She laughed. But all that sun had granted Nathan a subtle bronze hue. It suited him, as did the tight white undershirt he was wearing.
Nathan laughed too as he slid the strips of lettuce into a bowl. Ama watched him reach for a dish of rinsed cherry tomatoes, pleasantly surprised when he squeezed her hand first.
“I love how close I feel to you. It means a lot to me, Ama. Having you out here, inside my . . .” He held up his hands, shaping the air into an imaginary globe. “My world. It feels . . . magical.”
The L-word again. Ama perked up. “When’s the last time you were out here?”
Nathan hummed. “Almost two years. I used to make it a point to come out here five, six times a year. It was sort of a . . . a mental health thing for me, I guess. I’d come out here, detox from all the real-world bullshit, then go back to the city breathing a little easier.” He paused. “I’m thinking of coming out here more often again. We should come out here more often. I already feel recharged and ready to get back to work.”
Ama considered the strange hallucinations she’d had. The strange voice that had sounded so, so real. “I’m not sure I can say the same,” she admitted.
Nathan waved it off. “You’re tired. We spent a lot of time in the sun today—you’ll sleep better tonight. You look ready for bed right now.”
“I hope so.” Ama yawned.
“You know, a little wine might help too.” He jutted an elbow at her glass of cabernet sauvignon, which had sat untouched for the last thirty minutes. “Not feeling this one?”
Ama shrugged, feigning fascination in the bottle. She’d liked the sip she’d tried, and the grogginess she’d felt earlier that morning had subsided. She just didn’t know if she wanted to drink again tonight, lest she suffer another nasty hangover in the morning. And she definitely didn’t want to experience any more of those bizarre, baffling nightmares.
“I’ll have my wine with dinner. I’m still feeling a little . . .” She trailed off, unsure how to explain.
Nathan frowned. “You seemed okay earlier.”
“I was,” she rushed to say. “And I am.”
“A little too much nature for my city girl, huh?”
Heat rose defensively to her cheeks. “It has nothing to do with that. Like I said, I’ve been enjoying myself out here. I’m just . . . being careful. Seems like I don’t bounce back the way I used to.”
“Okay, Grandma,” Nathan teased. “More for me then.”
He made a move for her glass, but Ama snatched it away before he could take it.
“Nice try.” She smirked, holding it up victoriously. She gave a tiny salute, then downed it in one gulp.

A scream awoke her that night—bloodcurdling and hellish, and heavy as lead, like something massive had taken a seat on her chest.
Ama sat up in bed and gasped, waiting for the line between nightmare and reality to reassert itself. Nathan lay nearly motionless beside her, snoring wheezily.
The room was unbearably hot, even though they’d opened the windows before going to bed. Ama ran a hand from her hairline down to the tips of her braids, and her palm came away slick with sweat. Her clothes were drenched too.
Water. She needed water.
She hopped out of bed, readier to feel her way through the darkness than she’d been the night before. She’d inched halfway to the bedroom door when something stopped her. Déjà-vu, she thought at first. But then . . .
Music.
No, no, no, Ama thought as Ricky Nelson sang about following his love to the ends of the earth.
This couldn’t be happening. Not again.
She smacked herself in the face.
The music kept playing.
She pinched herself in the place where her hips and torso met, her long nails digging into the skin.
The music grew louder. But now, there was something else.
A scream. A slap.
A voice on the other side of the door. You fucking bitch. You crazy fucking bitch.
Nathan. Even as she heard him breathing on the left side of the bed, Ama knew it was Nathan.
She also knew it didn’t make sense, so she held her right wrist up to her mouth. She bit down, hard. Hard enough to break the skin. She wanted to make it make sense. Wake up, she told herself. Wake up, wake up, wake up.
But when her hand fell back to her side, she was still standing there in the dark, breathing real air, hearing real music coming from the other side of the door. She was sure of it.
Or was she?
If she went back to bed and covered her head with her pillow, maybe the music would stop. Maybe she would fall back asleep and wake up where she was supposed to.
Or maybe not.
Ama took a deep breath, hurried across the room, and yanked open the door. She desperately needed to prove herself wrong. She desperately needed to know what—or who—was on the other side.
This time, a wave of coolness greeted her. There was no heat. No fire. Just darkness.
Ama felt for the switch that she’d hit when they’d sat down to play cards before bed. Except it wasn’t there. Nor was the wall. And the doorway she’d just stepped through—that was gone too.
She couldn’t even hear Nathan breathing.
“Nathan?” she called, but only Ricky Nelson responded. Nothing could keep him away from his love, he sang. She was his destiny.
It dawned on Ama only then, in the cool, cavernous night, how disturbing this song actually was. How unsettling it was that someone would teach their child to love this song. This was what she contemplated as she pushed forward—not the sudden loneliness she felt, not even the strangeness of what was happening all around her—but the fact that Ricky Nelson would swim the deepest depths of the ocean just to have the woman he wanted.
With each step, the singing grew louder, and Ama grew surer that moving toward the sound was the right thing to do. This is real, she thought. This is happening. She wasn’t drunk. She had barely a full glass of wine in her system, and now here she was, moving through the dark, music pulsing loudly in her ears.
What did begin to unsettle her, however, was the number of forward steps she’d been granted. Four steps turned into four more, five more, fifteen more. Not once did she feel the couch, the record player. She never smacked into the opposite wall. She just kept on, walking faster and faster for what felt like years and years, the rising tide of music the only sign that she was getting closer to . . . what, exactly?
Her answer stubbed her in her bare left big toe.
Ama recoiled, her breath verging on the impossible. Something was blocking her path. She tried going left around it but walked straight into a wall. The same thing happened when she tried going right.
She was trapped.
The realization settled in just as a warm liquid started to pool between her toes. She yelped, nearly slipping, but the nearby wall afforded her balance. It also gave her a light switch.
She flicked it, found that breath she’d been looking for, and glanced down.
Laura.
It seemed, at first, like she was sleeping. Her eyes were closed, her blonde hair fanned out all around her, and she was in the position that Ama herself often drifted off in: on her side, her bare legs curled up almost to her chest. If not for the red splotches, her striped dress might have even been mistaken for a nightgown.
But then the woman’s white hand reached up to her throat, her eyes fluttering open as she struggled to eke out one clear command.
Save yourself, Ama.
Ama reeled back like she’d been hit, her left heel landing on something cold and sharp and wet.
Nathan’s machete, covered in blood.
Ama screamed so hard her abdomen throbbed. She crumpled to the floor in pain and covered her face with her hands. Make it stop, she begged. Make it all stop. She didn’t want to be here anymore. Not in this hallway. Not in this cabin. Not in her mind.
Make it stop, make it stop, make it—
“Ama? Ama! What’s wrong?”
Ama froze. She opened her eyes one at a time, then removed her hands from her face.
The living room was back. The body and the machete were gone. It was now just her and a very concerned Nathan.
“I’m here,” she mumbled, running her hand across the floorboards. “But the blood . . . it’s gone!”
“What blood?” Nathan squeezed her shoulder. “What happened? You were screaming your head off just now.”
“I didn’t . . .” She paused, embarrassed and unsure how to continue. “I think I was having a bad dream.”
Nathan nodded. “What did you see?”
Ama expected a patronizing stare when she looked up at her boyfriend’s face. But that wasn’t what she saw. Nathan appeared more concerned than alarmed, and when he spoke again, his voice was calm and steady. “Ama, I need to know.”
She shook her head. I’m going to sound crazy, she thought, but then she really listened to what he’d just said. He wanted to know what she’d seen. As though he was already prepared to believe her.
It took me some time to get used to the sounds here, he’d said during breakfast. Especially at night.
Ama’s voice trembled when she finally spoke again. “Remember how you found me in the kitchen? I didn’t remember how I’d gotten here. But I . . . I remember now.” She pulled Nathan onto the floor. She needed to feel him next to her before she continued. “I got up in the middle of the night to grab some water. Except when I did, everything out here was completely different.”
In a whisper, Ama went on to tell him about the fire in the fireplace and the Ricky Nelson song coming from the record player. She told him how quickly both of these things had disappeared. But she left out the changed photo, the machete, and his ex-wife. Telling Nathan that she’d seen his last serious partner bleeding to death would definitely set off a few alarms. Plus, there was that small, niggling suspicion that had started to creep up the back of her neck, making her wonder . . .
No. Keeping some things to herself felt right, and any semblance of feeling right appealed to Ama. Especially after these couple of nights she’d had.
When she finished, she trained her eyes on the shiny, clean machete on the wall, too afraid to face what Nathan must be feeling.
But to her surprise, he didn’t tell her she needed help. He didn’t even stare at her blankly. He ran his hands through his disheveled hair and groaned.
“What?” Ama asked, confused. “Why aren’t you freaked out by this?”
“Laura.” Nathan slammed his fist onto the floor.
Ama cringed. “What does your ex-wife have to do with anything?”
“She used to say that this place freaked her out. She sometimes saw . . . strange things here.”
“Strange things like what?”
“She said . . .” Nathan’s voice caught in his throat. Ama studied his pained expression, growing even more confused when it collapsed into a smile. “Laura used to say that she saw my father . . . dying. She spent months trying to convince me she saw him. Completely ridiculous stuff. I mean, I’ll admit I’ve experienced some pretty intense things out here . . . inner peace. Transcendence, even. But ghosts? That’s crazy.”
Less than forty-eight hours earlier, Ama would have agreed. People see what they want to see, she would have said.
But now . . . now she wasn’t so sure.
Ama pushed herself up with her right hand, the pain from her self-inflicted bite climbing the length of her arm. “I wonder if it’s . . . the cabin? I’ve never sleepwalked before. I’ve never passed out before. And I’ve never had such clear visions before. They were so real. I could feel the heat, and hear the music, and . . . that’s only happened to me here.”
Nathan stared up at her for a long time, his eyes narrowed, his mental gears clearly working through something. After apparently reaching a conclusion, he finally rose to his feet too. “There’s some sleeping stuff in the medicine cabinet,” he declared, and with that, he started toward the bathroom.
“For who?” Ama cried, hurrying after him. “Me? I don’t need sleeping pills!”
“Just try them for one night. They’ll help you get a really good night’s sleep, and then tomorrow, we can talk about this some more.”
Nathan had his work voice on. The words sounded so reasonable in his mouth that Ama followed him into the bathroom and almost let him drop the two tiny white pills in her hand.
Almost.
“I don’t want a good night’s sleep,” she said as reasonably as she could manage. “Didn’t you hear what I just said? I think there’s something seriously wrong with this cabin. I think we should go home right now. I don’t like it here, Nathan.”
Nathan whirled around and peered down at the hand Ama had placed on his wrist. His eyes churned with something Ama had never seen before. Hurt. But she was seeing something else there too. Abandonment?
No, worse—resentment.
My cabin is my happy place. The place I feel the most like me.
Nathan took her hand and slowly removed it from his wrist. The gesture required minimal effort, but Ama could feel a current hovering just beneath the surface of his fingertips. Like he might grab her right back. Like he might even be capable of wielding a machete. “Please,” he said through gritted teeth. “Laura couldn’t understand what this place means to me. But I thought you would.”
He held out his palm again. “Just try these pills tonight. For me.”
Ama bobbed her head slightly. She was too terrified to do anything else.
Nathan exhaled. “Good. Tomorrow night, we’ll be back in my apartment. Things will go back to normal then. I promise. Okay?”
They locked eyes for one more painful moment. Finally, she snatched the two pills from his hand and made her way back to the bed.
Nathan fell asleep with his face in her neck and his free arm wrapped tightly around her waist. He held on like this for hours, until bits of early-morning sun finally began to filter through the window.



Sunday
Nathan was uncharacteristically quiet the next morning. There was no whistling, no cheerful puttering around the kitchen. Apart from an obligatory good-morning kiss, he barely seemed to notice Ama’s existence.
Ama, on the other hand, manufactured as much normalcy as she could. “Looks delicious,” she cooed into the steaming plate of home fries Nathan placed on the table. “Thanks, baby.”
“Of course.” He spooned some potatoes onto her plate, then his. “How’d you sleep?” he asked stiffly.
It was exactly what she’d been hoping he would ask, ever since he’d foisted those sleeping pills on her. “I had this wild dream,” she began, launching into the story of Ricky Nelson and the fireplace once again. “And then, after that, I dreamed that you woke up and found me screaming on the living room floor.”
Nathan stared at her, wide-eyed. “You . . . dreamed all that?”
“Yeah. God, it felt so real.”
He buttered his toast, still eyeing her. “Then what happened?”
Ama finished her coffee, pretending to be lost in thought. Finally: “I can’t remember anything besides that. It was all pretty trippy.”
Ama watched as Nathan stared down at his plate, silently processing this information. She hoped she’d done a good job pretending she didn’t remember their conversation about Laura. She needed time to piece together what was really going on in this cabin—what had really happened to Nathan’s ex-wife, and what had maybe even happened to his father.
The only way she knew how to do this was to play dumb and leave Laura out of it. But would he buy it?
Nathan picked up his toast, took a bite, chewed, then took another bite. When his eyes finally met hers again, their sparkle had returned, and she knew that he believed her. Hell, he probably wanted to wish away last night’s conversation, pills and all, even more than she did.
“Well, it all sounds pretty trippy,” he agreed, his tone markedly more chipper. “More coffee?”
“I’d love that, thanks.” With her free hand, Ama handed him her empty mug. Her other hand was still clenched in her lap, as it had been for the last half hour.
It was an act far tougher than it should have been—almost as tough as pretending she’d gotten a full night’s sleep. Whenever Nathan’s eyes weren’t on her, it took everything in her power to keep her own eyes open. Ama hadn’t slept at all the night before. She’d hidden the pills Nathan had given her in her pillowcase the second he’d started snoring again, and these same pills were now crushed up in her hand. She felt like shit, thanks to that creepy stalker song that had kept her up all night. But it was better than the alternative. Who knew what kind of strange things she might have seen if she’d actually fallen into a deep sleep?
Nathan finished pouring her cup of coffee. “Can you grab the milk from the fridge, hon?” she asked sweetly.
Ama had shoved the carton way into the back of the fridge earlier when he wasn’t looking. When Nathan turned to retrieve the carton, Ama swiftly sprinkled the pill powder into his steaming mug of black coffee. The first bits dissolved instantly, but she didn’t have time to see what happened to the rest. She could only hope Nathan didn’t take another sip right away.
“Thank you,” she said, accepting the milk carton from him with her now-empty hand. “These potatoes are so good. What’s in them? Cumin?”
Nathan picked up his coffee and took a sip. “I didn’t pack all my spices, but I wish I had.”
“My dad used to make some really good home fries when I was growing up. His secret was cumin.” Ama studied Nathan’s expression as he set the mug back down, waiting what she hoped was a normal amount of time before asking, “Did your dad cook a lot?”
“Nah. My mom did most of it when I was a kid. I helped her out when I got a little older, though.”
“It must have been hard for her, having to work and take care of you on her own.”
“It was pretty rough.”
She hesitated. When it was clear that that was all she was going to get, she spoke again. “How did he . . . you know, pass? If you don’t mind me asking?”
Nathan’s eyes shot up from his plate, boring into hers. Their newfound luster hadn’t disappeared altogether, but it had dimmed considerably. He took his time chewing the bite of food in his mouth before saying simply, “A freak accident. But I don’t really want to get into that right now, if that’s cool.”
Ama could take a hint—she didn’t want to push too far. “Of course,” she said, resting her hand on his. “So. What should we do on our last day of freedom? Should we go for a hike?”
“We should.” Nathan checked his watch. Ama wriggled antsily in her seat, stilling only when he started to yawn. “Maybe not too long of a hike, though. I’m feeling kind of sleepy this morning. Plus, I know I said I wouldn’t do any work here, but . . . I might want to take a look at a few things today. Gotta get past these Sunday Scaries.”
Ama nodded. Good. “I get it. I’ll go for a swim in the lake, and you can come meet me whenever you’re done?”
“A swim in the lake! Without me? Look at you, loving this cabin life.” Nathan leaned over and kissed her on the cheek, grazing her cheek with his fingertips. Ama tried not to cringe. “Sounds like a plan.”
Conversation flowed a little more easily between them after that. Half an hour later, she was halfway out the door, telling him not to work too hard.
“I won’t,” he promised. He looked up from a spreadsheet, his eyes two sleepy circles. “I want to get at least one look at you in that bikini while we’re here.”
The notion chilled her blood, but she smiled as flirtatiously as she could. “I’ll be on the shallow end of the lake,” she called. “See you soon, I hope!”
She hoped not. In fact, Ama’s pace quickened as soon as the front door slammed behind her, first to a brisk walk, then—when she was positive he couldn’t hear her through the open windows—to a jog.
She kept this pace up for twenty more minutes. Once she believed she’d put enough distance between herself and the cabin, she pulled her phone out of her bag and held it up to the sky. Still no bars.
Fuck.
She stopped walking and listened for the sound of a car or a lawn mower or anything that might imply Wi-Fi nearby. If she didn’t have such a horrible sense of direction, she would have tried to find the main road they’d turned off when they’d arrived. It would have been a gamble—what kind of person would pick up a stray hitchhiker, let alone a stray Black hitchhiker, in these parts?—but the possibility of escape would have been worth it.
Whatever that means, she thought, taking a swig from the water bottle she’d packed. Would it be worth it if she discovered that she had, in fact, lost her mind? That Nathan hadn’t done anything wrong?
Or would it be worth it if she’d been right all along? That Nathan had, in fact—
Ama stopped herself. She couldn’t go down that rabbit hole. Not yet.
She marched on, her phone high above her head even though keeping it there was pointless. She’d watched enough television, read enough books, to know that she was screwed. The sticks didn’t have Wi-Fi. The sky above the sticks didn’t have Wi-Fi. She needed to head back to the cabin before she got lost and things got even more complicated.
Before Nathan suspected what she suspected.
Zzt-zzt.
Her phone was vibrating. “Yes!” she squealed as a string of texts poured in. “Yes, yes, yes!”
Corie: pretty sure you don’t have service but in case you do . . . just wanted to say I hope you and Nathan’s crusty boring ass are having steamy earthshattering sex on at least two different bearskin rugs
Corie: oh, and I guess also a heart-to-heart or two

Corie: with a big ole tub of olives
Corie: but also, watch out for wolves. I heard they prefer black girls
Corie: luv u xoxoxoxoxoxo
Ama’s laugh came out more like a gleeful sob. CORIE OMG, she typed, hitting “Send” frantically. But before she could finish typing I need you to come get me, two red words appeared beneath her first message.
Not Delivered.
“No, no, no, no, no.” Ama watched, devastated, as her bars went from zero to one to two to zero again. But reason rapidly outmatched her rage. She hadn’t come out here just to text Corie. She needed to find out whether or not Laura was still alive.
Ama typed laura davis death into her phone, throwing in columbia university for good measure. She didn’t know if Laura had taken Nathan’s last name when they’d married, but it was the most accurate search she could compose right now. She pressed “Enter” and waited, stomping her foot when the bar of reception she’d just gained fizzled out. Two bars returned to her just as quickly, tempting her to try again.
An article published by Columbia, dated seven years ago, filled the screen: “Laura Davis, Class of ’06 Alum and MFA Candidate, Missing.”
Bingo.
Ama’s fingers went numb despite the ninety-degree heat. Her shitty service wouldn’t load the photo at the top of the article. But she scrolled on anyway, ignoring the phrases “4.0 GPA” and “adored widely” and “campus sweetheart.”
None of this was helpful—really, seeing all of Nathan’s ex-wife’s perfections made her feel far, far worse. But then it dawned on her: maybe this wasn’t even Nathan’s ex-wife. Davis was a common name. Laura was a common name. And she still didn’t know if Laura had taken Nathan’s last name when they’d married. And even if she had, wouldn’t Columbia refer to her by the name she’d had as a student?
The number of unknowns was dizzying enough to make Ama list the things she did know: for one, that Nathan had never so much as raised his voice at her. That she’d loved being with him in the city, and even out here, too . . . nights notwithstanding.
Ama lowered herself onto a nearby tree stump, torn. Maybe the problem wasn’t him but the cabin itself. Or the land. She looked around, wondering for the first time why no one else lived nearby. Why Nathan seemed so intoxicated by this place.
Something small bit Ama on the nape of the neck. She reached up and scratched at it, collecting an off-putting mixture of hair product and dried sweat beneath her fingernails. What if she went to the lake, stripped down, and tried to wash all the bad parts of the weekend away? They could spend the next few hours outside the cabin, leave, and she’d never come back. In the city, Corie could help her find the real Laura, and once they found her alive—now Ama was almost certain they would—she and Nathan could continue where they’d left off.
Or start over. Yes—even better.
Just the thought of it put a small grin on her face. And perhaps they could have started over if she hadn’t returned to the Columbia article and scrolled just one more inch. If the string of words hadn’t jumped out at her, chopping all her plans into tiny little pieces:
. . . last seen in New Zealand . . .
Ama’s morning coffee took a trip into the nearest patch of weeds. She stood upright and squared her shoulders as, somewhere deep down inside of her, she felt a book close. She hadn’t finished reading it yet, but she didn’t have to. She knew how her own story would end if she didn’t take action.
The shed, Ama. Go.
The high-pitched voice was so firm in Ama’s ears, so insistent, that the hoop piercing in her right tragus flapped ever so slightly in its wake. But when Ama whirled around, there was no one there. Just trees and trees, and some movement in a nearby bush. She’d begun tiptoeing toward it, fists raised, when a chipmunk scampered out.
“Dumb critter,” she mumbled as a bead of fresh sweat rolled down her back and into the bottom of her bikini. “You didn’t scare me, you know.” Then, turning her attention to the sky: “You don’t scare me, either!”
Ama couldn’t figure out which was worse: talking to a chipmunk or talking to someone she couldn’t see. But neither was as bad as ignoring what was right in front of her face.
Good god. How wrong she had been about him. How willfully blind.
The weight of all of her poor decisions started to close in on Ama. But instead of paralyzing her, it propelled her back in the direction of the cabin. The first step she took felt right.
The next step did too. And so did the one after that.
The faster she walked, the better she felt. It was like her feet had minds of their own. Perhaps even plans of their own, judging by how steady her gait was.
Minutes later, Ama found herself back in the cabin’s living room, Nathan’s chest rising and falling on the couch in front of her, that voice still filling her ears.
Go to the shed, Ama.
This time, Ama knew exactly where the voice was coming from. It was the same high-pitched voice she’d heard in the cabin, telling her to save herself. This fact felt true, as plain and true as her middle name.
As plain and true as Laura lying in the middle of the floor, her hand on her bleeding throat.
In the dark of the night, Laura’s eyes had been closed. In the light of the sun, they were decidedly open, staring straight into Ama’s soul.
Go to the shed, Ama. Fix this.
Ama shook her head. I love him, she thought. Once we get away from here . . . once we’re back in the city . . .
But Laura wouldn’t let her finish that thought. She let Ama pause long enough to grab the car keys from the hook by the door. Then she steered Ama back out into the hot, humid sun.
The shed.
Ama looked around. She didn’t see a shed. All she saw was the cabin, the car, and the outhouse.
The outhouse . . . that wasn’t an outhouse at all.
Ama crept toward it, her heart pounding in her chest as she reached for the rusty handle. The door didn’t budge on the first try, but she put her shoulder into the next attempt and it gave, dragging noisily across the dirt.
In front of Ama, a fully stocked room of gleaming tools. Wrenches, saws, power drills.
And in the middle of it all: a big red jerrican.
There. Now, the cabin. Burn. It. Down.
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