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			For anyone going through it.

		

	
		
			
				Help, I’m alive

				My heart keeps beating like a hammer.

				—Metric, “Help I’m Alive”

			

		

	
		
			1

			Who knew that time could move so slowly?

			It’s been three minutes, and I swear I thought an hour had gone by. Just me, standing in the middle of this studio apartment. My studio apartment. I live here now.

			It’s home but it isn’t, because I’m alone. Alone with the echoes of this empty space. Alone with stacked boxes waiting impatiently to be unpacked, mocking me from dusty corners. Alone with an obnoxious question many have asked before me and will continue to ask well after I’m gone, until the earth gets sucked back into the big, dark, hungry maw of the universe. The question, of course, being: Is home a place or other people? Is it a feeling? Is it happiness? Is it love?

			This is the kind of thing we used to talk about over dinner, back at the beginning. Ravi loves a philosophical question. Loves deliberating over some cosmic problem, confronting it head-on. Loves a puzzle. Loves pressing on a bruise to study the feeling. Loves interrogating life’s complexities, sliding everything under a microscope to see the wriggly bits.

			Not me.

			It’s a waste not to wonder, he’d say.

			I hear him now. His voice in my head like he’s there. I mean, I guess he is. He’s part of me. We met young, my bones fortifying in his presence, for so many years my heart beating to the rhythm of us. And now, a void. I think about the life I almost had. I think about people who survive shark attacks. Phantom limbs. I think about loneliness, the dorsal fin circling me as I tread water. Maybe I’m hopelessly self-involved. Maybe I’m jaded. Maybe I’m depressed. Maybe I’m dramatic. It’s a breakup. It’s not the same thing, losing a leg and losing a fiancé. I’m just grasping. I’m just bored. I’m so bored. There’s so much time. It’s here. It’s there, like the boxes, waiting. Existing. Inescapable.

			Four minutes? It’s been only four minutes? Fuck me.

			I grab my phone off the kitchen counter and call Cassie. It rings and rings and I worry she won’t answer, and then what will I do? But she picks up.

			“Hey, Willa.” I can hear it in her voice. She’s sick of me. “What’s up, doc?”

			“Hi, hello. I’m at the new place. All moved in.”

			“How is it?”

			“Um,” I say, looking around. It’s a decent size for a studio. There’s an alcove for a bed. The appliances are new, the kitchen and bathroom recently redone. There’s a dishwasher. Washer/dryer in unit. Closet space. It’s thirty-five hundred dollars a month, including off-street parking. Not bad for Jersey City. It’s fine. And I should say so, but my stubborn throat constricts in protest, won’t let the word out.

			Fine? Is this how I want to describe my life? Where I live? My future? Fine?

			Cassie sighs. “Do you need me to remind you that this was your decision?”

			“That’s a gross oversimplification, but okay.”

			“It is and it isn’t,” she says. “You’re making your own choices. I get that there are factors outside of your control, but you—”

			“Yeah, yeah, yeah. You win. Please tell me again how I’m in a hell of my own making.”

			“Willa, honey, you are in a hell of your own making. Is it hot?”

			“It’s so fucking hot, Cass.”

			“How hot?”

			“Scalding.”

			“Mm,” she says. “That sucks.”

			Cassie is all about tough love. It’s her specialty. If I wanted kid gloves, I would have called Steph.

			Honestly, I did want kid gloves, but Steph is busy with wedding preparations. And Evan wouldn’t have answered. And no one else gets me like they do.

			“It’s going to suck for a while, Willa. Until it doesn’t.”

			I stumble over to the wall, put my back against it. Slide down to the floor. “What if it sucks forever?”

			“Then it sucks forever.” There’s rustling in the background. She’s multitasking. Cleaning, probably. “But it’s not gonna. Everything is temporary. Good and bad.”

			“Good? What is this gah-uhd of which you speak? Never heard of it. Unfamiliar.”

			“Willa.”

			“I know. I’m sorry.”

			“Look. You’re doing it,” she says. “It’s happening. You’re in it. You’re in the suck. Only way out is through.”

			“Or,” I say, hugging my knees tight to my chest, “or I can turn around and go back. Retreat, retreat.”

			“It’s too late for that. And what story worth telling starts with a retreat?”

			“Oof. You’re right.”

			“I love you. You’re gonna get through it. And I get to see you so soon! We’re all gonna be together.”

			“Keyword ‘all.’ Including my ex.”

			She sighs again. She is a world-class sigher. So full of emotion. Of pure exasperation. “You had the opportunity to veto.”

			“I wasn’t going to have him disinvited to the wedding. That puts Steph and Jace in a weird spot. I don’t know. I feel like I’m already the villain.”

			“Villain? Really? Villain. That’s a little—”

			“Dramatic? Have we met? Have we been friends for fifteen years?”

			“Fifteen? Don’t round up on me. How dare you.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“We’ve been friends for thirteen years. Thirteen. Next month, actually. Aww.”

			“Lucky me. Lucky you.”

			“Lucky us,” she says. “I really do love you, Willa Ann Sullivan. And I know you’ll get through this. Go watch something extremely messed up. Go watch a murder show. I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again: Nothing gives you perspective like a true crime doc. And if that’s too real, a nice classic slasher bloodbath. Or a creature feature will do the trick. Giant monsters. Haunted real estate. Aliens. You know that’s what I do when I’m hanging off a cliff.”

			“I have always envied your grip strength.”

			“Take my advice.”

			“I did! I’ve told you. All I watch lately is horror.”

			“You’re still in the kiddie pool. You need to come over to the deep end.”

			“Let me get my floaties on. Jeez.”

			“I’m sending you another list of recs. Trust me. You’ll find them all surprisingly soothing. A reminder it could always be worse.”

			“Worse? I don’t think so.”

			“Okay, that’s it!” she says, faking outrage. “I’m hanging up!”

			“Noooo!”

			“I’m kidding. I love you. Have I mentioned that?”

			“No. Never. Not once.”

			“I actually do have to run. Luke just got home with the kid. He says hi. Luke, not Theo. Theo doesn’t…Is that—what is that? Luke, what is that? Right there, on his head! Willa, I’ll call you back in like an hour, if that works?”

			“Don’t worry about it.”

			“I will. In the meantime, enjoy the hellfire hot tub.”

			“It’s supremely unpleasant.”

			“Great! Bye!”

			“Bye, Cass.”

			I’m too afraid to check the time, to see how many minutes ticked away during that phone conversation. To see just how much day is left ahead of me.

			Scientists should study the phenomenon of breakup time. Why aren’t there dedicated resources? I’m certain heartache bends the laws of physics. Isn’t that worth looking into?

			Per Cassie’s suggestion, I put on an episode of some crime series about people who survive plane crashes and attempted murders. Their perseverance should be inspiring, but instead it just makes me feel inadequate. I’m barely surviving this breakup, fumbling my intended fresh start. I’m subsisting on noodles and muffins because they’re the only things I can stomach. I’m spending more on THC gummies than groceries. My hair is falling out in clumps due to stress or vitamin deficiencies. Both. And it was ultimately my call. I was the one who decided that the issues between us were irresolvable, that the life we’d been planning to live together wasn’t right for either of us.

			Now I get to wonder if it was a big mistake. The kind of mistake I can’t come back from. The kind that’s going to leave me with a strain of parasitic regret that will destroy me, eventually.

			It’s a waste not to wonder.

			I go through it all in my head every single day. Several times a day. On fucking repeat. Flash back to those early years—the spark between us sun bright, everything easy. Moving in together, the simple joy of falling asleep and waking up in the same bed. I construct a timeline of domestic disagreements—dishes in the sink, unfolded laundry, hair left to clog the drain. I make mental evidence boards of recurring arguments—my lack of communication, his lack of communication, my desire to go out, his desire to stay in, my love of the city, his longing to return to his suburban hometown in Northern Virginia. When exactly did these cracks start to show? When he applied to his dream job in DC—behind my back, because he thought it was a shot in the dark? When he accepted the job? When he asked me to come with and to marry him in the same breath? When I said yes with happy tears in my eyes and a knife at my back?

			When was the shift? When I quit my dream job to follow him home? When I left my beloved Manhattan and began to work freelance, feeling isolated and unfulfilled, subconsciously reluctant to settle somewhere I didn’t want to be? When he started working late and coming home irritable? When we stopped fucking? When his father got sick? When the thought of losing his dad prompted a change of heart about having kids, and he asked me if I’d reconsider becoming a parent? When I said no, it wasn’t something I wanted, and he assured me it was okay, but I couldn’t shake the guilt or the suspicion he thought I still might change my mind?

			When did it get away from us? The nights we spent sleeping with our backs to each other, when I would cry into my pillow, wondering how I could love someone so much and not know how to talk to them anymore. A year like this. A year trying to ignore it, to reassure myself it was just a phase, that we would figure it out, because love conquers all. Until it doesn’t. Until I was hyperventilating three weeks before our wedding, breaking down in the kitchen telling him I couldn’t go through with it.

			We were holding each other hostage in a relationship that wasn’t working anymore, and I felt like I was underwater, like I was drowning, like I was screaming but no one could hear me. I would sit around and fantasize about another life, one free of that feeling.

			But now here I am in that life, hurting, just in a different way, on the floor of this studio apartment, with time standing still.

			

			—

			The dress I got for the wedding no longer fits. It hangs off me. I need a full-length mirror to properly examine, but I don’t have one. I have nothing. When I met Ravi, he had the stuff. Mirrors. Silverware. Plates. Lamps. An ironing board. Two sets of sheets. His own place. An IRA. He was responsible, twenty-four going on forty. I was a twenty-three-year-old party girl, a perpetually hungover barista at the coffee shop around the corner from his office, where he’d get a small black coffee every morning. He asked me out, and that was that. I never learned how to be an adult. I deferred to him, so I never acquired the skills, the adult stuff. Linens. Tools. Do I need tools? Like, a hammer? Is that something I should own?

			I don’t fucking know. I’m thirty-one and making ramen for dinner, about to eat it out of a plastic bowl while watching a movie on my laptop in bed, my bed being a mattress on the floor. I slip the straps off my shoulders and let the dress fall to my feet. I pick it up and hang it in the closet, on one of the six plastic hangers I went out and bought after realizing I didn’t have any. Ravi had the hangers. Nice ones. Velvet. Why didn’t I buy myself nicer hangers? Now I regret not investing in the velvet ones.

			Now I regret everything.

			I can hear Cassie sighing inside my head. She lives up there, too, apparently.

			“Go figure.”

			A soft grunt emanates from the bathroom, where my cat is wedged between the toilet and the wall. “Archimedes. The reason you can live here, rent free, and that I feed you, scoop your litter, and take such good care of you, is so that you reciprocate with love and affection.”

			Another grunt.

			“Fine. I knew I should have gotten a dog.”

			This gets him. He emerges from the bathroom to scowl at me. He crosses the apartment to the closet, where he hides behind a tower of boxes.

			“Why are all my relationships so dysfunctional?” I ask him. “Is it me?”

			I reach behind the boxes, attempt to pick him up, and he scratches me.

			“I’ll take that as a yes.”

			Maybe he’ll come to me if I’m patient. I abandon my ramen, let it congeal on the counter, flop down on my mattress and skim through movies on Netflix. Again on Cassie’s recommendation, I try the first installment in a famous horror franchise. A dumb slasher where pretty teenagers get eviscerated by some masked assailant who, from what I gather, is an interdimensional grim reaper. I half watch while scrolling on Bumble, which is honestly scarier than any horror movie. These dudes…The audacity. The delusion. The deranged hatchet-wielding teen murderer is a more eligible bachelor.

			I drop my phone, slam my laptop shut, and roll out of bed. I pull on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. Grab my purse, my life crisis cigarettes, and step into my boots. I leave my phone and take a book instead.

			The sticky summer heat is overstaying its welcome, and it makes me ache for fall. There are no leaves on the ground yet, only trash. I kick through it on my way to the bar around the corner. They don’t know me there, but they will.

			“What can I get you?” the bartender asks, cool as can be with blue hair and a septum piercing.

			“Whiskey sour, please.”

			They nod.

			Across the bar are two women seemingly on a date. They sit close, elbows on the counter, faces almost touching. They look so happy, breathing in each other’s air. Their drinks are near-empty, glasses sweating, soaking the cocktail napkins underneath. I inhale, hoping for a contact high. New crush, young love—the best drug on earth. And maybe the most dangerous.

			So many years I spent on the couch next to someone I loved more than myself, someone I made the center of my universe, my whole life, distance growing when we weren’t paying attention, the chasm between cushions sucking up loose change and lint and romance and connection and we were just sitting there, fucking around on our phones or computers or watching TV, none the wiser. Now I sit alone witnessing lovers, with my love lost, my universe laid to waste.

			Now I sit crying in public at this bar I was hoping I could frequent. I wipe my tears on the backs of my wrists and open my book, pretend to read.

			The bartender slides my drink across the counter.

			“On the house,” they say, winking at me.

			The kindness is too much, and I can’t be subtle about this. About the crying.

			“Thank you,” I whimper.

			They salute me and turn their back.

			Now the lovers watch me. Probably full of pity. It’s easy to be smug when you’re newly in love. They must be thinking, Not me. Never me. Never us.

			I know because I thought that once, too. Kissing Ravi’s hands on our first date, as we walked through the West Village on our way to eat at a hole-in-the-wall place that served exclusively chicken fingers. I remember picking our dipping sauces with such glee, discovering a mutual love of spicy mustard. The establishment literally blew up a few weeks later thanks to an illegally installed gas line, killing two people and injuring many others, collapsing the building. There’s a metaphor in there somewhere.

			I left Ravi thinking it was the right thing. I left hoping to feel something again, but all I feel is pain. And those two women, their legs tangled under the bar, hair spilling over each other’s shoulders, I envy them. God, I envy them. For the joy they feel in this moment. But it’s inevitable. If they feel sorry for me, I feel sorry for them. Because love cannot be kept, cannot be sustained. It cycles through. With the euphoric highs follow the brutal lows. They will be me, someday, as I was them.

			I down the rest of my whiskey sour and leave a twenty on the counter because I can’t accept the generosity of a free drink. I don’t deserve it. I smoke half a cigarette before going up to the apartment that is now mine. Archimedes is on the bed but evacuates to the closet when he sees me.

			On my mattress, on the floor, I open my laptop and resume the movie. Watch a bunch of beautiful young people meet horrible fates. A hatchet to the head. An unfortunate fall into a sawmill. They run, they scream, they cry. They fight for their lives.

			When the girl with hair almost as red as mine gets her hands hacked off while attempting to rip the mask off her assailant, I lean close to the screen and whisper, “Could always be worse.”

		

	
		
			2

			“You have sufficient food and water for the next forty-eight hours,” I tell Archimedes, who glares at me from the closet, his eyes glowing neon with disdain. “Your litter box is clean. And I’m leaving. You should be thrilled.”

			I almost tell him that I’m going to see his father, but I fear that would only intensify his loathing. Archie is technically my cat; I adopted him a few months before Ravi and I got together. They sure took to each other, though. Best buds. While Ravi was around, Archimedes tolerated me. I’d get the occasional cuddle. Some charity purrs.

			When we split, I offered for Ravi to keep the cat, not wanting to separate them. To cause either of them more hurt.

			“He loves you more,” I’d said.

			“I’m not taking your cat,” Ravi said. Then shook his head, softened his tone. “He reminds me of you.”

			A power drill straight to the heart. I failed to muster up an argument, to insist as I probably should have. Which is how I ended up here, cooing to a creature I adore, who happens to dislike me almost as much as I dislike myself.

			My suitcase is packed. The dress for tonight. A daytime look for tomorrow, a nighttime look for tomorrow. A backup dress. Comfy pajamas. Multiple pairs of shoes. A genuinely unsettling amount of makeup. Travel toothbrush, mini face wash, et cetera. It’s too early to leave, but I’m not doing anything now except waiting around anxious. I somehow managed a full day of work before ten a.m., finishing an entire pitch deck for a new client—an actor’s tequila brand, because what the world really needs is another celebrity spirit. I thought breakups made you useless, inefficient as a result of excessive wallowing. But I’m incredibly productive. Desperate for distraction. It’s when I run out of things to do that it all falls apart. That I begin to look around and wonder if this is it, if this is what I blew up my life for.

			It’s a waste not to wonder.

			Is it, though? Because I swear, I could go for a lobotomy right about now.

			I toss Archie a few treats, make sure none of the faucets are running, that the stove is off, that nothing is plugged in that could possibly catch fire, and drag my suitcase out into the hall. Take a video of myself locking my door.

			Ravi used to get impatient with my anxiety. It exacerbated his own, I guess. We were good at amping each other up, which is to say, we were bad for each other. He could never talk me off the ledge, I could only ever talk him into joining me up there, and vice versa. I thought by going our separate ways, we could be released from our mutual catastrophizing. Maybe he’s better off, but I still expect a pipe to burst and soak everything I own. Now I’m just alone with the worry.

			I struggle down the stairs with my suitcase, out to my car. Struggle to lift it into the trunk. It’s embarrassing to be so weak. No one’s around to observe my poor upper-body strength, but that’s almost worse somehow. A solo reckoning with this truth about myself.

			My car sputters to a start—a noisy reminder that I need to take it in to get it serviced, another adult thing that I’d rather not deal with, that I hope to put off for as long as possible. I hold my breath until I’m able to successfully pull out onto the road.

			It’s about a two-hour drive up north to the Hudson Valley, where Steph and Jason rented out a former summer camp that is now a wedding venue. The ceremony will be held right on the lake where campers used to paddleboat and swim and pull one another under. Today, at dusk, they will exchange vows, followed by dinner and dancing. Tomorrow will be brunch, and nature walks, a field trip to a local distillery, an evening cookout—casual fun. It’s a gorgeous day today and the forecast for the weekend is all blue skies and sunshine, highs in the seventies, lows in the sixties. Steph and Jace have been planning and saving for this weekend for years. Their perfect wedding. They deserve it.

			I turn on some music. Stupid fun pop with stupid cheery lyrics. I sing along, loud and off-key.

			The good thing about a broken heart is it makes you feel more alive.

			The bad thing about a broken heart is it makes you feel more alive.

			

			—

			I’m humbled by the magnificence of the landscape up here. The river winding through the mountains, the camaraderie of the trees, the big, big sky. It’s so beautiful, so— Shit. Did I just hit a squirrel?

			I check the rearview for furry carnage but see none. I cross myself even though I haven’t been Catholic since I was sixteen. I’m grateful that Steph and Jace aren’t having their ceremony in a church, that there won’t be a priest or psalms or prayers. Though maybe it would’ve been nice, to be surrounded by faith. Maybe I could have taken some for myself.

			I put on “Like a Prayer” and sing at the top of my lungs for the short remainder of the journey. When I pull up the dirt road to the Lakeside at Wild Heart Acres, my throat is raw.

			The photos on the website don’t do the place justice. Formerly Camp Serling, it was built in the late seventies as a summer retreat for wealthy city kids, for them to experience true nature—thick grass and tall trees, thirsty ticks and hungry bears and vengeful wasps—while their parents vacationed in Europe. At some point it transitioned from silver spoon summer camp to dreamy wedding venue. The property borders a small lake on one side, woods on all others. Close family and closest friends get the privilege of staying on-site in the refurbished cabins; all other wedding guests will get shuttled back and forth to the nearby Whistlewood Inn and Spa. Same owners, judging by the cringey whimsicalness of the names. I anticipate spotting at least one Live Laugh Love sign this weekend. An abundance of embroidered pillows.

			There’s a clearing at the top of the hill, and I see the main building, the former mess hall, now reception space. It’s a long rectangular structure with a low-pitched gable roof. The back half of the building is on stilts to accommodate the slope down to the lake, and there’s a deck that wraps around, a canopy of string lights for when it gets dark. It looks enough like a log cabin to maintain some rustic charm, but it’s been painted a chic ivory. The windows are clearly new, glass clean and gleaming in the midday sun. There’s a giant stone chimney that climbs up the side of the building and continues high above it.

			The dirt road ends in a small gravel lot, and I park beside what I recognize to be my dear friend Evan’s red Honda Civic. I step out to stretch my legs, inhale the sweet scent of the place—wet earth, smoke from campfires past, fresh flowers for the celebration.

			“There she is.” Evan stands across the way, on the steps of the reception hall, one hand on his hip, the other giving me a regal wave. He’s impeccably dressed as per usual. Khakis, button-down, bow tie, brown leather oxfords, brown leather belt, tortoiseshell Ray-Bans. Wyatt is beside him in flannel. Always flannel.

			“Here I am,” I say, skipping over and throwing my arms around Ev. “So good to see you. You smell incredible. What is that?”

			“Why would I tell you?” he says. “We’re sharing a cabin. Did you know? You, me, and Cassie. And Luke. And…”

			He gestures to Wyatt, who gives a thumbs-up. He’s a six-foot-five, burly, bearded Minnesotan with a friendly, constantly flushed face and sunny Midwest disposition. But every once in a while he’ll crack a joke or slip in a comment that’s so cutting, so razor-sharp, it’ll make you wonder what really goes on behind that big aw-shucks grin.

			“What do you mean sharing?” I ask, giving Wyatt a hug. He pats me on the back like a proud dad. “Not rooms, right?”

			“No. God, no. Imagine? We get our own rooms and bathrooms. But we share a common room.”

			“This weekend really will be just like college.”

			“So you’re going to be a big slut?”

			“I think I’m too depressed,” I say, rolling my neck. “Too world-weary.”

			“Wyatt, can you please take this depressed slut’s bag to our cabin?” Evan asks, tipping his sunglasses down to give his husband puppy eyes.

			“That’s all right. I can take it,” I say.

			Evan shushes me and swipes the fob out of my hands, tosses it to Wyatt.

			“I’m happy to,” Wyatt says, catching the key.

			“He is,” Ev says. “Any opportunity to show off his brute strength.”

			“Such a stud. Thank you, Wyatt. I appreciate it. Suitcase is in the trunk. I’m sorry in advance—it’s stupid heavy.”

			Wyatt plods off. Evan threads his arm through mine and leads me around the side of the building where there’s a series of Adirondack chairs facing the lake—a stunning view. The water is this amazing cobalt blue, the surface glittering in the sun. The distant trees are lush and vibrantly green; they sway gently in the breeze. It’s all so serene and perfect that I can’t stand it. I’m compelled to reach out and touch it, to roll around in the grass, to wade into the lake, to disturb. It’s like when you see a cake on the counter and feel that mad temptation to stick your finger in the frosting. Maybe it’s a me thing—this secret, selfish, nefarious impulse to sully the beauty in the world that I can’t have for myself, that I can’t fully enjoy in the moment because I’m too busy anticipating it slipping through my fingers.

			“Sit,” Evan says, sinking into one of the chairs. “I was hoping for some time alone with you before the festivities begin. How are you? And please don’t say you’re too depressed to be a slut again because that was genuinely the most upsetting thing I’ve ever heard.”

			Instead of sitting in my own chair, I squeeze in beside him. He groans but lets it happen.

			“I’m…managing? Like, I’m alive.”

			“When’s the last time you saw Ravi?”

			“He came by the house in July to get something. He’d usually time it out to avoid me but no such luck. I mean, you know he’s been living with his parents since the split, right? Helping with his dad’s care.”

			“How is his dad?”

			“Good days and bad days. I’m still on the extended family email update. I’m not sure if that’s intentional or if his mom just hasn’t realized yet.”

			“What were things like when you saw him? Cordial? Icy? Did you speak?”

			“Not really. We’ve just been ghosts for months. I think he knows it was the right thing but resents me anyway. Oof. It’s miserable, Ev. Fucking miserable.”

			“Mm. You know what’s miserable?” he asks. “You know who else is coming today? You know who else our dear friends Stephanie and Jason thought it was a good idea to invite to their wedding? Vicky Moldando. Did you know this?”

			“Why do you hate her so much?”

			“It’s not that I hate Vicky. I just hate having to look at Vicky.”

			“That’s very kind of you. So sweet.”

			“Please. She was artificial before all the fillers, which she didn’t even need, by the way! We both know who she really is. She’s not. That. Innocent.”

			“All right, fine. When you’re right, you’re right. Appreciate the subject change.”

			“Thought you might. But in all seriousness, I did want to check in on you. Make sure you weren’t going to self-immolate during the ceremony tonight.”

			“I’m glad that’s the level of mental stability I’m presenting. Safe from self-immolation.”

			He lifts a hip and uses the arm of the chair to push himself to stand, then extends a hand to help me up.

			“You’re going to be okay.” Evan would never bullshit me, never tell me something he didn’t sincerely believe for the sake of reassurance, and that makes it so much more painful. Because I want so badly to believe this, to believe him. But I can’t fathom a future free of this existential malaise, and it’s scary to hope for something that I can’t see.

			The emotion is too much. I can’t erase it, can’t ignore it, so I mold it into something else. Turn it into a joke. “I’ve been thinking about getting another cat.”

			“Stop.”

			“I’ve been so lonely. And you never pick up my calls.”

			“I fall asleep on the phone. You know this.”

			“A convenient excuse. All right. You want to show me this cabin?”

			“Right this way.”
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			We walk up the hill to a path that leads to a series of white cabins. They’re bigger than I thought they’d be, each with its own porch. Porch swing. Rocking chairs. Windows with flower boxes brimming with purple impatiens and jolt pink dianthus and red snapdragons. Me five years ago would be horrified that I could identify these flowers, that I’ve become a plant lady.

			It’s one of those things that I can’t tell if I actually care about or just feel like I’m supposed to care about. Do I like to garden, or did the need to pull weeds from the lawn teach me how to dissociate with my hands in the dirt?

			Cassie greets us at the door. She wears an old cutoff sleeveless T-shirt that shows off her tattoos, cigarette pants, and fuzzy slippers. Her bleach-blond bob is pulled into a low, nothing ponytail.

			“Thought I smelled gossip,” she says, drawing me in for a hug. “Come in. Let me show you. This is this room…”

			She gestures vaguely. The walls are white shiplap, adorned with framed postcards from the camp’s bygone era. There are leather chairs and couches, plaid blankets, dried flowers in vintage milk jugs. There’s a fireplace mantle but no fireplace, a TV mounted above it. I count three doors—two at the back, and one directly to my left. I’m guessing that’s my room, since my suitcase is in front of it.

			“Me?” I ask, pointing.

			“It’s a twin bed. Sorry,” Cassie says, making a please-don’t-be-mad-at-me face.

			I flip her off.

			“You two. So well-mannered,” Evan says, grabbing one of the plaid blankets and draping it over his shoulders.

			“Oh, hey! Willa the Killa.” Luke appears out of nowhere, shooting me with finger guns.

			I return fire. “Luke the Nuke. How are you?”

			He wears a button-up shirt unbuttoned, no undershirt, saggy sweatpants, rainbow boxers. He’s the same lanky stoner I met freshman year. He hasn’t aged a day, and the rest of us are green with envy.

			“Did you get the cooler?” Cassie asks him, annoyed. “The thing I fucking sent you to the car to get?”

			He turns on his heel and walks out of the cabin.

			Cassie throws her hands up. “He’s so stoned. Five minutes without the kid, and he’s high out of his mind.”

			“You don’t send me enough pictures,” I say. “Such a cute baby, and I never see him.”

			Cassie takes her phone out of her back pocket and shows me her lock screen—baby Theo with his nose scrunched, tongue out.

			“He’s a ham,” she says, smiling.

			“So cute! Oh my God, Cass. He’s growing up on us!”

			Wyatt wanders into the room, a tie loose around his neck, a confused look on his face. “Help?”

			Evan kiddingly rolls his eyes and goes over to assist.

			“What time does it start again?” Cassie asks. “Should I be getting dressed?”

			“The pre-ceremony welcome reception is at five,” Evan says. “So, yes.”

			“I don’t need three hours to get ready,” Cassie says. “I’m insulted.”

			“I do,” I say. “I need to look good. Somehow.”

			“Somehow,” Evan and Cassie say in unison, all melodramatic.

			“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” I wave them off and roll my suitcase into my room.

			It’s a glorified closet. There’s a window that looks out to the porch, which is great for privacy. There’s the twin bed, as promised. A nightstand with a frosted glass lamp, a small retro alarm clock, and a key card that I assume is for the cabin. A clunky wardrobe that makes the space even more claustrophobic. There’s a pocket door that leads to the bathroom. Toilet, sink, standing shower stall. Those tiny hexagonal black-and-white tiles. The mirror’s a decent size and the lighting isn’t terrible, so there’s that.

			I kick off my shoes and start to undress, pull down my jeans, then remember I’m potentially putting on a show for anyone who steps foot onto the porch. I scurry over to the window and pull the thick burlap curtains closed. Now it’s dark, and I’m half naked, and I can hear my name being whispered in the other room.

			“Willa is…” Cassie starts. I miss the rest, so I tiptoe to the door and press my ear against it. “It’s not good, Ev. It hasn’t been good.”

			“She’s fine,” Evan says. Whispering is not one of his many talents. “Is there a small chance she’ll have a nuclear meltdown in the middle of the ceremony tonight? Perhaps.”

			Cassie sighs.

			“Exceptional acoustics in this place,” I say, at a normal volume.

			A moment of silence.

			“I didn’t say anything I wouldn’t say to your face,” Evan says.

			“Me, either,” Cassie says.

			“Yeah, thank you. Thanks for that. I’m about to get in the shower so you have an approximately fifteen-to-twenty-minute window to continue your discussion of my shit show of a life.”

			“Good to know!” Evan says.

			“He’s kidding,” Cassie says.

			“No, he’s not,” I mumble. I take off my shirt, unhook my bra behind my back, step out of my underwear. Leave the dirty laundry in a pile on the floor.

			I turn the shower on, dial it to the left as far as it will go. The room fills with steam, and I disappear inside it. The water trickles over me, the pressure too light. I don’t know if I appreciate this softness or if I resent it. If I want to be held or to be beaten. If I want the universe to reach out and pet my hair, or to grab me by it and drag me through the streets. If I want forgiveness and relief or pain and punishment.

			I press my head into the tile. I turn the water cold.

			

			—

			Cassie knocks on my door but doesn’t wait for permission to enter.

			“Look at you,” she says. “Stunner.”

			“Is it too obvious how hard I’m trying to look good? Is anything about this”—I gesture to myself—“desperate? Like, without knowing me, would you look at me and think I’m—”

			“I get it.” She cocks her head, thinking it over.

			“Fuck,” I say, turning back to the mirror.

			“Willa. Relax. I’m mulling.”

			“Exactly. If it requires that long of a mull—”

			“Did you want an honest answer, or did you want bullshit? Because my honest, mulled answer is that you look casually stunning. Not at all like you’ve been in here for hours torturing yourself, letting your anxiety spread through the cabin like carbon monoxide.”

			“Phew. What are you wearing?” I ask her. She’s still in her day clothes.

			“A wedding dress. Do you think Steph will be mad?”

			I snort.

			She tosses her makeup bag onto my bed and flops down beside it.

			“Babe?” Luke from the other room.

			Cassie looks at me and presses a finger to her lips, shakes her head. I tiptoe over to the door and close it.

			“He’s driving me fucking crazy,” she whispers. “Oh, actually. Luke? Luke!”

			He opens the door. “Yo!”

			“Do you have the—”

			He hands her a canned cocktail, then takes another out of his pocket. “Willa, you want one?”

			“I’m good,” I say, then immediately change my mind. I need anesthetic. “Who am I kidding? Good? Me? I do want one. Need one. Yes. Please.”

			“That’s my girl!” He makes the decision to toss it to me, which I realize too late, after I haven’t caught it, after it hits the wall and explodes all over my room. All over my dress. Hair. Shoes.

			“Shouldn’t have done that,” he says, turning on his heel. He returns a second later with towels.

			My hair, which I just spent the last hour blowing out, is now sticky with margarita. My dress, too. I burst out laughing because why not? What else am I going to do? Cry? Self-immolate?

			“Okay. Here’s what’s gonna happen,” Cass says, jumping up, jumping into action. “I have a pack of Tide pens in the van, and, Jesus Christ, let that be the most mom thing I ever say. I’m going to clean this dress tonight for you to wear tomorrow, and whatever dress you packed for tomorrow or as a plan B you can wear tonight. And I’ll fix your hair. And I’ll kill my husband. Or you can kill him. Whichever you prefer.”

			“You want a replacement, Willa? I won’t throw it this time. Promise,” Luke says, holding up another canned margarita.

			“Do you have straight tequila? Is this safe to inject directly into my veins?”

			“I got whiskey,” he says. “You’re a whiskey gal.”

			“Go to the car and get the Tide pens. They’re in the center console. And get the whiskey,” Cassie tells Luke. She materializes her vape and takes a hit.

			“Whatever you say, boss! Willa, you look great. Don’t even worry about it. Tanya’s got nothing on you.”

			“Go!” Cassie says, exhaling.

			“Going, going,” Luke says, kissing Cass on the cheek before bolting out of the cabin.

			“Tanya?” I ask.

			Cassie opens her can and passes it to me. “Ravi’s date.”

			“His what? He brought a fucking date?”

			“Hey, hey! Oh my gosh, I’m so happy to…”

			We turn to see Steph in the doorway observing the margarita mess. She looks so beautiful that I literally can’t breathe, with her long, dark hair in a glamorous updo, birdcage veil, her makeup perfect, her dress simple—a shade of lavender that suits her, that is her. Sweet and lovely and fun and unique.

			“Get out of here, you look like a fucking dream,” Cassie says, taking another pull on her vape and then tucking it into her bra.

			“Is everything okay?”

			“Luke threw a cocktail at my head,” I say, as Cassie unzips my dress. “Now I’m going to look like a wet dog in front of my ex-fiancé and, apparently, his date.”

			“Did no one tell her?” Cassie asks Steph.

			Steph gasps, slapping her hands to her cheeks in horror. “I assumed you knew.”

			“Never assume.” I don’t have it in me to be self-conscious, even though I’m now in my underwear. We’ve all seen one another naked—swapping outfits in our dorm, squeezing into the same bathroom at parties to gossip, skinny-dipping on group vacations. But that was a long time ago. Our bodies are different now, as we skid into our thirties.

			“Oh, Wills. I’m so sorry!”

			“It’s not on you, Steph. It’s your day! Your weekend!”

			Evan’s voice carries through the wall. “What are you bitches doing in there? Sounds like Friday night at the asylum.”

			“It is unreal to me that he didn’t talk to you about it. He reached out to Jace to ask and then, you know Jace, he was like, okay, yes, sure. Then Jace came to me, and I almost called you to check but then I thought it might be annoying, or upsetting, or that maybe you’d be insulted I would think you’d care, and I…” Steph trails off, biting a manicured nail.

			“Don’t!” Cass and I shout in unison. We’ve been scolding Steph about her nail-biting habit since first semester freshman year.

			“Right. I’ll ruin them.” She takes a moment to admire her ballet slipper–pink nails. “Willa, if you’re not okay with it I can see if…”

			“Steph. It’s fine,” I say, even though it is not fine. Even though Cassie is stabbing the back of my head with a bobby pin.

			“Did you not know he was seeing someone?”

			“I figured he was starting to date. I mean, we’ve been broken up for seven months.”

			“You’ve been dating,” Cass says, either trying to downplay this situation or absolve herself of guilt over not bringing it up to me. Both. My guess is she did know that I wasn’t aware—she must have—and she just didn’t want to be the one to break the news, to deal with my reaction.

			“Yeah, kind of. A little. But…I just…It’s quick, right? To be serious enough with someone to bring them to a wedding? To this wedding. Is it not just a little bit vindictive to bring a plus-one?”

			Cassie and Steph lock eyes.

			“What?” I ask.

			“I care about Ravi but…” Steph is on the verge of tears. “I feel like this is my fault. I should have—”

			“It is not your fault. Please. It’s your wedding! You’re not allowed to be sad. Or stressed. I’m good, I swear. I’m glad that Ravi is here. He’s your friend. He’s close with Jace. We’ve all spent so much time together over the years. He was there when you guys got engaged. He should be here today.”

			“You know,” Cassie starts, and I am very curious where this is going. “I get wanting to move on. But I agree that this is not the time or place.”

			“I knew he’d find someone else. I told him he would when we broke up, and he just kept saying he didn’t want anyone else.” I shake my head, wave my hands. “I’m sorry. I’m good. I’m all right. Good for him! Maybe she’ll give him babies, and they’ll live happily ever after in the fucking DC suburbs and I’ll…I don’t know. Take up bird-watching.”

			“I know it can feel like this, but breakups aren’t a race to see who can get over it faster,” Steph says. She’s only ever been with Jason.

			“A relief! I hate running. I’m slow as shit.”

			What I want to do now is pull away from my friends, withdraw into the bathroom, lock the door, hide there all weekend, pressing my head into the tile while listening to this podcast Cassie recommended where people tell scary stories about things that supposedly really happened to them, which is a sufficient distraction from the things really happening to me. What I want to do now is leap over the bed, ditch the cabin for my car, peel out of here, foot on the gas until I’m as far away as possible. Opposite coast. California, paddling into the Pacific. But I can’t do either of those things because Steph and Jace are finally having their big dream wedding. Because all my friends are here, and I love them more than anything, and I need them, and I can’t ruin this weekend. I can’t be that selfish.

			I’m trapped.

			“You do have another dress, right?” Cassie asks me.

			“Yeah. Hanging. In the…” I point to the wardrobe.

			“I really am so sorry, Wills,” Steph says, sitting on the bed. She immediately hops up and checks the sheets.

			“Nothing spilled there,” Cassie says. “Shit. What time is it?”

			“You have time. I was just coming by to say hey before photos. I’ll leave you to it. We’ll catch up more later. And tomorrow. It’ll be more low-key the rest of the weekend,” Steph says. “Okay, bye!”

			She blows us kisses and backs out through the door, taking careful steps in her high heels.

			Cassie presents my other two dresses to me like she’s on HSN. Now that I’m looking at them, I’m not sure either is formal enough to wear to this wedding.

			“That one,” I say, pointing. “Or maybe I should just show up in my pajamas. Make a real solid impression on Ravi’s new girlfriend. You knew he was bringing a date?”

			“Here’s the thing—”

			“Seriously?”

			“Luke might have said something to me about it while I was in the middle of cleaning up projectile baby vomit. I can’t, just, I can’t keep track of everything.” She unzips the dress and takes it off the hanger. “I legit forgot about it until just now. I’d apologize but it’s Theo’s fault. Mom brain. I can’t be held responsible.”

			“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Blame the baby.” I’m mad at her, but I can’t be mad at her. I know her too well. She’s overwhelmed and doesn’t want to admit it. She needs help but won’t ask. Maybe she did genuinely forget, and she’s frustrated, and if I pick, she’ll explode. Everyone’s worried about me, and, fair, but Cass is a grenade.

			“I know you guys aren’t exactly on the friendliest of terms and have been talking strictly logistics, but come on, Rav.”

			“I don’t get how he can still resent me, but also have moved on? I’m over here saddled with all this guilt and…I don’t know. I guess I’m just caught off guard.”

			“I honestly think this is better, though. You were spared the anticipation. He’s with someone. It is what it is.”

			“Yeah. I…I just…”

			“What?”

			“If leaving was the right thing, then why does it still feel this bad?”

			“It’ll take time. The wound isn’t healed yet. But you’re gonna rip off that Band-Aid anyway, and you’re gonna be all right.”

			“Or I’ll catch one of those rare, dreadful infections that’ll land me on the news.”

			“Or that. But then you’ll be famous.”

			“Such an optimist.”

			“I am known for my positive outlook,” she says. “Now come on. Let’s finish getting you dressed so you can go have the worst night of your life.”

			And there it is, the divine medicine of laughter. True magic.

			In this moment, in these spare seconds, everything is right with the world because I’m with Cassie and she has me laughing. It’s fleeting, it won’t stave off the hurt forever. But it’s something. It’s enough for now.

			If only I could bottle it for later.
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			I stand in front of the mirror scrutinizing my reflection. Cassie salvaged my hair, swept it back into a stylishly messy bun. My makeup is fine. Maybe a little too much, but there’s nothing I can do about it now. I gently sweep under my eyes with a Q-tip, eliminating rogue flakes of mascara.

			The dress isn’t a complete disaster. Plain, black. Loose but not wholly unflattering. Paired with my red strappy heels, red beaded clutch, and some jewelry it’s wedding appropriate. Not a knockout, but it’s not the worst.

			I finally tear myself away from the mirror and step out into the living room.

			“You look amazing,” Evan says, giving me a hug. “And you smell like a bachelorette party.”

			“Are you serious?”

			“Evan,” Cassie says, reaching into her bra and adjusting her cleavage. “Not now.”

			“I’m only joking,” he says. “You have nothing to worry about, Willa.”

			“Of course not.” I’m fucking vibrating with nerves. I dig my nails into my palms, nibble on my inner lip. There is no calming down. No preparing. I need to accept what’s about to happen. What I’m about to see. Who I’m about to see.

			“We all set to go?” Wyatt asks, scratching his neck. He’s not used to wearing a tie. He hates it.

			“All set!” Luke says, holding the cabin door open for us. He slaps Cassie’s ass on her way out and she calls him a pig before making a crude sexual gesture and giving him a wink. It’s all very sweet and nauseating. Their relationship has changed over the years. Since marriage. Since the suburbs. Since Theo. Cassie getting increasingly uptight, Luke further mellowing to accommodate. They used to be the couple that would fight in front of everyone, that would hook up in front of everyone. All passion. If they’ve managed to maintain it, they’ve moved it behind closed doors. Cassie will still get on Luke’s case, but it’s not the same.

			To have this brief glimpse at their old dynamic instigates a surprising jealousy. What if I was pining after an old version of a love that I could never get back, and it made me blind to any possible future?

			Or…what if I’m just spiraling? What if that?

			“Hold up! I want a picture,” Luke says. We pose in front of the cabin, and he takes a selfie.

			“My phone, too,” Evan says.

			It turns into a whole photo shoot. My cheeks hurt from forcing a smile.

			Then the group starts down the path toward the lake. I wish I could feel some strength in numbers, but I don’t. It’s all happening too fast. Before, this weekend was an abstract thing. A problem for future me. I always seem to forget that future me will eventually be present me. Then I’m angry at past me, but there’s nothing I can do about it.

			We’re getting close. I can hear live music. Steph hired musicians for the ceremony—a married couple who play piano and acoustic guitar, who are mildly YouTube-famous. There will be a DJ for the reception, thank God. I’m so fragile right now a mediocre wedding band cover of “Single Ladies” really might do me in.

			“Okay, Wills,” Cass says. “You ready?”

			My gaze travels ahead toward the charming party setup—mismatched vintage couches and chairs and high cocktail tables topped with mini lanterns and a mobile bar operating out of a restored retro silver Airstream. Just beyond that are rows of chairs facing the water, an aisle cutting through leading to a delicate lattice awning draped with gauzy fabric that dances erratically in the wind, lights blinking underneath like hostage fireflies.

			There are three tall floral arches that separate us from the wedding. The loveliest gate.

			And he’s there. Ravi. Standing in the center arch. White button-down, slacks, his favorite bomber jacket. He bought it at the Brooklyn Flea in Industry City. With me. I was the one who found it on the rack. Handed it to him. Insisted that he try it on. Told him that he had to get it. That it was made for him.

			He’s so close to me. He’s right there.

			But he’s a memory. I can’t touch him. He’s gone.

			He’s ordering a small black coffee. He’s asking me out. He’s asking me to marry him.

			He’s standing in the kitchen watching me shake. He’s asking me if I’m serious. He’s asking me why I didn’t say anything sooner, and I’m trying to explain that I couldn’t, that I didn’t know how. He’s asking me not to leave. Don’t do this. Not now.

			He’s telling me we can work it out, that he wants to fix it, but says nothing when I ask him how, what that even means. Says nothing when I tell him I think it’s too late.

			He looks the same. Actually…no. No, he doesn’t. He let his hair grow out. He knows I like his hair long. When we were together, he’d shave it anyway.

			I watch a manicured hand appear and stroke the back of his neck, a pretty finger wind through one of his curls.

			It’s her. Pink satin dress clinging to her curves. Long, caramel-colored hair in glamorous waves. Black heels. Black ribbon choker. Black YSL bag. She’s gorgeous. Striking. Perfect glowing skin. Thick fluttering lashes. Big, pearl white smile. She looks like a fucking model.

			The two of them together. Ravi with someone else. With her. Me alone, still reeling. It’s too much.

			“Um, no.” My knees buckle. “I can’t do this.”

			“Yes, you can,” Cassie says. “I’m right here.”

			“We got you,” Evan says.

			“I just…need…” I can’t breathe. “…need a second.”

			I pull free of my friends and take a shaky step back.

			“Where are you going?”

			“Just one second. Just one…one minute.”

			The shiny new couple, they’re going to turn this way. They’re going to look at me. They’re going to see me, here, distraught, and it might kill me. It really might kill me.

			Panicked, I dart off the path and into the woods. I know I’m acting like a lunatic, but I don’t care. I don’t stop. I run until my heels betray me and I roll my ankle.

			“Shit.”

			I hate running. I collapse against a tree, hyperventilating. The world warps around me. For a moment, everything is neon, wavy. Then sepia toned, still. Loud and pulsing. Eerily quiet.

			What if it wasn’t too late? What if we could have worked it out? Why was I so certain then that there was no salvaging our relationship, our life together? Why am I so uncertain now?

			Is it being at this wedding, surrounded by love? Flowers and vows?

			Is it her? Knowing that there’s someone else, that he’s moved on?

			Is it because I’m low and lonely and afraid of feeling this way forever?

			My heart thud-thud-thuds, vision blurs, the ground gives underneath me—squish—the earth soft, warm, yielding, like an open mouth.

			My skin prickles, and I experience the sensation of falling. That flip in my gut.

			It doesn’t matter why I’m feeling how I’m feeling. There is no going back. It’s over. He’s with her. And I’m going to have to watch them together. Sit together. Eat together. Dance together. Be together. Be happy in a room full of happy people, while I’m nowhere even close.

			I’m so dizzy I don’t know which way is up. There’s grass in my eyes, sky swallowing my feet. A swirling iridescence.

			Am I about to pass out?

			I close my eyes, press one hand against the tree to keep myself steady, hold the other to my diaphragm and attempt to breathe normally. Inhale. Exhale. I summon my friends, their voices telling me that I’ll be fine. Inhale. Only way out is through. Exhale. Inhale. What story worth telling starts with a retreat? Exhale. You’re going to be okay.

			I just need to survive the night. That’s it. Survive.

			Breathing now under control, I open my eyes and turn my attention to my ankle. I reach down and massage it. It feels all right. That’s one crisis averted. Imagine? Adding injury to insult?

			Another deep breath. Inhale…Exhale…

			It’s sudden, the sound. A rustling somewhere. The ugly snap of a twig pops my head right up. Disorienting, what’s in front of me. The image unplugs me from reality, so uncanny I can’t really process what it is I’m seeing. I’m off-kilter. My brain doesn’t know what to do with the information. It takes a while for it to register. For me to understand that there’s a figure standing in the distance. Beyond the clearing, up on a slight hill, between the trees. They’re partially obscured by shadow, by the shade of the woods.

			I can’t tell what’s most disturbing. The shade, or the angle they’re at, which makes them seem freakishly tall. Or that they’re dressed in all black—combat boots, what might be coveralls, and a mask, a black three-hole balaclava, with silver duct tape over the mouth. There’s a red smile drawn on, with a zipper between, like metal teeth. And the eyes…I can’t see its actual eyes, I’m too far away, but I can see that there are big fake eyeballs adhered to the mask near where its real eyes should be.

			The figure has one hand hidden behind a tree. With the other, it waves. It wears black utility gloves.

			I stumble backward. Into something. Someone. I whip around, a scream tripping across my lips.

			“Whoa, whoa.” A guy in a navy blue suit. He puts his hands up. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you.”

			“I…”

			“I’m Danny. Jason’s friend,” he says through awkward laughter. He has a goofy half smile. Dimples. Messy corn silk hair he attempts to tuck behind his ears that immediately spills free. High cheekbones. Thick brows. Sea green eyes. He’s cute.

			Very cute.

			“I…I’m…” What the fuck is my name? “I’m…Willa. Willa. I’m sorry, I just…”

			I turn around, back toward…toward nothing. There’s nothing there. No one.

			“You just?” Danny asks.

			I just saw a masked figure in the woods.

			I can’t say that out loud. It sounds crazy. Is crazy.

			It’s the stress of the situation. Emotional exhaustion. Anxiety. Angst. It’s having overdosed on horror these past few months, thanks to Cassie’s questionable advice. That fucking podcast. Bingeing entire slasher franchises, falling asleep to obscure independent zombie apocalypse B movies viewed on a new-to-me streaming service I absolutely should not be paying for. I’m out of my head; my nerves fried to a crisp. I didn’t see what I thought I saw.

			“Nothing,” I say, facing Danny again.

			He smiles that crooked smile. “What are you doing out here?”

			“Running away,” I say. “What about you?”

			“Satanic shit, mostly.”

			I laugh. “That so?”

			“Nah,” he says. He takes a flask out of his suit pocket. “Unless you consider drinking whiskey satanic.”

			“I do not.”

			“Knew you were cool.” He passes me the flask. “How do you know…”

			“Also a friend. Bride and groom. We met in college.” I take a swig. The whiskey travels smooth down my throat. I’m grateful for it. The pregame at the cabin wasn’t sufficient.

			“Ah, right. The college crew. Willa, you said?”

			“That’s me.”

			“So you were there at the beginning. When they met.”

			“I was.”

			“And?” he asks. “Hey, give me that back. Mooch.”

			“Oops.” I return the flask. “And what?”

			“And…I don’t know. I wanted the story. The real story. Inside scoop.”

			“We were all wasted at a party. It’s not much of a story. I’m sorry to disappoint you.”

			“Ah,” he says, shrugging. He takes a gulp from the flask and offers it back to me.

			I shake my head. “I shouldn’t. Don’t want to show up drunk to this wedding.”

			“Damn,” he says, reaching up and tucking his hair behind his ears, again. It immediately comes loose, again.

			Here’s what I know about Danny. He’s Jason’s childhood best friend; they were inseparable until Danny’s family moved across the country halfway through high school. Danny is a charismatic nomad who parties too hard, who made a ridiculous amount of money at a Silicon Valley tech start-up a few years back and hasn’t worked since. Steph once randomly found him passed out on their patio set wearing a Santa suit. It was June. I’ve never met him before because he never shows up to anything. I’m shocked that he’s here, especially since last I heard he was living out of a hotel in Reykjavik.

			“I’m not that cool after all,” I say.

			“You are. I’m the asshole.” He slips the flask back into his pocket. “I get so anxious at shit like this. Formal. Stand here. Smile for photos. Sit-down dinner. Speeches. And the weird mix of family and friends and strangers. Not my thing.”

			I put a hand on his shoulder. “Tonight’s not for us, bud.”

			He sets his hand over mine. He holds it there. He looks at me. The look is dopamine, the touch electric. “It could be.”

			Oh.

			I laugh him off in case he’s kidding.

			But, God, I hope he’s not kidding.

			He squeezes my hand, then slides it slowly down his arm. He maintains eye contact the entire time. And he wears that fucking grin.

			He has the obscene confidence of someone stupid cute and rich.

			What a twist. What a pleasant surprise. Things just got interesting.

			He releases my hand.

			“We should probably go,” I tell him.

			“Probably.” He rolls his shoulders, adjusts his collar. “How do I look?”

			He’s fishing. How do I want to play this?

			“Good.” I run my hands down over my hips, smoothing my dress. “How do I look?”

			He steps back and gives me the once-over. He doesn’t say anything. He just does his awkward laugh and fidgets with his hair again. I raise my eyebrows at him, and he bites his lip, and I wonder if we’re about to hook up. It kind of feels like we are. Am I losing my mind? What is up with me today?

			“Okay, okay,” he says. “Let’s go. Let’s do it.”

			He gestures for me to walk ahead of him. I hesitate.

			Part of me doesn’t want to leave these woods, doesn’t want to leave this moment, this exchange between us fizzing with potential. Part of me wants to stay here, ditch the ceremony and all its inevitable sentimentality. Avoid Ravi and Tanya. Pretend they don’t exist for a while. Defer my feelings. Dissociate.

			I should be motivated by the fact it’s my best friend’s wedding, by some sense of love and loyalty. Instead, I’m motivated by the memory of the masked figure.

			I turn around, scan the woods again. There’s no one there. No one I can see. I try to swallow the fear, but it sticks between my teeth.

			“What is it?” Danny asks. “You’re freaking me out.”

			“Satanic shit.”

			“One little ritual sacrifice and now look at me, I’m all paranoid.”

			“Just the one?”

			“Not trying to make it a habit. Come on.”

			He offers me his arm, and I take it. We’re quiet until we make it out onto the path.

			“Sit next to me,” he says, as we approach the floral arches. “At dinner.”

			“Pretty sure there’s assigned seating,” I tell him. “Charts and all that. It’s a wedding.”

			“Damn. Then just find me later. I’ve got the goods,” he says, tapping the flask through his jacket.

			“I’ll keep that in mind,” I say, retracting my arm. Standing on my own.

			“I’m waiting for you to go first. I’m following your lead.”

			I push him forward.

			“Hey!” He reaches back for me.

			“I’m sorry! I am. I’m sorry. All right. Together?”

			“Deal.”

			We step through the arches.
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			“You can’t help yourself, can you? Flair for drama,” Cassie says, appearing with a drink in each hand, a sour expression on her pretty face. “Running off into the woods like some gothic heroine.”

			I watch Danny get circled by an assembly of older women who I assume are Jason’s relatives, who must know Danny from back when. One of them literally pinches his cheeks. “You’ve always been such a cutie!”

			I catch his eye, and he gives me a hint of a grin that proves contagious.

			“What?” Cassie asks, craning her neck to peer over my shoulder. “Who’s that?”

			She’s being too loud. I can’t tell her about Danny, about our high-voltage exchange in the woods, can’t game out the probability of us fooling around tonight while he’s still within earshot.

			I point to the drinks in her hands.

			“Is one of those for me?” I ask, changing the subject.

			“No,” she says, flatly. “They’re both for me.”

			“Why do you need to double fist?”

			“I don’t know, Willa. The state of the world. I’d say about seventy percent the state of the world, ten percent because it’s fun and I feel like it, ten percent because I’m away from the kid, and, maybe, like, five percent because I’m worried about you.” She takes a sip from each glass, one after the other. “What?”

			“I was just checking your math.”

			She sighs. “Ravi is at the bar. Alone.”

			“And?”

			“An opportunity to rip off that metaphorical Band-Aid.”

			The guitar-piano duo is currently playing a cover of “Can’t Help Falling in Love” and I’m not convinced that now is the time. “Later.”

			Cassie drinks. From both glasses. Sip, sip.

			I execute a quick scan of the party with the spy-like subtlety I’ve developed over years of socializing as an extroverted introvert. It’s crowded. The gang’s all here. Evan and Wyatt are at a cocktail table talking to Tanya over highball glasses, the small lantern between them glowing artificially bright thanks to a flameless votive. They appear to be enjoying themselves, fully engaged in the conversation. I wait for bitterness to manifest, for that intensely unpleasant heartburn sensation, but it doesn’t come. They’ll loop back to me with an honest assessment. Even if the report is positive, even if it stings, they’ll still provide me with the recon. Because they’re loyal to me. Because they’re my friends. They’ve been my friends for more than a decade—an amount of time I still can’t quite wrap my head around.

			Clocks tick, the world spins, and I’m hyperconscious of my mortality in a way that I’ve never been until lately. Ever since the split. I know the years with Ravi weren’t wasted, I don’t regret them, and I don’t want to. But I’d spent those years picturing the rest with him, and now they’re just…empty. And that, that I regret. I resent. The blank future I don’t know what to do with. The youth I can’t get back. Having to start all over. Not really knowing how.

			Luke comes up behind Cassie and wraps his arms around her shoulders. She hands one of her cocktails back to him. “Here. I don’t like this one.”

			He takes a sip. “Backwash. My favorite.”

			“Do you guys remember the party? Where Steph and Jace met?” I was quick to dismiss Danny’s curiosity about that night. In retrospect, I’m not sure I gave his question proper thought. It was so long ago—all those college nights have since tangled together into a single feverish montage. The memories are lost to me but maybe not to my friends. Reminiscing is the only way back, and I crave it. A way back. Because there’s a sense of safety in the familiar. Because it’s an easy out of the here and now.

			Luke exhales. “Uh…”

			“I think we were off campus,” Cassie says. “Allston.”

			“Yeah. It was at the SAE house. It must have been September, because I remember the leaves hadn’t changed yet. I was with Jace, and he saw Steph pouring drinks and he grabbed my arm, like this—” He claws Cassie’s bicep. “And I was like, dude, relax. But he didn’t relax. He didn’t relax until he went over and talked to her. Then he finally…” He sinks his shoulders. “It was crazy. I thought he was just like that. Like”—he lifts his shoulders up to his ears—“all anxious and intense. But he wasn’t. Or he was and Steph cured him.”

			Cassie gawks at her husband. “You remember all that?”

			He boops her on the nose. “Yeah, babe. It was the night I met you.”

			“Aww,” I say.

			“No, it wasn’t,” Cassie snaps. “We met moving into the dorms, asshole.”

			“Oh. Right.”

			“Love at first sight,” I say, and they both laugh. They didn’t get together until junior year, after a truly exhausting run that proved will-they-or-won’t-they is only cute on sitcoms.

			Evan saunters over, Wyatt at his heels.

			“What do we think of this whole…situation?” Evan asks, gesturing to the musicians, who stare deep into each other’s eyes as they play a slow, sweeping cover of “Stand by Me.”

			“I think they fought on the way over here,” Wyatt says.

			“And I think they fucked,” Evan says. “Pulled over. Back seat.”

			“Por qué no los dos?” Cassie asks.

			“Whatever it is, it’s making me uncomfortable,” I say.

			Luke frowns and shakes his head. “Yeah. Do you think they take requests? I—”

			“Don’t. We should be nice,” Cassie says.

			Evan and I exchange a look.

			“For Steph and Jace,” she clarifies.

			“Sure,” Evan says, shrugging. He narrows his eyes at something. Someone. He points. He doesn’t care about subtlety. Unlike me, he’d make a terrible spy. “Who is that?”

			I step next to him to align our views. He’s looking at Danny, who is looking back at us, grinning.

			“Jason’s friend Danny.” I know I’m blushing because my face is hot. My whole body is hot. My ears. My neck. Even my elbows. My fucking knees. It’s insanity. I turn away.

			“Really? That’s too bad,” Ev says. He shrugs again and adjusts his bow tie.

			“Why too bad?” I ask, feigning a casual attitude.

			“I like Danny all right,” Luke says. “He’s chill. I mean. Not chill, but…”

			Evan opens his mouth to say something else but is interrupted by the pianist. She plays this jarringly jaunty tune that quiets the crowd as quickly and effectively as a car crash. She continues for a solid minute, then stands up and announces, “On behalf of Stephanie and Jason, we’re delighted to welcome you to this celebration of their love. If you would please make your way to the lake and find a seat, the ceremony will begin shortly. Thank you.”

			“I was convinced she was about to wrap it up with jazz hands,” Evan says, a little too loud.

			The crowd shifts gracelessly toward the ceremony space. Our group hangs back, too cool to follow instructions.

			“We’re gonna get shit seats,” Cass says, downing her cocktail and setting the glass on a nearby table. A cater waiter dressed in black comes by and scoops it up. Their all-black getup reminds me of the figure I saw in the woods. Maybe it was one of the caterers. Maybe they weren’t wearing a mask. Or gloves. Or they were and my brain distorted the image into something sinister.

			I’m eager to rationalize it away, to vanish the needling of dread. But it’s so visceral. And the zipper mouth, the fake eyeballs…how did I manage to conjure that up? Even fresh off my recent horror kick, I haven’t been plagued with nightmares or jumping at every creak in the floorboards. My imagination has never been particularly good. It’s never played a trick on me like that before.

			I stare off toward the tree line, toward the woods curtaining pastoral secrets—chipmunk burrows, spiderwebs, the initials of summer lovers carved deep into bark. The growth is so thick, the colors so vivid, it’s like a scene from a fairy tale. I should allow it to be what it is. Beautiful, not menacing.

			Me and my flair for drama.

			I catch Ravi and Tanya crossing the lawn. They’re holding hands. The sight is stranger than whatever I confronted in the woods. More surreal.

			The shadow of a sensation—fingers threading through mine. But my hand is empty. I look down at it. Yes. Empty. A void. An open wound.

			An odd thought—this isn’t right.

			Something’s wrong. Feels off. Everything, everything, everything.

			It’d be easy to blame my ex and his new girlfriend, but I swear it’s not just that. And yeah, I’ve been doom and gloom lately, but this? This feeling right now is…it’s pure, profound dread. Beyond dread. It’s heavy and intense and all-consuming and super inconvenient. Now is not the time for a panic attack. Now is not the time to fall apart.

			I clench my fists tight. Release. Breathe.

			Evan squeezes my shoulders. “Earth to Willa.”

			“Willa to earth,” I say, faking a smile and pretending I’m fine, like I’m not flirting with the edge of a cliff. “Roger, roger.”

			“Shall we?”

			

			—

			As Cass predicted, we get shit seats. Back row behind a horde of older men—I’m guessing uncles—all with abnormally large heads. I’ve got Evan and Wyatt to my left, Cassie and Luke to my right. I crane my neck attempting to get a better view.

			Steph’s older sister, Olivia, stands beneath the lattice awning, smiling and waving like Miss America. She’s officiating the ceremony, and apparently the power vested in her has gone straight to her head.

			The fighting-and/or-fucking husband-and-wife musical duo start to play “Here, There and Everywhere” as Jace walks down the aisle. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him in a suit before. His idea of dressing up is denim-on-denim. He looks handsome, a little nervous, like an action star on his first red carpet.

			“Please rise,” Olivia says.

			The song changes.

			“What is this?” I whisper to Evan.

			“ ‘Love in This Club,’ ” Wyatt answers for him.

			“How did you know that?” Evan asks.

			“Stephanie told me. It was the song playing when they met.”

			“To each their own,” Evan says. “There she is.”

			I turn around to Steph floating past us holding a bouquet of pale roses and purple dahlia and bright fuzzy moss, looking like the darling ethereal princess she is. We blow her kisses, and she smiles at us, crinkling her nose as she always does when she’s drunk on happiness. Or just plain drunk.

			Two photographers zip around snapping photos. I’m distracted by them, by the way they contort their bodies to get certain shots. By their stern focus.

			Steph makes it to Jace, and the music fades.

			We all sit down.

			Olivia starts the ceremony. “We are gathered here today to unite Stephanie and Jason in marriage, to celebrate their love and the opening of this new chapter…”

			Ravi and I were supposed to get married on the rooftop terrace of a restaurant in Alexandria, near his parents’ house. The events coordinator was a stern woman who wore her hair in a low bun and had a uniform of khakis and black sleeveless turtlenecks that were always covered in orange cat hair. She smelled like Bath & Body Works, like Warm Vanilla Sugar. Every time I spoke with her, my heart rate would spike. She’d email me asking about the color of the tablecloths for the reception and I would slam my laptop shut and go grocery shopping or dust the baseboards, do some chore I’d been putting off.

			“She intimidates me,” I once complained to Ravi over dinner.

			“Do you think it’s the turtlenecks?”

			“You think turtlenecks are intimidating?”

			“Don’t you?”

			“I think I’m just overwhelmed. There are so many little details. So many decisions.”

			“Don’t stress yourself out,” he said, topping up my glass of wine. I realized in that moment I was asking for help and disappointed he offered none. Only words. They were pretty words, though. “No matter what happens, we’ll look back on the day and remember it being perfect.”

			Today is perfect. This, right now, is perfect. The sun is just beginning to set, steeping the horizon pink. Steph and Jace exchange their handwritten vows. Birds sing. People laugh. Cry sweet tears that I imagine must taste like sugar instead of salt. It’s heavenly weather, not too warm or too cold. The air feels like silk and smells so clean. The promise of signature drinks and dinner and dancing twinkles over our heads like stars.

			But I’m struggling to be present, because I’m thinking about the wedding that never happened, tormenting myself with what-ifs. I know better. Rose-colored glasses make everything blurry.

			Steph and Jace kiss. There’s applause. I press my hands together. Luke does the loudest finger whistle known to man. Everyone’s on their feet again. Cassie’s pulling me up. Propping me up.

			I wonder where Ravi is. I wonder if he’s also thinking about our ill-fated wedding. Probably. It’s a waste not to wonder.

			I search the crowd, going dizzy with all these people hollering and clapping and not holding still. And sudden as a siren, I sense it. Eyes. Someone watching me.

			Ravi?

			Danny?

			As much as I want it to be, I somehow know it isn’t either of them. I can feel it.

			There’s this sinking, slimy knot in my gut. Mega dread.

			Everyone else is turned toward the aisle, where Steph and Jace walk through a shower of confetti. They don’t see what I see, as I turn my gaze toward the woods.

			Beyond the picturesque cocktail setup—the vintage couches, the glowing lanterns, the retro Airstream—across the grassy lawn, between the slim crescent of lakeshore and the edge of the woods, there’s a flash of darkness. What could be someone disappearing among the trees. What could be the figure I saw earlier. But it’s there and gone too fast. I have no proof, nothing other than this heartsick feeling. And even that I could attribute to the vast number of other issues I’m currently dealing with.

			“Willa?” Evan asks, stepping into my line of sight.

			“Yeah,” I say, shaking my head. Shaking off my unhinged jitters. “I’m sorry.”

			“What for? You’re doing great.”

			“Am I?”

			“Well,” he says. “Sure.”

			“Haven’t doused myself in gasoline.”

			“The night is young.”

			“Let’s go eat and drink and party!” Jace shouts as he passes us, Steph beside him with her bouquet lifted overhead like a trophy.

			“Don’t have to tell me twice,” Luke says, stepping onto his chair and promptly backflipping off it. He lands with a smirk then struts toward the bar.

			“Why do straight men love doing flips?” Wyatt asks.

			“I wish I loved to do anything as much as straight men love to do flips,” Evan says.

			“Is that a thing?” I ask.

			Cassie shuts her eyes, grits her teeth, and does one of her epic sighs. “I can’t with him. All right. Let’s go. I’m starving.”

			I follow my friends, but my eyes travel back to the woods.
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			Everyone gathers in the cocktail area for more drinks and hors d’oeuvres. I make my way to the bar and get a whiskey sour, hoping steady alcohol consumption will miraculously cure my anxiety. Or at least numb me to it, even just a little.

			This is going great.

			I get stuck in conversation with Olivia, who is lovely but makes very intense eye contact. She tells me about her recent trip to Italy, sparing no detail. Turns out, everything is better in Italy. Who knew?

			“You haven’t eaten pasta until you’ve eaten pasta in Italy,” she says.

			“I’m actually gluten-free.” I don’t know why I say it, why I lie, why I’m being a dick. She’s not trying to be obnoxious.

			“Me, too! I’m gluten-sensitive, but I’m telling you it doesn’t matter over there because of the quality of the food. It’s amazing.”

			I have no idea how to politely exit this conversation. My drink is gone, and I swear I’m thiiissss close to gnawing on the cherry stem in case it absorbed any liquor. Olivia talks so fast she’s not leaving me any opportunity to kindly excuse myself to go get another. I send ESP SOS signals to Evan and Cassie that go unanswered.

			“I was standing in front of the Madonna della Pietà just crying. Weeping,” she says. “And I’m not even religious!”

			“Those Catholics,” I say, staring into the bottom of my empty glass, considering prayer.

			“Excuse me. Olivia. Sorry to interrupt.” It’s Danny. “Can I borrow Willa for a second?”

			“Oh, of course,” she says.

			“Nice chatting with you,” I say. “So glad you had fun on your trip.”

			She’s already off looking for someone else to talk to about Vatican City.

			“Thank you,” I say to Danny.

			“Don’t thank me yet. I’m about to wax poetic about limoncello.”

			The joke catches me off guard and I snort while laughing.

			“Nerd,” he says, which makes me laugh even harder. “I was wrong. You’re not cool.”

			People are looking at us. Now I have my friends’ attention, of course, now that I no longer need it. Evan furrows his brow. Cassie sucks on her vape. Ravi angles his face away, rests his hand on the small of Tanya’s back.

			This subtle gesture turns me into a green-eyed monster, into something wild and intrepid.

			I lean in closer to Danny. “Do you smoke cigarettes?”

			“No. Yes. When offered.”

			“I’m offering.”

			“I’m accepting.”

			“The thing is, I think I left my pack in my cabin.”

			“Did you?”

			“I’ll have to go get them.”

			“I’ll walk you.”

			“What a prince.”

			“Qualsiasi cosa per te, amore mio.” He hangs his arm around my shoulders and guides me through the floral arches onto the path.

			I’m curious if my friends are still watching. If Ravi is watching. But I’m too proud to turn around. I’m in the arms of someone new. Someone fun and attractive who is clearly into me. I should be savoring this, not caring about who else cares. I should let the world be empty except for the sound of my heels crunching into the dirt, the coos of nature, the musical duo at it again, Danny humming to himself. Only I can’t escape my anxiousness. Is Danny humming because he’s bored? Am I boring him already?

			I almost ask What did you think of the ceremony? but decide against small talk.

			I almost tell him I just realized there’s a good chance my cigarettes might actually be in my car but my car keys are at the cabin so what does it matter?

			I almost reach out and touch him because I’m pretty sure the cigarettes are just a ploy for us to get a moment alone together.

			“What did you think of the ceremony?” he asks me, as we round the corner approaching the cabins.

			He went for small talk. Interesting.

			“It was sweet. What did you think?”

			“Don’t ask me that. I told you I’m an asshole.”

			“You asked me.”

			“You’re not an asshole.”

			“It’s this one,” I say, confidently walking up to what is probably the right cabin. I dig the key card out of my bag and press it to the sensor, hoping it opens, otherwise I’ll look stupid.

			“Look,” Danny says.

			I turn around to the sunset—the sky blazing orange, magenta, red. To the lake reflecting the vibrant hues. It’s staggeringly beautiful.

			“Such an asshole,” I say. “Stopping to admire the sky.”

			He does that thing again, like earlier in the woods. He looks at me without saying anything. The awkward laugh, the messing with his hair. The lip bite.

			Then he reaches out and lifts my chin with two fingers. He brings his face to my face. I can smell the whiskey on his breath. He doesn’t kiss me. His one hand is still under my chin, his other on my hip. But they’re adventurous, his hands. They travel.

			Our lips are almost touching, and it’s there, that electricity. That rare, supernatural chemistry.

			I’ve been on a few bad dates since Ravi. I’ve kissed other people, but it’s all been so anticlimactic. Empty. No spark. No butterflies. But this is different. Because I’m feeling this. Feeling that spark. The butterflies.

			“Willa?”

			I’ve been stuck in this rut, in this post-breakup purgatory, and I just want out. A fresh start. For someone to save me. Maybe it’s him. “Do it, asshole.”

			Danny takes my face in both hands and kisses me. It’s surprising in its instant intensity, like getting knocked down by a wave in shallow water. He’s aggressive but not rough. There’s a certain choreography to it, to us stepping over the threshold, to him pinning me against the wall, lifting me up, tangling his fingers in my hair and pulling my head back to kiss my neck. To me pressing my hips into him, slipping my hands under his suit jacket to get a better feel of him—how he moves, whether his muscles tense when I touch him here, or here, or here. Here.

			He inhales sharply. Pulls my hair a little harder. Reaches down, searching for the hem of my dress.

			Do I want this? Because it’s happening, and it’s happening fast.

			“Wait,” I say.

			He takes a step back, covers his face with his hands. “Sorry. Got carried away.”

			“No, no, no. Not at all. It’s just…” I wish I fucking knew. “We’ll be late for dinner. If we get into that now.”

			“Ah,” he says, dropping his hands. “Right. Damn. The dinner where you can’t sit next to me.”

			“Correct. Not because I don’t want to. There are rules.”

			“You and these rules. Can’t be drunk, can’t be late.”

			“We’ve already established I am not cool and a nerd.”

			“Can I tell you something?” he asks, leaning in close again, putting my back to the wall again.

			“You can tell me anything.”

			“I think you lied about having cigarettes to get me alone.”

			“You’re arrogant.”

			“But am I wrong?” He gives me his big, crooked grin.

			I slip away from the wall and walk into my room, flip the light on and search my big purse. There’s a smooshed pack tucked into a random pocket, along with a small red lighter. I’m grateful they’re not in my car, so I can disprove Danny’s presumptuous theory. And so I can smoke.

			Danny stands in the doorway, leaning coolly against the frame.

			“Found them,” I say, holding up the pack.

			“You don’t strike me as a smoker.”

			“I’m not, really. I go through phases. My friends hate it.”

			“No judgment,” he says, taking out his flask. He offers it to me, and I trade him for the pack of cigarettes, then we swap back.

			We step out onto the porch and sit on the swing. Danny lights my cigarette before he lights his own. The night is impatient, darkness bullying the light from the sky. I get my phone out to check the time. It’s 7:33. The reception just started. We’re late.

			I’m surprised that Cass or Evan hasn’t texted me about disappearing with Danny but then realize it’s because I don’t have any service.

			“What’s up?” Danny asks.

			“We are officially three minutes late.”

			“Damn. We might get the chair for this.”

			“Firing squad, I think.”

			He stands, offers me a hand up. “Sorry. You can blame me. I’m used to it. Getting in trouble.”

			“You don’t say.” We step off the porch and I drop my cigarette onto the path, stomp it out. “Do you have any service?”

			“Nah. This place is a dead zone.” He flicks his cigarette butt, kicks some dirt over it. He walks backward so he can look at me. “I am sorry that I made you late. I was going off a vibe. If I took things too far…”

			“No. It’s not…It wasn’t…It was just the timing.”

			“Okay, okay. Good, good,” he says, smiling, showing off his dimples. His hair is a mess. His tie is loose. He keeps stumbling but won’t turn around, won’t stop looking at me. Now I regret putting an end to our hookup. I want to tackle him to the ground.

			“Can I tell you something?”

			“Anything. Everything. Always.”

			“I did want to get you alone. I just didn’t lie to do it.”

			“You like me,” he says.

			“Again, with the arrogance.”

			“I—” He stops. Talking. Walking. Breathing. He’s not looking at me anymore; he’s looking past me.

			“What is it?” I ask, swiveling on my heel. There’s the row of quaint white cabins. The lake. The woods. Mosquitoes. Birds. “What?”

			“Uh. Nothing.” He squints. “I thought I saw…”

			“Saw what?” I ask, with an urgency that seems to fluster him. His eyes go wide.

			“We were kidding around about that satanic shit, right?”

			“Yeah. Why? What’s wrong?”

			He rubs his jaw. “Just…I want to check…”

			He changes direction, heading back toward the cabins.

			“Wait.” I follow him, my heart a battering ram. All I can think about is the figure in black. What if I was wrong to keep my mouth shut? To dismiss the dread, suppress the panic? It’s such a trap, isn’t it? I say something and suddenly, it’s a problem, I’ve got a problem. I don’t say anything and just delay the inevitable. “Danny.”

			Please, please, please let this not be a problem. Let it be nothing.

			He approaches the first cabin. He stands at the back corner, hands on his head. “Okay…Whoa.”

			I come up behind him, and I see it, and it’s not nothing.

			My knees go weak.

			There’s a vulgar smear of red sullying the white cabin.

			It’s a very distinct shade. And it’s wet. Fresh.

			“I’m being paranoid,” he says. “Yeah?”

			“Danny. Danny. Danny…” I need to say something other than his fucking name. My mouth isn’t working. My brain isn’t working. I am nothing but fear.

			He takes another step and the ground squelches under his weight. The noise tips our gazes down. By the dregs of daylight, it’s hard to determine what the ground is soaked with. The grass has been disturbed—there’s a chaotic pattern in the blades and some patches have been ripped out completely.

			“Uh…” He leans over, peering behind the cabin.

			How did it get so dark so fast? The sun has abandoned us.

			“There’s nothing back there,” he says, turning toward me. “Hold on. What’s that?”

			He points at the grass near my feet. I look.

			It could easily be mistaken for a golf ball. But I know exactly what it is.

			A problem.

			He bends down. He picks it up. He grips it between his thumb and index finger. “Uh…what? Is this…”

			A Halloween prop. A macabre sphere of plastic. A fake eyeball.

			A big fucking problem.

			“Danny. I saw something—someone—in the woods right before we met. I didn’t think it was real because, I don’t know. How could it be real? I didn’t think it could be real. I…I…”

			“What are you saying? Who did you see?”

			Before I can answer, there is a scream so sharp it severs any thread of denial, and the whole world comes apart at the seams.
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			“Who did you see?” Danny repeats.

			“A figure. A…” I teeter in my heels. I feel like I’m melting. The anxiety is so fierce, it’s turning my bones to rubber. “It was this figure in the woods standing far enough away I couldn’t really see them, but I know they were wearing all black and they had on a mask. A balaclava and—”

			“A balaclava?” Danny gets his phone out of his suit pocket. “Whoa. Okay. Okay. Let’s go. We should go.”

			“Go where?”

			“To find Jason. To find Steph.” He starts down the path, dragging me behind him. “To the reception hall. There’s probably a landline there.”

			“I’m not trying to freak you out,” I say, attempting to resurrect my denial just to feel some semblance of safety again. “I’m not even sure I really saw it. But…”

			“But what?” he says, stopping.

			“The mask had a zipper glued over the mouth and these fake eyeballs near where its real eyes should be.”

			“Real eyes?”

			“I couldn’t see. It was too far. And…and too fucking weird! I didn’t…I thought I imagined it.”

			He stares at the plastic eyeball between his fingers. “Guess not.”

			“It could have been a caterer. Or a hiker. Or…”

			He hands me the eyeball and checks his phone again. “Which direction did it come from?”

			“The figure?”

			“No. That scream.”

			“Um, I’m not sure. Over there, maybe? Toward the lake? The cabins? I…I don’t know.”

			“Hey.” He reaches out, wipes the tears from my cheeks with his thumbs. I didn’t even realize I was crying. The intimacy of the gesture slows my heart rate, pauses the whirring of blood in my ears. “It’s okay.”

			“Is it?”

			He exhales, rubs his jaw—a nervous tick. A few minutes ago, we were flirting and kissing, and I was worrying about the wrong things. Now we stand on this path looking around, at a loss, the stress of the moment debilitating. I turn the eyeball over in my hand. Whatever’s happening is too real to reject but not quite real enough for me to fully accept, to wrap my head around. I’m in limbo.

			There’s another scream. This one muffled. Closer.

			A door slams behind us. I turn and my heel snaps and I fall. I land hard on my hip and my hand, my palm scraping the dirt.

			There’s no one around. Not that we can see. But the door slams again. Again.

			Again.

			It must be coming from one of the cabins.

			“Are you okay?” Danny says, hoisting me up.

			There are small rocks and granules of dirt embedded into my bleeding palm, and my hip hurts so badly it’s got me nauseous. “I’m fine.”

			The faint creak of hinges. A low moan.

			“Hello?” Danny calls. We hold our breath as we wait for a response. We don’t get one.

			I watch his eyes dart back and forth, contemplating where to go next. Back to the cabins where there’s clearly someone in distress or ahead to the reception hall where everyone else is currently gathered. Where there’s possibly a phone that we could use to call for help.

			I slip off my shoes and throw them onto the lawn. I fucking hate heels.

			“I’m going to see what’s going on back there,” he says, pointing to the cabins. “You run over to the reception hall and let them know what’s happening.”

			“We don’t know what’s happening. And splitting up is a textbook bad idea.”

			“Okay, okay.” He grabs my hand again and leads me to the cabins. We get to the first one—the one with the blood smear at the back. Danny puts his arm out, blocking me from stepping onto the porch. He angles himself in front of me, but I lean around him so I can see.

			The cabin door is shut, but there’s dark hair caught in the frame, a shallow pool of blood forming at the foot—the opposite of a welcome mat.

			I slap a hand over my mouth as I hyperventilate—taste the blood and dirt from my fall, the salt from my tears, the sour tang of utter terror.

			There’s movement behind the door. Rustling. The knob rattles, slowly starts to twist.

			“Danny,” I whisper.

			He shifts so I’m completely behind him, attempting to shield me from whatever it is we’re about to face. But I catch a glimpse of something. White netting. Stark against the dark hair. A birdcage veil.

			I push Danny aside, tripping over the top step on my way to her. To Steph.

			I can’t get the door open because her body is there.

			“Steph!”

			She’s there on the floor of the cabin, on her side, her hair covering her face. She changed out of her lavender dress into a butter yellow jumpsuit that is now covered in blood. She lies completely still in the dark.

			I lose a moment suspended in disbelief at what I’m seeing. A splinter of time too jagged to linger inside, no matter how badly I want to.

			She’s bleeding. She’s right there in front of me, bleeding. Hurt.

			“Steph, it’s me. It’s Willa. Stephanie? Say something.”

			She groans.

			Danny is over my shoulder. “Is she okay? Tell me she’s okay. Willa?”

			“Steph, can you move back? I need to get in. I need to get inside to help you.”

			She stirs, rolling forward, hands reaching as she slams the door closed again.

			I look back at Danny. I barely recognize him—his face has completely drained of color. “Hold on. Willa. What if he’s in there? Whoever did this.”

			“I don’t care,” I say, reaching for the knob.

			I’m careful with the door, opening it gradually to make sure I don’t hit her with it. She’s still close to the threshold, but there’s enough space that I can slip through, step over her. The floor is slick with blood, and I almost fall again.

			I steady myself, slowly drop down to my knees and push Steph’s hair out of her face.

			I can’t scream loud enough.

			Her eyes are gone.

			They’re gone.

			All that’s left is…is gore. Sockets. Red. Leaking. Pulsing. Writhing. Raw. Wrong.

			“What’s happening?” Danny asks, trying to get into the cabin. He can’t fit through the doorway; there’s not enough space for him. “Willa?”

			Steph opens her mouth to speak but no sound escapes.

			“We need an ambulance,” I shout. “We need…Call an ambulance. Help! We need help!”

			“I’m trying!”

			Steph’s cold hands find mine. I see now that she’s bleeding from the stomach. The wound is messy, and I don’t know what to do. I’m afraid to put pressure on it because I think there’s more than blood coming out of it.

			“I don’t…ah…Help…Help! This can’t…this can’t be happening. Please. Help!”

			“Willa? Willa, can you open the door?”

			“I can’t move her! She’s bleeding.”

			“What? Oh…Oh shit. Oh shit…” I look up, and Danny’s head is through the doorway. I watch him take it in. What’s happened to Steph. To our sweet, beautiful, perfect Steph. To the bride.

			He pulls back, disappears. I hear him get sick.

			“This isn’t real,” I whisper. “This can’t…it can’t be real.”

			Steph’s hands slip away. I lean closer to her. I’m not sure if she’s breathing. I should check her pulse. I should do something other than just sit here, fucking useless. I can barely even look at her. At what’s been done to her.

			I’m losing her. She’s right in front of me and I’m losing her.

			“Steph, you can’t leave me. You just…you can’t.” We’re back at the ceremony, just over an hour ago, and I’m watching her smile, the warmth of it like sunshine only better, purely good, free of ultraviolet radiation. We’re back in our dorm freshman year, and she’s teaching me how to French braid, so patient even when I fuck up my hundredth try. We’re getting drunk at a matinee, we’re stumbling out onto the street, and I see it for the first time—the mischievous glimmer in her eyes that she gets whenever she has too much to drink, what Cassie would later coin as the “Steph sparkle.”

			There’s no more sparkle. Her eyes are gone. Gone, gone, gone.

			She is gone. She’s not moving. I hover a trembling hand over her nose, her mouth, and feel nothing. No breath.

			I’m screaming again—this guttural cry I didn’t know I was capable of.

			“Willa?” Danny tries to get inside the cabin again. He bangs on the doorframe. “Willa! Get out!”

			“What?”

			“Willa, run!”

			All the lights are out, but somehow it gets even darker. Colder. There’s a shadow moving in this darkness. Behind me. Above me.

			I am being observed.

			Black mud-caked boots step beside me. My gaze travels up against my will. Black coveralls stained in blood. Black utility gloves. Black tactical utility belt. Black balaclava. Duct tape over the mouth with a red smile drawn on, zipper teeth. There’s black mesh over their real eyes, but they have the fake ones duct-taped to the mask just above. There are three of the eyes now. Before there were only two. They’re multiplying.

			They tower over me holding a giant, bloody bowie knife. It’s not their only weapon. There are others in the belt. More knives. A hammer. Pliers.

			Blood from the knife drips onto my forehead. Drip…Drip…

			The figure makes this deep, throaty wheezing sound. I think they’re laughing.

			“Willa!” Danny shouts.

			The sound of his voice snaps me out of my horrified gaping. I bolt for the door, toppling over Steph’s lifeless body.

			I anticipate a knife in my back at any second, a gloved hand grabbing my ankle and dragging me into the darkness. It’s coming. Violence. Pain. Death. The end of everything.

			Instead, I find Danny’s hand, and he pulls me through the doorway, over the threshold, onto the porch. He gets me to my feet, and the two of us sprint down the steps and onto the path.

			I do the thing you’re not supposed to do and look back.

			The figure now stands on the porch. They pause for a moment before pursuing us.

			They walk. They don’t run. We run.

			“We have to get to the reception hall,” Danny says. “We have to warn everyone.”

			My bare feet throb as they smack against the hard ground. My dress is damp with sweat and my best friend’s blood. My lungs seize. I can’t run any faster. Danny gets ahead of me. “Don’t leave me.”

			“I’m not going to leave you,” he says. “I’m not going to leave you.”

			I turn back again, peering over my shoulder to see how close they are. But they’re not there. The path is vacant, the night appearing deceptively innocent.

			“Danny,” I say, slowing down. “Danny, they’re gone.”

			“What?”

			“They’re not behind us anymore. They’re not following.”

			“We shouldn’t stop moving,” he says.

			I spin around and around, searching, making myself dizzy. “Where did they go? Where are they?”

			“He let you leave,” Danny says. “I saw him through the porch window. He was in the back of the room. He was watching. He was watching the whole time. Willa. Come on. Let’s go.”

			We pick up our pace again. There’s faint music coming from the reception hall. Voices.

			Life.
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			The reception hall is perched on a hill, so I can see light through the windows, passing shadows, but nothing inside. The music gets louder as we round the building. There are a few people gathered out front on the wide steps, drinks in hand, chatting, blissfully oblivious that the bride is dead.

			Stephanie is dead.

			I just watched her die.

			“Is that Willa? Oh my God! Hi!” It’s Vicky Moldando—her disconcertingly beautiful fake plastic face frozen in a sort of smirk. If she notices we’re breathless and bloody, her expression won’t allow her to show it. “I was so sorry to hear about you and Ravi. What happened? He gave you such a gorgeous rock. I love a cushion—”

			“Where is Jason?” Danny asks. “Have you seen Jason?”

			“Relax. Someone just went to go find him and Steph. I said they’re probably, you know, consummating. Lost track of time.” She chokes on her giggle. “Um…is that blood?”

			We don’t get the chance to answer her question.

			A woman nearby starts to wail, this ghastly cry of pure anguish that gets the attention of everyone outside. There’s a moment of confusion as we spin around, trying to figure out why she’s screaming.

			She points into the darkness. A man wanders out from the shadows. He’s a guest, but I don’t recognize him. He doesn’t have any eyes.

			“Everyone inside!” Danny shouts as the man collapses on the lawn. His suit jacket is soaked through crimson.

			I’d never thought about what violence sounds like. I would have assumed it was loud and succinct, like a gunshot or an explosion. But it’s not like that at all. It’s not one thing. It’s chaos. The disorder of nature: what was inside, out; what was whole, in pieces; what was clean, dirty; what was good—all that was good—irrevocably defiled. The reaction to that disorder: more disorder.

			There’s nothing succinct about it.

			It lasts so long. It goes on for-fucking-ever. All I will ever hear from this moment on is this screaming.

			The doors to the reception hall are open, and people swarm to get inside, flailing and shoving and shouting. There’s a blockage. Not everyone can get through all at once. Vicky, weighing her options, decides to take off in the opposite direction, dash across the lawn.

			It’s the wrong decision.

			The masked figure is there, emerging calmly from the cover of night, unhurried.

			I should look away. Or try to stop it. But there is no stopping it. What can I do? The masked figure grabs Vicky by her magnificent salon blond hair and wrenches her toward us, into the brightness emanating from the reception hall. At the foot of the steps, the body of the eyeless man now lies horribly still.

			“Willa!” Danny wraps his arms around my waist and pulls me back. My spine wilts, head lolls, my body suddenly forgetting how to support its own weight.

			Vicky screams at a pitch that liquefies my brain.

			I look up.

			She’s being held up by her hair. Her feet are off the ground, stilettos kicking the air. She reaches back, clawing at her assailant with her acrylics. It’s no use. I can hear the throaty wheezing noise. The laughter. His laughter. He’s laughing at her the same way he laughed at me. He keeps laughing even after she gets loose, her extensions ripping out of her head and allowing her to drop. She lands awkwardly on bent ankles. She does her best to hobble away.

			“Willa.” Danny tightens his grip on me, and I know I should be cooperating, be moving, be something other than deadweight, but I can’t. I’m detained by terror. I can’t see this, what’s about to happen, but I can’t not see it.

			Vicky’s twisted ankles give out. She’s face down in the dirt. She attempts to crawl forward on her elbows but he’s already on top of her. He tosses her extensions aside and wraps a giant gloved hand around her forehead, then drags his knife across her throat. Once. Twice. Her head tips so far back that now I know what’s inside of a neck.

			Danny spins me around and pushes me through the doors. He shuts them behind us. Locks them.

			I trip into the reception. It’s stunning. It’s art. Long dining tables set parallel to the checkered marble dance floor. Taper candles, flower arrangements, lace runners, neutral tones, fairy lights. The ceiling is high with exposed wooden beams wrapped in flowering vines.

			It’s whiplash—how can I accept what I’m seeing now after what I just saw? How can I experience beauty with my best friend’s blood on my dress?

			There’s a table across the dance floor with two seats. A massive marquee heart sign glows pink behind it. It was meant for Steph and Jace, for them to sit there together. How can it be that they’ll never be together again? This doesn’t make sense.

			“Willa?” It’s Evan. He comes toward me, Wyatt behind him with his hands firm on Ev’s shoulders. I’m so relieved to see them alive. I scan the room. Cassie and Luke are crouched down, her eyes shut tight, his alert, wide open. I look for Ravi. The candlelight casts shadows that I don’t trust, turning everyone here into a stranger. Turning everyone here into a killer. Into a threat.

			“Willa, are you okay? You’re bleeding.”

			“It’s not my blood,” I say, toppling into him. “It’s not my blood. It’s…”

			“What happened? Where did you go?” He’s angry with me. Evan’s so angry. So confused. So frightened. I’ve never seen him this way. We’re embracing but we’re not here. It’s not us anymore. We’re doppelgangers. We’ve been body snatched by versions of us who know the worst fear possible.

			“Jason? Jason!” Danny calls, full of false hope. “Hey! Anyone seen Jason? Where’s Jason?”

			“He’s with Steph,” Evan says. “She went to change.”

			Danny buries his face in his hands, folding into himself. “No, no, no, no, no, no…”

			“What the hell is going on?” someone shouts.

			There’s a DJ booth, but the DJ is MIA, so there’s no one to stop the soundtrack of background music, the base layer of noise that acts as a significant contributor to the turmoil. Everyone has to raise their voices to be heard over the music, over the screaming and crying, but I’m trying to listen, listen carefully, because that monster is still out there and he wants to kill us.

			“Is anyone’s phone working?” I’m hoarse. I’m not loud enough. I try again. “Is anyone’s phone working?”

			Evan and Wyatt both get their phones out. I watch others follow suit. I watch them all try in vain. A man in the back stands on a chair.

			“I’ve got one bar,” he says. “Everyone, quiet!”

			No one is quiet.

			Evan pulls away from me and takes a cautious step toward the doors. They’re rattling. The knobs spin.

			“Don’t,” I tell him.

			Wyatt holds him back. “I’ll go.”

			“No! Wyatt. No one’s opening those fucking doors.”

			“It could be Steph and Jace,” Wyatt says. “It’s okay, Willa. I’m a big guy. Let me handle it.”

			“It’s not them!” I didn’t mean to say it, didn’t mean for it to come out. But it’s out. It’s hanging there. It’s in the world. This world. This world that tastes of blood and saline and smells of sweat and death.

			“Willa,” Evan says. “If that’s not your blood, whose blood is it?”

			I can’t answer him. I can’t. I won’t.

			“Whose blood is it?” he repeats.

			“The call keeps dropping,” says the man on the chair. “Anyone else?”

			“There’s a kitchen, right? Probably a back office. A landline,” I say. “We need to—”

			“We need to get out of here,” someone screams. “There’s a strange man running around with a knife!”

			More shouting. Commotion. Confusion.

			Another voice cutting through. “Who drove here? Who has a car? We took the shuttle.”

			“We have a car,” Wyatt says. “We’ll take as many people as we can and get help.”

			“You’re not leaving,” I say. “It’s too dangerous out there.”

			“And it’s perfectly safe in here?” Evan says. “We’ll go together. As a group.”

			Luke stands and gets Cassie to her feet. She’s in a daze. “What kind of person would attack a wedding?”

			“It’s not a person,” I say.

			“Not a person? Then what is it?” Evan asks.

			“They’re…they’re something else. Something worse. I can’t explain it. Where’s…” I turn, searching for Danny. He’s on the floor, his back to the wall, knees up, face hidden. “Danny…”

			He lifts his head, and his eyes are wet with tears. “Do you think he could still be out there? Jason?”

			“We can’t stay here. We need a plan, and we need to make it fast,” Wyatt says. So brave. So ignorant of what we’re up against. This isn’t just some guy with a knife. This is somebody with a knife and an entire fucking tool belt of potential weapons, and I’m willing to bet he intends to use every single one. This is somebody who took the time to make a mask. Somebody who gets off on inciting fear, on violence. Maybe I’ve been watching too many horror movies, but I think it’d be pretty goddamn stupid to not recognize that I’m in one right now. This isn’t just some random wanderer with a few screws loose or a disillusioned Kaczynski type trying to make the news, make a point.

			This is a supervillain.

			This is who took Steph’s eyes.

			Calculated and homicidal and soulless, killing for sport.

			“We have a car, too,” Luke says, stepping forward. Cassie pulls him back.

			“No,” she says. “Don’t you dare.”

			“Babe—”

			Their inevitable argument is interrupted by a bloodcurdling scream. A woman in the corner points to one of the windows. “There’s someone out there!”

			“We’re aware,” Evan says.

			The music cuts out, and everyone twists toward the DJ booth.

			It’s Ravi. He’s got the microphone.

			“Everyone, listen. Please,” he says, his voice calm and steady. He’s always been good in a crisis. Small stressors take him out, but he can lock in for the big stuff. I think it provokes his need for control. “I understand that you’re scared, but let’s take a breath. Whatever we do next, we have to do it together, all right? We’re going to help one another out of this.”

			Look at him, playing the hero.

			“First thing I’m going to need is for you to move away from the windows. The front door is locked, but I’m going to ask Luke and Wyatt to check the back because there’s likely another door out through the kitchen.”

			“No!” Cassie says. “Luke.”

			“I got this.” He winks, trying to lighten the mood, but it only makes her cry.

			“If anyone else wants to volunteer to go with Luke and Wyatt, I do think a bigger group would be better.”

			“I’ll go,” Danny says, standing. He sniffles, wipes his nose with his sleeve.

			Panic sears through my chest. Part of me wants to stay here with Ravi, to keep listening to the sound of his voice—because it’s so familiar, so known to me, and there’s a cellular-level comfort in that—but the thought of separating from Danny has me completely distraught. He was with me when this all started. There’s no immediate future I can fathom without him at my side. He said he wouldn’t leave me. I don’t want to leave him. An attachment has been forged in this fire.

			“Me, too,” I say. “I’m going. We need to see if there’s a phone back there.”

			Ravi looks at me, makes eye contact for the first time all night. For the first time in weeks. Months.

			He blinks. He doesn’t react when Danny takes my hand.

			“Then let’s go,” Evan says.

			Cass sighs. “If you’re all going then I’m fucking going.”

			“Thank you,” Ravi says. “While they check to make sure all the doors are secure, we’re going to keep up our attempts to make emergency contact. Text, call, email. Something will get through. We’ll get help. We’re going to stay together, stay calm, and I’m here to talk you through it.”

			“Come on,” Danny says, keeping me close as the group crosses the dance floor. Right now, we’re all supposed to be dancing to some classic, cheesy wedding music. Forming a circle around Steph and Jace. Jace is a notoriously bad dancer who loves nothing more than to dance. A lesser partner would be embarrassed by his moves, but Steph always hypes him up because she thinks it’s the funniest thing. Her face lights up watching him, swaying at a safe distance to avoid a rogue elbow, manic limb strikes.

			“This isn’t right,” I mutter to myself. I feel like I’m wearing clothes that don’t fit. There’s a chafing. I swear the air is wrong. Everything about this is wrong.

			I pass by the DJ booth. By Ravi, who continues to reassure the crowd. He doesn’t look at me. This could be the last time that I ever see him, that he sees me, but he doesn’t look my way.

			Tanya sits behind the booth, trembling and whispering indistinctly, her legs tucked to one side, her hair pulled in front of her face like a shield. I miss her being the worst thing to happen to me today.

			There’s a doorway at the back of the space that leads to a dim hall.

			“He could be hiding,” Cass says. “We could be heading right for him.”

			“He?” Evan asks. “How do we know it’s a man?”

			“Statistics.”

			“He’s wearing a mask. It’s…it’s unsettling,” I say. “I don’t want you to be caught off guard.”

			“Not sure there’s any preventing that,” Wyatt says, stepping ahead of us to be first into the hall. Evan follows. Luke. Cassie.

			“Hold on,” Danny says. They don’t hear him. Or they do but don’t listen. They press on, leaving just the two of us. “Shit. Shit.”

			He runs his hands through his hair. His eyes are swollen from crying. I miss his arrogance. If I could heal him, turn him back into who he was before all of this, I would in an instant. Wouldn’t that be nice? A fairy-tale kiss and poof. His crooked smile, not a care in the fucking world.

			“Willa? Danny? You guys coming?” Luke calls from the hallway.

			Danny drops his hands, shakes out his arms, rolls his shoulders back.

			“Together?” I ask him.

			He looks at me, and there’s a hint of that crooked grin. “Deal.”
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			We veer to the left, follow the hall to a set of aluminum swinging doors into the kitchen.

			“Hi. Hello,” Wyatt says. “Is anyone back here?”

			I wait for Evan to make a sarcastic comment, something about how we’re woefully unprepared for a masked murderer situation, about Wyatt’s Minnesotan manners—if he wants to go ahead and ask our assailant if it’s easier for him if we stand still with our hands behind our backs.

			But Evan says nothing. He has Wyatt by the arm, pulling him close.

			Platters of food congeal under heat lamps. Giant bowls of grilled peppers go cold and waxy on the counter. There are pots on the stove, gas burners still glowing purple underneath.

			“Everyone probably bailed when they heard the screaming,” Luke says.

			“Where’s the door?” Danny asks.

			I look around, my eyes frantic and refusing to focus. I spot a knife gleaming on the counter and pick it up. It’s nowhere near as big as the man in the mask’s, but it’s something.

			I don’t know how to hold it. I feel fucking ridiculous.

			“Do you have my keys?” I hear Evan ask Wyatt. Wyatt shakes his head. “Does anyone have their car keys? Wills?”

			“At the cabin.” Why didn’t I grab them when I had the chance? Would it have made a difference?

			“I’ve got keys,” Luke says, holding up a fob. “I can get the van. We all get out of here. Get help.”

			“No,” Cassie says.

			“It’s one guy, Cass.”

			She huffs. “We don’t know that for sure, do we? We’ve been over this. I’m not risking it. And at least one of us would have to stay behind to lock up so whoever’s out there can’t get in. I don’t like that. We should stay together.”

			“The door,” Danny says. “Where’s the door?”

			“Hmm…back there?” Wyatt says, pointing. He walks past the double oven and rounds a corner. The moment he’s out of view—a thud, followed by a sharp intake of air.

			“Wyatt!” Evan runs after him.

			“I’m okay,” Wyatt says. “I stepped on him. I didn’t mean to. I didn’t know. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

			There’s a body on the floor in a pool of blood. A member of the waitstaff—black shoes, black slacks, black shirt, throat slashed, no eyes.

			Wyatt, Evan, Cassie, and Luke all freak out. Howl. Retch. Panic. But this isn’t the first horror scene that Danny and I have witnessed tonight, and we’re somehow already desensitized. He steps over the body to get to the back door.

			He turns around, and his expression churns my stomach.

			“What is it?”

			“It’s locked. The door is already locked.”

			No one else is paying attention—they’re all preoccupied with the slaughtered body at their feet—so they don’t get it, don’t understand what this means.

			I lean down and touch the dead man’s forehead with the back of my hand, trying to avoid the leakage from his empty sockets. He’s still vaguely warm.

			He hasn’t been dead for that long.

			“We have to go,” I say.

			Danny unlocks the door and pushes it open. “Come on.”

			“No!” Cassie screams.

			“Cass,” I say, dropping my voice to a whisper. “He’s not out there. He’s in here. With us.”

			“We don’t know that,” she whispers back.

			“Yes, we do,” Danny says.

			No one screams. No one moves. The shock of him, of the mask—I tried to prepare them, but how could I?

			He stands near the stove. He’s enormous; he must be nearly seven feet tall. His eyes have multiplied. I count five, six. And they…oh God. I don’t think they’re fake. They’re not. They’re not fake eyeballs. Not anymore. Now they’re fucking real. Gooey. Dripping. Adhered haphazardly with double-sided tape.

			He holds his obscenely giant knife in one of his obscenely giant gloved hands. He waves with the other.

			Wyatt grabs Evan by his collar and shoves him out the door. Luke picks up Cassie, throws her over his shoulder, and takes off. Barefoot, I slip in the blood on the floor, and Wyatt catches me. He pushes me over the threshold. Danny next.

			Wyatt makes it out, but he doesn’t get far.

			He lurches forward, his brow furrowing.

			“Let’s go,” Danny says, taking me by the wrist and pulling me across the lawn toward the path.

			“But—” I start.

			Wyatt goes down. He’s such a big guy and he hits the ground so hard without even trying to break his fall.

			There’s a knife sticking out of the back of his head, buried deep in his skull.

			Evan screams his husband’s name over and over and over again as he runs to where Wyatt lies still in the grass.

			“Get up, you oaf!” Ev says. “Get up! I love you. I love you. You have to get up!”

			He’s so busy pleading he doesn’t see the masked figure striding toward him. Or maybe he does and just doesn’t care.

			“Fuck off,” he says, as the masked man lifts the hammer from his utility belt.

			“Evan! Run!” I know he won’t. He won’t leave Wyatt. He’s about to die. He’s about to get a hammer to the head. I’m about to watch another one of my best friends die.

			I can’t.

			What good story starts with a retreat?

			The fog of fear lifts for a moment of clarity. I’m holding a kitchen knife. I picked it up for a reason. Now I’m pulling away from Danny, and I’m running as fast as I can, and I’m not breathing because the eyes are on me, so many dead eyes, and I’m not thinking—obviously I’m not thinking—until I’m close enough to wonder if knife beats hammer. Rock paper scissors.

			The man swings his hammer and this caveman survival instinct puppets my body. I flinch and lean back at the last second, and the hammer just clips my shoulder, and I drop the knife, lose my balance, fall to my knees at the masked man’s feet.

			He hooks his fingers around my jaw and my neck. His glove does nothing to soften his grip, and I can feel the bruises forming from the blood vessels breaking. He lifts me up with one hand like I’m nothing, like I have no weight at all. My feet are off the ground. He holds me so I’m eye level with the layer of mesh under his balaclava. I still can’t see his real eyes, his face. It’s too dark.

			“I see you,” he wheezes. “I see you, I see you, I ssseeeeeeee you.”

			I should be fighting back, but it’s hard to do anything other than panic when there’s a hand around your neck, and I wonder if I should just surrender to this fate because maybe it’s what I deserve. Because this all feels like my fault.

			“I saw you.” My voice is weak, strangled. I saw you and I did nothing. I convinced myself that you weren’t real, that this wasn’t happening. I sat back in my denial, and I allowed this to happen. There is literally blood on my hands.

			My fault.

			Suddenly, his grip loosens. He wavers, and I drop.

			The kitchen knife sticks out of his calf.

			Evan stabbed him.

			“Go!” he tells me. “Run, you dumb cunt.”

			The ultimate term of endearment coming from him.

			I stand on shaky legs. “Not without you.”

			The man removes the knife from his calf without hesitation. He flips the knife into the air and catches it by the handle.

			Evan looks up at me with his wonderful, handsome face, his smart mouth frowning, and just shakes his head.

			I don’t see what happens next. Danny has me. His arm is linked through mine and he’s running so I’m running. We get up to the path and step right into the yellow glare of headlights.

			It’s Luke and Cassie in their van. Engine on. They’re not driving it, though. It’s just stopped there a few yards away, growling at us.

			“Tires are slashed,” Danny says as we get closer.

			“Of course they are,” Evan says. Only he doesn’t, because he’s not here.

			“I left him,” I say. “I…I left. I left him. And Stephanie. I left…I left them.”

			Luke pulls the van forward. The hubcaps scrape the ground, making the most heinous racket. Cassie opens the side door. “Where’s Evan? Where’s Wyatt?”

			“They didn’t make it,” Danny says, pushing me toward the van. “What’s the plan? We get as far away as we can on hubcaps?”

			Luke puts the van in park and opens the driver’s side door.

			“Where are you going?” Cassie says.

			“Back for Evan and Wyatt. Danny, get Cass and Willa out.”

			Cassie takes off her shoe and throws it at Luke’s head. “Theo. Our son. I’m not explaining to him that Daddy’s not coming back. Get in the fucking car.”

			Luke stops. He sniffs the air. “Do you smell…”

			“Smoke,” I say.

			“Where’s it coming from?” Danny asks. “Do you see it?”

			I think of the burners in the kitchen. The gas stove left on.

			I think of Ravi’s frustration that time we were in the car on the way to the airport, and I asked him to please turn around and go back home, because I couldn’t remember switching the burner off after I made my tea, because what if our house blew up like that beloved West Village chicken spot? Because my anxiety was too loud. Because it always has to ruin everything, and to save me from nothing.

			“We have to get everyone out,” I say.

			“Shit,” Danny says.

			“Where’s the guy? The guy in the mask?” Luke asks.

			Great question.

			“Get back in the van!” Cassie says, throwing her other shoe at him.

			He does what he’s told.

			“You two go,” I say. “Maybe you can get far enough that you’ll have cell service. Get to the road and flag someone down.”

			Cassie nods and closes the side door. She has a singular focus. Theo. She needs to get back to her son. She’s in survival mode. I admire it, but it hurts me, a little. That she doesn’t say goodbye.

			She has a family. That’s her priority. I’m not part of it. I’m second tier. It’s a selfish, insecure, ugly thought. But it’s there.

			My friends have families. I’m on my own.

			Luke slides into the driver’s seat and shuts the door. He reverses the van down the path. It makes that hideous noise again—metal grinding dirt and rock—so awful it scrambles my brain, leaves me woozy.

			“Hold on,” Danny says. “What are we doing? You should go with them.”

			“You should go with them. It’s not too late. I can get everyone out.”

			“I told you I wouldn’t leave you.”

			“And I won’t leave you. So, let’s go.”

			We run to the front of the reception hall. Vicky’s body is still in the grass, but her head is now resting on the steps, near the eyeless man in the bloody suit. It’s intentional placement, meant to frighten anyone coming out of the reception hall, to cause commotion. Fear makes people do stupid things. Make bad choices. If they open the doors and the first thing they see is Vicky’s decapitated head, they’ll run back inside—fish in a barrel, until that barrel starts to burn.

			“We should move them,” I say, lifting the dead man’s legs. He’s heavier than I was expecting.

			“Look.” Danny points to the deck. Smoke whorls up from underneath. “No time.”

			I drop the man’s legs, muttering an apology under my breath.

			Danny bangs on the door. “Hey, it’s me. It’s Danny. You need to get out. There’s a—”

			“Wait.” I cover his mouth. “If we tell them there’s a fire, they’ll panic.”

			“Okay, yeah. Okay,” he says, gently moving my hand away. He bangs on the door again, this time with both fists. “Hey. Hey! Open up! You guys all need to leave. Okay?”

			There’s quiet on the other side.

			“Hello?” he says.

			They don’t trust us. They’re too afraid.

			“Ravi,” I shout through the door. It hurts to speak, my neck bruised, throat raw. “Ravi, you have to listen to me. You have to trust me. You need to get everyone out.”

			Why would he listen to me? Why would he trust me?

			“Please,” I say. “Ravi?”

			Mumbling. Movement. They’re talking it over.

			“We’re wasting time. We have to tell them,” Danny says. He grabs the knob and rams his shoulder into the door. “There’s a fire!”

			The smoke billows up from under the deck. I can hear the crackle and hiss of flames.

			“Ah, shit!” Danny starts to pace, hands on his head. “A window. We’ll break a window. We’ll—”

			He’s interrupted by the click of a lock.

			The doors open.

			It’s Ravi.
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			“You’re so good-looking,” I’d said, pushing his hair back from his forehead. I ran my fingers over his perfect thick eyebrows, down the neat slope of his nose. Then I came to his lips. “Your lips. How do you have such beautiful lips?”

			He smiled as I kissed him. Not with teeth. He rarely smiles with teeth. He doesn’t like his teeth, which is stupid because they’re magnificent. Orthodontics would have been a mistake, making ordinary what nature ordained to be special.

			“Stop.” His cheeks went red.

			His beard was rough against my skin, but I didn’t care.

			“Stop what? Complimenting you?”

			“Yes. I don’t know what to do with positive feedback.”

			“Too bad. You’re the most attractive human being on the planet and you need to know.”

			“That’s not true! Stop.”

			“Stop what. Kissing you?”

			“No,” he said. “Not that. Never that.”

			He stands in front of me in the doorway, looking at me like I’m a stranger, the slight wrinkles on his forehead evidence of time gone by. Of memories and change and loss. The innocence of who we were and what we had, tarnished by everything that came after. By where we are now, amid such violence. Cruelty and carnage. Unfathomable tragedy.

			I never could have imagined it ending like this, back when I was just learning how it felt to see him up close, exploring the novel topography of his face. I never could have imagined it ending at all.

			I can’t move, can’t trust the ground below me not to swallow me up, to prove that every fear I’ve ever had was valid, that actually I wasn’t afraid enough.

			Ravi holds the doors open, and the crowd starts to pour out onto the lawn. As predicted, the sight of Vicky’s head and the man’s dead body incites complete pandemonium. Some people turn around and run back inside, others take off across the lawn, others toward the lake, the woods. I see them in streaks. Formal wedding attire ripped. Hair messy. Faces flushed and sweaty and terror warped.

			“Stay together!” Ravi calls out, but no one’s listening anymore. A wild-eyed woman in a tattered gown plows past him and knocks him back. I catch the door.

			“Ravi!” His name feels heavy in my mouth. Strange and unwelcome.

			“I’m fine,” he says, holding his ribs.

			“I’m sorry. I’m sorry…” I don’t even know what I’m apologizing for. I move to help him, but he dodges me. The flames gnaw closer, and I can feel the heat at my heels.

			He takes a step back, receding into the reception hall. Another step. He turns away from me. He’s going back for her.

			Tanya stands rigid on the dance floor with her stilettos in her hands, her makeup and hair somehow still flawless. She’s wide-eyed and ranting, incoherent. “There. It’s out…out there. But I didn’t…No. No. It’s happening. Why is this happening?”

			“Willa.” Danny’s at the bottom of the steps. “Willa, come on.”

			He reaches out to me. I stare at his outstretched hand. Do I take it?

			Smoke fills my lungs, stings my eyes. I look back at Ravi. I know there’s nothing I can do for him. His fate is out of my hands. It’s no longer bound to mine. We never said our vows. Death won’t be what parts us; we’re already parted.

			I cough into the crook of my arm, stagger down the steps toward Danny. I take his hand and let him lead me away.

			“Where’s the crazy guy?” I hear someone say.

			Again, a great fucking question. My eyes are beyond irritated from the smoke, and there are people everywhere—running crawling screaming crying praying—and Danny’s got me sprinting to keep up with him, to keep my hand in his, so I can’t concentrate on the frenzied scene blurring around me.

			The string lights on the deck explode from the heat of the fire, and the sound of the glass globes bursting exacerbates the mayhem.

			“I don’t see him anywhere. The…the…” I don’t know what else to call him. “The Eyeball Man!”

			“We don’t want to,” Danny says. “Let’s go.”

			Another guest runs past us. “The cabins! Get to the cabins!”

			“Not that one!” Danny shouts.

			It’s the cabin where Steph is. Where Jace is, too, probably. Or maybe not. We didn’t see him. Maybe he’s still alive. Maybe we should stop to check. Maybe we should…

			It’s a sixth sense, one I didn’t know I had, one I wish I’d never had to discover.

			The eyes. They’re on me again. All of them. The mask is covered now. Too many to count.

			He stands ahead of us on the path. Out in the open. Unafraid. Only danger is so confident that it’s transcended danger. Only death itself.

			He picks up his pace. He’s not running, not really. He’s skipping. He has enough momentum to launch into the air, to click his heels.

			He’s gleeful. He’s having the time of his life.

			One of his eyes comes loose and falls off the mask into the dirt.

			Danny shoves me from the path, and we run toward the nearest cabin. By some miracle, the door’s been left open, swinging in the wind.

			It’s not until we’re inside, door shut and locked behind us, that I realize what a terrible fucking idea this is. There’s no hiding from the Eyeball Man. He’s seen us.

			He sees everything.

			And he won’t hesitate to smoke us out.

			If he wants to kill us, he’ll kill us. He’ll find a way.

			I remember his hand around my neck. Squeezing. He could have killed me then. He didn’t. He might have, if Evan hadn’t intervened. Or maybe he enjoys toying with me. He could have killed me in the woods earlier, or when I was in the cabin with Steph.

			Maybe he’s saving me for last. Maybe I’m special. Maybe I’m his final girl.

			Cassie’s voice in my head. Nothing gives you perspective like a true crime doc. And if that’s too real, a nice classic slasher bloodbath. A reminder it could always be worse.

			The irony. I’d laugh if I remembered how.

			Danny stalks the interior of the cabin, making sure every window is closed, the thick burlap curtains drawn.

			What’s the point? The killer knows we’re in here.

			“Okay,” Danny says. He takes my face in his hands, the way he did when he first kissed me. He presses his forehead into mine. “We’re getting out of this. Okay?”

			“Okay,” I say, but I don’t believe him. What future is there? What’s beyond these walls? I can’t see it, can’t imagine it. I’m not sure I want to.

			Danny wraps his arms around me, pulls me into his chest, and I can hear the fitful beating of his heart, the air rushing in and out of his lungs. He smells of sweat and smoke, with a vague hint of woody cologne.

			“You like sushi?” he says.

			“What?”

			“Do you like sushi?”

			I lean back to get a better look at his face. He’s serious. “Why are you asking?”

			“When this is over, I’ll take you out. We’ll fly to Japan.”

			“Japan?”

			“I’ll take you to Japan,” he says. “To my favorite sushi spot. Have you ever been to Tokyo?”

			“No…”

			“Ah,” he says, flashing his crooked smile. “It’s settled. We’re going to Tokyo. You’ll love it.”

			My first thought is Archimedes. I’ll need a cat sitter if I go to Tokyo. He won’t mind. He’ll likely prefer the sitter to me.

			If I die tonight, who will take care of him? Who will know that he’s all alone in my apartment?

			This gets me. My tears flow hot and free.

			“Hey. Hey.” Danny with his awkward laugh. “It’s okay if you don’t like sushi.”

			“I don’t,” I tell him. “I told you I wasn’t cool.”

			“I like how you are.”

			“Will you still take me to Tokyo?”

			There’s a knock at the cabin door.

			He holds me tighter.

			“Will you still take me?” I ask again. I shut my eyes, and I try to picture the two of us on a plane, queuing up the same movie at the same time so we can watch it together. I try to conjure the image of me falling asleep on his shoulder, under the same blanket. But I can’t. All I can see are the backs of my eyelids. Darkness. Nothing.

			Knock.

			Knock.

			Knockknockknockknockknockknock.

			A moment of quiet, just as violent in its own way. Just as brutal.

			Then—

			Glass cracking.

			Glass shattering.

			I open my eyes to a gloved hand pulling back the burlap curtain.

			Danny drags me away from the broken window, farther into the cabin.

			The Eyeball Man climbs inside. His footsteps are heavy as he comes toward us, boots crunching on shards of glass, clunking on whining floorboards. He holds his hammer up high. He flips it around, slides it back into his utility belt, and pulls out the bowie knife instead. It’s covered in blood.

			Danny charges forward, trying to outrun, or to outmaneuver. He keeps his promise; he doesn’t leave me. He tries to bring me with him, but my hand slips from his grasp, and he loses his footing.

			The Eyeball Man is prepared. He lifts his knee as Danny falls, and it collides with Danny’s skull.

			He’s out when he hits the floor. His limbs twitch.

			I’m alone. Death is staring at me with all its eyes, and I’m alone.

			Fight, flight, or freeze. Die fighting, die running, or die still.

			I’m not at peace with what’s about to happen. I’m not ready. I’m so scared it’s spilling down my leg. I’m so scared. I’m so fucking scared and so fucking sad.

			My life doesn’t flash before my eyes, only all the reasons why I must not deserve it.

			The massive, masked figure, the faceless villain who is no one so he gets to be everyone, everything—my reckoning, my heartache, my fear, my punishment, my end, my bleak, bleak fate—takes two assertive strides toward me. His gloved hand finds my neck again. He sets the tip of his blade between my eyes. He applies pressure.

			“Look,” he says. “Looooookkk at me.”

			It doesn’t hurt. Blood flows down my nose, over my lips, into my mouth, down my chin.

			He wheezes. He laughs.

			I’m not his final girl after all.

			I’m not special.

			I hear the knife move deeper. I hear a snap. A crack. A squish. A scream that must be mine but it’s above me. No. Behind me. I see nothing. I feel nothing. No. That’s not true. I’m cold. I’m so cold and so cold and
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			I sit up straight in bed.

			There are hornets in my lungs. Every breath stings but I’m breathing.

			Only…I’m dead. So how can I be breathing?

			I reach for my face, for the space between my eyes. It’s slick with sweat but the skin isn’t broken like it should be, because I was stabbed there. Because I was killed. Because I’m dead.

			There’s light streaming in through the windows and I’m dead.

			Is the afterlife my studio apartment?

			Is this hell?

			“Archie!” I say, kicking off the covers. “Archimedes!”

			I hear him grunting.

			I roll off the mattress onto the floor, crawl toward his food bowl, the only thing that will get him to come to me—the promise of food.

			He trots out of the closet, and I’m on him. He’s in my arms. He squawks, makes an ungodly sound. He tries to wriggle free, but I’ve got him. He’s how I know that I’m not in hell. Hell would be existing without him. I set him down. “I’m sorry.”

			He scampers back to the closet.

			“I’m sorry,” I repeat. I yawn, get my legs under me and stand up. “You want a treat? You want…”

			A sudden spell of dizziness dissolves the floor beneath me. I cling to the counter but it’s no use and I land hard on my ass.

			An eruption inside my skull—this pressure unlike anything I’ve ever felt before. A splitting headache. Literally. I feel like my head is being split open.

			It’s excruciating and then it’s gone.

			My fingers trace my face, the bridge of my nose, my forehead, my eyes, cheeks, lips. Again. Again. Am I real? Is any of this real?

			I scramble for my phone, which is plugged in next to my bed as always. My hands are trembling so badly. It’s 7:13 a.m. It’s morning. I blink. It’s morning. It’s the morning. I’m alive. Why don’t I feel any relief? Why do I not trust it?

			Wait. It’s…it’s the morning.

			It’s this morning. It’s…

			It’s Friday. The twenty-fifth.

			It’s the morning of the wedding.

			It’s a day I’ve already lived.

			I call Cassie.

			It rings. Once. Twice. Three times.

			“Willa,” she says. “Gimme a sec.”

			I hear screaming in the background. Theo.

			“Luke? Luke, the bottle. No, not that one…in the…yeah.” She sighs. “Sorry, Wills. What’s up? Luke! Yes…thank you. Jesus Christ. Sorry.”

			“I’m, um…I’m kind of freaking out.”

			She’s quiet.

			“I…It was today, it was the wedding, and I was there, we were there, and it was the cabins and the reception hall and the ceremony and…and there was this figure, this man, and he…he killed me. He stabbed me in the head with a, um, a bowie knife. And I…I died.”

			“Soooo…you had a nightmare? You’re telling me about a nightmare?” I can hear in her voice that her patience is threadbare.

			A nightmare. A dream. Right. Obviously.

			“Yeah. Yeah. Yeah, I guess,” I say. “But it was so real, Cass. So vivid. And long. It was the whole day of the wedding. I got up, I did work, I drove, listened to my playlists. And you were there. And Evan. Steph. Wyatt. Luke. Jace…and, and Danny. Jace’s friend, Danny. I’ve never met him before. Have you?”

			“No,” she says. “Luke! That one. No, not that one. That one. Sorry. Listen, Wills. It sounds like a stress dream. Which makes sense. Was Ravi in the dream?”

			“Yeah, but…but it wasn’t really about him.” Only now I’m not certain. Was it? “We all got murdered by this giant mystery man in a mask covered in duct tape and zippers and eyeballs. He had a utility belt with all sorts of weapons and, like, tools. Hammers and—”

			“I’m just going to stop you there and own up to the fact I might have been wrong to get you hooked on horror in your current vulnerable state. That’s on me. My bad.”

			“The dream was so visceral, Cass. Every conversation. Every…every second of it. My senses. Touch, taste, sight, smell…It was…I watched Steph bleed out in front of me. Her eyes were gone.”

			“Willa. Take a deep breath. First of all, do you think that the bride dying is your subconscious trying to work some shit out? Second, the eye thing, while also probably worth some subconscious examination, that’s definitely a kill from Farm Possession 3. A lot of gouging in the third one. Some would say excessive.”

			“I haven’t even seen that one.” Or have I? I don’t remember. I’ve been such a zombie lately, spent far too many hours with my brain off, mouth open, drooling in front of my laptop streaming movies to escape reality. Maybe I did see it. Maybe I was half asleep watching, and it seeped into my subliminal mind.

			“Then congratulations, you’re fucked-up all on your own.”

			“I am, Cass. I’m fucked-up.” And I’m clammy and I’m nauseous and I’m exhausted, like I haven’t slept. I use the wall to help me stand and then hobble toward the bathroom. Flip on the light. Stare at myself in the mirror. There are dark circles under my eyes but there’s no knife wound in my head. So, there’s that.

			I open my mouth as if I’m screaming but don’t make a sound. I scrunch my nose. Stick my tongue out. Raise an eyebrow. I make crazy faces, just to prove to myself that I can, that I’m here and in control. Just to make sure that I’m in sync with my reflection. That I’m me. In this body. Behind these eyes. Alive.

			“Willa Ann?”

			“I’m here.”

			“I’m sorry you had a bad dream. It’s your head exorcising its demons. Culling your fears ahead of the wedding.”

			“How come we never talk about how our subconscious basically exists just to fuck with us?”

			“Who is we? Everyone talks about it. Are you familiar with the concept of therapy? Go search dream dictionary on—”

			“Oof. All right. Fair.”

			“Dreams can be hard to shake, but try to just let it go, Wills. It’s going to be a fun weekend. Buck up, honey! If not for yourself, for Steph and Jace.”

			“Yeah.” She wants me—needs me—to be fine, to get my shit together, because she doesn’t have the capacity to carry me through this. She has a million other things to deal with, and I feel selfish and stupid for wanting and needing more from her.

			“I should go. I have to write a list for Luke’s mom for the weekend. A whole baby Theo instruction manual. And then check to make sure that Luke has packed his suit like he’s promised me a thousand times he has but I’m willing to bet he has not.” There’s a crash in the background. Theo’s crying again.

			“Go, go, go,” I tell her. “I’ll see you soon. Love you.”

			“Love you.” She hangs up.

			I set my phone down next to the sink and lean closer to the mirror, my hips pressing against the vanity. My eyes are glassy and scary bloodshot. I let them close. I touch them behind the soft curtains of my lids, feel them shift around. I press. Gently, at first. Then a little harder. A little harder.

			A dream. It was just a dream.

			The most insanely detailed, epically horrific stress-induced nightmare.

			Only…I’ve never had a dream like that before. I had no idea it was even possible. The experience of it, of the dream, of what had to have been a dream because I’m here and awake and alive…It’s still with me. Still so real.

			Try to just let it go.

			I ball my hands into fists and pound my forehead.

			“It wasn’t real,” I tell myself, my voice breaking. “Just a dream. Just a nightmare. Move on. Move on. Move on.”

			Good morning to you, too, Evan replies to my “I love you” text.

			Do you love me back?

			So desperate, he says. Then, Yes.

			He’s alive. I didn’t leave him for dead. Run away.

			I take a cold shower. Make some coffee. Finish packing my suitcase. It all feels so familiar. Yeah, it’s my morning routine. And yeah, I have a packing list, and I’ve put excessive thought into what I will wear this weekend. But still. Did I not just carefully fold these clothes into these packing cubes? Did the zipper not get stuck in this exact place, requiring patience and elbow grease?

			And did I not already answer these emails? Did I not already finish this deck that’s due next week for a new client—an actor’s tequila brand, an obvious cash grab that doubles as a subtle indicator we’re living in a dystopia. The rich slap their names on whatever to get richer, and the rest of us wonder if we can please have a sip, a taste of what it must be like to exist in luxury.

			I am so. Fucking. Grumpy. Ugh!

			The dream lingers, replaying in my head, curdling every positive thought, casting ugly shadows. I feel hungover even though I didn’t drink last night. I’m beyond tired even though I slept.

			I close my laptop and stare at the wall for a good fifteen minutes before finding the motivation to get up. I make sure Archimedes has enough food and water. Scoop his litter. Leave him entirely too many treats. I text my landlord to tell them that I’m going out of town for the weekend and will be back on Sunday, because what if I die like in my dream and no one knows I’m gone?

			“Who would take care of you, little guy?” I ask Archimedes. He pushes the closet door open with his paw, just a crack, wondering what I’m going on about. “I’m looking after you. Give me some sugar.”

			He declines.

			He was never this way with Ravi. Ravi always got sugar.

			Ravi didn’t die in my dream. Neither did Tanya. At least, I didn’t see them die. I wonder if that means something.

			Wait.

			Tanya doesn’t even exist. She was just part of the dream, a manifestation of my subconscious. Ravi wouldn’t bring a date to Steph and Jace’s wedding. That’s crazy behavior. That’s nightmare behavior.

			It occurs to me now that Danny isn’t real, either. My version of him, anyway. A good-looking rich dude that I seemed to genuinely connect with who offered to whisk me off to Tokyo in our final moments. Of course, that’s fucking fiction.

			It’s too early to leave, but I don’t want to just hang around here stewing in my gloomy mood. I want to get to the venue and see all the ways it’s different than it was in my dream. As the day plays out, I’ll feel better.

			I check that I didn’t leave the faucets running, that the burners on the stove are off. I wheel my suitcase into the hall and take a video of me locking the door so later when I inevitably wonder if I locked the door, I’ll have hard evidence.

			I struggle with my suitcase down the stairs, out to my car. Struggle to lift it into the trunk. It’s embarrassing, this lack of upper-body strength. My arms are noodles. I haven’t been to the gym in months, but my whole body is inexplicably sore, muscles tense, calves aching. I must have been tossing and turning through the night or something. I sink into the driver’s seat and take a minute to massage my neck.

			My car sputters to a start, and I hold my breath until I’m able to successfully pull out onto the road. It’s about a two-hour drive north up to the Hudson Valley, to the venue. I put on my stupid pop playlist and sing along at the top of my lungs, until my voice goes hoarse, until I’m off the highway and my view out the windshield transforms, the landscape necessitating quiet.

			It’s just so beautiful up here that it feels sacred. The sky is so blue, the river wide and shimmering under the sun. The mountains, the trees, the…the inescapable feeling that I’ve already been here.

			I’m pretty sure.

			Maybe?

			I consider calling Cassie again, begging for her reassurance, because my own is proving inadequate. I’m reaching for something, anything solid I can brace myself against.

			Didn’t I hit a squirrel, in the dream? Another gnarly contribution from my subconscious. This journey has been notably roadkill free. That could be something.

			I think about what Ravi would say, if I told him about the dream. Sometimes we’d exchange dreams over coffee. He could always remember his, articulate them better. Sometimes I’d notice his eyes glaze over when I was attempting to explain mine; he’d subtly check his phone, and I’d give up, tell him never mind and let him change the subject. I guess it’s easy to forget when there’s no one sitting across the table, but sometimes being with someone feels the same as being alone.

			“Shit.” I almost miss the turn. I make the right, tires screeching as I pull onto the dirt road.

			“You have arrived at your destination,” the GPS says.

			I know. I recognize it.
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			I’ve spent enough time browsing the website and looking at the four million pictures Steph has sent me of the Lakeside at Wild Heart Acres to justify why it’s so achingly familiar. Why my dream was so accurate.

			I drive slowly waiting for some anomaly. A welcome sign, a catering van. But it’s complete déjà vu. I pull up to the clearing at the top of the hill, and there’s the reception hall. The last time I saw it, it was burning.

			I turn into the gravel parking lot, take the open space next to Evan’s red Civic. I park and rest my head on the steering wheel, in real danger of puking into my lap.

			Deep breath. I lift my gaze, scan the lot, and see Cass and Luke’s van, Jace’s Jeep. An Audi hatchback that I’m guessing belongs to Steph’s sister, Olivia. I’m probably the last person to arrive. I always think I’m going to be early and end up late.

			Another deep breath. I open the door.

			Even the smell of the place is familiar. Floral and earthy. There’s a hint of smoke in the air that triggers my anxiety. I look for him, for too many eyes watching me from the distant tree line. I see you. What if it wasn’t just a dream? What if it was a warning?

			“There she is.” Evan walks around the deck of the reception hall, hands on his hips. He wears khakis, a button-down, bow tie, brown leather oxfords, brown leather belt, tortoiseshell Ray-Bans. Wyatt is beside him in flannel.

			They’re dressed exactly as they were in my dream, down to the polka dots on Evan’s bow tie. They both have signature styles, but still.

			“What’s with your face?” Ev says, coming down the stairs. “And I say that with love.”

			“I’m having the worst déjà vu.” I want to embrace him, hold him close, never let him go. I want to apologize. I want to cry.

			I am. I’m crying.

			“Pull it together,” he says. “Unacceptable.”

			Wyatt claps me on the back. “There, there. You’re okay, kiddo.”

			“Kiddo? She’s almost forty.”

			That stops the tears right quick. “I’m thirty-one! And so are you!”

			“Defamation. I’m twenty-five. And I’m suing,” Evan says. “We’re sharing a cabin. Did you know? You, me, Wyatt, Luke, and Cassie. We get our own rooms, of course. And bathrooms. But we share a common room.”

			This weekend really will be just like college. It’s on the tip of my tongue. It’s what I said in my dream.

			“How was the drive?” I say instead.

			“Long enough that I’m reconsidering hypnotherapy.” Evan is terrified of flying. “Where’s your stuff?”

			“In the trunk. Let me grab it.”

			“Wyatt can get it for you. He loves to show off his brute strength.” He makes eyes at his husband, who turns fuchsia.

			“No, no,” I say, turning on my heel and beelining toward my car. “I got it! I’ll do it!”

			Anything to make my present reality as different from the dream as possible. Anything to escape this terrible déjà vu. There’s no safety in the familiar. Only fear.

			“Jeez, we get it. You’re an independent woman,” Ev says. The two of them watch as I tussle with my suitcase. I finally manage to lift it out of the trunk, but it becomes unwieldy, clips my bumper as I’m trying to set it down, and lands hard on my foot. I fail to stifle a scream. “Fuck, fuck, fuck!”

			“ ‘She is beauty. She is grace,’ ” Evan deadpans.

			“Are you okay?” Wyatt asks.

			“Never better,” I say, slamming my trunk shut. I hobble forward, pulling the suitcase behind me.

			“This is pathetic,” Evan says. “Accept our help.”

			My foot throbs, and the wheels of my suitcase keep getting stuck on rocks, nearly tipping it over on the uneven terrain of the path. I relent. “Okay. Help, please.”

			Wyatt takes my suitcase and pulls ahead of us on the path toward the cabins.

			“Thank you!” I shout after him.

			“Yes, thank you! Such a stud.”

			Wyatt turns around, pausing to flex a bicep, then keeps on walking.

			“God, I love that man,” Evan says.

			“He’s a good one,” I say through clenched teeth. My foot might actually have sustained a significant injury. I don’t know if I broke a bone. Every step is agony, but I don’t even care. If the only casualties tonight are my metatarsals, I’ll be happy. Beyond happy.

			“I was hoping to get a moment alone with you before the festivities begin,” Evan says. “How are you?”

			“Um, yeah. I’m good,” I lie. “I had this weird, scary, intense, super realistic dream last night that’s put me in a funk. Otherwise, I…I think I’m okay.”

			“I never remember my dreams. But sometimes Wyatt will have a dream I did something awful to him and I can tell he’s upset with me even though I, the real me who exists in the real world, did not commit any such crime. Then I get annoyed and it’s a whole thing,” he says. “Anyway. I don’t believe for a second that you’re okay. You’re sending me ‘I love you’ texts before nine a.m. and crying in public.”

			“You don’t need to worry about me,” I say, dragging my busted foot behind me. “I’ll snap out of it. I’m glad to be here. Genuinely. Maybe I needed to have that nightmare to make me appreciate today or something.”

			“Sure,” Evan says. “You seem astonishingly well-adjusted for someone about to be reunited with their ex-fiancé.”

			“You’re the first person to ever accuse me of being well-adjusted.”

			He laughs.

			“It is what it is with Ravi,” I say. “I don’t know. I’m not spiraling. Not about him, not currently. Just the dream. I’ve never had a dream like that in my life.”

			“Are you taking melatonin? CBD? THC?”

			“Gummies. Sometimes,” I say. “I didn’t last night. At least, I don’t think. I can’t remember…Maybe? You think that could have something to do with it?”

			He shrugs. “Have you been taking care of yourself? Hydrating? Eating well?”

			“No.”

			“Seeing a therapist?”

			“I hate finding a new therapist. Going through my whole history with a complete stranger…”

			“Then enjoy the nightmares,” he says. “I don’t want you to be sad, Willa. Don’t you know you’re too hot to wallow in a pit of despair? You need to be good to yourself. Heal. Go to a wellness retreat. Clear your mind. Eat pray love. Find peace. But let your journey start tomorrow. I don’t want you self-immolating in the middle of the ceremony, but I can’t be the lone hater at this wedding. It’d be no fun.”

			“You’re not a hater. You’re just intuitive and have a low tolerance for bullshit.”

			“You’ll never guess who Steph and Jace invited.”

			“Vicky Moldando.” The piercing sound of her screams echoes in my head. A flare of pain between my eyes—quick but ruthless. “I take back what I just said. You are a hater.”

			“Please. We both know I’m the nicest person you will ever meet.”

			We come to the cabins. Each has its own porch, porch swing, rocking chairs, windows with flower boxes brimming with purple impatiens and jolt pink dianthus and red snapdragons…

			All the cabins are identical, but I still recognize the one that’s ours. It’s the third down the row. I keep hoping that Evan will change course, pass it and walk on to a different cabin, but no such luck.

			Everything looks the same. Is the same. I’m about to hyperventilate.

			As we climb the porch steps, I notice there’s a small black “3” painted on the door, and just above it a cast-iron knocker with an intricate carving of a bird. It’s the first real variation from my dream. It’s proof. I reach out to touch it, the relief at my fingertips.

			The door swings back, and there’s Cassie. She wears the cutoff sleeveless T-shirt, cigarette pants, fuzzy slippers. Her bleach-blond bob is pulled into that low nothing ponytail.

			“Thought I smelled gossip,” she says, drawing me in for a hug. “Come in. Let me show you.”

			I trip over the threshold, my foot on fire.

			“This is this room…”

			I don’t need the tour.

			The walls are white shiplap, adorned with framed postcards from the camp’s bygone era. There are leather chairs and couches, plaid blankets, dried flowers in vintage milk jugs. There’s a fireplace mantle but no fireplace, a TV mounted above it. I count three doors, two at the back, and one directly to my left. My room. My suitcase is in front of it. I grab the handle and push it through the door.

			Everything about the room is familiar—the twin bed, the clunky wardrobe, the retro alarm clock, the thick burlap curtains.

			“Someday my kid will be old enough to bribe with treats, and when I tell you I cannot wait for that day…” Cassie says, leaning on the doorframe, holding up a canned margarita. “You want one?”

			“Don’t throw it at me!”

			“What? Jesus. Why would I do that?”

			“In my dream Luke threw one at my head.”

			“A canned margarita?”

			“Yeah. I swear. It hit the wall and went everywhere.”

			She sighs, walks the margarita to me, and places it in my hand. “You need this.”

			I crack it open and take a small sip, then offer the can to her. She accepts, drinks, holds on to it. She sprawls across the bed, knocks back a few more sips. “Sorry. Turns out I need this. But there’s plenty more.”

			The bathroom is the same, too. I poke my head in, flip on the light. Exactly the same.

			“Willa. Honey. What are you doing?”

			“I’m checking something.”

			“Come out of there. I’m going to count to five. One…two…”

			“All right! Yeesh,” I say, emerging from the bathroom and squeezing onto the bed beside her.

			She kills the can. “I didn’t think I’d miss Theo. I needed the break, but it feels weird being without him. You know that feeling like you’ve forgotten something but can’t remember what? It’s almost like that except I’m cognizant that I have a son and that he’s safe with my in-laws. I’m just, like, what should I be doing? And can’t believe the answer is nothing. Drinking! What? Why the face? What’s up?”

			“I know you’re going to roll your eyes at me, but I’m still really fucked-up from that dream. And I’ve been having the wildest déjà vu all day.”

			“You’re fixating.”

			“Yeah, I know but—”

			“Is this about the dream, or is it about seeing Ravi again?”

			“What’s going on in here?” Evan asks from the doorway. “Drinking already, I see.”

			“You want one? Go ask Luke.”

			“I’ll wait, thanks,” he says.

			“Suit yourself. What time does it start again?”

			“Five,” Evan says. “The cocktail welcome reception thing starts at five.”

			“I’m going to start getting ready,” I say, tipping my suitcase onto its back and unzipping it. The zipper reminds me of the masked man. His phantom wheezing reverberates in my head, the sound of his strange laughter muffled behind his duct tape zipper mouth.

			“You need three hours to get ready?” Cassie asks me, sliding off my bed.

			“Approximately.”

			“We’ll leave you to it, then,” Evan says. They shuffle out, closing the door behind them.

			I walk over to the window and pull the burlap curtains closed for privacy before I undress. I hear whispers in the other room.

			“She’s stressing me out,” Cassie says. “If she brings up this dream one more time…”

			“What’s the issue, exactly?” Evan asks. “She seems fine.”

			“I’m worried about her. I’m trying to be patient and understanding and, like, make up for lost time. For not being there when she needed me. I had a baby right when she had a life crisis. But I am drained. I’m desperate to relax this weekend and have it not be all about her.”

			“Sounds like you’re making it about you,” Evan says.

			She sighs. “Okay, but she’s our friend. Don’t you feel any responsibility? I know she wasn’t happy before, but she doesn’t seem any happier now. What if it wasn’t Ravi? She’s depressed, Ev. And I feel like she’s been looking to me to reassure her, and it’s like, I don’t fucking know. I can’t be her whole support system. I’ve got my hands full.”

			“Hey, Evan, can you help me with this?” Wyatt says, interrupting their little hush-hush gossip session.

			I press my palms against the door, unsteady, knees weak, blood roaring through my veins. As I suspected, Cassie is losing her patience with me. She’s letting it fester—her frustration, her guilt, her resentment. Why won’t she just come to me with it? Does she think I’m too fragile? Too depressed?

			Maybe I am, but it’s painful and scary and sobering to know I’m seen that way.

			I see you.

			I’m not trying to poison the weekend, to sabotage her good time. I’m just trying to get by.

			I step away from the door, the floorboards creaking, my heart beating fast and loud—

			louder, louder, louder, louder. I can’t escape the sound. It’s in me. It is me. Anxious and ugly.

			I go start the shower, hoping it’ll calm me down. Take off my shoes. My socks. My right foot is slightly swollen, the skin marbling purple. It’s going to be hell to walk in heels.

			As long as I don’t have to run.
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			I keep my door locked while I get ready because it makes me feel safer. And because I’m self-conscious, the last thing I need right now is a witness to my paranoia, to invite further speculation about the state of my admittedly questionable mental health. I spend hours meticulously applying makeup, blowing out my hair. I put on my dress. Stare at myself in the mirror. This dress was never covered in blood, only margarita. I exhale. I reassure myself. Today is different. Tonight will be different. It’s a rule—the right dress can change your fate.

			My eyes are still so bloodshot. They’ve been like this all day and it’s ruining the look. This is what happens when I don’t sleep well: I wear the evidence on my face. I search through my bag for eye drops.

			There’s a knock on my door.

			“Hello?” It’s Steph.

			I rush over, unlock it, swing it open, and pull her in for a tight hug.

			“Oh!” she says. “Oh my gosh, hi!”

			“It’s so good to see you,” I say, stepping back. Her long, dark hair is in that glamorous updo. She wears the birdcage veil. The simple lavender dress. Did she show me pictures? No, she said she wanted it to be a surprise. But she must have told me about it. Described it to me at some point. Right? My head is so foggy, such a wreck.

			“What’s wrong?” she says, frowning.

			“Nothing. Just drinking you in. You look perfect. You are perfect.”

			“Wills…” she says, blushing. “You do! You look perfect!”

			“I look high,” I say, pointing to my eyes.

			“I figured you were hanging out with Luke.” She has this devious little giggle I want to eat. I love her. I missed her.

			I see her on the floor, in the dark, drenched in blood. The mess of what was left of her eyes. I see her in front of me now, smiling and happy and breathing. Alive.

			“I wanted to come say hey before things get crazy,” she says, pulling back the burlap curtain and looking out the window. “I know tonight will be a whirlwind, but tomorrow and Sunday will be more low-key. We can spend some quality time together. It’s been too long.”

			Steph and Jace’s post-college New York City era was short-lived. We all moved there together, but they were the first to leave, going up to Providence to be closer to both of their real nautical-knit-sweater-and-clam-chowder New England families. They bought a house a couple of years ago and put down roots; they’ll start trying for kids after the wedding. They’re not that far from where I am now, but it’s far enough.

			“We’ll come down to the city all the time,” they said when they left. Maybe they meant it. But then Ravi got the job in DC, Evan and Wyatt got married and moved to Chicago, Cass and Luke left Brooklyn for the suburbs of Westchester County. We scattered.

			Everyone else seemed so happy, so settled, and I just felt stuck. Their lives made sense, had purpose, and mine didn’t. I felt like I had made some crucial error, a miscalculation, and needed a hard reset. But there’s a chance I hit the wrong button.

			She doesn’t seem any happier now.

			“How are you?” Steph asks, with overt pity.

			I paint on a smile. “Good. I’m good. I’m…” I laugh. “Good? Have I mentioned that?”

			“You seem good,” she says. “I know today won’t be easy, but I really think it’s so admirable how you’re handling everything. It’s very adult. You being here, him being here. You being okay that he’s here with someone new.”

			The nausea I’ve been fighting all day returns with a vengeance. “Um, what? He’s with someone? What’s her…”

			The question gets stuck in my throat. I’m too afraid to ask, too afraid of the answer.

			There’s a look of sheer horror on Steph’s face. “What? What do you mean what? Don’t tell me he didn’t tell you?”

			“He did,” I lie. I don’t want to upset her. “I’m just…validating.”

			“Oh, okay. Phew! I thought about calling you, double-checking, but I knew Ravi wouldn’t have asked Jace for a plus-one if you didn’t give the green light. I was, I didn’t want to, like, bring it up if I didn’t need to.”

			“Salt in the wound. I get it,” I say, returning to my eye drop hunt for something to do with my hands other than ripping out my own hair. “Don’t worry about it. I’m…I’m good.”

			“You’d tell me if you weren’t, right?”

			Nope! It’s your perfect wedding that you’ve dreamt of for years and I don’t want to ruin it by admitting I’m likely having a psychotic break, convinced I’ve already lived this day. Because contrary to what Cassie might think, I’m not making this weekend about me. “Of course I would. But how could I not be happy? I’m at your wedding. My best friend’s wedding! My two best friends! The weather is beautiful, you are beautiful. What more could a girl ask for?”

			“I love you,” she says, pulling me in for another hug. “You are amazing.”

			I am losing my goddamn mind. “Thank you, Steph.”

			“I should get going,” she says, releasing me. “My mom’s running point for me this weekend and she’s all…”

			She throws her arms up and sticks out her tongue.

			“Go, go, go.”

			“Okay, bye!” She blows me a kiss and dances out the door. I close it behind her and resist the urge to scream. If I allow myself to break down, I don’t think I can pick myself up again, so instead I redirect my energy. Finally find my eye drops. Apply them. Retouch my eyeliner and mascara. Spritz my face with some setting spray. Lipstick. Another few spritzes of setting spray. I use the bathroom. Get nervous and use it again. Just one more spritz of setting spray. One more.

			I haven’t had any water, which is probably why I feel like such garbage. My hands tremble. The nausea persists.

			“Let it go,” I whisper to myself, even though the room smells exactly like it did in my dream. Like artificially fresh linen. Like Febreze.

			Even though Ravi is here with a date. If it’s Tanya, doesn’t that prove it wasn’t a dream? And if it wasn’t a dream, then what was it? A premonition? Or am I still dreaming? Is this a dream within a dream? I check my phone to see if I have service, and I do. Four bars. At least there’s that. I can call for help if I need it. “Thank God.”

			“You don’t believe in God,” Evan says, letting himself into my room. “You’re a heathen.”

			“Maybe I’ve changed my ways,” I say, crossing myself.

			“You’re giving me Catholic school flashbacks and I don’t appreciate it,” he says, elbowing me aside to adjust his bow tie in the mirror. “It’s about time to head out. You ready?”

			“I don’t know, am I?”

			He gives me the up-and-down. “Yes.”

			“That was a confident yes!”

			“Except—”

			“Except?”

			“Why does your foot look like tie-dye?”

			My right foot is just a massive bruise from when I dropped my suitcase on it. I popped three Advil and it’s still killing me.

			“Ugh!” I sit on the bed, kick my foot up. “Is it super noticeable?”

			He shrugs. “No one will be looking at your feet. They’ll be looking at your face. Or your, you know. Assets.”

			I laugh. “Thanks, Ev.”

			“There could be some people looking at your feet, but you don’t need to concern yourself with those people. Unless you’re interested in a very niche income stream moving forward. Which, no judgment.”

			My laughter morphs into tears. I’m crying. I didn’t intend to cry—it was an accident—but now that I’ve started, I can’t stop.

			“I said no judgment!”

			“No, it’s not that. It’s just…Ravi’s here and he’s with his new girlfriend and…I’m exhausted and…I know it’s annoying talking about my stupid dream but it didn’t feel like a dream and I just can’t get over this déjà vu and it’s fucking with me and…and I know I shouldn’t have been eavesdropping but the walls are so thin and I heard you and Cassie talking about me earlier and I’m…I’m hurt and I don’t know what to do about it.”

			He pets the top of my head, careful not to mess up my hair. “Cassie was just venting. It’s more about her than it is about you. She knows it, and I think you know it. You’re both in transition. Cassie struggles because she’s an empath and a control freak. She’s compelled to fix everything and sees it as a personal failure when she can’t.”

			“Yeah. Accurate.”

			“I know,” he says. “And with Ravi, this is the first I’m hearing about a new girlfriend. Sounds too soon and a little desperate. And with the dream, just take it easy on the gummies from now on. The night is young, we’re still young—”

			“Are we?”

			He shrugs. “No more tears. It’s party time. Let’s go.”

			I wipe my eyes. “All right. Party time.”

			

			—

			“Willa the Killa!” Luke says. He initiates our elaborate secret handshake that neither of us quite remembers. We improvise.

			“Luke the Nuke. Good to see you, as always.”

			“We all set to go?” Wyatt asks, scratching his neck. He attempts to loosen his tie, but Evan won’t have it.

			Cassie is already on the porch, hitting her vape.

			“I know this is bad for me,” she says as I pass her, failing to avoid eye contact. “But not as bad as cigarettes.”

			“Yeah, it’s worse,” I say. “Now I want to—”

			“You shouldn’t smoke,” she says. “You already quit!”

			“So did you!” I regret telling her that I picked it up again. We all smoked cigarettes in college. We all stopped by twenty-five. Cass got a Juul when they first hit the market and could never quite kick the habit. I thought Theo would put an end to it for good, but she’s recently fallen back into her favorite self-destructive coping mechanism in the rare moments she’s child-free. She wants better for me even if it makes her a hypocrite.

			I used to assume that adulthood held some secret wisdom, that as we matured, crossing the threshold into the marriage and baby years, we’d magically change into people who craved nothing but a square of dark chocolate, who weren’t intimidated by our taxes, who understood the stock market and mortgage rates and insurance premiums. People who were no longer vulnerable or overwhelmed or afraid. But there’s no such thing as magic, no instantaneous transformation on this side of thirty, only more uncertainty, and shame of that uncertainty. At least, for me. I don’t mind Cassie vaping, because it makes me feel like maybe it’s that way for her, too. That she also hasn’t aged out of her faults or miraculously transcended her more irresponsible needs.

			“Hold up! I want a picture,” Luke says, commencing the cabin-front photo shoot.

			“My phone, too,” I say, so Evan won’t say it, so things will be different from the dream, feel different. But Evan still makes his request.

			“And mine!” he says, tossing Luke his phone. There’s only so much I can change.

			I pose for the pictures. Smile like I mean it.

			Evan’s right. The dream, the déjà vu or whatever it is, it’s probably a result of not taking care of myself—mixing substances, experimenting with new ones. There’s a rational explanation. I should accept the logic. I should move on. Release the anxiety.

			We start down the path toward the lake. My foot is fucked and I’m slow, lagging behind. Luke hangs back to keep me company.

			“You look great, Wills,” he says.

			“Thanks, bud.”

			“Anytime.”

			We approach the reception hall. I see the spot on the lawn where Wyatt fell. Where Evan ran to him. Where I left them.

			“It’s dope that this used to be a summer camp,” Luke says. “There’s, like, a nostalgia about it, you know?”

			“Yeah, I guess…A lot of horror movies are set at summer camp.”

			He laughs. “She got to you, didn’t she? Cass is such a bad influence. Summer Camp Massacre 11. Bully one camper and the dude will come back for eternity taking his revenge on good-looking twenty-year-olds playing teenagers who somehow don’t notice they have no cell service until they’re getting killed off. I’m always falling asleep during that shit, and Cass will be all, ‘Wake up, you gotta watch this part.’ And it’s the dude decapitating someone in a canoe. I can’t.”

			For as real as it felt, my dream was pretty generic. It followed the tried-and-true horror formula. Except slashers tend to commit to a single weapon. My brain wouldn’t commit, though. Why would it? It’s not loyal to one violent means of dying. I’m afraid of everything.

			“But Cass loves it,” Luke says, unbuttoning his suit jacket. “She used to watch them with her brothers growing up, so I think there’s a sentimental factor. Connects her back to her childhood. Think that’s why she’s getting even more into it as we, you know. Get older. And with Theo. She wants to stay herself.”

			“You’re a good husband, Luke.”

			“Say that again on the record. Say it again with my wife in earshot.”

			“I’ll be sure to mention it later. Slip it into conversation. But she already knows. I know she knows.”

			“I’m making myself a martyr. I don’t dislike those movies,” he says. “But I like it better when there’s something supernatural.”

			“Vampires? Werewolves?” I say, with instantaneous regret. I don’t want to accidentally summon any more horrors into my head. Into my life.

			“Eh,” he says. “Something original. Or, like, I fuck with some creepy old-fashioned goth ghost shit. Haunted manors. That’s classy. Or if it’s a slasher more Freddy than Jason, you know what I mean? Gimme a murderer with some pizzazz. Je ne sais quoi.”

			I know I’m the one who brought up horror, but now I’m desperate for a subject change. I look ahead and see the floral arches. “See that? Wow. So pretty.”

			I can hear the live music. The married duo on piano and guitar.

			Cass doubles back toward me. “Okay, Wills. You ready?”

			Mismatched vintage couches—crushed velvet, floral damask, the leather two-seater. A pair of Regency-style cane armchairs with cream-colored accent pillows. High cocktail tables. Mini lanterns with flameless votives. Retro silver Airstream. Familiar, yes, but all weddings look the fucking same. It’s Pinterest Live.

			Ravi. White button-down, slacks, the Brooklyn Flea bomber jacket. I know him so well, I knew that’s what he’d wear. But…

			Tanya. Tanya. Pink satin dress. Black ribbon choker. Black YSL bag. Straight out of a magazine. An absolute beauty.

			An absolute nightmare.

			I get my phone out. I open Google and type “intense prolonged déjà vu” into the search bar.

			Temporal lobe epilepsy. Great!

			Migraines with aura. Cool.

			Stress and fatigue. Sounds about right.

			Other neurological conditions. Yeah, why not?

			“Willa Ann.” Cass is over my shoulder.

			I drop my phone back into my bag. “You don’t want to worry about me? Then don’t worry about me. I’m not asking you to be my whole support system.”

			She scoffs. “Where did that come from?”

			“I’m just saying.” I wish I could walk away, but I can only hobble.

			The woods are to my left, and I wonder if he’s there. The Eyeball Man. If he’s waiting, watching, biding his time.

			I see you.

			Cassie surprises me by taking my hand. She squeezes.

			“I’m sorry,” I tell her. “I know it’s been a lot. I’ve been a lot. I’m not in my right mind. Obviously.”

			She sighs. She’s an artist and it’s her medium.

			I want to tell her that it’s not fair to resent me for needing her. I ignored my needs for so long, imploded, and now I’m actually asking for help and it’s too much.

			But I can’t say any of this, at least not right now, because then I’m being self-centered. Making the wedding weekend about me.

			Fuck it.

			Only way out is through.

			“To the bar?” I ask her.

			“To the bar.”
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			We wait in line, make small talk with relatives. When we finally get up to the bar, Cassie orders a double tequila soda, and I get a whiskey sour.

			“We also have the couple’s signature drinks here,” the bartender says, pointing to a sign advertising “The Steph” and “The Jace” in loopy script.

			“We’re good,” Cassie says, answering for both of us. We’re quiet as the bartender mixes our drinks. Cass scans the party; I keep my back to it. “Is that Vicky? Ew.”

			“You and Evan sure know how to hold a grudge.”

			Vicky used to be part of the group, but then sophomore year she hooked up with Alex Fitzgerald knowing full well that Evan was in love with him. She also briefly dated Luke before he and Cassie got together. She was never my favorite, but I always questioned whether her scarlet letter was earned.

			“I forget that Steph is still close with her,” Cassie says.

			I almost tell her Vicky got straight up decapitated in my dream last night but decide to just keep my mouth shut.

			“Here we are,” the bartender says. I dig a crumpled bill out of my purse.

			“Thank you,” I say, dropping the bill in the tip jar with a complete lack of finesse. I take my drink and move to cheers Cassie, but she’s already downing her tequila.

			I cautiously pivot toward the party, adopting a casual posture—shoulders relaxed, chin down, drink at my lips. I let my eyes sweep the scene.

			Evan and Wyatt have secured a spot on one of the couches. Luke stands in front of the married musical duo, nodding along to their cover of “Use Somebody” with perhaps a little too much enthusiasm. Ravi and Tanya chat with Mr. and Mrs. Lawrence, Jace’s parents. Tanya leans into Ravi, rubs his back.

			Oof. Nope.

			I gulp my drink and tear my eyes away, continue browsing the crowd.

			And there he is. Danny. In a navy suit, white collared shirt, no tie. He’s alone, hovering near the floral arches, trying and failing to stay out of view as he takes a swig from his flask. He is exactly as I remember him. This person I’ve never met before.

			How is this possible? Does it mean something? I need to know.

			“Be right back,” I tell Cassie.

			I start toward Danny. Maybe I should be nervous. He doesn’t know me. I don’t know him. Only…what if I do? Maybe it’ll be a story I tell years from now. It was intuition, I’ll say. I dreamt of him. I’d obviously omit the other details of the dream. All the brutal killing and eye removing and whatnot.

			Everything else today—every other uncanny similarity and freakish coincidence, fucking Tanya existing—filled me with soul-crushing, nausea-inducing panic. But this, Danny being here and being real, fills me with something…something close to hope.

			I come around the side of the arch to where he is. I catch him mid-drink, click my tongue, and shake my head. “This is unacceptable, sir.”

			There it is—that goofy half smile. His dimples. His big green eyes. His wild hair. His awkward laughter that I already know the sound of, that I already adore.

			“Whoa. Officer, it’s not what it looks like,” he says.

			“Are you drinking whiskey out of a flask?”

			“Ah. It’s exactly what it looks like. I’d offer you some but…” He gestures to the drink in my hand. “Hey. You’re drinking on the job.”

			“Guess we’re both bad news.”

			“I’m Danny,” he says, extending a hand. I slide mine into his. His touch gets my heart racing; my blood rockets through my veins and suddenly I’m cozy warm, suddenly I’m floating. The world smells sweet. Like fucking peaches. Danny, Danny, Danny.

			“Willa. College friend.”

			“Hey, Willa.”

			I don’t let go, and neither does he. We look at each other. Hold eye contact.

			Will you take me to Tokyo?

			Will you prove to me that everything’s going to be okay?

			“I’m stalling,” he says, nodding toward the cocktail area. “Are you stalling?”

			“No,” I say, finally taking back my hand. “No, I’m having a nice conversation.”

			He laughs, ruffles his hair. “Okay, okay. That, too. I just get anxious at shit like this. Formal. Stand here. Smile for photos. Sit-down dinner. Speeches. Family. Strangers. Not—”

			“Not your thing. I get it.” If this déjà vu is a symptom of some sort of neurological disorder, is it wrong for me to use it as a cheat code to seduce Danny?

			Probably. Fuck. I take another sip of my whiskey sour. Another.

			“Not your thing, either?” he asks.

			“Tonight’s not for us, babe.”

			“It could be,” he says, grinning.

			“Later.”

			“Later,” he repeats. He bites his lip, and if I haven’t already, I might go insane.

			“I’m going to head over. Be a polite guest.”

			“I should, too.” He rolls his shoulders back, adjusts his collar. “How do I look?”

			“Good. Very good.” I smooth my dress. “And me?”

			He gives me the once-over.

			“Whoa,” he says, noticing my foot. “You okay?”

			“It’s nothing.” I’m completely mortified.

			He takes a step closer to me, brings his face to my face. “Who did this to you?”

			I laugh, but he doesn’t. He’s a serious actor. I play along. “My…my…suitcase!”

			That gets him. He cracks a smile. “Ah. I was going to avenge you, but I don’t fight luggage.”

			“As a rule?”

			“I have my morals, Willa.”

			“You sure do,” I say, tapping a nail against his flask.

			He slips it into his suit pocket and holds a finger up to his lips. Shh.

			“Your secret is safe with me.”

			“I trust you,” he says.

			Seconds pass. Minutes. We continue to just stand around, looking at each other, smiling. Wordlessly flirting.

			“I’m waiting for you to go first,” he says. “I’m following your lead.”

			“My lead? All right. They’ll probably start to—” I’m interrupted by the pianist. She plays that jaunty tune to quiet the crowd. It’s a real mood-killer. I turn to Danny. “Believe it or not, I think that’s our cue.”

			He claps a hand over his mouth to stifle a laugh.

			“I’m going to go find my friends,” I tell him.

			“Okay. Hey. Later?”

			“Yeah. I’ll find you.” I wish I could manage a sexy walk-away, but my mangled foot makes it impossible.

			The pianist stands and announces, “On behalf of Stephanie and Jason, we welcome you to this celebration of their love. If you would please make your way to the lake and find a seat, the ceremony will begin shortly. Thank you.”

			It’s hard to have déjà vu at a wedding because it’s all so fucking generic. It’s ninety-nine percent platitudes. Celebration of love. Of course I’ve heard this before. Everything is beautiful, but none of it is unique or surprising. I’m struggling to parse out the specifics, to gauge how concerned I should or shouldn’t be about my affliction.

			But then there’s the Tanya of it all, and the Danny of it all, and if denial is a river, maybe I should surrender to its current just to get me through this day.

			I catch another glimpse of Ravi. He abandons two empty glasses on a cocktail table. He keeps his chin to his chest, gaze down, maybe because he’s deliberately avoiding seeing me, or maybe for no reason at all. He turns his back and heads toward Tanya, who waits for him nearby, hand outstretched, ready to be taken. I down the rest of my drink.

			The crowd slowly filters over to the ceremony space. Not my friends, who linger on the couches nursing cocktails.

			“There you are,” Evan says as I approach. “I thought you took off.”

			“Still here.”

			“Good for you,” he says.

			“Should we…” Wyatt says, standing.

			“Yeah, we should probably go. We’re gonna get shit seats,” Cassie says, finishing off what’s likely her second cocktail. Or third? She’s a little wobbly heading over to the ceremony space.

			Then again, so am I.

			Evan links arms with me. “Where’d you disappear to?”

			I sneak a look over my shoulder. Danny’s behind us, too close to talk about. “Nowhere.”

			“Please,” Evan says. “I saw you with—”

			“Not now,” I whisper-yell.

			He turns around and stares at Danny, because he’s incapable of discretion.

			“Well, well, well,” he says. “Well, well, well.”

			

			—

			Fourth row back on the right. I appreciate the different vantage point, a brief disruption to my déjà vu.

			The ceremony happens just like my dream, with Olivia officiating, with “Love in This Club” playing as Steph walks down the aisle holding a bouquet of pale roses and purple dahlia and fuzzy moss.

			They exchange their vows, and I watch the woods, my thoughts cycling from dream paranoia to medical paranoia to Danny to Ravi to Tanya back to dream paranoia. I feel vaguely guilty for not paying attention, but I can’t quiet my mind.

			Steph and Jace kiss to raucous applause. Luke does his crazy loud finger whistle. Everyone jumps to their feet. I’m slow to mine.

			I keep my eyes beyond the bride and groom, beyond their altar, across the lake, searching the distant woods, the shadowy spaces between the trees. There’s nothing. No one. I should let it go. Move on.

			Except that’s what I told myself in the dream. That I was being crazy. And then we all got murdered. Just because I can’t see him doesn’t mean he isn’t there. Doesn’t mean he can’t see me.

			I see you.

			“Let’s go eat and drink and party!” Jason shouts as he runs past us, Stephanie beside him, holding her bouquet overhead like a trophy.

			Everyone wanders over to the cocktail area. I follow. The chorus of conversation muddles together, the music plays again. “Two of Us” by the Beatles. Above the noise, the music, I hear it—a groaning. It’s in my head, I know. Like the brush of Steph’s cold skin—louder than the breeze. My hand hovers over her mouth, waiting for the gift of an exhale. It’s not coming. It’s not coming. She’s dying in my arms.

			She’s over there taking photos with Jace and their guests.

			Am I crazy? Am I mad? I can summon it so easily, with all my senses. So acutely. I’m ceding to a nightmare, to strange mania, and I know I should just let it go but I can’t. It’s over my head like a dark cloud, and I can’t sidestep it. This…this shadow of death. God, it’s so morbid. So melodramatic. But…

			“Where are you going?” Cassie asks me.

			“Bathroom,” I lie.

			I start in my heels but quickly give up and take them off. I stagger barefoot along the path to the cabins. I don’t care if I’m being irrational. This is when it will happen. If it happens.

			If not, I’ll make an appointment with a neurologist on Monday. Or a psychiatrist. Both.

			I get to the first cabin—Steph and Jace’s cabin. I circle it, heels in one hand, my phone in the other. I don’t see anyone outside, all clear, so I let myself in. The door is open—it didn’t latch, so it didn’t lock.

			My heart jumps into my throat as I tiptoe around. Their cabin is laid out differently than the others—with only one bedroom, the bed strewn with rose petals. There’s a closet. A bathroom. Hiding places.

			I remember my death. The taste of my own blood dripping into my fear-limp mouth. The sound of the knife cutting into my skull. My killer’s wheezing.

			Before I lose my nerve, I rush forward and yank open the closet doors.

			I confuse the hanging clothes for bodies, and my legs collapse under me.

			“Fuck, fuck, fuck.” I carry on muttering to myself as I push the clothes around, check the back of the closet. I crawl toward the bed and lift the covers to make sure no one’s concealed underneath. I grab onto the nightstand and pull myself up, shuffle over to the bathroom. Flip the switch. Peer into the claw-foot tub, anticipating too many eyes peering back.

			But it’s empty.

			My bare feet go cold on the tile. I wait for relief that doesn’t come, because I can’t get past it. The sense that something bad is about to happen.

			Steph’s laughter carries in from outside.

			“Put me down,” she says.

			“No, I have to carry you over the threshold,” Jace says. “You’re my bride.”

			“I’m too heavy.”

			“No, you’re not.”

			I hear the door swing open, bang against the wall. Steph bursts into a fit of giggles. “You’re about to drop me.”

			“I’m not!”

			Somehow this panic feels just as shitty as running-for-your-life panic. What do I do? Hide in the bathroom?

			I close the door.

			Actually, no. This is a bad idea. They will definitely find me and that’ll be even weirder than if I just come out now. Reveal myself.

			They’re stumbling into the bedroom. He’s throwing her on the bed. They’re—

			“Um, hi!”

			Steph screams.

			“It’s Willa. I’m in the bathroom. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

			“Willa?” Jace says. “What are you…”

			There’s no time to come up with a lie. I’m not great at thinking on my feet. I use index cards for presentations at work. I keep lists of things I want to talk about with specific people in my Notes app, so I don’t forget, so I can reference them during future conversations. I silently practice my coffee order while waiting in line. If I know I’m going to a particular restaurant, I will study that menu in advance like there’s a fucking test. “I…I swear I’m not being a creep.”

			“You’re not here to watch?” Jason asks from the other side of the bathroom door.

			“No! Ew. I mean, sorry, no offense.”

			He laughs. “Are you decent?”

			“Yeah,” I say, opening the door.

			“Come here! I haven’t seen you,” he says, pulling me in for a bear hug. He’s freakishly strong—a once prodigious wrestler poised to go to the Olympics until injuries forced him to hang up his singlet. He drank too much in college, but Steph got him on the straight and narrow. Now he works construction. He looks intimidating—muscled and tattooed, but he’s gentlehearted, and one of the smartest people I’ve ever met. He releases me from his vise-grip. “What’s up?”

			“Nothing. I’m sorry. I’m…”

			“Are you okay?” Steph asks, popping her head into the bathroom.

			“I…Your cabin door was open.”

			“Oh yeah. It’s not really latching. My mom threw a little fit, but I said it’s fine, right? We’re all friends here,” she says, attempting to remove her birdcage veil. It gets stuck, which gives me an idea.

			“I thought you might want help changing. I assumed you were in here. Because the door. Because it was open.” Good for me.

			“That’s so thoughtful of you! Oh, I’m sorry we came in all—”

			“No, no, no. It’s my fault,” I say. “Completely invaded your privacy.”

			“Don’t be silly,” she says. “I really could use your help getting into my jumpsuit. And touching up my makeup, please with sugar?”

			“Of course. Do you want me to give you two a minute first or…”

			“Nah. I’m supposed to be looking for…Ah. There it is.” Jason grabs a small satin clutch off the nightstand.

			I click my tongue. “You looked good before, Jace, but I have to say the bag really makes the outfit.”

			He laughs. “My mom’s. I told her she must have left it in here. All right. I should get this to her; it’s got her meds. See you in a few. Love you!”

			“Love you! Bye!” Steph says, blowing him kisses as he jogs out the door. She turns to me. “What did you think of the ceremony? Too long?”

			Her eyes are wide and pretty, sweetly searching mine for approval. Her eyes, her eyes, her eyes, her eyes, her eyes.

			“Not at all. It was perfect. Perfect.”
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			I help Stephanie change into her reception jumpsuit, assist with zippers and buttons. I reapply her lipstick, sweep some highlighter across her cheekbones, then sit on the lip of the tub while she studies her reflection, smooths some stubborn flyaways. I don’t let on how nervous I am that the second we leave this cabin we’ll be assaulted by a mysterious figure in all black.

			But we walk out no problem. I escort her back to the reception hall, where people start to file inside for dinner.

			Jace stands on the steps, talking with Luke and Evan and Wyatt. Cass is stuck in conversation with Vicky, looking fucking miserable. Cass holds the record for worst poker face. Luckily, Vicky is dense, too self-absorbed for social cues.

			Ravi and Tanya have been cornered by Olivia and are probably getting an earful about Tuscan wine.

			Danny is…I don’t see Danny.

			“It makes me so emotional,” Steph says, wiping a tear with her pinkie finger. “Seeing everyone I love here in one place.”

			“I agree it’s very nice, but you’re not allowed to cry. It’ll ruin your makeup.”

			“It’s my party and I’ll cry if I want to.” She wraps her arms around my waist and squeezes. “Oh, I love you! I love you, I love you.”

			“You’re just love drunk.” Everyone watches us as we pass, complimenting Steph’s outfit change. She’s the bride, the center of attention, the center of the universe. I’m just a hanger-on. Which is fine. I don’t want the attention. I don’t even like being attention-adjacent.

			I decide to take mercy on Cassie, despite the lingering bitterness. I set Steph free and head off on my rescue mission. “Hi! Sorry to interrupt. Vicky! It’s so good to see you!”

			Cass mouths thank you before vanishing in a puff of minty vapor.

			“Oh my God! Willa, you gorgeous thing! Hi! Gimme a hug.” I’m distracted by her veneers—they’re astonishingly white.

			I should be relieved that the night is going a different way, but the violence of the dream replays in my head, a nightmare I’ll forever be alone with. I’m sure it’ll fade with time, but time isn’t passing fast enough. I’m right in front of Vicky and she’s fine, but all I can see is her dying. Her extensions being ripped out. Her neck getting sliced open on the lawn.

			Yes, she made some questionable choices in college. Yes, she’s an easy target because she’s over-the-top superficial with a penchant for filler and a vocal fry. But she’s just out here doing her best. Everyone’s so tough on her.

			“You look amazing,” I tell her.

			“Stop! You do!” she says. “I was sorry to hear about you and Ravi. I saw him with that girl and was like, what?”

			“Yeah.” I’m not sure what else to say.

			“Don’t sweat it. You’ll find someone new. Just not before me, I hope! Oh my God, I would die.” She shimmies closer. “Have you met Jason’s friend Danny? He’s hot and single. Yes, please. Dibs! I’m kidding. But I’m not.”

			And just like that, I remember why my friends don’t like Vicky. I fake a smile and change the subject. “How’s work going?”

			Our conversation gets cut short as we’re urged to find our seats for dinner.

			There’s a kitschy sign just inside the doors of the reception hall with a seating chart. All the college friends—sans Vicky, thank God—are at table four. I get to the table first, pick the chair at the head. It’s a strategic choice. It’s tucked away, but I’m not boxed in; my back isn’t to a window, but I can see out of one. Part of me is still anticipating the sound of a scream at any moment.

			Cassie sits next to me. She picks up the menu. “Fucking love a wedge salad.”

			“Who doesn’t?” Evan asks, sitting on my other side, Wyatt next to him, Luke next to Cassie. The table is split—us on one side, relatives on the other. Aunts, uncles, cousins.

			There’s an odd number of chairs at table four, and I realize it’s my fault. Everyone else is in a pair except for me. Navigating the world alone is not only harder, but also pretty fucking embarrassing.

			I sip from the glass of champagne at my place setting even though I know it’s meant to be saved for the toast. Desperate times.

			Ravi and Tanya are sat at a table in the opposite corner of the venue, the dance floor a buffer between us. Tanya is stuck next to Vicky, so maybe there is some justice in the world. Congrats on your new relationship with my ex-fiancé—have fun hearing about Great Value Barbie’s essential oil business.

			A very DJ-looking DJ appears in the booth and tells us to please welcome our bride and groom. Steph and Jace bounce in holding hands. He twirls her. Dips her. Almost drops her. Everyone laughs. I discreetly sip more champagne.

			They have their first dance to “Your Song” by Elton John. Everyone gathers around the dance floor to watch. I stand at the back of the crowd. About halfway through, people join in singing. The entire room belting out Elton. Except for me. And I’m assuming Ravi because he hates this kind of shit. He’s angled away from me so I can’t see his face. Again, I wonder if it’s intentional. If he’s purposely avoiding me. If he can’t stand to look at me.

			If he’s really moved on, if he’s happy with her, why would he care?

			“Anyway, the thing is, what I really mean.” So loud and soooo off-key. “Yours are the sweetest eyes I’ve ever seen.”

			I see you.

			Someone’s watching. I feel it. Slowly, fear-stiff, I turn around, turn to look out the window. Each fraction of a second increasing my abject terror, my certainty that I will be greeted by those stolen eyes.

			There is something out the window. But it isn’t the Eyeball Man. It looks like—looked like, it’s already gone—a floating hat. A weird, tattered, old-fashioned black top hat. It was cartoonishly tall, with a wide brim that folded up at the sides. And I swear I saw a fucking feather sticking out of it.

			I take a step closer to the window, my guts twisting, breath hitching deep in my throat.

			There’s nothing out there except the path, and the parking lot beyond it, and the woods beyond that.

			It was a caterer. Or a bird. A bird. Of-fucking-course. The feathers.

			The song fades out. There’s applause. Luke does his obnoxious finger whistle. I turn back to the dance floor in time to see Jace lift Steph up and spin her around, kiss her. Now Steph’s dad takes to the dance floor for their father-daughter dance. It’s painful to plan a wedding when you’re estranged from your parents, but it was two less people I had to worry about disappointing when I called it off.

			Ravi’s family had been my family for the last eight years. I’ve lost them, too.

			“I’m starving,” Cassie mumbles to me as I come up beside her.

			I take another cautious look over my shoulder, out the window. No one’s there. Deep breath. I exhale my neurosis, force it out of my lungs, my body, my mind.

			There’s no psychotic murderer stalking the campground. The worst thing that’s going to happen tonight is I’m going to run into Tanya in the bathroom, be forced to make small talk while close enough to notice her imperfections only to realize she doesn’t have any.

			I don’t begrudge Cassie for encouraging me to watch all those horror movies, which is without a doubt a contributing factor as to why I had the dream. Because she was right. They did give me perspective.

			I’m going to enjoy this night because I’m going to survive it.

			Jace has his dance with his mother, and then the DJ instructs us to sit down, and the catering staff brings out the salad course and bottles of wine. I opt for the red. Cassie opts out, which is probably for the best because she’s clearly already drunk.

			“I’ll sober up once I eat,” she says, cutting into her wedge.

			“Nothing like a wedge salad to soak up all that liquor,” Evan says.

			“The hors d’oeuvres were good,” Wyatt says. “You didn’t get any of those little hush puppy things? No mini quiche?”

			“There was mini quiche?” Cassie says with a mouthful of iceberg.

			“Well, cheers,” Evan says, lifting his glass of Chardonnay.

			“Cheers,” Wyatt says. “Happy to be here with you all.”

			“Cheers, friends!” Luke says.

			Cassie grunts, raising a blue-cheesy fork.

			“Hear, hear,” I say.

			We clink glasses and I sip my wine, ease back into my seat, dismissing the manic voice in my head that tells me, Look, quick! Look out the window.

			

			—

			Dinner is served family-style. We pass around giant wooden bowls of grilled peppers and pesto orecchiette, platters of roasted chicken and herb-crusted salmon and crispy tofu. None of the food is hot, but it all tastes good. We each take second helpings. Cassie sobers up, and Evan gets wine drunk.

			After all the plates have been cleared from the table, Luke stands and stretches. I assume he’s preparing to dance, but then he grabs his glass of champagne and says, “It’s showtime.”

			“You’re giving the toast?”

			He points at me. “Bingo.”

			Cass stares regretfully into her empty wineglass. “He’s an infuriatingly good public speaker.”

			“No, I know. I just—”

			“My husband would have made a great politician if he didn’t love drugs so much.”

			“Please. That’s practically a requirement,” Evan says. “The problem isn’t the drugs; it’s that he’s honest. And has no filter or sense of social decency. I’m excited for this.”

			Cassie sneaks a hit of her vape, exhaling into her lap.

			“Hello!” Luke says, stepping into the middle of the dance floor, holding a wireless mic. He has an easy command of the space. “My name is Luke Hyde, and I’m honored that Stephanie and Jason have asked me to speak tonight.”

			“He is very charismatic,” I say. “Maybe he should have been an actor.”

			“He can’t be anyone but himself,” Cass says.

			“Will you two shush?” Evan says. “I’m trying to listen.”

			“I was there at the party when Jace first laid eyes on Steph. I’d only known him for about two weeks at that point—we were roommates our freshman year. My first impression of him? Strong, silent type. Always.” Luke makes a serious face—lowers his brows, frowns. “Which was fine, because I could talk enough for the both of us. Right, buddy?”

			Jace shakes his head. Steph giggles. Her eyes shine—she’s got that Steph sparkle. A glass or two of wine. She’s a lightweight—that’s all it takes.

			“He’d be trying to fall asleep or do an assignment and I’d be like, Hey, man, what’s your favorite color? Who’s your favorite Mortal Kombat character? Do you like ice-cream sandwiches? I’d get one-word responses. Green. Scorpion. Yes. Do you want to go to a party tonight? No. It took some convincing to get him out of the dorm. I think he probably only agreed to shut me up. I told him, ‘You’ll thank me later,’ and here we are.”

			“Thanks, dude,” Jace says.

			“He saw her from across the room and he locked in. Everything changed. His posture. His demeanor. He smiled! He laughed! She brought out the best in him in an instant. Because that’s what Steph does. She brings out the best in everyone, because she is the best of all of us. Sweet, patient, secretly mischievous. A perfect match for Jace, who can protect her, look out for her, save her from falling for phishing scams and stop her from adopting every rescue animal in New England. They have the same strange sense of humor, which is good because none of the rest of us gets it. And that’s cool! We don’t need to. Watching you two laugh makes us laugh. Watching you two happy makes us happy. We’re all lucky to be here today. We thank you for this evening, for this weekend. It’s not easy to stay together when you’re finding your way in the world and figuring out who you are. To grow up together,” he says. He raises his glass. “Love isn’t for the faint of heart. It takes bravery and trust and vulnerability and hard work. Communication and sacrifice. Commitment.”

			I shift in my seat. I wish I’d brought my cigarettes.

			“Even for the two people who made me believe in love at first sight. Even for two people who are meant to be together, cosmically, like you guys are. Your commitment to each other is inspiring. It’s an honor to bask in the light of your love. To the happy couple. To love!”

			“To love!” the crowd says.

			I toss back the measly last sip of my champagne.

			Luke gives the mic back to the DJ, who says something about getting the party started. I don’t feel like dancing. I’m not drunk enough yet.

			“Lucas,” Evan says, standing to greet him. “I’m so impressed.”

			“Cass helped.” Luke puts his arm around his wife and pulls her in for a kiss on the cheek.

			“I told you to cut out any mention of the cosmos,” she says. “Space cadet.”

			He salutes her.

			“I’m going to run to the bathroom,” I lie. I’m going to get my cigarettes.

			“I’ll go with you,” Cass says.

			“No. I mean…you can, if you want. But I’m going back to the cabin. I…”

			“Okay,” she says. “Fine. Go smoke.”

			“Anyone need anything from the cabin? Yes? No?” I don’t give them a chance to answer. I’m up, heading out the door.

			I make my escape.
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			There’s a chill in the air now that the sun has set. I make it as far as the steps and then stop, sit to take off my heels. My foot is purple, the swelling bad as ever. Even if I wanted to dance, I don’t think I could.

			I linger on the steps, suddenly hesitant to venture out to the cabin alone. I attempt to reason with myself. If the Eyeball Man was out there, if he was real, if my dream was real, he’d have shown himself by now. The night has diverged, my déjà vu vanished. My brain must have glitched. Everything is fine. Everything is fine. Everything is

			“Hey.”

			I jump out of my skin.

			“Whoa, whoa. It’s just me.” Danny. He emerges from the shadow of the reception hall.

			“Sneaking up on me?”

			“Not intentionally,” he says. “What are you doing out here?”

			“Needed some air.” I almost leave it there, but I sense the opportunity for a temporary reprieve from my angst. A fun distraction. “I’m sorry. That’s a lie. I recently backslid into a smoking habit. I left my cigarettes at my cabin. I’m headed there now.”

			“On that foot?”

			“I’m managing.”

			“You want an escort?”

			“If you’re offering.”

			“I’m offering,” he says, grinning. “I’m offering.”

			I consider putting my heels back on but fuck it. I reach up and Danny pulls me to stand. He wraps his arm around me, and we start down the path.

			“Nice night,” he says. “Look at all the stars.”

			I tilt my head back. It’s incredible. The sky is this rich midnight blue streaked with the brightest stars I’ve ever seen—their gleam ethereal. This is the kind of view that makes you understand the invention of gods. That makes you cower at the majesty of nature. “Beautiful.”

			“We should just stay out here for the rest of the night.” He slips his flask out of his pocket, unscrews the cap, and takes a swig. He offers it to me.

			I accept it. It’s heavier than I remember. “Did you refill this?”

			“Made friends with the bartender.”

			“I bet you make friends pretty easily, don’t you?”

			“Aren’t we friends?” Him and that grin. Those dimples.

			“I don’t know. Are we?” I take a sip of whiskey and give him back the flask. We approach the cabins. I hope I have my key. I open my bag and search inside.

			“What’s…” he trails off.

			I look up. “What? What’s what?”

			“Nothing,” he says, taking another swig before screwing the cap back on.

			“What’s nothing?” My tone is way too intense. I sound crazy.

			He does his signature awkward laugh, rubs his jaw. “Your paranoia is making me paranoid.”

			“I’m sorry. I…I’ve been on edge all day. Did you see something?”

			“Nah,” he says. “I didn’t see anything.”

			“All right. Cool.” I don’t believe him. I want to ask a million follow-ups, but I hold back, afraid to reveal that I am fucking crazy. I find the key card in my bag and climb the steps to the cabin. Danny follows. He takes a seat on the porch swing.

			“You’re not coming in?” I ask him, pressing the card to the sensor. The lock whirs.

			“Do you want me to come in?”

			Fuck it. “Yes. I thought that was obvious.”

			He swings—back and forth, back and forth—grin slowly spreading across his face.

			“Well?”

			He nods, lets his feet drag to stop the swing. He stands and walks toward me, pushes me inside and pins me against the wall, my face in his hands.

			“Can I?” he asks.

			“Please.”

			He kisses me—and I recognize his lips. I know them because this isn’t our first kiss, even though it is. He’s so familiar to me. His measured aggression. The way his fingertips press into my waist, the precise pressure of his grip, where his hands will travel next. All the steps to this dance I’ve done before. I perform the choreography. I press my hips against him, slide my hands inside his suit jacket, run my thumbs along the space just above his belt with the promise of crossing that line.

			This chemistry with Danny—maybe it’s cosmic. Maybe it defies logic. Maybe he feels so familiar because there’s something really special here between us.

			His touch is a lightning strike. He reaches down, searching for the hem of my dress, and I let him find it. I let him flirt with my inner thighs.

			I unbuckle his belt.

			I lead him into my room and close the door behind us. I let everything else fall out of my head and give in to what feels good.

			Give in to the romantic in me who I’d thought was dead.

			

			—

			We didn’t fully undress. My underwear is around here somewhere, along with my shoes, his pants, his boxers, the condom wrapper. His whiskey breath is sticky on my neck, our heads crowded on the same pillow, my sheets kicked to the floor.

			I want to get up and go to the bathroom. I want to check my reflection—nervous that my makeup is smeared, that my hair is beyond saving. When I return to the reception it’ll be obvious what I’ve been up to. Not Danny. He can saunter back in with his perpetually disheveled hair, suit jacket draped casually over his shoulder, and no one will be the wiser.

			I will have to answer for my sins. He won’t.

			“That was something,” he says, kissing along my collarbone.

			It was hot but it wasn’t exactly romantic, not in execution. It wasn’t bad but it wasn’t cosmic.

			My expectations were too high. What was I hoping for? Multiple orgasms? A deep soul connection? World peace? It was first-time sex in a twin bed. The first first time I’ve had since Ravi. It’s been almost nine years since I’ve been with someone new.

			I kiss his forehead, ruffle his hair. “We should head back to the wedding. Our cake will get stale if it sits out for too long.”

			“I don’t need dessert,” he says, tracing my lips with his fingers. “I have you.”

			“I’m not that sweet,” I tell him, sliding out of bed.

			“Wouldn’t be so sure. Hey. Come back.”

			I hunt for my underwear. I forgot how much I hate this postcoital dance—staggering around looking for your clothes, vulnerable and self-conscious and sweaty.

			I find them in a knot in the corner near the window. I pick up my panties and clumsily step back into them. A gap appears between the burlap curtains as they ripple over an air vent. I see out onto the porch and to the path. In the quiet dark there’s the flick of a black feather.

			The gap flutters shut. I reach out for the curtains, pull them back just a little, just a sliver for me to peek through. There’s a crow on the porch, on the banister. It’s enormous.

			“What’s up?” Danny asks, buttoning his fly.

			“There’s a bird. A crow. Look.”

			He comes over to the window. “Whoa. Big guy.”

			“It’s weird, right?”

			“I’m starting to think birds are dinosaurs.”

			I laugh. “Yeah? Cool theory.”

			He grabs my hips, spins me around, and throws me on the bed. He climbs on top of me and chomps my neck. It’s cute. It’s stifling. It’s playful. It’s fun. It’s good.

			“I don’t want to leave this room,” he says.

			Is this how it feels to be wanted? I can’t remember. I kiss him. He kisses me back. Open mouth. Tongue.

			I pull away. “We really should get going. For Steph and Jace.”

			He groans and rolls off me. “Girl Scout.”

			I hold up three fingers. Scout’s honor. “You love it.”

			He bites his lip.

			“There’s always tomorrow,” I say. “Tomorrow night. Sunday morning.”

			“I’m a live-in-the-present type.”

			“I don’t know. I think you’re a secret romantic. I think you’re already plotting to whisk me off to Tokyo and take me to your favorite sushi spot.”

			He props himself up on his elbows, pulls his mouth wide and flat. It’s not a face I’ve seen him make before.

			Why did I just say that? Fuuuck me.

			“Ah. I do love Tokyo. That does sound like a good time. But…” He takes a breath, does his awkward laugh. “I’m good for a good time. I’m not good for anything long-term. Anything serious. I’m all over the place. I just don’t want you to get the wrong idea.”

			Of all the horrors I’ve endured lately—asleep or awake—this might be the most brutal. I’d take a knife between the eyes again over this.

			How did I not see this coming? What a humiliating misjudgment.

			“All right.” I nibble on the inside of my cheek, bite down hard and draw blood. A small violence to placate the feral rage.

			I shouldn’t be mad at him—he didn’t lead me on, didn’t make me any promises. He never even brought up Tokyo. I did. Because I thought he did. Because in my head, we’d already trauma bonded. Because in my head—in my profound state of delusion—we were fated.

			I shouldn’t be mad at him because the sex wasn’t mind-blowing, because our chemistry didn’t immediately translate horizontally. I shouldn’t be mad at him for being good-looking and charming and rich and reckless and not exactly who I need him to be.

			But I am mad.

			“Sorry. I’m sorry,” he says, standing. “Shit. Don’t be mad.”

			And wouldn’t you know, now I’m even madder!

			Because what if I didn’t want anything serious, either? He assumed. He wasn’t wrong, I wanted him to solve all my problems and liberate me of my breakup guilt and take me away to a new and better life. But still.

			“I’m not mad.” I go into my suitcase for my pair of backup flats because who fucking cares. “I’m heartbroken beyond belief but I think I’ll make it.”

			“I can’t tell if you’re kidding.”

			“I admire your ego. The sheer size of it.” I put on my flats, scoop my bag off the floor, and open the door. “You coming? Just be careful. Not sure your head will fit through.”

			“Okay, okay,” he says, laughing. “I get it. I’m an asshole.”

			“You said it, not me.” I hold the door for him, and he follows me into the living room. “That was harsh. I’m sorry. It’s cool. It’s fine. We’re adults. I’d rather you be up-front.”

			“Let me,” he says, reaching for the cabin door. He opens it, gestures for me to go through. What. A. Gentleman.

			“Maybe up-front before we, you know…” I step out to find there are now two giant crows on the banister.

			“You’re right. I should have said something sooner. I just thought it was a casual vibe. Wedding hookup.” He closes the door behind him, turns around, and sees the birds. “Whoa.”

			There’s another one. A third. Down on the path. “All right. It’s not just me? This is ominous, yeah?”

			“Ah, yeah. Spooky.” He laughs it off. “Did you know a group of crows is called a murder?”

			“I’m not sure these are crows.” Seeing them up close, taking in the size of them, I’m pretty sure they’re ravens. “What’s a group of ravens called?”

			“An unkindness.”

			“Yeah, why not? Are all flocks of birds given such miserable names? What the fuck?”

			“Nah. A group of flamingos is a flamboyance.”

			“How do you know so much about birds?”

			“I don’t,” he says. “I just have a great memory for useless facts.”

			“Do you happen to know if ravens are hostile?” They’re staring at us with their beady black eyes, their dark feathers iridescent in the moonlight. Their beaks are long and broad and curve to a sharp tip. They’re majestic, intimidating creatures.

			It’s the same gnawing feeling, the one I’ve had all day. That I had in my dream. Something isn’t right. It’s off. Like the first sniff of sour milk. I know.

			“I would think only during nesting season. In the spring,” he says, taking my hand. “Walk behind me.”

			I stay close to him as we head down the porch steps, walk on the grass parallel to the path, keeping a safe distance from the birds. Only…there are more birds. Ravens. They’re everywhere. Perched on the cabins. On the roofs, the banisters, the front porches, the steps.

			“Um…”

			All at once, the ravens begin to caw.

			“Danny?” I squeeze his hand.

			“Do you see that? Willa. Willa, look.” He angles me away from the cabins toward the field. In the distance, down by the shore of the lake, stands a tall figure dressed in all black.

			“You have got to be kidding me.”

			He doesn’t wear a mask. Not that I can tell. No balaclava with a duct tape zipper mouth, fake eyeballs. Nope. None of that.

			He wears a black top hat with a feather sticking out, tipped down so the brim hides his face. A black full-length wool overcoat with a high collar. Black slacks. Black dress shoes. A black shirt layered underneath a black vest. A badly frayed black scarf. There’s a glint of silver across his waist from what’s maybe a watch chain.

			He’s surrounded by fog. It twists around him in thick tendrils.

			The birds caw louder and louder and louder and louder.

			The man looks up.

			I can’t see his face from here, but I can see that his eyes are glowing red.

			“What is that?” Danny asks, fear cracking his voice. “Who is that?”

			“It’s…it’s not…it’s not even the same guy!” I laugh in spite of myself, in spite of the obvious danger. The horror. “It’s a different fucking guy!”
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			“What? What do you mean it’s not the same guy?”

			“It’s a new guy.” I’m still laughing, even as the birds take flight, circle overhead. “It’s a different guy. This guy…this guy has red glowing eyes. And fucking ravens. Probably no utility belt of weapons, though. So, there’s that.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			“I don’t know. Maybe it’s worse. Maybe he’s got a musket.”

			“Do you know him? Is he a magician or some shit?” he asks. “What’s going on with these birds? We should get out of here.”

			He takes off, pulling me along behind him. It’s easier to keep up in my flats.

			Don’t leave me, I’d said.

			I’m not going to leave you, he promised me, and he kept his promise. But that was then. Last night. Or tonight, the first time I lived it.

			I knew it. I knew something bad was going to happen.

			“I don’t think I was dreaming,” I mutter to myself. “Or maybe I’m still dreaming? Maybe I’m in a coma.”

			“Huh?” Danny heads toward the reception hall. “What should we do? Is that just some random guy? A wedding crasher? I hate that I’m saying this, but should we call the cops?”

			As we get closer, I can hear thumping bass rattling the windows—everyone inside probably on the dance floor jumping and spinning and singing along to whatever crowd-pleasing, wedding-friendly Billboard hit is currently blaring through the speakers. They’re completely ignorant of the turn the night is about to take, and I’m so jealous.

			The lights flicker.

			Above us, the cawing ravens seem to take up the whole sky. There’s no discerning their dark feathers from the dark of night. The stars have all retreated, forsaking the moon—a waning crescent, white as a fang.

			Danny can call the cops if he wants. It won’t make a difference. It might have last time, but not this time.

			I like it better when there’s something supernatural, Luke said earlier. More Freddy than Jason.

			The unkindness descends on the reception hall, covering the roof. The lights flicker again, then go out. The music cuts. No more thumping bass. Even the birds fall silent.

			I turn around to see if he’s still there—the Top Hat phantom with the red eyes.

			“I’m calling,” Danny says, letting go of my hand so he can dial. But before he can complete the call, a raven dives down and pecks at him. He fumbles his phone. “Ah!”

			He presses his hand to his chest. There’s a wide gash beneath his knuckles, blood everywhere. Seconds, that’s all it takes. Seconds. His shirt is soaked. He’s pale and dripping.

			“Here.” I drop my bag, rip along the hem of my dress, tie the strip of fabric tight around his injured hand. He winces. “I’m sorry.”

			“No, it’s okay. Thanks. Thank you, Willa.” He looks at me, and there’s an affection that wasn’t there moments ago. It’s the shift. The transformation from a live in the present, not looking for anything serious type to a if we survive this, I swear I’ll change my ways type. He’s looking at me now like I’m his lifeline. I recognize the desperation from my own reflection.

			I know I can’t save him. I know he can’t save me. But hope is a highly addictive substance.

			“What do we do?” he asks.

			“Um…” I spent the entire day either dismissing my nightmare experience or anticipating a different adversary. I have no fucking idea what to do. I’m not even sure if this is real or a dream within a dream or if I’m having a complete psychotic meltdown. “I don’t think we should do anything. I think we should just see what happens.”

			“We should…Hold on. What? Do nothing?” He runs his uninjured hand through his hair. “Shit.”

			The doors of the reception hall open, and Wyatt steps out. His suit jacket and tie are both off, his shirt unbuttoned to reveal his glorious forest of chest hair. His cheeks are red, and I can see his pit stains from here. Like Jace, Wyatt is a fully committed dancer.

			The ravens perch on the awning over the door. Wyatt can’t see them yet.

			He turns around, talking to someone inside.

			“Not sure,” he says. “Around back, maybe?”

			“I would think there’d be a generator.” It’s Ravi. He appears beside Wyatt. His foot hits the first step.

			“Stop!” I yell. “Don’t! Don’t move.”

			“Willa?” Ravi looks at me. He finally looks at me. Then at Danny. Then back at me. I forgot to check the mirror; I probably look crazy. It’s probably obvious what I’ve been up to. Ravi inhales sharply and nods. Does he know? Can he tell?

			In studying his reaction, I’ve deserted the urgency of the situation, wasted my opportunity to explain what’s happening. To warn them.

			Ravi and Wyatt step down onto the lawn. A raven lands in front of them, spreads it wings and caws.

			“What the…” Ravi recoils.

			“Is that a raven?” Wyatt asks.

			“Go inside!” I scream. “Listen to me! Please! Go!”

			“Shit,” Danny mumbles. He’s already bled through my makeshift bandage.

			Another raven caws, and it spins Ravi right around. He stares up at the awning, at the roof, at the hundreds of other birds.

			“Ah. Willa,” Danny says. “This is bad, right?”

			He reaches out his hand, peeling back the blood-soaked fabric. The wound is bubbling, now sooty black. It’s spreading up his arm in a dark, feather-like pattern.

			“My car keys are at the cabin.” I try to keep my voice steady, maintain my composure, not let on how horrified I am by the state of his injury. “I’m going to run and get them, and then I’m going to drive you to the nearest hospital, all right?”

			“I’m coming with you,” he says, tucking his hand into his suit jacket. “You shouldn’t go alone.”

			“Yeah, okay.” I look over to where Ravi stands perfectly still, Wyatt behind him inching back toward the steps of the reception hall. I’m afraid if I yell, it’ll spook the birds. “Ravi. Go inside. Please. You don’t know what you’re dealing with.”

			He’s not listening to me. He’s staring at the birds, attempting to make sense of something that doesn’t make sense. I know him. He’s preoccupied trying to assign logic. Transfixed.

			“Wyatt,” I say. “Inside!”

			The raven on the ground takes flight, instigating a mass exodus. I look up. There is no more night. Only feathers.

			“Go! Please!”

			Wyatt darts forward, grabs Ravi by the arm, and drags him up the stairs into the reception hall, then closes the doors behind them.

			“Come on,” Danny says, heading toward the cabins, back in the direction we came from. He’s not moving particularly fast, not running—he takes these long, stumbling strides.

			He’s sick. He’s unwell.

			“I should call you an ambulance.”

			“We’re almost there,” he says.

			I can see the cabins, but they feel miles away.

			Behind us, the cawing starts up again. It’s such an awful sound. Throaty and mean. It’s so loud that when another noise cuts through, the shock of it throws off my balance and I roll my ankle, knock into Danny, who cries out in pain.

			Crack.

			I look over my shoulder and see that the birds have surrounded the reception hall, the white building swarming with black ravens. They’re looking in the windows. No. They’re pecking at the windows. They’re pecking at the glass. Lunging. They’re trying to get inside.

			Danny whimpers beside me. “My arm. It’s burning. It feels like it’s burning.”

			I turn to him. “Just hang on a little longer, all right? I’ll get you help. Just a little longer.”

			“Tick, tock. Tick, tock.” A voice worse than the caw of a thousand ravens, than glass shattering, than the screams of everyone I love.

			He’s behind us. He’s behind us. He’s right behind us, his gaze searing into my back.

			“Danny, run!”

			I grab his good arm and sling it over my shoulder, and I try to carry him but he’s too heavy, and slow, and I can only really put weight on one foot, and I’m on the verge of losing hope when I remember what Steph said about the latch of her cabin door not working.

			“Here,” I tell Danny, pulling him up the steps to Steph and Jace’s cabin, the closest one. I shove him through the door and close it behind us. “Hold it.”

			Danny turns around and stares at the door. His eyes have glazed over. They’re darker than I remember. His pupils are dilated.

			“Hold it! The latch is broken. We need something to keep it shut. I’m going to push some furniture in front. Just one sec.”

			He gives a vacant nod and walks up to the door, presses against it.

			There’s a dresser in the bedroom that’s heavy but manageable. I slide it into the living room using pure adrenaline. Danny backs away, and I shove the dresser up against the door, then tip it onto its side, so it’s taller than it is wide. I close all the curtains, not that it matters. That thing knows we’re in here.

			If he wants a way in, he’ll find one.

			It occurs to me that this is exactly what happened last time. This is exactly how I got myself killed last time.

			“Fuck.” I take a breath. “I’m sorry. It’s going to be all right. It’s not the same this time. It’s different. It’s not going to end the same.”

			“Okay,” Danny says. All color has drained from his face. The black of his pupils leaks into the whites of his eyes.

			“Danny…”

			He collapses to the floor. He doesn’t catch himself. His suit jacket falls open, and I can see now that his hand is rotting. His fingers are gray and shriveled, covered in open sores. Around the cut is swollen, dark, and iridescent. The feather-like pattern has spread past his wrist, his forearm, up into where his sleeve is folded, the extent of the damage hidden from me.

			I manage to prop him up against the back of the couch. He’s trembling, clearly in pain. I don’t know what to do.

			“Willa. Hey,” he says. “Sorry about earlier. I don’t know why I’m such an asshole. Let’s go to Tokyo. I want to take you to Tokyo.”

			“You’re not an asshole. I just got ahead of myself. I’m not a live-in-the-present type. My head is always in the past or the future. Idealizing.”

			He looks at me, his eyes marbling gray, unrecognizable. His lips quiver. He’s scared. “I don’t want to be in the present anymore. Not right now.”

			“Tokyo, then. Let’s do it. Let’s go. Fuck it. First-class. Where will we stay?”

			He smiles. His gums ooze this thick, obsidian substance that I don’t think is blood. It has a smell. It’s putrid. It leaks out of his mouth and dribbles down his chin.

			“Danny. I’m going to call for that ambulance now, all right?”

			I ignore the movement in my peripheral vision. The jolt of the dresser. Someone’s trying to get in.

			The strange, ghostly man in the top hat. I hear him. The faint tick of his pocket watch.

			Tick tick tick tick tick tick tick.

			I realize I can’t call 911 because I don’t have my phone. It’s in my bag, which I dropped when I bandaged Danny’s wound.

			Tick tick tick tick tick tick tick.

			“Do you hear that?” he asks me. “Do you hear it?”

			“I don’t hear anything,” I lie. “It’s fine. You’re going to be fine. This isn’t…It’s not happening.”

			It’s not happening because it can’t be happening. Just like last night didn’t happen. It’s not real. How could any of this be real?

			“Willa,” Danny whispers. “Willa, I can’t feel my arm. And I can’t see. Everything’s dark.”

			“You’re going to wake up, and none of this will have happened. You won’t even remember. I don’t think. I might but you won’t. You’ll be fine. I swear.”

			The whine of hinges. The dresser rattling.

			Someone’s here. Someone’s in the doorway.

			“Willa?”

			It’s Ravi.
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			His face is all scraped up, and his jacket is pulled over his head like a hood. He pushes the dresser back and squeezes inside the cabin.

			“What are you doing here?” I ask.

			“What happened to him?” Ravi sinks to his knees to get a better look at Danny.

			“A raven. His hand…”

			“Hey,” Danny says. He clears his throat, attempts to sit up straighter, propping himself on his functioning arm.

			Ravi nods, takes a breath, and then he’s up, closing the door, pushing the dresser back in front of it. He walks over to the corner and gets a bottle of water out of the mini fridge that I somehow failed to notice. He twists off the cap and gives the bottle to Danny. “Here you go. Water.”

			“Thank you,” Danny says. His hand is too shaky to bring the bottle to his lips, so I hold it for him, help him drink. Ravi watches, his expression intentionally blank, determined not to let on how he’s feeling. It’s devastating, how much he seems like a stranger to me in this moment.

			“What’s happening out there?” I ask him.

			He doesn’t answer. He pulls back the burlap curtains, looks out the front window.

			“Ravi?”

			“They’re coming with the van.”

			“Who?”

			“Luke, Cassie, Evan, Wyatt. Tanya.” Hearing him say her name is an electrocution. “They should be here by now.”

			“What about Jace? Steph?” Danny asks. He doesn’t sound good, scuffling for every breath.

			“They’re fine,” Ravi says. I catch his eye and can tell that he’s lying, but what’s the point of delivering that blow to Danny, who might not survive long enough to validate? “The birds got in through the windows. We tried to take cover, hide under tables, but there was glass everywhere. Then there was blood everywhere. Then…”

			“What? Then what?”

			He shakes his head and checks out the window again, steps to the side trying to get a better view.

			“Willa,” Danny whispers, tapping my leg. “Who is that?”

			“Ravi,” I say. “He’s…he’s a friend.”

			Ravi snorts.

			“Really?” I ask him.

			He won’t look at me, won’t turn away from the window.

			“All right. We’re not friends,” I say to Danny. “He’s my ex.”

			“Ah,” Danny says, still in a whisper.

			“Yeah,” I say to Danny. Then to Ravi, “Why did you do that?”

			“Do what?”

			“Make that noise when I said we were friends?”

			“I…” He pauses. “Let’s not.”

			I shouldn’t say it, but what does it matter if none of this is real. “Why are you so angry at me, Ravi? I don’t understand. You avoided me all night. And you…you brought a fucking date.”

			“You told me to move on. I did.”

			“Whoa,” Danny says. “Sorry, but I—”

			“I’m not angry, Willa. I came here to find you.”

			“All right, so you’re not angry enough to leave me for dead. That doesn’t mean you aren’t angry. Why can’t you just admit it?”

			He gives me a look of sheer disgust that buries me in shame. “I’m not doing this right now. People are dead out there.”

			“Dead?” Danny asks. “What do you mean? Who’s dead?”

			“Fuck. We can’t just wait around. We need to get him to a doctor. Help me get him up.” He crosses over to Danny, leans down, slips his shoulder under Danny’s arm, and lifts.

			Danny screams in anguish. A spray of treacly black spittle shoots out of his mouth, a glob landing on Ravi’s cheek, some in his eye.

			“Can you put weight on your legs?” Ravi asks him, diplomatically not acknowledging the spit. He tries to blink out the black goo. It’s stuck in his eyelashes.

			“Yeah. Yeah,” Danny says, gritting his teeth. “I got it.”

			He attempts to stand on his own, but his balance is off. He teeters, and I catch him, wrap my arms around his waist.

			Ravi checks out the window again.

			“Now.” He pushes the dresser aside.

			“I know Danny needs a doctor, but we can’t just run out there without a plan,” I say. “It’s not just the birds. There’s a man. Some…I don’t know who he is. What he is.”

			“I’m aware,” Ravi says.

			“You saw him?”

			“He came into the reception hall.”

			“And?”

			“I like our chances better out there than trapped in here, backs to the wall.”

			“All right. I trust you.” We look at each other, our gazes lingering, and I want to shake the bitterness from him. I want to pull his hair and ask him why he never grew it out for me. I want to kiss his face, feel the familiar scratch of his beard, to retreat, escape into something that no longer exists, an illusion. I want him to hold me and tell me everything’s going to be fine and that this is just another bad dream, and when I wake up, I’ll be in bed next to him, and it’ll be like it used to, before the mundane drag of everyday life eroded the bond between us and the weight of wanting different things finally snapped it in half, before all the shitty things that we can’t take back, and it won’t be so hard anymore. So complicated. It’ll stop hurting so badly. I want him to do something, anything to make it hurt less.

			But he won’t. He can’t.

			Danny groans in pain again. He’s as heavy and unwieldy as a sack of bricks, and his breath reeks of decay, and his hand…his hand is just a pale, withered mound oozing that black tar-like substance. An hour ago, I thought he might be my future, and now I’m afraid he’s about to dissolve into nothing, to disintegrate in my arms.

			“All right, Danny. We’re going to head out. You ready?”

			“Born ready,” he says, attempting a smile. His teeth are rotted.

			Ravi holds the door open for us.

			The air outside smells like Danny. Like death. A thick fog shrouds the former campground. I can barely see a few feet in front of me.

			It’s eerily quiet save for the random caw or scream that aggressively punctures the silence. There’s no cadence to them, no rhythm. I can’t predict when they’re coming or get any sense of where they’re coming from before the night snuffs them out.

			I do my best on my injured foot, attempt to carry Danny’s weight as we turn left onto the path, moving toward the reception hall and the small parking lot.

			“I don’t have my keys,” I tell Ravi. He walks a few paces in front of us, in danger of disappearing into the fog. “Ravi, did anyone call nine-one-one?”

			He doesn’t answer.

			“Ravi?”

			He stops and turns to me. The pupil of his right eye is dilated; it bleeds into the white. His eye leaks that dark substance. It trickles down his face like a bleak tear. He looks resigned. He looks far away. I swear he was only a few steps ahead, that a moment ago I could reach out and touch him, but somehow the space between us has expanded, stretched to a distance I cannot fathom, even though we’re standing still.

			“Did you hear that?” Danny asks me.

			I look away for a second, just a second, and when I turn back, Ravi is gone. He vanished.

			“Ravi?” He’s lost to the fog. He was there, and now he’s gone, and I can’t run after him because I’m holding Danny. “Ravi!”

			“Willa,” Danny whispers. “Willa, it’s coming.”

			There’s another scream. A blood-chilling, dizzyingly awful scream. It’s coming from behind us, I think. It’s not Ravi. It can’t be Ravi.

			“Where did he go? Did you see? Did you see him?”

			“I can’t see anything,” he says. “I think…I think my eyes are gone.”

			I don’t want to look, but it’s nothing I haven’t seen before, so I look. His eyes are intact. But they’re black, and that inky mucilage seeps from the corners, streaking his sallow skin.

			“Why the eyes again?” I ask. “What’s with the eyes?”

			“It’s bad, isn’t it?”

			“No. No. It’s not bad. It’s…it’s not real. I’m telling you. We’re not actually living this. You’re…” I can’t keep carrying him, wandering through the fog. I’ve lost my sense of direction. A caw overhead. Movement. Footsteps. “You’re all right. You’re going to be fine. We’re going to Tokyo, remember? You have to take me to Tokyo, asshole.”

			He laughs faintly and it’s too much for him; he stumbles a little. I can’t hold him anymore. He’s too heavy. He falls to the ground. Hits it hard.

			“Danny! Are you okay? Danny?”

			“I hate weddings. I’ve always hated weddings.” He laughs again. “Now I’m going to die at a wedding.”

			“No, you’re not. Listen to me. This isn’t real. Think about it. All those ravens? Ravens? A guy with red eyes and a…”

			Tick tick tick tick tick tick.

			Pocket watch.

			He’s in front of us, the malignant glow of his red eyes piercing through the fog. He steps closer. Closer.

			I can’t run. Not without leaving Danny.

			The man is almost to us. He lifts the brim of his hat, revealing his full face. Except he doesn’t really have one. I can’t tell if he has no skin, if I’m looking directly at his skull, or if he’s just that gaunt, that ghostly pale. His lips curl over gray gums. His teeth are big, way too big, and they’re…they’re black. It’s confusing. It’s…it’s because they’re not teeth. They’re beaks. He has a mouth full of raven beaks. I don’t know if he’s smiling or if that’s just the shape of his awful, awful mouth. His jaw hangs loose, misaligned. His tongue is bone white.

			“Tick, tock. Tick, tock.” He raises his ornate silver pocket watch. “Tick, tock.”

			His voice is pure torture. It makes me long for the Eyeball Man’s wheezing.

			In this moment, I feel a strange affection for my former villain. He was a ruthless psychopath, but I don’t know. At least his evil was of this world. At least he was of this world. He wasn’t whatever is in front of me now. This macabre revenant, this gothic phantom with his sinister pocket watch and army of ravens.

			Only…maybe this villain is of this world, and I’m the one out of place.

			“Run,” Danny tells me, coughing up more of the black substance. “Willa. Go.”

			“I’m not leaving you. You didn’t leave me.”

			“I’m already dead,” he says.

			“I…”

			He grabs my arm, gives me his classic crooked grin. “It’s okay. This isn’t real, right?”

			“Your time is up,” the man says as a raven lands on his shoulder. He slowly lifts his arm, and Danny rises off the ground.

			The shock of it sends me stumbling backward. My breath withers in my lungs. I can’t scream. I can’t beg for his life. I can’t do anything. I’m helpless. Again, doomed to watch someone I care about suffer with no recourse. Only this time the suffering isn’t plain violence. It’s something worse. So much worse.

			Danny is in the air, his feet off the ground, in a supernatural choke hold. He’s rigid. He’s no longer in control. He lets out a scream, this forlorn wail that makes him sound like a child. It’s the loneliest sound. A hopeless sound.

			And the man in the top hat, he’s inhaling. He’s sucking in and Danny’s disappearing inside his suit. His shaggy overgrown hair turns gray, and then white, and then to ash. His face is putrefying. And his insides, his blood, his…

			It’s his soul.

			He’s getting his soul sucked out.

			And no, no, no, no, no, no. The vulgar squish of it—the wet, feasting, merciless consumption. The man’s pale tongue wags, slurps up the shapeless pink iridescence of Danny’s soul.

			He drops Danny’s lifeless body to the ground. It barely makes any noise. There’s nothing left of him. He’s a shadow. He’s gone. He’s dead.

			But I died last night, and I’m here now. Maybe it’s all right. Maybe it’ll be all right.

			I want to believe that, but I can’t because what if this time is different? What if the rules aren’t the same? I was stabbed; I didn’t get my soul slurped out. What if I was wrong to reassure Danny? What if this is real? What if last night was a dream, and this is reality? What if this death is forever?

			The man in the hat runs his long, pallid tongue over his big, strange teeth. He looks at me with his foul, fiery eyes, then down at his pocket watch, then back up at me.

			“Tick, tock.”

			I turn on my heel and run.

			I don’t know where I’m going. I can’t see through the fog, which is so dense that it’s difficult to move through, like swimming in cream.

			Tick tick tick tick tick tick.

			He’s following me. I hear his pocket watch and the harsh flap of raven wings overhead.

			The fear is finally catching up to me. The understanding that just because I don’t trust what’s happening doesn’t mean that it isn’t happening. I’m going to endure it whether it’s real or not. Just because I woke up this morning doesn’t guarantee I’ll wake up tomorrow.

			I’m running as fast as I can, but my ankle’s twisted, and every time I come down on my injured foot it feels like it’s in danger of exploding.

			I listen for the ticking, and I think it’s fading. I think I’m getting away.

			I’m getting away.

			The ground changes underneath me. I’m not on the path anymore. I’m on gravel. The parking lot. I look down, and there’s blood everywhere. Everywhere.

			Blood and clots of that black goo.

			There’s the crunch of footsteps on gravel, fast approaching from a direction I can’t discern. I spin around.

			Two hands emerge from the fog and pull me forward, into the haze.
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			“Don’t you dare fucking scream.” It’s Cassie.

			She drags me over to the van, slides open the side door, and pushes me inside. My head smacks against Theo’s car seat, clattering a set of plastic toy keys.

			Evan and Wyatt crouch in the back. Luke is up front, phone in his hands. Tanya is passed out in the passenger seat. The disturbance of my presence, punctuated by the sound of the van door closing, jolts her awake.

			“Where…where am I?” Her words vibrate with fear and confusion, every breath she takes clipped and desperate. “Where’s Ravi?”

			I’d prefer it if she were still unconscious.

			Her head slumps forward, hair falls to one side, and I can see that she’s got a cut on the back of her neck. It’s festering the way that Danny’s did.

			“The van won’t start?” I ask.

			“No, we’re just parked here for fun,” Evan says. “Hanging out.”

			“Ev,” Wyatt says.

			“What? Sarcasm isn’t going to be what kills us.”

			A raven lands on the hood of the van, eliciting a collective gasp.

			“I hate these fucking birds, dude,” Luke says.

			“Steph and Jace. Where are they?” I ask. “Are they all right?”

			The van goes silent.

			“No. Not again.”

			“What do you mean again?” Tanya asks, turning around to look at me. Her pretty eyes are wide, her pupils dilated. Her tone sharp. The audacity.

			“Nothing,” I snap.

			“Can we keep the volume down?” Cass whispers. “Jesus Christ.”

			“What happened?” I ask, lowering my voice.

			Cass sighs. “The birds came in through the windows. They started attacking. Then this guy appeared. We got out through the back but…”

			“I’m not entirely convinced we’re not on an acid trip,” Evan says. “Or collectively hallucinating.”

			“This isn’t like any trip I’ve ever had,” Luke says.

			“The police are on their way,” Cass says. “We just need to stay low and shut the fuck up. Can you manage that? Mm? Or do you want a raven to swoop down and peck out your eyes and then have that Victorian ghost man suck your life force out of your empty sockets? Because that’s what’s happening here, whether we want to believe it or not.”

			Another moment of silence.

			“When you put it that way,” Evan mutters.

			“The cops are coming?” I whisper.

			“Yeah,” Luke says. “Took a lot of convincing. Multiple calls. They thought I was messing with them. A prank.”

			“Some of the other guests must have gotten through as well,” Wyatt says.

			I should be relieved that some form of help is coming for us, but what are the cops going to do? Taser hundreds of demon birds, take a phantom into custody?

			And even if they do somehow manage to thwart the soul-sucking ghoul and his legion of ravens, what then? If I don’t die tonight, or if I don’t fall sleep, will I make it through to tomorrow? A tomorrow without Steph and Jace? Without Danny? Maybe without Ravi?

			A second raven lands on the van. A third. They step closer to the windshield, their talons scraping the hood.

			Tanya suddenly folds into herself. She coughs, spewing black goo onto her lap, ruining her pretty pink dress.

			“You okay?” Luke asks.

			“I…I’m sick,” she says. “I don’t know what’s happening. What’s going to happen. The police can’t help us. You know that, don’t you? Not here. Not now. I should…I need to go.”

			She reaches for the door handle.

			“No!” Cassie yells, ignoring her own rule of quiet.

			“You don’t understand.” Tanya turns her attention back to me. Her pupils leak into the whites of her eyes. “Something’s wrong here.”

			“Astute,” Evan says.

			“The ravens are poison,” I say. “The same thing happened to Danny.”

			“I should’ve left,” Tanya says, shaking her head. She sounds sleepy, dazed. “I need to leave. I need to get out of here…I need…”

			“Ravi asked me to look after you, Tanya,” Luke says. “And that’s what I’m gonna do.”

			“What if it’s transmittable?” Cassie asks. “Sorry, Tanya. I have a son. Did anyone else get clipped by a bird?”

			“No,” Evan says, at the exact moment Wyatt says, “Yes.”

			Wyatt pulls up his pant leg, and there’s a gash across his shin.

			“No! No. That’s not, no,” Evan says, leaning over and pulling Wyatt’s pant leg down, hiding the wound. “No. How did that happen? You can’t—”

			He’s interrupted by the first blow. Beak against glass.

			“Willa…” I hate the way that Tanya says my name. I hate that she’s here. I hate that her beautiful face is warping with rot, with that inky feather-like rash. I hate how she’s looking at me, like she wants something from me. I hate that whatever it is, I wish I could give it to her. I wish I could save her.

			She erupts in another coughing fit.

			“Fuck.” Cassie clenches her fists, stressed and helpless.

			“Willa, what happened to Danny?” Wyatt asks.

			“He’s…he’s dead.”

			“No!” Evan kicks the back of my seat. “No. Wyatt, you’re not dying. You can’t die. Not happening.”

			“Danny didn’t die because of…It was the man in the top hat. He got to us. Danny was too weak to run.”

			“So you left him?” Cassie asks.

			“I…There was nothing I could do. I couldn’t stop it.”

			The raven hits the windshield again, and it cracks.

			“Luke!” Cassie screams. “Try the engine!”

			He presses the start button, but nothing happens. “C’mon, c’mon, c’mon.”

			Without warning, Tanya opens her door and spills out onto the gravel. She turns back, about to say something when the ravens descend.

			All the screaming doesn’t drown out the spew of violence—a vicious, sopping disassembly. Blood and black goo spatter onto the passenger door, the seat.

			“Let’s go,” Luke says, climbing in the back and grabbing Cassie’s hand. He opens the side door, and they’re running, making toward the road.

			“Close the doors,” Evan says. “Wyatt can’t run. We’ll hide in here.”

			“I can try,” Wyatt says.

			“Don’t be stupid. Save your strength. Willa! The doors!”

			“But…” I stare out into the fog, past where Tanya’s limp body is getting picked apart by the ravens. We’re dead if we stay here. We should follow Cass and Luke. We need to go. We need to run. We need to try.

			“Willa! Close the fucking doors.” There’s such urgency in Evan’s voice, it should spring me into action, but instead it drags me back to last night, when the three of us were in the field and I left them to be killed by the Eyeball Man.

			I should stay with them now, no matter what. I shouldn’t repeat that mistake.

			So you left him?

			Cassie knows the truth about me. She sees me.

			I see you.

			I leave. I abandon ship when things get hard. I’m selfish. I’m a failure. I want too much.

			Ravi’s face floats before me, an apparition.

			It all goes by so fast—blinking away the days, the weeks, the months, years vanishing, rotting as quickly as beautiful ripe fruit, just gone, over, disappearing into that mysterious outer space beyond the reach of memory so it’s like they never even happened. I was terrified of wasting any more of my life being unhappy, of postponing the same sad conclusion, but maybe I should have tried harder, compromised more, endured. Maybe I should have given it more time.

			Tick tick tick tick tick tick.

			I shut the back side door, then climb up front, reach for the passenger side handle.

			“Willa!”

			“I’m trying!” The door drips with blood, and with that dark, toxic substance. What will happen to me if I touch it?

			I see you.

			Red eyes float in the fog.

			He’s here.

			“Tick, tock. Tick, tock.”

			“It’s too late,” I tell them. “It’s too late.”

			The driver’s side door rips open.

			I scream.

			“It’s me.” It’s Ravi. “Get out. Come on. It’s not safe here. Let’s go.”

			“Can you move?” Evan asks Wy. “Can you—”

			“I got it,” Wyatt says, stumbling over the middle row, over Theo’s car seat.

			“This way,” Ravi says.

			I follow his voice, climb over the center console and fall into his arms. This is the first time we’ve touched in so long that I can’t even remember, and it’s déjà vu. The brine of his sweat is familiar to me. His deodorant, his cologne, his fucking pH—the scent of a former life, of a dead future.

			He pulls me out of the car.

			He lets me go.

			He doesn’t want to touch me anymore.

			“I’m sorry I lost you,” I tell him. “I turned around and you were gone.”

			“Willa…” That feather-like pattern has taken over his whole face. His right eye is black.

			Tick tick tick tick tick tick.

			Evan and Wyatt are out of the car.

			The ravens fly low; I catch glimpses of their dark wings through the fog.

			We can’t outrun them. Wyatt won’t be fast enough, even with Ravi and Evan helping him.

			If I stop running, is it giving up? Or is it a noble sacrifice?

			Ravi’s back is to me. He doesn’t check to see if I’m following. Maybe he doesn’t care. Or maybe he just assumes that I am. Wouldn’t be the first time. We always assumed we were going the same way, headed in the same direction, and look where that got us.

			My guilt, my doubt, it’s tormenting me, and I’m letting it. I’m surrendering to it. I’m not strong enough to hold it anymore, buckling under the weight.

			“Your time is up.”

			The tendril of fog coiling around my neck is slimy and cold. It lifts me into the air, spins me around so that I’m face-to-face with the phantom in the top hat.

			His beak teeth are so much worse up close. So confusing. They go on forever. Rows and rows, spiraling back into his throat. There are bits stuck between them—pinkish ribbons of soul. His serpentine tongue laps at my chin. He exhales. His breath is a funeral.

			I know what’s coming, and I know I can’t stop it.

			All I can hear is the caw of the ravens, and the specter’s sharp inhale.

			It’s a ferocious tug, akin to vomiting. But it’s more painful. More cutting. And it itches. It burns. Burns deep with an explicit, frenetic sting. The pain evolves. Escalates. My vision blurs and now all I can hear is my own screaming, and inside it the echoes of every time I’ve ever broken down in tears, every moment in my life that has brought me to my knees, the sound of my hurt in breaths and whispers and shouting matches and slammed doors. The time my mother slapped me across the face for talking back—the time I told Ravi about it, and he said he was sorry, and it was wrong, and that I didn’t deserve it, and I wasn’t sure if he was lying to be nice or if he really didn’t question whether I deserved it or not. Because maybe I did. And maybe I deserve this.

			The last thing I see will be these two red eyes and this open mouth drinking me in.

			The last thing I feel will be pain. Pain and emptiness. Dying is so lonely.

			I reach out just to feel something, anything else, and my fingers graze the feather in the phantom’s hat.

			The rope of fog around my neck tightens. Squeezing, squeezing, squeezing, squeezing, squeezing, squeezing, squeezing, until SNAP.

			My time is up.
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			My eyes flip open.

			Sunlight. It’s coming in through the windows. I’m in my studio. I’m flat on my back. In bed.

			I’m in my bed.

			Breathing. The surf of my pulse pounding in my ears.

			Alive. I’m alive in my bed.

			“God-fucking-damnit! Fuck! Motherfucker! What the fucking fuuuuckkkkk!”

			Archimedes leaps off the foot of the mattress and runs, terrified, into the closet.

			I kick my covers to the floor. I’m in my pajamas. I grab my phone and check the date. Friday, September 25. It’s the morning of the wedding.

			Again.

			I rip off my socks. My suitcase-smashed foot is healed—no bruise, no swelling. I press on it. It hurts a little but nowhere near how it did. My head throbs, my chest is tight. I hold up my phone and open the camera, reverse it. I still have a face. I look fine. Tired, but fine. Not sure how to tell if my soul has been sucked out—TBD.

			I go to call Cassie but hesitate, hovering my thumb over her name. She’ll just tell me it was nothing. A bad dream. Let it go. Simmer in the hellfire hot tub. She’ll accuse me of being needy. Of making today about me.

			Which, not to prove her point, but it kind of seems like it might be, considering I can’t escape it.

			Instead, I Google “repeat déjà vu” and skim the results.

			Stress and exhaustion can lead to déjà vu…

			Can also be a sign of seizure disorders…

			What is premonition déjà vu?

			Déjà vu and Time Loop Theory…

			How do I know if I’m stuck in a time loop…

			A time loop?

			A time loop.

			Fuck me. That’s not a thing. Not a real thing.

			Right?

			There’s a Medium article that lists “The Top 5 Signs You’re Stuck in a Time Loop.” It’s written by someone I’ve never heard of. Obviously. Not a doctor or scientist. Obviously. Just some guy named Jeff who seems to have a lot of opinions on “temporal paradoxes.” His signs aren’t specific enough to validate anything I’ve experienced, but Jeff isn’t far off. Intense déjà vu. Check. Intuition/Precognition. Sure. Familiar time frame. Yeah, the wedding. Deviating from reality. I’d say homicidal ravens and a supernatural killer in a top hat would fit neatly in that category. And lastly, a recent major life event resulting in trauma and/or emotional distress.

			Jeff doesn’t give a whole lot of advice on escaping the loop, except some vague bullshit about breaking patterns of behavior, practicing deep self-reflection, and examining choice.

			How did I even get here? What am I reading?

			Do I honestly believe I’m stuck in a time loop?

			No.

			I can’t believe that because then I’d be crazy. Then I’d be Jeff.

			I put my socks back on but don’t bother to change out of my pajamas. I grab my phone, my keys, my cigarettes, and my wallet. I check to make sure I have my insurance card, then head to the nearest urgent care.

			

			—

			The waiting room is just a giant germ. The woman across from me hacks up a lung, the man beside me continuously sneezes—neither makes any effort to cover their mouths, so, I look forward to coming down with whatever they have. How kind of them to gift me their virus. What a generous infection. A child has a full-on tantrum beside a mother who looks like she’s regretting every choice she’s ever made to bring her to this moment, and I relate to her completely.

			I’ve been here for over an hour. I’ve neglected my work—a stupid deck I have due on Monday for an A-lister’s new tequila brand, which I’m pretty sure I’ve already done twice in the past forty-eight hours, not to mention I just had my soul sucked out, so I’m not exactly eager to forfeit it again by helping a multimillionaire make more money.

			If this isn’t a medical or psychological issue, if I am somehow stuck in some sort of temporal paradox, maybe the soul-sucking hasn’t happened yet. Or maybe it technically never happened at all. But I experienced it just the same, so the damage is done.

			I check my phone. I have a message from Cass asking for my ETA.

			I probably shouldn’t hold a grudge for the things she hasn’t said in this timeline or dimension or whatever it is. But again. The damage is done.

			I don’t respond to her message. I can’t. I don’t have an ETA. One, because I’m in waiting room purgatory. Two, because I’m terrified of going at all. Because on the off chance I’m not sick, or crazy, if it’s not just in my head, then going to this wedding means dying again. My friends dying again. Would my absence spare their lives? Or would they all die faster without me there to warn them?

			These are ridiculous thoughts. I press the heels of my hands into my forehead.

			It’s possible it was a Russian doll of a nightmare, and I’m awake now, and it’s over. More than possible. That’s the likely explanation. The logical one.

			I should be strategizing what to say to the doctor when they call me in. I want an MRI, a picture of my brain, some kind of medical evidence to rationalize everything, and for whatever it is to not be worse than the Eyeball Man or Top Hat phantom. And to preferably not be committed to a psych ward. Is that too much to ask?

			“Willa? Willa Sullivan?” A friendly blonde appears at the door. She wears purple scrubs and a matching scrunchie, her hair in a high ponytail.

			I stand up and hurry over, follow her through the door.

			“Okay, we’re going to be in this room right here. On your right. Great.” She’s so bubbly, and I’m not sure I can handle it. It’s stressing me out. “You can have a seat right here.”

			She gestures to the examination table. What’s worse than an examination table? Sitting on that paper, the crinkling noise it makes the soundtrack to being sick and vulnerable.

			“My name is Belle. I’m a nurse practitioner,” she says. “What brings you in today?”

			“I…I’ve been having these intense, prolonged stints of déjà vu. Um, and vivid dreams. Not just dreams. Nightmares. Visceral nightmares. And…” I’m realizing none of these things sound medical. What did I put on my form? “Headaches.”

			“What do these headaches feel like?” she asks, still disturbingly sunny. I regret not caffeinating.

			“Um…yesterday it was sharp. Concentrated here,” I say, pointing between my eyes. To where I was stabbed. “Then today just a general throbbing. Whole head. And I’m exhausted. Two days in a row, I’ve woken up just exhausted. It’s like I haven’t slept at all.”

			“Have you had nightmares before?” she asks.

			“I’ve had bad dreams but never anything like this.”

			“In what way?” Her smile is so bright as she flutters her eyelash extensions at me, as she taps her manicured nails on the keyboard, making her notes about what’s wrong with me. I don’t like this power dynamic. I hate going to the doctor.

			Ravi used to get on my case about it. I tried to explain how my parents never took me when I got sick as a kid, how I taught myself to soldier through. I told him about the bitch nurse back in the seventh grade who thought I was lying about being nauseous and sent me back to class, where I threw up on myself in front of everyone. My classmates never let me live it down. I was the girl who barfed. I might as well have been radioactive until middle school graduation.

			You’re an adult now, he’d say. You have to go.

			There’s nothing to be scared of, he’d say. It’s all in your head.

			He was always telling me that things were in my head.

			The cat is mad at me. It’s in your head. He’s a cat, Willa.

			Do you hear that dripping? No. Really? It’s probably nothing. Probably in your head.

			We’ve definitely watched this movie before. We’ve never seen this. You must be confusing it with something else.

			I must be confused.

			It’s probably nothing.

			It’s all in my head. It’s in my head in my head in my head.

			“Willa?” Belle says. “How are you feeling right now? Experiencing any pain or headaches? Any déjà vu?”

			“No,” I say, rubbing the back of my neck. “The déjà vu will happen later.”

			“Later? Can you explain what you mean by that?”

			“My friends are getting married today at a venue I’ve seen pictures of but have never been to. But it feels like I have. It’s like I’ve already lived this day. Twice. This is the third time I’m living this day.”

			“Groundhog Day,” she says, still with that fucking smile.

			“What?”

			“Like the movie. Groundhog Day.”

			“I’ve never seen it.”

			“Really? It’s great. You should watch it. I love rom-coms.”

			“You don’t say,” I mumble. “Um…”

			“Sorry,” she says. “Bill Murray lives the same day over and over until he figures out that he’s in love with Rita.”

			I stare at her.

			“No unassuming Prince Charming at your friends’ wedding?” she asks, laughing. “Or Princess!”

			Just a guy who’s not looking for anything serious and my ex-fiancé. “It’s not a rom-com. It’s not…it’s not happy. In my dream. In my head. Everyone dies.”

			Finally, a frown. “I’m so sorry. I just got engaged so I’ve got romance on the brain. I’ve gotten us off topic. Are you experiencing increased stress around this wedding?”

			“Congratulations,” I say flatly. “And, yeah. Increased stress. I started smoking, again. Cigarettes. I’ve also been taking melatonin and, um, gummies. THC gummies. Not irresponsibly, I don’t think. But it’s new to me. I’m worried this is something neurological.”

			“I don’t see a primary care physician on your forms.”

			“I don’t have one. That’s why I’m here.”

			“Hmm,” she says. “And I’m seeing you didn’t fill out your family medical history?”

			“My dad left when I was six and my mom…we, um, don’t have a relationship. I don’t have access to that information.”

			It’s happening. I’m ruining her day. I’m breaking her spirit. I think this was my intention, but now I feel bad. Is guilt proof that I still have a soul?

			I imagine guilt and anxiety as the guardrails on my life. Where would I be without them? In a fucking ditch somewhere.

			Or on a beach. I don’t know. How can you tell if you’re in a cage or outside it, when you’re pressed up against the bars?

			“I’m sorry. I am stressed,” I tell her. “But I don’t think it’s just stress. Whatever’s happening, it’s so vivid and unlike anything I’ve ever experienced before. It’s scary.”

			“I understand. So, I would suggest Advil for the headaches, and a lot of water. No more supplements. Sounds like those might either be the cause or at the very least exacerbating the issue. And what I’m going to do is refer you to a neurologist. Get you checked out.”

			“All right. Thank you,” I say, peeking at my phone for the time. “How long will that take? I need to leave for the wedding soon.”

			“You’ll have to call their office to make an appointment. Might take a couple of weeks to get you in.”

			“A couple weeks? I don’t have a couple weeks. It’s tonight. It’s today. It’s…it’s urgent. That’s why I’m here. At urgent care. I need care urgently.”

			She smiles again, this time without teeth. “If you feel what you’re experiencing is a medical emergency, I recommend a trip to the emergency room. I could write you a prescription or advise lab work, but it seems like your concerns are for an underlying neurological issue or acute stress. Do you have a history of anxiety attacks?”

			“Not attacks, no.”

			“Hmm,” she says. “Willa, I’m hesitant to prescribe antianxiety medication because you don’t have a primary care physician to monitor the dosage, or any potential side effects.”

			“It’s fine.” I hop off the exam table, ripping the paper. “This was a bad idea. Waste of time.”

			Tick, tock.

			“I’m sorry. It’s obviously just…stress. Never mind. Never mind,” I say, bolting out the door. I’m guessing Belle thinks I was just trying to get a script for Xanax. If I was attempting to manipulate her for drugs, I’d like to think I’d be more calculated than admitting I suspect I’m living the same day on repeat.

			It’s lucky she didn’t determine that I need immediate psychiatric help. There are other ways that could have gone. Leaving with nothing but a fifty-dollar co-pay is frustrating, but not the worst-case scenario.

			I’m learning a whole lot about worst-case scenarios.

			I’m not particularly eager to learn more, but what am I going to do? Skip the wedding? Abandon my friends because I’m having the weirdest nervous breakdown imaginable?

			And if the nightmare is real, I should be there to at least try to save them.

			Who knows. Maybe third time’s the charm.
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			Third time won’t be the charm. I know it. I’ve known it since I left the apartment—scrambling late. I’ve felt it percolating in my gut this entire drive. This sense of formidable, crushing, all-consuming dread.

			Maybe I should have asked more questions at urgent care. Maybe I should have gone to the emergency room instead. Maybe if I wake up again tomorrow and it’s today, that’s what I’ll do. But if it’s today four days in a row, then I think I’m for sure in a time loop, right? And I doubt anyone at the ER can help me with that. Who would I even go to? A physicist? Jeff from Medium? There’s no logic to cling to. I can’t wrap my head around what’s happening. My brain hurts. I’m sweating. I roll down the windows and inhale, anticipating fresh air. Instead, I catch a whiff of rot. Roadkill.

			I put the windows up and blast the AC.

			I don’t need GPS to get me to the Lakeside at Wild Heart Acres. I have the route memorized. I turn onto the dirt road, pull up the slight hill, take a right into the small gravel parking lot. I don’t park next to Evan’s Civic because that spot is taken. Last time, I thought the small deviations I made would save me from suffering the same fate. Maybe they did, in a way, but only by dooming me to a worse one.

			I park. Lean my head back against the seat and take a minute to compose myself. It’s hard to calm down in a place where you died. Horrifically. Twice.

			I check my mirrors, anticipating the Eyeball Man waving from the edge of the woods, or a raven flying low. A small bird flitters past the windshield and I panic, accidentally hit the horn as I flail around in the driver’s seat, pull my knees in and shield my face with my hands.

			“Fuck this,” I say, getting out of the car. I pop the trunk and by some miracle, I’m now strong enough to lift my suitcase out no problem. It’s either adrenaline or I forgot to pack some key items. I guess I’ll find out soon enough.

			I start up the path, dragging my suitcase behind me. I’m late. It’s almost four o’clock, so I’ll have about an hour to shower, dry my hair, get ready. Not enough time.

			Guarantee this will be the one that sticks. The timeline I look the worst in. What greater nightmare is there than looking like shit in front of your ex?

			“Willa!” It’s Steph. She steps out of her cabin onto the porch, all dressed up in her lavender gown, birdcage veil, her makeup perfect, glittering like a fairy princess. “I was just going to drop by the friend cabin to say hi.”

			I abandon my suitcase and run up to hug her. “It’s probably chaos. Luke tossing around canned cocktails. Cassie griping. Evan helping Wyatt with his tie.”

			Steph giggles. “Oh gosh. You’re right. I’m so happy you’re here!”

			“Me, too,” I lie. I sit on the porch swing, pat the spot next to me.

			She shakes her head. “Afraid my dress will snag. Do…do you like it?”

			I’ve seen her in it before, fuck me, but she doesn’t know that. She must assume my lack of reaction is because I’m underwhelmed.

			“You look amazing,” I tell her. “I knew you would.”

			“I’m second-guessing the color now that it’s the day. White just felt a little…”

			“Virginal?”

			She laughs, scrunches her nose. “Traditional, is what I was going to say. You want some champagne?”

			“Always.”

			“Be right back.” She twirls into the cabin.

			I scan the landscape for any hint of danger. For tonight’s villain.

			All I see is beauty. Glorious foliage. The lake that shade of cobalt blue that shouldn’t be possible, that’s transcendentally stunning.

			Steph opens the door, emerging with a tiny bottle of prosecco and two plastic flutes. She hands me the bottle. “A gift from my sister.”

			“From Italy?” I ask, opening it. It’s a twist off, nothing exciting.

			“Yes, actually. How’d you know? Olivia was just there.”

			Italy. Her dress. This place. How did I know?

			Ravi’s voice. It’s all in your head.

			It’s all in my head it’s in my head it’s in my head it’s…

			Déjà vu. Precognition. It’s…

			Happening. In my head or not, it’s happening. Again. This day. Again.

			“No kidding.” I pour us even, then we cheers. “To your wedding day.”

			“I’m so happy you’re here,” she says. She furrows her brow. “I said that already.”

			She means she just repeated herself. Not because she knows this is my third go at today and I’ve heard it all before. A bird sings somewhere, and I flinch at the sound. Steph doesn’t notice. She’s oblivious—giddy and carefree. She’s clearly not stuck in the loop with me.

			Is it really just me? No one gave any indication last time. But that was last time.

			I open my throat and pour the prosecco straight down. It’s gone in one gulp. I don’t even taste it.

			“You okay, doll?”

			“I’m great.” I deflect. “The dress was the right choice, Steph. The color. It’s you.”

			“That’s what Jace said.”

			“Has he seen it?”

			“Yes, but not me in it. Not that we’re superstitious or anything. Like, we’re thirteen years in.”

			“Perfect dress, perfect couple.”

			She snorts. “Oh my gosh.”

			“It’s true!”

			“I don’t think so. There’s no such thing as the perfect couple. I mean, maybe. In the same way that there might be Bigfoot or unicorns or the Loch Ness Monster or, I don’t know. Aliens.”

			“You lost me,” I say, trying not to think about the existence of those things. Putting them out of my mind so I don’t somehow summon them into this reality. I don’t know what the deal is and I’m paranoid. I clear my throat. Once. Twice. I’ve got this persistent tickle, and I hope I’m not getting sick. That whatever virus I inevitably picked up at urgent care this morning hasn’t already taken hold.

			“Like, they could be out there, but probably not. I don’t believe in perfect couples or soulmates. Don’t get me wrong, Jace and I are good. We’re really good together. But it hasn’t always been easy. Everyone wants to buy into the fairy tale because the truth isn’t as simple or pretty.” She sips her prosecco. “Did I mess up my lipstick?”

			“Nope. You’re fine. Is there more bubbly?”

			“I think so,” she says. “I can go check.”

			“No, that’s all right.” I swing myself to stand. “On second thought, I should really go get ready.”

			“Yes, yes! Oh, I’ve missed you so much.” She throws her arms around me. “Once this wedding craziness is behind us, will you come visit? We can ditch Jace for some girl time and I’ll take you to my favorite restaurant. It’s just down the street, and they have the best wood-fired pizza. And mojitos!”

			“Sounds perfect.” I pull away, smiling like I believe her, like I trust this will happen.

			We’re always making these theoretical plans. A college friend trip where we’ll rent a house in Maine and go hiking and eat lobster rolls. A long weekend in NOLA for me, Cass, Evan, and Steph to explore the city, get drunk off hurricanes, and eat beignets. But there’s always a wedding, a baby, a new house, a new job. Good ideas but never a good time.

			We’re a phone call away, we always say. But a phone call isn’t the same.

			I reach out for Steph’s lovely face, here, right in front of me. I don’t touch her. I can’t touch her. My hands are sweaty, and I’m covered in lingering urgent care germs. I can practically feel them crawling all over me, inside me. I clear my throat again.

			I’m a mess and she’s together. I’m a mess, and she’s the bride.

			“Love you,” I tell her.

			“We’re going to have so much fun tonight. We…” She sniffs. “Do you smell that?”

			“Smell what?” I ask, instinctively playing dumb to spare her any wedding day stress.

			“It smells like…meat? Like expired meat.”

			It’s the same dead animal scent I caught out the window on my drive up. Doesn’t bode well that an entire stretch of the Hudson Valley reeks of carcass.

			This is the moment. My opportunity. I should say something. I should be warning her. It’s much easier to imagine yourself saving the day than it is to actually do it, especially when nothing has happened yet. What if I speak too soon? What if nothing goes down this time? What if I ruin the wedding for no reason? Then everyone will think I’m crazy, gone off the deep end. Because I am, because I have. Fuck. My heart pounds, the itch in my throat intensifies. If I hold my tongue, is it for Steph’s sake or for mine?

			I inhale. “No. I’m not getting anything.”

			“Huh,” she says, putting a nail between her teeth.

			“Don’t.”

			“Right!” She pulls her hand out of her mouth. “Someday I’ll kick the habit.”

			“Someday.” I start down the steps. “I have to book it. Can’t show up to your ceremony looking like this.”

			“You look beautiful, as always, as ever,” she says, blowing me a kiss. I catch her kiss and smack it on my cheek, grab my suitcase, and head up the path toward the friend cabin.

			Cass sits on the porch. She’s wedding-ready—dressed, hair done, eyeliner on. She’s got her vape in one hand, a canned margarita in the other. She shoots up when she sees me. “Willa! Jesus Christ. Why haven’t you responded to me? I thought you were dead.”

			“I might be.”

			She rolls her eyes. “I’m serious. Why haven’t you called or texted me back? I was legit worried, Wills. You’re late.”

			Apparently, my anxiety is contagious. I’m a worry super-spreader.

			“It’s been a long day.” An understatement. “I’m sorry. I…I had a migraine.”

			It’s not the whole truth but it’s not a lie. My head still throbs; it’s like I can feel my brain pulsing inside my skull.

			“There she is.” Evan appears in the doorway. He’s also already dressed for the wedding. He gives me a hug. “Why do you smell like Hamburger Helper?”

			“Is that me?” I ask, horrified.

			“I don’t think so. I think…” Cassie leans over the banister and inhales. “I think it’s out there. Maybe food for the reception?”

			“Something to look forward to,” Evan says.

			I’d laugh if I weren’t so suspect that the rot smell is some indicator of what could be coming tonight. A bloodthirsty butcher wielding a hatchet. A forest-dwelling cannibal man who will for-fucking-sure love eating eyeballs. A killer in wait.

			I check my phone to make sure I have service, then take the margarita from Cass and drink what’s left, leave the empty can on the banister.

			“You’re welcome,” she says, as I push past Evan to get inside the cabin.

			“Willa the Killa!” Luke says from the couch. He shoots me with finger guns, and I hear the actual ruin of violence in my head. The screaming of people afraid for their lives. I can smell the blood-streaked night. I’m haunted and no one knows, and I can’t explain. I’m alone. I’m alone with all of it.

			“No,” I say. “No thanks.”

			He mimes holstering his finger guns. “You’re right. Violence is never the answer.”

			I slip into my room and close the door behind me, face-plant into bed. I’m so tired I could fall asleep right now. The exhaustion is so heavy. I can’t carry it.

			“She’s in a mood,” I hear Cassie say. These thin fucking walls.

			“So are you,” Evan says. “To be fair.”

			I roll off the bed and drag myself into the shower, try to scrub the day from my skin. Urgent care. Anxiety. The meat smell. I rest my head against the tile and close my eyes. It comes in flashes. Everything that’s happened, or might have happened, or could happen—it all bleeds together. I can’t shut it off, can’t quiet my mind. Something’s coming. Something bad. My brain is broken. Or time is. What if I’ve slid out of reality? Got snagged in the cogs of the universe? What if I’m stuck in another dimension—trapped in the twilight zone? What if I really am dead? What if this isn’t hell, but some other twisted version of the afterlife?

			And I’m just standing here in this tiny shower with shitty water pressure doing nothing about any of it. I’m doing the wrong thing. I’m being selfish. Being a coward. I’m the villain. I’m the problem. It’s me. I need to figure my shit out. I need to…I don’t know. I don’t know I don’t know I don’t know.

			The water runs cold. I turn around and shut it off, grab a towel.

			The only way out is through.
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			Everyone left for the cocktail welcome party thing without me because I’m still getting ready.

			“If you miss the ceremony…” Cass warned through the door.

			“I won’t! Two more minutes.”

			It’s been fifteen. My hair is still wet, makeup half-done. I braid my hair, flip it up, and adhere it to the back of my head with an excess of bobby pins—a damp, sloppy updo. I blend my foundation, tap on some blush, swipe on some mascara, lip gloss.

			Twenty minutes. I need to hurry. I am hurrying. I’m just not going fast enough. My priorities are all wrong. It doesn’t matter what I look like if we’re all going to die, but somehow, I still can’t convince myself not to care about my appearance. My nervous system is on high alert, but it’s been this way long before today.

			When everything feels life-or-death, it’s impossible to parse out the actual stakes.

			I step into my dress, my heels. It helps that my foot isn’t swollen and bruised. I press down on it anticipating the phantom pain but feel nothing.

			Twenty-five minutes.

			The more time that passes, the more it feels like last night never happened. Or the night before. They seem like distant memories, the images warped and vague, like staring down at something dropped at the bottom of a pool. There’s no reprieve from the dread churning in my gut, only a sense that whatever horrors I’ve already experienced are further behind me than they actually are. I imagine a final girl running through the woods, turning around to the terrible realization that her killer is right at her heels.

			Tick tick tick tick tick.

			Thirty minutes.

			I need to go.

			I steal a quick last look in the mirror. Fine. It’s fine.

			I grab my bag. My cigarettes. The key card for the cabin that was left on my nightstand. My car key, because I’ve learned my lesson.

			When I step out onto the porch, I’m struck by the meat smell. It’s gotten significantly more potent. What do I do?

			I hurry down the path, wobbling in my heels.

			Flats. I should have just worn my fucking flats.

			I circle around the reception hall and approach the floral arches.

			There they are. Ravi and Tanya. Chatting with my friends near the bar—her fingers in his hair, his arm around her waist.

			Seeing them together doesn’t feel as bad as dying, but it’s not far off.

			I would’ve hoped that having already seen them, anticipating that this was coming, might lessen the blow, but nope. Because part of me was still holding out hope that today would be different. That Tanya didn’t exist.

			How can this be in my head? How can I be imagining this? My relationship with reality has completely deteriorated. I can feel myself dissociating, eyes glazing over, body piloting itself. My pace slows. I yawn into the crook of my arm. The ceremony hasn’t even started yet and I’m dead on my feet. I notice movement in the woods. Something shifting between the trees.

			Too many eyes.

			I see you.

			Red, glowing.

			Tick, tock.

			Only it’s not the Eyeball Man. Or the Top Hat ghoul. It’s not a person at all. It’s…it’s an animal. I see flashes of brown, matted fur. Antlers.

			A deer. It’s a deer. It moves erratically. It leaps forward, then doubles back. Spins around. Changes direction. It seems lost. Spooked.

			I take a cautious step toward it to get a better look.

			“I wouldn’t.”

			I gasp, so startled that my knees give, ankles go weak, heels cave in under me. I almost fall.

			“Whoa, whoa.” It’s Danny. He catches me. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you.”

			“Danny!” I say, pushing him. “You gave me a heart attack.”

			He lifts his chin, suspicious. “Do we know each other?”

			Yeah. You’ve been inside me. “Um, I know of you.”

			“Uh-oh,” he says, grinning.

			“I’m Willa. I’ve been friends with Steph and Jace since college.”

			“Ah,” he says. “Nice to meet you, Willa.”

			He reaches out his hand. I shake it. He holds on to me for too long, making eyes.

			Tick, tick, tick, tick, tick.

			There’s no time for this. I pull away. “Why did you say you wouldn’t? Wouldn’t what?”

			“There’s something wrong with that deer,” he says, sipping from his flask. He offers it to me.

			“No thanks. What’s wrong with it?”

			“It’s hurt. I think that’s the…” He gestures around. “Aroma.”

			First the ravens, now this? I’m like a cursed Disney Princess, a magnet for deranged wildlife. I have to worry about everything. What’s next? Bugs? The grass, the trees, the air? Fuck. How did I think I could do anything to stand in the way of the horror? “Hurt how?”

			He furrows his brow.

			“I’m, um, a vet.”

			“Ah. Don’t think there’s any saving it. Its side is ripped open. Must have been attacked. Bear. Fox? I don’t know. It’s rough, but. You’re off duty.” He does his awkward laugh, winning me over for a moment, my vision going rosy. “We’re at a wedding.”

			“We are. Well, I am. You’re drinking out of a flask in the woods.”

			“Needed a minute to myself,” he says. “I get so anxious at shit like this.”

			“I know. Formal, stand here, smile for photos, sit-down dinner, speeches, that weird mix of family and strangers,” I say, turning back toward the woods. The deer is gone, but something tells me this isn’t the last of it. “Maybe tonight will surprise you.”

			“Oh yeah?”

			I look up at him, and he’s looking back at me with that crooked grin, and even though I know that whatever’s between us is most likely a rickety bridge over a bottomless pit of nothing, I want to believe that there’s something more here than just fleeting chemistry. I can’t help it. I want to assign it meaning, to hold on to something in this whirlwind of loss and pain and chaos and confusion. I want this to last beyond tonight, for him to prove to me that there is a tomorrow. I want him, someone, anyone to show me that it’s possible to open your heart without it ending up a complete fucking massacre.

			The pianist comes in with her jaunty tune—queen of ruining the moment.

			Danny takes another swig from his flask then tucks it away.

			“On behalf of Stephanie and Jason,” the pianist says, “we welcome you to this celebration of their love. If you would please make your way to the lake and find a seat, the ceremony will begin shortly. Thank you.”

			Danny offers me his arm, and I take it.

			

			—

			We’re the stragglers, last to arrive at the ceremony space. Luke waves me over, pointing to a saved seat between Cassie and Evan.

			“Come find me later,” Danny says. “Okay?”

			“We’ll see. If you’re lucky.” If we’re lucky. If there is a later. I slink away, mumble excuse me repeatedly as I squeeze down the row of chairs, trying to avoid people’s knees.

			Cass pulls me down into the empty chair. “What is with you today? You’re late. Again.”

			“Sorry. I’m sorry. I’m here.”

			She sighs.

			“Who were you with?” Evan asks, in a lazy attempt at a whisper. “Who is that?”

			I get my phone out and open the Notes app, start typing. Danny. Jason’s childhood friend. PS u suck at whispering.

			“Ew,” he says.

			I type, ???

			He takes my phone, rolls his shoulders back, then types out his response. Spent the weekend with him and Jace a few years back he had a shaved head and gross tech bro beard then he’s INSUFFERABLE!!! bragged about money women taking a model on a trip to Paris then ignoring her calls after went on and on about ethical nonmonogamy being the only sane form of monogamy meanwhile both Jace & I are in committed relationships.

			The musical duo starts to play “Here, There and Everywhere” as Jace walks down the aisle.

			“You’ve made your point,” I say, snatching my phone back.

			Paris. Tokyo. I’m not special to Danny. I will never be special to him. I hate that I want to be. I hate that it’s so hard to know if my feelings are genuine or if I’m just desperate for validation.

			He’s not special. There are plenty of hot charmers out there addicted to attention and allergic to commitment, who get away with whatever and absolve themselves by being careful with their words. Plausible deniability. I bet he thinks he’s amazing in bed because he writes off any woman who tells him differently as being vindictive.

			And still. Fucking still, there’s a part of me that wants to defend him, give him a chance. That hopes maybe this will turn out another way.

			Isn’t that the definition of insanity? Doing the same thing over and over and expecting different results.

			Isn’t that love?

			“Stay away,” Evan says. “Or proceed at your own risk.”

			“I can handle myself,” I whisper.

			“Sure.”

			I kick his leg.

			“Ow!”

			The ceremony proceeds. Steph walks down the aisle to “Love in This Club.” I space out during the vows, attempt to stifle a series of insistent yawns that draw Cassie’s ire. I watch Steph and Jace under the lattice awning, holding hands, gazing lovingly into each other’s eyes, and I adore them, but I cannot wait for this to be over. It’s dragging. Probably because I’ve already sat through this exact ceremony twice before. Probably because vows are boring to everyone not saying them.

			I take a deep breath, turn away from the happy couple, and I notice I’m not the only one. There’s a distraction. Beyond the cocktail space, on the lakeshore in front of the woods.

			The deer.

			It’s wandered out from the trees, taking strange, skittish steps. I’ve never seen an animal move that way, so disjointed and ungraceful. It’s like someone spliced the footage funny, like the images are feeding into my brain wrong. The deer wades into the water, makes a sharp screeching noise, backs out onto the grass. It spins, revealing a gaping wound. Its entire side is gone, its insides exposed. White bones. Red guts. Black flies.

			It’s happening, isn’t it? This is happening. Again.

			I got caught up with Danny, with my emotions. I shut down. I deferred. I let the fear of ruining the day ruin the day. What’s the matter with me?

			I tap Evan on the leg to get his attention.

			“It’s a good thing I never liked venison,” he says.

			“Shut up,” Cass whispers. “Focus on the ceremony.”

			Evan takes out his phone and types, Why is she mad at us? She should be over there yelling at Tim Burton Bambi. This is why I think weddings should be inside nature is too unpredictable.

			I take the phone and type, What’s wrong with it? Then I pass the phone to Wyatt.

			He frowns. He looks worried. He grew up in the woods, camping and hiking and hunting and all that. A real outdoorsman. If he’s shaken, I’m shaken.

			Steph and Jason kiss, unaware of the deer behind them stealing their thunder. There’s applause, the crowd temporarily shifting their attention back to the bride and groom.

			Temporarily.

			A set of grandparents spots the deer and promptly alerts the happy couple, interrupting their victorious walk up the aisle. Steph and Jace turn. Everyone turns. Whoever hadn’t seen it yet, they’re seeing it now.

			It roams closer, shaking its head back and forth, back and forth, back and forth, back and forth. It’s frothing at the mouth.

			“Wyatt. Can deer get rabies?” Let it be of this world. Please, let whatever it is be of this world.

			“It’s not common,” he says. “But yes.”

			The deer screeches again, louder this time. Loud enough to be heard over the musical couple playing a cover of some ballad I can’t place. The deer takes off running, zigzagging across the lawn toward the ceremony setup. Toward us.

			People scream. Jump up on their chairs.

			“Get behind me,” Wyatt says, darting forward and reaching his arms out.

			It’s getting closer. It’s almost to us. I can smell it. I can see its face—wide, sweet eyes oozing yellow, foam spilling from an ash-colored mouth.

			The deer comes to a sudden stop just before it gets to us.

			It falls.

			It collapses onto its side, twitching for a moment before lying still.

			A wave of shock and distress passes through the crowd, manifesting in mumbles and small, careful movements. The stench of rot is profound. I try not to breathe through my nose.

			“A sick animal,” Wyatt says. “Steer clear and we’ll call—”

			The deer stirs again, and it’s up, thrashing around.

			“Wyatt!” Evan pulls him back, and he stumbles, knocking over a chair.

			The commotion makes the deer go fucking wild. Its eyes bulge, foam spews from its flapping, hungry mouth. Wyatt grabs the chair and tries to ward it off, but it keeps coming. It’s relentless, and it’s loud. The screeching. It’s so, so loud.

			What is this? What’s happening? This can’t be it. A rabid deer seems too easy. I look around and spot one of the cater waiters in the distance. He’s pummeling toward the water, frothing at the mouth, tearing at his own face, chewing on his fingers. There’s a spray of blood as he trips onto the lakeshore.

			He’s bitten one off. He’s bitten off one of his own fingers.

			He turns toward the crowd, but there’s no recognition. Black flies crawl over his face. His eyes leak yellow.

			Oh.

			Great.

			Zombies.
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			“Fucking zombies?” I’m yelling. Psychotic. Who cares? Zombies. It’s zombies this time. Not a single killer with a menagerie of weapons and an obsession with eyeballs. Not a supernatural gothic villain with a horde of narc ravens. Nope.

			Zombies.

			Why? How?

			I’d just give up, lie down, and die if I weren’t so scared that this could be the last time. There’s no guarantee that the day will keep repeating. I don’t know the rules. There are no fucking rules. I’m in a time loop. At a wedding. There are zombies. Nothing makes sense.

			I need to accept that this is happening, swallow the horse pill of reality even if I don’t understand the how or why, but God, I swear the only thing more addictive than hope is denial.

			“Run!” Luke grabs Cassie, Cassie grabs me, and I reach for Evan. He pulls away from me to stay with Wyatt, who is still fighting off the deer.

			“Help!” I scream. “We need help!”

			But everyone’s scattering, taking off toward the reception hall.

			I turn back to Cassie and Luke. “Go get the van. Hurry! Go!”

			They bolt.

			The caterer staggers toward us, his legs wide, arms out. Classic monster stance. He’s not a slow zombie, but he’s not a particularly fast one.

			“I don’t get it,” I mutter to myself. “I don’t understand the…the escalation.”

			“What? Move,” Evan says, shoving me aside so he can grab a chair and help Wyatt. “If you’re not going to help, get out of the way.”

			“I…” Help how? I’m frozen. I’m useless. The deer screeches, rears back on its hind legs. Its eyes seep this pale, yellowy-green pus. Wyatt loses his footing and falls.

			Evan drops the chair as the deer comes down on Wyatt. Hooves to head.

			The caterer is attracted to the chaos. He’s coming. He’s close.

			I can’t do this again. I don’t want to run, to abandon my friends. I also don’t want to stick around and survive long enough to watch them all die anyway, then meet my own bitter end. If I hold my ground now, what then? I don’t know how to fight, how to save them. By sacrificing myself?

			Is it cowardice to leave? Or cowardice to stay?

			There’s a hand on the back of my neck.

			It’s Ravi.

			Tanya’s behind him, and Vicky.

			“Get to your car,” he says. “Take them. I’ll stay here.”

			“No. You’ll die.”

			The caterer groans, and froth pours from his mouth, his nostrils. The deer treads backward, head lolling, yellow eyes vacant.

			It’s too late for Wyatt. His face is a giant bruise, covered in gobs of fizzy saliva. His limbs spasm.

			“Evan,” Ravi says, his voice low. Calm and steady. “Evan, we need to leave.”

			“Wyatt,” Ev says. “Wy, get up. Please.”

			“Willa. Go,” Ravi says.

			“You go.” I get my car key out of my bag and toss it to Tanya.

			“Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God, oh my God!” Vicky says, attempting to tear the key out of Tanya’s hands. “Come on!”

			Tanya stares at me, her beautiful face startlingly blank. She’s in shock. She points to the woods. “The…the…out there…there…I…Is it—”

			“Fuck this,” Vicky says. She’s got the key, and she takes off. She runs as fast as she can in her heels, which isn’t very fast.

			Maybe it’s the flash of movement, or the way her bright blond hair catches the rays of the setting sun, or maybe it’s because of the path she chooses to take, cutting across the lawn toward the cocktail area instead of making for the parking lot or reception hall. The deer pursues her.

			It catches up quickly, charging her with its head down.

			The antlers hit her in the back, penetrate the skin. They get stuck inside. She goes limp, falls forward, takes the deer with her.

			Tanya turns to the side and gets sick. The sound of it, the smell of her vomit makes me gag. Suddenly, I’m dizzy, and my eyes refuse to focus. I’m still shifting between the grim understanding that this is happening and complete denial. It’s like it’s already a memory, the scene around me muddled, smeared in Vaseline.

			“No!” Evan tries to pull Wyatt back, away from the caterer, who’s now crawling toward us on all fours, gnawing at the air.

			Ravi moves to help.

			BEEP BEEP.

			The van. It speeds down the path. Luke veers to avoid the deer and Vicky, still tangled together, writhing around in the grass, staining it red. Vicky can’t get away; the antlers are in too deep. Her blood-chilling screams are temporarily drowned out by the growl of the van’s engine, the squeal of its tires. Luke slams on the brakes.

			“Hurry the fuck up!” Cassie shouts out the window, as the side door whirs open. “In!”

			The van is already stuffed with other guests.

			Tanya wipes her mouth and takes a wary step forward.

			“Careful,” she says, pointing again. The zombie caterer is on his feet, shoulders jerking, lurching toward the van.

			“Hold on,” Luke says, reaching down to the gearshift. The engine roars.

			I cover my face with my hands, so I don’t see it. But I hear it. Luke hitting the guy. Only Luke’s not going fast enough to do the damage required. I uncover my eyes. The zombie rolls back but rapidly recoups. He snaps his jaw, waves his arms high and loose, like he’s made of rubber.

			I always thought of zombies as being stiff. Not this one.

			Luke throws the van in reverse.

			“Get in!” Cassie shrieks.

			“Go,” Ravi says. Maybe to me. Maybe to Tanya. Maybe to both of us.

			“But…” She remains dazed, looking around with her hands clapped to her heart. “I can’t…I need to…Sorry. I’m sorry. Ravi—”

			“I’m right behind you. Right behind,” he says. “Please, Tanya. Go!”

			She doesn’t listen to him. She turns and sprints toward the woods.

			She might be beautiful, but she’s not very bright. I wish I could take some satisfaction in this.

			“Tanya! Tanya!” he calls after her. He’s about to follow when Evan says his name, grabs him by the ankle.

			“Help. Ravi. Willa. Please,” Evan says, kneeling over Wyatt.

			Ravi and I exchange a look. We both know there’s no hope for Wyatt, and I know there’s no hope that Evan will leave him.

			Wyatt’s chin wags. He coughs, and his spit fizzes. Stinks of rot.

			“Shut the door!” someone in the van shouts. “Shut the goddamn door!”

			“Ev,” Ravi says. “Evan, it’s time to go. I’m sorry. I’m sorry but we need to leave. Now.”

			“Wyatt. Wy, wake up. Wyatt?” He shakes him. “I love you. You have to be okay. I love you. I…”

			Wyatt sits up. He groans—his voice is tainted, wrong. His eyes have gone yellow.

			“Wyatt?”

			It’s not him. It’s not him anymore, but Evan can’t accept it. He leans in close to the thing that was once his husband. Too close.

			Wyatt grabs Evan’s head, his giant hands squeezing.

			Evan’s scream is cut short by Wyatt’s mouth on his. It almost looks like a kiss, but it isn’t a kiss. There’s an eruption of blood.

			He’s eating his face. Literally eating his face.

			Luke lays on the horn. “No! Stop!”

			“Willa! Ravi! Get the fuck in the fucking van!” Cassie’s voice breaks. “Please! Now!”

			The deer has finally managed to free itself from Vicky. Its antlers are broken and bloody as it rams the side of the van.

			The zombie caterer is at the front, slithering up onto the hood.

			“Close the door!” Ravi shouts. “There’s no time. Go! Just go. We’ll be fine.”

			He looks to the woods, searching for Tanya, but she’s already vanished into the trees. He mutters something under his breath, then turns back to me. “We’re running. Now!”

			We make toward the parking lot, frantic and fast but somehow in sync.

			“Track star,” I say.

			“Walk the mile,” he says. We used to tease each other, because he’s a former varsity athlete / valedictorian and I was willing to sacrifice my GPA to protest gym. We used to speculate—would we have harbored secret crushes in high school? Dated? Been mortal enemies?

			“Um,” he says, slowing down. “You gave your key to Tanya.”

			“Right.”

			“Then Vicky…”

			“Yeah.”

			“So your key is…”

			“Back there.”

			The sound of the van reversing up the hill pulls our attention. It’s being chased by the deer, the caterer. Vicky. Wyatt. Evan.

			That’s the thing about zombies. They multiply.

			“We need to move,” Ravi says, yanking me toward the path. “They’re too close to the reception hall for us to make it inside. You’re staying in one of the cabins?”

			“You think we just hide?”

			“You have a better idea?” There’s an edge, a tone, a condescension that’s all too familiar, that sets me off. I hate it when he talks down to me.

			I grit my teeth. “What if we keep running?”

			“Run where?” he says, as we pass the first cabin.

			“I don’t know. Down to the road. Just keep running. Don’t look back. Get as far away from here as possible.”

			“No. We don’t know what’s out there,” he says. “Which cabin?”

			“Here,” I say, getting my key card out of my bag. We run up the porch steps and I open the door. Close it behind us. Listen to the lock click.

			Yeah, why not? Hiding in a cabin worked out so great the last two times.

			“All right,” he says. “I’m calling the police.”

			“Go for it.” I move through the cabin drawing the curtains closed as quickly as possible, hoping that none of the undead have followed us or spotted motion through the windows. I turn off lights. I catch snippets of Ravi on the phone with the cops trying to explain what’s happening.

			“No…maybe…Yes, they’re violent. Four people and a deer…Yes, I’m sure…I think it’s rabies. A virus. It spreads…Very. Very contagious…Yes…We’re hiding in one of the cabins now…I think most people are in the reception hall…I don’t know…I don’t know…Yes…All right…Thank you.” He hangs up, sets his phone down on the coffee table, and collapses into the armchair.

			I push the couch against the front door, then turn off the lights in the living room.

			“You think they’ll try to get in?” he asks.

			“Seems like they’re attracted to movement. Sound. I don’t know how smart they are. They’re zombies.”

			“Willa.”

			“You don’t understand.”

			“Don’t understand what? The concept of zombies?” Again, with that tone.

			“That’s not what I meant.”

			“Enlighten me, then.”

			Even amid all this horror and carnage, here we are falling back into the same shitty dynamic that ended us. I kick off my heels. “You’re so angry with me.”

			“This isn’t…” He huffs. “This isn’t about that.”

			“You won’t even look at me.”

			“I’m looking at you right now.”

			“Yeah, because I’m standing right here, but you wouldn’t last time. Or the time before that. And you scoffed when I introduced you to Danny as my friend.”

			His mouth falls open. “What?”

			“This is the third time I’m living today, Ravi. I’ve lived it twice before. And both times, you gave me the cold shoulder. And I died. Both times. Dead and dead.” Why hold back? Either I die, gone for good, or I die and get a do-over. What risk is there in being honest, in laying it all out?

			He takes off his jacket and mops the sweat from his forehead with his sleeve. “Are you feeling okay? Did you…”

			He leans forward in the chair, narrowing his eyes at me.

			“I didn’t get infected, if that’s what you’re asking,” I tell him. “Not yet.”

			“What are you saying? You’re not making any sense.”

			“None of this makes sense.” I put my back to the wall and slide down to the floor. “There are zombies. There are fucking ghouls with evil ravens and slasher psychopaths. And today. Today over and over and over again. And you. You, Ravi. Every time. Just walking around. Out there. Right in front of me. I see you. But you won’t see me. Did you ever?”

			“Stop.”

			“You hold it against me, you blame me. And yeah, the timing was awful, and yeah, maybe I should have said something sooner, but I just, I didn’t know how. It’s like today. I wanted to find a way to save it, I did, but, but why does it all fall on me?”

			He’s quiet.

			“It’s fine if you think I’m crazy,” I say, hugging my knees to my chest. “I might be. I might have lost my mind. Broken my brain.”

			He drops from the chair to the floor so he can be closer to me, so he can look me in the eye. “What do you want from me, Willa? Do you even know?”

			“I…I want…”

			He laughs. “That’s what I thought.”

			“I don’t want you to resent me. It’s not fair. It wasn’t working and you know it. I made the hard decision, and now I’m the one being punished.”

			“No one’s punishing you.”

			“What would you have had me do? Just keep going through the motions? Our hearts weren’t in it anymore.”

			He shifts closer. I can taste his breath, a faint hint of his favorite spearmint gum. “Don’t speak for me. You checked out. You gave up. You weren’t willing to compromise—”

			“I built my entire life around you! It wasn’t enough. You know what, you want to blame me? Make me the bad guy, play the hero, fine. Let the narrative be that I left you at the altar. Whatever you need to tell yourself to live with it.”

			As he trips over his response, something compels me to reach out and touch him, push his hair out of his face. I can still map every freckle, but the way he’s looking at me, there’s no recognition. It’s like we’ve never even met.

			I fell in love and surrendered to its current, and it took me someplace else, and I opened my eyes one day not knowing where I was or who I was or how I got there. And it terrified me. It still terrifies me. Am I doomed to repeat the same patterns of behavior? Delude myself into thinking that love will save me, only to end up right back where I am now, staring into a void, waiting for it to say my name?

		

	
		
			5

			Ravi stands, turns his back to me. “This isn’t the right time to have this conversation. There’s…whatever is happening out there. Our friends are in danger. Tanya is…”

			“Yeah. Right. Tanya.”

			“You told me to move on. I moved on.”

			“Good for you. Didn’t take you so long, did it?”

			“Are you serious?”

			“The anger thing can go both ways,” I say, taking my frustration out on him because I could use a break from beating myself up. Because there are scarier things than being honest.

			“I’m not angry with you.” Ravi doesn’t raise his voice, but he can make it mean. It’s all about the delivery with him.

			Me, on the other hand, I raise my voice. “You’re with someone new. She’s beautiful. She probably wants kids. And to live where you live. You should be thanking me. Instead, I get iced out.”

			“How should I act? Like nothing ever happened? Like we’re cool? Casual. Hey, what’s up? I thought we were going to be buried next to each other but instead you called off our wedding two and a half weeks before while my dad’s terminally ill, how you been? How you liking your new place? How’s our cat?”

			“That is not…that is not fair.”

			“Fair? You want to talk about fair? You know, you haven’t exactly been friendly, either.”

			“I was following your lead!”

			“How was I supposed to know that? Shit, Willa. Give me time. I need time. It’s still painful. Is it not painful for you?”

			“Yes, it’s fucking painful! But you’re not making it any better by refusing to admit I did the right thing. Tell me I did the right thing. Tell me you see it. That we changed. That we wanted different things. That—”

			Thud.

			Thudthudthudthud.

			Footsteps. On the porch.

			I somehow forgot about the zombies, and by the look on Ravi’s face, he did, too.

			I was being loud.

			They heard me.

			They’re here.

			Ravi drops back down to the floor, and we crawl toward the couch on hands and knees, brace against it.

			We’re quiet. Barely breathing.

			Thudthud. Thudthudthud.

			They’re still on the porch. I don’t know how many of them there are. If we stay silent, maybe they’ll give up. Move on.

			You told me to move on. I moved on.

			THUDTHUDTHUDTHUD.

			They’re pounding on the door. Breaking it down. Scratching at the wood. Splitting it. Screeching. Groaning. It’s a struggle to keep the couch in place. They’re pushing through.

			They’re going to get in, and they’re going to eat us.

			I know what it feels like to be stabbed between the eyes, to have my soul sucked out of my body, but I’m not particularly eager to find out what it feels like to be eaten alive.

			“On three,” I tell Ravi. “We get up and run to the door to the left, to my room. Press the bed against the window, lock the door, hide in the bathroom. Okay? One…two…”

			He’s up before me. I trail him to my room. Slam the door. Lock it. He’s got the bed against the window. It’s just a twin; it’s not big enough to cover it. The burlap curtain folds back, and I catch a glimpse outside.

			It’s not Evan. Or Wyatt or Vicky or the cater waiter. I see Cass. I see Jace. I see Steph in her lavender gown. I see Danny. They’re all bloody faced, yellow-eyed, frothing at the mouth.

			“It spread. It’s everyone.”

			Ravi shoves me into the bathroom, closes and locks the door. He sits with his back against it, which I’m not sure matters, since it’s a flimsy fucking pocket door. He presses his finger to my lips. Shh.

			There’s a crash in the other room. They’re in. They’re inside the cabin.

			I sit on the floor next to Ravi, back against the door because I guess it can’t hurt. We’re touching; the space is too small for us not to be.

			“The police are on their way,” he whispers. He’s shifted back into emergency mode. He’s composed. He knows we’re about to die, but he won’t admit it. Maybe he thinks I need him to be strong. To be brave. I’d rather he just be honest. Or crack a joke, like Danny would. “We keep quiet. We hang on.”

			I nod.

			“Help is coming. It’s only a matter of time,” he says. Tick, tock.

			It isn’t. There’s no waiting this out. We’re going to die, and either that’s it, or I wake up tomorrow and do this all over again, get to face the new day knowing it’s going to be even more brutal than the last without any clue of how to put an end to it, to make it stop. Without any clue of how to escape the loop.

			Glass shattering.

			THUDTHUDTHUDTHUDTHUD.

			They’re coming in through the windows. They’re in the bedroom. I can smell them. The stench of their rotting bodies. Dead but not dead. Gone but not gone.

			“Ravi,” I whisper. “I think we’re about to die, and maybe this isn’t the right time but I’m not sure there ever will be. I want you to know that I am sorry. That I wish things had been different. I look back on who we were at the beginning, what we had, and I wish we could have made it last. I’m sorry I couldn’t be who you wanted me to be, that I couldn’t give you the life you wanted. Maybe in some other timeline, in some alternate universe…I’m just…I’m so sorry I ended it the way I did. I’m sorry—”

			THUD.

			The door jolts.

			“We’re not going to die, Willa. Don’t think like that.”

			“Did you hear me? I’m sorry.”

			He turns to me, silent tears streaming down his face. “There—”

			THUD.

			“There are no other timelines. No alternate universes. There’s only this.”

			The force behind us is too much. I scream, pushing as hard as I can back against it.

			“Hold on,” Ravi says. “The shower.”

			“What?”

			“I don’t think they like water. Remember? The deer went into the lake and then freaked out. Let’s go.”

			He takes me by the arm and hauls me into the shower, closes the glass door behind us, turns the water on. It’s freezing.

			We’re squeezed inside like fucking sardines. It’s too small. The two of us barely fit.

			The bathroom door busts down, and three of them stagger in. Two of them I don’t recognize. The other is Tanya.

			I see her before Ravi does.

			“Don’t look,” I whisper.

			But of course, he looks.

			His lips quiver, part to speak. I press my hand over his mouth before he can make a sound. Before he can call out to her. His wedding date. His new love.

			She’s somehow still beautiful dead. Or, I guess, undead. Even as a zombie her skin glows, her hair remains in shiny, frizz-free waves. There’s a gash on her neck; bite marks up and down her arms. Her dark lashes flutter despite the yellow gunk crusting in the corners of her eyes. The blood around her mouth could just as easily be lipstick. The most glamorous revenant.

			She shudders, takes a step forward, and then just stops. Her head drops to the side, like she’s powering down. She’s pushed back by the man beside her, who lunges at the mirror. He claws at his reflection—confused. He smacks his face against the glass. Again, again, again, again, again. His forehead splits open. He knocks out his teeth. They drop into the sink—clink, clink, clink. Blood spatters.

			Tanya fights her way forward to get to the blood—tongue out, screeching. The other woman—who I’m pretty sure is Steph’s cousin—throws herself at the shower door, hissing.

			“Hold it,” Ravi whispers, reaching for the door handle.

			The two of us grab on, but it’s slippery wet, and our hands are slippery wet.

			The woman pulls from the other side, and she’s strong. Crazy strong. Wild and violent and unrelenting. Her eyes bulge out of the sockets; they look like they’re in danger of exploding. Froth spews from her mouth onto the shower door, fizzling, turning from white to yellow to green.

			“What if we aim the showerhead out,” I say. “Toward them.”

			I see Ravi’s wheels turning. I read his mind. What do we have to lose?

			He moves quickly, squishing me into the tile to get to the showerhead. He adjusts it so it sprays out into the bathroom at the trio of zombies. They shriek and flail and run into one another, pull at their own hair, their skin.

			And they leave. They retreat into the bedroom.

			We stand in the shower, soaking wet, shivering, pressed against each other, his hair dripping into my mouth.

			“It worked,” he says, incredulous. “It…”

			We’re out of immediate danger, and he’s allowing himself to understand, to let the horror sink in. “They can’t all be…”

			“No,” I say, maneuvering so I can hold his shoulders, hold him still. “No. No, this is…this isn’t…real. It’s not real. It’s just one version of today. They’re not gone. It’s not…they’ll come back. Tomorrow. Today. When—”

			“Stop! You’re not making any sense. Do you know how you sound?”

			“I…” Distant sirens.

			Any relief I felt for not getting eaten by zombies drowns in the realization that if I live, there’s no telling if the loop will reset or not. And if it doesn’t, there’s a chance that this is the reality I’m stuck in. One where all my friends are dead, where Danny is dead, where I’m still carrying the burden of my failures, of Ravi’s resentment.

			The sirens get louder. Closer.

			I can’t do this anymore. I can’t wake up to this day again. Lose everyone again. Watch my friends die. See their eyeless, bleeding corpses. Knives and hammers and evil fucking birds. Slashers. Villains. The undead. I can’t spend another day anticipating the worst only for it to happen, to prove itself.

			But I can’t stay in this reality. In this timeline. This can’t be my fate.

			I step out of the shower.

			“Willa!” Ravi reaches for me, but I slip from his grasp. “What are you doing? Stay here.”

			“I…I can’t.”

			“They’re still out there.”

			“You’re not going to believe me, but I’m doing you a favor.”

			“What? Willa! No. I don’t want you to die. Stop. I’m sorry. I’m sorry! You’re right. You were right. About us. About everything. Come back.”

			“I really hope you mean that, but I have to go.” I take another step, and I’m out of the radius of the showerhead’s spray, out of the safety of the water.

			“Willa!”

			There’s a hand on my ankle. One tug, and I’m falling. My head hits the floor, and things go fuzzy for a second.

			I blink into the haze. It’ll be over soon. Tick, tock. My time will be up.

			My cheek slides against the wet tile, over the fallen door, the floorboards. Whoever’s dragging me lets me go, and my leg drops. I flip onto my back.

			Tanya. She climbs on top of me, her red mouth wide, froth dripping onto my face. I feel it fizzing, burning like hot oil.

			She hisses. Why does it have to be her?

			And why can’t I shut my eyes, look away from what’s about to happen?

			A shadow drifts over us. Ravi. He holds up the toilet tank cover, swings it hard at Tanya’s head. She bursts open like a November pumpkin.

			Ravi drops the cover and stumbles back, hands shaking, staring at the brains covering his button-down. He backs into the wall. “I didn’t want to. I didn’t mean to. I didn’t…”

			There’s no time for shock or grief. The room is full of zombies and they’re closing in. One of them is Danny—his eyes sunken, cheeks hollow. No trace of his crooked grin. He growls at me, baring browning teeth with bits of skin stuck between.

			Tanya’s body twitches on the floor beside me.

			I’m still alive, still here, and so is Ravi, with our hopeful futures dead in front of us. Gone. But I look at him, and I understand. Not in this timeline. Not in this universe, not in any universe. There’s no way back to who we were, what we had. There never was. The damage was done, the rot too profound. There was no resurrection, not one that wasn’t tainted. It wasn’t possible. There was nothing I could have done to save us. There was no cure for the relationship, no antidote that would grant us a life together, only apart.

			There’s no question anymore. No creeping doubt. No regret.

			I did the right thing. Maybe he’ll never forgive me, but maybe I don’t need him to.

			My guilt recedes, but something else spreads to occupy the empty space. Something heavier, more formidable, more intense.

			Heartbreak. It’s so big. It’s in me, is me. It’s all around me, painting the world with hopelessness in this harsh shade of blood. It’s everywhere, everything. The death of love.

			The creature that used to be Danny is almost to me. His fingers graze my hair.

			Do it, asshole.

			The sound is nearly pleasant. A whizzing. Something fast swimming through the air.

			Blood splatters on my face.

			Danny drops.

			It’s the police. Or maybe the military? There are men in hazmat suits with giant guns on the porch, shooting through the window.

			They take out the other zombies—they hit the floor one after another.

			THUDTHUDTHUDTHUD.

			“Ravi,” I say, turning toward him. “Get—”

			He is down. He’s down.

			I’m confused, for a second. For a minute. For an hour, day, week, month, year, eternity.

			He stares up at me with his big, beautiful brown eyes, and a bullet hole between them.

			He’s dead.

			He was my life, my whole world for so many years, and he’s dead. He’s gone.

			I scream. It’s a scream of primal suffering, a sound I can’t fathom, born of a pain that I can’t fathom. “No! No! No, no, no, no, no! You shot him! You killed him, you fucking idiots! He was fine! He was alive! He wasn’t infected! You dumb fucking pieces of—”

			That whizzing sound again.

			Warmth. Darkness.

			Nothing.
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			I wake up, open a single eyelid to check that I am where I think I am. In my bed. In my studio. Sun beaming through the windows. It stings. Too bright.

			I should be grateful that I’m still breathing, but all I feel is this overwhelming, otherworldly grumpiness.

			“Nnnnnnnnope,” I mumble, pulling the sheets over my aching head. “No thanks. Hard pass.”

			I’m caught in an inexplicable time loop of horrors. Why get out of bed? Confront this day again? I shut my eyes tight, shimmy deeper under the covers. But there behind my eyelids—Ravi dead in front of me.

			It was too much, watching him die like that. Too much.

			Archimedes grunts. He’ll start whining for breakfast soon.

			“Fine.” I get up and feed Archie, take some Advil, order DoorDash McDonald’s, make coffee and spike it with whiskey. I abandon the deck I need to finish for work even though I’ve already done it multiple times, instead opting to stare at the wall while trying not to think about zombies and death and my bitter ex and our wedding that never happened and the wedding that’s happening later that I will most certainly die horrifically at, likely after having to suffer through the ceremony for a fourth time.

			My food arrives. Sausage and egg McMuffin. Steak and cheese on a biscuit. Bacon, egg, and cheese McGriddle. Hash browns. Vanilla milkshake. Apple pies. I take it all into bed with me. If the grease stains my sheets, so what? Either I wake up today again with clean sheets or I wake up tomorrow with greasy sheets having broken the loop by not going to the wedding.

			Because I don’t think I’m going.

			No. I’m not.

			I’m not going to the wedding.

			This decision will eviscerate my friendships, cause irreparable damage. Potential permanent alienation. They’ll be so angry at me. I could claim to be sick—food poisoning, fever, the flu, etc.—but there’s no way they’ll believe me, considering the circumstances. They’ll know I’m lying; assume I’m avoiding a reunion with Ravi or surrendering to depression. Assume selfishness. I couldn’t prove them wrong, can’t explain how I think there’s a good chance my absence might save their lives. That there’s something cosmically amiss, and whatever it is, it’s seemingly tied to me, since I’m the only one aware that it’s even happening. They won’t understand. They can’t.

			I gulp my whiskey-laced coffee and Google “what to do if you’re stuck in a time loop.”

			The AI overview states that according to fictional scenarios, I need to “identify the trigger causing the loop and actively change my behavior within that day to break free.” It suggests I do something drastically different.

			Staying home seems drastically different. I nibble my McBreakfast.

			Google goes on to say that time loops aren’t real and suggests that I should just switch up my routine to put an end to any feelings of repetitiveness or sense of being trapped. Then it goes into a bulleted list of things to consider in a fictional time loop, like analyzing my surroundings, observing behaviors, seeking knowledge, and being thoughtful about potential effects or outcomes. Admittedly, the latter isn’t exactly my strong suit.

			The list wraps up by again pointing out that time loops are a fictional concept and gently advises to seek help if needed.

			“I am seeking help, Google,” I shout at my laptop screen. “You’re the help!”

			I turn to Reddit, which is dire. The top post starts off with “don’t panic.”

			“Yeah, of course. Great advice.”

			I scroll down a random thread. People love to speculate about all the crazy shit they would do if they lived in a world without consequence. Must be nice to a) not have a modicum of shame or anxiety, and b) remain blissfully oblivious that every action within the loop does have consequences, as I’ve come to learn. The Ravi out there existing right now doesn’t know that we confronted each other, started hashing things out, but I do. And Cass, she’s probably at her kitchen counter quietly resenting me for being needy, wishing I’d just figure my shit out and give her space, not knowing that I know exactly how she feels and that my own resentments are percolating as a result.

			And Danny. All the promise of our first meeting has been forever tarnished by the knowledge that he’s an epic fuckboy. He gave me a taste of what it might feel like to move on, to get the attention I’m starving for post-breakup, and then promptly proved to be a disappointment. Maybe in some universe he would take me to Tokyo for sushi, fly me halfway around the world, and we’d wander the streets of the city hand in hand, mess up a hotel bed, live in a fantasy. But in that universe, and I’m guessing every universe, he’d leave before fantasy gave way to reality.

			I’m not sure I can blame him. Reality sucks.

			I knock back the rest of my whiskey coffee and chase it with a hash brown shoved all the way into my mouth. Good for me. I’m drunk before noon, and I plan to keep drinking until I’m on another planet.

			I draft an unhinged text to Cassie telling her I have a stomach virus and won’t make it to the wedding. That it’s not about Ravi or because I’m too sad and I really wanted to be there and I’m sorry. I read and reread it. I edit. Delete. Rewrite. I hit send before I lose my nerve, then immediately turn off my phone.

			What if I’m wrong about the loop being connected to me, to my presence at the wedding? What if I don’t go, and we all die anyway? Or what if they all die, and I survive? What if the loop only resets if I’m there?

			The apartment is quiet, save for Archimedes softly purring beside me in hopes he’ll get some of my McDonald’s.

			“Cats shouldn’t have McDonald’s,” I tell him, giving him a tiny bit of bacon. “This is bad. All of this is bad. Everything is bad.”

			He disagrees. A taste of bacon, and he’s a different animal. Loving and snuggly.

			“No more,” I tell him, gathering any uneaten food and putting it back in the bag for later. I’m looking forward to cold McDonald’s, which just goes to show how close I am to hitting rock bottom.

			The day stretches out in front of me, empty and chillingly uncertain. The days I’ve put behind me replay in my head. Every kiss, every kill. Every death. Theirs. Mine. Ours.

			I am so fucking tired. Dangerously tired. I feel hollow. I feel completely untethered. Completely alone.

			I pull Archie close and set up my laptop at the foot of the bed.

			“What should we watch?” I ask him.

			I can’t stomach a drama or romance or comedy. Definitely not a rom-com, though I briefly consider Groundhog Day for recon, out of sheer curiosity, but Bill Murray just seems like a real asshole and, personally, I can’t get past it.

			I hover my cursor over Invasion of the Body Snatchers.

			It’s not what I should be watching, because it would sure be a coincidence if my recent foray into horror media had nothing to do with the fact that I’m stuck in a specifically horror-themed time loop.

			But it’s the only thing. It’s all I want. To watch a bunch of unsuspecting strangers meet some cruel fate and sit here day-wasted mumbling condolences. Maybe I’m retraumatizing myself. Or desensitizing. Or maybe it’s just nice to watch it happen to someone other than me and the people I love. To know that it’s fiction. That whatever the horror is, it isn’t real. The credits will roll and everything will be fine. It will be fine. It will be fine.

			I know in my weary bones it’s the one thing in the world right now that will make me feel better, make me feel less alone. So I hit play.

			

			—

			I jolt awake on a wet pillow. It’s soaked in whiskey-scented drool. My laptop is at my feet, the screen black.

			It’s dark outside.

			I must have fallen asleep. I must have slept through the whole day.

			I reach for my phone to check the time, but it’s off and I’m too overcome with dread to turn it on. I can’t imagine the venomous messages I must have from Cass. From Evan. Though, Evan probably isn’t mad. He’ll just have lost respect for me that I won’t be able to get back, which might be worse.

			The possibility that I could be stuck in this timeline doesn’t exactly make me feel great. I get my cigarettes out of my bag and light one. It’s an earned luxury—smoking in bed. I lean against my damp pillow. Archimedes howls in protest of my contaminated exhale, scurrying into the closet.

			“I’m a bad mother. I know.”

			I feel too guilty to keep dirtying the air. I put the cigarette out in my mug from earlier, which has the tiniest sip of whiskey coffee left.

			“I’m sorry, Archie.” I drag my ass out of bed to the bathroom so I can shower off the smell of cigarettes and liquor and fast-food grease.

			There are voices outside. My street isn’t sleepy, but it’s never quite this loud. The words are muffled, but the tone is distinct. It’s a tone I know deep in my caveman DNA. Something’s wrong. I move to the windows and peer down.

			There are way too many people out on the sidewalk. Cars double-parked. General commotion. Everyone looks up.

			For one terrible second, I think it’s at me. Then I realize they’re looking past me. Up at the sky. I press my face to the windowpane and crane my neck to get a better view.

			The sky is clotted with thick gray clouds. They’re strangely fluffy. They strangle the moonlight, any starlight. It’s dark. Everyone seems very concerned about it, which makes me concerned about it.

			I can hear Archie quietly complaining from the closet. He hisses, which he never does.

			“What is it? What are they looking at? A plane? Helicopter? Wouldn’t I hear it? Do you hear it?” I ask Archie. “Why is an aircraft so fascinating?”

			Different fears manifest in different ways. This fear is cold. It pricks the soles of my feet and scales up my body, my skin erupting in goose bumps. “I don’t like this.”

			I knew there was a possibility that the horrors would persist even if I skipped the wedding, but I think I dissociated to the point of not actually accepting that possibility.

			My skull feels like it’s shrinking and I’m nauseous. The aftermath of drinking before noon.

			I shuffle into the kitchen for water, grab a mug I’m pretty sure is clean, and fill it from the tap. The clock on the microwave says it’s 3:07 p.m.

			That can’t be right. “Did the power go out? Is that why people are outside?”

			I flip on the light. If it did go out, it’s back on. So, what’s everyone outside for?

			I yawn and double back to my laptop, press the space bar. It’s dead.

			I plug it in and wait, chewing on my nails. I think of Steph. I hope she’s on the dance floor right now, twirling in her jumpsuit to Whitney Houston. I hope Jace is picking her up and tossing her over his shoulder, parading her around like he did back in college. I hope Wyatt is grooving, Evan rolling his eyes. I hope Luke is stoned out of his mind and Cass is rapturously drunk, that they’re getting the fun night away they deserve.

			I’m sure Ravi has noticed that I’m not there. I wonder if he’s relieved. Or worried. I wonder if he cares at all.

			His voice is in my head, louder than the throb of my headache. Stop. I’m sorry. I’m sorry! You’re right. You were right. About us. About everything. Come back.

			There are no other timelines. No alternate universes. There’s only this.

			Give me time. I need time. Funny because I have all the time in the world, and no time at all. I have forever, and only one day. Hours cut short by some looming horror.

			My laptop wakes up, the screen brightening.

			They’re not dancing at the wedding because the wedding hasn’t even started yet.

			It’s 3:11 p.m. The clock on the microwave wasn’t wrong. It’s the middle of the afternoon.

			Why is it this dark in the middle of the afternoon?
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			The headlines tell me nothing. No one knows what’s happening.

			Whatever the hell is going on, it’s not just concentrated to the wedding. It’s the whole fucking world.

			Or maybe just my world?

			Maybe this all only exists in my reality, and the hurt and horror and dying is restricted to my experience?

			Archimedes whimpers, and I understand that no, others are still experiencing this alongside me. It’s not just me who’s trapped; everyone else is trapped, too. They’re suffering, too. Only they won’t remember when the day resets. I’m alone in that.

			Because it is somehow tied to me. It must be.

			“Fuck, fuck, fuck.” I refresh all the news sites.

			There are conflicting theories. A catastrophic solar storm. An atmospheric anomaly. Russia. Chemical warfare. My heart beats hard and fast. I press my hands to my chest trying to contain it.

			I close my eyes and see gas masks. Mass casualties. My friends dressing up in their wedding best only to choke on fumes. I see blistered skin. Chemical burns. Shriveled eyes in gaping sockets.

			“This is bullshit,” I say, again refreshing my browser. “Why is this happening to me? I’m not a criminal. I’m not evil. I’m not the worst person in the world.”

			Archimedes huffs from the closet.

			“Thanks a lot, Archie.” New headline. Multiple reports of meteors and meteor showers. Utah. Nevada. Alaska. Iceland. Australia. Japan. “Is this an apocalypse scenario? Seems like overkill. I get it. I’m going to die in the loop no matter where I go. Point taken.”

			I get up and fetch Archie from the closet. He allows me to pick him up. He burrows into my chest, and I stroke the extra soft spots under his ears. We sit on the bed, and I hit refresh.

			A video pops up. Shaky cell phone footage recorded out of a car window, of a plane falling out of the sky and crashing into a distant field. Autoplay. Another video, this one taken from the Asbury Park Boardwalk down the shore, an hour south of me. Multiple planes dropping into the ocean. Autoplay. A plane taking out the London Eye.

			“Um…” The page goes blank.

			I hit refresh and nothing happens.

			Again, and nothing. My Wi-Fi is down.

			The lights flicker, then go off.

			I dig my phone out from under my pillows and turn it on. No service. SOS.

			It dawns on me that when I die this time, I’m dying alone.

			I thought I was doing the right thing by taking myself out of the equation, by skipping the wedding, drastically changing the course of the day. Maybe it was my cowardice masquerading as strategy. Haven’t I learned by now? Not confronting a problem doesn’t make it go away. It’s so fucking annoying.

			I squeeze Archie tighter to my chest. He grunts in protest.

			“I’m sorry,” I tell him. “I’m so sorry.”

			I set him down in the bathroom, toss him some treats, close the door, then cautiously reapproach the windows on the balls of my feet.

			The dark sky has marbled a shade of noxious neon green. The fluffy clouds have expanded, or sunken. They’re closer now. They’ve swallowed the roof of the building across the street. They’re a weird texture. They look fuzzy, like forgotten fruit.

			Do I get in my car? Drive up to the Lakeside to find my friends? Try something else to stop this from happening? Is it too late?

			Wait.

			What’s that noise? What is that? That whizzing. Like something traveling fast through the air. It’s not a bird. Or a bullet. It’s denser. Bigger.

			A plane?

			It’s getting louder. Closer. Louder. Closer. Louder. Closer. Louder.

			Too close.

			“Archie!” I run into the bathroom, peel the cat out of the corner, and hop into the tub, cover his body with mine. This fear glues my eyes shut, and I just hope I’m strong enough and solid enough that whatever happens next, Archie doesn’t feel it.

			The crash is so thunderous it disrupts my sense of self, severs my thoughts from my body. The earth shakes, and my head hits the side of the tub. I can no longer orient myself in space. My eyes pop open to observe nebulous surroundings, my vision blurry. My ears ring.

			Screams from the street. Car alarms.

			My neck aches; it’s a struggle to hold up my head. I lean to the side to rest on the lip of the tub.

			THUD.

			THUD.

			Are zombies at the door?

			THUD.

			THUD.

			More screaming. So much screaming.

			Archie scrambles free of my grasp and wedges himself behind the toilet.

			“Archie. Archie…”

			I manage to get one leg out of the tub, then one arm, then let gravity do the rest. I crawl across the bathroom floor. My head is a concrete block. Everything swirls out of focus. I must have bitten my tongue because my mouth tastes of blood. I reach up to the sink and pull myself to stand. The floor tilts beneath me as I stumble out into the living space. It’s like I’m on a carnival ride. I bump against the wall, shift my weight forward, then back, then forward, trying to stay upright in a world that’s gone askew.

			The horrors of the loop intensify every time, become harder and harder to surmount, which makes me wonder where it could possibly go from here? What’s more intense than the end of the world? Than…

			There’s a rap at my window. I blink, rub my eyes. Look.

			The clouds have taken over everything. There’s nothing but darkness, and whatever moves inside it. I catch glimpses, something shifting within the clouds, I just can’t figure out what it is. What exactly I’m looking at. I can’t see it.

			But it sees me.

			I see you.

			A light so bright it burns like fire. It’s all over me. My skin, my skin, I’d rip it off if I could. It’s so hot. Everything is white. Everything is pain. I want to run but I can’t move. I’m in the light. The light has me.

			The window squeals open, and the light smothers me, takes me whole.

			

			—

			I come to on the pavement. On the street.

			It’s looking at me. With its eye. There’s a giant, cloudy eye above me. No. It’s inside my head. It’s looking at me from inside of my head. It sees me, and I see it.

			Its skin, or shell, the exterior, is a pale gray. Its eye is massive and reptilian, set in a giant domed skull. And its mouth—its mouth is the worst part. It’s not on right. It’s vertical. Like a sideways Venus flytrap. It’s puckered and proportionally small but toothy. The body is humanoid, head set on broad shoulders. Its long arms reach toward infinity. Its hands are enormous, as big as its head, with six extensive fingers.

			Its mouth rips wide, wider, wider, wider, wider, as it makes a low, vulgar gurgling noise. Another mouth emerges, this one with even more teeth. Longer, sharper teeth.

			Of course, it’s not just an apocalypse.

			It’s an alien apocalypse.

			For a moment, it disappears into the darkness, into the clouds, slipping into the recesses of my mind. A flash of neon lightning and it reemerges. It’s not the classic green Martian, it’s not a Xenomorph, it’s not War of the Worlds, it’s not E.T. It’s all of them together and somehow even worse. An abysmal amalgamation.

			The razor of light returns, boring into my skull. It’s on me. It has me. I’m in it. It’s pulling me up. It’s sticky. It’s thick. I can’t get out. I can’t get out. It’s not a tractor beam, or maybe it is just entirely more awful than fiction prepared me for.

			It’s loud. It makes this outrageously repulsive suctioning, slurping sound as it takes me, and I can feel it. Like there are hundreds of tiny, gummy mouths chomping on my skin. This bizarre, pulsing pressure all over my body.

			It smells of smoke and rain, and a little bit like gasoline. I always liked the smell of gasoline. Smells like going somewhere.

			The sensations intensify, the light squeezes me, and it triggers this panic in my body that I can’t override, that I can’t shut off. My survival instinct doesn’t understand, hasn’t yet gotten the hint. There is no survival. I’m at the mercy of an alien being. An invader. A monster. It’s writhing around in my head. I don’t know what it wants, but I know it will get it. I know I’m floating, that I’m high above the ground—I can sense it. My feet tingle.

			There’s that gasoline smell in my nostrils, in my throat, only I don’t want to go anywhere. I want to stay here. I want to stay. I want to stay. I want to stay.

			I miss them already. Archie, my disgruntled son. I hope he’s okay.

			Cass. Luke. Evan. Wyatt. Steph. Jace. Even Ravi. Even Danny.

			Everyone in my life.

			I miss them all so much. I love them all so much.

			There’s the distance between us. Miles. Years. Experiences. Heartbreaks. Resentments. Mistakes. But it’s not too far. It’s not too far to cross that distance. Or to just accept it. To forgive it. Learn to live with it. The only world I want to be in is a world with them in it. Even if it gets messy and so sad and sometimes lonely and always imperfect. I want the world as it is, my life as it is. My life. I want it. I don’t want to go.

			Don’t take me.

			Don’t take me.

			Let me go.

			Get out of my head.

			Let me go. Let me go let me go let me go. Leave me be, won’t you? Please. Please. It’s too much. Please. Just let me go. Let me go.

			An intense, atrociously wet noise deep in my brain, like the click of a slobbering tongue.

			The alien responds in one word. The word is not spoken out loud, or in a language I should understand, but I hear it, and I do. I understand. The word is, “Okay.”

			I’m falling through the dark.

			I’m falling. Falling, falling, falling, falling, falling. Because this is what happens when we’re let go. When we let go. We fall.

			Wind whips through my hair, my limbs flail like fucking crazy, and it’s happening so fast I don’t even have time to wonder how long it’ll take to hit the ground. I don’t even have time to scream.
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			I reach for my spare pillow, pull it over my face, and scream into it.

			I’d go on screaming, but it’s so draining. It takes too much energy, and I have none. This exhaustion is gutting; it’d be enough to drive me insane on its own. How many days in a row can someone go with little to no sleep? Without rest?

			How am I supposed to get myself out of the loop if I can barely get myself out of bed?

			And what’s the point? I’m just going to die again anyway, along with everyone I love.

			Archimedes jumps on the mattress, probably both disturbed by my muffled scream and anxious it will interfere with the serving of breakfast. I let the pillow fall away, reach out for him, and he permits a brief cuddle. The thought of him scared and suffering is beyond devastating. What happens in the loop after I die? Does it end for everyone else? Does that timeline cease to exist?

			Is there a world where he’s still hidden behind the toilet as aliens destroy everything around him?

			“All right, Archie. Come on, bud.” I release him and he runs to his food dish. I feed him, make myself some coffee, and sit at the counter staring off into space while massaging my temples.

			I rewind back to the first time I lived this day. I go through everything I did that morning, trying to pinpoint if there was some shift, something noticeable that might have caused a tear in the…I don’t know. Space-time fucking continuum.

			But there’s nothing. I got up. Did some work. Packed. Prepared to leave. Left. Went to the wedding. Is that where it started? When it started?

			I think it’s fair to say that not going to the wedding didn’t work. Really did not work.

			Cassie’s exasperated voice is in my ear, recommending horror as medicine. A reminder it could always be worse.

			A masked killer. Demon ravens at the beck and call of a phantom in a top hat. Zombies. Aliens. There’s no avoiding the horror. It will find me and swallow up the whole world in the process. If I don’t figure it out, it will get worse. Because it could always be worse.

			I let my head back and blow a raspberry at the ceiling.

			I have to figure this out.

			I have to go to the wedding.

			And here’s Cass again, telling me, Buck up, honey!

			I’ve been so down, so scared of accepting where I’m at, scared of confronting the uncertainty of my life as it is now. Maybe this is the universe forcing me to face it. Maybe if I adjust my outlook, my attitude, it will change the trajectory of the day, and the loop will stop?

			My coffee has gone cold, but I drink it anyway, then pour myself another cup. I open my deck for work. Good for this A-lister and their entrepreneurial spirit. We all could use a drink, right? Another bottle in the selection, a win for all. I finish and send it in.

			I take a long shower, scrub the bad energy off me with a loofah I probably should have replaced weeks ago. I towel off, lotion myself, wipe the fog from the mirror, and practice smiling.

			I’m not super confident a big, strained smile will save me, but it’s something. A start. A wish. A hope. My brain is mush, my body is beat, and my options are limited. If this is some cosmic punishment or reckoning, maybe I can appease the universe with sugar.

			I text Cassie and Evan that I can’t wait to see them, that I’m excited to spend the weekend together.

			Are you really? Evan responds.

			Luke is packing the cooler full of liquor, Cassie says. LMK if u have requests.

			Evan promptly requests, Dom Pérignon.

			How about some Bud Light? she responds.

			Don’t insult me.

			I text Steph congratulating her on her wedding day, asking if she needs anything. Bobby pins? Sedatives?

			Just you!! she says.

			I consider going through my suitcase one more time so I can cross-reference my packing list, but if I forget something, who cares? I forgo my typical apartment checks—stovetop, faucets, et cetera—because I doubt the next horror will be ending up on the phone with Liberty Mutual, and if I do come back on Sunday night to a soggy floor, I’ll just be grateful that it’s Sunday night.

			I leave Archimedes extra food and water, toss him a few treats, say my goodbyes, then carry my suitcase out to the car, powered by excessive caffeine and lingering adrenaline. My brain doesn’t register the heft of the suitcase until I’ve already tossed it into the trunk. Everything hurts—my shoulders, my elbows, my fucking toes—so nothing hurts. It’s the status quo.

			I light a cigarette and take two drags before stomping it out, then head down the block to the bodega and buy three Red Bulls because I need my wits about me.

			“Long day ahead?” the clerk asks with a bright, friendly smile.

			“Yeah, you could say that.”

			“Good luck,” he says, lifting both hands and crossing his fingers.

			“Thank you.”

			It’s a brief interaction, a microdose of kindness that I think I can handle until I burst into tears on the sidewalk, hands full of carbonated chemicals. I stagger back to my car, drop the Red Bulls into the passenger seat, and sob into the steering wheel.

			That might be all it takes to save the world, to save my life. A little bit of kindness from a stranger. A little bit of luck.

			I wipe my tears on my sleeve and check my reflection.

			“This is going to be the last time I live this day,” I tell myself. I start the car, almost believing it.

			

			—

			I listen to my pop playlist on the drive, sing at the top of my lungs, buzzing from the Red Bull and newfound resolve. It’s artificial energy—caffeine and chemicals. It’s working, for the most part. My bones are still tired. I’m still sleep-deprived delirious, singing all the wrong lyrics to songs I’m certain I know the words to. And my scalp is weirdly itchy.

			Probably because right under the surface creeps the grim understanding that this day could end just like the others.

			But Madonna is a great foil for foreboding.

			“When you call my name, it’s like a little prayerrrrr.”

			I keep a careful eye on the road and make sure I don’t hit any squirrels. Maybe that’s what started this. Reckless driving.

			“I’m down on my face, I wan-na take a nap.”

			When I pull up the dirt road to the Lakeside, my throat is raw. I’m so overcaffeinated my soul is vibrating. I’ve sweat through my clothes—I can feel it pooling in the small of my back.

			It’s fine. It’s cool.

			I get to the gravel lot and park next to Evan’s Civic. I gather up my cans of Red Bull—two of them now empty—and open the car door.

			The last few times I was here I don’t think I stopped to properly admire the beauty of the place. It really is magnificent—the fairy-tale forest, the lake twinkling in the light, the grassy slope of the field, the scent of flowers.

			I inhale. It’s much stronger than I remember—the floral smell. Probably because last time I was here it smelled like rotten meat.

			But I’m not thinking about that. I set the Red Bulls down on the gravel and get a cigarette out of my bag.

			“Classy,” Evan says. He stands on the steps of the reception hall, one hand on his hip, the other tipping down his tortoiseshell Ray-Bans to give me a look of disapproval. Wyatt is beside him, waving at me.

			“Hey there, Willa,” Wy says, trotting over and giving me a dad hug with a solid pat on the back. “Good to see you.”

			“Good to see you, too,” I say, lighting my cigarette.

			“Is it sophomore year? What are we doing?” Evan says, swatting away a plume of smoke. I think of those strange, fuzzy gray clouds. The neon lightning. The alien. The way the light of the tractor beam felt, getting slurped up only to be unceremoniously dropped. I know I asked it to let me go, but still. Did it think it was being polite? Oh, sorry, my bad. Thought you were into it. Never mind! Have fun plummeting to your death! “Willa. Why are you shaking?”

			I bring the cigarette back to my lips and notice my hand is trembling. It’s bad.

			“Red Bull,” I say, pointing to the cans at my feet. “It gives you wings.”

			“Again, I must ask. Is this sophomore year?”

			I shrug and change the subject. “You’re so handsome.”

			He smiles, his cheeks turning pink. “Flattery will get you everywhere. We’re sharing a cabin. Did you know? You, me, and Cassie. And Luke. And…”

			He gestures to Wyatt, who gives a thumbs-up.

			“Yeah, can’t wait.” I almost burn myself with my cigarette courtesy of my hand tremors. I give up and stomp it out. “Just like old times. You want to show me around?”

			“Do I?” He taps his chin, pausing to think, or pretending to think, hard to say. “Yes, I do. Wyatt, can you take Willa’s suitcase to the cabin?”

			“That’s okay. I can do it.”

			“I’m happy to,” Wyatt says, circling to the trunk and popping it open.

			“He is,” Evan says. “Any—”

			“Opportunity to show off his brute strength. I know.” I finish his sentence with a wink.

			“Cute,” Evan says, unamused at being interrupted and unimpressed by my mind reading. Wyatt lifts the suitcase out, closes the trunk, and kisses Evan’s forehead before plodding up the path toward the cabins.

			“Thank you!” I call after him.

			He gives an overhead wave without turning around.

			“Shall we?” Evan asks.

			“We shall.” I toss the empty cans back into my car because I can’t be bothered to find a recycling bin. I take my sole remaining Red Bull with me.

			“All things considered, you seem to be doing well,” he says.

			“I can’t tell if you’re being sarcastic or not, but I’m going to assume that you are.”

			“No, I’m serious,” he says, threading his arm through mine and leading me down the hill, around the side of the reception hall to the series of Adirondack chairs facing the lake.

			It is such an incredible view. The cobalt blue water, the lush green of the trees. A soft breeze carries that potent floral scent I noticed earlier. It’s promising, to smell flowers instead of rot. Instead of death.

			“Sit,” Evan says, sinking into one of the chairs. “I was hoping for a moment alone with you before the festivities begin. How are you? I’ve been meaning to call you for a proper catch-up, but then I thought with the wedding coming we’d just talk in person.”

			Instead of sitting in my own chair, I squeeze in beside him. He groans but lets it happen.

			I look up at the cloudless sky, at the bright shining sun. I think about what to say next.

			I think about this day; about every time I’ve lived through it. Every decision, every death.

			I think about Evan.

			I think about the two of us at eighteen falling asleep in my XL twin bed watching movies and gossiping about everyone on our dorm floor. I think about the two of us dancing at warehouse parties in Bushwick, in nothing but fishnets and glitter. I think about helping him pack up his apartment to move away and be with Wyatt, about the two of us eating pizza off paper towels while watching old Britney music videos on my phone.

			I think about the last time I made it out to Chicago, us walking along the river a few steps ahead of Ravi and Wyatt, eavesdropping on their conversation about sports. We went over to Evan and Wyatt’s place and played board games. Then Ravi and I went back to the hotel, and he passed out, and I cried into my pillow because I missed Evan already, because I had no idea when I would see him next. Because the time together always goes by too fast and the time apart too slowly.

			I think about the silver lining of the loop—at least I get to be with my friends. If we didn’t all repeatedly suffer vicious deaths, if we weren’t at this fucking wedding, then maybe I’d stay. Let it be. It’s not like I have anything to look forward to, any grand plans for the future. Any plan at all.

			“Willa?”

			I think about what I really, really don’t want to say right now, and I say it. “I’m not okay, Ev.”

			“Tell me.”

			“I’m just…lost. In my life. In time and space. Did I make the right choices? Did I make all the wrong ones? Is it too late for me to be happy? Everyone else seems to have it figured out. Did I miss my chance? Is happiness something I’m even capable of? Am I broken?”

			“I don’t think you’re someone incapable of happiness,” he says. “But happiness isn’t something you stumble into by chance, or a level you unlock and ride off into the sunset.”

			“No, I know—”

			“Do you?” He leans back in the chair, stares out at the lake for a moment before turning to me. “Look. It’s normal to second-guess life-altering decisions. Regret doesn’t necessarily mean you made the wrong choice. It just means you made a choice. You can what if yourself to death, Willa. Ask a thousand questions there are no answers to, that there will never be any answers to. The only—”

			“Way out is through. I know.”

			“Sure, but that’s not what I was going to say.”

			“I’m sorry. What were you going to say?”

			“I forget.”

			“No, you don’t. Don’t be—”

			“So perfect and wise and good-looking? Sorry, can’t help it,” he says, grinning. “What I was going to say is, the only thing that will come from constantly looking back is an inability to move forward. You have every right to grieve your relationship, which, by the way, I love Ravi, but I love you more and I have every confidence you will find someone wonderful if that’s what you want. But grief and happiness can exist simultaneously. That’s just what it is to be alive.”

			“You are perfect and very wise and very, very good-looking.” I rest my head on his shoulder. “Thank you, Ev. I love you.”

			“Of course you do. That’s enough sentimentality from me. If I say one more sappy thing, I’ll melt like the Wicked Witch.”

			“Speaking of wicked witches…”

			“Vicky,” we say in unison, then erupt in maniacal laughter.

			“All right, Willa the Good Witch,” he says, pushing himself to stand. “To the cabin.”
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			Cassie greets us at the door.

			“Thought I smelled gossip,” she says, drawing me in for a hug.

			“That’s Evan,” I say. “I smell like bad judgment.”

			“And is that…” She sniffs. “I’m getting notes of hell of your own making.”

			“My signature fragrance.”

			She laughs. “Come in. Let me show you. This is this room…”

			“Amazing,” I say, stepping inside and into bad memories. I’m trying my best to tuck my fear away and just be present in the moment. “Love what you’ve done with the place.”

			Cassie turns on her heel. “Thank you. This HomeGoods fever dream is exactly my style.”

			Evan laughs, throwing himself on the couch.

			The same couch that Ravi and I pushed against the door to stop the zombies from coming in. But they got in anyway. They…

			I take a deep breath. That was another loop. That loop is done. Over. It’s in the past.

			The only thing that will come from constantly looking back is an inability to move forward.

			“Oh, hey! Willa the Killa.” Luke appears out of nowhere, shooting me with finger guns.

			I mime flicking the bullets out of the air. “Luke the Nuke. How are you?”

			“Did you get the cooler?” Cassie asks him, annoyed. “The thing I fucking sent you to the car to get?”

			He moonwalks, poorly, out of the cabin.

			Cass throws her hands up. “He’s so stoned. Five minutes without the kid, and he’s high out of his mind.”

			“You don’t send me enough pictures,” I say. “Such a cute baby, and I never see him.”

			Cassie takes her phone out of her back pocket and shows me her lock screen—baby Theo with his nose scrunched, tongue out.

			“He’s a ham,” she says, smiling. Like Evan, she’s not particularly sentimental. But to see her smiling like this at the photo, to stop and notice the affection that manifests in the swell of her cheeks, in the fine lines around her eyes, it’s special.

			I don’t want to be one of those mothers who only ever talks about their kid, she’d said to me back when she was pregnant. I don’t want my kid to become my whole personality.

			Maybe it’s an overcorrection that whenever we talk, we don’t really talk about him. Or maybe I’m failing her as a friend, somehow. Maybe we’re failing each other.

			I always figured that love was enough, the world’s strongest adhesive, that it could hold everything together no matter what. But life is too heavy. The bonds will break under the weight if not supported.

			“I’m really proud of you, Cass. You’re such a good mom.”

			She sighs. “Thank you. Jury’s still out. It’s exhausting but I love the kid. Here…”

			She goes through her phone to show me a video of Theo sitting on the beach in a pair of Cass’s signature dark oversized sunglasses, chilling. “Look at him! Cool as can be.”

			“Wonder where he gets it from.”

			“Stop,” she says, and I swear I see her blush. “Let’s be real. Not from Luke.”

			Wyatt wanders out into the living room, a tie loose around his neck, confused look on his face. “Help?”

			Evan kiddingly rolls his eyes and goes over to assist.

			“What time does it start again?” Cassie asks. “Should I be getting dressed?”

			“Cocktail reception is at five,” I say. “I know you don’t need that long to get ready, but I’m sweaty and want to blow out my hair, so I’m going to go shower, and then do you want to keep me company while I do my makeup?”

			“Willa, honey, I’d love to,” she says.

			I smile big and cheesy, hit some poses, then take my suitcase into my room.

			I close the door and take another deep breath, flip on the lights, draw the burlap curtains, avoid looking at the spot where Ravi died. At the spot where I died. I do need to shower—and hydrate, my sweat smells like Red Bull—but the last time I was in this shower was with him, death all around us, facing another inevitable end.

			There’s no place safe from memories. They’re with you wherever you go.

			I take off my shirt, unhook my bra behind my back, slide off my jeans, my underwear. Fold the dirty laundry and stack it next to my suitcase. I listen for my name in the other room, but I don’t hear it. The lack of shit-talking is a pleasant surprise, a welcome divergence.

			Today could be different. It feels different.

			Maybe it’s wishful thinking, sweet delusion, but why not savor it for as long as I can?

			

			—

			Cass knocks on my door but doesn’t wait for permission to enter. She tosses her makeup bag on my bed and flops down beside it. “Get outta here, smokeshow. Your hair looks amazing.”

			“I can do yours.”

			“I don’t have the patience. Is that your dress?” She points to the open wardrobe.

			“What do you think?”

			“Babe?” Luke from the other room.

			Cassie looks at me, presses a finger to her mouth, and shakes her head. I mime zipping my lips.

			“Oh, wait. Luke? Luke!”

			He appears in the doorway. “Yo!”

			“Do you have the…”

			“Yep!” He vanishes for a moment, then comes back to hand her a canned cocktail. “Willa, you want one?”

			“Don’t throw it! Don’t!” I hurry over to him. “No throwing.”

			“Dude,” he says, passing me a can. “I have a great arm. Ye of little faith.”

			“Thank you,” Cass says. Luke leans down and they kiss, and it lasts long enough for me to get uncomfortable. They were very into PDA in the early years, but that faded over time. I forgot what it was like. Cass pulls away. “Now go do something else so I can hang out with Willa.”

			“Sure thing,” he says, making another attempt to moonwalk. “Almost! Almost got it.”

			Cassie gets up and closes the door behind him.

			“That was cute.”

			She waves it off. “Have to take full advantage of the kid-free weekend. It’s been too long since either of us got off. Trust, we both need it.”

			I open my canned margarita and take a long sip. “What I really need is…another Red Bull.”

			“You’re going to die.”

			“What?” I nearly drop my margarita and spill it all over myself. “What did you say?”

			“If you drink another Red Bull, you’ll go into cardiac arrest,” she says, shaking her liquid liner. “End up on the news.”

			“Oh. Yeah.” I set my margarita down on the bathroom sink and take a few deep breaths to settle myself. My forcefully manufactured bubble of optimism is in danger of bursting. The day is young. There’s still so much time for things to go wrong.

			Tick, tock.

			When will I know if I’ve made it out of the loop? At the stroke of midnight? Tomorrow morning? Never? Am I going to spend the next week, month, year, the rest of my life waiting for another monster to show up? Wondering what horror lurks in the shadows?

			It occurs to me, that’s actually not so different from how I’ve been living. Preemptively experiencing misery. Ye of little faith.

			“You okay, honey?”

			“Water. That’s what I should be drinking.”

			“I’ve got bottles in the cooler. And Liquid I.V.,” Cass says. “I’ll be right back.”

			She drops her liner into her makeup bag, stands up, and crosses to the door. She pauses, turning back to me. “You’re gonna be fine. You know that, right? Better than fine. I already see it. You seem happier.”

			“I’m on my way. Thanks, Cass.” I clear my throat, so my voice doesn’t break. “Only way out is through, right?”

			“Right.” She nods and slips out into the living room. I yawn, stretch, shuffle over to the window, and draw back the curtains to let in some natural light, crack it open for fresh air.

			In floods the scent of flowers. It’s so strong. Cloying.

			I don’t know why the smell has got my hackles up; there’s a window box right outside full of flowers. I press my forehead to the glass and watch them sway in the breeze. There’s something about the way the petals move, like they’re restless. They’re out of sync with the wind. It’s unnatural. Unsettling, watching these flowers. These fidgeting petals.

			I know I’m bleary-eyed tired, and extra sensitive because of everything that’s happened, but I’ve dismissed my suspicions in the past and ended up dead.

			Though it’s one thing to be suspect of a masked man in the woods and a random unkindness of ravens and a rotten stench and total darkness at three p.m. Seems a little ridiculous to be afraid of flowers. And I know the fear won’t save me anyway, so I shake it out, let it go.

			“Drink up, bitch.” Cassie marches back into the room and tosses me a bottle of water, which, somehow, I catch.
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			An hour later, I’m hydrated and made up and ready to go. My hands are still shaking, and I’m fighting for my life not to give in and smoke a cigarette, which might stop my shaking but most definitely stink up my dress. My anxiety hasn’t exactly been quelled, but there are sufficient distractions. The vibes are good. Everyone’s in a great mood.

			Today has been the best today yet.

			Steph stopped by to visit, and we all fussed over her and danced around the living room. She left floating—the happiest bride.

			At some point Luke let slip about Tanya, and I pretended that Ravi had told me in advance and that I was fine with it. Cass was skeptical about the being fine part, which, fair, and questioned why I never brought it up. I said she never brought it up, either, and she backed right off. I changed the subject by asking if she’d known Vicky Moldando was invited, which led to more drinks.

			“We all set to go?” Wyatt asks, scratching his neck. Him and that tie. Mortal enemies.

			“All set!” Luke says, holding the cabin door open for us. He slaps Cassie’s ass on her way out, and she calls him a pig before making a sexually explicit gesture. Adorable.

			“Hold up! I want a picture,” Luke says. We all stop to pose in front of the cabin, and he takes a selfie.

			“My phone, too,” Evan says.

			I go full goof prima donna, relish this time on the porch with all of us together. Alive and intact, unworried and unserious.

			The group starts down the path toward the lake, and I reach for Cassie’s hand. She allows me to take it. I swing our arms like we’re schoolkids.

			“We’re gonna get druunkkkkk,” I singsong. “We’re gonna eat fooood.”

			She sneaks her vape out of her cleavage and takes a hit. “I love this track.”

			“Just wait for the club remix,” I say.

			Luke takes a deep breath.

			“Do not start beatboxing, so help me God,” Cassie says.

			Luke deflates.

			“You can beatbox?” Wyatt asks sweetly, with genuine wonder—he’s such a big teddy bear.

			The live music sweeps across the lawn. I resist the urge to say something snarky about the husband-and-wife duo. They’re talented. They’re valiantly contributing to the ambiance. As awkward as it is when they make eyes at each other, I think it’d be more awkward without them. Just a chorus of chatter and chewing and clanking glasses.

			“It’s so beautiful,” I say, as we approach the cocktail area. Because it is, and it was impossible for me to truly appreciate it until this moment, too preoccupied with nerves, with fear. I’m still nervous, still afraid, but I’m used to it by now, so I’m able to take a minute to swoon over the charmingly mismatched vintage couches and chairs and high cocktail tables topped with mini lanterns and the mobile bar operating out of a restored retro silver Airstream. “Do you think we should hijack the traveling bar?”

			“Luke, get the van,” Evan says.

			As we approach the floral arches, I’m again struck by the intensity of the smell. It’s like I’m snorting potpourri.

			“Okay, Wills,” Cassie says. “You ready?”

			“Yeah, yeah, yeah. These flowers are really…potent. Right? Is it just me?”

			“You’ve been back in New Jersey for how long and already—” Evan starts.

			“Don’t insult my home state. It can be trashy but it doesn’t smell like trash,” I say. “And answer my question. Please.”

			He shrugs. “This is what ten thousand dollars’ worth of flowers smells like.”

			“Ten thousand?” Luke asks.

			“Shush,” Cassie says, gently elbowing him.

			“At least,” Wyatt says.

			Ravi stands in the center arch, a manicured hand stroking the back of his neck, pretty fingers winding through his curls. Tanya.

			I could go over now. Maybe I should. Maybe a polite hello would fix everything, set it all right. You haven’t exactly been friendly, either, Ravi said when I confronted him about giving me the cold shoulder. He asked me to give him time.

			All I have is today.

			“You sure you’re okay? Should we get a drink?” Cassie asks, tugging on my hand.

			“Um…yeah. Let’s do that.” What difference does it make, really, if I have a drink before the polite hello?

			

			—

			The hour gets away from me. A drink turns into two. Our clique sequesters on a set of couches; we talk among ourselves. I lose track of Ravi and Tanya, where they are in the crowd. I spot Danny arriving late, getting swept into the sea of guests. Vicky and Olivia having what is likely the most insufferable conversation of all time—probably about Italy.

			I’m about to let myself off the hook when there he is. Alone. At the bar.

			Ravi.

			He hasn’t seen me in weeks, but I saw him a today ago.

			What do I have to lose?

			I slink away from my friends without saying a word. I walk over to the bar, my hands still shaking, my legs unsteady. My body holds every today inside it, the experiences remaining in the ache of my muscles, enduring in the way my shoulders meet my ears, my posture defensive, my senses on high alert. I slow my breathing and try to relax.

			Ravi turns. He sees me.

			I see you.

			I swear, time stops.

			Tick, tock.

			His voice in my head, as the zombies beat down the door.

			There are no other timelines. No alternate universes. There’s only this.

			I look up, and for a split second, the sky goes dark.

			Get out of my head. Let me go. Let me go.

			“Hi. I’m Willa,” I say, reaching out to shake his hand.

			He stares at my hand, furrows his brow.

			“I’m trying to break the tension with a bit,” I say.

			“This is a bit?”

			“I’m reintroducing myself.”

			“No, I get it. It’s just…”

			“Just what?”

			“Not a good bit.”

			“Jeez, tough crowd.”

			“Sorry. Appreciate the attempt.”

			“It’s cool. It’s fine,” I say.

			“You want a drink?”

			“What are you having?”

			“The Jace,” he says. “Signature drink. It’s a Manhattan.”

			“Um…”

			Ravi turns to the bartender. “A whiskey sour, please.”

			“Thank you.” I bow my head. “How are you?”

			“I’m doing well,” he says. Generic and rigid but not unpleasant. “You?”

			I consider lying, but I don’t think the universe would approve. “I’m actually stuck in a pretty gnarly time loop. But other than that…also not great. It’s all right. I’ll figure it out.”

			“I’m sorry to hear that,” he says. “Sincerely. I am.”

			“Thanks, Ravi.”

			“I’ll confess, don’t quite get the time loop bit.”

			“Two failed bits in a row. See? Not great.” The bartender sets our drinks down on the counter. Ravi tips him. “Thanks.”

			“Cheers,” he says, passing me my glass.

			“What are we cheers-ing?”

			“I do not know.”

			“I’ll cheers to that.” We clink glasses. Sip in silence.

			“Ravi, I hope it’s okay I came over here. I know it’s still…still weird. And painful. It is for me, at least. But I hope someday we can find a way to be…if not friends, not strangers.”

			He tilts his head back and downs his drink, then he looks at me. Really looks. He sees me. “I’m glad. Glad that you came over here. And I hope that, too. I just…”

			“Time. More time. I know.”

			He nods. “I should, um, get back to…”

			“Yeah. She is very hot, Ravi. Obnoxiously hot,” I say, and he laughs. “She seems lovely. I’m happy for you.”

			“I didn’t know if I should tell you or not. I’ve been second-guessing…” He shakes his head. “I should have told you.”

			“It’s fine.” It’s not. Or it wasn’t, but it is now.

			“You know, it’s funny you mentioned a time loop. Tanya’s tripping out because she just realized she used to come here as a kid, back when it was still a camp. They changed the name, I guess. She said one summer she got so sick that she became convinced she was living the same day repeatedly, like a time loop. That’s what first piqued her interest in physics.”

			Whiskey sour shoots out of my nose. “Wait. What?”

			“She’s a physics teacher at a charter school in DC. Has me reading Stephen Hawking.”

			I search the crowd for Tanya and find her looking back at me. She excuses herself from conversation and crosses the lawn toward us.

			“Have fun tonight, Rav,” I say, turning around and hurrying away before her arrival, before I’m forced to interact.

			I need a minute to process.

			Is this tonight’s horror? That my ex-fiancé’s new girlfriend might be able to help me? Might be the only one who can help me?

			“How’d that go?” Evan asks when I arrive back at the couches.

			“Um. I lived.”

			“Good for you,” he says.

			The pianist plays her jaunty tune, and I chug my drink, nearly choking on the cocktail cherry.

			“On behalf of Stephanie and Jason, we welcome you to this celebration of their love. If you would please make your way to the lake and find a seat, the ceremony will begin shortly. Thank you.”

			“I was convinced she was about to wrap it up with jazz hands,” Evan says, a little too loud.

			I find the nearest end table and set my glass down beside a small flower arrangement in a mason jar. Pretty pink roses and baby’s breath. The rose petals contract, curl inward, then suddenly expand, like it’s blossoming right before my eyes. Like it’s breathing. The pistil wobbles, moves back and forth, back and forth—a tiny pendulum, or wagging tongue. It’s a strange motion, but before I can fully comprehend the gravity of its strangeness it’s over. The roses hold still.

			“We should head over now,” I say to my friends, turning away from the roses. “Make sure we get good seats.”
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			I can’t focus during the ceremony. My eyes water, irritated either from the lack of sleep or maybe allergies? My eyelids are heavy, and there’s a whirring in my ears. Whiskey sloshes around my empty stomach as I fidget in my seat, unable to get comfortable.

			With each passing moment, I become more certain that something’s off. It’s in the atmosphere. A sweet, sticky residue—like after you eat candy, and the sugar coats your teeth.

			It’s warmer today than it’s been in the past. The colors of the world are dialed up vivid and bright. And it’s breezier. The wind hums a tune. It’s all too pleasant.

			Deceptively pleasant.

			Steph and Jace kiss, we stand and clap, then migrate back to the cocktail area for more drinks before dinner.

			I go straight to the bar for a ginger ale to calm my stomach, and for something to do other than wonder how I could have ever possibly thought that I would get out of this time loop on good behavior.

			While I wait for my drink, I keep my gaze locked in front of me, so it doesn’t wander onto something I don’t want to see, like Little Miss Physics.

			I think back on my previous encounters with Tanya in the loop. She always seemed shell-shocked, muttering nonsense. I can’t remember anything she said, nothing specific at least. I wasn’t paying attention; I just assumed she was super fragile and not all that smart. Whoops.

			When the zombies were closing in, she took off toward the woods. What does she know?

			Tick, tock.

			Every moment I hesitate is precious time wasted. It doesn’t matter if I don’t want to, I need to go find her. I need to ask. After everything I’ve confronted, how am I still so afraid of confrontation?

			And why didn’t I order liquor? A real drink is required. Should I ask? I should ask. I should…

			There’s a dead bumblebee on the bar counter. I don’t remember seeing any bees at the wedding before. I squint for a closer look. It’s…it’s in pieces. Split down the middle.

			“Hey. What are you drinking?”

			Danny.

			Somehow, I forget. Every time I forget. The way his dirty blond hair falls in his face. His sea green eyes. His wide, crooked grin. Perfect teeth. He smiles, and the slate is wiped clean. I forgive him of all his sins because of how beautiful he is. His charm is a black hole.

			Maybe he’s a trap, a distraction that keeps me in the loop. A flimsy Band-Aid over an open wound. An inevitable letdown. A temporary high.

			Yet I cannot resist him.

			“Are you waiting for a drink?” he asks. “Do you need one?”

			“Um. Yeah. Whiskey. Whiskey sour.”

			“Good choice,” he says.

			“You’re a whiskey drinker, too.” I reach out to where I know the flask is tucked in his suit pocket, tap twice. “That’s what I thought.”

			“How did you…”

			“You seem to me like the kind of guy who fancies himself a rebel, and this whole wedding thing really isn’t your scene. You’re looking for something or someone to make this night more interesting. That’s why you’re here talking to me.”

			He laughs his awkward laugh. Classic Danny. Endearing me to him by presenting a sliver of vulnerability, a glimpse of someone not all veneer. “You’re psychic?”

			“No, you’re just not that complicated.” The bartender sets my ginger ale on the counter, and I leave it there, pretend like I didn’t order it. Danny requests my whiskey sour. Gets himself a whiskey neat.

			He ruffles his hair, bites his lip. “Okay, okay. You’re right. I get so anxious at shit like this. Formal. Stand here. Smile for photos. Sit-down dinner. Speeches. The weird mix of family and strangers. Not my thing. I don’t think it’s yours, either.”

			“What makes you say that?”

			“You practically ran to the bar after the ceremony.”

			I open my mouth to deny it but change my mind, shrug it off.

			“How do you know Jason and Steph?” he asks.

			“College friend,” I say. “Willa.”

			“Willa. I’m Danny. I’m Jason’s—”

			“I know. He talks about you.”

			“Ah. So, Willa. You were there at the beginning,” he says. “When they met.”

			“Correct.”

			“And?”

			“We were at a party. He saw her from across the room. Went over to talk to her. That was that. It’s not much of a story. Everything that came after is the story. This is the story.”

			“This is the middle of the story. I’m asking about the beginning.”

			“If you think the beginning is the best part, the story is going to end a lot sooner than you want it to. Trust me. I learned that the hard way.”

			“Did you?”

			“Oh yeah.” The bartender slides our drinks across the counter. I take mine and step off to the side. He follows me, puts a hand on my back, and leads me toward the floral arches.

			“Run away with me,” he whispers in my ear.

			Insanity is doing the same thing over and over and expecting different results, right?

			I know where this is headed. He will disappoint me. Discard me. He will not save me from my heartache, or from anything else that may or may not happen tonight.

			Maybe I am insane, just totally delusional. Or hopeful. Or horny. Or desperate. All of the above. Because I really don’t care about the results—chances are they’ll be temporary anyway. All I care about is that everything in me is begging to surrender to this man with nothing to offer me but a cheap thrill. All I want is to live in the moment, free of worrying about what’s to come, and whether it’ll hurt.

			“All right,” I say, and he takes me by the hand. We change direction. He walks me up past the reception hall. “Where are we going?”

			“Good question,” he says. “Are you staying here?”

			“Yeah. Are you?”

			“I opted for the hotel,” he says. “Which one is your cabin?”

			“Presumptuous.”

			“You’re the presumptuous one,” he says. “I just want to sit on a porch swing and drink whiskey with you.”

			“It’s that one. The third.”

			We get to the cabin and climb the steps, sit on the swing, sip our whiskeys. There’s a breeze, and it runs its fingers through my hair, across the back of my neck. Gives me chills. The scent of flowers is strong as ever. The sun is just starting to set.

			I’m about to say something, to break the silence, when Danny puts his hand on my thigh.

			

			—

			When it happens this time, it’s up against the wall in the living room. It’s better than the first. Fast and dirty fun. I pull up my underwear, and he attempts to buckle his belt. He wears a grin like I’ve never seen.

			“That was something,” he says. His cheeks are flushed.

			I sense an opportunity.

			I clear my throat. “Danny, I…I think we’re on the same page, but I don’t want you to get the wrong idea. I’m good for a good time, but I’m not good for anything long-term. I’m not looking for anything serious right now. Just want to be up-front. Is that cool?”

			“Ah,” he says, nodding and rubbing his jaw. “Okay, okay. Yeah. Me, either. I’m not looking for anything serious, either.”

			He’s flustered. I beat him to the punch.

			“Great,” I say, smoothing my dress. “We should get back.”

			I open the door to the cabin, look over my shoulder to see him standing there, still a little dazed. “You ready?”

			“Think so.” He trips on his way out the door. “Whoa.”

			I pat him on the back, and he puts his arm around me as we head down the porch steps, return to the path.

			“Do we have to go?” he asks. “Because we could turn around and do that again.”

			“If you want to do that again you’ll have to take me to dinner first. Sushi. In Tokyo.”

			He laughs. “Deal. I love Tokyo.”

			We pass the reception hall and round the corner. The cocktail hour is still going on, everyone happy and relaxed and chatting, drinking and eating hors d’oeuvres. If something’s going to happen tonight, it isn’t happening just yet.

			I don’t think.

			Dread pulls the rug out from under me, and suddenly I’m face down in it, so anxious I can barely breathe.

			I watch the lake for strange ripples in the water. An aquatic monster could emerge, a Loch Ness–type serpent with a mouth full of sharp teeth. Or maybe an enormous alligator like in that one movie. Or a Gill-man. A whole army of Gill-men.

			But the surface of the lake is calm and still, reflecting the vibrant hues of the sunset.

			Stars peer out from the blooming dark, glittering faintly. It was aliens last time. What other terrors could come from above? I’m afraid the second I stop looking at the sky will be the second a giant asteroid appears, plummeting straight toward us. Or a mushroom cloud in the distance, a nuclear bomb dropped on Manhattan, inspiring retaliation that will lead to the total destruction of the planet.

			I scan the horizon, the mountains. Is one of them a dormant volcano? I never considered a natural disaster, but that could be next. Incinerated by hot lava. Sure, why not?

			“Beautiful night,” Danny says, pulling me in closer.

			I wriggle away. “Yeah. Let’s not…I don’t want people to know we…”

			“Ah.” He seems a little wounded, and I almost feel bad.

			Tanya hovers in my line of sight, chatting with Ravi and Luke and Cass, who is wearing an expression of pure disdain because as much as she gives me tough love and a hard time, she is unwavering in her loyalty.

			Tanya must sense me watching her, feel the prod of my prolonged stare, because she turns and looks right at me.

			I panic, attempt to smile, but my lips catch on my teeth. She returns a strained smile and turns back toward Ravi.

			I have no idea how I’m going to get her alone to ask her about time loops. It’d sure be nice if this just all resolved itself and I could live happily ever after without having to interact with her.

			“Willa.” Evan pops up out of nowhere. “Hello. Who’s your new friend?”

			“I think we’ve met,” Danny says. “I’m Danny. Closest thing Jason has to a brother. You’re Evan, right?”

			“I am. You look so different. Last time I saw you your head was shaved, and you had a long beard.”

			“Ah, I remember that phase. Not my finest look,” he says, laughing.

			“Sure,” Evan says. “Willa, Wyatt is looking for you. Why don’t we…”

			“Oh. All right. Danny, I’ll…I’ll see you later, yeah?”

			“Yeah, yeah. Okay,” he says, again appearing slightly stung by my dismissal.

			Evan drags me toward the mobile bar. “Willa Jean.”

			“That’s not my middle name.”

			“Yes, it is.”

			“No, it isn’t. Do you not know my middle name?” I look at Ev, and he’s smirking.

			“Willa Ann,” he says. “Now that I’ve got your attention. What happened there, you little slut.”

			“We really need to work on your whispering skills. And I am not a little slut,” I say. “I’m a big slut.”

			Evan laughs too loud. People turn and stare.

			“I will tell you all the details later as long as you promise to show the tiniest bit of discretion. Can you manage that?”

			“I genuinely don’t know.”

			Everyone’s attention has shifted toward the reception hall. The crowd migrates in that direction.

			“Must be dinner.”

			“Must be,” Ev says. “Shall we?”

			We follow the crowd. As we travel under the center floral arch, the wind blows, and the arch sways, and I swear I hear a voice. Voices. Little whispers. Giggles.

			“Did you say something?” I ask Evan. “Do you hear something?”

			“Just you breathing. Why are you panting like that?”

			“I’m not panting,” I say, pulling away from him. Is my anxiety really that loud?

			“You sound like a sprinter. Or an adult film star.”

			“If only.” I drag my feet, and he gets a few paces ahead of me.

			I turn back to the floral arches, and they’re moving. I see them moving. I’m watching it happen. Watching them step toward me. Follow me. They’re following me.

			And then…they stop.

			But the evidence is there. The arches are uneven, bases unaligned.

			I’m about to call out for Evan when the wind blows hard, and the arches sway, and my credibility is swept into the long, devious shadow of ambiguity. He’ll blame the breeze. And how do I argue with that?

			How do I explain that I think there’s something wrong with the flowers?
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			I’m suspicious of the flowers, and there are flowers fucking everywhere. It’s a wedding. There are multiple vases on every table, vines wrapped around the ceiling beams, arrangements in the corners. Steph’s still got her bouquet. I can smell them over the food, over dinner. I pick at my lukewarm pesto orecchiette and herb-crusted salmon.

			“Are you not hungry?” Cassie asks me. “You should eat if you plan on drinking.”

			“Yeah,” I say. “Is there bread down that way?”

			She passes me a loaf on a wooden tray. I take a slice, smear it with butter. “Thank you.”

			“I’m not cleaning up anyone’s puke this weekend. It’s my time off.”

			“That’s fair.”

			“Thanks for that,” Evan says. “I love hearing the word ‘puke’ while eating dinner.”

			“There were worse things I could have said. Being a parent, you discover all sorts of horrific shit about the human body. Babies are so gross. No one ever tells you that.”

			“I wonder why,” Evan says.

			Wyatt changes the subject to a medical scam podcast he’s been listening to.

			I nibble on bread, watch the flowers, watch as the petals twitch, as the roses appear to grow, doubling in size over the course of dinner.

			I’m afraid that if I step out for a second, that’s when it’ll happen. That’s when the universe will prove to me that it’s not enough to take it on the chin with a shrug and a smile. When it will enforce that, of-fucking-course, I need to actually do something if I want out of the loop. Something beyond an attitude adjustment.

			As much as I fear leaving the reception, I really don’t want to sit through Luke’s toast again. Love isn’t for the faint of heart. It takes bravery. You know what isn’t for the faint of heart? You know what takes bravery? What I’m dealing with.

			I excuse myself and go to the bathroom.

			I stand in front of the mirror studying my reflection. The bags under my eyes are so big they should qualify as dependents on my taxes. I smooth my hair, go into my bag for some lipstick.

			There’s a flush, and I hold my breath.

			One of the stall doors opens.

			It’s Tanya. She looks up, and our eyes catch in the mirror, and it’s like she’s just seen a ghost.

			“Hi,” I say.

			“Hi…” She cautiously approaches the sink.

			“I’m…I’m…” I want to reassure her that I’m not mean or psychotic, but I’m pretty sure I am in fact both of those things. “It’s nice to meet you.”

			“You, too.” She runs her hands under the faucet, works up a lather.

			I let her rinse in silence, unsure of what to say next. Congratulations on your new relationship with the guy I almost married? Did you know that he didn’t tell me you were coming? What products do you use in your hair? Can you give me a quick physics lesson to help me break out of a time loop before we all die by, I don’t know, flesh-eating flowers?

			She reaches for the paper towels, dries her hands, then turns to me with a brief, apologetic look. She starts toward the door, but before I can call after her, she doubles back, opening her mouth to say something. She changes her mind, shakes her head.

			“Um, Tanya? Hi. There’s something I need to ask you…” I can’t say it. I can’t fucking say it. She’s pale. Horrified. “Not about Ravi. About…physics.”

			She doesn’t seem at all relieved that I’m not confronting her about my ex.

			I take a breath and keep talking. “Ravi told me you said something about a time loop.”

			“I can’t believe this. I can’t…I can’t believe it,” she mutters to herself. “I should have left. I knew I should’ve just turned around the second I—”

			“Tanya.” I don’t have the patience, and we don’t have the time. “Please.”

			She looks at me with wide, anxious eyes. “I want you to know I’ve been there. I’ve been there. Here.”

			“Wait, what? You’ve been—been where?”

			“I’ve been there.”

			Is she saying what I think she’s saying? This is the weirdest game of chicken I’ve ever played. I should say it, but I want her to say it.

			The door to the bathroom swings open, and Olivia walks in. I expect her to stop and chat me up, but instead she hurries into the nearest stall, clearly sensing the weird vibe.

			I look back at Tanya. “Meet me out front in ten?”

			

			—

			The floral arches are obviously in a different spot. At least, it’s obvious to me. They’re much closer to the reception hall and farther from the cocktail area. The mobile bar has been packed up, closed for business. I wonder if the bartenders noticed the arches walking away. I wonder if they’re still alive.

			I hear the doors open. The click of heels. Tanya comes up beside me. After a beat, she asks, “How many times have you lived this day?”

			Maybe I should feel relieved, but all I want to do is scream.

			“We should…” I lead her over to the Adirondack chairs, beyond earshot of the reception hall or anyone who wanders out of it. I sit and she stands. “Five. This is my fifth time on today.”

			“That’s it?”

			I snort. “Certainly feels like a lot to me.”

			“I’m sorry,” she says. “I didn’t mean—”

			“It’s fine. Um, yeah. The first time, it was a guy in a mask with eyeballs who stabbed me in the head. Then it was these ravens and—”

			“Again, I’m sorry. But…what?”

			“Yeah, my thoughts exactly. Ravens and this, like, ghoul in a top hat.”

			“Ghoul? Willa, how does the day reset?”

			“When I die.”

			She gasps. “When you die?”

			“Is that not how it works? How did it reset for you? Can we…can we back up, for a second? What happened to you?”

			“This used to be a camp. First, Camp Serling back in the seventies, eighties, early nineties, then it shut down for a while after one of the campers had to be institutionalized. It reopened briefly as Camp Luna in two thousand seven. I spent two summers here, and during my second, I was upset one night because I was a fourteen-year-old girl addicted to romance novels and crazy about this guy Noah Cafferty, who didn’t know I existed, so I went wandering off into the woods to brood, and all of a sudden, I had this sensation of falling. When I came to, everything felt different in a way I couldn’t articulate. I ran into Noah on the way back to my cabin, and he was sweet to me. We had this magical fairy-tale night, and he kissed me, and then I woke up and I was in my bunk and it was the morning, and as the day went on everything was the same, people kept repeating themselves, Noah was ignoring me, and I thought I must have been imagining it, or it was a dream.”

			“But it wasn’t.”

			“No. It wasn’t. That night Noah kissed me again, and then I woke up. The days kept on like that, everything too familiar. I felt like I was losing my mind. At first, I really didn’t care, because every night ended with Noah. With us kissing. It was all I’d wanted all summer, all I’d thought about. I’d been infatuated. And it wasn’t just a casual camp kiss. It was always the most outrageously romantic scenario my teenage brain could fathom. But every time we kissed, I would wake up and it’d be that morning. I tried to do things differently. I tried to avoid him. I hung out with my best friend Matty instead. Then he kissed me, and—”

			“You woke up.” I’m having a hard time empathizing with her because I’d much rather be kissed than killed.

			“I was exhausted. It was like I hadn’t slept. And I didn’t have a driver’s license or access to the Internet. I couldn’t research. I begged every counselor to take me to the local library, until I finally found one willing. I started reading about physics, about time reflections, electromagnetic waves being reflected not spatially, but temporally. How they could change course and disturb the frequency. How that could occur in tandem with another anomaly and result in a CTC.”

			“CTC?”

			“Closed timelike curve. I researched wormholes. Warped space-time. I was fourteen obsessing over the concept of non-orientable space, which in hindsight I’m grateful for—it was a welcome redirect from obsessing over boys. Or solely obsessing over boys. I tried hiding in the library one night, thinking the day might only reset at camp, and if I left, I could disrupt the CTC, but then there was the librarian’s son with his curly dark hair and lip piercing and…” I catch her smiling at the memory, and it’s stupid endearing. “I understand now that because we are the variable in the time paradox, we create and manipulate the exotic matter. Subconsciously, through our own negative energy.”

			“What are you saying? This happens because we’re, what? Cynical?”

			“No. Negative energy is another term for exotic matter. What I’m saying is that our subconscious, whatever is part of us and our awareness, it influences the paradox. That’s why it’s different for everyone and why it changes every time. Think of it this way. Every thought we have, every emotion, every decision we make, it ripples out into the universe. It informs the world around us. Inside the wormhole, our ripples are tidal waves. Because it’s our world, in a sense. But I only discovered all this after I talked to Jesse.”

			“Who’s Jesse?”

			“The camper who was sent to the institution. He’s out now. He moved up to Maine. He was in the loop for almost four years, so he’s a little—”

			“Four years?”

			“He was very, very into superheroes at the time, I think because he had a rough home life and was severely bullied at camp, but, anyway, so every day he would gain new superpowers and have to save the world. As soon as he did, the day would reset. Unfortunately, it left him with a bit of a god complex.” She pulls her hair off her neck and holds it to the back of her head. “Did it just get humid all of a sudden?”

			It did. It’s warmer and stickier than it was a minute ago. But I can’t acknowledge it, can’t get us off topic. “You both got out, though. There is a way out?”

			“Yes. All evidence points to it being, essentially, a traversable wormhole. It’s fixed in place by its own gravity. You have to find it and go back through. Come out where you came in. It’s somewhere in the woods, but it’s been so long I’m not sure I could lead you to the exact spot. It took me weeks to find it.” She fans herself. There’s a breeze, but it carries no relief. It’s just a hot nudge.

			“It’s not only here, though. I wake up in my apartment every day. The loop—”

			“Right. The opening to the wormhole, the door, is here, but it’s a time paradox.”

			“Yeah, I don’t really know what that means.”

			“It’s a time-created and time-ruled portal that leads to a tangent pocket universe influenced by the variable, in this case you, that, based on the variable’s triggering event, in this case, you dying, resets to your first point of consciousness the day you entered.”

			“I’m lost.”

			“It’s not about where; it’s about when. Time transcends place, transcends matter, transcends everything. We can’t manipulate it. Can’t control it. Can’t outrun or outsmart it. It’s king.” She pauses to wipe the sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand. “I know it’s confusing and I’m not doing the best job of explaining. There’s only so much I can explain; a lot of this is hypothetical. This is all I have to offer, and I can’t tell you exactly where it is, but I can tell you that the wormhole is in a small, concentrated area that somehow exists in its own gravitational field. That’s what the sensation of falling was from. You’ll feel more unsteady the closer you get. And…”

			“And what?”

			“I didn’t know this then, but I know now, and I feel like I should tell you. Warn you. Wormholes can, theoretically, collapse. Every time you move through the loop, the likelihood of destabilization increases. It’s lasted this long, obviously. For decades. But if something were to happen, you could cease to exist in time.”

			“Oh.” Part of me thought I was safe in the loop. Yes, I’m dying, but you wake up enough times post-death and you start to feel immortal. “Thanks for the heads-up, I guess.”

			“The sooner you can find the wormhole and go back through, the better. I’m sorry.”

			“Yeah.” I exhale, push myself to stand. I’ve sweat through my dress. It’s so, so hot. “Not to…I don’t know. But…why the fuck would you ever come back to this place?”

			“I didn’t know until I got here. Like I said, they changed the name. I never considered. I was so nervous about—” She cuts herself off.

			I click my tongue and step forward, moving closer to the water in hopes of a cool breeze.

			“I’ve been trying to keep it together. I didn’t want Ravi to think I was—” She stops herself again. “I told myself, don’t go in the woods, you’ll be fine, everything will be fine. Just act normal. I told myself it’s a wedding, who would go off into the…the…”

			Me. I would. Avoiding her. “What are the odds? You used to go to camp here. You fall through a wormhole. You get out. You meet Ravi. He takes you to this wedding. And you meet me, inside the wormhole.”

			“The odds? I could do the calculations,” she says.

			“I bet you could. Dork.”

			She laughs, and it’s so annoying that I like her so much. “The universe is vast and amazing and has a wicked sense of humor. The more I study it, the more I believe that everything is a series of coincidences, and the more I understand that nothing is coincidence. Why are you looking at me like that? I’m sorry. Was that corny?”

			I open my mouth to warn her but fail to form the words.

			Watch out.

			Run.

			Behind her. The floral arches. They’re walking, taking long strides across the lawn, moving fast. Getting close.

			I reach out and grab her by the wrist, drag her around to the front of the reception hall, up the stairs.

			“Ow!”

			“In, in, inside!”

			I open the doors and push her through. She falls hard on the floor, but there’s no time to apologize. I spin around, pull the doors shut. Lock them. And I see. I see them watching us through the windows. The flowers. They’re right up against the glass.

			Hundreds of hideous little faces.
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			“What the hell, Willa?” Ravi shouts over Whitney Houston / everyone else on the dance floor loudly singing along. He helps Tanya to her feet. “Tanya, are you okay?”

			“I’m…” She turns toward the windows. “Oh my God!”

			“What?” he asks.

			“Look out the fucking windows, Rav,” I say, slipping off my heels so I’m ready to run.

			“Um…” he says, squinting. He either can’t see or can’t believe what he’s seeing.

			“You need to just trust me when I tell you those flowers are trying to kill us.”

			“The…what?” he asks.

			A scream spurts from somewhere. It sounds far away but feels close. There’s spittle on my cheek.

			No, that’s sweat. It’s boiling in here. Claustrophobic with hot, botanic breath.

			The vases tip. They fall like dominoes all around the room. Some people notice, pull away. But most people are too busy dancing.

			Flowers spread across the tables—stems convulsing, petals peeling back. They birth these viscous yellowish sacks that travel forward slow and slimy as slugs. The first one that bursts startles me so much that I go woozy, my vision whiting out. I blink back to the scene, and they’re all bursting. Gentle pops punctuating the transition between the end of “I Wanna Dance with Somebody” and the opening of “Come On Eileen.” From the yellow jelly emerge these small, jittery shapes. Little creatures with grotesque, hateful little faces, like the ones I saw in the windows.

			They’re a few inches tall. Fragile, emaciated things with long arms and legs. Translucent skin. Petal wings. They have rosy cheeks, bug eyes, wide mouths with thorn fangs, coils of pale hair that’s still wet from the sack and matted to their bulbous heads.

			The screams spread. The music plays on; Luke and Jace and Wyatt skank in the middle of the floor, drunk and wonderfully unaware of what’s unfolding around them.

			One of the little creatures—the little flower sprites—marches to the edge of a table and points at the window. It makes a high-pitched whining noise, speaking gibberish and gesturing to the rest of the sprites, who talk back. It’s nails on a chalkboard, the shrill wail of a fire alarm, a malicious whistle that would cause panic among animals. Practically ultrasonic.

			“Ah!” I cover my ears.

			The sprites jump to the windowsills, flitter around trying to figure out how to open them to let their friends in. They go on gabbling to one another in their squeaky, animated language.

			I back away, stepping farther onto the dance floor, where I receive a kick to the shin from Luke, who is so far from sober that he doesn’t even realize what he’s done. He just keeps singing along with Dexys Midnight Runners, swinging his arms and legs.

			The pain is so sharp I can’t breathe. I stumble off the dance floor, clutching my leg and narrowly avoiding Wyatt’s elbow. A drop of yellow slime lands on my shoulder. It’s almost honey-like. Reeks of flowers.

			“Ugh!” I tilt my head back. They’re on the beams. They’re crawling all over the ceiling.

			Everyone who isn’t caught up dancing observes the sprites in utter shock. They’re stunned into inaction. They watch the creatures while slack-jawed, wide-eyed, wine spilling out of their glasses.

			Except for this one guy. He looks a lot like Steph’s dad, so I’m guessing he’s her uncle, and I know he’s an idiot because he reaches down, slips off his shoe, and lifts it up over his head. He shouldn’t do what he’s about to do, but he does it anyway. He smacks his shoe down on the table, onto one of the sprites.

			SPLAT.

			He lifts the shoe. Ribbons of thick yellow goo cling to the sole. The sprite is splayed out, limbs bent at vile angles. Its head is cracked open, revealing a pink meaty center.

			I gag.

			The sprite nearest to the dead one jumps up and down, obviously very upset. It hisses, spits, gnashes its little thorn teeth. It gets the attention of all the other sprites, who join in when they see the body.

			I must now possess some perverse tolerance, because a few days ago, to witness something like this would have fried my circuits, would have cracked my sanity clean in half. But after the Eyeball Man, the Top Hat phantom and his ravens, zombies, aliens, why would I be fazed by hundreds of tiny shrieking flower sprites?

			Together, they’re louder than the music. The DJ finally notices that something’s going on. He takes off his headphones.

			The sprites point at the uncle, and I already know what’s coming, and that it will be gruesome.

			They’re on him. They’re not eating him, I don’t think, but they do appear to be biting him. Leaving small marks on his face and hands and neck, any exposed skin. They pull his hair—what little is left of it. Paw and scratch and poke with their hands—no bigger than dimes but their nails are sharp enough to draw blood. He tries to swat them away, but there are too many of them. They’re nasty. Relentless. They pry open his mouth and yank out his teeth. They peel back his eyelids, hold his lashes tight like reins and scrape out his eyes.

			A woman, probably his wife, tries to pull them off, but now they’re on her, too.

			In the background, it’s still Dexys Midnight Runners. “Come on, Eileen, ta-loo-rye-aye / Come on, Eileen, ta-loo-rye-aye…”

			Jace and his dad run over, wanting to help but not sure how.

			I hear Ravi on the phone behind me. “I’m at a wedding at the Lakeside. We’re experiencing an attack. It’s…no. No…I’m not sure what they are.”

			The dance floor clears out, and I drag myself and my bum leg across it, my shin destroyed courtesy of Luke’s intoxicated dancing. I need to get to the kitchen. We need to leave through the kitchen door because there are more flowers out front, more sprites.

			“What’s happening?” Steph asks, backing up against the sweetheart table. Her bouquet is there, shaking violently. She eyes it—transfixed—as it shimmies closer.

			I hobble toward her. “Steph! No! Careful!”

			The bouquet levitates. Steph’s hands go right in her mouth, defaulting to the nervous nail bite.

			“Steph!” My screaming finally snaps her out of her fear-trance, and she grabs the bouquet, swings for the fences. She lets go, and it rockets through the air for about four feet, before hitting Vicky Moldando’s big blond head. It falls into Vicky’s hands, and she looks down at it, confused.

			The center rose burps, basically, disgorging one of the yellow blobs square into Vicky’s face. The mucus covers her eyes, her nose, her mouth. The sprite frees itself of the membrane, sliding down onto Vicky’s chest.

			“Oh my God! Get it off me! Get it off! Oh my God, get it off!” She leans over, thrashing around, but that just upsets the sprite, and it clamps on, digs its nails in—tiny but fiercely strong. “It’s hurting me! It’s hurting me!”

			Steph breaks down in sobs as I take her into my arms. “Out the back. Get as many people as you can and go out through the kitchen. All right? Through there. You’re—”

			I’m interrupted by chaos.

			Someone had the terribly misguided idea of opening the doors to the reception hall, letting in hundreds, possibly thousands more sprites birthed from the floral arches. The sprites cyclone through, pull hair, nibble earlobes, poke and prod. They tear the world apart. Smash glasses. A few of them are using cutlery as weapons. The guests retaliate. The floor is littered with dead sprites, their pink innards leaking out, making the surface slick.

			The crowd rushes away from the front doors, and a few people fall. They’re trampled by the rest of the guests. Danny stumbles past me carrying a wounded Jace. “Willa! I’ll come back for you.”

			“Don’t,” I tell him. “Just keep going.”

			But he’s already gone, swept into the mayhem. I spot Tanya—she’s got Ravi’s jacket over her head, and she runs toward the back hallway, toward the kitchen.

			“Tanya! Tanya, wait!” I follow her, try to keep up, but my shin is swollen black-and-blue. I have more questions. Does it matter when in the day I go through the wormhole? How will I know if I find it? How will I know if it’s about to collapse? How do I know it hasn’t already?

			“They’re killing him! They’re killing him!”

			I spin around.

			The sprites have the uncle in the air. They’re ripping him limb from limb, chanting in their language. Their voices sound like if a bunch of cats huffed helium on double speed. They tear off one leg, then lose some leverage. A small group of them saw at his middle with a piece of broken glass. They gut him like a fish in the middle of the dance floor, while making an unbearable racket. Goblin-pitched war cries.

			It might be the grisliest thing I’ve seen so far. This man’s disemboweling.

			Ravi emerges from the surrounding madness, runs up to me and knits his arm around my back. He helps me limp to the hall, and through it into the kitchen. “You all right?”

			I nod. “Are you?”

			“I—”

			“What in the ever-loving fairy fuck is happening?” It’s Cassie. And Luke and Evan and Wyatt. They come sprinting into the kitchen.

			“What did I take, what did I take, what did I take? Dude, my shit was laced. It was laced. I’m so fucked,” Luke says, tearing off his shirt like the Incredible Hulk.

			“Hurry. I hear them coming,” Wyatt says, corralling us with his enormous wingspan. He pushes us around the corner and out the back door.
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			The grass is up to our ankles. It’s grown.

			The air is dense with the stench of flowers, of dirt, and of something heady. Something sour. Evan sneezes. My eyes itch.

			Some guests stagger across the lawn in a daze. Some run toward the path—maybe to take shelter in the cabins or get to the parking lot. Most of them took the shuttle, so they’re stuck here.

			“Luke, do you have the keys to the van?” I ask.

			“Do I…Do I…What?” He’s not with it.

			“Cassie?”

			She shakes her head.

			I get my key out of my bag and toss it to her. “Take my car. You, Luke, Evan, Wyatt. Just go. Don’t stop for anyone else. Drive.”

			“What about you?” Evan asks. “We’re five in a sedan. We’ll fit. Don’t be a hero.”

			“I need to do something.” Ravi has caught up with Tanya, and the two of them are sprinting toward the cabins.

			“Let him go,” Evan says. “Willa. Let him go.”

			“I have! It’s not about that.” I lumber after Ravi and Tanya. “Trust me. Leave. Now. Please.”

			“Willa!” Cassie yells. “Willa! Get the fuck back here!”

			“Go!” I shout without turning around. Ravi and Tanya are too fast. I scream their names, but they must not hear me. I can’t close the distance between us. They’re almost to the first cabin.

			They stop short.

			The window boxes. There are window boxes on all the cabins. Full of flowers.

			Yellow goo covers the porch. The sprites dance on the banister.

			Ravi and Tanya backtrack, and I intercept them.

			“Tanya! Does it matter when I go through? Should I look for it now? In the woods? Will it stop all this?”

			“I…I…” Her gorgeous face is covered in scratches. Her eyes are practically swollen shut. “I’m sorry. I’m trying to think.”

			“When you went back, what happened? Did it undo everything that had already gone down that day?”

			“Willa, what are you talking about?” Ravi asks, stepping between us. “The police are on their way. All we need to do is find somewhere to take shelter.”

			“Yeah? And what are the police going to do? Shoot the flowers?” The sprites on the nearest cabin take notice. They go quiet for a moment, staring at us with their bulging, repugnant bug eyes.

			“Let’s move,” Ravi says, dropping his voice low. “We need to keep moving.”

			The sprites whisper in one another’s pointy little ears. They hiss and go airborne. Fly in our direction. A dozen violent sprites coming for our heads.

			“Tanya, is there anything else I need to know? Please. Think!”

			“Retrace your steps from the first day,” she says. “Find the wormhole and go back through. Get through.”

			“Move. Now,” Ravi says through a clenched jaw.

			The sprites are too close. There’s no getting out of this one. Can I accept this fate, this pain, this death, suffering now in hopes of saving my future? Is there any other choice? “You two run. All right? Fucking run. Don’t turn around. Go.”

			Ravi looks at me. “Willa, don’t—”

			“It’s fine. Let me. Please. Goodbye, Ravi. Goodbye.” I push him. “Go.”

			“But—” Tanya starts.

			“If today ends with me, then let it end. Go!”

			And they do. They go. They run.

			I’m far from athletic, but I try my best fast pitch, chuck my bag at the sprites. “Hey, you little shits!”

			They’re staggeringly quick, and I realize I didn’t think this through. Sacrificing myself seemed like the right thing a second ago, and death is all but guaranteed in the loop, but not death by these pocket-sized fairy-tale nightmare hooligans.

			Taking my shoes off was smart for running, but I can’t run because my shin is fucked, and I tossed my bag, so now I have no weapons, nothing to defend myself with. I cover my face with my arms, and they’re shredding them. Slicing me up with their razor nails, gnawing on me with their thorn teeth. They’ve got my legs, too. Feet. Ankles. They’re digging into my calves.

			This might literally be death by a thousand cuts.

			At least my other deaths were relatively quick.

			They’re all so loud. Hissing and jabbering and fluttering around. They’re gathering on my shoulders, clawing at my neck and my ears, ranting and raving in their brat tones.

			“Stop!” I can’t take it. I can’t listen to it anymore. I hate it so much. It’s making me crazy. The noise, and the tiny bursts of warm, wet breath.

			I reach back to bat one away, exposing my face for an instant. That’s all they need.

			A poke in the eye with nails sharp as a tack.

			I scream, and one’s in my mouth, pinching my tongue. Without any other defenses, I do the thing my body tells me to. I bite down.

			There’s an awful crunch, and my mouth floods with piping hot rancid goo.

			I spit, but it’s too late. Some of it is already down my throat. Now it’s coming back up. There’s half a sprite stuck to my chin, and the other is twitching in a shallow pool of pink vomit at my feet.

			The sprites go feral.

			They’re ripping out my lashes, stabbing at my eyes. I throw myself to the ground, hunch over, attempt to protect my face. There are too many of them. I’ve fallen into a wasp’s nest. They’re tearing my hair out in clumps. They’re burrowing into my cuts, pulling them wider, peeling off my skin.

			“Just fucking kill me already!” My teeth wobble against my tongue, my tattered eyelids won’t shut, and then there’s the weight of them on my back pushing me down into the dirt. My arms give. I taste bile, and blood, and earth.

			There must be hundreds of them now, judging by the noise. The outrageous sound of them that in another world might be borderline adorable, if only they were animated instead of real and ferocious. If only they weren’t dragging me by the ankles through the tall grass down the hill. The spots of me missing skin burn as they rub against the terrain. My face hits every divot in the landscape, my nose and teeth colliding with rocks. I’m waiting for something to knock me out. Waiting for everything to go black. For the pain to stop.

			It’s so much pain. How is it possible to experience all this pain? How am I still alive, surviving this hope-shattering agony?

			It’s not strength of spirit, because I’d tap out if I could. I’m so fucking tired. And I’m going to wake up tomorrow and have to do this all over again.

			But maybe tomorrow. Maybe tomorrow I’ll find my way out. Maybe tomorrow.

			Or maybe I’ll be trapped in this loop for another week, or month. Year. Years. A lifetime of waking up knowing something terrible is about to happen, anticipating the worst. A lifetime of trying and failing to keep the fear and the anxiety and the sadness at bay. A lifetime of waiting to die.

			Is this my whole future? Is this it?

			There’s water up my nose, something slimy slapping my face.

			I’m in the lake.

			They’ve dragged me to the lake. My head is in the water. I try lifting my neck, turning my face, but I can’t. They’re holding me. They’re holding my head underwater.

			They’re going to drown me.

			Fuck.

			No.

			I can’t breathe.

			I exhale.

			I didn’t think to take a final inhale. I didn’t know. I couldn’t see.

			Not this. Not this. Not this. Not this. Not this.

			But…the water is warm, and it soothes my wounds. It smells of rain, and pine. It smells fresh. Clean. And it muffles the sound of the sprites. It muffles all my thoughts. Except for one.

			The only way out is through.
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			I get right out of bed. Breathe. It’s euphoric to fill my lungs with air, to release it. To be alive again.

			Archimedes whines and I feed him. Make coffee. Get my deck done for work and send it, because if I don’t, that means I’m giving up, giving in. I finish packing. Take a quick shower, try not to think about drowning. Drink some water through a straw, try not to think about drowning. I look out the window and notice some rain clouds hovering in the distance.

			Today’s never been rainy before.

			I should leave early so I can search the woods, retrace my steps as best I can to find the wormhole. Tanya said it took her weeks. I don’t think it looked like anything; it’s not like there will be a neon sign over it marked Exit. The task before me looms large.

			If I don’t find it today, what then? I wonder what horror my subconscious will manifest, or if I’m capable of redirecting the exotic matter or whatever the fuck Tanya was talking about. She made it sound like I was inadvertently contributing to the happenings in the loop, that I’m connected to or influencing the “pocket universe,” but how? By just existing inside it, by being me?

			Please tell me again how I’m in a hell of my own making.

			And what’s even left? Demonic clowns? Werewolves? Vampires? Ghosts? Bigfoot? I think about Bigfoot sauntering out of the woods during the cocktail hour and I don’t know. Maybe not Bigfoot. The only thing I know about the guy is that he’s the king of minding his own business.

			The rain clouds. What if the horror today is a rainy outdoor wedding?

			I should stop thinking about things.

			“All right.” I set Archie up, then grab my phone, my keys, and my suitcase before I lose my nerve. Carry my suitcase down to the car, load it into the trunk. Climb into the driver’s seat. Plug my phone in. Pull up my playlist. Pull out onto the road.

			And I try not to think about drowning.

			I try not to think at all.

			

			—

			There’s traffic. There’s never been traffic before, but then again, I’ve never left this early. And it’s not unusual for there to be traffic in New Jersey. Just unusual for there to be traffic today.

			I reroute the GPS, and it takes me a wild way through Jersey City that doesn’t seem any faster. I end up on 78, which also has traffic. It’s a parking lot.

			The rain clouds have settled over Manhattan, over the upper bay. Tiny drops dot my windshield. Steph must be devastated.

			If I were thinking about things, which I’m actively trying not to, I’d be thinking that the rain was a bad sign. A sign that—

			My car shakes.

			The road shakes.

			The world shakes.

			Great.

			It happens again and my seat belt pulls tight across my chest.

			People lay on their horns. I watch the guy in front of me get out of his car, walk around the front, and stare out at the bay. I follow his gaze.

			There’s a strange wave coming toward us.

			Every thought we have, every emotion, every decision we make, it ripples out into the universe. It informs the world around us, Tanya said. Inside the wormhole, our ripples are tidal waves.

			I fucking swear, if this is a tsunami, if I drown again…nothing will happen because I have no recourse.

			I lean over to look out my passenger side window. More people are getting out of their cars. Staring. Some are taking video on their phones.

			I reach for mine. Open Google. My hands are unsteady, thumbs won’t cooperate, won’t type “Earthquake New Jersey” into the search bar.

			Another tremor. A bad one.

			Car alarms sound, windows shatter. One of the streetlamps tips, teeters for a moment before coming down on the sedan in front of me.

			Some people run. Flight.

			Some stand completely still, transfixed by the view of the bay, by the wave crashing over Liberty Island. Freeze.

			I exhale, bury my face in my hands, curl into the steering wheel. There is no fight. How do I fight against a natural disaster?

			I didn’t even get a chance to try today. Maybe the loop doesn’t want to let me out. What if, no matter how hard I try, I can never escape? What if all that’s left for me is this?

			What if my story is a horror story?

			The road beneath me slants, and I uncover my eyes, and I look, and I see.

			There’s something in the bay.

			Something giant. A building? A…

			A dinosaur?

			A giant fucking dinosaur?

			Wait.

			No.

			Another tremor, and suddenly there are splinters of glass in my hands. A ringing in my ears. People screaming.

			“Holy shit! It’s Godzilla!”

			My airbag deploys, punching me in the face. Blood fills my mouth. I cough, push the airbag away, try not to panic about the shards of glass sticking out of the back of my hands from my obliterated windshield. I open my door and fall onto the road, leaking blood from my nose, from everywhere, shaking the broken glass from my lap, out of my hair.

			Someone running by knees me in the head, and I cry out in pain. No one can hear me over the screaming. Over the car alarms. Over the chaos.

			I stumble forward, totally disoriented, using my side view mirror to pull myself to stand. I have no idea where to go or what to do. The street erupts in deep cracks, the pavement jagged, destroyed. Bay water floods in.

			The thing out there, the colossal lizard-esque monster, moves through the water like it’s nothing. It’s nimble for its size. It’s not in a hurry, but it’s so enormous that every step it takes brings it so much closer. It dwarfs the Statue of Liberty. It has long arms, which is disconcerting. I thought Godzilla had short arms, that dinosaurs had short arms. But this thing isn’t Godzilla, and it isn’t a Tyrannosaurus. It’s worse. Spiky. Horned. Ugly. Agile. Hyperaggressive.

			Its reptilian fist collides with Lady Liberty, knocking her clean off her podium. She hits the water, and then she’s gone.

			The creature roars, and I know I complained about the flower sprites, but this? The sound brings me to my knees. Dirty water blasts past me, carrying pieces of trash and chunks of pavement and more broken glass.

			Is it even worth trying to survive? What’s the point? Anytime I find a shred of hope to cling to, to get me back on my feet, I get knocked down again. Every piece of me is tired, wrung out. I stare down at the filthy water. Do I give up? Is that just what I do? Is that who I am?

			Another roar. Jets. They zoom overhead, swoop in.

			The current drags me away from my car, and my back hits against another. I get my legs under me, and I climb on the hood of this hatchback for higher ground, to watch what’s happening in the bay.

			The jets open fire on the monster. Explosions light up its dorsal spikes. All that does is agitate it. Its tail whips up and takes out one of the jets, which maydays toward Ellis Island. It combusts on impact, sputtering flames and smoke into the air.

			The monster aggressively fights off the jets, batting them out of the sky. They explode, spiral down into the water. I can feel the heat of the fire on my face.

			It’s astonishing. I’m arrested in terrible awe of the creature’s enormity. It’s closer now—the nuisance of the attacking jets causing it to head toward Liberty State Park. I can see the texture of its skin, its scales puckered and hard—almost like scabs. Colossal scabs.

			There’s a guy standing on the SUV behind me livestreaming. “It’s a legit, motherfucking kaiju! Let’s goooooo!”

			He seems pretty jazzed, and it makes me sad. Sometimes annihilation is right in front of us, and we just cannot recognize it, cannot accept it until it’s too late. What a fool.

			Or maybe I’m making unfair assumptions about him; maybe part of me is jealous of this guy for facing a monster with enthusiasm instead of fear. For not cowering in the shadow of death.

			The creature roars again as it strikes down another jet. I can’t tell the difference anymore between the clouds and the smoke. A jet flies right into its face. Crashes right in its face.

			The monster spins back in thundering anguish.

			It’s hurt.

			But it’s not down.

			And it’s not going down.

			It lifts its head, unhinges its jaw. I anticipate another roar, but it makes a different sound. A wickeder sound. A kind of clicking, like the way up on a roller coaster. The monster jerks back, and something about its posture reminds me of Archimedes when he’s about to cough up a hair ball.

			There’s a glow. A brightness coming from its throat. I know because I have a direct line of sight, because the thing is facing this way.

			Suddenly, the world smells like a struck match.

			Oh.

			Fuck me.

			I’m about to be burned alive by fire breath.

			A torrent of flames hurtles toward me. A hungry orange mass that turns my eyes to blisters and scorches my last breath.
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			I’m laughing. I’m awake, I’m up, and I’m laughing.

			Because I was just taken out by a fucking knockoff Godzilla. Because I’m sleep-deprived and insane. Because I need to feel some sensation other than the ghost of flames on my skin.

			Because if I have to greet this day again, I’m greeting it with laughter.

			Archimedes does not approve. I tease him by mimicking his grump face. He huffs.

			“All right. Breakfast?” I pour him some food, start my coffee, and game out the day. “I think I need to do everything like I did it the first time. That’s my best chance at finding the exit of the wormhole. Or entrance. Do you understand it, Archie? You’re named after a physicist.”

			He stops eating to give me a dirty look.

			“You’re right. You weren’t named after the physicist. You were named after an animated owl. I’m sorry.”

			He resumes munching.

			I tap my fingers on the counter waiting for my coffee to brew. I touch my face, run my hands over my skin to feel it unscathed, unburned. When I blink, when I close my eyes, I see the monster, the doom of its incinerating breath.

			I see you.

			I hear the Eyeball Man’s voice in my head. The caw of ravens.

			There’s a hint of rot in here, in the air.

			Is it dark? Did the sun go out? If I open my eyes, will it be to oblivion?

			I inhale. Does it suddenly smell of flowers?

			I could crawl back in bed, but it won’t matter. The day will come for me. It’ll come whether I want it or not. Whether I’m ready or not. The day is here.

			I open my eyes, ready as I’ll ever be.

			

			—

			“When you call my name, it’s like a little prayer,” I sing.

			I’m convinced I’m a better singer in the loop. Maybe all the screaming has transformed my vocal cords. Considering everything else that’s happened, that’s been proven possible over these last few Fridays, why not?

			“I want to take youuu—shit.” Did I hit a squirrel? That could be a good sign. I thought I hit one that first day. Maybe it means I’m on schedule. On time. I roll down my window and shout an apology to the woodland creature I might have flattened.

			I turn onto the dirt road to the Lakeside, get to the clearing at the top of the hill, and pull into the parking lot, park next to Evan’s red Honda Civic. I step out onto the gravel, roll my shoulders back, shake out my limbs. I made it here. That’s something. In this moment, it’s enough. More than enough.

			“There she is.” Evan stands on the steps of the reception hall, one hand on his hip, the other giving me a regal wave. Wyatt is beside him, as he always is.

			“Here I am,” I say, skipping over and throwing my arms around Evan. Reciting my dialogue. “So good to see you. You smell good. What is that?”

			“Why would I tell you?” he says. “We’re sharing a cabin. Did you know? You, me, and Cassie. And Luke. And…”

			He gestures to Wyatt, who gives a thumbs-up.

			“What do you mean sharing?” I ask, giving Wyatt a hug. “Not rooms, right?”

			“No, no. Imagine? We get our own rooms and bathrooms. But we share a common room.”

			“Great. This weekend really will be just like college.”

			“So you’re going to be a big slut?”

			“Hopefully,” I say, massaging my neck.

			“Wyatt, can you please take this hopeful slut’s bags to our cabin?” Evan asks, tipping his sunglasses down to give his husband puppy eyes.

			“No, that’s okay.”

			Evan shushes me and swipes the fob out of my hands, tosses it to Wyatt.

			“I’m happy to,” Wyatt says, catching the key.

			“He is,” Ev says. “Any opportunity to show off his brute strength.”

			“Well, thank you. I appreciate it. Suitcase is in the trunk. I’m sorry in advance—it’s stupid heavy.”

			Wyatt gets my suitcase and heads off along the path, carrying it so easily he makes it seem like a lunch box.

			“This way,” Evan says, leading me down to the Adirondack chairs facing the lake. I drink in the view. Despite everything that’s happened here, I still find the place beautiful. If I had to be trapped anywhere, here is not so bad.

			Could be Stockholm syndrome. I drowned in that pretty, shimmery lake.

			I eye the woods to the left. Somewhere in there is my best hope for tomorrow.

			“Sit,” Evan says, settling in one of the chairs. “I was hoping for a moment alone with you before the festivities begin. How are you?”

			I squeeze in beside him. He groans but lets it happen.

			I forget what I said to him that first day. Probably something mopey.

			I’m torn between attempting to repeat myself and answering honestly as my current self, as who I am now. Because I’m different. It’s only been a week, but it’s been a week.

			“I’m all right. I’m tired. I’m figuring it out. I’ve been feeling…I don’t know. Lost.”

			“Understandable. But the good thing about being lost is it’s a hell of a lot of fun to find yourself again.”

			“Is it?”

			“Probably,” he says, smirking.

			I laugh. “Oh, Evan. I’m just glad to be here with you.”

			“Me, too,” he says. “Which reminds me. You know who else is coming? Who else is going to be here for this occasion?”

			“Vicky Moldando.”

			“Vicky Moldando. Why did Steph and Jace think it was a good idea to invite her to their wedding?”

			“To spite you, obviously.”

			“Obviously,” he says, pulling a face. “Anyway. I just wanted to check in on you. Make sure you weren’t going to self-immolate during the ceremony tonight.”

			“I won’t. I’ve actually been burned alive before and it’s not my favorite.”

			“Sure.” He lifts a hip and uses the arm of the chair to push himself to stand, then extends a hand to help me up.

			“Such a prince,” I say, taking his hand.

			“Come, wench. Let me show you to your quarters.”

			“Wench? My first instinct is to be offended, but you know what, that’s fair.”

			“I thought so,” he says.

			We start up the hill, and I peer over my shoulder at the woods. My anxiety manifests in my chest, heavy, like my lungs have turned to stone. Tears sting the corners of my eyes, and I can’t blink them out, can’t blink at all. My eyelids are stuck, expression immovable. My palms itch. I’m suddenly so nauseous that I want to stop right where I am and lie down in the grass.

			I should go try to find the wormhole now. Think of an excuse, say I forgot something in my car and go back that way. The longer I wait, the greater the chance that today’s horror will prevent me from finding it. But what if I don’t find it? What if I try and end up wandering around the woods for hours? What if my friends come looking for me? What if one of them stumbles into it? What if that causes the wormhole to collapse and we all cease to exist?

			And what if…what if I’m more afraid to leave than I am to stay?

			I’m not paying attention to where I’m going, and I trip on some uneven ground.

			“She is beauty. She is grace.”

			“I meant to do that. Yeesh.”

			If I don’t at least attempt to find it, that guarantees dying again today. Guarantees more fear, more pain, more violence, more destruction. There are stakes in the loop. There is no pressing the reset button without consequence. There is no wiping the slate clean.

			“I…I forgot something in my car. I’ll be right back.”

			“I think Wyatt has your key,” Evan says.

			“Oh. Right.”

			“Come to the cabin. Say hi to Cass and Luke.”

			“Yeah. Yeah, okay.”

			I follow him to our cabin. Cassie leans in the open doorway. “Thought I smelled gossip.”

			She tucks her vape behind her bra strap and reaches out to me for a hug. “Let me show you inside. This is this room…”

			I let her give me her quick tour, chewing on the inside of my cheek, wavering between wanting to stick around and knowing I need to go.

			Luke comes in from outside, Cassie snaps at him about the cooler, and he leaves again to go get it. Cass complains. I take the opportunity to talk about Theo, to tell her she’s a good mom and that I’m proud of her.

			She sighs. “Thanks, honey. I’m not winning any awards, but I’ve kept him alive. That counts for something, right?”

			Wyatt wanders into the room, tie loose around his neck, confused look on his face. “Help?”

			Evan kiddingly rolls his eyes and goes over to assist.

			“What time does it start again?” Cassie asks. “Should I be getting dressed?”

			“Cocktail reception is at five,” Evan says. “So, yes.”

			“I don’t need nearly three hours to get ready,” Cass says. “I’m insulted.”

			“Wait. Nearly? What time is it?”

			Evan checks his watch. “Two twenty-four.”

			How? Time is getting away from me. “I just need to run out to my car. I’ll be—”

			“I tucked your key in your suitcase,” Wyatt says.

			“Right. Thanks. I’ll be—”

			“Don’t go smoke,” Cassie says.

			“You’re smoking again?” Evan asks.

			“Cassie vapes!”

			“Don’t bring me into this. This isn’t about me,” Cassie says, vaping. “And only when I’m away from the kid. For special occasions. Or in dire circumstances.”

			“Why am I held to a different standard? Also, I’m not even going to smoke.”

			“Then where are you going?”

			“Yeah, Willa. Where are you going?”

			“I’m going to…”

			“Mm,” Cassie says. “That’s what I thought.”

			“Fine.” I don’t have a better excuse, and I don’t have time to argue. I go to my suitcase and unzip it, feel around for my fob. I find it and stuff it into my pocket.

			“Back!” Luke says, dragging the cooler across the threshold. “Look what I got.”

			“Good,” Cassie says, reaching out. “Gimme.”

			He passes her a canned cocktail. “Willa?”

			He doesn’t wait for me to answer. He tosses me a can, and this time I’m ready. I catch it in one hand, crack it open, and take a sip. “Dude! Nice catch.”

			“That was impressive,” Cass says. “Thanks, Luke.”

			“Anything for you, babe.” He kisses Cassie’s cheek sweetly, then licks her.

			“Ew!” she says.

			He laughs and runs out of the room.

			“He’s worse than Theo.”

			“All right,” I say, setting my cocktail down on the coffee table. “I’ll be right back.”

			I open the front door.

			“Willa!” It’s Steph. I brace against the doorway to stop myself from crashing into her. “It’s so good to see you! I just came by to say hey to everyone. I saw Luke out my window with a cooler and was like, What are they up to?”

			She ushers me back into the cabin.

			“Get out of here, you look like a fucking dream,” Cassie says.

			Evan starts to applaud. “You look beautiful. And here I was afraid I might upstage you.”

			I take a step back toward the door, but Steph reaches for my hand.

			Tick tock.

			“I’ll just—”

			Wyatt lumbers over and pulls us all into a big group hug that I can’t seem to wriggle out of.

			Tick tock tick tock.

			“I just want to say how much you all mean to me.” Steph wipes delicate tears from the corners of her eyes.

			“Don’t,” Cassie says, fanning her face. “You’re melting my cold black heart.”

			Tick tock tick tock tick tock tick tock.

			“I’m just happy,” Steph says.

			“It’s a great day,” Wyatt says. “We’re lucky to be here with you.”

			The mass embrace finally disperses, and I slip my phone out of my back pocket to check the time. Evan taps at my hand. “Relax, Cinderella. I promise you, you have enough time.”

			If only he knew.
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			It takes me another twenty minutes to make my exit. I escort Steph back to her cabin, exchange more hugs and I love yous.

			“You’re perfect,” I tell her. “Tonight will be perfect.”

			Now I hurry down the path trying to make good on my word. I approach the floral arches, attempting to gauge the distance to help me figure out where exactly I entered the woods that first day. But all the trees look the same, so I have no real way of knowing.

			It comes back to me—the image of Ravi standing there under the center arch, Tanya’s fingers in his hair. The hurt I felt. The panic.

			A vision of the Eyeball Man in the distance, partially concealed by foliage. He waved.

			I see you.

			I need to hustle. I need to go. The longer I stand here and do nothing, the closer I get to—

			Tick tock.

			A bird caws in the distance, and it startles me, steals the breath from my throat, drinks the warmth from me like the soul-thirsty phantom.

			Rustling in the trees turns my attention. I search for that deer, its side ripped and rotting, hear the screeching noise it made as it barreled toward us, a vessel of absolute hunger. Empty and selfish.

			I want to look away, but where? Up? To the sky? What will look back down at me?

			Are the arches moving? Are they getting closer? Are there tiny beings inside the flowers, chittering away? I listen to the breeze, anticipating little whispers.

			The sun beats down on the back of my neck, fire breath.

			I know what I need to do. I know I need to look for the way out, but everything that’s happened makes it so hard. I’m terrified. Every move I make is haunted.

			I want to walk back to the cabin, curl my hair, put on lipstick, drink canned margaritas with Cassie, pretend none of this is real.

			What story worth telling starts with a retreat? What good story ends with one?

			Imminent death should be enough to motivate me, but after you’ve died a few times, the novelty starts to wear off.

			I turn around, contemplating going back to the cabin and trying again later after I’ve had some liquid courage, but…

			Death.

			Literally.

			Standing near the reception hall.

			Black hooded robe, an hourglass hanging from a frayed rope tied around the waist, skeletal hand clutching a towering scythe with a gnarled wooden shaft, the blade long and slim, shining, sharp.

			The grim-fucking-reaper.

			It points a bony finger as it slowly glides toward me, as it comes for me.

			It could be bravery, or defiance, or instinct that compels me to run. All those things, none of those things. Or it could be that I’ve learned I’d rather run for my life than let it pass me by.

			I dash into the woods, weave through the trees without looking back. I search for something, anything familiar. Tanya mentioned gravity, said that—

			“Shit!”

			The ground shifts under me, and I roll my ankle.

			I collapse against a tree, hyperventilating. There’s no time to recover. I hobble forward; I can’t seem to get my footing.

			The earth has gone elastic, I swear, and it’s impossible to balance on a surface that won’t hold.

			A small, concentrated area that somehow exists in its own gravitational field. That’s what the sensation of falling was from. You’ll feel more unsteady the closer you get.

			Am I close? How close?

			Another step. My ankle gives and I slam against another tree.

			The world warps. For a moment, everything is neon, wavy. Then sepia toned, still. Loud and pulsing. Eerily quiet.

			My heart thud-thud-thud-thuds, vision blurs, the dirt surrenders underneath me—squish—soft, warm, yielding.

			I crawl around on my hands and knees, looking for…something. Something incomprehensible.

			I turn to see the reaper in the distance. It points at me again, its long, tattered sleeve rippling in the breeze. It peels back its hood, unveiling a smiling, desiccated corpse head. Pocked, leathery gray flesh recedes in places, permitting its skull to peek through. Worms slither out of its empty eye sockets; maggots pour from its open jaw.

			No, no, no, no, no.

			Mud collects between my knuckles and under my fingernails as I pull myself forward, toward who fucking knows what. And even if I find it, what then?

			The future?

			A future beyond the next few hours, beyond the familiar. A future I don’t know. That I can’t see. That I’ll face alone.

			This is it. Here and now. The worst of it. The scariest moment. The most formidable monster. Not what’s chasing me through the woods, the grim reaper with its scythe raised high over its head, a mass of bugs swarming around the hem of its robe. Not even death.

			It’s life. It’s the rest of my life. The time I’m not sure how I will spend, if I will find happiness within it. If I can embrace what’s ahead of me with everything that’s behind me.

			I don’t know what’s next, but I do know that I want it. I want it so badly, and that’s what’s so terrifying.

			My fingers dig deeper into the dirt; hands curl into fists. I scrape my knees forward to get to my feet. I’m tired and I’m filthy and I’m bleeding but I am not beat.

			The stench of the reaper carries, stinging my nostrils and down the back of my throat. It’s coming.

			“All right.” I spit at the ground where its maggoty brigade skitters toward me. “Let’s go.”

			I turn on my heel and take off running.

			My ankle screams, but I understand that pain is temporary. I keep moving. I can’t tell if I’m just woozy or if the woods are swaying, undulating. Changing. My arm clips a branch; it drags across my skin—or is it a skeletal hand? Dizzy and disoriented, my eyes lose focus, and I knock headfirst into another tree.

			I bite down on my lip to keep from screaming, from panting. I try to breathe quietly out of my nose. Hugging the bark, I peer over my shoulder to see how much distance I managed to put between me and the reaper.

			Death stands in a clearing at the foot of a slight hill. Its skull swivels slowly, the rest of it remaining oddly still, even the bugs at its feet.

			Its stillness gives me a moment to identify that this scene is familiar—and why. It’s where I first saw the Eyeball Man, at the top of that hill. It’s where this all started. Which means the wormhole is nearby.

			I creep closer, transfixed, closer, closer, heart pounding, palms sweating, closer, closer, closer, and…and I see it. An opalescence in the air, floating just beyond the reaper, like a fading rainbow. Like a mirror that reflects the world without you in it but holds space for your shape. It’s magnificent. Mesmerizing. But…

			The reaper’s skull snaps around a hundred eighty degrees, sockets straight to me, jawbone slack and shaking with silent laughter.

			Death is not standing still.

			It’s standing guard.

			It’s standing between me and all my tomorrows.

			Fuck me.

			A cosmic problem I need to confront head on. There’s no running away, no hiding, no going around, no pretending this isn’t happening. There’s no easy out.

			I know. There’s only through.

			I don’t hesitate. I don’t waste any more time. I sink to my knees, feel through the dirt for the biggest rock I can find, and I whip it at the reaper’s skull. It lodges into the left eye socket.

			The reaper reels back, dropping its scythe.

			I sprint forward, slide into the clearing like it’s home-fucking-plate, reaching for the fallen scythe at the exact same moment as the reaper. My fingers lock against its cold, cold bones. We fight for it. Its strength is supernatural, but so is mine.

			Every death replays in my head. Every time my eyes were shut for me. Every time I opened them again.

			I see you.

			Beyond the reaper, the wormhole murmurs, its iridescent edges expand, widening like a yawning mouth. I stare into the infinite void, hypnotized by it, by the kaleidoscope of possibilities, of what-ifs. What if I do somehow make it in? Does that mean going back to the first today—morose, sticky with margarita and anxiety? And if I go back, won’t the wormhole remain open to inevitably lap up someone else?

			Wormholes can, theoretically, collapse.

			The reaper’s jaw dances again, more silent laughter as I struggle, my grip slipping as my hands sweat. This ugly, selfish, cruel thing is mocking me, trying to destroy me. To take my life.

			Bugs crawl under my clothes, up my calves, my thighs, my back, onto my neck. Thousands of tiny legs pricking my skin.

			If something were to happen, you could cease to exist in time.

			But what if…

			There’s only so much I can explain; a lot of this is hypothetical. Hypothetical.

			So what if…

			It’s a waste not to wonder.

			What if…

			You can what if yourself to death, Willa.

			The colors pulse, and I know in my gut it’s now or never.

			I want to live without anticipating the worst, to breathe without fear of the moment I stop, to exist in time without worry of wasting it. I want my past. I want my present. I want my future. My time. My life. This life. This world. This shitty, messed-up, amazing, beautiful world.

			The wormhole flares brighter, brighter. In the glow, I catch glimpses of the days past. Eyes. The glint of a knife in moonlight. Dark feathers. Antlers. Spatters of blood. Neon lightning. Flowers. Fire.

			The only thing that will come from constantly looking back is an inability to move forward.

			I make my move. I act on pure instinct. I don’t question. I trust myself.

			“The only way out is through.”

			I release the scythe.

			I let go.

			The reaper falls back into the expanse of brightness, that folds in gently at first, then clamps down fiercely, like a predator’s teeth. I watch fragments of light suspended in space, spinning slowly toward eternity, reflecting colors I’ve never seen before. The reaper dissolves into the spectrum with a mind-bending, hyperphysical fizzling.

			The soft murmurs of the void deepen into something guttural.

			It’s shrinking. The colors begin to fade, swirling into shadow, retreating into the big, dark, hungry maw of the universe. It’s almost gone. It’s…

			A final flash of light and a gust of wind that hits me like a train.

			For a moment, I think it might crush me. But then the heaviness evaporates. There is nothing on my chest, no weight on my shoulders—no weight at all. No gravity. There is no direction, no up or down, right or wrong. It isn’t pleasant or unpleasant. It just is. And the feeling is over as suddenly as it started.

			

			—

			I come to on my back, blinking up at the trees, at the big, big sky.

			I gasp for air, jump to my feet, but I’m lightheaded, off-balance, and I immediately stumble backward. Into something. Someone. I whip around, a scream tripping across my lips.

			“Whoa, whoa.” It’s Danny. He puts his hands up. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you.”

			“I…” Everything looks the same. The universe still appears to exist. But there’s no grim reaper, no strange floating iridescent portal. Did I destroy it? Is it gone? Is it over? Am I in the same timeline? Did I reset the old one? I check my limbs for bugs.

			“Are you okay?”

			“I…” I don’t fucking know. Am I?

			“I’m Danny,” he says through awkward laughter. He smiles at me, and I’m so hopped up on adrenaline that I want to kiss him, or punch him in the face. Maybe both.

			“I’m…I’m sorry,” I say, wobbling. “I’m a little disoriented.”

			He reaches out for me, puts his hands on my waist. Our eyes meet. We stare. God, I could stare at him forever. “What’s your name?”

			“I’m…sorry. I’m, I’m fine. No. Yeah. I mean, I’m Willa. Willa.”

			“Are you working the wedding?”

			“I’m…” I look down. I’m still in jeans and a T-shirt. He’s in a suit. “Fuck! What time is it?”

			He takes his phone out of his pocket. “Five-oh-three.”

			“On Friday?”

			He laughs. “Ah, yeah? Are you sure you’re okay?”

			“No! I’m late!” I’m running again, which is hard because my ankle hurts.

			

			—

			I arrive just in time for the ceremony—my hair a damp mess, barely any makeup, in flats instead of heels. My dress is free of margarita stains, so at least there’s that.

			I’m not sure where I am. When I am. I’m not sure if I collapsed the wormhole or if it pulled me in during its final flare. Did I mend the tear in space-time, heal the cosmic wound? Did I somehow marry all the tangent universes, the different timelines? Did I obliterate the horror of this world by sending it into the void? No fucking clue. All I know is that I woke up in the woods, wearing the clothes I was in earlier, with dirt under my fingernails, and that my ankle is still sore from when I rolled it.

			When I got back to the cabin, everyone was there dressed and ready, on the front porch taking photos.

			“Where have you been?” Cassie snapped.

			“Um, I’ll tell you later,” I said, hurrying inside. The ticker tape of my inner monologue was moving too fast, and I couldn’t read it, couldn’t focus. Couldn’t come up with a solid lie. “Don’t worry. I’m good! I feel good.”

			She followed me in. “You’re going to be late!”

			“I’ll make it,” I said, closing the door in her face and bolting for the shower.

			Now I’m shimmying over her knees to sit next to her in the seat that I’m assuming she saved for me. “See? Made it.”

			Cass and Evan exchange a look across me.

			“I can see you,” I tell them. I take both of their hands and squeeze. “It’s about to happen! The wedding!”

			“You’re chipper,” Evan says, narrowing his eyes. “Did you take something?”

			“Luke, what did you give Willa?”

			“He didn’t give me anything, Cass. I’m just happy to be here, watching our best friends get married.”

			“Sure,” Evan says.

			I stick my tongue out at him, then rest my head on his shoulder.

			I’m still skeptical that I’ve overcome the horror, hesitant to believe, but there’s something about the breeze in my hair, about the clarity of colors, about the perfume of the earth, the feel of it beneath my feet. Intangible differences.

			If I am on the other side of it, if there are no more do-overs, if I can’t play this back, I want to savor it. If today is my last today, I hope to be precious with it. To be intentional with my time.

			

			—

			I listen to Steph’s and Jace’s vows. I hear them.

			I think about Ravi. The promises we never made, and the ones we did but couldn’t keep. I think about how some love lasts, and some doesn’t. So it goes.

			I close my eyes and see Ravi across the counter at the café ordering a black coffee all those years ago—handsome, well-mannered, quietly self-assured. I open my eyes and see him across the aisle, listening attentively, taking in every word.

			Just because it wasn’t forever doesn’t strip it of meaning. It was real. I don’t need to make sense of the ending, to get stuck in the why. I don’t need to keep mourning the lives I will never lead. I can just be grateful for mine. And I can let the rest go.

			

			—

			I hang back after the ceremony, wait for Ravi and Tanya to pass by.

			“Hey, Ravi.” I consider going in for a hug but opt for a smile and wave instead. “Hi, Tanya? I’m Willa. It’s really nice to meet you.”

			“Hi. Hi,” she says, flustered. “Nice to meet you, too.”

			“Willa,” Ravi says, nodding. He’s nervous. “Hello.”

			“Good to see you. Beautiful wedding, right? Beautiful venue.”

			They stand there shifty-eyed, and I am unfazed.

			“Tanya just realized she used to go to camp here,” Ravi says. “Back when it was a camp.”

			“Really? That’s so funny. How is it being back?”

			She goes pale. I probably shouldn’t have asked. “Strange, to be honest. I didn’t know until I got here. It’s different now, but it’s so familiar and it’s…it’s…very strange. Very strange. You know how it is when you’re young. A summer can feel like a lifetime.”

			“Time can be tricky like that. Especially here,” I say, smiling extra wide. “I don’t want to take up too much of your evening, just wanted to say hello and introduce myself. Have fun! I’m sure I’ll see you later.”

			I turn and hurry away before I inevitably ruin the illusion of my coolness. Only, is it an illusion? Maybe not! I go find Cass in line at the bar.

			“How was that?” she asks.

			“Not bad, actually.”

			“Mm. I didn’t know if you knew. About…” She gestures toward Tanya. “I meant to—”

			“It’s fine,” I interrupt, shrugging.

			“I don’t get it. You’ve been so…”

			“Anxious? Depressed? Cynical? Needy?”

			“For months. No offense. Then you show up today pretty chipper, only to mysteriously disappear for two hours, come back fucking filthy, again no offense, and now you’re all, like, chill and—”

			“I wouldn’t ever describe myself as ‘chill.’ You think I’m chill? Am I chill?”

			“You are! You’re chill and bubbly—”

			“Bubbly? That’s too far.”

			“Fucking bubbly, chatting up Ravi and his new girlfriend no problem? Willa. Honey. I can’t tell if you’re genuinely happy or if you’ve completely lost it.”

			“I don’t think those things are mutually exclusive.” It’s our turn to order at the bar. “Hi. Whiskey sour for me, and a tequila soda for my friend, here. Better make that a double. She’s a little uptight.”

			“How dare you.”

			I respond with a brief, maniacal chuckle.

			“What did Luke give you? You can tell me.”

			“Nothing,” I say.

			“Are you already drunk? I feel like I’d be able to tell.”

			“Not yet, but hopefully soon,” I say, digging a five out of my bag and slipping it into the tip jar on the counter, surprisingly slick.

			“Willa Ann Sullivan.”

			“I don’t know. I guess I just realized it was more important for me to enjoy today than to be afraid of it.”

			“Mm.” She’s dubious, but that’s all right. The bartender finishes our drinks and slides them across the counter. We take them and step off to the side.

			“Cheers,” I say. “To a good time.”

			“Cheers,” Cass says. “To a good fucking time.”

		

	
		
			3

			Who knew that time could move so quickly?

			It’s just shy of midnight, last song of the reception. Some guests have already started to clear out, catch the shuttles back to the hotel. Not us. We’re not done yet. We’re going to ride it ’til the end.

			“I get knocked down, but I get up again, you’re never gonna keep me down!” We shout. We jump. I spin Cassie. Luke comes between us, takes our hands and spins us both. Wyatt is doing a Peanuts-esque shoulder thing. Evan mimics him, drunk enough to be game. Steph and Jace are pressed up against each other, sweaty and making out in the middle of the dance floor like it’s the night they met.

			“Aw! I don’t want it to end,” Steph says, coming up for air when the music fades. “Can’t the party last forever?”

			Jace picks her up. “After-party at our cabin!”

			He carries her out of the reception hall to much fanfare.

			“I’m gonna go get changed,” Cass says, which Luke takes as his cue to pick her up and carry her out like Jace did with Steph. She sighs but allows it. I catch her cracking a smile, too giddy to pretend like she isn’t.

			Evan looks at Wyatt. “Don’t get any ideas.”

			“Me? I’ve never had an idea in my life.” He offers Evan his hand, and the two of them walk out together.

			“You coming, Wills?” Evan calls over his shoulder.

			“Yeah! Just a minute.” I take a last look around the reception hall, and all I see is tonight. Sloppy dancing and Steph’s sparkle and empty wineglasses and dinner plates licked clean. A good time.

			It’s a little cool outside, which is welcome after hours of sweating it out on the dance floor. I head down the steps, passing the crowd of blissfully drunk and tired guests. Ravi and Tanya are queued up for the shuttle. She doesn’t see me, but he does.

			He gives me a closed-lip half smile, a slight nod of acknowledgment. It all went by so fast; I didn’t get another chance to talk to him. I did see him dancing with Tanya. They seem good together, and I’m happy for them. Happy for him.

			Maybe someday we’ll catch up over coffee. Maybe he’ll show me pictures of his kids. Maybe someday we won’t be strangers, or maybe we will, but that’s okay, too.

			I smile back at him, and then he follows Tanya onto the shuttle that will take them away from this place, this very strange place. A place that harbored a secret in the trees, that could bend the rules of the universe, of time itself. A place that forced me to face my fears over and over. Monsters and murders and, even scarier, everything else.

			I take a breath and cut across the lawn toward the lake.

			When I get to the water, I dig my cigarettes and my Bic out of my bag. I light up, take a drag, and watch the moonlight dance across the surface of the lake. The stars shimmer just as brilliantly in their reflection.

			I change my mind about smoking and pinch the end of my cigarette, stuff it back into the pack that I’ll toss into the next trash can I see. Good riddance. I reach for my phone to check the time, to confirm that I finally made it to tomorrow.

			“Hey.” The voice startles me, my exhale catching as I turn around. It’s Danny. He stands a few feet away, his suit jacket draped casually over his shoulder. He spent most of the night dancing with Vicky. I couldn’t tell if he pursued her or if she pursued him. I couldn’t tell if I cared.

			I clap a hand over my heart. “You scared me.”

			“Ah, sorry. Seem to be making it a habit. I wanted to check in.” His laugh. His awkward, endearing laugh. “You were pretty rattled in the woods earlier. You okay?”

			Danny, Danny, Danny. I don’t need him to save me from my heartache, from anything. Turns out I’m perfectly capable of saving myself. So do I really want to go down this road again? Maybe I know where it leads, maybe I don’t. It could be fun to find out. I could get some. Maybe even a free trip to Tokyo. Or I could leave this place and never speak to him again.

			But that’s something, too. To live in the moment, to share it, enjoy the beauty of it while it lasts, and allow it to just be what it is. And then to let it go.

			I’ll be grateful to return to my apartment, to be there alone, my ornery cat my only company. I’ll be grateful to be there at all. To greet a new day sprawled out on my mattress on the floor. To open my eyes and not know what to expect. To embrace the empty hours. To welcome the future, the unknown, without fear.

			My story might not be a love story. But it isn’t a horror story, either. My story is mine, and it can be whatever I make it.

			Danny tilts forward, waiting for me to answer, his hair falling out from behind his ears. He ruffles it, bites his lip.

			Everything is temporary, after all.

			“I’m cool,” I tell him. “We’re going to go hang at Steph and Jace’s cabin, if you’re up for it.”

			“I’m up for anything,” he says, grinning.

			“Good. Let’s go.”

			“After you.”

			I start toward the path, stealing a look back at the water. The surface of the lake billows in the breeze. I study the waves, the patterns of movement. Squint into the darkness. Searching.

			Danny hovers a hand at my waist. He leans in and whispers, “Glad I found you.”

			“Yeah,” I say, turning around. Looking ahead. Moving forward. “Perfect timing.”
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“Harrison’s feminist horror novels are some of the most original and entertaining out there.”
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