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They said she killed herself. Everyone was saying it.


What started out as a rumor, quietly whispered among small gatherings of polite people, quickly grew into something that was openly discussed in large gatherings of impolite people. I was so sick of hearing them talk about it.


They questioned me. Over and over again, trying to find out if I knew what had happened. But my answers didn’t change. Yet it never failed—someone else would ask, as if one day my reply would suddenly be different.


I didn’t know, but I should have … and I’ve been haunted ever since.





Chapter One
LAST WORDS
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From the listless repose of the place, and the peculiar character of its inhabitants … this sequestered glen has long been known by the name of Sleepy Hollow.


—”The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” by Washington Irving


It was funny. At a time like this, wasn’t I supposed to be thinking serious thoughts of eternity, and the afterlife, and all that? As I glanced around me at the small groups of people huddled around the room, it seemed like that’s what they were all thinking about. Each somber face reflected their pious thoughts, but all I could think about was the hair-dyeing incident.


It was funny.


I guess I should have been thinking about all the things I wanted to say. All the things I couldn’t say. And all the things I’d never get the chance to say. But I didn’t. It wasn’t like any of this was really happening anyway. She’s only been missing since June 9. Sixty-eight days. That’s not long enough for her to be … dead.


You can’t have a viewing of the body if there is no body. And someone can’t really be gone from your life forever if there is no viewing. It all works itself out. This was only an act. Just motions we were going through.


I stared at the closed casket a bit longer, and then shuffled off to the side as someone came up right behind me. The message was silent, but it was still there. You’ve had your turn. Now move on.


I moved on.


Closer and closer to the wall I pressed myself, trying to blend in. A moldy, stale smell wafted around me, and I recognized the cloying odor of flowers past their prime. Like the room itself had absorbed years of their stench. Putting one hand behind my back, I reached out to touch the yellowed lily-of-the-valley-patterned wallpaper. It was rough and bumpy under my fingertip, and covered every square inch of a room that looked like it hadn’t been updated since 1973. It was awful.


The room started filling up, and I shuffled to the left. Here, the pea-soup-colored shag carpet was completely worn through in several spots. Faded pictures of shepherds guarding their sheep decorated each wall, but they were all slightly water stained, and hung with gaudy gold wire. I was amazed at the overall tackiness.


Why on earth would someone pick a room like this to gather a large group of people into? It had to be the ugliest room I had ever seen. A bingo hall would have been more appropriate.


But every time I thought about slipping out of the room and away from all these people, Mom would catch my eye and give me a look. That sorry-honey-but-it-won’t-be-much-longer-I-promise look. Which meant that it would, indeed, be much longer.


Especially since Mom and Dad seemed more than happy to spend a full twenty minutes talking to every person who entered the room. So I stared at the ugly wallpaper … and that nasty carpet … and those gaudy pictures.…


I had to get out. I gave Mom the signal, or at least what I hoped passed for some sort of signal, that I was escaping for a walk. She didn’t respond, but since she was halfway across the room, it wasn’t like she could do anything to stop me.


The nearest doorway took me to a hallway that ended in a large foyer at the front of the funeral home. The foyer was old and dusty, and decorated with hideous fake flowers and fake wood paneling that covered the bottom half of each wall. Someone had apparently thought that it would be a good idea to continue the flower theme out here and had pasted a green ivy border, which was just as awful as the lily of the valley wallpaper, directly above the paneling.


It was not a good look.


Then I saw a bench. The coat rack next to it was full, but the bench was empty. And all mine.


Suddenly I didn’t mind that ugly wood paneling, or the even uglier ivy border. It looked quiet over there on that bench, and I sat down to contemplate how nice it was that someone had been thoughtful enough to put it here just for me.


But my thoughts were interrupted when three people came out of the viewing room and started walking toward me. Since the bench and the coat rack were positioned right next to the outside doors, I desperately hoped that they were leaving. I wasn’t in the mood to force a smile and make small talk with people I didn’t want to be around.


They were all dressed in black, their “viewing finest,” I’m sure. Miss Horvack, a substitute teacher, was on the right, and I noticed Mrs. Kelley, the town historian, on the left. I didn’t recognize the woman in the middle. Sleepy Hollow might be a small town, but that doesn’t mean I know everyone who lives here.


Their loud whispers disturbed the air, and I tried very hard not to listen to what they were saying, but I quickly gave up when something interesting caught my attention. I edged closer down the bench to listen in.


“—trying to throw eggs at cars from the bathroom windows. Eleven and nine they were. Eleven and nine!” Miss Horvack’s gravelly voice broke through as she spoke louder and louder.


“Mmm-hmm,” someone murmured.


“Thank goodness I was there to stop them. After ten minutes I just opened up the door and hollered in that they had used up the bathroom time limit and that they needed to make their way out of there. Good thing I did too,” she huffed, her voice getting more excited. “Wouldn’t you know it; they came scrambling out with the eggs sticking out of their pockets. I was flabbergasted. Flabbergasted, I tell you!”


Mrs. Kelley spoke up now. “The parents just don’t care anymore. That’s the real shame of it. Kids these days need to learn some manners.”


“Children of all ages have no respect. No respect for their parents and no respect for their elders. None at all. That’s what happened with that Kristen girl, I bet.” I listened closer as the woman I didn’t recognize joined in. “She had no respect for her family. I heard she was doing all sorts of drugs, just like her brother.”


The outraged gasps of the two other ladies merged with my quiet snort of disbelief. Kristen would never do drugs. This woman obviously had her facts very wrong.


“It probably was drug related,” Miss Horvack agreed. “These kids today are all doing the drugs. Everything’s about the drugs.”


Mrs. Kelley voiced her strong agreement about “the drugs.”


“And what does it all boil down to?” The third woman paused, and then took over the conversation again. “No respect, just like I said. They have no respect for anything. Her poor parents.”


Miss Horvack and Mrs. Kelley quickly agreed, each stating several more reasons for the obvious downfall of society’s youth.


I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Who were these people to spread rumors about Kristen like this? Everyone in Sleepy Hollow knew that Kristen’s family had never gotten over the loss of their only son to a drug overdose eight years ago. If there was one thing that Kristen would not have gotten involved in, it was “the drugs.”


Curling my hands into fists, I felt each fingernail dig sharply into my palms, and I tried to control my anger. But I couldn’t take it anymore. These women were wrong, and they needed to know it. I jumped up to interrupt them, but then I saw Mom peeking out of the doorway from the viewing room. She saw me too, and raised one eyebrow. “There you are, Abigail.”


I knew that look. And that eyebrow.


I stared Mrs. Kelley and Miss Horvack directly in the eye as I stomped past them, to prove that I’d heard what they’d said, and to let them know that it had pissed me off royally. They pretended not to notice.


When I re-entered the lily room, I went to stand up front with Dad. He put his arm around my shoulder, and it was nice to feel the support. The conversation that I had overheard ran through my head, playing out over and over again. I wanted to confront those women and set the record straight. To tell them what I thought of people who would talk about Kristen like that, and how inappropriate it was. Ultimately, though, I just wanted to let them know how very, very wrong they were.


Instead I just stood there and stared blankly at the casket.


Kristen’s school picture from last year had been placed next to it, and I concentrated very hard on that picture, trying to tune out everyone else around me. Her mom had asked me if she could use a picture of us wearing big goofy hats and big goofy grins. But I hadn’t been able to answer her. I just didn’t know what to say when she’d asked, so I guess she’d taken that as a no.


Looking at that plain school picture, I suddenly wished that I had said yes. There should be a picture of us up there, even if this was just an act. I should have been able to give Kristen that much, at least. Everyone here deserved to see the real Kristen, not just some stiff, posed side of her.


The people around me started to bow their heads and close their eyes, and I realized that Reverend Prescott was closing the evening with a prayer. It didn’t take very long, and when he was finished, I followed Mom and Dad across the room for our final rounds.


Kristen’s parents were very emotional, so we rushed through a quick good-bye with them. I was actually a little relieved, because the last thing I wanted to do was blurt out something terribly inappropriate, like how I was going to miss the lasagna her mom used to make for me.


Reverend Prescott was next, along with whomever else we happened to pass on our way out. It ended up taking us twenty-five minutes to make it out of that room, and I had never been so happy to see the hallway.


The trio was still there, only now they had attracted a slightly larger crowd. They didn’t even bother to stop talking while we squeezed by them, and their words drifted over me.


“Poor thing.”


“So sad, having to bury an empty casket.”


“They’ll probably never find the body.”


“If she was depressed, then it was obviously a suicide.”


I turned and gave Mrs. Kelley and Miss Horvack another look as I passed, only this time I added a glare to it. Pushing my way through the heavy exit door, I stepped outside with Mom and Dad and tried to let the cool night air calm my raging temper. The doors echoed loudly as they closed solidly behind us.


The gossipers never even noticed.


I lay awake in bed that night, staring at the ceiling, until the first few fingers of dawn were stretching into my room. I tried to force myself to get some sleep, but it didn’t last for very long, and neither did the sunshine. It turned cloudy and overcast by midmorning.


The funeral was supposed to be at four thirty, but after lunch I couldn’t handle being indoors anymore so I grabbed a light raincoat and told Mom I was going for a walk. She was in the middle of discussing press releases and funeral write-ups with Dad, so she just waved a hand in my general direction. I was out the door before she had a chance to ask where I was headed, grateful that she wasn’t going to make me sit down and discuss my “feelings” with her, or something.


Not really knowing where to go, I started walking slowly up the hill that led away from the house. A chilly breeze blew by, and I stopped for a minute to shrug on the yellow coat, stuffing a hand deep inside each pocket.


I watched as the ground moved beneath me with every step I took, and it wasn’t long before I found myself at the only cemetery in the entire town of Sleepy Hollow. It stretched for miles, and Kristen and I had come here practically every day. It was our cemetery.


Slipping through the large iron gates that guarded the main entrance, my feet automatically found the well-worn pathways that we had walked so often. I took my time wandering past the grassy hills, weaving around trees and bushes, and stopped every now and then to look around. There was always something interesting to see each time I came here.


Whether it was a freshly tended grave site, or a toy positioned on top of a tombstone, it always varied. But every once in a while something strange and unusual would appear. Something that made you wonder why that particular item had been left, and what the story behind it was.


Today it was a chair.


An old-fashioned chair made out of wrought iron with a slatted wooden seat rested right next to a freshly sown grave. The chair was waiting, as if to seat someone so that they could talk to whoever had been so recently placed inside the earth. It was both disturbing and beautiful at the same time.


Debating briefly, I took a quick look around to make sure that I was still alone. I didn’t want to bother any grieving family members that might be nearby. Then I strayed off the path and walked up to the chair, being careful to step around the loose soil.


“Can I sit here for a moment?” I asked the fresh grave. “I promise to move if the rightful owner of this chair shows up.”


A limb from a nearby cherry tree swayed up and down, so I took that as a yes. Carefully brushing off the seat, I sat down.


Vast grounds surrounded me on all sides, punctuated with small bursts of color. Several large trees had started to change shades, and each one was a bright, bold contrast to the muted softer colors of the cherry trees scattered among them. The graveyard would be absolutely stunning when fall actually arrived and all of the leaves turned.


“This is a beautiful spot,” I said quietly, speaking to the dirt beside me. “I know you haven’t been here very long, but I think you’ll like it. A giant maple tree sits behind us, and the shade reaches all the way down to the bottom of the hill. Some of the leaves are starting to change now, and it’s breathtaking.” I had spent so much time visiting this cemetery that it didn’t feel strange at all to be talking to a grave.


“I have a friend who’s going to be buried here later today,” I continued on. “Not right here in this part, but down near the Old Dutch Church section. I hope they have a tree down there for her. She would like a tree. Wherever she is.…”


The wind picked up, and I fell silent. It howled around me, making an eerie moaning sound. More sad than scary, it was like the wind was mourning for my loss. And even though this whole thing was just one big fake moment in time, I definitely felt a loss. In some ways, I think that knowing she really was dead would almost be easier to understand. In some ways, that would be easier to deal with.


Something shiny suddenly caught my eye. I leaned forward to get a better look.


It was a small bulldozer moving steadily along one of the paths down below. After a couple of minutes chugging, it rolled to a stop by an erected awning. Several people were standing around, and two of them were holding shovels. In the back of my mind somewhere, I knew what they were going to do. I also knew that I probably shouldn’t watch them do it.


But I couldn’t turn away.


In rapt attention I watched as they began the slow process of digging a grave. The bulldozer raised and lowered its arm several times, each turn coming back up with a pile of gleaming dark dirt. Then the workers pushed their shovels down into the hole. I assumed they were packing in the sides and removing any stray dirt.


Over and over this happened, and still I watched them. I should have felt something. Anger … disgust … sadness. But I didn’t feel any of those things. Instead I was hypnotized.


When it had finished its chore, the bulldozer chugged back up along the path. The men threw their shovels to the ground and moved on to set up a wide metal piping system around the edges of the empty hole. Once that was complete, the workers moved the awning and several white chairs into place beside the grave, and then loaded the shovels and themselves into a truck and drove away.


It was amazing to see the complete conversion of an empty piece of land to an available burial site. And a little hard to understand how easily it could all be done.


The wind moaned again, and several raindrops fell onto my head. I had completely lost track of time, and I probably needed to get back home to get dressed for the service. Out of the corner of my eye I saw a dark shadow move, but when I faced the direction that I thought it had gone, there was nothing there.


Turning back to the grave next to me, I raised my voice slightly to be heard over the pitch of the wind. “Thanks for the company.” I stood up from the chair and gave a farewell salute before carefully stepping onto the path. I glanced one more time over my shoulder, but the shadow was gone.


That was when the sky opened up.


Huge raindrops fell hard, each one splattering on impact. I tucked my hands back inside my raincoat so that at least one part of me would stay dry. Even if it was only a small part.


The pathway along the graveyard turned slick with water and mud, and it splashed along the bottom of my jeans and shoes as I walked. Unfortunately, I was still pretty far from where I’d entered, and even farther from my house. I had nothing but a long, wet, miserable walk home to look forward to.





Chapter Two
THE FUNERAL
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There are peculiar quavers still to be heard in that church … which are said to be legitimately descended from the nose of Ichabod Crane.


—”The Legend of Sleepy Hollow”


I barely had enough time to dry off and change into a black dress before I had to leave to go back to the cemetery.


The funeral service was held inside the Old Dutch Church, and every single wooden pew was filled. The remaining space was standing room only. The whole town had shown up.


While the sharp tapping of rain on the stained-glass windows beat like a drum in the background, the reverend droned steadily on and on. The way he spoke of Kristen made her sound less like the best friend I had known so well and more like a stranger whom I’d never met. It was odd and disconcerting.


A faint burning smell clung to the room, a familiar scent introduced by the large boiler furnace being turned on in response to the gray, chilly weather outside. I shifted uncomfortably on the hard pew, and found my eyes wandering over to the large painting that was hanging above the reverend’s head. It was a depiction of the scene made famous by Washington Irving, showing a frightened Ichabod Crane looking over one shoulder while a dark and menacing headless rider rose up behind him.


I had asked Reverend Prescott once why the painting was hung in the church, and he took great pleasure in telling me his rather lengthy view on the virtues of keeping our eyes ahead to the Lord when the devil rides up behind to offer temptation. By the time he had finished, I was sorry I had ever asked that question.


Suddenly the reverend stopped talking and everyone around me started getting up. It was time for the final procession.


People filed out of the church one by one, huddling under umbrellas and trying to stay dry beneath the safety of the overhanging eaves for as long as possible. But it was a useless act, and they were soon driven to accept wet defeat.


I followed as my parents joined the solemn crowd moving slowly toward the grave site. Although most of them tried to walk carefully along the treacherous pathways, each step they took yielded a heel or toe that quickly got stuck in the mud. It would be a soggy and bedraggled gathering arriving at Kristen’s grave today.


Skirting around the main path, I walked apart from the others. I took a grassier lane that wasn’t quite as muddy, but the rain streamed down my face since I hadn’t brought an umbrella with me. It felt like déjá vu from earlier. Once again, I was caught out in the rain.


When I reached the grave site, I was lucky to find a small patch of unoccupied awning, and I stood under it, silently waiting. The pallbearers carried the casket over to the burial ground and then loaded it onto the metal lowering frame. Mom tried to catch my eye, while people walked up to the grave to give their final respects and say a few words.


She kept making a small jerking motion with her head, urging me to go up and say something, but I just shook my head back at her. I couldn’t get up there and face these people. Not now, not like this. This was all fake, but I couldn’t very well stand up there and say that.


More people went up. Many reached out to touch the casket, and one boy laid a single flower on top. It surprised me when he stepped in front of the crowd and stated simply that he would miss the chance to get to know Kristen better. His brown curly hair was a mess, and his matching brown eyes were red-rimmed and watery. He looked like he was ready to start bawling at any second. I stared at him as he shuffled along. I knew he went to school with us, and his name was Brad, or Brett, but other than that, I didn’t know anything about him.


So why did it sound like he really would miss Kristen?


I recognized a couple of other people from school too, cheerleaders, who went on and on about what fond memories they had of Kristen. How she’d been such a good person … they would miss her so much … blah, blah, blah. Such useless words. They didn’t really know Kristen. For them it was all about how much attention they would receive.


And then it was over.


With one final flower tossed, tear shed, and good-bye said, the service ended and it was time to leave. An empty casket placed into the cold, hard ground was supposed to symbolize my best friend’s life.


It felt vastly inappropriate.


~ ~ ~


The crowd left quickly, braving the mud puddles to venture back to their cars. They had done their part. Now it was time to move on.


I stayed where I was until the last of them had gone. Mom and Dad were walking with Reverend Prescott back to the church, and hopefully they understood that I wanted some time to myself. To sort things out.


Taking a step closer, I concentrated on the casket. Everything had been turned upside down these last couple of months. I didn’t know which way was up anymore, and all of a sudden I didn’t have anyone to ask. It made my head hurt, and I felt like I would never be able to untangle all my thoughts.


But most of all it made my heart hurt. Inside my chest a giant vise grip had squeezed hold and was slowly crushing everything that worked in there. One day I would have nothing but a black hole inside of me.


A short burst of light abruptly caught me in the eye, and I looked up, temporarily pulled away from my misery.


The sun was peeking out from under a cloud, valiantly trying to make its way through the rain. A shaft of light hit the side of the casket and changed it from an ordinary, dull shade into a starburst. Every shiny fleck of paint was momentarily illuminated, showing the true color of the casket to be a vibrant blood red, and I smiled. Red was our favorite color.


Then the sun disappeared.


I reached out and touched the casket lid. It was cold. So cold that I immediately snatched my hand away. It almost felt like it had burned me.


I just stood there. I couldn’t bring myself to say anything … not out loud, at least. But a thousand thoughts raged inside my head, while a thousand feelings raged inside my heart.


The weather mimicked my emotions. A fierce wind rattled by, howling in outrage. The edges of the plastic awning flapped angrily against the aluminum poles holding it up and made a horrible ringing sound. Even the rain pounded harder, lashing out its bitterness.


And that was when I felt someone watching me.


I looked out over the rows of tombstones, memorial plates, mausoleums, and crypts. Past trees and bushes. There, standing next to a huge mausoleum built into the side of a hill, was a boy.


He was dressed in a black suit, with a white shirt and a black tie, and his hair was so pale that it almost looked white. His hands were clasped in front of him, and I saw he didn’t have a raincoat or an umbrella. The rain had completely soaked him through. I couldn’t see what color his eyes were, he was too far away for that, but he looked right at me, and his gaze held mine.


Who is he? Does he know Kristen? Or is he here for someone else?


The wind continued to howl around me, and the rain pounded on the scant shelter overhead. Whoever he was, he was crazy to be standing out there. Before I could even think it through, I found myself taking a couple of steps out from underneath the awning.


I should go talk to him, I thought. Find out if he’s here for Kristen. Find out why he’s staring at me. Tell him he’s nuts for getting soaked out here.


But the wind drove me back. The fierceness of it was so sudden that I staggered backward and had to grasp on to the nearest awning pole for support. The rain didn’t relent either, and it streamed down my face, leaving the same type of tracks that tears would have.


Head held high, grasping on to that pole for all I was worth, I stared back at the stranger. Daring him to come closer. Demanding that he not look at me with pity in his eyes.


The wind ruffled the edges of his clothing and blew his hair into his face, but he stood where he was. Then he bowed his head slightly.


Something told me that he meant it as a sign of respect, so I nodded back. Then I turned to take one last look at the casket behind me. Meeting him would have to wait. Today I had different things to think about.


The rain started letting up a little as I walked farther away from the grave site. I spotted my parents talking to Reverend Prescott on the stone steps of the church, and I definitely didn’t want to get caught up in any of that. I moved quickly to the car as I took my cell phone out of my jacket pocket and dialed Mom’s number.


She reached into her purse and glanced at her phone before taking a small step away from the reverend. “Abbey?” she answered distractedly.


“I’m just going to walk home from here, okay, Mom?” Even at a distance I could tell she didn’t like that idea. A look was forming on her face.


“I think you should come with us to the Maxwells’, Abbey. They went through a lot of trouble to arrange a gathering, and since Kristen was your friend, it’s only appropriate that you be there.”


“Mom,” I sighed. “I’m really not in the mood to be around a whole bunch of people right now. I just want to be left alone.”


“You should come, Abigail.” The use of my proper name was not a good sign. Not at all. “You can have all the time you need to yourself afterward.”


“But, Mom—”


“It’s being catered, Abigail!” The sudden click of her phone being shut made my mind up for me. My mother lived for catered events, and obviously that meant I had to as well.


“Fine, whatever, Mom,” I grumbled to myself as I trudged over to the church steps. I waited impatiently for them to hurry up and finish their conversation with the reverend. They took their time, of course.


After an agonizing ten minutes of small talk, they finally said their good-byes to the reverend and we left the cemetery.


It was a short drive over to the Maxwells’ house, but there were already cars lined up around the block when we got there. Dad dropped Mom and me off at the front door, while he went to go find a parking spot. Mom only took three steps inside the house before she was stopped by someone. I heard her laughter drifting behind me as I kept moving past the hordes of milling people and headed straight for the kitchen.


I found Kristen’s mom in there. She had her back turned, and both arms were buried in a sink full of detergent suds. As I stepped closer, I could see there were only two mugs and a couple of plates in the sink. Hardly enough to worry about washing when you had a house full of guests.


Then I saw her shoulders shaking. I didn’t want to interrupt her grief, so I quietly made my way back out to the hallway.


A beverage table had been set up nearby, and I grabbed a clean mug to pour some hot water into. Dropping in an herbal tea bag, I waited for a minute, and then stirred in a little milk and sugar. The warmth of the mug felt comforting in my grip as I picked it up and sipped slowly, blocking out everything and everyone around me.


But my moment of peace was shattered when someone abruptly bumped into my shoulder, causing me to grasp the cup tightly.


“S-sorry,” the person stuttered.


I turned with a scowl on my face and saw curly brown hair in front of me.


“That’s okay,” I said. “Don’t worry about it, Brad.”


He picked up a mug too, and then struggled with opening a tea bag. “Actually, it’s, uh, Ben. I’m in your class at school.”


Right. “Okay then, see you around.” I was so not in the mood for conversation right now. All I wanted was to be alone.


I contemplated going up to Kristen’s room but decided against it. It didn’t really feel right, for some reason, being in her room without her there. So I chose the basement instead. There was a faint, musty odor, which I breathed in as soon as I started walking down the stairs. Upstairs had felt like a stranger’s house with all the extra people around, but down here, it was just like I remembered. I was relieved to step into familiar surroundings once again.


A battered desk lamp sitting on an old coffee table had been left on, and it cast a weak yellow glow, leaving most of the room cloaked in darkness. This room had always felt so safe and warm to me in the past that the dark didn’t bother me at all. I walked over to an old rocking chair sitting partially in the shadows, and I settled in, balancing my cup of tea. Leaning my head back, I closed my eyes as I slowly rocked back and forth and thought about old memories.


“It looks terrible, Abbey! I’m never coming out again.”


Her voice drifted out to me from the crack at the bottom of the bathroom door. I thought I heard a sniffle, and then came the unmistakable sound of nose blowing.


“Come on, Kristen. Open the door,” I pleaded. “Let me see what it looks like. It can’t be that bad. Just open up.”


“Oh, it’s bad. Very, very bad. I should probably shave my head. Do you know how much wigs cost? Or maybe I could get full extensions put in.”


“You are not going to shave your head, Kristen,” I replied loudly. “And do you know how expensive extensions are? If it’s really that terrible, we’ll just dye it another color. That’s an easy fix.”


“What about hats?” she countered. “Would it look weird if I wore a different hat every day?”


Even though she couldn’t see it, I shook my head at her and was just about to use the if-you-won’t-come-out-then-I’m-coming-in tactic when the lock clicked and the door slowly opened inward.


I took three steps inside and tried very hard not to let the shock show on my face. “What did you … do?”


“I don’t know!” she wailed, holding up a badly colored piece of hair. “I was just so tired of having a flaming red bush on top of my head! I thought black dye would help tone it down a little. I know it looks terrible.”


She was close to tears again.


“Hey, Kris, it’s not that bad. Let me see it for a minute.” Stepping close, I inspected her still-wet hair. The black dye had covered up all the red in certain spots, but in others it had completely missed.


“Why don’t you dry it, and then we’ll see if it looks any different,” I suggested.


“Okay.” She sighed sadly and grabbed the blow-dryer from a cabinet under the sink.


“Why didn’t you wait for me?” I yelled over the blower noise when she turned it on high. “I would have helped you.”


“I don’t know!” she yelled back. “I guess I wanted it to be a surprise. Let you see it when it was all done, you know? Well, done right, of course.”


“You’re crazy.” I made a circular motion with my hand by my head and grinned. She laughed, and I sat on the edge of the tub while I waited for her to finish. Ten minutes later her hair was completely dry, and looking more streaked than spotted.


I stood up. “Now let’s take a look at this again.”


She grabbed a brush and ran it through her hair, parting it to the side like she always wore it.


“See?” I said, rearranging, fluffing, and then patting down a couple of stray pieces. “If you wear it this way, it looks good. Like you totally meant to do it.”


“Really?” She turned from side to side in front of the mirror. “Do you really think it looks okay? You would tell me if it didn’t, right?”


“Of course I’d tell you, Kristen, that’s what friends are for. Honestly, though, it looks good this way. Almost like you dyed it black and added a couple of red highlights.”


She took another glance at the mirror. “I don’t know, Abbey.” Her eyes were worried.


“It looks good.” I reassured her. “Really.”


Then inspiration hit.


“Hey, what if I put red highlights in my hair? We’ll tell everyone that we had our hair done together. What do you think?”


Her eyes lit up. “That’s a great idea. Thanks, Abbey. We can go get the stuff now, and then I’ll do your hair after dinner.”


“Sounds like a plan.” I grabbed a small washcloth from the towel rack next to her and started wiping off stray hair dye splatters on the sink. “Mom and Dad have a meeting at the Horseman’s Haunt tonight anyway, so it’ll be an empty house for me.”


Her smile was a mile wide. “I’ll go tell Mom that you’re staying for dinner.” She started to walk out of the bathroom but stopped short and turned back with a sheepish look on her face. “Would you put the blow-dryer away for me?”


I nodded, and smiled to myself as I heard her yell down to her mom that she wanted lasagna and garlic bread for dinner.


My favorite meal.


Yeah, that’s what friends are for.


It was a soft sound that made my eyes fly open and my head snap forward. I scanned the room, certain that I’d heard footsteps.


I almost missed him.


Even though he was sitting a couple feet away from me, his black suit blended in completely with the shadows. Only his hair gave him away. The white-blond color glowed in the dark room. It was the boy from the cemetery.


I felt him looking at me, and I swear my heart started beating faster. I didn’t know what to do, what to say … but I had to ask him something. I spoke quietly, trying to calm my racing pulse. “Did you know Kristen?”


I waited for his answer. The space of two heartbeats went by … and then another. My question hung in the room between us.


There was no reply.


I raised my voice slightly, in case he hadn’t heard me. “So, um, how did you know Kristen Maxwell?” I shifted in my chair, and the squeak it made echoed through the room. I took a small sip of tea to distract myself.


“Sorry, did you say something to me?” He spoke so softly that at first I wasn’t sure if I had imagined his response.


I was taken aback by the question. Did he really not hear me at all?


“I wanted to know if you knew Kristen.” I grew bolder with each word. “I saw you at the funeral today and was just wondering how you knew her.”


“You were wondering how I knew Kristen,” he repeated, still speaking softly, almost to himself. Then his voice grew louder, and he leaned toward me. “I’ve seen her … around.”


But I’d never met him before. Was he some type of secret admirer or something? I tried to examine him closer, but he was still hidden by the shadows. His voice sounded older. Maybe he had been a friend of her brother’s?


“Did you know Thomas?”


“Thomas?” He sounded puzzled. “No, I don’t know any Thomas.”


“Kristen’s brother?” I prompted, waiting for his reply.


“No, I didn’t know she had a brother.” His voice was louder now. Like he was getting closer, but I hadn’t seen him move at all. That made me slightly nervous. Here I was alone with a stranger who had come to Kristen’s house and down to her basement, yet he didn’t really seem to know her, or her family. It was all very strange.


I covered up my nervousness with a small laugh. “Oh, okay. Well, I’m going to go upstairs to see if they need any help cleaning up.” I abandoned my tea at the foot of the rocking chair and stood up, heading for the stairs. I made it up four steps before I realized that the stranger had followed me. I turned.


He stood at the bottom of the staircase, obscured in darkness. “You don’t have to be afraid of me, Abbey. I’m actually here because of you.”


“How do you know my name?” I gripped at the stair railing. My question came out in a squeak. “Who are you? What do you mean you’re here because of me?”


“Don’t worry, Abbey. I’m a friend.” He leaned forward, placing himself in a pocket of light so that I could see him clearly.


Shock hit me first. Followed by a feeling of … something else. He was gorgeous. A total hottie.


I almost laughed at myself for thinking that at a time like this.


His hair was the first thing I noticed, up close this time. The pale color was unusual but it had a sharp streak of jet-black that angled across his forehead. His eyebrows were dark too, and he had a very straight nose and full lips. But his eyes were what really struck me. They were such a clear, shocking green that I felt a shiver dance along my spine as he gazed at me. His eyes were stunning. And they looked kind.


“You’re Kristen’s best friend, right?” His voice held a soothing, calm quality now, and he looked up at me with such interest that I felt some of my nervousness vanish. “Tell me about her.”


I looked away for a moment, flattered that he was paying me any attention, and then angry at myself that I even cared. My eyes fell on the corner of the room where Kristen and I had spent so much time together, and I started talking about it to distract myself from my turbulent emotions.


“Do you see that corner over there, by the bookcase?” I leaned over the railing to point, and he nodded. “When we were little, Kristen and I used to come down here on rainy days. Her mom would take a couple of sheets and string them up around the bookcase to make a tent. Then we’d grab some books and a flashlight and go sit inside, and read stories to each other. Her mom always brought us cucumber and peanut butter sandwiches with all the crusts cut off while we were in there.”


I laughed at the memory. “We went through a real cucumber and peanut butter phase. I have no idea why.”


Then I found myself confessing even more. “It was almost like Kristen had this secret place in her basement that we could go to whenever it rained. I used to call it my magic rain castle, and I thought it was the coolest thing ever.” My cheeks reddened from the story and how much I had revealed. “I don’t know why I told you that. It’s pretty silly, huh?”


He had an amused look on his face. “I don’t think it’s silly. Every kid should have a place like that to play in. I wish I would have had one of those. It sounds like fun.”


“Thanks,” I said, smiling back at him. “That was a good memory. I needed that.” The silence in the stairwell grew, and I became aware of how loud and fast my breathing sounded. I concentrated on regulating it, trying to breathe more normally.


He spoke quietly, and I had to lean forward to catch his words. “If you ever decide to build your magic rain castle again, Abbey, let me know. I’ll have to stop by for a visit.”


My breath caught on those words, and my heart skipped a beat at the implication behind them. I didn’t know what to say, so I didn’t say anything at all. My mind raced frantically, thinking about all the questions I had for him.


The jarring ring of my cell phone interrupted us. I glanced down at the screen and grimaced when I saw who it was. “Sorry, but I have to go take this. It’s my mom.”


I walked up to the top of the stairs and answered the phone. “Uh, hi, what do you want—I mean, what’s up, Mom?” I glanced over my shoulder. I could still see his bright green eyes. He was staring intently at me, so my response to my mother was a bit distracted. “Yeah, um … okay.”


Her voice echoed loudly through the phone, and I looked away. “I’m almost ready too. I was down in the basement.… Yes, I know. Of course I’ll tell the Maxwells good-bye. I’ll see you in five minutes.”


I looked back over my shoulder and mouthed the word “Sorry” as I stepped out the basement door. He nodded and disappeared into the shadows below while I headed to the kitchen to find Kristen’s mom.


She was still there, now drying dishes, and I hesitantly crept closer. She appeared calmer, and glanced over her shoulder when she heard me coming. “Abbey, hi.” Her voice was soft, and her eyes were slightly reddened, but her smile was encouraging.


Reaching out for a hug, I remembered belatedly that I had left my cup downstairs in the basement. She didn’t say anything while she hugged me back, but I didn’t need to hear the words. I knew what she was feeling.


“Do you want me to stay and help you clean up?” I asked.


She shook her head. “No, don’t worry about it, honey. I’ll take care of everything. It’ll give me something to do.” Her voice broke slightly on the last sentence, but I pretended not to notice.


“You’ll call us if you need anything, right? Anything at all.”


“Sure, sweetie.” She tried to give me a brave smile, but it didn’t work. “Tell your parents good-bye for me.”


“Okay,” I replied. “I will. Take care of yourself.” She nodded, and I squeezed her hand once before I left the kitchen.


Mom was waiting for me out in the hallway.


“I’ll be right back, and then I’m ready to go,” I told her. At a nod of agreement, I turned around and headed back toward the basement. I had one more good-bye to say.


But when I got down there, he was gone.


“Hello?” I called out, walking over to the rocking chair to pick up my cup. I felt stupid for not asking him what his name was. I flipped on a nearby switch, and the room was instantly flooded with eight bulbs of sixty-watt fluorescent lighting.


It only confirmed what I already knew. He wasn’t there. I wasn’t going to get the chance to say good-bye, or find out his name. I didn’t even know if I’d ever see him again.


Flipping the light switch one more time on my way back out, I paused for a moment in the dark. “Thank you,” I whispered over my shoulder to the empty room.





Chapter Three
NIGHTMARES AND HALLUCINATIONS



[image: image]


They are given to all kinds of marvellous beliefs; are subject to trances and visions; and frequently see strange sights, and hear music and voices in the air.


—”The Legend of Sleepy Hollow”


I didn’t get very much sleep over the next several days. School was starting in two weeks, but that was the least of my worries. Ever since the day of the funeral I’d been having nightmares. I couldn’t remember any of them, but they were always there, at the corner of my mind and on the very edge of my consciousness.


Then it started getting worse.


I’d wake up suddenly, my body drenched in sweat, while my eyes frantically searched the darkened corners of my room. I usually saw the shape of a person. Like someone was in the room with me.


If I concentrated, and strained my eyes hard enough, the shape would disappear. I knew it was nothing more than shadows on the wall, but each night, for those brief couple of seconds, my heart pounded in sheer terror.


More than once I found myself calling out Kristen’s name. Asking, pleading, with her to be there. Knowing in my head that she wasn’t, but hoping in my heart that somehow she was. I thought I was going crazy.


After the fourth night in a row of nightmares and hallucinations, I think I really did start to go a little crazy. I struggled to stay up at night, sleeping only when morning came. I didn’t feel rested at all, but at least it kept the nightmares at bay.


Keeping myself occupied all night, though, was a whole different set of problems.


I tried reading first. I found a book that I hadn’t started yet, and it was interesting enough to hold my attention through the first night. But that afternoon I was too tired to go get any new books, and that was a problem when midnight came around again.


Flipping through some old magazines killed time the second night, but it didn’t work quite as well, and I kept nodding off. Morning took a long time to arrive when my body was demanding that I sleep.


It was the next night that I ended up calling Kristen.


After checking my e-mail, including every old account I’d ever set up, I had only managed to kill about an hour. There were several new shopping websites to browse, but they didn’t really hold my attention either. What I was really missing was Kristen’s buddy icon signaling that she was online too. We almost always signed on within minutes of each other. It was strange, not seeing her screen name pop up automatically.


With a heavy sigh I hit the sign off button and watched as the screen shut down in front of me.


Spinning slowly back and forth on my chair, I scanned the top of my desk. Several piles of paper were stacked in one corner, and a couple of CDs were propped up by a small jewelry box. My cell phone was plugged into an adapter on the printer stand, blinking a red light at me, signaling that it was fully charged. I picked up the phone and automatically hit the number one to speed-dial Kristen. It wasn’t until the voice mail message started playing that I realized what an idiot I was.


The sound of her voice was so normal, and familiar, so … real. I had called her cell phone almost every day before she’d disappeared, and never given it a second thought. Short messages, long messages, funny messages, even angry messages … I had left them all. Such a small, insignificant thing to do, but now I realized how important each one of those messages had really been.


A loud beep on the other end got my attention. I didn’t know if I should say anything. Holding my breath for a second, I paused, and then spoke in a rush of jumbled words and thoughts. “Hi, Kristen, it’s me. I don’t know … I don’t know what to say, or even why I’m doing this. It’s not like … This is … stupid.… I’m sorry.”


I hung up the phone, feeling frustrated and angry at myself for calling. It wasn’t like she was going to call me back. Wherever she was, her cell phone wasn’t with her. She’d left it at home with a dead battery the night she disappeared.


Grabbing a blank piece of paper from my desk, I started doodling. Small pictures, bizarre designs, crazy symbols … anything that came to mind. I scribbled these things over and over again, until I had to grab a fresh sheet. Then I started writing down my thoughts. About everything and about nothing.


By dawn I had filled eight sheets of paper with random words. It was an exhausting process, but now that it was morning, I fell into a deep sleep.


~ ~ ~


I slept through breakfast again, and really felt like skipping lunch, too, but Mom gave me a strange look as I stumbled into the kitchen.


“Are you feeling okay, Abbey?” she asked, putting a hand to my forehead.


“Yeah, I’m okay,” I admitted, sitting down at the table. “I’ve had a hard time getting to sleep lately.”


Carrying over two bottles of water, she sat down next to me and slid one over. I stared at my hands resting on the tabletop, not paying attention to anything else. I really should go back to bed. I’m exhausted.


“Do you think you’re not sleeping well because of the funeral?” Mom’s sudden question startled me.


“That probably has something to do with it.” The conversation from the funeral home sprang to mind, and I heard those women talking about Kristen again. “Or it could have something to do with the fact that some people in this town don’t have any common decency, or good manners.”


She frowned. “What do you mean?”


“I mean that this town is so freaking small, all it takes is one person to start an untrue rumor, and before you know it, it’s become the absolute truth.” Frustration filled my voice. “You know what I’m talking about, Mom, and you know it’s not right. I heard some people saying that Kristen either killed herself or was into drugs. They shouldn’t be spreading rumors like that. It’s not fair to her family, and it’s not fair to her.”


Patting my arm, she put on her sympathetic tone. “I know how you feel, Abbey. But there’s not much we can do. People talk. It will die down eventually.”


“You don’t understand, and you don’t know how I feel,” I snapped. “Or you would do something to stop the ones who talk about Kristen behind her back. Use your position on the town council. Do something about them.”


“I can’t control what the people in town think, Abigail. You know that.” She stood up and walked over to the dishwasher. “Just ignore them; it will all blow over soon.”


I couldn’t believe that she was telling me to just ignore them. I was supposed to stand by and let people talk about my friend? No way.


“Well, I can do something about it, Mom.” I felt anger taking over now. I was furious. “I can stand up for my best friend. Even if you’re not willing to.”


Stalking out of the kitchen, I left the water behind, and pounded my way upstairs to my bedroom. I slammed the door shut to let her know that I meant what I’d said. She would probably yell at me later for doing that, but I didn’t care.


I only meant to close my eyes for a minute or two when I lay down on my bed, but I must have fallen asleep, because the next thing I knew, Mom was leaning over me and calling my name.


Struggling to a sitting position, I yawned loudly and rubbed my eyes. “Tired … just taking a nap.… Why did you wake me up?” I mumbled.


“How would you like to go to that new herb store with me?” she said.


“The one up by the cabin?” I asked groggily. “But it’s an hour away. Do you really want to go there?”


“Sure, why not?” She shrugged. “I have a couple of papers to drop off at Mayor Archer’s house along the way, but other than that, I’m up for it if you are.”


I was too tired to argue about whether or not this was a trip for me, or Mayor Archer, so I let that one go. At least she was trying.


“Okay.” I forced a smile. “Let’s go.”


We headed down to the car, and I grabbed some grapes to eat on my way out. Skipping breakfast and lunch so often was finally catching up with me. It didn’t take me long to finish them off, and I popped the last one into my mouth before climbing into the passenger side and buckling my seat belt.


Mom got into the car too and put the key in the ignition but didn’t turn it on. I tensed, waiting to see if a lecture on how I should control my anger was coming my way.


“Abbey …,” she started. Clearing her throat once, she tried again. “If you ever need to talk about Kristen … or anything else, well … I wanted to let you know that you can always come to me. If I can’t help, we can find you a professional to talk to.” Her blue eyes were full of concern, showing the tiny wrinkles around them.


“Thanks, Mom.” I smiled weakly. “I’ll let you know if I need something.” I must have looked as close to the edge as I felt, if Mom was talking about me seeing a professional.


My response seemed to satisfy her, and she smiled back at me, looking relieved that her part was over. She started up the car, and we headed toward the Archer residence. Ten minutes later we arrived at their front door and Mom promised she’d be out in five minutes. As her door slammed shut, I grabbed a pen and small notebook from the glove box, knowing that I’d be in for a wait. Mom’s “five minutes” were usually more like twenty.


I started making a list of all the things that I hoped to find at this new store, and was completely lost in thought when Mom’s door opened again. “Sorry that took so long,” she said, climbing into her seat and adjusting the rearview mirror. “I had to go over a couple of things with the mayor.”


“Not a problem,” I responded, still occupied with my list. I added tester vials and bergamot oil to the page. I was running low on both of those. We got back on the main road again, and I put the notebook down as soon as I felt myself begin to get sleepy. I knew I wasn’t going to last long.


The sound of a door opening startled me, and I woke up with a jerk. Looking over at Mom, I smiled sheepishly. “Sorry I fell asleep. I guess I was still pretty tired.”


“Don’t worry about it,” she said. “We’re here.”


I craned my neck to take everything in as I climbed out of the car.


A large green metal sign with a glossy finish greeted us, proclaiming the name of the store to be A Thyme and Reason, and I fell in love with it instantly.


The shop itself looked like it had once lived a past life as a grand old turn-of-the-century house, complete with gingerbread trim, floor-to-ceiling windows, and a gabled roof. The outside was painted in several varying shades of green and magenta that complemented each other wonderfully, and I knew that this was the type of store I wanted to own one day.


As we stepped inside, I saw that it was even better than I had hoped for.


Not only did the store have plenty of herbs available, but there were jar and bottle sections, vials and sample kits, and packaging supplies of every kind. They also carried almost every type of perfume oil known to mankind.


I was in heaven. I could have happily spent weeks here. They had almost everything on my list.


After browsing for about forty-five minutes, I figured that I was probably treading close to Mom’s patience limit, so I started narrowing down my choices. I picked up several sample-size tester vials, a couple of large amber bottles, and a new set of glass droppers.


Mom finally caught up with me in front of the oil section. “What’s the bergamot oil for?” she asked, watching me choose which size bottle I wanted.


“You know that autumn harvest perfume I made for you last year? I want to make that one again this year, but with a more earthy tone to it.” I debated between ginger and cranberry essential oil as I answered her.


“I absolutely loved that perfume!” she said. “Can you make me one for winter this year too? Something with a Christmasy smell to it?”


“Sure,” I replied, adding peppermint, vanilla, and balsam oils to my collection. Then I grabbed small bottles of both the ginger and the cranberry and added those to my pile as well. The last thing I picked up, before tearing myself away from the shelf, was a huge bottle of jojoba oil.


Now I had everything I needed.


“I’m finally ready to go,” I said, staggering under the weight of my selections as I led the way up to the front of the store.


“This place is absolutely gorgeous,” I told the lady standing behind the register, once I’d made it there. “The owners did a great job decorating it, and the supplies are amazing!”


She laughed. “Well, thank you. I decorated it myself, and I appreciate the kind compliments.”


“Do you have a website that I can order some more stuff from?” I asked eagerly. “I usually get my supplies from a shop by my house, but they’re really tiny and they don’t have even half of what you have here.”


She laughed again and nodded, handing me a business card with the store name and website address boldly printed on it. I tucked it safely into my back pocket as she started ringing up my items. Mom surprised me by paying for my rather hefty bill without telling me to put anything back, and also picked up a classical music CD for herself.


I grinned from ear to ear as we waved good-bye to the store owner and headed outside. “Thanks for taking me here, Mom,” I said, piling the bags into the car. “It was fun.”


She just smiled at me, and we climbed into our seats. We didn’t really talk on the way home, but she put on the CD she’d picked up at the register, and it filled the silence nicely. It was a calm and quiet ride back, and I actually managed to stay awake.


Later that night, surrounded by my recent purchases, I was eager to finally get back into my work. Since Kristen’s abrupt disappearance, I’d lost all of my passion for making perfume. My heart just wasn’t in it, so I’d given up completely. But tonight it was different. I felt centered again, for the first time in a long time. I was ready to tackle a new project.


I didn’t have any worries about staying awake as I readied my work space. Every time I made a new perfume, it required steady concentration and copious amounts of note taking through-out the entire process, so I knew it would keep me busy. Midnight came and went, and I barely even noticed. By five a.m. I was surprised that it was already time for me to try to get some sleep.


I slept soundly, and actually woke up feeling eager and excited later that afternoon. Creating new perfumes was a tricky business. It involved several rounds of testing different oil combinations, looking for reactions, checking notes, comparing samples, writing down new notes, and then starting the whole process all over again with each new scent choice.


And I loved every minute of it.


There were a million and one possible scent combinations, and it was up to me to find the ones that complemented each other. Sometimes it was difficult, but it was never, ever boring. And the best thing about the whole process was that each night seemed to fly by. They didn’t drag on anymore, threatening me with shadows and dreams.


I started working a little earlier each night, and sleeping a little less during the day. After perfecting the formula for Mom’s autumn harvest perfume, and creating a brand-new winter scent, I decided to do something different. Something that filled me with fear, and more than a little trepidation, but something I knew I had to do.


I was going to make a perfume for Kristen.
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