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Monday, 14th of July

“No, I mean for real this time. I’m leaving. And that’s final. I’m running away. If I don’t, you’ll hear about a triple homicide on the news by the end of the week.”

Benny chuckled. “Babe, you said that last time. And aren’t you gonna be at summer camp all week? When are you going to find the time to kill your family?”

“No, I didn’t. And I told you not to call me Babe. And yeah, I’ll be on that gross island all week. My life is officially over.” Jasmine glared up at the ceiling as she cradled the phone between her shoulder and her ear, trying not to spill the shimmery, emerald green bottle of nail polish she had propped between her knees. “Can you believe they’ve put me in charge of games? Again! And it’s not funny. You try living with Mr and Mrs Idiot and their son, Idiot Jr. I’m telling you, it’s a life sentence.”

“Right.” Benny sighed. “Well, look, there was something I wanted to tell you–”

“Yeah, yeah, I know,” she cut him off. “You broke up with Daisy. You already told me. Remember?” It was the first thing he’d said when she answered his call that evening, and pretty much the only thing he’d talked about for the entire conversation. Typical Benny, she thought. Only ever thinks about himself.

“Sure, but–”

“I don’t even know why you’re calling me about it,” she said, cutting him off again. “I thought I told you I never wanted to speak to you again.”

Benny’s laughter was infuriating to hear. “Sure,” he said. “But it was, like, the millionth time you’d said that. I thought you’d get over it eventually. And besides, I thought we were friends. Friends should be able to talk to each other.”

The nerve, Jasmine seethed. She was getting ready to hang up on him. Who did he think he was?

“You really thought that?” she snapped, almost spilling the nail polish. “After cheating on me with that scene kid who looks like neon threw up all over her, you think we’re still friends?” Daisy, the Neon Freak, she reminded herself, angrily. The only reason they’d met was because Benny had come to meet Jasmine after dance class one evening in the city, and her classmate, Daisy, was still there being her usual, ridiculous self. “And then you decided to move in with her. I don’t know how you think we could still be friends after that.”

Why did I choose to paint my nails like this, she wondered, struggling to run the brush over her left pinky nail in the dim light of her bedroom lamp. She huffed and glanced at the light switch by the door. Too far. She continued as she was.

“I didn’t move in with her,” said Benny, getting defensive. “She moved in with me. There’s a big difference. And I didn’t even care.”

“What?” Jasmine laughed. “You didn’t care but you’re ringing me to complain about how she broke up with you?”

“You’re being really unfair. Don’t years of friendship count for something? You used to be cool.”

Years of friendship?! She hated the way he referred to what used to be between them as friendship, when it was clearly a lot more. At least, she had thought so. Benny… Well, Benny didn’t think the same way as most people. Clearly. I should have broken his legs back in September, instead of just telling him I would. But at least he’d taken the hint after that and left her alone. No more annoying house calls, trying to get her to speak to him. Till now.

“A friend should have the decency to tell their friend what’s going on, instead of messing around behind their back for so long,” she told him. “And you really thought you’d get away with that, too. Didn’t you?”

“Yeah, well, look,” Benny said, his tone implying he couldn’t wait to change the subject. “So I was calling to let you know–”

“But I guess the upside is that Idiot Jr isn’t coming this year,” Jasmine cut him off again, getting back to the topic of summer camp. “I don’t know if I could put up with my brother being there, on top of everything else.”

“Right,” Benny replied, sounding irritated by her constant interruptions. “You mean on top of getting grounded by your parents again because you can’t stop acting up?”

“Good one,” Jasmine quipped. “You sound bitter. And stupid. But yes, on top of that. You wouldn’t understand. It’s not my fault this time.”

“I know, I know,” Benny drawled. “You and your friend almost burnt down a posh restaurant at your graduation party, and now you’re both summer camp counsellors for community service.”

“She’s not my friend!” Jasmine shouted into the phone. “And it’s a big deal. Didn’t you hear the part about it not being my fault?”

“Jasmine,” Benny said with a sigh. “Yes, I heard what you said.”

Jasmine? Since when has he ever called me Jasmine? What happened to “Babe”?

“But I wasn’t just calling to tell you about Daisy,” Benny went on. “This was supposed to be a surprise, and I thought you’d be happy about it. I’m coming to camp this year.”
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“Excuse me?” Jasmine said, twisting the brush back into the nail polish bottle and sitting up. “What did you just say?”

“I’ll be with you at camp this year,” he repeated, happily, as if he’d just delivered her the best news she’d ever had in her life. “My friend, Hamish, owns the place–”

“Hamish?” Jasmine wondered why that name sounded so familiar.

“Yeesssssss,” Benny affirmed, patiently. “Me and the guys have done a few gigs at The Driftwood over the past year. And I’ve become friends with the owner, Hamish, since my drummer is his cousin, so–”

“The owner died last year, Benny,” said Jasmine, exasperated. “Remember? He was murdered. Out the back of the pub by–”

“Sure, I know that,” Benny said, impatiently. “But you’re talking about Hamish’s dad. Jackson. So when he heard what happened, he rushed back from overseas to take over the place. And that means he’s running the summer camp, too.” 

“Hamish?”

“Yeah.” 

“Whatever,” Jasmine said. “Summer camp wasn’t supposed to happen at all this year. Or ever again. Not after what happened last year.”

“Really?” Benny asked, sounding genuinely confused. “What happened?”

Is he for real? Of course he was. Benny was famous for forgetting about things he didn’t care about, especially in the middle of a conversation.

“Anyway, whatever,” Benny continued, not waiting for an answer. “Hamish has been excited about this camp ever since he found out about it. I know, I know. It’s lame. But, I guess some people don’t mind being lame.”

You’d know all about that, thought Jasmine.

“And when I told him about what Daisy did to me–”

“You deserved it.”

“After what Daisy did to me,” Benny pushed on, “Hamish said I should take a break from the city. At least for a week. Then he got the idea about having a counsellor in charge of music activities. I’ll be turning a bunch of brats into a choir. Maybe teaching a bit of guitar.”

Jasmine snorted a laugh. “Great. That’s just what I need. Wailing kids and you on an island I can’t escape from.” She shuddered, remembering how she hadn’t been able to escape from the island last year. And then… what happened after…

Sighing, she sat up, pushing aside those thoughts. She’d never liked dwelling on the past, and didn’t want to start now.

“I’m disappointed in you, Jasmine,” Benny said, quietly. “I thought you’d at least be a little bit happy about this.”

Jasmine rolled her eyes. “You were wrong.”

“Okay,” Benny said. Jasmine heard him strumming his guitar softly on the other end of the line. “Well, I guess I’ll see you on the island.”

Jasmine opened her mouth to respond but Benny had already ended the call.

“Goddamnit!” she cried. Throwing her phone onto the bed, she got up to find a nightshirt to change into. That phone call had lasted way too long. The digital clock on her desk read 00:28.

Way too long.

“I hate you, Benny!” she exclaimed as she rummaged in her dresser.

Thump! Thump! Thump!

“I hate you, too!” she shouted at her brother through the wall.

“Shut up and go to sleep,” came his muffled reply. “It’s late.”

“You shut up!” she yelled back at him. I hate everyone. My life is over. OVER! How was she supposed to get through the week now that Benny had just made it a gazillion times worse? As if it wasn’t bad enough that she and Misty, the meanest girl to graduate from Twisted Lakes High that year, had been given the same camp counsellor community service. Trapped with each other in the worst place possible. On Shivers’ Folly.

It’ll be awkward, too. She cringed at the thought of Orson, the guy she’d been trying to date for the past year, finding out who Benny was and deciding he’d had enough. He’d already been a little distant because of the posh restaurant incident. Orson’s parents had purchased that restaurant, The Pearl, at the beginning of the year, unaware that in a few months’ time, the girl he was dating would almost burn the place down because she had a rotten temper and found it hard to get along with people.

Not my fault, fumed Jasmine as she threw back the sheet on her bed and climbed onto the mattress. Who even gets along with Misty, anyway? No one. It was too hot for covers, so she kicked them all onto the floor and lay glaring up at the ceiling.

Maybe I should tell Orson about Benny tomorrow. When I go to pick up the games.

No, she told herself when the thought made her stomach twist into an anxious knot. No way. I’d better not. He doesn’t need to know. It’ll be easy enough to avoid Benny when we’re on the island. I won’t talk to him. Or look at him. I’ll ignore him. I will.

Yeah, she’d do that. And at least being on the island would take care of the other problem she’d been having lately. The problem that caused the whole fight at the restaurant to begin with.

“Why do you need so much attention all the time, Jasmine?” Misty had said while they stood at the buffet table that the restaurant had set up in front of the window overlooking the lake. The staff had thoughtfully included little tealight candles amongst the platters for some extra ambience. “Don’t you ever get embarrassed?”

“Only when I have to watch you doing something,” Jasmine replied. “Or listen to anything you have to say.”

Misty snorted a laugh and shook her head. “Everyone knows you wrote all those notes yourself. And the scary phone calls you keep pretending to get from an anonymous caller? That’s so embarrassing.”

Jasmine slapped her.

Misty slapped Jasmine back.

Then, somehow the fight got worse and they fell into the table, knocking everything onto the floor. Including the candles.

“Dead meat,” Jasmine whispered to herself. She blinked up at her dark bedroom ceiling, feeling sick as she remembered those horrible notes. She’d gotten one in her locker every day since February till they graduated, and they all said the same thing. Sometimes in plain black or blue pen. Sometimes in bright red crayon.

Dead meat.

No one had ever seen how they got into her locker. So, she supposed, grudgingly, it made sense that people believed she was doing it herself.

Sighing, she rolled over and closed her eyes. I need to get away, too. But was Camp Driftwood the best place to do that? And I still don’t know if I’m running away or not. Like she’d told Benny, she was thinking about it for real this time. She was eighteen, goddamnit! What eighteen-year-old gets grounded by their parents and forced to go to the same summer camp that almost killed her the year before?

My parents aren’t forcing me to go, she reminded herself, her thoughts becoming hazy as sleep pulled her in. The sheriff said I had to. They just grounded me because they’re lame and they had nothing better to do. I’ll run away when I get back at the end of the week. They can’t stop me.

And she would be back at the end of the week. No problem. Because Sheriff Cane said there was no way what happened last year would happen again this year. 
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“We can talk about it when you get back.”

“But it’s not fair,” Jasmine continued to argue, grabbing the corner of her father’s newspaper so she could pull it aside and make him look at her. “I did what I had to do this year. I worked really hard and I got my license. The least you could do is make James let me use the car sometimes.”

When Jasmine came down for breakfast and saw that James had already left the house, despite telling her he’d drop her at the games store at around eleven o’clock, she had decided it was time to have the car discussion with her parents. It wasn’t going well.

“But it’s his car,” her mother pointed out, sipping her coffee with a skeptical expression as she stared at Jasmine across the breakfast table.

“Then buy me a car!” Jasmine exclaimed.

“I beg your pardon, young lady?” said Mr Hughes. He folded the newspaper and put it aside. “You’re in no position to make astoundingly audacious demands.”

Lame. Jasmine rolled her eyes.

“And that’s not the only thing you did this year,” her mother pointed out, setting her coffee cup on the table so she could tear off a piece of croissant and slather it with butter. “What about the missing test papers for the final exams that you said you had nothing to do with? Your father and I are shocked that they let you graduate after that one. And what about the smashed window at Joan’s Groceries that several people are convinced you were responsible for, including James? It took a lot to convince Joan not to press charges. You should be grateful. But here you are. Demanding that someone give you something just because you want it.”

“I didn’t smash that window,” Jasmine said, smiling sweetly at her mother. “It’s not my fault you’ll believe anything that rat, James, tells you.”

“And The Pearl,” Mrs Hughes said with a hefty sigh. She shook her head and continued to stare at Jasmine. “You’re lucky you only got community service for that.”

“I told you it wasn’t–”

“ENOUGH WITH THE EXCUSES, JASMINE!” Mr Hughes exploded.

Jasmine felt a twinge of shock. But she kept her expression blank and lifted her chin, leveling her father with a disgusted look.

“You’re eighteen!” he went on. “Not eight. And you’re not even acting like you’re eight. You’re behaving more like a three-year-old.”

Jasmine kept her breathing steady, but she could feel the annoying pressure behind her eyes that usually meant she was about to start crying.

Don’t cry, she told herself. Don’t give them the satisfaction. So, they’re never on your side. So what? Why would anyone ever want such losers on their side anyway?

“I already told you The Pearl wasn’t my fault,” she said.

“Nothing’s ever your fault,” Mrs Hughes replied. “But I’m glad James left early so he wouldn’t have to hear you calling him such horrible names.”

“Oh, right,” Jasmine pulled a sour face. “Poor little mummy’s boy. So glad I won’t have to look at his disgusting face for a whole week.”

“Better not look in any mirrors, then,” her father said, snickering as he started reading his newspaper again.

Jasmine glared at him. She hated being reminded that she and James were twins.

“I need someone to drive me into town,” she stated, coldly, standing up to take her empty cereal bowl to the sink.

“It’s a lovely day,” her mother said cheerfully. “Maybe a nice walk will make you feel better.”

You dropping off the face of the earth would make me feel better, Jasmine seethed as she left the kitchen and went back upstairs to shower and get ready. She wanted to remind them about how uneasy she’d felt lately, with the phone calls and everything. But what was the point? They’d say what they did when she first told them about it.

“Stop it, Jasmine. Just stop it. Stop making up stories.”

The morning hadn’t started great, but at least she was about to go see Orson. He was the only person in that ridiculous town she could stand talking to anymore. Everyone either made her skin crawl or her blood boil.

Surrounded by idiots and snakes, she mused while she washed her hair. But I’m glad Orson will be at camp this year. Sure, he was a little nerdy, and nothing about him was tough. But having him there felt like an extra bit of security. Even if it was only for her sanity.

[image: Image]

You were being silly in there, she told herself when she stepped off her driveway onto the footpath. You shouldn’t have let them get to you like that.

A soothing breeze stirred in the branches overhead, and a chorus of cicadas rang gently in the atmosphere as Jasmine set off towards town. Glancing up at the canopy that stretched over the road, she breathed in the deep, rich smell of cut grass from a nearby yard and had to admit, it was a lovely day. She had tried once more to convince one of her parents to give her a lift, but they both ignored her. So she’d told them she hoped they felt bad when she got heatstroke and had to be rushed to the hospital. Her father laughed and told her to have a nice time.

Jasmine slammed the door on her way out. They don’t even try to understand me, she’d complained to herself. If only her parents knew what James was really like. All the bad things that he did. Joan’s smashed window had been his fault. Jasmine remembered what happened. She’d been helping him carry a heavy lamp he’d just purchased from the antique store, down past Joan’s Groceries to his car. And James had said something. Jasmine couldn’t remember what it was. Just that it was annoying and she’d pushed him.

Okay, so maybe it was a little bit her fault that the window got smashed. But James didn’t even try to take any responsibility for it. Instead, he stood there and smirked while Joan rushed out of her store and started screaming at Jasmine.

I hate you, Idiot Jr, she thought, her jaw clenching when an image of his ridiculous face appeared in her mind. She sighed. There’s no way I look that stupid.

Taking another deep breath, she resolved to stop thinking about all the things that made her angry. At least for the rest of the morning. Orson had asked her a couple of times recently why she was always angry about everything, so she wanted to be in a better mood when she saw him. She wanted to prove him wrong. She wasn’t always angry about everything. Not always.

Besides, it wasn’t her fault that people were so insufferable these days. But, she’d decided to make an effort. For Orson. Because she liked him a lot.

I wonder if he’s packed his bags yet? she mused, smiling when she reached the end of her block. I wonder what kind of shorts he’ll have to swim in. The thought made her giggle. He’s so cute. She’d always thought so, ever since the first time they met at his store, exactly a year ago. She’d been there looking for games for summer camp then, too.

Jasmine smiled and took another deep breath, stretching her arms over her head, enjoying the cool breeze. The walk was already starting to make her feel better. Getting out of the house always did.

Something scraped on the path behind her. She stopped and turned back. “Hello?” she called out.

A chill crept up Jasmine’s spine as she scanned back along the path and realised how empty the street was. What was that? The only movement she could see was from the leaves overhead, casting soft, overlapping shadows that danced on the cracked and uneven concrete of the footpath.

It was a dog, she thought. That’s all. A dog. But as she stood there, eyes darting all around, her stomach began to churn. The way it always did lately, when she felt like she was being watched.

Followed.

Stalked.

“Hello?” she called out again.

There’s no one there, she told herself, backing onto the road. A car raced by, missing her by a couple of inches. The driver honked the horn and shouted out his window at her to be more careful. Startled, Jasmine froze, her mind suddenly blank. Pull yourself together! she scolded herself. Stop being dramatic! Taking a deep breath, she continued to cross, determined to ignore the anxiety growing inside her. There’s no one there, she repeated. But with every step, the day was beginning to feel less cheerful, the breeze rustling through the branches, less soothing. More stifling. Sinister.

No one there. No one there.

But the more she told herself that, the worse she felt. Then a phrase popped into her mind.

Dead meat.

Jasmine started running.
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“Woah! Slow down!”

Jasmine slid to a halt in front of a tall young man dressed in faded jeans and a light blue t-shirt. Gasping for air, she was mortified to feel sweat pouring from her forehead into her eyes. Did I really just run all the way into town? It was annoying to think that what she told her parents before leaving the house might actually happen. That she might need to be rushed to the hospital for heatstroke.

“Deep breaths,” said the young man, his voice soothing as he motioned for her to sit down on a bench seat beside the road. “Do you want me to go get you some water?”

Jasmine collapsed onto the seat, breathing hard. “No,” she said, glancing over her shoulder to see where she was. She’d made it to town. Looking back at the young man, she frowned. “I’m fine,” she told him, uncomfortable with the way he was looking at her. He seemed amused. “You can go.”

Holding up his hands, he laughed. “Whatever you say.” Stepping off the sidewalk, he crossed the road towards Silverleaf Park.

What a weirdo, thought Jasmine, watching after him. She’d never seen him before. Must be new in town. She scrunched up her face. Or a tourist. She couldn’t help noticing how good-looking he was, though. Tall, with waves of pale blond hair and piercing blue eyes that almost glowed in the sunlight.

Magical, she caught herself thinking as she gazed after him. She rolled her eyes and turned away. Who cares? He’s weird. And the last thing this place needs is more weirdos.

When she felt rested enough, she climbed to her feet and started out along the footpath. Maybe I should get a drink, she thought, feeling worse with each step. In another few meters, she would reach Joan’s Groceries, but there was no way she was going there. Ever since the window, Joan had made a point of glaring at Jasmine every time she had to walk past the store.

Sighing, she crossed the street and made her way over to Silverleaf Cafe.

Nooooo, she groaned to herself when she saw Misty sitting in a window seat. This just isn’t my day.

This just isn’t my life!

Glancing out the window, Misty caught sight of her and gave her a malicious smile before leaning over the table to whisper something to the two friends she was with. Jasmine knew those girls. They’d all been on the cheer squad together at school, and she’d gotten along with them most of the time. When Misty wasn’t around.

Jasmine left the cafe, walked to the end of the block, and turned onto Shoreline Road. Not far to go, she told herself. It looked like she would have to wait till she reached Miriam’s Plaza before being able to hydrate herself, but that was okay. She’d be there in five minutes. And anything was better than having to put up with the snarky comments she knew Misty would want her to overhear.

Catching sight of some overgrown hedges up ahead, Jasmine crossed the road to avoid walking directly in front of The Complex, the creepy apartment building, where, as far as Jasmine knew, only the local high school art teacher lived with her young son. When she made it to the other side, she looked into the tree-lined walkway of Luna Park and nodded to herself. It looked peaceful in there. Peaceful and quiet. And secluded. Through the trees, sunlight glinted on the surface of the lake, making the park’s dim interior even more inviting.

After getting what she needed from Orson’s games store, she would convince him to close up for a bit and eat ice cream with her in Luna Park.

But what if he’s upstairs in the loft? In the middle of a game? What if his friends are there? And worse, what if they invited themselves to Luna Park? Things like that happened often, and Jasmine hated it. She couldn’t stand Orson’s friends. Especially Milton. He was a massive creep.

I’ll say I need to speak to Orson in private, she decided, wiping sweat from her forehead, feeling dizzy from the heat. Maybe I should have taken that guy up on the drink he wanted to get me. A very clear image of the young man with the glowing blue eyes flashed through
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