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Introduction
Lake Stillwater always carried secrets beneath its glassy surface—secrets that seemed
to deepen with every summer spent within the faded walls of our family’s old
lakehouse. For years, those memories belonged to a different world, shelved and
silent, while my siblings and I grew apart, each of us nursing silent resentments and
private aches. It took the sudden, shattering loss of our mother to bring us back
together, drawn not by shared love but by the obligation to lay her to rest and to
settle the scattering remnants of her life.

We arrived on a gray morning, stepping into rooms that echoed with the laughter and
arguments of a childhood long past. Dust motes spun in the same shafts of sunlight as
they had decades ago, but the air was different now—heavier, threaded with both
nostalgia and unfinished business. Beneath the familiar cedar beams and peeling
wallpaper, our grief and estrangement sat between us like a silent, unwelcome guest.

It was in the attic, on the second day of our uneasy truce, that we found the letters.
Bound in fading ribbon and thick with the scent of old ink, each envelope was
addressed in our mother’s careful handwriting—but they had never been sent. Their
discovery was a jolt, a sudden rip in the fabric of what we—what I—believed about our
family. The first words, trembling in the hands of my youngest brother, hinted at
stories never shared: secret friendships, a decades-old tragedy, mysterious
disappearances, and choices that had shaped all our lives, even as we remained
unaware of their impact.

What began as an obligation to tidy up a life became, with every letter, an unraveling
of the stories we told ourselves—and a spotlight on the lies we’d accepted all these
years. Each revelation sharpened old tensions among us, forcing us to reexamine the
complicated, brittle bonds that defined us siblings. Were we willing to chase the truth
as it led us out into the drizzly woods and narrow streets of Stillwater, or would we shy
away, protecting what little unity remained?

As the days unfolded and layers of the past collided with the present, the lakehouse
became a crucible—testing how much we could forgive, what we’d risk for answers,
and whether the ghosts of our family and this town could finally be laid to rest. The
truth waited in the margins of yellowed pages and in the reflective depths outside our
windows, asking not just to be uncovered, but to be understood.

If home is where your secrets live, then this is the story of coming back. And of all that
we discovered—about our mother, about each other, and about ourselves—when we
opened The Lakehouse Letters.
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CHAPTER ONE: Return to Stillwater Shores
The email had been blunt, as befitted Aunt Carol, who never wasted words: "Your
mother passed peacefully last night. Funeral Friday. Stillwater Shores." No offer of
condolences, no shared grief, just the clinical delivery of an undeniable truth. It had
arrived at 3:17 AM, jarring me from a fitful sleep, and I’d stared at the glowing screen
for a full minute, the words blurring, before the weight of them truly settled. Mom was
gone. The woman who had, for so long, been a distant, abstract concept of 'mother'
was now simply, definitively, absent.

I booked the earliest flight I could find, a redeye from Denver to Minneapolis, then a
three-hour drive north. The journey felt appropriate, mirroring the vast distance that
had grown between us over the years. My brother, Ethan, called me sometime over
Kansas. His voice, usually so buoyant, was clipped, strained. "Are you coming?" he'd
asked, as if there were a choice. "Of course," I’d replied, the words tasting like ash.
"I'm already en route." My sister, Chloe, sent a string of heartbroken emojis, which,
knowing Chloe, was her way of communicating utter devastation. We communicated
in code now, a sad shorthand for a family that had forgotten how to speak plainly.

The drive into Stillwater Shores was a descent into memory. The highway narrowed,
giving way to winding roads canopied by ancient pines. The scent of damp earth and
decaying leaves filled the air, a scent I hadn’t realized I missed until it enveloped me.
The town itself was a collection of weather-beaten bait shops, a solitary general store
that still advertised penny candy, and the faded grandeur of turn-of-the-century lake
houses. It had always felt suspended in time, oblivious to the outside world, and
clearly, nothing had changed.

Our family lakehouse stood on a slight rise overlooking the placid expanse of Lake
Stillwater, just as it always had. It was a grand, if slightly dilapidated, two-story
structure with a wraparound porch that groaned under the weight of decades. The
paint was peeling in places, the window frames showed signs of rot, and the once-
vibrant blue of the shutters had faded to a ghostly gray. But despite its decay, it still
held a certain melancholic charm, a testament to summers long past.

Aunt Carol’s practical sedan was already parked in the gravel driveway, along with a
rental car that I assumed belonged to Ethan. Chloe, bless her dramatic heart, would
likely arrive in a flurry of fashion and tears later that evening. I pulled my own rental
alongside theirs, the crunch of tires on gravel echoing in the still air. The lake was a
calm, dark mirror under the overcast sky, reflecting the skeletal trees on the opposite
shore. It looked cold, unwelcoming.
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I killed the engine and sat there for a moment, hands gripping the steering wheel, a
lump forming in my throat. It wasn't grief, not exactly. It was more a profound sense of
obligation, mingled with the unsettling feeling of being a stranger in a place that
should have been home. The house loomed, a silent, watchful sentinel. I took a deep
breath, pushing down the surge of complicated emotions, and stepped out into the
cool, damp air.

The front door creaked open before I even reached the porch steps. Ethan stood in the
doorway, framed by the dim light of the entryway. He was thinner than I remembered,
his usually mischievous eyes shadowed with fatigue. A light stubble dusted his jaw,
and his normally impeccably styled hair was a disheveled mess. He looked exactly like
a man who had just lost his mother, and nothing like the carefree younger brother I
remembered.

"Riley," he said, his voice flat. He didn't smile, didn't offer a hug. We just stood there,
separated by the threshold, two adults who had once shared a bunk bed, now
navigating an awkward, unfamiliar distance.

"Ethan," I responded, equally devoid of warmth. Our relationship had always been the
most volatile, a push-and-pull of sibling rivalry that, in adulthood, had simply morphed
into mutual avoidance. It was easier that way.

Aunt Carol emerged from the shadowy depths of the living room, a formidable figure
in a sensible cardigan. Her silver hair was pulled back in a tight bun, and her
expression was as unyielding as ever. "Took you long enough," she sniffed, her gaze
sweeping over my travel-worn clothes with a hint of disapproval. "She's already laid
out at the funeral home. Viewing starts at five."

"I came as fast as I could, Aunt Carol," I said, my voice sharper than I intended. The
passive aggression was already starting. This was going to be a long week.

"Hmph," she grunted, a sound that conveyed volumes. "Well, you're here now. Ethan's
already started going through some of the papers. Not much in the way of a will, just
some cryptic notes." She cast a meaningful glance at Ethan, who shifted
uncomfortably. "Your mother was never one for keeping things organized."

That was an understatement. Our mother had been an enigma, a woman who lived in
a self-made fog of half-truths and evasions. Her past was a patchwork of vague
anecdotes and carefully omitted details. It wasn’t a surprise that her estate would be
similarly elusive.

I dropped my bag just inside the door, the thud echoing through the quiet house. The
air inside was cool and smelled faintly of dust, old wood, and something else –
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something indefinable, like stagnant grief. The furniture was covered in white sheets,
a spectral landscape of shrouded shapes that seemed to hold their breath. It was as if
the house itself was in mourning.

"I'll go change," I said, needing a moment to steel myself before diving into the
maelstrom of family dynamics. My old room, at the end of the hall upstairs, was
probably exactly as I’d left it a decade ago. It was a comforting thought, a small sliver
of predictability in a world that suddenly felt very uncertain.

As I climbed the familiar creaking staircase, each step a note in a somber song, I
glanced back. Ethan and Aunt Carol were already deep in conversation, their voices a
low murmur from the living room. The dynamic was already set: Ethan, the dutiful son,
Aunt Carol, the ever-present matriarch, and me, the returning prodigal, tolerated but
not entirely welcomed. And soon, Chloe, the emotional wildcard, would join the fray.
The stage was set for a truly miserable family reunion. I just didn't know yet that it
was also set for something much, much more.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

This is a sample preview. Purchase the book to read the full content.

Visit MixCache.com to purchase the complete book.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace

http://www.tcpdf.org

