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INTO THIN AIR: Season 9 Episode 903 

‘Whatever Happened to Jessie Germaine?’

Original Air Date: 10/10/2004

On May 26, 2004, Jessie Germaine went to school, turned in her final History project and cheered at a rally. Sometime that evening, she rode her bike into the forest and disappeared … Into Thin Air.




PROLOGUE

June 7th, 2019

~Fledgling hawks soar to peaking crests

Behind the canopy you’ll find your quest

Jump the path at Lightning Tree

Journey west to rocks stacked three

Travel along the whispering creek

Pass the falls for what you seek.

Hawks fly high for the final test

We’ll pass the torch at Senior Nest~

‘You don’t have to do this, Lenny. No one will give you a hard time if you jump from the lower rock. You’re one of our best football players; the team is screwed if you get hurt! They’ll understand.’

Lenny stood next to Farrah on the rocky ledge some thirty feet above the pool of water, its dark blue surface rippling tauntingly as the late-day sunlight bounced off it. His classmates were all in their underwear, but he couldn’t bring himself to remove his oversized t-shirt. He’d hit six foot seven that year and topped the scales at over three hundred pounds. Surrounded by his much shorter and smaller friends, his confidence waned, even with his popularity as the best defensive end in the state. But he refused to be left behind during this crucial moment. His class had been counting down to their final day of junior year, and they had finally made it. He was determined to join in as the exiting senior class ushered his own class into senior-hood in this secret hazing ritual Lenny now faced. He’d heard whispers of a traditional passing of the torch for years, but no one had ever spilled what they had to do. Not until they’d arrived at their destination. 

Lenny eyed the water warily, weighing his options. If he walked away, he would surely be the class laughing-stock until the day he graduated. But if he jumped, well … he was bigger than everyone else. No one knew how deep the swimming hole was in this secret spot. Hell, they didn’t even know it existed until those notes showed up in their lockers just that morning, giving them clues on how to get there. The thrill of the unknown had been exciting at the time, but now …

Everyone else had already jumped; the dare they were all required to complete for this transition of power and gain access to the coolest, most secluded party-spot in town for all of senior year. The cove next to the rock upon which he now stood was already decked out with coolers, a fire-pit and old lawn chairs, ready for a party at a moment’s notice. It was one of the most epic places Lenny had ever seen, and he dreaded the idea of being excluded for failing the test. 

‘Really, Lenny, it’s OK. You don’t have to do it,’ Farrah said kindly. She had waited with him at the end of the line. They’d been flirting all semester ever since Jake’s party when Lenny had driven her home. He didn’t want to be the only one not jumping off the top rock, and he certainly didn’t want her to think less of him. 

‘I can do this,’ he said with feigned bravado. ‘It’ll be OK, Farrah, really. It’s your turn, you go.’ 

She hesitated but, after an encouraging smile from Lenny, nodded and walked to the edge. She glanced back at him, giving him a heart-melting smile just before she leapt off. He was stunned by the silence of her fall as she disappeared from sight, the beauty of that last moment a ghost lingering in his eyes. He heard a splash and hurried to the edge, looking nervously down below. His classmates were positioned around the perimeter of the swimming hole like a crescent moon, some sitting on the ledge of the cove, some treading water. They clapped and cheered, but for a second, Lenny couldn’t breathe. Where is she? Then suddenly bubbles rose to the surface followed by Farrah. When she broke through, she wiped her face and smiled up at him, ecstatic. He heaved a sigh of relief. She pulled her hand back across her wet hair and the smile fell instantly from her face.

‘My cheer bow!’ she yelled, her voice echoing off the rocks. She spun in a circle, looking frantically into the water, then dipped her head down and dove under. A moment later, she came up, panting and empty handed. ‘I lost my bow! I should have taken it off before I jumped,’ she hollered up at him. Then her expression shifted and smiling with pure joy, she yelled, ‘It was so incredible, Lenny! Jump, you can do it!’ 

That was the final bit of encouragement he needed. He would remember the exhilarated look on her face for the rest of his life, he thought. Lenny inched closer to the edge, his toes gripping the jagged rock as it sloped down. His classmates started counting in unison. 1-2-3! He leapt off and his heart flew into his throat as gravity quickly took over, pulling him rapidly downward. His body plunged into the water, taking his breath away as the cold water swallowed him whole. He kept falling fast until his foot slammed into something hard, sending pain shooting up his ankle. Reaching down, he grabbed his throbbing foot. He was running out of air, his lungs aching, so he dropped his foot and pushed himself toward the surface, pumping his arms and legs. Before he made it very far, a flash of red cut through the murky water, catching his attention. Farrah’s cheer bow! He swam forward a few feet and grabbed the mass of silky red before he kicked his way to the surface. I’ll be her hero.

When he broke through the surface of the water, the warm air hitting his face, he sucked in a deep, comforting breath. His classmates swam around him, clapping and whistling. The exiting seniors standing on the rocky bank above cheered his name, ‘Lenny, Lenny, Lenny!’

Farrah swam over to him and as she neared, he reached his fist up straight in the air, kicking his legs beneath the surface to stay above water.

‘I found your bow,’ he said triumphantly, holding it in the air.

Farrah beamed, looking at his hand in excitement, but then her smile dropped. The color drained from her face, and her high-pitched scream ricocheted off the rocks. Lenny looked at his classmates, confused. Tamra’s mouth was hanging open and Justin said, ‘Dude,’ as he shook his head, his eyes wide in shock. One by one, more screams erupted around him.

Lenny looked at his fist and his stomach contracted into knots. Blonde hair draped over his arm, a dirty red bow holding its loose strands together, a gel-like substance clinging to the ends of the strands near the bow – the remnants of a scalp. He yelled out and threw the mass of hair onto the embankment, swimming away rapidly. Somewhere in the distance, ears ringing, he vaguely registered a girl’s voice yelling, ‘Someone call the police!’





CHAPTER ONE

Margo tapped her fingers along the steering wheel in time to the music pumping through her Honda Civic’s speakers. Her chipped nails and torn cuticles betrayed the anxiety bubbling under the surface of her calm demeanor, but she kept her eyes trained ahead and focused on the winding mountain roads. The twists and turns forced her forward, and had each bend not been seared into her muscle memory after all these years, she would have been in danger of crashing as the early morning fog obscured the path from her view. Once the main highway gave way to the two-lane road snaking through small towns as the elevation steadily increased, the tight turns became more treacherous. Steep drop-offs with no guard rails were common, as were cars going far too fast as they veered over the center line. Just as when she was a teenager learning how to drive, Margo gripped the steering wheel tightly as she slowed to coast through each turn, the road sucking into the mountainside and then pushing back out to the edge. 

Crashing would have likely been easier, she mused, as a tight feeling spread across her chest. She had barely returned to Lake Moss since the day she left for college fifteen years ago. Choosing the University of North Carolina Wilmington to remain close to her dad, but far enough away to keep the painful memories at bay, she had packed her bags and left. She came home for Christmas and Thanksgiving during her freshman year, but after that, she’d found excuses for each summer and holiday: internships or relationships; whatever was relevant. She had stayed firmly in Wilmington and asked her father to drive to the coast to visit her instead. As the only child with no extended family to speak of except a smattering of distant relatives in France on her mother’s side, he had always obliged. But now, she couldn’t stay away. After her marriage and life had imploded in Wilmington six months ago, there was nothing left for her. Her small hometown now drew her in like a magnet, pulling her back into the messy web she’d left behind. With each mile, her old fears and insecurities seeped back in, ready to take root in her uneasy mind.

As she drew closer to town, the deep blue peaks of the mountains ahead broke through the fog. They’d learned in ninth grade science class that it wasn’t the color of the trees covering the sharp peaks that gave the ridge its blue hue, but a hydrocarbon the trees released to protect themselves from extreme heat. Once released, it mixed with other airborne molecules, creating the distinct color that gave the Blue Ridge Mountains their name. Margo yearned to veer around Lake Moss and drive deep into the folds of the mountains to hide. But she knew she couldn’t. Her eyes drifted up from the road for a long second, taking in their staggering beauty as red and pink streaks of sunrise burst around the peaks and broke up the white haze lingering in the warm summer air. A looming force of blue, rolling hills that appeared to kiss the sky, surrounded by lush trees that hugged the bends in the roads and encased waterfalls and babbling creeks. It would have been peaceful if it hadn’t held so many secrets. 

The mountains, while beautiful, hovered menacingly; jagged peaks jutting into the sky followed by steep drops into dark valleys in the distance. The protector of the town, but had they really protected anyone? They hadn’t protected her mother, or her childhood friend. Perhaps they had protected Margo, since she’d made it out alive. For now, anyway. They protected the town gossip mill, which she was sure would still be alive and well. People who grew up in Lake Moss rarely left, and if they did, they surely returned. The cast of characters wouldn’t have changed much, she thought with dread. The mountains had also protected the brewery business that kept the town afloat, of that she was certain. No matter where she traveled in the country, she could always find Moss Creek Brewing on tap.

Margo passed the small sign protruding out of the right side of the road reading, ‘WELCOME TO LAKE MOSS. Small Town, Big Hearts,’ and clenched the steering wheel tighter. The name of the town where she’d grown up, about thirty-five minutes outside Asheville, had always been a source of amusement amongst the youth there. She was sure she’d heard something in history class about there being a small lake present when the town originated generations ago, but as far back as anyone alive now could remember, it ironically had nothing more than thick, winding creeks and rivers. Nevertheless, it had been home, and it had shaped the course of her life in ways she was still trying to correct. 

After several minutes of weaving through the dense thicket of trees, she slowed once more as she came upon a familiar site. A deep ache blossomed in the pit of her stomach. Her finger joints throbbed from their sharp grip, the skin white where it curved around her flakey red polish. She took her foot off the gas and hovered over the brake pedal, letting the car slow naturally as she approached. The music playing on the local radio station in the background fizzled into a low, indecipherable hum as she pulled over and finally stopped the car. 

Margo knew if another car came by, there would not be enough space for them to squeeze through without going over the faded yellow line and it made her anxiety spike. But this was important; she needed a moment. This spot had been the beginning of the end. It had changed everything. She opened the car door, grabbing the key from the ignition as she stretched her legs, the warm air whipping her long, deep brown hair around so that it momentarily blinded her. But she could see this spot even with her eyes closed. Even after all this time, it still made an occasional appearance in her dreams.

She snapped the door shut and approached the large tree in front of her. There it was: the small ‘In Memory’ plaque with a cross attached to the tree’s thick trunk. It was dirty, the letters slightly faded, but she could still make out the words. Margo reached a shaky hand forward and grazed her fingers across the grooves of the engraved letters. Her mother’s name. The spot where her mother had died. A flash flitted through her mind. The sound of screeching tires, a loud crash as the front of her mother’s red car smashed into the tree, folding the hood like an accordion. Her mother, blood dripping down her forehead where it rested on the steering wheel, a faulty air bag never deploying. The settlement from the car company they’d received, which later financed her college degree, would never erase the pain that day had caused.

Margo could see her mom’s crumpled car in front of her like it was still there. She hadn’t been present at the time of the crash, but the vivid images her imagination had conjured were burned in her mind, as if she had been in the passenger seat. In her frequent childhood nightmares, she sometimes had been. After a long moment, she pulled herself away and climbed back into her car. Margo hated driving past this spot but had hoped time had scabbed that wound. No such luck. A long loud horn startled her as a car whipped around the bend behind her, her blood running cold as she braced for impact. For a split second, she thought she was about to meet the same end as her mom. But at the last second, the small car sped around her, driving over the center line to clear her car and laying on the horn repeatedly in anger, the man inside gesturing at her wildly. Margo heaved a few heavy breaths as her heart raced, the car’s taillights disappearing around the bend up ahead. After a few minutes to calm herself, she started the car and pulled back out into the road, continuing on her way.

As she drove into the heart of town, Margo felt like she had never left. Town Square, nestled right in the center with the mountains reaching up picturesquely behind the short brick storefronts, looked exactly the same. The strings of bistro lights crisscrossing over the quiet streets still glowed, not yet turned off from the night before. The clock tower that stood tall along the wide circular section in the center of Main Street still ticked away every agonizing second that passed. While she spotted a new organic restaurant and home goods country store, none of the small shops from her childhood had changed. Most even still displayed the missing poster for Jessie Germaine in their windows, the tragedy that had rocked the town fifteen years ago. Margo slowed as she passed the antique shop that had given her such pause as a kid, its dusty, creepy old toys and ancient electronics lining the windows. Squinting to see in, she noticed the exact doll that used to haunt her still sitting upright in the corner of the window. Its dirty, porcelain face watched as she drove by, its beady eyes keeping tabs on her every movement. 

Blinking rapidly to clear its disturbing glass eyes from her vision, Margo picked her speed back up and turned down an alley that she always used as a shortcut to Pine Road. Pine would lead her to her final destination: home. Or, what used to be home. The trees lining the narrow road felt like they were closing in on her, shrouding her in suffocating shadows as she inched closer to the place where she grew up. The house where her father still lived. Guilt ebbed at the edges of her mind, but she pushed it down. He had understood why she’d left him alone here. 

After several long minutes weaving along the bumpy narrow road covered in small rocks and twigs, Margo pulled into the driveway and put the car in park. She stared up at the home’s charming exterior, a confusing storm of emotions swirling just under the surface. She had loved this house at one time, its cozy cottage vibes, every inch of its exterior covered in smooth light-colored stones that reminded her of the river rocks her mother used to collect. The few steps leading up to the porch, a small landing shrouded in the shadow of a large stone archway, used to be covered in potted flowers and seasonal décor when her mom was alive. But once it was just her and her dad, the plants too had died and faded into nothingness. The porch was barren today, save for an empty terracotta planter that had been left behind. 

Her dad needed her, she reminded herself. Taking a deep breath, Margo reached to turn the key in the ignition, but her hand froze as the radio jingle for Bob’s Hardware cut off with an interruption for an urgent news bulletin.

‘The remains of a young woman, believed to be Jessie Germaine, were found yesterday. The discovery was made at a secret swimming hole popular amongst local youth, and if confirmed to be Ms. Germaine, would be the first break in the missing person’s case that has haunted the Lake Moss community for the past fifteen years. Jessie Germaine disappeared on May 26th, 2004 …’ 

The blood drained from Margo’s face, her heartrate accelerating so rapidly she felt it would explode from her chest. She grabbed the wheel and leaned forward to rest her forehead, closing her eyes as the report buzzed in the background. Dizziness swelled, and her palms were slick with sweat. Jessie? Found? After all these years? She couldn’t believe it. 

Tears formed along her lashes, exploding out in bubbling bursts. Throwing her body back against the seat, the tears flowed and her chest heaved. She tried to muster the strength to pull herself together, not wanting her dad to see her such a mess. He needed her to be strong now. But Jessie’s body was not the welcome-home gift she had anticipated. Closing her eyes tight, Margo could almost see Jessie’s smiling face as she jumped high in the air on the sideline of the football field, her red cheerleading outfit shining under the Friday night lights. Could almost hear her infectious laugh. Memories from childhood all the way until the last time she saw Jessie flashed through Margo’s mind like a flipbook. Jessie was woven through the fabric of her DNA, and as she imagined her dead friend’s body being pulled from the water after all these years, every inch of her was blazing on fire from the pain of it all. Would Lake Moss finally uncover the truth?

Forcing herself to stop the flow of tears and take deep breaths that expanded into every corner of her belly, she tried to zero in on what she’d just heard. She didn’t think there were any details, but it’d been hard to focus. What made them assume it was Jessie? They couldn’t have an official identification so soon. Is it simply that she was the only option? Margo had been gone a long time, but her father would have told her if anyone else had gone missing. As she calmed her racing heart, her shock and distress turned into a deep swell of sad finality. Jessie had been her best friend as a child, and her disappearance had rocked Lake Moss to its very core. With no evidence of foul play at the time, the police had suggested that maybe Jessie, with her big and gregarious personality, had just run away, thinking herself too good for this small town after all, taking the heat off them to find her. But the truth had floated to the surface at last. Jessie was dead, and now the whole town would be on the hunt to find her killer. 



 

 

 

May 26, 2004

Dear Diary,

Well, today didn’t turn out as planned. I was excited to meet up with Jessie for another tutoring session, maybe finally get her to open up about her problems with Charlie, but she texted me to cancel. I tried to talk her out of it, so close to finals, but once that girl makes up her mind, that’s that. I’m bummed, but maybe I can get her to reschedule sometime in the next few days. 

She’s been including me more lately, and it really seems like I’m getting my BFF back, thank God! At first, it was just tutoring sessions. But recently, she’s been asking to come over to hang out on weekends too AND inviting me to hang with her and Cassidy. Cassidy doesn’t seem too thrilled but whatever. It’s nice to finally be brought back into Jessie’s circle, even just a little. I’m sure it’ll get even better with time, and maybe Cassidy will get used to me being around. She became a big part of Jessie’s life during my dark years, so I dunno if she’s jealous or bitter about me coming back onto the scene or what, but hopefully she’ll come around.

Anyway, boring night on the home front now without Jessie coming over. Dad is stuck late at the school again grading the huge group project he insists on giving his class right before finals ever year. It always takes him forever, I don’t know why he keeps assigning it. So I have a very exciting date with a movie rental, I think I’m gonna go with What a Girl Wants, and order Chinese food for dinner. If Dad’s lucky, I’ll save him an eggroll. No promises! 




CHAPTER TWO

Margo held the large, curved door to her home open as she helped her dad hobble into the living room on crutches. He had just been released from Mission Hospital in Asheville following his knee surgery – the reason Margo had agreed to come home in the first place. Margo was grateful that there was a bigger hospital with the specialist he needed just a short drive away, as Lake Moss’s medical system left a lot to be desired. He would need her help as he recovered, and since he was still teaching geography and coaching basketball at the local high school, summer was the best time for him to finally schedule the operation he could no longer ignore. Back in his ‘hot shot days’, as he liked to call them, he had been preparing to enter the NBA draft as a college basketball star when a knee injury sidelined him and shifted his path to coaching instead. Margo had often found him grimacing on the recliner over the years, a bag of frozen peas resting on his knee and a bottle of ibuprofen sitting on the end table next to him. But now that he had reached his early sixties and was nearing retirement, he realized he couldn’t put the inevitable surgery off any longer. And so, Margo found herself drafted as his caregiver.

‘Here Dad,’ she said as she helped position him on the worn brown leather couch. ‘Let me help you.’

‘Thanks, kiddo,’ he said, and when she gave a loud sigh, a goofy grin spread across his face, still doped up from the anesthesia that hadn’t fully worn off. ‘I don’t care if you’re in your thirties now, you’ll always be my kiddo.’

Margo smiled in spite of herself. ‘OK Dad, let’s get you settled and then I’ll grab you some water.’ 

After helping him elevate his braced knee on a stack of soft throw pillows, another behind his head for support, Margo scurried off to the kitchen and grabbed a glass from the dark walnut cabinet next to the sink. In the background, she heard her dad click on the TV as she moved to the freezer to get ice. Over the hums and clinks of the ice chute, she heard a woman’s muffled voice from the room behind her say, ‘the body found yesterday has now been confirmed to be that of Jessie Germaine, missing for—’ 

Margo quickly jerked back her hand, nearly spilling ice all over the floor in her haste to quiet the machine. 

‘—fifteen years. The heartbreaking discovery was made when a high school student jumped off a rock into a secret Lake Moss swimming hole popular amongst the youth. The student accidentally slammed into an oversized cooler resting along the bottom floor of the swimming hole, breaking the latch and allowing a red cheerleader bow, still wrapped around Jessie Germaine’s hair, to float loose into the surrounding water. The remains were positively identified using dental records earlier today. The police have not yet released the cause of death. Back to you, Robert.’

‘Just terrible,’ said a male newscaster as Margo quickly filled the glass with water and returned to the living room. Her dad gave her a pained look before turning his attention to the TV screen. Margo placed the water on the coffee table before sitting back in the nearby recliner, her eyes glued to the news anchors covering the late afternoon updates. An image of the swimming hole she recognized from her senior year was just fading from the screen. ‘The Germaine family has asked for privacy as they grieve, and ask anyone who has information regarding Jessie Germaine to please come forward to Lake Moss Police. We’ll update you as new information becomes available.’

Margo’s eyes were frozen to the TV, focused so intently that the picture began to look like a million vibrating dots of color rather than the reporter who was now covering the high summer temperatures. After what could have been seconds or minutes, she wasn’t sure, her dad grunted in pain from the couch next to her. Shaking her head as she snapped back to reality, she looked over and noticed one of his pillows had fallen. 

‘Oh, Dad, I’m sorry,’ she said hurriedly, handing him the water before readjusting his pillow. 

‘It’s OK. Can you hand me one of my pain pills? I’m about due, and I’d like to rest my eyes for a bit.’

‘Of course,’ Margo said, grabbing the small white paper prescription bag from her purse and fumbling with shaking hands to open the bottle. Finally getting the lid off, she offered him one of the pills and watched him carefully as he took it. Helping him set the glass back on the table, she readjusted his pillows one more time.

‘OK, OK, Margo, I’m fine,’ he said as his eyelids grew heavy. 

‘If you’re going to rest, is it alright if I pop out to the market? I’ll grab us a few groceries for the week before it gets too late,’ she said, glancing at her watch.

‘Sure, sure …’ he said as he closed his eyes. 

Watching him for a moment until gentle snoring drifted into the silence, Margo stood, grabbed her purse and keys and headed for the door. She checked the thermostat and made sure the air conditioning was set at a comfortable level; it was unusually warm for this early in the season. 

Margo arrived at the small grocery store just outside of downtown in a matter of minutes. She wandered through the aisles, browsing for meal essentials that could be easily thrown together over the upcoming days. Her mind drifted as she grabbed a bag of rice with a red and white label off a shelf. Staring at it, she instead saw Jessie’s detached blonde hair with its signature red cheer bow still looped around it, floating freely in the very swimming hole where she and her classmates had swum. She couldn’t believe that after remaining a cold case with zero leads for so long, a high school kid jumping into the water had brought Jessie’s body up from that cooler. She blinked rapidly, trying to push away the images threatening to overtake her mind of students swimming above Jessie’s decaying body all these years. 

A loud thwack down the aisle caused Margo to jump and suck in a sharp breath. She looked over to see a child reaching up for a can of ravioli. He’d knocked over several neighboring cans in his quest. She hated that being back in Lake Moss caused her to revert to being on guard all the time, like she had been as a teenager. Her nervousness had snuck in at times in Wilmington, but it escalated to another level in this town. Holding a hand to her chest to calm her thumping heart, Margo walked over and handed the kid the can his fingers were just barely grazing.

‘Thank you!’ he hollered out before running down the aisle after his mom and turning left at the endcap, disappearing from view. 

After returning the fallen cans to their rightful place, Margo quickly finished her shopping and moved to the register. She waited her turn as the women at the register talked amongst themselves. 

‘I heard the boy actually grabbed a fistful of her hair and didn’t realize till he was swinging it around above the surface like a lasso.’

Margo inched forward, straining to hear every detail. If there was one thing you could rely on in this town, it was gossip. She reached for a pack of gum on the shelf near checkout, positioning herself for better listening.

‘I heard it was that Lenny boy,’ the other cashier said. ‘He’s big for his age, built like a brickhouse which is great for the football team, but you know …’ She raised her penciled-on eyebrows dramatically, grabbing an onion and keying in the produce code. 

‘Oh, yes,’ the first cashier said, nodding. ‘Makes sense then how he went down so far and knocked right into that cooler. I heard they’ve been pulling junk out of that swimming hole all morning. Imagine, kids swimming around in there all these years not knowing she was stuffed in a cooler down below their feet.’

The customer tutted, ‘just awful,’ as she grabbed her bags from the second cashier. ‘I’m so glad my Katy is too young to have gone swimming there. Those poor kids are probably traumatized.’

‘I know, can you imagine?’ the cashier replied. ‘You have a good day now, Bailey.’ 

Bailey gave a strained smile and a half-wave as she left the store. Margo looked around for a moment and then stepped forward casually, unloading her items onto the small conveyor belt. 

‘Did you know her?’ the cashier asked Margo as she scanned her items.

‘What?’ Margo asked, her mind racing.

‘Jessie Germaine. Did you know her? I moved to this town about six years back to help my sister out with the kids after her dog of a husband skipped town, so that was before my time. But her missing posters are still hung all around town. Her family must keep replacing them,’ she said and pointed one long, pink acrylic nail to the wall. Margo followed her gaze and saw Jessie’s bright smiling face in black and white just below the word ‘MISSING’ in bold red. Now, an age-progressed photo showing what current-day Jessie might look like appeared next to the original photo of the eighteen-year-old version. ‘You look around how old she’d be now, right?’

Margo swallowed a lump forming in her throat. ‘Oh. Yeah, I knew her when we were kids.’

‘What was she like?’ the cashier asked eagerly, leaning forward and loudly popping her gum. The other cashier, who was filing her nails, stopped and leaned in as well. 

‘Oh,’ Margo said again, caught off guard, unsure how to answer. She desperately wished they would just finish scanning her groceries and let her go home. ‘Well, it was a long time ago.’

‘Come on, give us something,’ the cashier pushed.

‘She was … well, bold. She was beautiful and had a personality much too big for this place, which is probably why some people thought she ran away. If she wanted something, she wouldn’t let anyone or anything stand in her way.’

The cashiers were engrossed, hungry for more details, but it felt wrong, talking to them about Jessie. Margo had kept her locked away in a dark corner of her mind all these years, not letting herself feel the pain of those memories. She cleared her throat and pushed the remaining items on the belt toward the barcode scanner. 

‘I’m sorry, I’m in a bit of a hurry.’

‘Oh,’ the cashier said, disappointment clearly etched on her face, creasing the thick layer of foundation she’d caked on. ‘Sure,’ she said, flicking her hair over her shoulder and finishing scanning the items in silence, sharing the occasional glance with her co-worker. 

On the drive home, Margo decided to take a detour. She remembered a small, old stone bridge that overlooked the now infamous swimming hole and couldn’t resist taking a look for herself. The scene drew her forward, as if the car was driving itself and she was just along for the ride. She didn’t even remember taking those last two turns. 

Margo parked her car off to the side and climbed out, seeing a few people she recognized from high school standing near the bridge. It was roped off, but they were standing as close as they could get, peering over the edge at the action below. She walked up to them, not sure if they would recognize her. She wasn’t popular in high school, not like Jessie. 

‘What’s going on?’ she asked someone she remembered as Lauren Mills, a mousy girl she’d sat next to in AP English. Lauren had always been first to raise her hand to answer questions.

Lauren looked at her, squinting before a look of recognition lit up her face. ‘Oh my, is that you, Margo Sutton? I haven’t seen you around here in ages!’

Margo gave a strained smile, ‘Yeah, it’s been a long time. Just moved back so I could help out my dad.’

‘Oh, yes, I heard he was having surgery. How’s he doing?’ 

She tucked her short dark hair behind an ear, looking at Margo expectantly. Margo wasn’t sure Lauren had ever said this many words to her in the entirety of the time they were in school together. Even though Lake Moss was a small town, Margo hadn’t realized that her father’s surgery would be such a hot topic. 

Lauren seemed to sense her hesitation. ‘Oh, you know how this town is. Everyone was in a tizzy wondering who was going to lead the summer basketball camp while he was out of commission. And of course, it wouldn’t be near as fun to watch the games with someone else on the sideline. I hope you don’t mind me saying, it’s no secret that Shane Sutton has always been easy on the eyes. He was kind of our only option for schoolgirl crushes back in the day; all the other teachers were so much older. It made going to class much more interesting,’ she said with a coy smile. 

Inwardly, Margo groaned, remembering how all the girls had fawned over her dad, batting their eyelashes as they lingered to ask questions after class just to get a private moment with him. Instead, she forced a small laugh, ‘Ah, yeah I can see that. Well, then everyone will be very relieved to hear the surgery went well, thanks for asking. Hopefully he’ll be back on his feet in no time. So, what’s going on down there?’ Margo asked, directing the conversation back to what she really wanted to know.

Lauren looked out across the bridge. ‘Nothing too earth-shattering. They went back in this morning to search more heavily after finding the cooler that Jessie was in, and they’ve pulled a few nasty old appliances out of there so far.’

Margo strained to look over the edge and saw a rusted fridge with chains wrapped around it, dripping with water, slowly being pulled up to the top of the bridge by a large truck with a winch. On the other side of the truck was a pop-up tent the investigators were using to examine the appliances as they were pulled out. She wondered if they’d actually found anything of importance. Divers in the water below the dangling fridge continued searching the area. Margo’s stomach leapt into her throat as she looked over the edge, the steep drop down to the water below dizzying from this vantage point. She took a step back and steadied herself. As she glanced over at the tent, Margo spotted Chief Healey, older now with a belly paunch and a slight stoop to his shoulders, directing officers to keep the curious onlookers away from the area. His motions stopped when he spotted Margo. Placing his hands on his hips, he narrowed his eyes. Margo nervously raised her hand in greeting, not sure if he remembered her. She slowly lowered her hand after he didn’t return the gesture. Turning around, he abruptly continued barking orders. Even now as an adult, Chief Healey’s intense stare made her feel like a child with her hand caught in the cookie jar. She turned back to Lauren.

‘So, what, someone’s been using the swimming hole as a dumping ground?’ 

‘Apparently,’ Lauren said, then leaned in closer and lowered her voice. ‘I bet it was that trashy family up the road, the Buckleys. I mean, I’m sure you’ve seen their yard, right? Always piled high with junk like this,’ she gestured toward the fridge that was now making its way over the lip of the bridge. ‘Their lawn looks like a hoarder opened a scrap yard.’ Margo leaned back, trying to escape the smell of tuna salad on Lauren’s breath.

Nodding, Margo looked around at the others watching the scene unfolding below. A small shrine of candles, flowers and stuffed animals had started forming along the entrance of the old bridge that she hadn’t noticed on her way in. Two people she didn’t even recognize were holding each other as they stood near the small stash of tokens for Jessie. Anger mingled with her distress as she watched their irrational grieving. They didn’t even know Jessie, not the real Jessie, not like she did. She was just a girl on a poster to them. They weren’t her friends, why were they acting like they were at their grandmother’s funeral? The way they attached themselves to a tragedy that had nothing to do with them was ghoulish and disgusting. 

Margo spotted a reporter setting up an interview just behind her. A slightly overweight woman was standing with her back to Margo, running her hand along her strawberry blonde hair in an unsuccessful attempt to calm the frizz. She couldn’t see who it was from behind, but the moment the woman started talking, Margo recognized Shannon Welch’s nasally voice from high school.

‘It’s just so crazy, after all these years …’ she shook her head, the bubble of tears evident in her voice. ‘We were such good friends, everyone loved Jessie. She was that beautiful, enigmatic girl everyone looked up to. I can’t believe she’s finally been found. I’d always prayed she had just run away and would come back someday,’ Shannon paused and sniffled a few times. ‘Now we just need to find who did this to her so we can all have some closure …’ 

Margo couldn’t believe her ears. Shannon and Jessie were never friends. Shannon sometimes clung to the edge of the cool kid group at lunch or in the halls, trying desperately to infiltrate. She’d frequently witnessed Shannon hanging on Jessie’s every word in awe, but she couldn’t remember Jessie ever spending time with her or reciprocating the attention. Clearly Shannon hadn’t changed, still forcing her way into whatever exciting thing she could latch onto. 

Margo remembered waking the day after Jessie went missing, how thick with panic the air had felt. She shook her head at the memory of the jumbled pocket-dial voicemail she’d woken up to on her phone just after her father informed her that Jessie hadn’t come home the night before. The blur of Chief Healey in her kitchen, asking if she’d seen or talked to Jessie. The way the town had turned upside down looking for her but found nothing. Margo’s life had changed so permanently in that moment. That was something these fake grievers would never understand as they inserted themselves for attention. She and Jessie weren’t as close in the end, sure, but in elementary school, they’d been best friends. And in the last year before Jessie disappeared, their connection was rekindling. Margo had hoped they’d be like sisters again. But obviously, that wasn’t in the cards; they’d run out of time.

Looking around as she got ready to head back to her car, Margo spotted someone along the edge of the trees, peering out from behind a thick tree trunk. Squinting, she saw it was Bobby Buckley, one of the sons from the family down the road that Lauren had been talking about. Margo didn’t know him well, but everyone in the town knew who they were. He was intently watching as the police removed the appliances from the water, looking nervous. He scratched at a red patch on his arm, moving his weight back and forth rapidly. Margo’s pulse quickened as he looked in her direction and their eyes locked. After a long moment, he slowly backed away into the shadows. Deciding she couldn’t take any more of this morbid scene, she waved to Lauren and hopped in her car, pulling it back onto the dirt road. The sun would be setting in the next hour or so, and she was hoping to get a run in before it got dark to clear her mind. After ten minutes driving along the winding roads, she pulled up in front of her house and rushed in to put the groceries away, check on her dad and change. 

Back out in the driveway, Margo stretched in her black Adidas jogging shorts and tank top, grateful the heat of the day was finally tapering off. After loosening up her limbs, she set out up the narrow road. There was a two-mile loop that would take her up the mountain and around a small community of homes nestled in the trees. It would also take her right past Jessie’s house. When she’d itched to explore outside as a kid, Margo’s mom had given her reference points in their neighborhood marking how far from their house she was allowed go. Her mother had always been a bit uptight, the border of her anxiety holding Margo to a specific radius like a fluctuating noose. It clenched tighter to their house whenever her mom feared potential danger was near, and then loosened as her dad convinced her mom that Lake Moss was a perfectly safe place for Margo to walk around. Jessie’s house had always been within the loop of the noose, allowing them to become close as kids. 

As Margo ran, she breathed deeply, her lungs welcoming the familiar air despite not having worked out in this altitude in ages. Feeling the tension in her muscles easing with every pump of her arms and legs, Margo slowed to a jog as she approached the Germaine house. She stopped at the big oak tree she and Jessie used as home base for countdowns during lengthy games of hide and seek. She could almost hear her own voice yelling, ‘Eight … nine … ten! Ready or not, here I come!’ Margo leaned against the tree, memories of finding Jessie behind a boulder down near the creek or inside a cabinet in her garage rushing to the forefront of her mind’s eye. A tear fell onto her hand and she quickly wiped it away before she took a deep breath and resumed running, turning her back on the Germaines’ home.

She’d frequently used this route on her jogs growing up. The web of quiet tree-lined streets that linked back down to her house was more peaceful and interesting to her than running into town and around the square like most Lake Moss joggers did. The pressure of a small town was suffocating sometimes. All those eyes watching, waiting to snap up any morsel of drama they could latch onto. Margo preferred the less traveled path with fewer spectators. As she looped around Stone Creek Drive heading back to her home, the sun dipped down behind the ridge of the mountains, shadows from the trees stretching out like creeping fingers up ahead. 

A squeak and a blast of wind from flapping wings swept past her and she ducked her head as she slowed. In the summer, bats and their babies became a frequent sighting as the sun slunk down or slowly rose in early morning hours. As a young child, her mother had told Margo a story about a bat getting tangled up in her friend’s hair in her youth. The story had scared Margo to the core. But now she wondered if it had been an old wives’ tale, an easy way to get young Margo back into the house without argument before dark. Still, the sound of bats caused a familiar shiver up her spine. Margo looked around, trying to find the bat, but it had already sailed into a hiding place somewhere in the trees. Margo picked up the pace, never liking to be out running alone after dark. Within seconds, the mountains drowned out the last rays of the sun as dusk blanketed the street. Short, small bursts of light sporadically bloomed up around her as lightning bugs announced their presence. When she turned down her street, she was winded and slowed to a brisk walk, using the last fifteen or so yards to her house as a cool-down. 

Suddenly someone jogged up behind her and whooshed past, causing Margo to jump and nearly scream, stumbling off to the side out of surprise. She came to a complete stop, instinctively reaching inside her shorts pocket for the pepper spray she never went anywhere without; something she’d picked up from her mom. Heaving to regain her breath, she watched as the man jogged down her street. She couldn’t see him well with the light receding, but he was tall and wearing a similar outfit to hers with the addition of a baseball cap. Right as he passed her house, he turned his head back and looked at her. Margo squinted, trying to see if she recognized the man. But she couldn’t make out his face under the rim of his cap. He turned his back to her and sped up to a full run. Margo slowly released the pepper spray from her grip as he disappeared from sight. Seeing people jogging on these roads had always been rare, and the interaction made the hairs on her neck rise.


The cool water rolled over Margo’s skin, making her feel like she could breathe again through the suffocating heat of summer. She pushed her belly up toward the sky, floating on her back as she took in the tops of lush green trees and clouds swirling into different shapes overhead. She felt at peace, closing her eyes and breathing in the fresh scent of foliage. Moving her arms like she was making a snow angel on the surface of the water, she kicked her legs gently and smiled. Then, Margo felt something hard bump against her foot. 

‘Ow!’ she yelled out as the serenity she’d felt was replaced by a sharp pain. 

The sun moved behind a cloud, shrouding her in shadow as she righted herself and reached down below the surface to grab her foot. When she pulled up her hand, it was coated in a thick layer of blood. The intensity of the red seemed to dull the vibrancy of everything around her. Something bright floated a foot away from her, beckoning her forward. She reached for it, and her fingertips brushed against a soft, silky texture. She held up the fabric, squinting to make it out in the darkness now that the sun had gone down. Long, dirty blonde hair wrapped in a large red cheer bow dangled from her hand. She opened her mouth to scream, but no sound came out. 

‘Hey, what are you doing with that? It’s mine, give it back. I need it for the rally,’ an eerie, breathy voice rang out from the shoreline behind her. Margo whipped around, and there was Jessie, standing in her cheer warm-up suit. She held a perfectly manicured hand to her head, where blood was pouring down her face in long, dark red rivers. She was pale, her lips blue. She stared at Margo for a long moment, her eyes turning glassy and her body becoming rigid. 

‘Margo?’ she said in a sharp whisper, before reaching her bloody hand in Margo’s direction and falling forward into the water, leaving a trail of red as she slowly sunk beneath the surface.

‘JESSIE!’ Margo screamed out as she shot up in bed, drenched in sweat, her heart racing. Looking around her dark childhood bedroom, she grabbed her phone off the nightstand and saw it was 4:03 a.m. She threw it back down and ran her hands through her hair, trying to calm herself down, but it was useless. Flinging the quilt off her, she jumped out of bed and hastily opened the bedroom door. As quietly as she could, Margo rushed down the short hallway to the bathroom and closed the door behind her, the rational side of her brain cautioning her not to wake her dad battling with the panic washing over her. Leaning over the sink, she turned the faucet on and splashed her face with cold water. She gripped the sides of the white porcelain basin and looked up into the mirror. She stifled a scream. Her own face stared back at her, blood slowly trickling down from her forehead in the reflection, her face pale. Darting a hand up to the site of the wound, she wiped frantically at the spot. Margo looked down at her hand as she pulled it away, steeling herself to see how much blood lingered on her fingertips. But her hand was clean. Looking back up into the mirror, her injury-free face peered back anxiously, her chest heaving. Please don’t let the nightmares come back, she pleaded with dread. Blinking a few times to clear the gory image from her mind, she slowly made her way back to bed.

She lay down and pulled the quilt up to her chin, feeling it stick to the cold sweat along her chest. Afraid to close her eyes again, Margo stared at the ceiling until the sun broke through her drawn curtains, unable to rid herself of the stream of red streaking through her mind. Shutting off her alarm a minute before it could sound, she wondered what new discoveries lay ahead.




CHAPTER THREE

Margo parallel-parked her car along Main Street in one of the spots across from the drug store. She crossed through Town Square, which was really a circle, and made her way up to the long brick building. The stretch of stores the building housed along this side of the square was covered in climbing vines. When she’d last seen it years ago, the vines had only covered Tasty’s Ice Cream parlor on the end. But now, the creeping vines had reached the pharmacy all the way at the other end as though they were devouring the building whole. 

When she reached the pharmacy’s red door, she pushed it open causing a little bell above her to ring out. A few heads turned in her direction before going back to their shopping. Forcing a small smile for the pharmacist, she bee-lined down a nearby aisle to grab allergy medication. After two weeks in Lake Moss, being surrounded by trees constantly was doing a number on her allergies after living coastal for so many years. She forgot how much her eyes itched and congestion mounted without medication. Squatting down to scan the lower shelf for her favorite brand, she froze as she heard someone on the other side of the aisle start talking.

‘I just can’t believe there are no new leads since that poor girl’s body was discovered,’ said a hushed female voice.

‘Well, you didn’t hear it from me,’ another quiet but excited woman’s voice replied, ‘but my son knows someone close to the investigation, and they told him that a pregnancy test was found with Jessie’s remains.’

‘Get. Out!’ the first woman said, her excitement evident at this juicy development. 

Margo’s stomach clenched and she gripped the bottle of pills in front of her. Surely after being waterlogged all these years, a pregnancy test wouldn’t show any results. It would add suspicious motives to the men in Jessie’s life, but not much else. Still, she couldn’t quiet the anxious feeling welling inside her. As someone who had once been close to Jessie, she knew Jessie had her share of secrets. Were they all about to come to light?

‘Well, it had to have been Charlie Abbott’s baby, right? They were dating at the time she went missing. I know she was eighteen and all, but a teen pregnancy would have really thrown a wrench in the Abbott family’s pristine reputation,’ the second woman continued.

‘You know that family has more money than God would know what to do with; they practically run this town,’ said woman number one, a hint of resentment seeping into her words. ‘If anyone could have a problem like that taken care of, it would be the Abbotts.’

The women’s voices trailed off as they walked away from the aisle and Margo shot up, her mind racing. Of course people would suspect the Abbotts if it was confirmed, or even rumored, that Jessie had been pregnant at the time of her death. The Abbotts owned Moss Creek Brewing and were responsible for most of the town’s economy and tourist trade. Because of their success, Lake Moss had morphed from a sparse, uneventful stop on the path to Asheville, into a quaint, picturesque town with tourists coming in to tour the brewery and enjoy the charming small businesses. The Jensens had opened a lovely B&B years back that was always full during summer and especially during fall foliage season, when outsiders flocked to take in the lush, colorful trees as they changed to warm hues. The farmer’s market on summer Sundays was also a hot ticket with visitors and locals alike anxious for fresh, home-grown produce, hand crafted goods and homemade pies along with beer tastings. Even Asheville residents made the trek to explore the market’s goods. All because the Abbotts had put Lake Moss on the map. They were like town royalty and had every police officer and elected official eating out of the palm of their hand for decades. Their only son, Charles Abbott III – Charlie to everyone at school – was their pride and joy and heir to their fortune. It was reasonable for the town to suspect them; Margo was sure the Abbotts would stop at nothing to protect their family name.

Not paying attention to where she was going as she hustled to the register, she bumped into someone and bounced backwards, her allergy medicine falling to the floor with a loud clack. She let out an involuntary squeak as the contact startled her.

‘Oh, I’m so sorry,’ a smooth, deep voice said as the man she ran into bent down at the same time to pick up her fallen box.

‘Don’t be, it was my fault,’ Margo said as her cheeks flushed from embarrassment. She finally looked at him as the two stood back up and she couldn’t believe who was standing in front of her. ‘Wait … Austin Hughes?’

A look of sudden recognition flitted across his face and he ran a hand over the short, warm brown stubble blanketing his chin, smiling at her. ‘Well as I live and breathe, it’s Margo Sutton. What are you doing back here?’

‘I could ask you the same thing, I saw on Facebook you’d moved out of state,’ she said, smiling up at him. 

Margo had always been tall for a girl at five-foot-ten, so growing up it had been hard to get any guys to pay attention to her since most were her height or shorter, unless it was one of the popular athletes who didn’t acknowledge her existence. Between her nerdy looks and her sad family history, it hadn’t exactly been easy to meet boys. But Austin had been different, tall and stringy and just a little bit awkward. But most important to Margo, he’d been kind. After reaching high school, neither one of them had made their way into any cliques. Sensing each other as kindred spirits as outcasts from the circles of jocks, cheerleaders and brainiacs, they’d found themselves sitting at the same lunch table one day early in freshman year. And then, were lab partners in science class. By some unspoken agreement, they’d also sat next to each other in AP English. They’d quickly become friends, one of Margo’s only allies after she and Jessie started running in different circles. 

She felt bad, looking at him standing in front of her now, that she’d put their friendship on the back burner when she’d started befriending Jessie again in their senior year. She couldn’t believe how much he’d changed since high school, now looking more rugged and handsome than the skinny nerd she remembered. But he still had the same chocolatey brown eyes that turned up at the corners when he smiled, his lips pulling up higher on the right than the left, causing that cute dimple to appear on his cheek. She’d seen the occasional photo of him pop up on her Facebook feed over the years, but he looked even better in person.

‘My dad had to have knee surgery, so I moved back to help him out,’ Margo continued.

‘Ah, I’m sorry to hear that, I hope he’s doing alright,’ Austin said, placing his hands in the pockets of his dark blue shorts. 

‘Thanks, he’s doing well
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