And Then There Was Jen

    By: Krista Wylin
Chapter I


The blazing sun beat against the ragged top of the Rv as it whizzed down the highway. Inside, five college students in various positions sat fanning themselves. One complained, “Why is it this hot already?” He then added, “It’s only the beginning of April.”  The guy that was driving, Luke, called back, “ Lighten up Steve. It’s spring break and we’re going to have fun.” He shot a smile at Madelina who was sitting next to him, navigating. She returned the smile, but only to be polite. She had been drug along on this trip by Jen; after all, she hadn’t had plans. None of them did. In total the rv carried an array of students: Madelina, an impressive first year student, Luke, who was the star point guard, Steve, he was studying business, Ralph, who is a doctoral student, and then there was Jen, a biology student.


Jen connected the group together; she was the common denominator they all knew.  Madelina was Jen’s roommate and although they had gotten along well enough, there was tension between the pair more often than not. Ralph-Jen’s boyfriend- helped to alleviate some of this tension because he was constantly with her. The duo were a perfect fit, Ralph a doctoral student and Madelina a biology student. Luke and Ralph were roommates and they had their differences, much like Madelina and Jen; however, the guys made it work between them. The foursome had invited Steve along because they all “knew him”. Everyone did. 
Chapter II



Night was fast approaching when Luke finally pulled down the barely there road that led to their cabin. In the dim headlights of the rv, a two-track was barely visible to follow. Luke jammed the rv in park and accusingly looked at Madelina who was holding the map still. He asked her in a icy, slow voice, “Are you certain we didn’t take a wrong turn somewhere?” After flipping the map a view times, Madelina responded, “There are no other roads within 20 miles of this place. This is the right way.” She glared at Luke with eyes so cold he didn’t dare refuse her. He pulled the shift into gear and started to creep down the trail. 



After what seemed to be an eternity to the others packed in the back, the headlights glittered off of an object in the distance. Jen was the first to realize it was the cabin. “We’re hereee,” she announced in her squeaky singsong voice. The others breathed a sigh of relief. Luke pulled the rv around in a circle in front of the cabin so he wouldn’t have to back out. Jen was the first one out of the rv and she practically ran to the cabin door. She stood there with her hand on the knob as she fumbled in her purse, looking for the key. Madelina drew is from her pocket and thought, typical, blonde Jen, and said, “Looking for this?” as she placed the key in the slot and the door clicked right open. “I forgot I gave that to you,” Jen said as they pushed inside. Five hands brushed the wall looking for a light switch when Steve found it and the lights overhead flickered on. 
Chapter III



Small gasps exchanged between members of the group as they looked around them. What seemed a mediocre cabin at best from the outside was exquisite on the inside. Different game mounts lined the walls and a comfortable sectional took up a large portion of the room. There was a bear rug in the center of the room and a 60 in tv on the wall above the fire place. Once the initial shock was rid from their bodies, the group moved about and started to exlore the cabin. Steve and Madelina ventured up the stairs to check out the bedrooms while Luke and Ralph checked out the back deck and Jen was left alone in the kitchen. She was beyond pleased with herself that she- Jen- had managed to get all four of her friends here when not one of them wanted to come in the first place. Jen glanced down at the counter and noticed a note with neat handwriting that read:



Dearest Jen,

I have prepared all of the rooms for you and your friends. You will find the fridge and pantry fully stocked but if you find yourself in need of anything, please do not hesitate to call me. I hope you all enjoy your stay and find yourselves feeling at home. However, I must warn you some strange things have been occurring around here the past few weeks. It is not my intention to scare you; I just don’t want anyone wandering off by alone. Be very careful during your stay. 




Respectfully, 






U.N. Owen 

Jen set the note down and went to investigate the fridge. Just as Mr. Owen had said, she found it fully stocked and she brought out a cold bottle of wine. She found a cork opener and wine glass then popped the top and poured herself some. 
When the others finally returned from exploring, they found her standing in the kitchen, sipping from her glass. Ralph and Madelina both sensed something was wrong with her, but Ralph beat Madelina to the punch when he asked, “Jen, is there something wrong love?” And in response, Jen held up the note from U.N. Owen for Ralph to read. Once he was done, the note was passed around the small circle gathered in the kitchen. For a moment, no one spoke and crickets would be heard chirping outside from a window that Luke had opened. Steve was the first to talk, “ I don’t think we have anything to be scared of. All he said was don’t wander off alone.” This seemed to ease the tension in the room. Madelina poured herself a glass of wine from the same bottle that Jen had and the boys found themselves some beer. After the drinks started flowing, everyone forgot about the strange note. For the moment at least. 
Chapter IV

The five musketeers started to feel better once they had a few drinks in them. No one quite remembers who suggested it, but they ended up sitting on the floor in a circle- like children waiting for a story- and told their individual life stories. Steve, who had complained about the heat earlier, was overjoyed when they lit a fire in the hearth. A chill had come into the air before they began.

Because Jen had arranged the trip, everyone agreed that she should go first. Jen was the typical good girl that seemingly did nothing wrong. She didn’t have much to say, her parents had decent jobs, everyone loved her and thought that Jen was perfect. However, she had a deep secret. Jen sighed before she began, “I have something I should tell you guys.” She glaned nervously around the room and bit her lip before she spilled. “ My life may seem perfect, but in order to pay for school…” She wanted to run away from this moment, “…. I’m a prostitute at night.” She looked around and found a sea of blank faces around her. After the silence ensued for a solid minute, it was Madeline that finally spoke, “ Jen, do what you have to do. None of us are here to judge you.” Madelina reached over and gave her roommate a hug for the first time since they met. In that moment, the girls had finally found acceptance they had longed for. Madelina breathed an internal sigh of relief that her roommate wasn’t as perfect as she seemed. 
Madelina followed up Jen and tried to relieve some tension. Again, her life story didn’t have much meat to it. She had been the top of her class in high school, had never been in trouble, and as one may guess- she was excelling in college. Madelina had lived an average life, as it would appear on the surface. However, deep down, she hid a secret so dark that she dared not share it with the rest of them. To pass the time- and to seem as interesting as Jen- she told the group random facts that she had memorized. 

Ralph decided he should be the next to go. He interrupted Madelina with a polite, “Thank you for those interesting facts” and then cleared his throat to speak. Ralph admitted that he was only becoming a doctor because his parents wanted him to. He had been such a disappointment to them before that he felt he owed it to them to take on that profession. Despite this fact, Ralph let his true colors shine in another way. He lowered his head and barely whispered, “Guys, I’m in a cult.” After the words left his mouth, he turned a dark shade of red and wouldn’t look anyone in the eye. No one spoke and an uncomfortable silence began to fill the room. Jen spoke after a while and only said one thing, “How could you not tell me this?” and with that she got up and walked away. 
Silence continued to fill the room long after Jen had walked away. Steve sighed and said, “Well, I guess I’ll go after all that excitement.” This drew nervous laughs from them all and the mood seemed to lighten, if only by a fraction. Steve was that kid that no one saw going to college because of his background. However, he was incredibly smart and wowed the others with his knowledge of the world. He was able to make the others forget about what Ralph had said. Steve was the guy everyone on campus knew, because he was a drug dealer. It was unspoken knowledge between them all that didn’t really need any explaining. His choice of a business major made all the more sense because of it. “And that’s really all there is to know about me,” Steve finished and looked around at the circle of faces. There really was no shock to what he said, and this pleased him. 
Luke was the last to go. Everyone expected a cliché life story from him because he was the star point guard for their team. They were not disappointed. Luke had grown up in a picture perfect suburb with a white picket fence. He had gotten all A’s in school and was a natural born, talented athlete. He had played football, basketball, and baseball while in high school. None of this shocked the group. Typical Luke they all thought.  

And with that, they were finished. Within a matter of a few hours, everyone’s deepest secrets had been revealed. And with their minds heavy with this new information, they all retired to bed. Except for one…





Chapter V

Madelina lay awake in bed that night, staring at the gray glow the moon cast on the ceiling. She could not- no matter how hard she tried- get the thought of her roommate being a prostitute out of her head. 

A similar scene played out two doors over. Jen and Ralph lay awake next to one another, neither dare say a word. They both had a lot to think about. Despite the silence, Jen inched closer to Ralph as they lay there, and he placed his arm around her. The silence became comfortable then. Bearable- if only for a moment. 

Silence was present in the rest of the rooms as well. Sleep eluded all of them as wild thoughts ran through their minds. Who would’ve thought Steve was smart? Ralph in a cult, I can see that, and Jen a prostitute, that’s a lie, were just a few of many. Finally, one of them couldn’t take it and slowly sat up to get out of bed. 




Chapter VI
The next morning- one by one as they awoke- everyone made their way downstairs; Steve was there first, followed by Madelina, and finally Jen and Ralph. However, after 30 minutes, Luke did not show up. While thoughtfully sipping her coffee, Madelina suggest that they go check on him. Everyone agreed and the little group made their way upstairs. Steve stepped up and lightly knocked on the door of Luke’s room. When they didn’t get an answer, he knocked again- louder this time. Again, no answer. Steve pushed everyone back and said, “Watch out.” He backed up and then ran forward to knock the door in. 

In a cloud of dust, the door burst in. A still figure was laying on the bed with a sheet pulled over it. Steve, feeling brave after taking down the door, slowly reached forward and drew the sheet back from the still figure. Jen screamed while everyone else gasped as blue lips and lifeless eyes were revealed as the sheet moved. Jen and Ralph moved away from the bed while Madelina was glued to the spot. She was curious about the body. Unable to believe what was before her eyes, Madelina reached out a curious hand and found a cold face meeting her. She drew back with a tiny gasp. Before she turned her head away, Madelina noticed dark marks around Luke’ s neck. She wondered what they could from as she turned her back on his lifeless corpse. 
The tiny group had moved downstairs, back into the kitchen. An eternity passed before anyone spoke. Ralph was the first, “What the hell happened?” was all he could muster. Really, all of them were thinking the same thing. Madelina spoke up next, “There were marks on his neck. Looks like he was strangled maybe…” She trailed off, unable to continue on. Madelina broke down in tears, this was too much for her to handle. Jen wrapped her arms around her roommate to comfort her, but she too broke down. Ralph was next to join the huddle, and eventually, Steve did as well. They all huddled in the kitchen, arms around one another, minds trying to fathom what happened. After a while, the shaking from the sobs in the middle stop, yet no one moved. In their huddle, they felt safe. However, eventually, Jen broke away. She had fear in her eyes as she mused, “There is a security system in this cabin…I turned it on before we went to bed last. And if it didn’t go off….” Her voice trailed away mid thought. “One of us must have done it,” Ralph finished for her. 




Chapter VII

Shocked looks masked each of their faces as this realization hit them. Suddenly, the air seemed thinner, and Jen began to get light headed. She grasped the counter for support. They had moved away from one another and were all standing in defensive positions. “Why would any of us want to do this?” Madelina inquired after yet another silence ensued. “Sounds like the type of thing Ralph might try,” Steve accused out of nowhere. He shot a glance in the direction of the other male to study his face. Steve took a few deep breaths to calm himself and queried, “Just because I’m in a cult you automatically assume I did it?” His face turned from calm to pissed in an instant when Steve shook his head in a yes motion. 
Chaos then ensued in the cabin. The girls struggled to keep the guys from ripped one another apart. Madelina was able to get a firm hold on Steve and walked him out to the deck to cool off. Jen took Ralph’s face in her hands and made him look her in the eye until his breathing returned to normal. Simultaneously, the girls both told the guys, “We all need to keep our heads on straight,” and with that they all converged again. One again, they all stood in a circle, guarding themselves from one another. Madeline was the first to speak, “We should go look at the body for evidence,” she suggested in a small voice. And with that, they all walked upstairs, shooting accusing glances behind them. 




Chapter VIII

The quartet stood in a semi-circle around the bed that contained Luke’s body. As he had before, Steve reached forward and with drew the sheet to reveal the entirety of Luke’s body. Immediately, Madelina pointed out the red marks on his neck to everyone else. After closer inspection from them all, Jen pointed out similar marks on his wrists. “It looks as though someone strangled him with something,” Ralph said, being the resident doctoral student among them. Madelina reached down to further inspect the marks on his arms when she noticed something else. There was something carved into the side of his wrist. She picked up Luke’s cold hand and dropped it once she realized what it was. A tiny pentagram had been carved into the skin of his wrist. Cold eyes came up to meet Ralph’s as she exclaimed in an icy tone, “It was you who did it!” She held up the wrist for evidence. Jen gulped and moved away from Ralph. His eyes widened in disbelief as he inspected the pentagram. “I had nothing..to do..with this..” he panted, and the room suddenly felt small. “Well, all evidence points to you right now,” Madelina said in a chilly voice. She walked out of the room and into the hall to collect her thoughts. Soon, Jen and Steve joined her. “I can’t believe this,” Jen whisper and slumped against the wall. 
After a few moments, Ralph walked out and whispered “I didn’t do it,” and with that he walked down the hall and out to the balcony at the end of the corridor. The trio stood together and mutually decided to leave him there without having to say anything to one another. Madelina decided to walk back into the room to cover up Luke’s body. Again, she noticed something she hadn’t before. There were dollar bills sticking out of the waist on his pants. She let out a scream she tried her hardest to suppress. Steve and Jen came whizzing into the room to see what the commotion was about. Madelina turned accusing eyes towards Jen and pointed to the newest discovery. Jen’s eyes widened with horror when she saw the latest jab at her job. She eyes welled up and she could not stop the flow of tears. “Clearly, someone is trying to frame me,” she managed to say between tear filled gasps. Madelina had no words left for the situation; she covered the body and left the room, leaving a stunned Jen and Steve standing there. For the remainder of the morning and most of the afternoon, everyone avoided one another. If someone was occupying a room, they went and found another. They only came together again once they were all hungry enough for lunch. 

Silently, Madelina and Jen prepared sandwiches for the four of them and set them out on the counter for the boys to come and get. Once there was food in all their stomachs, some of the tension left and they made small talk. Steve was the first to speak, “I guess we need to talk about the evidence that we found earlier.” Madelina- in her pretentious way- spoke up, “Ralph has the traits of a psychopath, plus there is evidence of him doing it on the body. I don’t understand what there is to talk about.” They all looked at her, mouths open. No one expected that from Madelina. Ralph saw no point in arguing with her because Madelina had used her matter of fact voice. However, Steve pointed out, “There was also evidence of Jen on the body, aren’t we going to talk about that?” All eyes were on her, waiting for Jen to say something. Jen broke down again. Ralph stuck up for her by saying, “Jen is beside herself. How can we be blaming her? I think someone planted those dollars to frame her,” and with that he got up, took Jen by the arm, and they walked outside. Soon after, Steve stood up as well. Madelina was alone at the table with her thoughts. 





Chapter IX

The day dragged on and Madelina eventually got up from the table. The others had ventured off outside to try and keep their heads. Madelina went up to her room and took a pen and paper out from her belongings. She started to write in order to articulate her feelings. She said there at the desk in her room for what seemed like hours and just wrote. The red and pink colors from the sun were slanting across her paper before she stopped. Madelina got up and walked across the room to look out her window. She saw the others walking back through the door. She figured they would be having dinner soon. It didn’t leave her much time. 
Jen, Ralph, and Steve had been gone most of the afternoon. They had left Madelina sitting at the table when they left and found her gone when they returned. Jen said offhandedly, “She’s probably writing. It’s what she does in times of distress.” With that, no one said anything more about it. They set about making dinner. 

Jen was about to yell upstairs for Madelina to come down when they all heard a crash. The trio sprinted up the stairs and Steve reached Madelina’s door first and burst in. What he found was a scene that none of them will forget. The crash they heard had been a heavy chair falling over, being kicked actually. Madelina was hanging from the ceiling by a rope attached around her neck. Jen let out an ear-piercing scream that could be heard for miles. She ran up to the body and tried with all her might to tug Madeline down. The boys had to pry her off the body and she collapsed in a fit of tears on the floor. 
After the initial wave of shock had passed, the three that were left passed glances between all of them. Suddenly, Steve walked towards Madelina’s desk, like he was drawn there by some sort of force. He picked up an envelope, addressed to the three of them, and tore it open. Inside, there was letter and a newspaper article. The letter was from Madelina, apologizing for what she had done. The article was from a local newspaper. It was about the murder of a boy from 5 years ago. This was it, her confession. The documents passed hands and they stood there in disbelief. One by one, they walked from the room. First Steve, then Ralph, and then there was Jen. What’s done is done she thought, and with that, she closed the door. 
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