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This Might Hurt

‘Original, sinister and compelling’ Prima

‘This Might Hurt is a mesmerizing and original ride . . . Expertly paced, hugely unsettling, and perfectly dark, you’ll be gripped in this clever exploration of fear and vulnerability right until the flawless ending’ Ashley Audrain

‘Deliciously dark and so very clever, This Might Hurt is a tense, unsettling and twisty read. I was gripped from beginning to end. I felt like I was on the island with them! A brilliant, heart-thumping and compulsive thriller’ Claire Douglas

‘I loved This Might Hurt! I adore novels set within cults, and the inclusion of the magician element was completely engaging. Stephanie has woven a complex, fascinating novel exploring such an intriguing world. I was hooked from page 1’ Melanie Golding

‘A sharp and intriguing look at reinvention and self-empowerment. This Might Hurt follows three women, each confronting her own set of fears, with revelations and consequences that are unexpected and chilling, right up to the jaw-dropping finale. Dark and twisted in all the right places, I did not want to stop reading this book’ Margarita Montimore

‘A genius, ripped-from-the-headlines masterpiece with a cult at its centre. Inventive, disturbing and tense, This Might Hurt hypnotizes the reader, until we realize, too late, what is truly happening. The very definition of suspense, this extraordinary novel will steal your breath away’ Samantha M. Bailey, author of Woman on the Edge

‘A gut-wrenching, propulsive story about vulnerability and power. It was impossible to put down’ Tarryn Fisher

‘An immersive novel about our capacity to both love and destroy, This Might Hurt is genuinely shocking, laced with dark humour, moments of surprising tenderness, and nightmare fodder galore. I read it in 24 hours, but will be thinking about it for much longer’ Laura Hankin

‘This Might Hurt has all the ingredients of a great mystery: a remote island, estranged sisters, some whopping secrets and a cult to boot. In the deft hands of sophomore author Stephanie Wrobel, these ingredients mix together to give us a novel that’s fun, creepy and incredibly fast-paced. Wrobel is such an observant and clever writer; it’s quite the trick to execute plot twists so perfectly that the reader at once doesn’t see them coming but then can’t believe they didn’t catch on. A ridiculously wry and absorbing thriller’ Amy Stuart

‘Dark, hypnotic and mesmerizing, This Might Hurt is a masterwork in family dynamics and the ties that bind – along with the ones that tear us apart. Prepare to be unsettled in the best possible way’ Laurie Elizabeth Flynn

‘I don’t know if blood is thicker than water, but I know that my blood ran cold at several points reading this book. Filled with menace, this was a gripping and compulsive read from first page to last. I thought I’d never get off that island!’ Liz Nugent

‘A riveting exploration of sisterhood, suffering and secrecy. With its unforgettable characters, spectacular setting and intricate plot, This Might Hurt will take you on a journey to the heart of fear’ Rose Carlyle

‘If you’re a fan of stories about cults, the underbelly of the self-help industry and family secrets, this one is for you . . . A tonic for readers of thrillers’ Mail Online

‘Sophisticated, tantalising and chilling, This Might Hurt is a masterful exploration of manipulation and deceit. Wrobel has a knack for conjuring worlds and characters that stay with you long after the final page’ Robin Morgan-Bentley




For my sisters,

Jackie and Vicki




[image: ]



Look down at me and you see a fool.

Look up at me and you see a god.

Look straight at me and you see yourself.

– Charles Manson




Split

The gallery is the size of a high school gym. Vaulted ceiling, white walls, movie screens on two of them. A dozen visitors line the perimeter of the dim room. Shoulder blades tap the walls. A low buzz fills the space while the spectators wait.

In the middle of the room is a chair and table. On the table is a medical tray: gloves, gauze, gardening shears. A spotlight illuminates the empty chair.

Waiting with a briefcase-sized camcorder on his shoulder is a crooked-nosed cameraman.

A door opens. When the artist enters, a hush falls. She glides to the center of the room. The cameraman focuses his lens on her. The movie screens fill with her image: thick lashes, long neck, steely gaze. This is not her first stunt, will be far from the last.

She puts on the gloves and stares straight into the camera. ‘Fear is not real,’ she says, ‘unless we make it so.’

She sits down.

Picks up the shears.

Extends her tongue.

Cuts.

Gasps but does not cry.

The camera catches it all. On the screens the audience watches a tongue split in half. Someone faints. Others wail. Not the artist. She remains steady.

Blood pours from her mouth.
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Part One


I want to live a life in which I am free.






The world’s gone mad. People always say that.

On the contrary, we’re much too sane. We’re going to die someday, every single one of us. Never again the touch of a soft breeze. Never again the pinks of a setting sun. Yet we still rake the leaves come fall. We mow the grass and plow the snow. We spend all our time on all the wrong things. We act like we’ll live forever.

Then again, what should a time bomb do? It has only two options.

Tick or explode.




1

Natalie

6 January 2020

I stand at the head of the conference table. The chairs around me are filled with men: short, tall, fat, bald, polite, skeptical. I direct the close of my pitch to the CEO, who has spent fifty minutes of my sixty-minute presentation playing with his phone and the other ten frowning at me. He is past his prime, trying to disguise the fact with hair plugs and a bottled tan.

‘Using this new strategy,’ I say, ‘we’re confident we will make your brand the number one beer with men twenty-one to thirty-four years old.’

The CEO leans forward, mouth slightly ajar as if a cigar is usually perched there. He oversees a household-name beer that’s been losing market share to craft breweries for years. As sales have slipped, my new agency has found itself on thinner and thinner ice with these clients.

He looks me up and down, sneers a little. ‘With all due respect, what makes you think you’ – he spits the word like it’s a shit sandwich – ‘can get inside the mind of our man?’

I glance out the conference room window, squint at the Charles River in the distance, and count to three. My team warned me about this guy, a dinosaur of corporate America who still believes business belongs on the golf course.

What I want to say: Yes, however will I peel back the layers of such complicated minds? Can a simpleton ever truly understand the genius of the noble frat star? For now they crush empties against their foreheads, but someday they will command boardrooms. Someday they will be you and insist they got to where they are through nothing but sheer hard work. By then they’ll have traded the watery swill you call beer for three-hundred-dollar bottles of pinot noir. They’ll still spend their weekends falling down and throwing up, only now they’ll do it in hotel rooms with their best friends’ wives. When Monday rolls around, they’ll slump at this table and wonder why I don’t smile more often. They will root for me to break the glass ceiling as long as none of the shards nick them. They will lament the fact they can no longer say these things aloud, except on golf courses.

What I actually say: ‘To get up to speed on your business, I’ve spent the past two months conducting focus groups with six hundred men who fit your target demo.’ I scroll to the appendix of my PowerPoint deck, containing forty slides of detailed tables and graphs. ‘I’ve spent my weeknights collating the data and my weekends analyzing what all of it means. I know these men’s occupations and income. I know their levels of education, their religion, their race. I know where your guys live, their lifestyles and personal values, their attitudes toward your brand as well as toward all of your competitors’ brands. I know their usage frequency, their buyer readiness, and the occasions when they buy your beer. I know their degree of loyalty to you. When I get on the train to go to work or am lying in bed at night, I relisten to my interviews, searching for any insight I might’ve missed. I can say with confidence I know your guy as well as I know my own father.’ I wince involuntarily. ‘Which means I know them as well as you do. I don’t think I can get inside the mind of your customer. I know I can. Because I already have. With all due respect.’ I grin so the jab sounds playful instead of aggressive.

Everyone else in the room appears impressed. My assistant, Tyler, forgets himself and claps. I shift my eyes in his direction, and that’s enough to make him stop, but by then the others have joined in, both the clients and my account team. The CEO watches me, amused but undecided. It was a risk, publicly challenging him in order to galvanize the rest, but I’ll rarely interact with him; I’m told he shows up to advertising meetings only when he has no one else to antagonize. The marketing team members are the ones I need on my side. The CEO sits back and lets his underlings finish the session. He leaves halfway through the Q&A.

Five minutes later the clients have signed off on our strategy brief for the year. Handshakes and back pats are exchanged. Invitations to lunch are extended for the first time in months. The account team stays with the clients but I bow out. My lunch hour is for catching up on e-mail. If my inbox is empty, I spend the hour at the gym.

Tyler and I take the elevator forty floors down to the lobby of the Prudential Tower. I smirk while he raves about how awesome the presentation was. I didn’t choose him as my assistant; he was assigned to me. What he lacks in ambition (or any set of demonstrable skills, really) he tries to make up for with personality.

On Boylston Street I shiver in the cold while Tyler calls an Uber. Once we’re nestled in the car, I turn toward him. ‘I want you to buy a box of Cohibas from the cigar parlor on Hanover. Wrap the box in navy blue paper. Send it with a note on the back of one of my business cards. Not the shitty agency-issued ones but the thick card stock I had made with the nice embossing. Do you have a pen? Then get your phone out. I want the note to say this exactly: “To a productive partnership.” End that sentence with a period, not an exclamation point. Then under that line, a dash followed by “Natalie”. Got it? No “Yours truly” or “All my best” or “Cheers”. Just a dash with my name. Send it to the CEO.’

Tyler gapes at me. ‘But he was so rude to you. In front of all those people.’

I tap a list of post-meeting to-dos on my phone. Without glancing up, I say, ‘When I was coming up in this industry, you know what I spent most of my time doing? Listening. And taking notes.’

Out of the corner of my eye I see his expression sour slightly. He’s only three years younger than I am.

‘I want the minutes of today’s meeting on my desk within the hour. Please.’

‘In my two years at DCV no one has ever done meeting minutes,’ he mumbles.

‘Maybe that’s why you almost lost the client that pays all of our salaries.’ I wait for a snappy comeback. When I don’t get one, I pull a folder from my bag. ‘I glanced through your Starburst brief. It’s riddled with typos.’ I find the marked-up pages and hand them to him. ‘It reflects poorly on both of us when the work is subpar. More careful proofreading next time, okay?’ His jaw tightens. ‘And I told you: section headings in all caps and bolded. Not one or the other. Both. You’d be surprised how far attention to detail will take you.’

The car pulls up to our office building. We ride another elevator together, this time in silence. On the sixth floor we get off. As we’re about to part ways, Tyler sniffs. ‘If you’ve never met the CEO before today, how can we be sure he smokes cigars?’

‘I know my target.’ I head into the women’s bathroom.

A minute later I walk down the hallway, scrolling through my calendar (three more meetings this afternoon). I’m about to round the corner to my office when hushed voices in a nearby cubicle catch my ear. I recognize the first as one of the assistants, a woman who doesn’t know she’s being considered for a promotion. ‘I would love to work for her. She’s such a boss bitch.’

‘Or your run-of-the-mill bitch.’ That one is Tyler.

The other assistants titter.

‘She treats me like a child,’ he says, gaining steam from his friends’ reactions. He affects a shrill voice. ‘Tyler, I want you to go to the bathroom. When you wipe your ass, use four squares of toilet paper, but make sure it’s three-ply, not two. If it’s two, you’re fired.’ They all giggle, these people who are almost my age but make a third of what I do.

I straighten, pull back my shoulders, and stride past the cubicle. Without slowing down I say, ‘I don’t think my voice is that high-pitched.’

Someone gasps. The last thing I hear before closing my office door is total silence.

At my desk I remove the lid of my scratched-up Tupperware and stare at my lunch, the same one I’ve eaten every day for years: a cup of kale, two slices of bacon, toasted walnuts, chickpeas and Parmesan cheese, tossed in a shallot vinaigrette. I eagerly await the day scientists discover kale’s worse for your health than nicotine; for now, a superfood’s a superfood. I sigh and dig in.

I had a lot of time to think through my New Year’s resolutions over Christmas break. Last year I put an additional two and a half percent of my paychecks into savings. The year before that, I started washing my bed linens twice a month instead of once. Every January (except this one) Kit tells me I should resolve to have more fun. Every January (except this one) I want to snap at her that resolutions have to be measurable or you can’t tell whether you’ve achieved them, but that would do little to disprove her point.

On New Year’s Eve, as I sat alone in my apartment, staring at the needles falling off my three-foot Fraser fir while snow pelted my window, I was loath to admit my sister might be on to something. I don’t know a soul in my new city other than my coworkers. How does a thirty-one-year-old make friends if not through her job? I’d rather be eaten by a bear than go to one of those Meetups, standing around with a bunch of strangers, trying to figure out who’s least likely to make a skin suit out of me.

I’d resolved to try harder my first day back to work, focus less on the job, more on the people. Three hours in, I veto the resolution. Why waste my time with dolts like Tyler?

I allow myself a moment to wish Kit were here, then brush the weakness away.

I check the time back home (nine a.m.) and text my best friend, Jamie:


Still not making any progress with work people.



No response; must be busy with the baby. I stab a chickpea with my fork and jiggle my finger across my laptop’s track pad.

Once I’ve cleared my work inbox, I move on to my personal account. I scan the subject lines: a few newsletters, a grocery coupon, spam from someone named Merlin Magic Booty. Plus a message from info@wisewood.com. I pause.

Kit went to Wisewood six months ago.

My sister didn’t tell me much before she left, just called last July to explain she’d found this self-improvement program on an island in Maine. The courses are six months. During that time you aren’t supposed to contact family or friends because inward focus is the goal, and oh, by the way, she had already signed up and was leaving for Maine the following week so she wouldn’t be able to call or text me for a while.

I had balked. She couldn’t afford to go half a year without income. What about health insurance? How was she okay with cutting off everyone she knew for such a long time?

I pictured her shrugging on the other end. If I had a dollar for every time Kit answered me with a shrug, I could pay for her to live at Wisewood forever.

‘What are you thinking?’ I’d asked. ‘You finally have a dependable job, benefits, an apartment, and you’re going to throw it all away on a whim?’

Her tone cooled. ‘I’m not saying Wisewood is the answer to all my problems, but at least I’m trying to figure it out.’

‘Your job is the answer.’ I was incredulous that she didn’t get it. ‘How much is this program? How are you going to afford it with that student loan?’

‘Why don’t you worry about yourself for once, Natalie?’ She never calls me that, so I knew she was furious. ‘Why can’t you be happy for me?’

I couldn’t be happy for her because I knew exactly how this would end: Kit disillusioned with Wisewood and stranded on the island, begging me to save her. My sister needs rescuing more often than most people. Last year she called me sobbing over a scarf she’d misplaced. (I found it an hour later in her closet.) On the other hand, she’s known to get in hot water on occasion. She once found herself stuck in the desert after her loser guitarist boyfriend dumped her in the middle of his tour, which she had dropped out of college to follow him on. Another time a misunderstanding with her best friend ended with me picking both of them up from a police station. My sister doesn’t want me to hover until the exact moment she needs me, and then she expects me to drop everything to save her.

We ended the call still snapping at each other. I haven’t heard from her since. She doesn’t even know I moved across the country to Boston, taking a page out of her playbook that mandates when the going gets tough, the tough flee the situation. Back when I started toying with the idea of moving, I had pictured more frequent sisterly get-togethers; I would be only a train ride away now. She left New York before I got the chance. On my more honest days, I can admit her absence is a relief. The less often I talk to her, the less guilty I feel.

The e-mail has no subject line. I open it.

Would you like to come tell your sister what you did – or should we?

Hairs rise on the back of my neck. On the track pad my hand trembles. The note is unsigned but has a phone number at the bottom. Attached are two pdfs. The first lists directions to the island: various routes involving buses, trains and planes, all leading to a harbor in Rockland, Maine. From there I’d have to take a ferry. The next one leaves Wednesday at noon.

I click on the second attachment and frown at the heading in bold letters. As I scan the typed words I start to feel sick. Halfway down the page a handwritten note in blue ink catches my eye. The blood drains from my face. I push my chair away from the computer. Who could’ve sent this? How would they know? What if they’ve already told her? I shove the heels of my palms into my eye sockets, wait for my body to still.

I’m in control. All I need is a plan.

I read the message twice, three times, then dial the number listed at the bottom of the e-mail.

A throaty, relaxed voice answers. ‘Wisewood Wellness & Therapy Center. Gordon speaking.’

I launch straight in. ‘My sister’s been at Wisewood for almost six months –’

‘Sorry, ma’am,’ Gordon interrupts. ‘We don’t connect family members with guests. Our guests are free to get in touch with loved ones once they’re ready.’

I blink, stung. Kit never told me that, nor has she reached out a single time. I force myself to focus on the task at hand. He might put me through if he thinks she made first contact. ‘She did get in touch. She sent an e-mail, asking me to come there.’

‘Well, don’t do that. Only approved guests are allowed here.’

I keep pushing. ‘Her name is Kit Collins.’

He’s quiet for so long I think he’s hung up on me.

‘You must be Natalie.’

I startle. ‘Has Kit mentioned me?’

‘I know all about you.’

I swallow. Is he part of the ‘we’ from the e-mail, this group making threats? I wait, not wanting to show my hand. He doesn’t elaborate. I lift my chin, project confidence into the receiver. ‘Can you put her on the phone?’

‘I think you’ve done enough, don’t you?’ he says pleasantly.

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘Perhaps your sister needs less interference with her happiness. You have a maximized day, now.’

The line goes dead.

What has she told these people about me?

Gordon sounds like he knows something, but if he’s behind the e-mail, why solicit me to come to Wisewood only to discourage me over the phone? I watch my screen until it turns off, thinking. First I’ll reply to the message. If I don’t get a response, I’ll call Wisewood a second time. If I can’t get through …

I skim the directions in the pdf again. Kit is a hundred and ninety miles of driving plus a seventy-five-minute ferry ride away. I could complain about her until I was blue in the face, but she’s still my little sister. Besides, it’s time. Over and over I’ve sworn to tell her the truth but have been too chickenshit to confess.

I have no idea what Kit will do when she finds out.
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No one had said a word the entire car ride. We were off to a good start.

No, a fortuitous start. Fortuitous: happening by a lucky chance, and also today’s word of the day from my bright yellow word-of-the-day calendar, which was last year’s Christmas gift from my parents.

I clutched Mr Bear, climbed out of the station wagon, and stood in the driveway, staring. Aunt Carol’s one-story lake house had red clapboard siding and dark green shutters. It wasn’t as big or fancy as some other homes we’d passed on our drive, but it had three whole bedrooms. I was going to have my own room for an entire week.

‘Help your mother and sister with the groceries,’ Sir said, carrying armfuls of luggage to the front door. I tossed Mr Bear in the backseat and walked to the trunk, where Mother handed me a paper bag of food.

‘Take two bags,’ Jack said.

‘They’re too heavy.’ I scuttled toward the house before she could hand me another.

Sir opened the door. I peered around him. The cottage was musty but clean. I carried the groceries into the homey kitchen. Sunlight streamed through the windows. I picked up a handwritten welcome note off the counter and sensed Sir reading over my shoulder.

‘Of course she has house rules.’ He snickered, then elbowed me and lowered his voice. ‘We’ll make sure we break every single one.’ I couldn’t tell whether he was serious, so I made a noise that could have meant anything.

Sir didn’t like Aunt Carol because she was related to Mother and had the nerve to afford a second home without a man’s help. He rarely let us see her anymore, but I guessed he didn’t hate her enough to say no when she offered to loan us her house.

I barely had enough time to unpack and snoop through the garage before Sir called a meeting in the cozy living room. There were throw pillows everywhere, embroidered with sayings like Live, Laugh, Love and I just want to drink wine and pet my cat.

Sir clapped, eyes twinkling. ‘What do you say we have ourselves a family outing?’

Jack and I bobbed our heads. Nobody called my sister by her actual name. Sir had been hoping for a son. When the nurse handed him a baby girl instead, that didn’t stop him from calling her by the name he’d picked out for his boy. The nickname had stuck, much to my sister’s and mother’s horror.

Mother wrapped her arms around herself. ‘I think I’ll say a rosary, then lie down while you three explore.’

Sir’s face darkened. ‘Our first family vacation and you’re going to sleep through it?’

‘We have plenty of time, don’t we?’ Mother said. ‘I only need an hour or so. The drive took it out of me.’ She turned and walked down the hallway before he could respond, closing a bedroom door gently behind her. Jack watched our father nervously, twirling a strand of brown hair between her fingers.

Sir shook his head. ‘Unbelievable.’

He headed out the back door. Jack and I followed, letting the screen door slam. The three of us waded through the ankle-high grass past centuries-old trees that made the flagpole in the yard look small. The Stars and Stripes waved merrily from their perch. ‘Woman is always tired,’ Sir grumbled.

Thirty feet ahead was the man-made lake, olive green and murky. A pier and boathouse stood over the water. Aunt Carol’s motorboat was nestled inside.

Sir clocked the boat and grinned at us. ‘What do you say, girls?’

‘I saw horseshoes in the garage,’ I said.

He adjusted his thin-framed glasses and sucked his teeth, glaring at me. He wore his buzz cut so short you could barely see the white-blond hairs.

‘I want to learn how to play,’ I lied.

‘I drove two hours and you want to stay on land? I don’t think so.’

Sir sauntered toward the boathouse, calling over his shoulder, ‘Jack, let’s get this thing in the water.’ She followed him across the overgrown lawn. My sister was only three years older than me, but our bodies had begun to look different. Sir called us his toothpicks when we were little, but that label no longer applied to Jack. She’d started growing curves. I was beyond jealous.

Leaving those two alone was a bad idea. I never knew when she might be in the mood to rat me out. I hurried after them on to the pier.

Like Aunt Carol’s house, the boat was no-frills but well cared for. Sir and Jack hoisted it into the water. He hopped inside, and she followed suit. They turned to me, waiting. Angry waves beat the sides of the boat. With seating for four, it was smaller than I’d expected. I chewed my lip.

‘Ain’t got all day, sweetheart.’ Sir started the engine.

I opened my mouth, swallowed. ‘I’ll just …’

‘Get your sister in the boat,’ Sir said to Jack. He walked away and glanced around the lake, shielding his eyes from the sun.

Jack reached for my hand. I gave a tiny shake of the head. She exaggerated her reach, stretching toward me. I shook my head again. Her eyes widened, first with fury, then in fear. Now, she mouthed.

I can’t, I mouthed back.

Her eyes darted from my face to Sir’s. He was studying the boat’s dashboard. I could see her doing the calculations: how much longer would he be distracted? What would he do when he realized she hadn’t done what he’d said?

Please, she pleaded.

On one seat, I spotted a bright orange life vest. I could put it on as soon as I stepped aboard. I didn’t want to get my sister in trouble again; you never knew how bad the punishment might be.

I gave her my hand. Relief flooded her face. She pulled me into the boat.

‘You’ll be okay,’ she said.

I was too busy racing to the back to respond. The life vest was halfway over my head when Sir boomed over the roar of the engine, ‘Take that thing off.’

I froze, then turned to him.

He arched a blond eyebrow. ‘Does my driving concern you?’

‘No,’ I squeaked, tightening my grip on the vest.

He jabbed a thumb toward the house. ‘We left all the cowards behind today. No daughter of mine needs that thing.’

I didn’t move. The vest lingered above my head.

‘I’m not gonna tell you again,’ Sir said. Jack lunged toward me, ripped the life vest from my hands, and tossed it back on the seat.

‘Let’s get going,’ she said.

Sir edged the boat away from Aunt Carol’s pier toward the middle of long and skinny Lake Minnich. Ten miles of shoreline, Mother had told us while we packed yesterday. Sir had worried that the water would be swamped with families taking advantage of the dwindling summer weather, but Mother had reassured him most kids would be back at school by now, didn’t have a late start like our district did. She was right. On this Monday in early September, the lake was empty. While Sir and Jack waved at the few boats we passed, I gripped the metal rail with both hands.

‘How about this for a view?’ Sir crowed, gesturing at our surroundings. My sister and I obediently took it all in: a few small beaches, cabins and trailers set back off the shoreline, sycamores so big they threatened to swallow the houses whole. One squirrel chased another. A frog croaked. For a second I forgot to be afraid.

After twenty minutes, my fingers loosened around the railing. I sat back in the cushioned chair, letting the sun warm my face. I hardly flinched when a drop of water splashed me.

The boat slowed. I opened my eyes. We were in a cove, tucked away from the main waterway. Jack was kneeling next to my chair, dragging her fingers through the water. I winced at the way she was angled over the side of the boat, grabbed the back of her shirt to be safe. She glanced at me and winked.

Sir stopped the boat in the middle of the cove and pulled a bag of food from under his seat. Jack made us bologna sandwiches, carefully taking the crust off mine the way I liked, which she almost never did. After scarfing down the sandwiches, we lounged on our backs and gazed at the sky. Sir gave me his jacket to use as a pillow. Jack lay there, nibbling her lip and waiting, I didn’t know what for, while Sir and I pointed out animal shapes in the clouds.

He gestured at one wending its way toward us. ‘That there’s a unicorn.’

I giggled. ‘Unicorns aren’t real.’

He mocked offense. ‘What would you call it, then?’

I considered. ‘A rhino?’

‘A rhine-er-ocerous?’ he said, pronouncing it the way I had when I was a little kid. I glanced at him. He kept watching the sky but nudged my shoulder with his. I imagined my heart growing two sizes like the Grinch’s. Perhaps this would be one of those days I always remembered. Did we know we were making our favorite memories while they were happening?

Sir’s knees cracked as he pulled himself to standing. He put his hands on his hips, lips pursed as he scanned the water. He was almost handsome standing there. Six feet tall, strong and tan from building rich families’ pools all summer. From this angle, you couldn’t see the jowls starting to form, the growing gut on his otherwise lean body. I wondered what he was thinking.

He crouched in front of me, sitting on his heels. ‘Tell you what, sweets.’ I warmed. He only called me that when he was especially pleased with me. ‘If you can stay afloat in this lake for an hour, you can skip swim lessons.’

Jack’s shoulders stiffened next to mine.

‘I’ll give you six points.’ Sir stroked his stubble. ‘You won’t get a better offer than that.’

I already had nine points today. I could get to fifteen by helping with dinner and finishing that book Sir was making me read, the one by the Carnegie guy. I sat up and forced myself to meet his eye. ‘I’ll take the lessons.’

‘You’ve put them off for two years.’ He screwed up his face. ‘Almost nine years old and no clue how to swim. It’s embarrassing.’

My face burned. ‘I’m only eight and three-quarters.’

He gestured to Jack. ‘Your sister sailed through all six levels and is set to lifeguard in a couple of summers.’

Jack avoided my eyes.

I gulped. ‘But I don’t have my swimsuit with me.’

He waved me off. ‘What you’ve got on is fine. You got plenty of dry clothes back at the house.’

I trembled. I knew when it was time to reason and when it was time to beg. ‘Please, Sir. Please don’t make me do it.’

He pulled me to my feet. ‘The fact you’re so afraid of the water is proof you gotta go in. You gonna avoid bathtubs your entire life? I know it’s scary now, but you’ll see it’s not so bad.’

I turned to Jack, silently pleading with her to stick up for me. She rolled over on to her stomach. A tear ran down my cheek (-4).

‘Minus four,’ Sir said as I thought it. ‘I don’t want to have to push you in.’

He wasn’t going to back down. My eyes darted around, landing once more on the life vest.

Sir scoffed before I could say a word. ‘That’d kinda defeat the purpose.’

I was going to have to get in the water. My teeth rattled, then my shoulders, then my arms, until every body part was shaking.

‘You’ve gotta calm down or you’ll never make it. I’ve shown you how to doggy paddle. You know what to do. You’re letting fear control you now. Your imagination is telling you it’s gonna be worse than it actually is. You’ll see.’

I nodded, though I didn’t believe him. I took off my sneakers but left on my socks, then shuffled toward the small ladder he’d hung off the back of the boat. I stepped on to the highest rung, searching the lake for creatures with sharp teeth and scaly skin. Were there piranhas in Lake Minnich? I turned around on the ladder so I wouldn’t have to face the water. In two great strides, Sir was standing over me, not amused.

Paradox: any person, thing, or situation exhibiting an apparently contradictory nature. Last Monday’s word.

I lowered myself to the second rung. Chilly water soaked my socks and bare calves.

Sir clucked his tongue.

I stepped down another rung, sending my knees and the ends of my pink shorts into the water. I prayed to Mother’s god.

Sir’s nostrils flared.

I moved to the last step, flinching as my shorts went completely underwater. They were heavy now, pulling me down. Staring up at my father, I prayed he might change his mind, that this would be enough. I could get over my fear some other time. I was still dry from the waist up.

His face hardened. ‘Goddamn you.’ He nudged my fingers with his shoe. Shocked, I let both hands go and fell into the water. I cried out at the burst of cold up to my neck. When I reached for the ladder, Sir threw it clattering to the boat’s floor.

He wasn’t going to let me back in.

My bladder let go, warming the icy water around me. I flailed my arms and kicked away from the boat, terrified he’d somehow know. I wasn’t sure how many points wetting your pants cost you but bet it’d be a lot.

He pulled the horrible stopwatch out of his pocket. Did he go anywhere without it? ‘You so much as touch this boat, the count starts over.’ He pressed a button. The watch beeped.

I panted, trying to slow my pounding heart. The water wasn’t actually slimy. It was all in my head. I pointed my toes to see if I could touch the bottom. I couldn’t. I imagined my ankles getting caught in weeds that would snag me, saw myself sinking, sinking, sinking to my forever home at the bottom of the lake, the strands of my hair trembling like kelp, my skin decomposing to flakes of fish food, the meat of me picked clean down to skull and teeth. Sir would scoop out what was left of me with a fishing net, the biggest prey he’d ever subdued. Or he might leave me there, rotting and fluttering in my bed of silt, too ashamed of my spinelessness to stake his claim.

Shaking, I paddled my arms and kicked my legs like Sir had shown me. He stared at me from a chair on the back of the boat.

‘You think I enjoy spending my first vacation in ten years teaching my daughter the meaning of discipline?’

I’d learned what a rhetorical question was years ago.

I kicked and splashed and fought the water, eyes never leaving the boat. I pushed away thoughts of what was behind and below me, of how it would feel to have my skin peeled away strip by strip from my muscles.

‘Lord knows you’re not gonna get by on talent or gifts. God skipped our ancestors when he was handing out presents, that’s for sure. If your grandfather had an idea, it would’ve died of loneliness. Not that your dear old dad is much better off. We can’t control the brains we were given, but what can we control?’

He waited long enough that I sensed he wanted an answer this time. ‘How hard we work,’ I puffed.

‘Speak up.’

‘How hard we work,’ I repeated, louder this time.

‘What’s the only way you’re going to succeed?’

‘Through my willingness to endure,’ I recited.

Sir nodded, satisfied. ‘I don’t believe in destiny, but I do believe in potential. You got all the potential in the world for greatness, sweetheart. Don’t let anyone tell you any different.’ He checked the stopwatch. ‘Ten minutes.’

After another few minutes, he looked bored. He stood and stretched his arms overhead. Perhaps he’d call the whole thing off and drive us home. I’d be willing to give up this entire vacation if it meant I could get out of the water.

‘You’re doing great, sweets. Up to fifteen minutes. I’m gonna have Jack take over while I snooze.’

My heart leapt as I watched Jack make her way toward the back of the boat. She slumped in the chair Sir had been holding court in a few seconds ago, then studied the stopwatch, both anxious and annoyed.

‘Let me –’

She flashed me a dirty look, glanced over her shoulder, and put a finger to her lips. My heart picked up.

Nothing happened. He must not have heard me.

She leaned her head back and stared at the sky, refusing to look at me. I kicked and kicked, waiting for what felt like hours, trying not to panic as my fingers and toes numbed. Surely he would be asleep by now.

‘Let me rest,’ I called to my sister.

Her eyes flicked to Sir, then to me, then back at the sky. ‘I can’t.’

‘I’m tired.’

‘Sorry.’ She closed her eyes. This was the thanks I got for getting on the boat, for helping her stay out of trouble.

I slowly edged closer, then lunged for the boat’s side. Jack jumped out of her chair, ready to stop me, but the side was too slippery to hang on to. I slid all the way under, gasped at the shock of my cold, soaking face. I swallowed water, and by the time I resurfaced I was choking.

‘If you do that again, I’ll start the count over.’

‘Please. We won’t tell him.’

‘He’ll know.’ She peeked over her shoulder again. ‘He always does.’

I coughed, trying to get the water out. ‘I’ll be quiet.’

‘Shh. You’ll get us both in trouble.’

‘I can’t do this,’ I wailed, shivering.

She consulted the stopwatch. ‘You’re already thirty-five minutes in. More than halfway there.’

My side was cramping. One of my socks had slipped off, leaving my toes exposed to fangs and claws. Something was pulling me toward the bottom of the lake – I knew it. Whatever it was wouldn’t eat me in strips but in chunks, a half limb at a time. I felt the sharp teeth sever my arm, imagined the lake turning a rusty red. Quietly I cried.

Jack welled up too. She swiveled her chair so I could only see her profile. ‘Don’t be such a baby.’ She wiped her face.

A baby? I’d seen Jack bawl her eyes out when Sir had pushed her into easier challenges than this. What did my sister know about being brave? Everything came easily to her: making friends, getting good grades, learning to swim. It was easy not being scared when you were good at everything.

A creature slithered through the water right by the boat. I screeched, thrashing backward, trying to get as far away from it as I could. I turned in circles, searching for it, chin dragging through the water. Out of the corner of my eye I saw it again. I shrieked and paddled away from the spot, kicking hard until I’d lost my breath.

I pictured the thing touching my feet and curled my toes. How big was it? Did it bite? How bad would the pain be compared to losing a tooth? Sir made us use the string and doorknob every time, said wiggling was for wussies. Was getting eaten like that? Would the fear be worse than the pain? How long until I couldn’t feel anything at all?

Something brushed my right calf. I screamed again and slipped under the water. I was too afraid to open my eyes. I cried out, but it sounded like a mumble. I got my head above water and gulped air, gurgling and shouting and spinning, scanning for the boat. How had it gotten so far away? The chair on the back was empty. Where was Jack? I coughed before slipping under again.

This time I opened my eyes. The water was a cloudy vomit green. I swallowed more of it, making my throat burn and head spin. My arms and legs were concrete. I couldn’t make them do what I wanted anymore. They were too tired. I was freezing, couldn’t see or hear anything, felt myself sinking, alone. Was this dying? I begged for the numb.

Everything went black.

I came to, already heaving, sucking in lungfuls of air. I opened my eyes and was blinded by the sun. Sir’s and Jack’s faces came into focus, hovering over me. I was lying on the boat floor. Jack’s eyes were bloodshot. Her soaking hair dripped on my face. I blinked.

With his hands on his knees, Sir grinned at me. ‘Looks like you’re taking them swim lessons after all, sweetheart.’
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Natalie

8 January 2020

The bus pulls into the parking lot of the Rockland Ferry Terminal after a three-and-a-half-hour drive. Along the way we passed farm stands, diners, lobster-fishing supply stores, plus a craft store called Maine-ly Sewing. A sign next to a food cart boasted of selling more than five million hot dogs. Normally I would have appreciated the whimsy, but I couldn’t stop thinking about my sister.

Our last FaceTime had been standard fare until Kit announced she was leaving for Wisewood. We’d debated who would win the current season of Survivor. (We didn’t care that we were the last two fans of the show; our support for Jeff Probst was unwavering.) I had told her about a security app I liked since she’d lost all her passwords again. (It makes me stress-twitch too.) She mentioned a personal styling startup that sends clothes to your house so you don’t have to put up with the exquisite torture that is shopping in a store. She was even-keeled, in good spirits. Until I lambasted her decision to leave.

Would you like to come tell your sister what you did – or should we?

I wince. The only thing worse than admitting my secret to Kit would be letting the e-mail sender or anyone else do it. I have to shoulder her pain, defend myself if she’ll listen.

That’s a big if.

I rise from my seat, legs shaking, and clamber off the bus into the sunny but cold morning. A few inches of filthy snow have been plowed to the outskirts of the parking lot. Immediately, I feel exposed. What if the Wisewood staff is already here, watching me? I squint at the few cars in the lot, then duck my head and rush with my duffel bag toward the terminal building.

After Gordon hung up on me two days ago, I replied to the e-mail, short and simple: Who is this? Please ask my sister to call me. Then I googled Wisewood. Up came an address and phone number, which matched the one I’d called, plus links to directions and three Google reviews. The first URL in the search results was ihatemyblank.com. I clicked it.

It took me to an empty black landing page. I stared at it, waiting for something to happen. After a few seconds, large white letters appeared one at a time, as though they were being typed on to the screen.


I HATE MY ____________


At the end of the blank space, the cursor blinked. Was I supposed to fill it in? I leaned toward my computer, squinting. The typing started again: j-o-b. As soon as ‘job’ had been finished, a new word replaced it. The words filled the blank faster and faster, cycling so quickly I almost missed a few.


I HATE MY   JOB  



I HATE MY   PARTNER  



I HATE MY   FRIENDS  



I HATE MY   FAMILY  



I HATE MY   SCHOOL  



I HATE MY   DEBT  



I HATE MY   ILLNESS  



I HATE MY   BODY  



I HATE MY   CITY  



I HATE MY   ADDICTION  



I HATE MY   DEPRESSION  



I HATE MY   ANXIETY  



I HATE MY   GRIEF  



I HATE MY   LIFE  


At ‘life’, the letters shook, subtly at first but then more violently, until they exploded into a bunch of specks. Once all the specks had blended into the black screen, a new sentence appeared.


ISN’T IT TIME TO MAKE A CHANGE?



WHAT ARE YOU SO AFRAID OF?



WHAT WOULD YOUR LIFE LOOK LIKE



IF YOU STARTED LIVING IT?



COME FIND OUT.



[image: ]

A form field appeared, asking for my e-mail address with a submit button underneath labeled BECOME FEARLESS. I sat back in my chair and exhaled, imagining Kit watching this pitch. I tried to guess which part had sucked her in, what she, too, hated: her job? Her grief? Our family? I left the website without signing up, not in the mood for weekly pep talks or years in unsubscribe-me purgatory.

Instead, I returned to the search results page and clicked on the Google reviews. Two gave five stars, the third only one. The anonymous users left no explanations, only the ratings. I looked up Wisewood on Tripadvisor and Booking.com. The resort had listings there, but no reviews. How could Wisewood still be in business if they had so few customers? It occurred to me that if you were someone willing to forgo all technology for six months, you probably weren’t running to your computer to post a travel review when you returned home.

I checked my inbox every few minutes, spacing out through the rest of my Monday meetings. When I didn’t receive any messages, a knot formed in my stomach. Tuesday morning rolled around. I called Wisewood again; this time no one picked up. Another workday passed. At five o’clock I called a third time, but still no answer. The knot tightened. I considered filing a missing persons report, but Kit wasn’t missing. I imagined walking into a police station, explaining that I knew where my sister was, but she refused to contact me. They’d point me to the nearest counselor’s office.

By the time I left work yesterday, I knew I wouldn’t hear from Kit or Gordon. At home, I sat in the kitchen and stared at my phone. My clock tick, tick, ticked in admonition until I was ready to rip the thing off the wall. I e-mailed my boss to say I had a family emergency and wouldn’t be in the office for a few days, worst case a week. He told me to take the time I needed. When you work long hours and have no social life, the higher-ups learn to love you pretty quickly.

The Rockland terminal building is clean and quiet. The American and Maine State flags hang from a rafter. Four rows of benches face the port. On the walls are small stained-glass window scenes of birds and plants that must be significant to Maine.

After using the bathroom, I head back outside. Gray clouds creep toward the harbor. I jam my hands in my pockets and exhale, watching the puff of condensation drift from my mouth. I pause at two H-shaped loading ramps. On the first ramp, the public ferry to Vinalhaven Island is preparing to depart. Men in jeans and neon-yellow sweatshirts guide truckers as they drive their vehicles on to the ferry. The water glistens, bluer than I expected considering all the traffic.

On the other side of the harbor bob dozens of sailboats. A red lobster shack, concrete tables and red bar stools stand nearby. Secured to a lamppost is a handwritten sign:


GUESTS OF WISEWOOD, PLEASE WAIT HERE.



I sit on one of the stools, trying to convince myself I’m not in danger. I hope I’m not the sole passenger on this boat; it would be my luck to try to save my sister only to wind up in a body bag on the ocean floor.

I tap my foot and check my phone. The water taxi should be here in six minutes. I consider squeaking out a few e-mails while I wait (Tyler will spend the day sharpening his stand-up routine if I don’t keep him busy) but am too wired to focus. A sixty-something woman wearing a khaki sun hat and dragging a purple suitcase heads toward me. I sigh with relief. Even small talk is preferable to imagining Wisewood’s skipper folding me into a tarp like a ham and cream cheese roll-up.

The woman waves, the fanny pack around her waist jiggling. ‘Here for the Wisewood ferry?’

I nod.

‘Me too.’ She extends her hand. ‘I’m Cheryl.’

‘Natalie,’ I say as we shake. ‘What brings you to Wisewood?’

‘A little R & R, some self-reflection.’ She chews her lip, thinking. ‘Oh, what the hell, this place is all about honesty.’ She leans in and lowers her voice. ‘My business partner and I were going to retire next year, sell our flower shop. Instead, she threw me out on my bottom and had me replaced. After twenty years together.’ Cheryl squeezes her suitcase handle hard enough to break it in half. With great effort, she forces her jaw to relax and rolls her head around her shoulders. ‘I’ve tried meditation. Exercise. Therapy. Lots and lots of therapy.’ She laughs bitterly. ‘Can’t let it go. I’ll sit down on the couch for a minute and next thing I know, hours have gone by without me realizing it.’ Her expression blackens. ‘You should see the severance she gave me, the nerve of her. The shop was my idea, we opened it with my life savings. I’d be starting over at sixty-four if it weren’t for my husband’s pension.’

Cheryl’s shoulders have crept back up to her ears.

‘I’m so sorry.’

She touches my arm. ‘Thank you, dear. I figure if traditional therapy hasn’t done the trick, maybe I need something less conventional. My sister’s the one who told me about Wisewood. She joined after a rough divorce. Husband’s a real prick. I told her as much before they married thirty years ago, but does she ever listen to me? Anyway, Wisewood doesn’t seem like your average retreat, some glorified vacation with sunrise yoga thrown in. You know that application we had to fill out? I haven’t written something that long since I was in school.’ She raises an eyebrow. ‘I heard they only accept ten percent of applicants. I liked that line from their brochure: We are not your first resort.’

What story did Kit’s application tell? I wonder whether the ten percent approval rate is true or a marketing ploy to make the place sound exclusive.

‘I liked that,’ Cheryl repeats. ‘Sends a message that Wisewood is for people who really need help. It won’t be four days of trust falls and self-empowerment babble and then back home we go. Kinda hard to change your life in a week, don’t you think? I’m talking real, lasting change.’

I nod, distracted. Kit must have been desperate. Guilt stabs me; I had no idea she was so miserable.

‘My sister’s never been happier, so I thought I’d try Wisewood too.’

I should have been honest with Kit from the start. No, I never should have done what I did in the first place.

She’ll hate you if you tell her.

I rub my face as another group walks over: two adults in their fifties and a teenage girl. The couple reveals they’ve enrolled their daughter Chloe before she starts college in the fall but don’t share why.

‘This will be the longest she’s ever been away from us,’ her father says, putting his arm around Chloe, who’s a cross between Wednesday Addams and Cousin Itt with her colorless skin and bushel of dark hair.

Chloe wriggles out of his grip. ‘I’ll be fine.’

At the sound of an engine, we all twist toward the harbor. I search for the source of the noise, but fog cloaks the horizon, turning once-cerulean water an icy gray. The haze has stilled the sailboats and engulfed the ferry workers. We are alone on this port. I turn the same question over for the hundredth time: if people at Wisewood have no problem threatening strangers, how have they been treating my sister these past six months? In my pockets my hands clench. We wait, frozen, until a white motorboat with navy trim skulks through the mist. I check the time again: twelve on the dot.

Two men are aboard. The driver is pushing seventy and short, barrel-chested with a shaved head. His companion is around my height, five-nine, wears baggy jeans, an oversized logger coat, and thick work gloves. Underneath the coat is a purple sweatshirt with the hood pulled up. I’d put him in his late twenties, the perfect fit for my beer client’s target. They’re staring straight at me.

What if these men are the ones who e-mailed me?

The driver climbs out of the boat. When Hooded Guy tries to follow, the driver glowers at him. Hooded Guy flinches and sinks back to his chair. The driver ties the boat to a cleat, finger jabs a warning at his partner, then heads toward us at the pace of a man decades younger. My pulse hammers in my throat. When he reaches our circle, the driver puts his hands behind his back and inclines his head.

‘Welcome to Wisewood. My colleague and I will be taking you to the island today. I’m Gordon.’

Shit.

Gordon gestures to the boat behind him, which has a black-and-white winged hourglass on its side. ‘This is the Hourglass. Unless there are questions, now’s the time to say goodbye to your loved ones. Then we’ll get going.’

Gordon taps his foot while Chloe quickly hugs her parents. Once they’ve left, he scans our three faces and frowns. I put a hand on my hip, straighten my spine.

‘We’re expecting Cheryl Douglas’ – he peers at Cheryl before she raises her hand – ‘and Chloe Sullivan.’ He glances at Chloe, as if he knows who she is too. He turns to me with a thin smile. ‘Who are you?’

Based on our phone chat, I’m guessing friendliness won’t work here, but I grin at him anyway. ‘Natalie Collins.’

A flicker of something unpleasant crosses Gordon’s face. ‘Why don’t you ladies climb aboard?’ he says to Cheryl and Chloe. They glance at me curiously but pull their luggage toward the water. Gordon nods at Hooded Guy, who’s been watching us from the boat with a forlorn expression. Hooded Guy takes the women’s bags, then helps them on to the Hourglass. Gordon stares at him until he returns heavily to his seat.

Once the three settle, he shifts back to me. ‘We offered Kit a staff position.’

My breath hitches. ‘She works there?’

‘For three months now. She’s perfectly fine.’

In three months she never once thought to tell me.

I refuse to let a lump form in my throat. ‘Then why did I get this e-mail?’

The wind claws at us.
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