
Chapter One 

Cabin Fever 

The lake had never looked more beautiful. Only the wake of a solitary canoe rippled its mirrorlike 

surface. Above the Pocono mountains, the morning sun hung in a cobalt sky, its rays bouncing off the 

windows of Camp Arcadia’s boathouse on the opposite shore.  

There was just one problem: I was gazing at a photograph, and not the actual view. The Garretts’ 

damn uncle had made sure of it. 

He would be the one spotting water-skiers in the stern of the family’s motorboat this weekend. He’d 

be the one sipping planter’s punch on Jock and Kit’s dock at happy hour, and eating steak beside the fire 

pit, and going to sleep in my cabin. My room. My bed. 

That bastard. 

“More to come!” Kit had written in the subject line of her email. I didn’t doubt it. She took pictures 

with the abandon of a paparazzo. I knew I’d be inundated with shots of the kids and the lake and lunches 

and dinners and campfires for the duration of Memorial Day weekend. 

Damn that interloping uncle of theirs. 

I hadn’t fully grasped the ramifications back in February, when Kit mentioned he’d relocated to upstate 

New York after many years in Idaho—or Iowa; I never could remember which state, only that it started 

with an I.  

“Why did he leave Idaho?” I’d asked her—although I might have said, “Why did he leave Iowa?”  



“He grew up in Binghamton. I guess he decided it was time he came home.” 

I’d simply assumed the man was retiring and gave the matter no further thought. Nor did I consider 

the proximity of Binghamton to the lake house—until March, when I called Kit on the first truly 

springlike afternoon of the year. I always called her on that first warm day. We’d get all worked up about 

the coming summer, which would be here practically any second. 

But this time I detected a note of forced enthusiasm in my friend’s tone. 

“Here’s the thing, Vera,” she finally said. “Now that Uncle Cyrus is just an hour and a half away, 

we’ve invited him to visit, too.” 

“Does that mean we’ll have to . . . share the guest cabin?” I flashed on an image of the musty back 

bedroom, with its rickety twin beds topped by wafer-thin mattresses. I couldn’t imagine having to sleep in 

there—any more than I could imagine being housemates with some ancient geezer who probably snored 

his head off. 

“The cabin’s really not big enough to accommodate two adults,” she countered. “We were thinking 

you and Uncle Cyrus could . . . alternate.” 

“But—” 

But I’d been spending all my summer weekends at the Garretts’ for the past ten years. I was 

practically a member of the family. 

At least, I’d thought so—until their actual relative turned up to wreak havoc on my time-honored 

tradition. 

Kit sighed. “Oh, Vera. I wish there was another solution. But Jock and I decided that this is the only 

fair thing to do. Besides, you wouldn’t want to have to share that tiny bathroom, would you?”  

Well, no. I wouldn’t—not any more than I wanted to share my beloved cabin, or my beloved friends, 

or my beloved season at the lake. 

“We’ll still get to see each other every other weekend,” she reassured me. “And believe me—you 

and Cyrus will both be a lot happier with this arrangement.” 

I couldn’t have agreed less. There went half my summer.  



But I was in no position to argue the point. After all, it wasn’t my house. And the last thing I wanted 

was to sound ungrateful.  

Until Kit called in April to inform me that Cyrus would be their inaugural guest, at which point it 

became virtually impossible not to sound just the teensiest bit disgruntled. 

“He’s the one you invited for Memorial Day weekend?” I said, taking pains to mask my petulance, 

but failing miserably. 

“I’m sorry, Vera. We usually go out to visit him over spring break, but this year Vanessa went on that 

class trip to Costa Rica and J.J. had to get his wisdom teeth pulled—it’s been over a year since they’ve 

seen their uncle. So Jock just went ahead and . . . We’ll be expecting you that following Friday, okay?”  

I got off the phone, staggered by the injustice of it all. Kit and I were the ones with the strongest ties 

to the place. We were the ones who’d met at summer camp across the lake, back when we were just 

twelve years old. Why should Uncle Cyrus get to go first? 

And why, oh why, couldn’t he have just stayed in Idaho—or Iowa—where he belonged? 

Because it just didn’t feel like the season had officially begun until I arrived at the lake—although the 

weather was doing its best to persuade me otherwise. New York City was sweltering through a record-

breaking heat wave that was turning the tar on the streets into the consistency of chewing gum. By 

contrast, it was eighty-two degrees in the Poconos—I’d been in the process of checking the forecast when 

Kit’s email arrived. 

If I couldn’t be there physically, perhaps I could re-create the experience in my mind. I reclined on 

the couch and closed my eyes, imagining the cooling blast from the air conditioner was an invigorating 

mountain breeze. 

I pictured the main house at the top of the hill, with its gingerbread trim and sharply pitched roof, 

before making my way down the narrow cement staircase running alongside it. There was the expansive 

lawn, with its trio of rustic lakeside cabins. The property’s original owner had built them to rent out to 

fishermen, but as soon as Kit’s kids had become teenagers, they’d each commandeered one. Vanessa and 



her fellow counselors-in-training would be spending their nights off from camp in Cabin Three, and J.J. 

had moved into Two shortly after his fifteenth birthday last year. 

But the family had reserved the best accommodations for their actual guests. Cabin One sat nestled 

amidst the birch trees at the water’s edge, close enough to hear the waves lapping the shoreline from the 

front bedroom. I envisioned myself reaching for the doorknob and— 

“Daaaaay-O!!!” 

Swell, I thought, catapulted from fantasyland. The derelict who panhandled in front of the church 

across the street must have finally consumed enough Thunderbird to grace the locals with one of his many 

impromptu concerts. He had a booming voice that could drown out a car alarm, and his repertoire was 

limited to a single song. 

“Daaaaay-O!!!” 

Focus, I exhorted myself. When you get to the lake on Friday, what’s the first thing you’ll do? 

Proceed directly down the dock and ease myself into one of floating lounge chairs I’d given the 

family last year in appreciation for their hospitality. The Garretts had christened them Lake-Z-Boys. 

And their damned uncle was probably luxuriating in one of them this very second. 

But I’d be the one doing the luxuriating next weekend, and so would Kit, immersed in water up to 

our necks while we caught up on— 

“Daaaaay-O!!!” 

Perhaps I could bribe the troubadour into going away. If I went out there and handed him five 

bucks . . .  

He’d buy another bottle of rotgut and be back on the corner within the hour, singing with renewed 

gusto. 

In any event, I was in no position to venture outside. I was effectively trapped in my apartment that 

Saturday morning. Okay, maybe not handcuffed-to-the-radiator trapped, but I might as well have been. 

When I’d retrieved my mail from the mat an hour earlier, the distinct aroma of burnt food was wafting 

from my neighbor’s kitchen and his door had been propped wide open, presumably to dissipate the 



stench. And since I’d resolved to scrupulously avoid him for as long as we both should live, I didn’t dare 

risk coming into view. 

My initial encounter with Georgie had taken place exactly one week earlier, just as I was moving the last 

of my things into apartment 1B. At the time, I wouldn’t have believed anything—or anyone—could 

possibly put a damper on my day. I was the newest resident of the best building in the most coveted area 

of the greatest city in the world! 

And then my future bête noire popped his head out of 1A. 

“Welcome to the neighborhood,” he’d said, offering his hand. “George Dudley. But everybody calls 

me Georgie.” 

“Vera. Pleasure to meet you.” 

And I had been pleased to meet Georgie. In fact, I’d initially mistaken him for the perfect neighbor, 

largely by virtue of his mustache. It was so bushy and black—you’d have thought a bat was roosting on 

his upper lip—that he had to be gay. No straight man had sported such aggressive facial hair since Sonny 

Bono’s heyday. Georgie was old school: skinny, with a shaved head and a leather bomber jacket, even in 

mid-May. I theorized he wasn’t the type to have children, which made him the ideal hallmate. There’d be 

no obstacle course of strollers and scooters to maneuver around on my way in or out, no temper tantrums 

shaking our common wall.  

He tightened his grip and leaned in conspiratorially. “You have no idea how ecstatic I am to have you 

here. The previous tenant was a nightmare.” He shuddered in mock horror. “Lester Van Loon. Some kind 

of hotshot lawyer with a big spread out in Scarsdale.” 

It’s hardly a spread, I silently rebutted. It’s just a four-bedroom Dutch colonial on a quarter of an 

acre. 

“The guy only used the place as a pied-à-terre, but whenever he did . . .” Georgie laid his free hand 

over his heart. “I’m telling you, that girlfriend of his was the worst screamer you ever heard in your entire 

life.” 



“Screamer?” I echoed, feeling the blood drain from my face. 

“Oh, honey. Like a porn star. No matter how high I cranked the white noise machine . . .” He raised 

his eyes skyward. “I’m sorry—I’ve completely forgotten your name already.” 

“Vera,” I repeated, wresting my hand from his grip. “Vera . . . Van Loon.” 

A nine-months’-pregnant pause ensued before Georgie managed to find his voice. “Oh dear. I don’t 

suppose a coincidence of such magnitude could be within the realm of possibility.” 

“Lester’s my father,” I said, kicking the last box of books inside the door, which I slammed in my 

wake, then all the way into the living room, where I kicked it a few more times for good measure. 

Then I sat down and debated whether crying would alleviate my distress, which of course it 

wouldn’t, and whether or not I should tell my mother, which of course I never, ever would. Especially not 

when she was just days away from realizing her lifelong dream of moving to Hawaii. And since Dad was 

moving there with her, I could only assume that when he’d retired last month, he’d retired the Screamer 

as well. 

“Oh god,” I said to the empty room. “I just made a mental reference to my father’s girlfriend. As the 

Screamer.” I took in the tower of moving cartons that surrounded me, wishing I’d had the foresight to 

label them—specifically the box containing the Maker’s Mark. 

Of course I had to tell Kit right away. 

“I’m sure this Georgie person is imagining the entire thing,” she said, which is easy enough to say 

when your parents fell in love in the first grade and had remained inseparable ever since, the way hers 

had. 

“But why would he imagine . . . screaming?” I asked her, fighting the urge to do so myself. 

“Maybe it was just—I don’t know—raucous laughter? Your father does have an awfully good sense 

of humor.” 

That he did. He always made waitresses giggle. And camp counselors. And teachers. And he was 

dapper and silver haired and trim, and it was entirely plausible he had a special friend who made regular 

visits to his pied-à-terre and was the worst screamer you ever heard in your entire life. 



“I don’t think this Georgie person is lying,” I told Kit. 

“Oh, Vera. I’m so sorry. So . . . what are you going to do?” 

Do? I thought.  

Me? I thought. 

“Nothing, for the time being,” I answered. “Besides ensure that our paths never cross again. God, I 

wish I were coming to the lake this weekend.” 

“No, you don’t. The handyman hasn’t turned on the water in the guest cabin yet. But he promised 

he’d do it by the time Uncle Cyrus gets in next Friday.”  

Grrr. 

It was easy enough to avoid Georgie during the week. My neighbor left for work around eight in the 

morning and rarely made it home before dark. But the long holiday weekend posed a challenge, especially 

if he intended to spend it puttering around his kitchen. And what was he doing puttering around his 

kitchen, anyway? The man looked as though he survived on sprigs of parsley. 

I tiptoed to the front door and cracked it open, only to be rewarded with another view of Georgie’s 

foyer. 

Swell. 

I had to admit, the guy had taste. A rosewood art nouveau sideboard stood just inside the doorway, 

topped by what appeared to be a genuine Tiffany lamp. And was that a Roseville umbrella stand? I edged 

closer.  

I was nearly at his threshold when my cell phone trilled—which would have been no big deal had I 

left it inside my apartment, where it belonged, as opposed to inside my shirt pocket, where it most 

certainly did not. Before Georgie’s curiosity had time to get the better of him I sprinted for my door, eased 

the dead bolt shut behind me, and retreated down the hallway to my bedroom. 

“Why are you whispering?” Izzy wanted to know when I picked up. Izzy is my best friend—my 

other best friend. She’s the September-to-June Kit: the seventy-five-percent-of-the-year best friend, as she 



likes to point out.  

“I don’t want the neighbor to hear me,” I explained. 

“Relax. You’re living in a prewar now—plaster walls.” 

“I realize that, but I, uh . . . was out in the hallway when you called, and his door happened to be 

open, and . . .” 

“God, Vera—now you’re spying on this guy?” 

I was just about to vehemently deny doing any such thing when a high, muffled voice in the 

background made me hesitate. 

“Vera? Could you . . . hang on a sec?” 

I reclined on the bed and braced myself for an extended lull while she addressed whatever banality 

would inspire a four-year-old to interrupt his mother right in the middle of an important telephone 

conversation. 

Although I could hardly blame Miles for acting his age. Or Izzy, who’d wanted children as long as 

I’d known her, ever since kindergarten.  

The thing is, I’ve just never understood the appeal of little kids. Feed them spaghetti, they’re covered 

in spaghetti. Try to rinse them off, they scream like you’re killing them. And they asked so many 

questions. And were so prohibitively expensive. And they would sneeze right in your face, and insist on 

being carried—despite the fact they had two perfectly good legs of their own—and if you let them out of 

your sight for even a single second, your walls might be covered in crayon marks by the time you 

returned—if they hadn’t fallen out the window during your absence. I preferred the company of Kit’s 

offspring, who, at sixteen and seventeen, were well into the eye-rolling stage. Everything their parents did 

was subject to question, making me look good by comparison. 

Initially Izzy had wanted six kids, but as time marched on with no potential husband on the horizon, 

she took desperate measures. She used a guy for stud service. 

“That’s terrible!” I’d said at the time. 

“It’s my biological imperative.” 



“Are you planning on informing the . . . donor?”  

“What would I want to do that for?” 

“Oh, I don’t know—suppose you run into him on the street in a couple of years and he asks, ‘What’s 

in the stroller?’” 

“What would he be doing on the Upper West Side? He lives in Greenpoint.” 

“Greenpoint?” At the time of our conversation, the neighborhood was being touted as the latest 

destination for those hipsters priced out of adjacent Williamsburg. “How old is this guy, anyway?” 

“I don’t know—early twenties?” 

“Oh my god, Izzy—he’s fifteen years younger than you?” 

“Why else would I have schlepped all the way to Brooklyn to get myself knocked up?” 

If you’d seen her in kindergarten, you’d never have pegged Izzy for a future femme fatale, trolling 

youth-centric neighborhoods in an outer borough for late-vintage sperm. As my mother had been given to 

pointing out, we looked like the number 10 in those days. Being the tallest kid in class, I’d played the 

giraffe in the school play. My chubby friend had been relegated to the role of hedgehog, her out-of-control 

rust-colored hair serving as a realistic pelt. 

But shortly after enrolling at Barnard, Izzy had lost her virginity and effortlessly shrunk from a size 

14 to a 6—while retaining her enviable cup size—and some revolutionary new hair product had come on 

the market, transforming her frizz to bouncy corkscrew curls. 

Her son seemed to have inherited his DNA exclusively from his father, which was by no means a bad 

thing. Miles’s jet-black hair and enormous blue eyes drew envious glances at the playgrounds in 

Riverside Park. 

Until one of his myriad allergies turned him into a wailing lobster, necessitating yet another race-

against-time to the emergency room. I recalled last winter’s Cumin Incident and shuddered. 

At last Izzy returned to the phone. “Sorry, Vera. So . . . how come you’re not at the lake with—you 

know . . . ?” 

“Kit,” I supplied. Neither of my best friends seemed to be capable of remembering the other’s name. 



“There’s no room. The stupid uncle has squatting rights to the cabin this weekend.” 

“Right, the stupid uncle. I’d forgotten about him. Well, look on the bright side—he’s old, isn’t he? 

The guy can’t live forever, can he?” 

I heard Miles squawk in the background, so I settled in for another time-out. 

Of course I’d asked myself the same question. But Jock had only just turned forty, and Uncle Cyrus 

had only recently retired. He probably hadn’t even hit seventy yet. It could be years—decades, even—

before I regained sole custody of Cabin One. 

Damn it. 

I wandered over to the computer to check my email. A new photograph from my other best friend 

awaited me. This one featured the entire family—Kit, Jock, Vanessa, and J.J.—waving from Bertha, their 

pontoon boat. They were all so photogenic, so tanned and towheaded and toothy, that you could have 

slapped a Ralph Lauren logo in the bottom corner and run it in next month’s Vogue. 

I had little doubt as to the identity of the photographer, whose shadow darkened the dock—not to 

mention fifty percent of my summer. 

That bastard. 

Izzy resurfaced. “So you’re not doing anything all weekend?” 

“Not much, besides unpacking the last of the book boxes and challenging the computer to a 

marathon Scrabble match. Like I just told you—as long as Georgie leaves his door open, I’m stuck inside 

my apartment.” 

“Oh, poor baby. Trapped within the walls of your fabulous dungeon on lower Fifth Avenue. Well, 

you’re welcome to come out to Scarsdale with us this afternoon if you manage to escape.” Izzy spent 

most of her summer weekends at her parents’, which had more to do with their inground pool than filial 

devotion. 

“Thanks, but I’ll be there soon enough. Farewell dinner before Lester and Muriel’s big move to 

Hawaii.” 

“Are you going to tell your father about . . . your conversation with Georgie?” 



“Are you kidding? And while we’re on the subject, I never want to hear that guy’s name again for as 

long as I live.” 

“Good luck with that. How do you expect—?” 

But now it was my turn to interrupt. Someone was ringing my doorbell. I told Izzy to hold on, crept 

down my hallway, and peered through the peephole. 

Oh crap, I thought. 

Georgie was standing on my welcome mat. 

	  


