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            Chapter One

          

          SEQUOIA GROVE HIGH

        

      

    

    
      Madison “Maddie” Sullivan closed her eyes, soaking in the warmth of the sun on her face. The gentle caress of grass tickled her legs as she sat cross-legged on the school lawn, her best friend Brooke Jackson, beside her. The distant chatter of their classmates faded into background noise as they delved into their conversation.

      “So, what's the plan for winter break?” Brooke asked, her hazel eyes sparkling with curiosity.

      Maddie's heart quickened with anticipation. “The annual Sullivan camping extravaganza,” she replied, a grin spreading across her face. “I can't wait to get back to Crystal Lake.”

      “Ooh, tell me more!” Brooke leaned in, her curls bouncing with enthusiasm.

      Maddie's mind drifted to the campsite, its image as clear as a photograph in her mind. “Picture this: towering pines stretching towards the sky, their branches like outstretched arms welcoming us home. The lake, so still it's like a mirror reflecting the clouds.” She inhaled deeply, almost able to smell the crisp mountain air. “And the best part? No cell service. Just us and nature.”

      Brooke wrinkled her nose. “No cell service? How will you survive?”

      Maddie laughed, the sound light and carefree. “That's the beauty of it, Brookie. No distractions, no stress. Just family, campfires, and the great outdoors.”

      As she spoke, Maddie's fingers absently traced patterns in the grass. She thought about the upcoming trip, a mix of excitement and nostalgia washing over her. These camping trips had been a constant in her life, a touchstone she could always rely on. In a world of constant change, they were her anchor.

      “You really love it out there, don't you?” Brooke observed, her voice soft with understanding.

      Maddie nodded, her eyes distant. “It's where I feel most like myself,” she admitted. “Like I can breathe easier, think clearer. Does that sound crazy?”

      “Not at all,” Brooke assured her, reaching out to squeeze Maddie's hand. “It sounds perfect.”

      Maddie smiled, grateful for her friend's support. She glanced around the bustling school grounds, a stark contrast to the serenity of Crystal Lake. For a moment, she felt a pang of longing for the simplicity of camp life.  “Dad's promised to teach us how to read the stars,” she said, her voice filled with excitement. “And Mom wants to try some new campfire recipes. Oh, and I'm determined to finally conquer that hiking trail that kicked my butt last year.”

      As she spoke, Maddie's hands moved animatedly, painting pictures in the air. She could almost feel the cool mountain air on her skin, hear the crackle of the campfire, taste the s'mores melting on her tongue.

      “It sounds amazing, Mad,” Brooke said, her smile genuine. “I wish I could bottle up some of that excitement for my own break.”

      Maddie paused, suddenly aware of how much she'd been gushing. “Sorry, I didn't mean to go on and on,” she said, feeling a twinge of guilt. “What about you? Any plans?”

      As Brooke opened her mouth to respond, the bell rang, signaling the end of lunch. Maddie sighed, reluctantly pulled back to reality. The thought of returning to classes after such a pleasant daydream felt like a bucket of cold water.

      “To be continued?” she suggested, gathering her things.

      Brooke nodded, springing to her feet with her usual energy. “Definitely. And Mad? Thanks for letting me live vicariously through your camping adventures.”

      Maddie smiled, warmth blooming in her chest. As they headed back into the school building, she held onto the lingering feeling of excitement. Winter break couldn't come soon enough.

      
      Brooke's hazel eyes lit up, her curly hair bouncing as she nodded enthusiastically. “Oh my gosh, Mad, I can't wait to tell you about my plans!” She clasped her hands together, her voice bubbling with excitement. “I'm visiting Nana and Pop-Pop for the whole break!”

      Maddie couldn't help but smile at her friend's infectious joy. “That's awesome, Brooke. You're super close with them, right?”

      “The closest!” Brooke exclaimed, her words tumbling out in a rush. “I haven’t seen my grandparents in over a year, and Nana's already planning all these amazing baking sessions. She promised to teach me her secret Snickerdoodle recipe this time.” She paused, a mischievous glint in her eye. “And Pop-Pop? He's been hinting at some big surprise. I'm dying to know what it is!”

      As Brooke continued to chatter about her grandparents' cozy house and the traditions they shared, Maddie found her attention suddenly diverted. A group of boys had emerged from the school building, their laughter carrying across the lawn. At their center was Dexter “Dex” Matthews, his blonde hair catching the sunlight as he joked with his friends.

      Maddie's heart skipped a beat. She tried to focus on Brooke's words, but her eyes kept darting back to Dex. His easy smile, the way he ran his hand through his hair – it was infuriatingly distracting.

      “...and then we always—Maddie? Are you even listening?” Brooke's voice snapped her back to reality.

      “Sorry, I just...” Maddie trailed off, her cheeks warming. She glanced meaningfully in Dex's direction.

      Brooke followed her gaze, understanding dawning on her face. “Oh,” she said, her voice dropping to a whisper. “I see what's caught your attention.”

      Maddie bit her lip, torn between embarrassment and the urge to keep watching Dex. “I didn't mean to zone out on you,” she murmured. “It's just... you know.”

      Brooke nudged her playfully. “Trust me, I get it. He's hard to ignore.”

      As they both stole glances at Dex and his friends, Maddie felt a mix of excitement and nervousness flutter in her stomach. She wondered, not for the first time, what it would be like to be part of that effortlessly cool group.

      Maddie sighed, twisting a blade of hair between her fingers. “It's not fair,” she murmured, her eyes still fixed on Dex. “How can someone be that... perfect?”

      Brooke nodded, her usual bubbly energy subdued. “I know, right? It's like he walked out of a teen movie or something.”

      “Yeah,” Maddie agreed, her voice tinged with longing. “But we're definitely not the leading ladies in that movie.”

      A burst of laughter from Dex's group made both girls jump. Maddie's heart raced as Dex's blue eyes swept across the lawn, briefly meeting hers before moving on.

      “Did you see that?” Brooke whispered excitedly. “He looked over here!”

      Maddie shook her head, trying to quell the hope rising in her chest. “Come on, Brookie. Guys like Dex don't notice girls like us. We're practically invisible.”

      “Maybe,” Brooke conceded, but her tone was lighter. “But a girl can dream, right?”

      Maddie allowed herself a small smile, glancing once more at Dex. “Yeah,” she said softly. “I guess we can always dream.”

      Maddie shook her head, forcibly tearing her gaze away from Dex and his friends. She turned to Brooke, her hazel eyes brightening with a different kind of excitement. “Anyway, enough about impossible crushes. Tell me more about your grandparents' place. I bet it's going to be amazing!  They live by the beach, right?”

      Brooke's face lit up, her curls bouncing as she nodded eagerly. “Oh my gosh, Maddie, you have no idea!  Nana’s already promised to teach me how to surf. Can you believe it?”

      Maddie grinned, picturing Brooke covered in sand, her body gliding across the ocean waves. “That's awesome, Brookie. Your Nana is legendary.”

      “I know, right?” Brooke giggled, then leaned in conspiratorially. “But what about you? Crystal Lake must be gorgeous in winter. I'm so jealous you get to spend your break surrounded by all that nature.”

      “And I’m so jealous of you escaping the winter to bask in the sun’s glow!” Maddie said, hugging her books close to her chest.

      “Look at us—I’m going to the beach, while you’re going camping!”

      Maddie's heart swelled with anticipation. She could almost smell the crisp pine air, feel the crunch of snow beneath her boots. “It's like stepping into another world,” she said softly. “Everything's so quiet and still, except for the occasional crack of ice on the lake.”

      “Sounds magical,” Brooke sighed. “Way more exciting than learning to surf.”

      Maddie shook her head, reaching out to squeeze her friend's hand. “Hey, don't sell yourself short. Family time is just as magical. Besides,” she added with a wry smile, “you won't have to worry about bears stealing your food.”

      Brooke's laughter at Maddie's bear comment was cut short by a sudden commotion. Maddie's heart skipped a beat as she caught sight of Dex Matthews and his friends sauntering across the grass, their carefree laughter drifting on the breeze.

      Maddie's breath hitched. Dex's tousled blonde hair caught the sunlight, and even from a distance, she could see the mischievous glint in his deep blue eyes. She tried to look away, but her gaze was magnetically drawn to his athletic frame and easy grace.

      “There he is again,” Brooke whispered, her voice barely audible.

      Maddie nodded, not trusting her voice. She could feel a blush creeping up her neck, and she silently
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