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“Seven years, two months, four days.  Seven years, two months, and four days and I still haven’t given up on Holly and I still won’t. I know you’re in a better place, Holly, and I know you’re watching. I won’t let my best friend down.”  It didn’t sound right.  It was accurate but it didn’t sound right.  She remembered the funeral when her father pointed at Holly’s casket and said, “This isn’t really Holly.”  She knew that.  Holly had indeed already left her shell of a body. Jennifer did indeed know that Holly was in a better place and indeed had no intention of giving up and indeed—

Jesus, Jen. Indeed? Indeed, indeed, indeed.  You have to edit your thoughts now?

“Well I need to edit the video, at least,” she said audibly and then looked around with a bit of embarrassment.  Her roommate had headphones on and didn’t appear to have heard but Lilly took the headphones off when she noticed Jennifer looking at her. 

“You okay?  You look like you’re working on a video about something tragic you should have given up a long time ago so you could have a life and actually get past a first date.” Lilly said the words in an overly-sympathetic way, which only made the sarcasm drip more thickly from her face.

“I just feel like I’m working things out, like this is when the answers will come.”

Lilly suddenly grew wide-eyed. “Did you invent a time machine?”

“What?”

“Did you figure out how to make a time machine work?”

Jennifer sighed. “I don’t know what smart ass thing you’re going to say, but no. I haven’t invented a time machine.”

Her roommate’s expression changed from playful to serious. “Okay. No smart ass, honey.  The point is that I hear this every year, so it’s just like last year and the year before, like I’m just going back in time. Listen to me, though.” She put her headphones on the end table and got up from the couch.  As she crossed the distance to where Jennifer sat at the computer desk, she said, “You have to give this up.  From the first day we met back in the dorms you talked about Holly.  Every day. Your whole life. I have two roommates, you and her, except I have something else. I have a life. You don’t.”  She reached Jennifer and put a hand on her cheek. “I think Russell is going to ask me to marry him.  I’m scared, Jenny. I’m scared I’m going to move out and you’re going to be left here with a ghost for a roommate and you’re going to spend the rest of your life with a girl who’s dead and never be anyone alive.”

She felt tears well up and she wanted to fight them down but it was hopeless.  Sympathy flooded Lilly’s features and suddenly Jennifer was smothered with her roommate’s arms, sobbing uncontrollably and, as happened far too often, she wasn’t sure if the tears came from Holly’s death or from the vacuum of seven years spent trying to understand the loss.  Thankfully, Lilly just held her, softly stroking her hair as she wept, and Jennifer cried until the tears gave way to wordless, soundless sobs and then finally pulled away.

“Okay.  One last trip.  One last trip and then I’m out, done.”

Lilly smiled sarcastically but then her expression changed to sympathy again. “Do you mean it this time?”

“I’m trying to mean it.”

Lilly nodded. “What video is this?”

Jennifer looked at the screen. “Nine-hundred and twelve.”

“So you do your trip and then video 913 is it.”  She leaned in and put her lips on Jennifer’s forehead. “Don’t try to find things that aren’t there, Jenny.  Go do this and be done.  It’s time to celebrate the friends who are still with you, time to let Holly rest in peace.”

Jennifer nodded slowly and said, “I know.  You’re right.”  She believed it.  She always believed it during these conversations, and she’d even managed to go three months without any research, three months without a video, once.  She certainly wanted this trip to be the last but she didn’t have a great deal of confidence about it.  She sighed, disengaged from Lilly, and turned back to the video.  She edited out the words I know you’re in a better place, Holly, and I know you’re watching. I won’t let my best friend down and clicked to upload.  She did a quick stats check.  Jesus.  Twenty-three thousand subscribers, twenty-three thousand and change.  Twenty-three thousand and change and maybe a dozen of them actually ever knew Holly.  

She turned back to Lilly, who still looked worried. “I’ll be okay,” she said. “I’ll get through this trip and I’ll try to let go.”

“I can’t have my maid of honor wearing black, Jenny.”  She’d intended it to be solemn but Jennifer immediately burst out laughing, and that made Lilly laugh as well.  They laughed for quite a while until a chime rang on Jennifer’s phone and she abruptly leapt to her feet. “Jesus! I have to get moving. I have to be at the airport in an hour.”

***

Jennifer really didn’t understand how the hell flying on the little jets still bugged her.  She flew back home on her parents’ anniversary, Christmas and for Holly.  Three times a year and every time she made the transfer into the little forty passenger jet she got panicked.  It made no sense.  There was almost never any turbulence at all but she nonetheless found the landing a relief and as the plane taxied, she tried to let the familiar and comfortable feelings of home do their work to quell the despair of her purpose. Familiar and comfortable didn’t make much of a dent.

She felt a little better when she saw the sign for Arthur’s pizza on the wall of the tiny lobby that served the three outgoing and three incoming flights per day.  Arthur’s meant Saturday nights growing up.  The five of them went there after every home sports game.  Roberta, who demanded they call her Bert and not Robbie or anything like that, started it all in ninth grade.  They’d all been friends since elementary school, since second grade.  She’d read somewhere about how they’d find new cliques and new groups and she insisted they all attend the football games or basketball games or baseball games and if there wasn’t a game they all had to meet at her house at eight o’clock on Saturday night.  Jennifer wasn’t sure if it really was Roberta’s plan that kept them fast friends throughout high school but she imagined it didn’t hurt.

She stared at the sign, at the picture of Arthur as a young boy slinging dough around in his father’s shop.  She smiled because he was hot as hell when he was young and all of the girls agreed if they’d been teens in the fifties Arthur would have had his hands full dealing with them.  Of course, Arthur didn’t run the place anymore.  He retired and moved to a house on the lake and his son took over just six months after the tradition started. She imagined they’d all end up at Arthur’s sometime this week.  They had every other visit.  The five of them...

No.

Four of them.  Roberta, Clarissa, Brooke, and Jennifer would be there.  Holly wouldn’t.  Holly wouldn’t be there but they’d sit at the same booth and Bert and Clarissa would sit on one side and Brooke and Jennifer would sit on the other and leave a gap, and empty space where Holly always sat.

Jennifer felt tears welling up and clamped her jaw shut to keep the sobs from becoming audible.  She tried to breathe deeply through her nose and when that failed, she sucked in air through her still clenched teeth, and the absurdity of the hissing that resulted helped her feel a little better.  The voice that came a moment later helped more.  “I’ve been waiting in the red zone, Buttercup.”

She turned around and smiled at her father but though his voice filled her with warmth, unclenching her teeth released the tears so a moment later, the second time in twelve hours, she found herself with her head against the shoulder of someone she loved as she wept and tried to make sense of the swirl of emotions.  Her father held her tightly until she quieted a bit and then he lifted her up completely, swinging her into position like a bride before the threshold and began walking.  She laughed and beat at his shoulders. “I need my bags!”  

He made a show of reluctance but he put her back on the floor.  She rolled her eyes and went to the cart that served as a baggage carousel in Woodwren Lake.  She found her suitcase easily but it took some digging to find the garment bag.  For a moment, she panicked about her laptop but when she heard a familiar voice say, “Pastor Gables, are you flying somewhere?” she turned and saw the strap over her father’s shoulder, somehow purloined in the midst of their embrace.

Her father said, “No Charlie. Just picking up my daughter.”

The big man turned with wide eyes and saw Jenny.  In a moment he was charging her, arms outstretched. “Jenny! Welcome home!”  She dropped her bags in preparation for the inevitable and a moment later the big man’s arms were around her.  

Jenny laughed as he hugged her and finally said, “Mr. Schelling, you’re going to break me in two!”

The man guffawed as he let her go and said, “I remember when you were just—”

“—knee high to a grasshopper in junior church,” she said, smiling.  “And I always sang as loud as I could just so you’d notice me.”

He smiled. “You’re home, then?”

She shook her head. “Just for the week.”

His face fell. He knew why she was there.  He recovered quickly, though, and said, “Mary and me are going to Wisconsin. I’m gonna spend the whole week fishing with Bob—he’s my brother—while Mary and Sue gab like hens.”

“That’s enough of that, Buster,” another familiar voice said and Jennifer turned with a smile and saw Mrs. Schelling.  “Look at my best Sunday School girl,” the old woman said and a moment later another set of arms wrapped around Jenny.

“You say that about all your girls.”

Mrs. Schelling pulled away in mock surprise. “Why, I never!”

Jennifer laughed. “Okay, you say it about all your girls with preachers for fathers.”

That brought laughter all around but the voice over the PA system announced the flight and the Schellings said quick goodbyes and hurried away.  Jennifer turned to her father and said, “Nothing changes here.”

He smiled. “Would you want it to?”

“Did mom make chicken and rice for dinner?”

“Of course she did.  You came home today.”

“Then no,” Jenny giggled. “I don’t ever want it to change.”

Ignoring her protests, her father took her bags, leaving her with nothing to carry but her purse.  She followed behind him out of the airport, smiling even as she shook her head.  They made their way to the parking lot and when she saw the van, she had to keep from laughing. “I thought you were going to sell that thing.”

“It’s a good car,” he replied.

She laughed. “It was too big when I was home.  Now it’s ridiculous.”

Ridiculous might have been too kind of a description.  The fifteen passenger van was almost eighteen years old, initially purchased as part of the ministry to pick up the elderly in the area, and almost immediately that use was shelved because it was too high to the ground and the elderly had a hard time getting in and out.  He tried to fix it by taking out the back seat and installing a lift but he was a hell of a lot better with his intentions than his skills, and the lift almost crushed one of the church widows against the top of the van.  So, her father had sold the family car and used the proceeds to buy another van with a factory lift and an electric step.  The fifteen passenger van became the family vehicle just as Jennifer entered high school, and Jenny teased him about it incessantly.

“You loved it when you needed it for your film class.”

“Yeah.  A film about an evil, killing car.”

“You want that chicken and rice or what?”

“Okay, okay.  I’ll be brave.”

***

“I don’t know if I can keep doing this,” Brooke said, and Jennifer wasn’t surprised.  The last year she’d made overtures about it.  Jennifer wished desperately they weren’t stuffed together in a car so she could just pretend to not have heard her.

“You’re just giving up on Holly?” All eyes turned to Clarissa, and she seemed to suddenly realize just how bitchy the comment had been.  She looked toward the dashboard and whispered, “Sorry.”

“I don’t want to,” Brooke said. “I really don’t.  Arthur’s not happy with it, though, you know.  He says I’m obsessed and he wants us to have a happy marriage and a happy life.  He says he didn’t marry her and she wouldn’t want me to do this every year.”  Jennifer could see she was close to tears and almost reached over the seat to hold her but Clarissa got there first and held her tightly. “I know, honey. I know.  I was a bitch.  We’re all obsessed.”

The tears only lasted a few seconds and Jennifer said, “My roommate’s getting married.  She told me the same thing, that I’m obsessed.  She said if I didn’t stop I’d spend my life alone with a ghost.”

Roberta laughed. “You’ll spend your life alone because you’re goofy looking.”  Everyone laughed a little.  Jennifer was actually the prettiest of her friends, hottest actually.  She was the whole picture and if she wasn’t so damned busy being Nancy Drew she might have been a celebrity in her own circles.  She knew it and they knew it.  She also knew it didn’t do a damned bit of good to be desirable when your entire life consisted of pushing people away from you in favor of morbid meditation on death and murder.

“What if everyone’s right?” Roberta said. “I mean, we meet once a year now but we met twice the first two years.  Plus, we spent the last four months of high school and the summer before college on this.  That all adds up to more than a year, right?”  Jenny tried to do the calculations but Roberta kept going. “I mean, we’ve tried for a year and we don’t have any answers.  She’s dead and I even dye my hair just so I... because I got tired of seeing myself with hair like Holly’s.”  Jennifer stared in shock.  Dark red hair.  Roberta had dark red hair and if someone had asked her, Jennifer would have said she always did but now she remembered.  She’d been blonde.  She’d been blonde like Holly was.

“I don’t want to give up,” Clarissa said. Brooke started to say something but Clarissa held up a hand. “But it’s different for me. I don’t have anyone telling me not... Well, I guess I don’t have anyone but you guys.”  She shrugged. “You’re right though.  We all have college degrees, every one of us, and what the hell are we doing with our lives?  You’re the smartest person I know, Jenny, and you’re twenty-five and haven’t...”  Jennifer was twenty-four but she didn’t correct her.  Nobody talked for a moment.  Finally, Clarissa said. “What if we work our asses off this week?  We’ll do everything we can to get some real answers.  If we can’t find any, that’s it.  From now on we go to Aspen or Bermuda or something every year.”  

She didn’t say anything about it but Jennifer knew she’d never go to Aspen.  She and Holly had talked about annual Aspen trips, about making those trips a part of their lives.  The two had anticipated remaining friends forever.  Interestingly, they’d both also assumed they’d drift apart from the others. “Do you think we’d all still be friends if Holly hadn’t died?”

Nobody spoke.  Jennifer glanced around.  Nobody seemed to want to make eye contact with one another either.  They all sat in Roberta’s car, Bert and Clarissa in the front and Jennifer and Brooke in the back.  The silence was awkward and almost maddening but Roberta finally said, “We can’t just sit here and put this off.”  Jennifer nodded but didn’t speak.  She waited a moment but when Clarissa opened her door, Jennifer moved as well.  A moment later they all stood, and the familiar sound of water lapping softly at the shores of Milhelm Lagoon on the south side of Woodwren Lake reached her.

Roberta laughed as she asked, “You remember how she once said we should all smoke pot and listen to the Grateful Dead out here on the lake?” Jennifer laughed as well and everyone joined in.  Holly was the rebel among them but in their group, rebel was a relative term.  Jenny had a glass of wine occasionally but hadn’t ever smoked, tobacco or marijuana.  She was pretty sure nobody else in the group had and was equally sure Holly never would have.  Of course, with the others there was always that bit of wonder in the back of her head, that tiny doubt that they wouldn’t share any misadventures because of her father.  Not so with Holly.  Jennifer heard everything.

“She always came up with crazy ideas,” Clarissa said.

Everyone laughed again but images of Holly had Jennifer on the brink of tears.  She was grateful when Brooke said, “What’s the plan for the week? We can go to my place first and go over all of the notes, if you all want.”

“I don’t know,” Jennifer said. “I think I’ve memorized all our notes.  Does anyone have anything new?”

“Just the same.  I found a dozen more newspaper articles,” Brooke said, “But most of them were just the regular Reuters reprints.  There were a couple others but no new information.”

“I might have something,” Roberta said. “Probably nothing but who knows, right?”  Everyone turned to look at her but Jenny didn’t hold out any hope.  Roberta always had something, and that something always turned out to be nothing.  “You all remember Aunt Kathy?”  When she got only blank looks, she smiled theatrically and continued. “She visited Holly a few times growing up and then she went to visit her for a month while her parents went to Europe.”

“Yeah,” Jennifer said. “That was about three months before...” Jesus.  She still couldn’t say it.

Roberta was quiet for a moment but finally said, “Anyway, I tracked her down.  She’s just a few hours away from here.  I told her I was friends with Holly and she kept a bunch of Holly’s stuff because when Holly’s parents got back from Europe, they picked her up right from the airport and their car was full.  So, Holly left most of her stuff with her aunt and then she never got around to picking her stuff back up. Mostly like stuffed animals and books and stuff.”

“I don’t know what we’ll find there that will help, Bert,” Brooke said. “I mean... God, I don’t want to find stuff that... I mean, stuffed animals?  I don’t want to see her Hello Kitty stuff. I have to turn away when I see someone with it now.  I just—”

“That’s what I thought,” she said. “But she said there were also some journals.”  

“Journals?” Jennifer asked.  Holly always kept journals.  Hundreds of them in those stupid composition notebooks.

“We looked at all her journals,” Clarissa said. “I felt like a bitch for reading her diaries.  There was nothing in any of them.”

“But we haven’t read these,” Jennifer said.

“We’re gonna drive two hours on our last weekend to try to figure this out just to read more about how she wishes she was a vampire hunter or a special victims cop or a—”

“Come on, Clarry,” Berta said.

“No!” Clarissa almost shouted the words. Jennifer looked at Clarissa’s face.  She’d seen the expression before on all of them.  Hell, she’d had that expression countless times.  It was the NO MORE, DAMN IT expression, the one that always accompanied a commitment to herself to stop the investigations, the boiling point. “I don’t need to go through more of that.  I... I couldn’t get out of bed for a week when I read her journals before.”

“I’ll read them,” Jennifer said. “It’ll probably be nothing but I’ll read them.  Nobody who doesn’t want to has to.”

Roberta whirled on her, “What?  You saying I can’t read them, too?  Is this another one of those look at poor Jenny because everyone else lost a friend but she lost her best friend times?  Jesus, Jennifer! You think nobody else misses her, nobody else hurts.”

Jennifer felt hurt and anger explode over her but Clarissa fired back at Roberta before Jenny had a chance. “What the hell, Bert?  Something in those journals you don’t want anyone else to see?”  

Instantly, all of the anger and hurt disappeared, replaced with sudden, numbing shock.  Seven years.  Seven years had gone by and she realized suddenly she’d never once considered any of her friends as suspects.  Dear God, she’d briefly considered Mrs. O’Rally, the old librarian who looked like she couldn’t muster up the strength to throw a tissue into the lagoon, much less a dead body. She’d considered poor Cindy Fallon, who had severe mental issues and had attended the special education classes at the high school for almost twenty-eight years.  She’d considered the disabled girl one night after watching the classic Frankenstein movie where Boris Karloff threw the little girl in the water.  She’d considered the oddest potential suspects and not once had she considered any of her friends.

Clarissa looked for a moment like she would fire another round but then her expression changed and tears began to fall. “Oh, God. I’m so sorry, Jennifer.”  She turned so she wasn’t looking at them, instead staring out over the lake. “I’m sorry everyone.”

Jennifer.  None of them called her Jennifer. It was always Jenny except when something bad was happening, like when someone had to tell her that her best friend died.  She walked up behind Clarissa and put her hand on her shoulder. “It’s hard to imagine this week is it, isn’t it?”  Clarissa turned.  She had her lips pressed tightly together in an attempt to keep from crying, and the attempt was failing.  Jennifer opened her arms and pulled her close. “We’ll all look at the book together.  Anyone who doesn’t want to doesn’t have to.”

Clarissa pulled away and nodded.  Her face looked better but she still seemed to be on the brink tears. “Let’s get this walk done.  Who’s with who this year?”

“Wanna all stay together?” Brooke asked.

“But we always split up,” Jennifer said. “We always split up, and we always...”  She let the words fade.  How much of these trips were just ritual anyway?  How much of it was some kind of process that had become greater than the goal in the first place.  She nodded. “Okay.  We can all be together.” Of course, they couldn’t start before Clarissa and Roberta hugged.  Of course they couldn’t start before apologies ran all around.

They could, however, start well ahead of Jennifer coming to terms with the fact that all three of her friends were now suspects.

***

“Are you sure this is smart, Honey?”  Jennifer was pretty sure her mother’s face had frozen in this symbol of pity, love, and concern seven years, two months, and five days before.  “In a lot of ways, Holly was like my daughter, too.  Her mom and I couldn’t separate you two.  All your other girlfriends would come in and out of the house but Holly was the one who stayed.  We loved her and you know we loved her.”

This was usually her father’s speech.  In fact, she was pretty sure her mom hadn’t ever given it before. Jennifer didn’t know what to say so she just nodded. Her dad chimed in with, “Do you still believe in what you learned in church?”

Jennifer turned to him now, tears threatening to rise up.  She saw pain on his face and somehow the pain helped her keep her tears at bay. “I know you two worry about me.  I’ve been worrying about me lately.”  She stood up and took a deep breath. “This is the last year.  We all discussed it.  If we don’t get any answers, we learn to deal with it.  We learn to live without answers.”

Her mother breathed in sharply and it looked for a moment like she would cry.  Instead, she stood up and walked around the table, putting her arms around Jennifer but only briefly before lifting her daughter’s face so they stared directly at each other.  The stare was unsettling even though Jennifer knew her mother was simply trying to gauge the truth of Jennifer’s commitment.  Finally, her mother nodded. “Honey.  George and Hillary had to live without answers.  They moved away.  The pain won’t ever go away but they moved past it. They have a life, now. It’s just a life without Holly, and you need a life without her, too.”

“I know, Mom,” Jennifer said. “I don’t know how I’m going to do it but I know I need to.”

Jennifer felt her father’s hands come around her from behind, reaching forward to pull her mother close so she was sandwiched between them.  It was such a familiar and comforting feeling, and the tears fought to erupt again, this time from the comfort as much as from the loss. “Don’t forget that we’ll see her again, Jenny.”

“Neither of you is going to see anything ever again if you don’t eat the breakfast I slaved all morning to make,” Mom said, and Jennifer found herself laughing, not just a comfortable and false sort of laugh, the kind of laugh that’s really sobbing in another form.  Instead, she laughed a real laugh, a cleansing laugh, and she realized this indeed would be the last year.  She couldn’t put her finger on the change but she could definitely feel desperation fading.  She wondered if it was something to do with her age, if somehow God arbitrarily decided twenty-five was the right time to put away childish things, though there was something perverse about thinking the last seven years was a childish pursuit.  “Did you hear me?” Mom asked. “I’m about to settle any doubts you have because if you two don’t sit down and eat you’re going to see Jesus in short order.”

“No doubts, here,” Jennifer said.  She wiggled out from between her parents and sat down.  She didn’t point out that the meal her mom slaved over was just cereal and toast. “So what should I do in a post-sleuth life?” Nobody responded, and Jennifer turned to look at them.  They both stared back, unsure. “I’m serious,” she said. “This is it.  We have one lead to follow up on, and that’s that.  If we learn something substantial, we’ll follow it.  Otherwise, we’re done.”

“The journal?” Dad seemed cautious.  She imagined it would take a lot of convincing.

“Yeah.”

Her mother asked, “But didn’t the police read her diary?”

Jennifer shrugged. “Diaries.  They learned a heck of a lot about how the Pastor’s daughter giggled a lot, I guess.  This one, though, was left at her aunt’s house and we only just found out about it.”

Her father sat down and poured milk into his bowl. “Are you really going to give this up, Honey?”

She nodded. “I’m going to try, anyway.  I don’t know how I’m going to fill my time and I have no idea if anyone is going to like the Jenny who doesn’t mope around with a big dark cloud over her head but I’m going to try.”

“You could be one of those investigate journalists,” her mom said as she sat down.  Sitting down meant she believed her, and Jenny smiled.

“I think the point is that I failed in the investigation, mom.  Not something to put in my resume.”

“But you majored in that.”

She laughed. “No. I majored in communications.  I just focused on radio and television communications.  It was the technical side, not the reporting side.”

“Well, I think your videos are wonderful.”

Jenny laughed unexpectedly enough that milk sprayed onto the table. “You hate them!”

Her mother rolled her eyes. “No.”  She got up, walked to the sink, picked up a dishtowel, and came back to clean up the spill.  “I hate what I saw in your eyes when you talked about Holly.  But you’re a lot better than all of those branch kids.”

“What the heck is a branch kid?”

“They do those short videos of running into doors or stupid jokes.”

“Do you mean vines?”

“Vines, branches, whatever.”

She would have laughed again, would have sprayed milk all over the table again, but the phone rang and she fought back the urge.  Her father stood and made his way to the counter and picked up the receiver. “Hello?  That’s me.  Oh, dear Lord.”  She stared at him as color drained from his face. “Okay.  Yes.  Let’s pray right now.”  Even as she automatically bowed her head, she knew it was bad.  Let’s pray right now usually meant a family member in the hospital or in jail. “Okay,” he said. “I’ll head right over there.  Can you handle the service today?”  That meant he was talking to a deacon and that meant the hurt family member was critically hurt.

He hung up the phone and looked at them. “You guys run to church.  I have to go to the hospital.”

“What’s up?” Jennifer asked.

“Roberta Giles was shot this morning when she went
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