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Chapter One

	 

	 

	 

	The sign read CRESCENT LAKE, OREGON. POPULATION: JUST ENOUGH, BUT VISITORS ARE ALWAYS WELCOME.

	"Did you see it?" Heidi's blonde ponytail whipped as she craned her neck to look through the Nissan Rogue's rear window. "Jill, did you see it? We're almost there!"

	Jillian hadn't seen it. She squeezed the steering wheel, her pensive brown eyes fixed on the rearview mirror. Her brow wrinkled.

	"No, I…" she trailed off, adjusting her black-rimmed glasses. 

	They were at it again in the backseat. Brooke and Claire giggled with their belts cast aside, passing a fat cigarette between them, drawing long and hard only to puff out the rank smoke into each other's face. 

	"C'mon, you guys," Jillian groaned for the umpteenth time. "Could you put that away already?"

	Heidi squeezed her shoulder. "Oh, let 'em be. It's legal up here, remember?"

	"For medicinal purposes—"

	"Gimme my medicine!" Claire hooted.

	"I just—" Jillian thought of something quickly and didn't realize how stupid it sounded until it came out: "I don't want to crash us into a tree because of second-hand pot."

	Brooke and Claire crowed at that, jumping forward from their seats at the same moment to lean on Jillian's shoulders.

	"Aw, c'mon Jilly," cooed Brooke. "Lighten up, will you?"

	"Don't you want some?" Claire reached around in front of Jillian with the smoldering roach.

	"Get that away from me," she snapped in a tone sharper than she'd expected to use. 

	"You need to relax, girl," Claire muttered. "It'll calm you down, really."

	"I'm driving."

	"Ease off, ladies," Heidi dismissed them with a wave, and they fell back into their seats, put out. But they were back to squealing and pinching each other in no time. "Girls will be girls," Heidi sighed, shaking her head with mock disapproval. She watched Jillian with brilliant sapphire eyes that never missed anything. "Thanks for doing this, Jill—driving us all the way up here. You're so awesome."

	Jillian's slight shoulders rose and fell beneath her plaid camp shirt. She nudged her glasses up the bridge of her nose and glanced at Heidi with a hesitant smile.

	"Driving's the very least I could do. I mean, thanks for inviting me along."

	Heidi scoffed good-naturedly. "Of course! Hey, if it wasn't for you, the three of us would be in summer school right now instead of..." She inhaled as a gust of fresh, pine-scented air rushed inside. "This!" She leaned back toward Brooke and Claire. "Right girls? Don't we owe our Jilly a big thank-you?"

	"Oh yeah," Brooke sighed, sprawled out with her lime tank top riding up, exposing her flat belly. "Totally! I would've bombed that pre-calc midterm—and the final, too—without you, Jill. You're a real lifesaver."

	"Here's to Jill!" Claire took a long drag and held it in. "For keeping us out of prison this summer." She belched a cloud of smoke.

	Jillian kept her eyes on the road, a winding two-lane through acres of untouched evergreens. She chose to ignore the marijuana smoke that permeated everything it touched. Just for now, it didn't exist.

	"It's going to be heavenly, Jill," Heidi said with another deep breath. "Ever been to Oregon in the summer?" She put her arm out the window and rotated her palm under the June sun. She closed her eyes in picture-perfect serenity.

	"No, I—" I've been to Maine, Jillian almost said. But what did that matter? "This is my first time."

	"And what a time it'll be!" 

	Heidi's parents owned a cabin on Crescent Lake—a small community, but a very popular vacation spot during the summer months, which were a real boon for the locals. Mostly hillbillies, according to Heidi, but they were harmless. Hunters and fishermen who kept to themselves during the high point of the tourist season—which wouldn't be for a few weeks yet. For now, things around Crescent Lake were still fairly quiet.

	"If you want us to chip in on the gas or anything…" Heidi said.

	"No, really, it's nothing. I like driving," Jillian said. "I mean, you're putting me up this week at your folks' place, and it's been so cool hanging out with you—"

	"That's right, girl," Brooke was back on her shoulder. "And the party's just gettin' started!" She laughed, white teeth flashing against her milk-chocolate complexion. She reached forward to pinch Heidi, who easily dodged her grasping fingers. "Heidi's our sugar momma. We're talkin' all-inclusive resort amenities—that's right. And she sure knows how to party. Remember last summer? That guy with the pierced nipples!" she hooted, falling back into her seat. "What the hell was his name, anyway?"

	Jillian's smile dimmed. She glanced at Heidi. "It's just us this year, right?" She hadn't been invited last year—or any other year, for that matter. "Just us girls?"

	Heidi cast her a sidelong look. "You know what, Jilly?"

	She glanced over again. "What?"

	"I think Claire's right. You need to relax!"

	She lunged with both hands and grabbed Jillian by the throat—no, it was the back of her neck, squeezing away the tension. But the Rogue swerved wildly, almost into the opposite lane, before she recovered control.

	"Of course it's just us girls!" Heidi laughed.

	Jillian laughed, too, easing into her friend's deep massage.

	My friend...Heidi. 

	She never would have believed it a year ago. Jillian Thompson, actually friends with three girls from the St. Stephen's cheer team. Heidi, in particular—the team captain. Jillian had never tried out for cheer or any other sport. Second period P.E. every day had always been enough torture. Not that she didn't like to work out. She loved to run, often making time for three or four miles in the evenings, sometimes even before church on Sunday mornings. 

	Her parents had, on more than one occasion, encouraged her to try out for the track team.

	"Azusa may offer cross country scholarships," her father would say, rustling his newspaper at breakfast. "I'm pretty sure they do. Biola might as well."

	"You're always so very graceful when you run, Jillian," her mother would add, bustling about the kitchen. "You've just got to be more confident. Believe in yourself."

	"Believe in your abilities." Her father nodded. "Including your ability to snag a sports scholarship."

	But Jillian had always declined with a graceful smile and a hug for each of them, knowing they just wanted what was best for her—and for the family budget. In the end, focusing on her studies and hitting the books hard had paid off. Academic scholarships would be bearing the burden of her tuition load at Azusa that fall.

	All four of them—Heidi, Brooke, Claire, and Jillian—would be walking onto the same campus as college freshmen. High school with its cliques and popularity contests was over and done with. Thank God! And what better way to bid farewell to four years of social awkwardness and the occasional inferiority complex than to spend the first week of summer vacation with Heidi, Claire, and Brooke?

	On the drive up in her all-wheel-drive graduation present—the bright, cherry-red Rogue—Jillian had found herself glancing at her companions more often than she would have liked to admit, just making sure they were still there. This wasn't some kind of hallucination induced by cramming for too many finals. Believe it or not, these girls were her friends now, and they all were going to spend the best week of their lives bonding together on a beautiful lake in the Pacific Northwest.

	Jillian turned a blind eye to the joint passing back and forth behind her just as she'd looked the other way when Claire had downed a can of beer at that rest stop in Yreka. Despite the smoke stench, despite the fact any state trooper wouldn't care that marijuana was allowed in the great state of Oregon for medicinal purposes, Jillian Thompson was able to pretend everything was perfectly fine. Jillian Thompson, who had graduated from Saint Stephen's High School summa cum laude with a GPA of 4.50, was going to have a blast this week.

	She'd earned it. 

	"Better?" Heidi gave the back of her neck one last squeeze.

	"Thanks." Jillian exhaled. "Guess I was a little tense."

	"These two aren't the most relaxing company." She nodded toward Claire and Brooke.

	"Hey—I heard that!" Claire yelled.

	"I think I might be offended," added Brooke. "I just…can't be sure." She broke into a fit of giggles.

	Heidi ignored them. "Besides, you've been doing all the driving, Jill." She gave the tan dashboard a light caress. "Can't bear to have anybody else behind the wheel of your baby, huh?"

	"Not, it isn't that. It's...my dad."

	"Oh, Dads!" Heidi shook her head in exasperation.

	"Yeah, well, he's taking care of the payments, and he said—"

	"He's pretty strict?" 

	Jillian had always thought so, but then he'd surprised her by giving this trip his blessing without even knowing Heidi, Claire or Brooke. He'd met them only once, briefly, at church.

	"Dads are like that. Hell, mine sure is!" Heidi shook her head. "They don't seem to realize the stricter they are, the harder we're gonna pull away." She nodded toward the backseat occupants again: Exhibit A.

	"He just wants to keep me safe, I guess," Jillian offered.

	"Safe and smothered are two different things. What about your mom? What's she like?"

	Jillian shrugged. "Kind of strict, too, I guess."

	"Moms!" Heidi laughed out loud, and Jillian joined her without really knowing why. "Yeah, don't even get me started on my mom. We don't see eye to eye on much of anything. Like ever. My whole family's nuts, pretty much." Heidi pointed out an approaching mile marker and beamed. "Getting closer!"

	Claire groaned suddenly. Jillian glanced up into the rearview mirror.

	"I don't...feel too good," Claire moaned, holding her stomach.

	Brooke nudged her. "That last beer was a bad idea, huh? Told you." She snatched the joint from her and took a drag, then flicked it out the open window.

	No—don't! Jillian almost shouted. But this wasn't southern California, and it wasn't the peak of wildfire season. Here, everything was green and lush. The smoldering roach had landed in the middle of the asphalt, so it would be run over by the next car to come along. I really need to relax, she told herself. 

	"I'm gonna puke." Claire doubled over.

	All over the upholstery... 

	"You want me to stop?" Jillian said.

	"Yeah, I've gotta pee." Brooke made for the door, not even waiting for the car to slow down.

	"Wait—I'll pull over." Jillian glanced into the side mirror and signaled, even though there was no one behind her.

	"Can't you hold it?" Heidi gestured at the road ahead. "Keep going, Jill. The Singing Trout is just over that hill. We'll need to stop there anyway."

	Claire whimpered. No signs of vomit—yet.

	Brooke cursed. "Anybody got a mayonnaise jar?"

	"What?" Jillian frowned. 

	"Oh no you don't!" Heidi laughed out loud. "Not like last time. You got it all over the place!"

	"Hey, we needed to christen that ride." Brooke giggled, then squeezed her thighs together with a wince.

	Jillian brought the Rogue up over the hill at just under the speed limit. Down below, the only sign of any civilization for miles around was a combination breakfast café and general store. Out front, three vehicles sat parked on the gravel lot: a faded blue pickup, battered, rust-eaten, and showing its age; a forest green jeep in pristine condition; and the one car Jillian had been keeping an eye out for ever since they'd crossed the border from California: a clean, brown-and-white Oregon State Police car, gleaming under the sun.

	"Is that the place?" Jillian said.

	"That's it." Heidi grinned. "The Singing Trout. Good thing you tossed that joint, Brooke."

	"Yeah." Brooke stared at the police car, her eyes vacant.

	"It'll be good to get out and walk around." Heidi stretched like a cat, arms high over her head. Her bust strained against the white halter top. "Hide the booze, will you?"

	Jillian watched Brooke in the rearview. They brought alcohol? She should have realized it back in Yreka when the beer cans made their first appearance. No one would have sold it to Brooke there; she was eighteen. So she must have brought a six-pack from home. 

	Jillian averted her eyes as Brooke scurried to stuff the empty cans into her backpack. Alcohol and marijuana in my car... If only her dad could see them now. He'd retract his blessing on this trip and the car payments, too, while he was at it. Strict? Yeah. But she'd never had a problem with any of the rules: no drinking, no drugs, no sex before marriage. The standard Christian stuff. And honestly, her studies had taken up most of her time. There hadn't been enough hours in the day for any big-time rule-breaking. 

	Until now.

	Jillian blinked and sat up straight. She focused on turning the steering wheel hand over hand as she decelerated into the parking lot of the Singing Trout. Gravel crunched and pinged against the tire wells.

	It wasn't like she was the one smoking or drinking here. She was the designated driver. Self-designated. And she hadn't done a thing wrong. 

	So why was this guilty knot twisting in the pit of her stomach?

	"You're known by the company you keep, Sweetheart," her mom had a habit of saying. 

	Claire's door flew open as soon as the Rogue braked to a halt. Doubled over, she stumbled off, breaking into a run.

	"Oh no you don't!" Brooke threw open her door and charged after her. "I'm gonna explode, girl!"

	They slammed into each other, flailing up the wide plank steps onto the porch. Crashing inside the Singing Trout, they left the dingy screen door to slam shut behind them.

	"Those two." Heidi shook her head. Then she grinned. "They make it fun, don't they?"

	Jillian smiled weakly.

	"They'll settle down once we get to the lake. Road trips just make them a little crazy." Heidi shrugged. "Confined spaces, I guess. It gets to them."

	"I hope Claire's okay. She didn't look too good."

	"Virgin."

	Jillian's lips parted. "What?"

	Heidi laughed at her expression. "Claire. She's a real virgin when it comes to weed. Brooke's been trying to get her to try it for a while." She sighed, shaking her head. "You were witness to her first smoke. Probably her last, too."

	Good, Jillian wanted to say.

	"Coming in?" Heidi shoved her door open.

	"Yeah, I..." Jillian picked up her slim cell phone from the cup holder. "I think I missed a call."

	"Mom and Dad?" Heidi winked.

	"No, I—"

	"Nothing to be ashamed of. You're lucky they care. Just don't take too long. You're not gonna want to miss seeing this place. Our last bit of civilization for the next twenty miles!" With a vivacious wink, Heidi trotted away in her denim mini-shorts, her ponytail bouncing with a life of its own.

	Jillian waited for the screen door to slam shut. She blew out a sigh. For the first time in hours, everything was quiet. She rested her head back against the support cushion and closed her eyes, breathing in another gust of fresh air that swept through her open window. She glanced outside at the trees all around her, as far as she could see. A cool, early summer breeze whisked through the curtain of leaves, shaking them against each other. They were so...alive. This land was theirs and had been for centuries. The Singing Trout, despite its ancient, run-down appearance, was only a visitor.

	Her eyes trailed from the trees to the signs in the windows of the Singing Trout: OPEN 24 HOURS. ALL YOUR VACATION NEEDS. KAYAK RENTALS. TRY OUR BREAKFAST SPECIAL—ALL YOU CAN EAT $6.99—SERVED ALL DAY LONG.

	Kayaking might be fun. Heidi had explained that Crescent Lake was wake-free; no motor boats or jet skis were allowed. Something about the locals winning a lawsuit against noise pollution or something. Jillian didn't mind. It sounded perfect—the kind of peace and quiet she desperately needed after the past week. That calculus final had been the worst: not one section of multiple choice!

	She blew out another sigh and lowered her gaze to the screen of her phone. MISSED CALL. MARGARET. A voicemail waited.

	Jillian groaned inwardly.

	Margaret. Her best friend since kindergarten. Her bosom friend, to quote Lucy Maud Montgomery. They had been inseparable for years, from the moment they'd met on that nerve-wracking morning long ago: the first day of school. Margaret had smiled at Jillian, clutching onto her mother's hand. And in that smile, Jillian had seen someone she could trust—someone her own size who seemed to know that everything in this strange, big place would be all right. Mrs. Badget's Class, one of many classes in the years to come where nothing would be able to separate the bond Jillian Thompson and Margaret Miller shared.

	But even the best of friends get into fights, don't they? And sometimes, they're really bad—the kind you think you'll never be able to come back from. Harsh words are spoken. Voices are raised. There are tears aplenty. And while sticks and stones may break bones, words are the worst, because they do the kind of damage that doesn't heal over time.

	Before loading up the Rogue with her luggage and meeting the other girls at Heidi's place, Jillian and Margaret had found themselves spiraling into the worst fight they'd ever allowed to happen.

	 

	 

	




Chapter Two


	 

	 

	 

	Jillian couldn't remember exactly how it had started. Margaret had come by to send her off, she'd thought. They seemed to be getting along like normal. But Jillian had to cut things short. She had to pack, after all, and the other girls would be waiting for her.

	"Your new friends," Margaret had said with unguarded spite in her tone.

	"We're driving up together, and I'm the one providing the wheels. So I should probably get ready."

	Margaret remained immovable, chubby arms crossed over her midsection. "Got to get all your bait and tackle together, huh?"

	"I don't know if we're planning to do any fishing..."

	"Isn't that what Crescent Lake's known for? Fishing? Getting drunk?"

	"You know I don't drink."

	Margaret's brow furrowed. "I thought I knew you pretty well. I thought you liked going to the Renaissance Ball every year, but I guess I was wrong about that. Maybe you only went to placate me."

	Jillian sighed. "I'm sorry, I know it's a conflict this year—"

	"No conflict. You'd rather go to Crescent Lake with these new friends of yours than go with me—like we've done every year since junior high. Because they're your new friends, and I'm just old Maggie Miller, your dumpy little sidekick from ages past."

	"It's not like that at all." Jillian paused. "I mean—yeah, they're my friends, too—"

	"But they're not! Don't you see it? They used you last year to keep from flunking out. There isn't a completely functioning brain among the three of them!"

	"That isn't very nice."

	"Maybe not. But it's the truth. You're the brains with no boobs, and they're the boobs with no brains! C'mon Jill, you know I'm right."

	"You don't know them. They're my friends. And besides, last year was...last year. We're going to be in college—"

	"And you think it'll be any different there? Really? I thought you already said you'd help out what's-her-face."

	"Heidi." Jillian looked away.

	"Didn't you promise you'd tutor her again in the fall?" Margaret mimicked Barbie: "Oh, math is tough!"

	Neither girl laughed at the impression. 

	"I said...if she needed help, I'd be around." 

	"So how's that any different? She used you last year, and she's going to use you again. Nothing's changed. So she invites you up to her parents' cabin for a week. Big whoop! Like that makes up for the way she's treated you for years?"

	"You don't know how she treats me." Jillian narrowed her gaze. "You don't know her at all."

	"Do you?"

	"Of course I do."

	"Really? Then tell me this, Jill: Why didn't Heidi and her Stepford Clones acknowledge the fact that you even existed at Saint Stephen's prior to last year? Since you and Heidi are such good friends now, I'm sure she's already explained to you what that was all about. Because it sure doesn't make any sense to me."

	"You're just jealous," Jillian muttered—and instantly wished she hadn't.

	"Of them? I don't think so! I like who I am. I don't need to hang out with three bimbos to feel popular. And I didn't think you needed to, either." She paused. "Guess I was wrong."

	"They're not bimbos. They go to our church—"

	"So they can suck face with all the boys in the parking lot after youth group."

	Jillian exhaled, exasperated. "You don't know what they're really like, okay?" She turned away.

	"You don't either. That's my point. The only difference is that I don't want to. I don't want to know anything about them." Margaret was quiet for a moment, watching Jillian. "You want to be one of them. Popular."

	"Maybe I do. What's wrong with that?"

	"You're not like them, Jill. You never will be. You and I both know that. And so do they."

	The conversation wasn't going anywhere. "I've really got to get packed." 

	"Fine. Go spend the week with your new friends. It's just another Renaissance Ball you'll be missing, after all. They come every year, don't they? Nothing important." She dropped her arms. "Just don't come crying to me when you get hurt."

	Jillian took a step back, her tone indifferent, "Okay. I won't."

	Margaret's round face was expressionless. Her dark brown eyes brimmed with tears, but she was too proud to let them fall in front of Jillian. She left without another word.

	Jillian had spent the next hour packing up with her mind divided between the task at hand and the effort it took to push Margaret's pettiness out of her thoughts. She'd been Jillian's best friend for so long; she'd never imagined anything could interfere with their friendship. Why couldn't Margaret just accept the fact that Jillian had made new friends this year? Did Margaret really think it would be just the two of them forever? Why did she insist on living in the past? 

	Yet another Renaissance Ball? That was so...8th grade!

	Jillian blew out a sigh and glanced at her phone. She tapped the voicemail icon and prepared for the worst. Her gaze drifted toward the whispering towers of green foliage all around the Singing Trout. Everything was so peaceful, like time had stood still ages ago—or passed over somehow, leaving this lush wilderness untouched by the racing stressors of the world.

	Margaret's voice: "Hey Jill, it's me. I know I'm probably the last person you want to hear from right now, but—"

	The message ended. Jillian frowned at the screen. She replayed the voicemail, and it ended the same way again, cut short.

	Should I call her back? 

	Jillian glanced outside as a lone figure came through the tall grass around one corner of the Singing Trout. An enormous German shepherd mix loped unleashed at his heel. The young man looked like he'd been old enough to shave for a few years now, and he wore stained overalls with a faded red checkered shirt underneath. His furry companion hadn't seen a bathtub in months. They trotted up the steps with a familiar ease and entered without pause, leaving the screen door to slap shut behind them.

	Jillian couldn't help remembering the Christmas she and Margaret had each gotten a puppy—golden retriever siblings—and the adventures the four of them had made for themselves in the weeks that followed. The lemonade stand Puddles had knocked over; the mailman Sparky could never leave alone; karaoke nights with howling duets in the spotlight.

	Jillian smiled. She couldn't help it. She had to call Margaret back.

	"Hello?" Jillian strained to hear, covering one ear and pressing the phone against the other.

	"Hello?" Margaret sounded like she was in a space station orbiting the earth. "Jill, is that you?"

	"Yeah—"

	"I think you're—" 

	Dead air. 

	"What?"

	No response. Jillian checked the screen. NO SERVICE.

	She shook her head, dropping her phone into the cup holder. At least she'd tried. Maybe there would be better reception at the cabin, or a landline. She'd call back later.

	She opened her door and stepped out, feeling the gravel crunch beneath her running shoes. The police car drew her gaze again, and instinctively she glanced at her backseat where Claire and Brooke had left their purses, trash, and backpacks—most of the contents strewn all over the place. But the beer cans were gone, and there was no sign of any weed. 

	Thank God for small favors. 

	Jillian pressed the pad on the steering wheel, and all four windows slid upward. Circling the Rogue, she shut the doors left open by the other girls, then set the alarm and pocketed her keys. 

	ALL YOUR SUMMER VACATION NEEDS, RIGHT HERE, the sign said. Jillian hoped so. More than anything, she needed some uninterrupted peace and quiet.

	But as she approached the screen door, it became clear the Singing Trout would not be the place to find serenity. Shrill, flirtatious giggles met her ears as she stepped inside. By all appearances, Brooke and Claire had already started looking for trouble with a group of boys close to their age. 

	"Oh, look—it's Jilly!" Claire said, obviously feeling better. She braced her arm against the chest of one of the boys, her fingers playing with a button on his polo shirt. She beckoned Jillian toward them. "Boys, I'd like you to meet our designated driver: Jillian Thompson!"

	The young men chuckled, and Jillian gave them a cursory glance. They weren't from around here, that she could tell by their clean-cut, preppy looks. Probably on summer vacation, too. But they weren't her concern. A few aisles over from the general store, sharing the same roof, was a diner. At the bar with his back to them, minding his own business for the time being, sat a state trooper sipping a cup of coffee.

	Jillian stepped past the boys, and they backed away, brushing against bags of chips that crinkled on impact.

	"Try to keep it down, okay?" Jillian said to Claire.

	"What?" Claire frowned and burped, reeking of stale beer. She giggled. "Well, excuse me!"

	The boys chuckled again. Jillian noticed them nod to each other and wink.

	"You need to meet our new pals, Jilly." Brooke nudged the boy next to her, the tallest of the four. All of them could have been basketball players. "Go on and introduce yourself. Don't be shy, honey."

	"Ben." He smiled. "And that's Dave, Dan, and Josh." He pointed out the others, and they nodded, smiling in turn with big white teeth. Standard-issue jocks. "We're up here same as you, summer break. All but Dan there. He's got a class starts day after tomorrow."

	"Don't remind me," Dan groaned, cussing under his breath.

	Everyone but Jillian laughed. Instead she asked "Where's Heidi?" and frowned, standing on her toes to peer over the tops of shelves stocked with everything from snack bags to fishing tackle. Heidi was nowhere in sight.

	"They're Biola boys," Brooke beamed. "Sophomores this fall."

	"I hear you girls are goin' to Azusa?" Ben faced Jillian. "We won't hold it against you."

	They laughed again. No one seemed to notice that Jillian didn't join in. She turned away, but Brooke took her arm.

	"I'm going to find Heidi," Jillian said.

	"Which one you want?" Brooke whispered into her ear.

	Jillian pulled away from the blast of hot breath. "I don't—"

	"Look at their hands, girl. They're huge!" Brooke giggled suggestively. "You boys play ball, don't you?" 

	"Second string," said Dan. "For now, but that's gonna change."

	"Not with you bombin' your math classes!" Ben said, and the laughter returned in a crashing wave.

	"Oh, you should have our Jilly tutor you," Claire offered. "She's helped all of us with our math stuff, and it's really helped—like, a lot!"

	"Yeah?" Ben raised an eyebrow, appraising Jillian with half a smile. "You some kind of brain?"

	"She kept us on the cheer team!" Claire added.

	"Cheerleaders, huh?" Dave grinned with appreciation. "Nice."

	"That's right. Go Saint Stephens!" Claire cheered and then whooped, high-kicking a straight leg into the air. The boys applauded.

	Jillian glanced at the trooper as he swiveled to face her. Cup of coffee in hand. Eyes uninterested—for now—under thick, grey bushes. She quickly looked away.

	"You've got some skills," Ben said with a chuckle. "So which one of y'all will I be tossin' in the lake later tonight?"

	They laughed again. Jillian pulled away from Brooke's lackadaisical grasp and headed across the store, past four or five aisles of canned food, bottled water, and camping supplies, straight to the ladies restroom. Where else would Heidi be? 

	The door was locked. Jillian bit her lip. Behind her, the laughter echoed, rising by ten decibels. She knocked.

	"Heidi?" Her voice came out timid and squeaky, and she hated it. She cleared her throat, stepped back from the door—

	And nearly fell over a solid, hairy body rooted to the floor.

	"Careful there." A strong hand caught her elbow before she completely lost her balance. "Deuter—What were you thinkin', boy?" The young man in overalls scolded his large German shepherd. "Standin' in the middle of the store like that? You oughta be ashamed of yourself!" He nudged the dog's rear with his heavy boot.

	"No, it's all right. My fault—I wasn't looking." Jillian frowned at his hold on her arm.

	He released it. "No, Deuter he knows better, and that's a fact." He knelt down and grabbed hold of the dog's ear. "You hear me, boy? You forget how to act around folks, I won't be takin' you with me into town next time! Got that?"

	The dog gazed up into his eyes and whimpered, seemingly remorseful.

	"He's just a dummy sometimes, Miss, and I must apologize." 

	"No harm done, really." She forced a smile under his direct gaze. 

	He was handsome in a rough-around-the-edges sort of way, and even though his clothes had seen better days, he didn't smell bad. Quite the opposite. His clear blue eyes seemed to glow from his sun-tanned face, reminding Jillian of summer skies and winter ice both at once.

	The restroom door creaked open, and Heidi bounced out. "Whoa—that's a big dog!" She stepped beside Jillian and bent forward, reaching out with one hand. "What's his name?"

	"Deuter." The young man grinned. A few of his teeth were prematurely absent. "Rhymes with neuter, but I don't think he gets it." He chuckled. "Do you, boy?" He rubbed the top of Deuter's head with a vengeance born of deep affection.

	Heidi giggled as the dog's tongue leapt out to taste her fingers. "You're a good boy, aren't you? Aren't you?" She came close and let him lick her face.

	Another explosion of laughter arose from across the store. Claire and Brooke were putting on a good show for those boys.

	"Heidi..." Jillian touched her shoulder. What do I say?

	"Good boy!" Heidi rubbed the sides of Deuter's neck. "Such a very good boy!"

	"You girls aren't from around here." The country boy remained on the floor beside his hound. He looked first at Heidi, then at Jillian, who faltered under his open stare, his eyes as blue as any she'd ever seen in her life. Beautiful, but juxtaposed with his bad teeth and scraggly beard, they didn't look right, somehow. Too clean, too clear; out of place. 

	"We're...just visiting," she said.

	"Oh yeah, Crescent Lake is the place for visitors—always welcome, like the sign says." He chuckled easily. "I'm Jeremiah, by the way."

	"Jillian," she said without knowing why. Then she averted her eyes.

	"Well, I hope your stay here is a pleasant one, Jillian. And I promise, if you should cross paths with Deuter again in the near future, he will be on his best behavior. I guarantee it." He winked and rubbed the hound's back.

	"Such a good boy." Heidi released the dog's face and turned away without even acknowledging its owner. "Where are my girls?" She heard their laughter and smiled, heading straight for the ruckus.

	Jillian followed without a glance back. "I think we should go," she said. "If that trooper catches a whiff of Claire's breath—"

	"What are they up to?" Heidi shook her head with a good-natured grin as she came down the snack aisle. "Flirting up the locals?"

	They hadn't moved, any of them. The boys were becoming more relaxed, unguarded with their prolonged glances below the girls' necks. 

	"You wouldn't be hitting on my friends, now would you?" Heidi placed her hands on her hips and eyed the boys coyly. She had their full attention. 

	Both Claire and Brooke looked a little disappointed—but unsurprised. They knew Heidi was the queen bee.

	"And who would you be?" Ben eyed her with obvious interest.

	"I'm their mom," Heidi said.

	The boys laughed out loud. Claire and Brooke didn't.

	Ben stepped forward. "Is that so?"

	Heidi looked past him. "You two had better stock up. We won't be coming into town again all week. Get all the sweets and salties you'll need—and toilet paper. We don't want to run out of that again this year."

	Murmuring unenthusiastic assent, Claire and Brooke left the aisle. The boys watched their backsides go. Jillian remained behind Heidi.

	"Maybe we could help you out. I've got a truck outside, plenty of cargo space," Ben offered. "We're all headed in the same direction. We could go up there together." 

	"Not this time." Heidi flashed her gorgeous smile. "I don't know if you boys are used to picking up any girl you like, but it's not happening here. Okay?"

	Dave, Dan, and Josh darted confused looks at each other. Ben's smile faded. "I'm just bein' friendly, girl."

	"I know. And I'm sure you're a nice enough guy." Heidi's bubbly demeanor remained intact. "But we didn't come up here to get laid. We've got some serious girl time ahead of us, and I can't let any of you handsome boys spoil it." She shrugged, as if that was the end of the conversation. "Welcome to Crescent Lake." 

	She turned on her heel and escorted Jillian away by the arm, who was doing her best not to gawk like a complete dork.

	"God bless you, too!" Ben called after them. 

	His friends snickered.

	 

	




Chapter Three


	 

	 

	 

	"Only one thing on their minds, that bunch," Heidi said without a glance back, scowling with disapproval—yet her eyes danced. The interaction had excited her. "Horny college boys."

	"That's what Brooke said." Jillian found that she was hoarse for some reason. "College, I mean. Biola."

	"You need some water, Sweetie?"

	"No, I—" She swallowed. "You don't think they'll...I don't know." She kept her voice low. "Follow us or anything?"

	Heidi almost laughed. She stopped and held Jillian at arms' length. "Jillian Thompson," she scolded. "Don't tell me you're afraid of boys!"

	"No, of course not."

	"Then what? You don't think we can take care of ourselves?"

	Jillian shrugged awkwardly. "I just, I don't know if Brooke or Claire maybe told them where the cabin is..."

	"Oh, I doubt it. I drove us last year, and those two were nothing if not distracted the whole time. You saw them. They wouldn't be able to find the place even with a GPS!" She giggled, squeezing her hold on Jillian. "Really, Jill. You've got to relax! That's what this week's for, right?" 

	"Yeah, I know." She felt eyes on her and knew the boys were watching. Heidi didn't seem to care. Why should I? "You're right, of course." Then she turned to glance back over her shoulder.

	"I wouldn't." Heidi shook her head. "You don't want their virgin radar to kick in."

	"What?" Jillian's lips hung open in surprise.

	Heidi winked and pulled her toward the next aisle where Claire and Brooke were loading up liters of soda. 

	"I know you don't have much experience, Jill—but what we've just done is given those boys the cold shoulder. Ever hear of it?"

	Jillian frowned. I'm not stupid.

	"So you don't look back. You never look back." She shook her head and lowered her voice. "Unless you want them to follow."

	"Okay." Jillian nodded.

	Heidi matched her serious expression as long as she could before breaking into a fit of giggles. "I'm just messing with you, Jill!" She threw back her head and laughed.

	"Oh—right." Jillian did her best to play along with the joke. She smiled and shook her head, holding a pose that said You sure got me!

	"What's so funny?" Claire came up to them with a sour expression, burdened by her load of provisions.

	"Nothing, nothing." Heidi regained her composure. She sighed and squeezed Jillian's arm. "Inside joke."

	That's right. Jillian smiled. Just a joke between friends. For some reason, she felt warm and good inside, almost jittery with delight. Heidi is my friend.

	"Hey, get a load of Buckeye Dan." Brooke staggered past them with packs of toilet paper under each arm, a bag of Doritos in one hand, and a liter of Coke in the other. She jerked her head toward the restrooms where the country boy and his hound remained, both studying the special features of a large tackle box.

	"I believe our Jilly has already made his acquaintance." Heidi gave her a sidelong glance. 

	"Poster boy for incest, that one," Brooke tossed over her shoulder.

	Jillian almost shushed her but thought better of it.

	"You get his name, Jilly?" Heidi pinched her arm above the elbow.

	"Jeremiah," Jillian answered, wishing they'd just drop it. The boy had seemed nice enough; he didn't deserve to be ridiculed.

	"Ooooh, really?" Heidi drew out the words dramatically. She was a tease, and Jillian had always known that. But it was never mean-spirited. Not usually, anyway. "Did you get his number?"

	"Of course not." 

	The screen door slammed shut, jarring her. Jillian looked back in time to see the Biola boys heading out amidst raucous laughter, shoving each other. Only one of them glanced back at the girls—Dave, it might have been—and he blew Heidi a kiss. She smiled and gave him her fully extended middle finger. Jillian cringed at the crude gesture.

	"Good riddance," Heidi muttered, following the girls to the cash register. "You want to pick up anything, Jill? It's on me."

	"No, I—" Jillian hastened to keep pace with her. "It looks like Claire and Brooke have gotten more than enough."

	"For them, yeah." She giggled, leaning over to whisper, "Munchies, you know. Half this stuff will be gone before we make it to the lake."

	Jillian nodded. She'd heard that smoking pot made people ravenous. Paranoid, too. "I brought some protein bars—"

	Heidi laughed out loud. "You're on vacation, Jill! Live a little. Leave that horse food in your backpack and get some—" She snatched a bag of Funyuns as she passed a display and tossed them to Jillian. "—guilty pleasures!"

	Jillian caught the bag and smiled.

	Heidi paid for the snacks, the liters of soda, the toilet paper, and the Funyuns with her debit card, and the senior citizen behind the cash register watched the girls over the top of her reading glasses, perched on the end of her bulbous nose. A fine gold chain hung down from both sides of the frames and draped the back of her neck, just above the collar of her red and white plaid shirt.

	"She must shop at Goodwill, too." Claire snickered, tugging at Jillian's camp shirt.

	Jillian brushed her hand away and scowled at her. So rude!

	The woman didn't seem to have heard Claire's remark. "Two paper bags enough for you?"

	"Some kind of shortage?" Brooke muttered.

	"That would be fine, ma'am. Thanks," Heidi interjected. "We'll carry the Cokes."

	The woman didn't respond. At a sloth's pace, she bagged the other items without a single glance upward or even a hint of a smile. She sniffed now and then, but other than that, she gave little indication that her work required any conscious thought.

	"Everything okay with your folks?" Heidi faced Jillian.

	"What?"

	"Your missed call."

	"Oh..." Jillian looked away. "The voicemail cut out."

	"Spotty service," the old woman said. She had one of the bags filled and was working on the second.

	"What's that, ma'am?" Jillian stepped forward.

	The woman didn't look up. "If you're using one of them cellular phones, you won't be makin' many calls up in these parts."

	"Why's that?" Jillian frowned.

	"The service isn't worth beans. Tower went down during the last big storm," the woman said without a change of inflection. 

	Jillian turned to Heidi. "Do we have a phone at the cabin?"

	Heidi shook her head.

	"Only phone for miles around is right there." The cashier directed her faded hazel eyes toward the other end of the Singing Trout. The payphone looked like it had been mounted on the diner's wall fifty years ago.  

	"You want to make a call while we're here?" Heidi offered. "We'll load up the car and wait, if you want."

	Jillian looked at the derelict payphone and considered giving Margaret a call back—and maybe her folks, too, while she was at it. The thought of going a whole week without her phone...

	She didn't realize that her gaze, directed at one thing in particular, had passed over someone. Now he stood staring back at her with a curious look in his eyes. 

	Jeremiah the friendly country boy. 

	He stopped smiling. His curiosity was replaced by something else: interest. 

	Jillian turned away. "No, that's okay. I'm on vacation."

	"That's right, girl!" Brooke slapped her on the backside and laughed out loud. "I see you with that phone tryin' to snag some bars, I'll toss it in the lake!" 

	"You do, and Officer Stanton will fine your ass off." The old woman shoved their two bags forward. "Enjoy your stay at Crescent Lake," she added mechanically.

	Jillian took one of the bags, and Heidi took the other. Brooke and Claire divided up the liters of Coke and Sprite between them and followed behind. 

	"Officer who?" Jillian asked, sticking close to Heidi.

	"Our friend at the bar." She nodded toward the diner as they approached it. Then she put on an accent from an old western: "He'd be the law 'round these here parts."

	"Goodbye, Jillian."

	Jeremiah stood in a vacant aisle. Deuter sat beside his dirty boots. Both were smiling. In Jeremiah's blue eyes, that look of interest she'd noticed earlier had intensified into…longing.

	Jillian ducked her head, keeping her eyes on the floor. Heidi elbowed her lightly in the ribs and giggled. Brooke and Claire laughed out loud as they approached the screen door.

	"Ooooh Jilly's got a boyfriend in town!" Claire crowed as they stepped outside.

	"You sure know how to pick 'em, girl!" Brooke added.

	Jillian's face flushed hot, all the way to the tips of her ears.

	"Maybe we should invite him up to the cabin," Heidi added in a fit of laughter, the bag in her arms rocking precariously. "What do you say, Jill? I'm sure we could show him a real good time!"

	Jillian shook her head and kept her eyes on the gravel crunching beneath her sneakers. She'd never been so embarrassed in her life. Well, that might have been an exaggeration. But it didn't change the fact that right now, more than anything, she wished she could disappear. Maybe even transport herself to that silly Renaissance Ball with Margaret.

	Heidi set her bag on the hood of the Rogue and wrapped both arms around Jillian's shoulders. "Hey, we're just teasing! You know that, right? You won't be knocking boots with that guy anytime soon. He's definitely not your type!"

	Jillian nodded and pulled away. Balancing the bag on one hip, she reached into her pocket for the keys.

	"You're not mad, are you?" Heidi's arms slipped off her.

	"No, I—" Jillian fumbled with the keys.

	"You locked it?" Claire shook her head. "Who do you think is out here, anyway?"

	"Pot-sniffing police dogs," Jillian muttered. She pressed the alarm remote, and all four doors unlocked.

	"What?" Claire said.

	Jillian ignored her and heaved open the trunk. She slid her bag inside and pulled the cargo net snug around it.

	"Make way!" Brooke stumbled forward, almost dropping her bottles. She handed them off to Jillian and pulled open the rear door before collapsing inside.

	"Hey—that's my seat!" Claire shoved her bottles at Jillian and charged after Brooke. They were wrestling again in no time, rocking the Rogue on its tight suspension.

	"Girls will be girls." Heidi cast them a wry glance as she brought her bag to the trunk. "I don't think they've matured much since junior high."

	Jillian didn't say anything. She hadn't known any of them back then. She took the bag from Heidi and secured it in the trunk, keeping her eyes to herself.

	"Hey." Heidi put her hand on Jillian's shoulder. "We didn't mean anything by it, okay? We were just joking. So no hard feelings, alright?"

	"Of course." Jillian forced a smile, hoping it would look genuine to Heidi. 

	I hate being fake like this.

	"That's my girl! Now let's get moving. I want to squeeze in a swim before sundown." Bubbling with excitement, she bounded away.

	Jillian closed the trunk and stared as the entire vehicle continued to shake. Brooke and Claire were really going at it. But it was all in good fun, of course. Even if they ended up icing black eyes and bleeding lips by the time they arrived at the cabin, it would have been all in good fun.

	Jillian chucked the keys in the palm of her hand and came around to the driver's side, glancing once more toward the Singing Trout—the last bastion of civilization for miles around. A tall figure stood just inside, obscured by the screen, untouched by the angle of the sun's rays. Jillian could tell it was Jeremiah watching them. His slender frame, the baggy overalls. She averted her eyes. Climbing behind the wheel, she started the engine. 

	"Seatbelts," she said as she tugged hers on.

	But she didn't wait for her passengers to buckle up. She revved the engine and shifted into drive, tearing out of the lot and sending gravel and dust flying upward in their wake. Claire and Brooke stopped wrestling.

	"Where's the fire?" Brooke groped for her seatbelt.

	Heidi clicked her own into place. "Jilly's on a mission, girls." She grinned. "By sundown or bust?"

	Jillian nodded. Sure, that was it. She was eager to reach the cabin. It had nothing to do with the scene the girls had made back there, drawing the attention of that poor boy who'd probably never been on a date his whole life. He looked like a lost soul, starved for attention. How could they have been so cruel? 

	I'm overreacting. She rolled down her window and took a deep breath, steadying herself. She felt sorry for the boy, sure; but, honestly, she was more upset by the way they had embarrassed her. I thought they were my friends. 

	She shook her head, tried to clear her mind. They were her friends. They just had a unique way of showing it. They weren't like Margaret at all. Not that they had to be.

	"Take the next turnoff." Heidi leaned toward her on the armrest and pointed ahead. "Just past the mile marker. Then it'll be goodbye to paved roads for the next twenty miles or so."

	"You got all-wheel drive on this thing?" Brooke said.

	Jillian nodded. 

	"Tested it out yet?" Brooke grinned.

	"It's easy to miss, if you're not looking." Heidi squinted into the sunlight glaring across the dashboard.

	Jillian applied the brake gradually as they passed the metal marker planted in the tall grass by the roadside. The needle on the speedometer dropped back from fifty.

	"There!" Heidi pointed. 

	Jillian braked harder, jarring the three wearing seatbelts against the straps. Claire, still on the floor, let out a whoop like she was on a roller-coaster as Jillian turned off the main road.

	The trees parted, revealing lush branches that arched over a narrow dirt path, barely wide enough for a vehicle to pass through. Easy to miss if you weren't looking for it. But deep ruts in the hard-packed dirt were proof that somebody else had ventured down this road after a heavy rain, when the mud was impressionable.

	"Hang on tight!" Heidi laughed, gripping the armrest and dash to brace herself.

	For a split second, Jillian wondered if she should be doing this. Her brand new Rogue. Twenty miles of uneven dirt road. 

	Can I do it?

	There wasn't time to doubt herself. The tires had already dropped off the edge of the pavement and made solid contact with the ruts in the dirt. Now the suspension was taking care of the rest, rocking the girls gently side to side as Jillian eased the Rogue forward.

	"We just might make it there by tomorrow at this rate." Brooke squeezed Jillian's shoulder and chuckled.

	"Don't baby it!" Claire struggled to get up from the floor, hanging onto the back of Heidi's seat. "It's an SUV for crying out loud. It's made for this!"

	Jillian ignored her. I can do this. She gripped the steering wheel at ten o'clock and two o'clock and bit her lip, staring at the road ahead. Twenty miles? If she planned to get them to the cabin before dark, she would have to pick up the pace.

	Gritting her teeth, she stepped on the gas—just a little, but it was enough to elicit a cheer from the backseat.

	"There you go," Heidi rooted her on. "I think your baby can take it." She patted the dashboard.

	Jillian nodded and added a little more gas. The rocking increased in equal measure, but the girls didn't seem to mind. On the contrary, they acted like they were on Mr. Toad's Wild Ride or something, hooting and hollering and waving their arms out the open windows, slapping at the branches and leaves they brushed past. Jillian couldn't help but smile. This was fun. Her first off-road adventure.

	"See?" Heidi bounced up and down in her seat. "Faster, Jilly! Faster!"

	"Open 'er up!" Claire growled like a trucker, then broke into a fit of laughter.

	"See what she's made of, girl!" Brooke urged her on. 

	Jillian laughed, and instantly she felt the tight muscles in her neck and shoulders relax. It felt good to let go; it made her almost giddy. She stepped on the gas, and the Rogue bounded forward, tearing down the dirt road. She didn't think about the suspension or the tires or the paint job. None of that mattered right now. 

	She was having too much fun.

	"Look at you, girl! Lettin' your hair down." Brooke slapped the back of her headrest and let out a wild catcall.

	"Yeah, this is more like it." Claire nodded with approval.

	Heidi grinned at Jillian and winked. Jillian smiled back and exhaled. She could do this—was doing it. And it was getting easier, one mile at a time. More importantly, she felt that somehow she'd managed to smooth things over with the girls. Whatever tension had been there before—whether due to Heidi pulling Brooke and Claire away from the Biola boys or Jillian's less than enthusiastic response to the teasing—it was now in the past. They were on vacation, and this was just a sample of all the fun they'd be having over the week ahead.

	"Look out!" Heidi screamed.

	 

	 

	




Chapter Four


	 

	 

	 

	The road veered sharply. If Jillian hadn't braked and whipped the steering wheel to the right, the Rogue would have sailed nose-first down a steep, leaf-strewn embankment. The scarred trees scattered along the hillside were proof that other drivers with slower reflexes had come up this way and missed the turn.

	"Thanks," Jillian gasped, her heart galloping. 

	"Don't mention it." Heidi dropped her arms from her face. "Happens to all first-timers."

	"Any other surprises ahead?" 

	"This road makes a wide circuit of the lake, but it's not a perfect circle by any stretch. Up there—" She pointed a quarter mile away. "That's when we really start to climb."

	"Okay." In her mind, Jillian saw the Rogue skidding, sliding backward, rolling over, tumbling down the hill and wrapping itself around a tree. All four girls would be found dead with beer and marijuana in the backseat. Not a pretty picture.

	She shook her head. I can do this. I know I can. She tightened her grip on the steering wheel.

	"Be on the lookout for hillbillies," Brooke cautioned. "Remember last year? That jerk on the dirt bike?"

	Jillian shot Heidi a quick glance.

	Heidi nodded. "Yeah, they think they own the place, and they'll come tearing through at all hours of the day and night. But we'll hear them before we see them, so we'll have plenty of time."

	"For what?" To pull over? There was just enough room for the side mirrors to scrape through without being snapped off.

	"To moon 'em!" Claire laughed.

	"You just lay on the horn." Heidi leaned over to press the center of the steering wheel. The Rogue beeped. "A little wimpy, but it'll do."

	"That will stop them?" Jillian squinted into a sudden patch of sunlight that cut through the leafy canopy above. The road ahead looked vacant.

	"If they hear it." Brooke chuckled. 

	Heidi dropped back into her seat. "Don't worry, Jill. You're doing a great job. Believe me, everybody has a little trouble with this road at first. Just keep an eye out for quick turns—and here's that stiff climb I told you about."

	It turned out to be one of many. When Jillian wasn't navigating across deep ruts or swerving along sudden bends, she was gunning the engine to get the Rogue up to the next level stretch of road. When she'd volunteered for the job, she had no idea that it was going to be this exacting. It took her full concentration, and she had to shut out everything else—especially the shenanigans in the backseat. 

	Her sweaty palms slipped across the steering wheel. She leaned forward, unable to relax. Heidi chattered away, making small talk, oblivious. Jillian nodded and tried to respond appropriately, but her attention was divided. 

	We're going to make it before dark. I'm going to get us there.

	"I see the lake!" Claire shouted, lunging forward between the two front seats and pointing.

	"You win," Heidi smiled, giving her tight belly a pinch.

	Crescent Lake at sundown was a scene from another world. Golden beams stretched out across the indigo water from one shore to the next. Miles of wind-rippled lake lapped against glistening stones at the water's edge. The massive trees rustled, shaking themselves like enormous birds settling in for the night, whispering to one another in a secret tongue. 

	Visitors had arrived.

	The Rogue slowed to a crawl across the sandy gravel and approached the asphalt driveway of the solitary house standing before them.

	"That's it?" Jillian asked in awe.

	"That's it." Heidi beamed. "Go ahead and pull up to the garage. I'll open it so we can unload." She giggled abruptly. "But first—" She threw open her door before Jillian had a chance to stop, and sprinted off.

	"There she goes." Brooke chuckled.

	Jillian braked halfway to the driveway and watched Heidi run full-tilt, pulling off her top and casting it aside, leaving it snagged on a flowering shrub along the path to the shore. Her shorts came off mid-stride as she hopped on one leg and tossed them away without a care. Then Heidi was in the water, plowing into the serene depths with wild splashes and high-pitched screams.

OEBPS/cover.jpeg
;h
"Dark, absolutely unpfedlctable twisted”

e A NOVEL T
w '»{' :‘ ‘ fg"» l P

" ®
2 -
[
hﬂrl,ﬁ
b

y‘«‘

‘JPI"

"“"‘Mlm JAMES FOWLER





