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“Where else am I supposed to go?” 

Not expecting an answer, Abby inhaled a lingering hint of her father’s citrus sweetness that hovered over the persistent stench of his death. Her wandering gaze took in the things he had loved—Civil War mementos crowded on the mantel, shelf, and curio cabinet.

“I get it.” Her mother put her hands on her hips. “You don’t want to move. But your grandmother went back to Florida. Fifteen is too young to stay here alone. That leaves us together.” 

Her words were bullets—quick, brutal, and painful. 

Sorrow and fear wound through Abby’s heart like laces in an old boot. She glanced at the date on her phone. Could this be her mother’s lame attempt at an April Fools' Day joke? “Dad’s only been ... gone ... for two months.”

“It must have been hell watching your father suffer.” Her mother sighed. “But I’m back. You have to trust me.”

Abby considered the thin stranger across the room. Obviously, she was serious. Should she give her a chance? Did she have a choice? She forced words around the tightness in her chest. “I miss him so much. Living here is what helps the most. Seeing his garden, sleeping in the room we painted together—pieces of him that are part of this house. I need more time.”

Her mother looked at the floor. “Staying here isn’t an option. We had a serious buyer come through the house this morning; I accepted their offer. They put down hand money. Their loan has already been approved.” She stared at the floor. “Consider this place sold.”

Abby gasped, total disbelief ballooning into white-hot anger. “Sold? What happened to trust, to sharing, to your little ‘take all the time you need to heal’ crap? Dad would never have done this to me if you had died.” The poison of her mother’s twelve absent years roiled at the bottom of her stomach.

Racing to the bathroom, Abby held her long blonde hair back with her right hand while she threw up in the toilet. She flushed the residue of her peanut butter and jelly sandwich, wet the corner of the hand towel, and wiped her face. The bright red zit on her forehead and the smeared mascara under her blue eyes brought out a frown. 

Her mother walked in, brushed a lock of flaxen hair out of Abby’s face, and grazed the soft flesh on Abby’s cheek. “A new start will be good for us. I am your mother.”

Abby flinched. “Seriously, Lisa? You haven’t been my mother for way too long.” 

Her mother frowned. “I prefer to be called Mom, if you don’t mind.”

“‘I prefer.’” Abby grimaced. “It is all about you, isn’t it? Turns out I do mind.” 

Abby crossed her arms and waited. After too many years of wishing for a mom, the time to welcome this one back had passed.

Lisa sighed. “Okay. I won’t fight that battle with you right now. It’s more important to focus on finding our way back to each other.”

“It’s going to be a long trip. You don’t know me.”

“Of course I do. You’re my daughter.”

“Right.” Abby pulled the phone from the back pocket of her jeans. “What’s my favorite music?”

Lisa paused. “I’m guessing Disney princess songs would be wrong.” 

“Ya think?” Abby took a deep breath. “My best friend, my only friend, moved to Oregon in January. You never met her. Can you make my favorite dinner? Nope, because you have no clue what I eat. I hate exercise, math, ghost stories—and you. Now you know something about me. Feel connected?” 

Lisa’s voice caught. “I love you. It’s him I left.” 

“Funny thing about that. When you left him, I got left behind, too. No calls, no visits, no nothing.” Abby stalked to the kitchen, shuddering at the anger pulsating through her but unable to make it stop. Pulling a bottle of water from the refrigerator she downed half of it, choking when her mother followed. 

Abby swiped dribbles of water off her chin with her fist. “After twelve years, I’m over you. But even when Dad got sick you stayed away.” She jabbed a chewed fingernail at Lisa. “You—stayed—away.”

Lisa ran trembling fingers through her already-tousled bob. “You have to believe me. I had a good reason to leave.” 

“What’s your ‘good reason’ for dumping us?” 

Lisa pulled a kitchen chair away from the table, sat down, folded her hands, and lowered her head. “It doesn’t matter anymore.”

Abby longed to tell her that everything would be fine and to accept a big mom-hug. Instead, she wrapped her own arms around her body, fingertips pressing into bony ribs. “Did you ever wonder about me, even once? If I liked ballet or baseball? If I was short or tall? If I lived or died?”

Lisa opened her mouth and then shut it.

“You already decided to move back to Pittsburgh.” Abby tamped down her anger and went for reasonable. “If we stay in this house we can bond here.”

In the moment of silence that followed, a brief twitch of hope tickled Abby’s gut. 

“I can’t live here,” Lisa said at last. “Memories that are precious to you are ghosts that keep me tied to the past. I know you loved your dad. I’m sorry he died. But my life isn’t inside these four walls anymore. Neither is yours.”

Abby’s stomach gurgled, as if begging to hug the toilet bowl again. The cool porcelain would almost be a relief next to her burning cheeks. “It’s hard to believe how understanding you are, Mother. I won’t let go of my dad.” 

“Let go? It’s not like I’m asking you to forget him. Just take a step back and loosen your grip, that’s all.” Lisa shrugged. “It may even help you to get over it.”

A raging heat crept over Abby. “It? I’m not getting over him like some virus.” 

She turned away and ran her hand across the butcher-block kitchen counter, ending at the stove. Plucking a griddle off the shelf, she banged it on the burner. “This is where Dad made chocolate-chip pancakes, every Saturday morning.” She closed her eyes. With very little effort, the sizzle of batter, the mingled aromas of chocolate and butter, and the light flap of a turned pancake drifted through her mind.

Leaving the kitchen, Abby stalked across the great-room past the stone fireplace, Lisa following. “I remember being four years old. Dad built a fire and danced with me during a thunderstorm; storms never scared me again.” 

She gestured up the stairs. “Dad’s bedroom is up there. He died in that room, holding my hand, not yours.” Silent tears coursed down Abby’s pale cheeks, as she realized leaving his house would be as if she were losing him all over again. 

“I refuse to play the guilt game.” Lisa once again put her hands on her hips. “I’ve been more than patient. When your grandmother left in March, I came to help you work things out. When that didn’t happen, I gave you space. I’m not sure where you thought things were heading, but I guess I didn’t explain myself clearly enough. What part of ‘you’re moving’ don’t you understand?”

Silence stretched between them, broken only by the ticking of the antique mantle clock. They stared at each other; Abby’s mother looked away first.

“Lisa?”

Silence. 

“Mom?” 

More silence. 

Screw her. “Are we moving to a cardboard box under the Liberty Bridge or a homeless shelter?”

Lisa stared at a point above Abby’s head. “I already bought an old house on the bike trail by the Youghiogheny River, in Boston—Pennsylvania, not Massachusetts, of course. It’s only forty-five minutes away. We’ll remodel it and open an inn for people riding their bicycles long-distance from the Canadian border to Washington, D.C. I’ll drive you to your old school until the end of the year.” 

“So, let me get this straight. We move to a total dump in a tiny town no one ever heard of, slap on some paint, heat up microwave pancakes, and make a fortune from people on bicycles?” 

Abby’s anger seeped away like murky dishwater oozing down the kitchen drain; the sludge of grief and disappointment remained. “It’s a done deal?”

Lisa nodded and reached out to hug her. “Abby—please ...”

Abby pushed her mother away. “Fine. Whatever. Leave me alone.”

She retreated to the kitchen once more and waited until Lisa’s footsteps faded, cringing at even the murmur of her shoes on the carpeted stairs. “Why did you do this to me, Dad? What am I supposed to do without you?”

The blue gingham curtain rustled in a sudden draft of cool air that wafted through the partially open window above the sink. 

“Abigail  ...” 

Abby thought she heard someone whispering her name, carried by a breeze that smelled like campfires and coffee. “Dad?” But he always called her Abby. Were things different in heaven?

Rubbing the goose bumps on her arms, she took a few halting steps and looked out the window. No one was there. The sound should have been frightening, ghostly, freaky to the max. Instead, she found it oddly calming, as if her name had been murmured with love. Blinking her burning eyes, she gazed out at her father’s garden. The birds still chirped, and the pansies remained fragrant. In the clear, cerulean sky, the sun shone bright, warm, perfect. 

How could everything outside be so predictable and normal, while everything inside spun out of control? A stray cirrus cloud drifted across the sun. Abby pressed her palm against the warm glass. Nothing would ever be the same. Ever.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Two



[image: ]


Lisa’s strident voice echoed, amplified by the almost-empty house. “Abby. Get busy up there. It’s Wednesday, moving day—so you better get it together.”

Abby blinked back the familiar press of hot tears behind her eyes as the thought of a different Wednesday took shape in her mind. Back then it seemed like an ordinary day—school, homework, Campbell’s tomato soup, Dad’s grateful wink as he drifted off. 

Setting down the box she’d been packing, Abby sank onto the mattress, caressing the brass headboard with her fingers. Today the open window let in a late-April breeze. Four weeks since the house sold. Twelve weeks since the bleak, icy, cold February afternoon forever frozen in Abby’s mind.

“ABBY. Are you done yet? I want to finish loading the truck. It’s supposed to rain.” 

Abby ignored Lisa. Her gaze swept the room, taking in the rocking chair where she would watch her father sleep. She got to her feet and placed her father’s cherished items one by one into a carton; she lingered on each precious piece. Civil War books they’d read together, bike gloves, an old snapshot of them in the garden, captioned “Daddy loves Abby” in his bold, slanted cursive—bits and pieces of an abandoned life. 

The ache in her heart grew at the sight of the faded quilt still folded at the end of his bed. Everything had remained in its proper place, as if February’s grand finale never happened at all.

Lisa stood at the door of the room. “It’s almost time.”

Her soft tone almost pushed Abby over the edge into tears, but she clung to her anger, the only thing that had never left her in all these months. 

“Yeah, okay.” Abby shook her head, remembering the snowdrifts getting deeper as her father’s breathing became shallower. Then silent as snow, he had slipped away to another place. Now she’d be in another place, too. But not with him.

A refreshing chill crept up her arms and wound around her shoulders, accompanied by the subtle scent of coffee. Somehow the odd caress strengthened her. “Can’t wait.” 

As she closed the door on her old life, the cool embrace returned, lingering until the click of the latch. Not the tiniest scrap of fear accompanied it. She knew ghosts didn’t exist, couldn’t possibly be real. But somehow this sensation spoke of pure, celestial love. Abby felt, more than heard, her name being whispered ... again. 

“Abigail ... Come to me ...”

From deep in her gut she wondered if her dad had found a way to say good-bye. How could she go to him? She ached for his presence with a pain so sharp she could imagine a butcher knife sinking into her heart hilt-deep. 

The ride to the unknown house seemed to take forever, the silence in the truck thick enough to smother. Abby’s neck ached from staring out the side window, avoiding even a glimpse of her mother behind the wheel. She imagined a bright blue ribbon stretching from the home left behind to the one waiting by the bike trail. A connection that could tie her to the love in her past. But did it lead to new love in her future?

Lisa’s fake-chirpy voice broke into her musings. “We’re here.” 

Speechless, Abby got out of the truck, leaving the door open as if she could jump back in and drive away. She fought the urge to rub her eyes as she stared at the monstrosity up the slope from the bike trail. The ancient house, topped with a tin roof and boasting an arrow-shaped weather vane, could be a movie set for a horror film. Dark windows, peeling paint, and a sinister atmosphere surrounded the place.

“Isn’t it amazing?” Lisa threw one arm around Abby and squeezed. “So much potential for so little money. The realtor said it dates back to Civil War days. Can you believe that? It’s perfect for us. That’s why I wanted it to be a surprise.” 

“Yeah, serendipity.” Abby slipped out of Lisa’s embrace and nibbled on a fingernail. 

Budding leaves rustled as the temperature suddenly dropped. Abby turned her head to a faint murmur. 

“Abigail ...” 

Lisa was pulling a bag from inside the truck, and Abby saw no one in the deserted yard around the isolated house. Her nostrils twitched at a faint tang; the outdoors with a tinge of coffee? Her heart lurched in a crazy, pre-teen crush kind of way. No doubt it was nothing more than the local Starbucks sending her heart soaring.

For almost two seconds Abby wondered if she had lost her mind, if it was Lisa’s fault, or if the blame belonged to Dad for dying. She rejected the latter; it made no sense to be mad at her father or his cancer. But nothing made sense anymore. Resentment tugged at her like a bobber being pulled by an unseen fish. 

“My life sucks.” Saying it out loud made her life an official failure.

As she scanned the façade of the house she noticed a hexagonal window on the third floor. Abby thought she glimpsed a face, distorted by the wavy panes of old glass. She squinted, shielded her eyes against the backdrop of sun and stared. Nothing. Her heart did a hop-skip-jump, and spidery tingles ran up her arms. 

Behind the house stood a large barn attached to an ivy-covered silo. Spotlights of sun shone through holes in the barn roof. She started toward the outbuilding to escape her mother at least for a few moments.

“No, honey, come see the house first.” Lisa’s voice held a note of pleading excitement. “Doesn’t it have so much potential?” 

“‘Potential.’ The P word.” Abby trudged back to the house.

Lisa stood on the derelict front porch, opening the shell of a screen door with a flourish. “Ta-da.” She patted Abby’s back, ushering her inside.

Abby stepped into the foyer, gagging on a mixture of mildew, grease, and sour milk permeating the area. She brushed a cobweb off her face. “You’re kidding, right?”

Random leaves congregated in the corners. A small black mouse scurried into a hole in the baseboard. Strips of yellowed wallpaper embossed with faded roses hung in shreds from the walls. 

Lisa sighed. “Abby, please. Give this a chance, okay? I would’ve had it cleaned before we moved, but things happened too fast.” Her voice brightened. “We can do it together.” 

“Sure. I love to clean.” A twinge of guilt zinged through Abby when her mother’s smile froze in place and then faded. 

“Pick a room for yourself on the third floor.” Lisa’s dull monotone matched the flat look in her eyes. Her mouth opened and closed, she gestured around the room in silence, and then plodded outside. 

The squeal of the truck door sounded to Abby like the cry of a tortured soul, as if saying, “Welcome to hell, Abigail Whitney. Looks like you’ll be here for eternity.”

She rolled her eyes and ascended the curving stairs to the second floor. Six doors opened off a central area; one of them, smaller and arched, opened to another set of steps. She headed for the doorway. A second mouse skittered in front of her before running into an empty room. “Our guests will love sharing the crumbs—and their rooms—with you. Wait until I tell Dad about this place ...” 

As grief roiled to the surface, Abby made an effort to take deep breaths and push it away. “He’s not in pain; he’s in a better place. He’s not in pain; he’s in a better place.” 

She recited the mantra she’d practiced for months. Dad had been a Civil War buff; a civil war between grief and healing went on inside her every day. Grief seemed to be winning. 

After tromping up the paint-splotched wooded stairs, she explored the top level. She gave a cursory glance into one space draped in cobwebs, with shadowed nooks, warped floorboards, sloping rafters, and someone else’s junk. The other two rooms were finished with plaster and paint, and she chose the one that included a view of the bike trail and the barn. She rubbed a clean spot on the glass with her sleeve and looked outside, catching a glimpse of the river threaded between a profusion of trees. 

She imagined her dad riding his Cannondale on the bike trail. In her mental image he rode away from her, his face already starting to slip from her recall. As she walked downstairs something crunched under her sneaker. Two M&M candies, one bright blue and one orange, were pulverized on the step.

A floorboard creaked over her head, and she stopped, her senses on high alert. Ghosts? Serial killer? She pressed her fingertips against the rough plaster wall, her ears tuned into every nuance of sound, her eyes scanning the stairwell. Stale air clogged her lungs, and the metallic taste of fear drenched her mouth. She had read about murdered girls in abandoned houses. Thick old walls didn’t let screams—or people—escape.

A door squeaked, a slow, deliberate sound followed by a stealthy footstep. 

Abby waited in the curve of the stairs, back pressed against the wall. Her thin black sweater clung to her suddenly damp skin, and the urge to pee made her squirm. Footsteps came closer. She sniffed a sudden whiff of chocolate. The hair on her arms stood straight up, threaded between the goose bumps raised there. Her heart labored harder, a painful drumbeat in her chest. A dust mote floated through the air, tickling her nose with the threat of a sneeze. She held her breath, fight or flight vying for her attention. But if she didn’t handle this, Lisa might get hurt, too.

Taking a deep breath, she peered around the corner. 

A piercing shriek split her eardrums. “Ahhhhh.” 
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Abby put one hand over her pounding heart and leaned against the wall for support. The echo of that scream reverberated in her ears. She waited for her body’s functions to get back to normal while studying the intruder.

A boy stood on the stairs above her. Unkempt red hair curled at the edges, plastered to his sweaty forehead. Round, wire-framed glasses enlarged surprisingly intense brown eyes. His mouth, open and panting, caused his chest to heave and his pudgy stomach to rise and fall. Cobwebs decorated his worn T-shirt, a gossamer line across an embroidered logo, Boston, PA: Not Just Baked Beans. A smudge of dirt slashed across one flushed cheek.

Abby took a deep breath and put her hands on her hips. “For a serial killer you’re not very scary.”

“I wouldn’t kill anything.” 

“Ya think?” 

He wiped a grubby hand on his equally-grimy jeans, then extended it to Abby. “Hi. I’m Morton. Morton Sabrosky. I’m more of a cereal killer—get it? I like cereal?” He chuckled. “Your name must be Blondie.”

Abby avoided his hand and his joke. She flipped her hair to the side. “I’m Abby. What’re you doing in my house?”

“Your house? But I thought—I mean, everyone knows—this house is abandoned, at least since Old Man Corson died, like, centuries ago.” Morton sneezed and wiped his nose on the back of his forearm, smearing a glistening snail-trail line of snot onto his skin.

Abby wrinkled her nose. She pulled a mostly-clean tissue from her pocket and handed it to him. “It won’t be empty anymore. My mother bought it, and we’re moving in today. So, what are you doing here?”

“You’re moving in? Wait. What? But there isn’t even electricity.”

The hall light above Morton’s head flicked on, as if on cue.

“It looks like we do have electricity, doesn’t it? And you’re here because ...?”

“I’m just hanging out.” Morton shrugged. “You know, something to do.” He shuffled his feet. “I’m kind of an amateur ghost hunter, and this seems like the best place around here to hunt for spirits—except for the cemetery, of course. That’s the coolest; it’s real ancient, and because old soldiers are buried there, guys from the Civil War, I figure there must be supernatural activity in the vicinity.” 

He stared at Abby. 

She fidgeted in the sudden silence, pulled her sweater over her hips, and ran one hand through her bangs. “What? Do I have three eyes or something? Quit staring at me.”

Morton frowned. “No ... not three eyes, but you do have a weird kind of aura.”

“Yeah, okay. What’s an aura?”

“It’s hard to explain to someone who isn’t sensitive—you know—into the supernatural world around us.” Morton gazed at the ceiling as if the answer could be found in the strips of wood. “I’ve been doing this all my life, so I know what to look for.”

Abby laughed. “Uh-huh, and how long is ‘all my life?’ You’re what, maybe twelve years old?”

Morton pulled himself up straight. “I’m thirteen—almost fourteen, well, in ten months. And for your information, an aura is like a force, almost a kind of light that’s around a ghost or someone who’s, uh ...” He took two steps away from Abby. “You aren’t a ghost, right? I mean, if you are, that’s cool and all, but this would be the first time I’ve really talked to a supernatural being.” He raised his voice. “HELLO.”

“Seriously?” Abby shook her head. “You need to find something else to do around here. It’s hardly ghost central.”

“Yeah, well, here’s the thing, and I hate to tell you on your first day in Loserville, aka Boston, PA.” Morton sighed. “There isn’t much else going on in a small town like this one, except the bike trail. And I’m not too athletic.” He looked down at his bulging abdomen. “You might have guessed that already.”

“The M&M’s are yours?”

Morton nodded. “They’re perfect, ya know? Small enough to fit in my pocket, melt in my mouth, not in my hand, and I can eat a little or a lot. Kind of a chocolate security blanket. And FYI, I didn’t know someone bought this property or I wouldn’t be here, honest. Trespassing is against the law, and I’m real careful to follow the rules.” 

“It’s hard to believe you didn’t hear us downstairs. The doors squeak, and we walked all around the first floor.” 

Morton gestured to the hexagonal window. “Yeah, okay. I saw the truck but didn’t have time to get out before you came up here. I thought I’d hide until you left, but you aren’t leaving, I guess, since you live here now.” He paused for a breath.

Abby stared at him, hoping he would soon be the one to leave. 

Morton scuffed the toe of his sneaker on the step and ran the back of his hand under his nose again. “Guess I’ll go now. So ... see ya.” He clomped down the stairs, glancing back at Abby over his shoulder.

Abby watched him. Maybe he had an older brother, someone cute, in better shape. She held up one hand. “You can help us move in and fix up the house if you want.”

Morton smiled. “Sure. Great. If it’s okay with your mom and dad.”

Abby frowned. “Just Lisa.”

“Oh, she an aunt or something? Auntie Lisa, I like it.”

“You ask a lot of questions. And no, not an aunt; she’s my mother, sort of.”

“Yeah, I know how it is. My parents are divorced, too. My mom’s, um, busy a lot, and my dad, well, I never knew him. What a total loser. You know how it is. It’s the mom who takes care of the kid, and the dad who skips out.”

A slow burn started in Abby’s stomach and traveled up her throat. “I have no idea how it is. I wish my parents were only divorced. My dad is dead, departed, buried, crossed over, gone into the light, whatever you want to call it. He disappeared in February. He’s not even in my world.” 

Morton pulled a crumpled brown package of candies from his pocket, struggling to release it from the tight denim. “Oh, sorry; everyone I know has divorced parents. Here, have some M&M’s. These little babies are miracle workers.” 

Abby snorted. The myth of chocolate. As if candy could make it all better. 

“Hey—where’d you go? Zoned out on me, huh? You got attention problems? PMS?” Morton waved a hand in front of Abby’s eyes. “Maybe you should see a doctor or something.” 

Abby longed to put both hands over her ears and hum to block out Morton’s annoying chatter. “I don’t think we need help moving in after all. Thanks anyway.” 

Morton shrugged. He lumbered down the steps.

She followed him to the first floor. 

Morton lingered in the doorway. “You sure? I have more muscles than you might think. And I’m real good company. No one’s ever lonely when I’m around.” 

“Thanks, but we’re almost done. And I’m not lonely. So ...” She gestured to the front door. 

“Gee, it doesn’t look like you even got started moving in.” Morton nodded his head and pursed his lips. “You don’t have to be embarrassed to admit you’re lonesome. Happens to me a lot.”

“I’m trying to be nice,” Abby said. “But you need to go. Okay?” 

Morton nodded. “I’ll come back some other time. When you’re in a better mood.” He jumped down the front steps and ambled out of sight around the barn.

Abby sighed and held the door open as her mother entered, carrying three stacked cardboard boxes that teetered as she maneuvered them through the entrance. 

“Who’s that? We could use some help.”

“Forget it. I’ll carry the stuff from the truck.” Abby let the screen door slam behind her. For better or for worse, she lived in this house now. With Lisa.

The day dragged on until the soft shadows of dusk began to soften the harsh reality of the old house. By the time the truck sat empty, Abby’s arms ached, and her damp cotton sweater stuck to her back. She wiped a paper towel across her forehead as a white car with a Vocelli’s logo on the side pulled up to the house.

Lisa paid the driver then opened the cooler and pulled out two cherry Cokes. She handed one drink to Abby, then sat down on the front steps and opened the cardboard box. “Mushroom—your favorite, right? See, I remembered.”

“Great. Thanks.” Abby sandwiched two slices of pizza together, cheese to cheese, on a napkin. With her soda balanced on the other hand, she retreated to the kitchen. Her thoughts bounced around in her head as she mechanically chewed and swallowed. She jumped when Lisa plopped the pizza box on the counter. “Oh. I thought you were outside.” 

Lisa opened the lid of the container and lifted a fragrant slice onto a paper napkin.

The aroma of garlic and tomato wafted through the kitchen. Abby’s stomach growled, and she extracted another cheesy piece loaded with fresh mushroom from the box. She knew she should thank Lisa again—even wanted to thank her for remembering the mushrooms—but the words stuck in her throat.

Lisa seemed to be waiting, then gave a small shake of her head and pursed her lips. “After we eat we’ll sweep up, clean the bathrooms, and make the beds, okay?” 

Abby shrugged. “Whatever.”

While she worked, Abby wondered if Morton really did know anything about ghosts, auras, and things she always thought were ridiculous ... and if the voice that had whispered her name was something he could explain. 

By the time she crawled under her sheets in the third-floor bedroom, the home she had occupied all her life seemed like a distant memory. The imagined blue ribbon connecting her from there to here didn’t exist. Her dad no longer did either.
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Time blurred for Abby as the weeks passed. The day-to-day effort of traveling to and from school with Lisa, followed by helping with the house every evening, became an anesthetic; numbness replaced anger, tiredness replaced grief. 

Abby watched the battered red truck pull into the circular driveway of Milton Fritch Senior High, as the church bell across the street chimed twelve times. Lisa reached across the seat and opened the door. “Hey there. Summer vacation, here we come.”

Abby climbed in, slammed the door, and slouched in the seat. “Can’t wait.”

Lisa peered around at other kids spilling out the doors, down the sidewalks, and onto busses at the curb. “You’re welcome to have some friends over. We could have a barbecue, play some badminton, ride bikes, that kind of thing.”

“You’ve got to be kidding.” Abby gestured to the bodies that passed by without a glance, most of them smiling, waving to each other, getting in cars together. “See any friends out there? I like being by myself. And please, badminton? What, next you’ll be all ‘Where’s the shuttlecock?’ That would so boost my popularity.” 

They drove home in silence. The rhythm of the tires on the asphalt lulled Abby into a fitful doze, where one by one she watched everyone she knew drop out of her life. Dad’s pain-filled face, urging her, “Go do something with your pals,” didn’t work in her dreams, any more than it had in reality. She’d shut out the world, except for him, until no one remembered she existed. Which, by then, she didn’t, not really. When he died, he’d taken along the feeling part of her heart. She didn’t have the energy to mourn for him or for herself. 

Abby woke with a start when the truck stopped. Lisa pulled on the emergency brake, then disappeared into the barn without a word. And why not? Not even her mother wanted to deal with the total bitch she had become.

She climbed the wide board steps, crossed the porch, and opened the screen door. Tossing her backpack in the cubbyhole under the stairs, she wandered from room to room, as if seeing the place for the first time. Through the pounding of nails, the swish of a paintbrush, and the addition of personal items, the house had become beautiful. In the living room, soft lace curtains framed the bay window. Sunlight shone through the dining room casements, illuminating the strips of stained glass above them.

Abby wandered into the kitchen, sniffing the aroma of cinnamon and apples that lingered in the air from the warm pie on the counter. A pleasant sense of hunger moved through her belly for apple pie with chocolate ice cream. Most people ate pie with vanilla; her dad had said that was “only for wimps.” She ran from the aroma—and the memory—and stumbled onto the front porch to get some fresh air.

At the bottom of the steps Lisa struggled with a long board, dark blue with a hand-painted border of flowers entwined in a bright blue ribbon. In script it read: Bikers’ Rest.

“Help me hang this, Abby. You do the honors.”

It occurred to Abby in a flash that the still, quiet comfort in her belly resonated as an almost-happy feeling. And she owed it to Lisa. “This is all about you. You had the idea, you planned it, you named it—it’s all yours.” When she smiled her muscles felt stiff, unused, almost painful.

“No, it’s ours.” Lisa leaned the sign against the porch railing and placed a ladder against the gutter. She didn’t look at Abby. “Your father and I talked about opening a place like this when we first got married. We had dreams—then.”

Abby surveyed the orange daylilies, purple wild geranium, and red poppies peeking through the slats of the picket fence. Along the porch steps, tightly closed buds peppered the dark foliage of two deep red rose bushes. Turning, she caught a glimpse of the river flowing endlessly through the trees, murky umber against a profusion of pale green. Had her dad really dreamed of a day like this? How could Lisa know so much about him?

“Okay, I’ll do it.” Abby climbed the aluminum ladder, hung the sign on twin brass chains from the gingerbread trim under the eaves, and re-joined her mother. 

Conflicting emotions raged through her brain. She realized her mother waited for a response. “Great, good, love it. I ... um ... I have some things to do.” She chewed a ragged fingernail.

“Like gnaw on your nails? Why not take the Cannondale for a spin? The pie will wait until you get back, and then we’ll celebrate.” Lisa clapped her hands together, like a small child. “I even got ice cream—French vanilla, the best.”

“I know you don’t understand—I can’t expect you to get it—but I just can’t ride his bike.” She escaped as tears gathered in the corners of her eyes, trying to ignore the sound of Lisa’s big sigh. 

“Wear a bike helmet if you change your mind!”

Lisa wanted her to be safe. Abby smiled all the way to the barn. She looked around the dim space, and her eyes fell on her old purple bike in the corner of the front horse stall. 

“No, I won’t.” Abby shook her head but reached over to squeeze the front tire. “You need air. I’m not riding you, but I can do some bicycle CPR.” Abby inflated both tires with a hand pump and wiped dust off the seat. She pushed up the kickstand and rode in a small circle inside the barn. “I guess it’s true; you never forget how to ride a bike.” She glanced at the bike helmet on a hook but left it hanging there.

Moments later she glided down the path from the house onto the gravel trail surface, passing a small sign: Youghiogheny River Trail. The breeze blew her hair straight back in a cool, cleansing rush, even through the mid-day heat. 

The chirping of insects accompanied the crunch of bike tires on limestone. Both were drowned out when a train passed by on the other side of the river, wheels clacking, whistle blowing. Abby lost track of time, weaving between dappled shade and sun-drenched sky.

The smell of wildflowers tickled her nose, and she sneezed. She recognized a patch of Queen Anne’s lace, braked, and got off the bike. The huge blossoms, comprised of multiple, tiny white buds, grew in profusion. She searched through them; hidden in the center of one flower she found a single, bright red bud.

“I remember you.” Abby ran her index finger over the velvety flowers that some called weeds, but her dad saw as beautiful. Queen Anne’s lace grew in the meadow at home. 

Ages ago she’d taken a walk with her dad and picked a bouquet. “I love them, Daddy,” she told him that day. “They’re like princesses and weddings and happily-ever-after.”

Her dad found one with a red center. “These are very special. I call them Queen Abby’s Lace. The red center is the heart of the flower. When you see one, always remember you’re my heart, little princess. I know you’ll live happily-ever-after. I promise.” 

Abby sniffled and blinked back hot tears. She picked the red-centered flower from its stem and tucked it in the pocket of her denim shorts, even though she couldn’t imagine the promise of “happily-ever-after” working out. She got back on the bike and pushed off, her fair cheeks and shoulders burning in the hot sun. A cramping ache spread from her thighs, to her knees, to her ankles as out-of-shape muscles protested. 

Pop.

She veered across the trail as the front tire deflated. Struggling to maintain control she braked too hard and skidded. The bike hit a rock, plunged into a ditch, and flipped over, knocking her off.

The rough gravel, rammed into Abby’s knees, brought pinpoint jabs of pain. A sharp, hot gash traveled across her cheek. She bounced onto her back, landing in damp weeds that reeked of onion. With a loud whoosh, her lungs emptied; she gasped for breath. Her head smacked into something hard and unyielding, with a loud crack of bone on stone. She lay still for several minutes, afraid to move until it became obvious something had to change.

With great care, she stretched each limb, relieved to find her body responding the way it should. Craning her neck back, she searched for what her head hit. She saw a weathered gray tombstone, rounded at the top with straight sides. The granite appeared to be moving. Hundreds of bugs covered the surface, their bodies bright red like blood, wings black, heads quivering with antennae. 

Abby rolled over, scrambled to her feet, and brushed a squirming insect off her forehead. “I’m in a freaking cemetery with a skinned knee, bug bites, and rotting corpses.” Every image she’d ever seen of putrefied, decaying bodies came into her mind. Each one had the face of her father.

Abby gagged and vomited into the weeds, until dry heaves took over. Finally she took a deep, shuddering breath and waited until her heart stopped pounding. Wiping her lips with the back of one hand, she grimaced at the sour taste in her mouth and wished for a tall, frosty glass of water. The gurgling of real water brought her head up. From her vantage point on a small rise, she caught a glimpse of the Youghiogheny as it rippled around a fallen tree at water’s edge.

She limped toward the river to splash her face then stopped, realizing it meant walking through the cemetery. It would be her first time in such a place since her father had been buried. She had to think he rested in peace, rather than rotted in pieces. She took several tentative steps through the overgrown brush and around a tilting headstone. A huge shadow appeared against the trunk of a gnarled tree, looming over her.

Abby ducked and screamed. 
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“Abby?”

Abby jumped, heart thumping, adrenaline shooting through her veins. Whipping around, she almost expected to see her father, magically resurrected. 

What she saw made her shoulders slump forward. “Morton. What are you doing here? This is, after all, a graveyard, and you’re not dead. Not yet.”

Morton stood, contemplating his untied sneakers in silence.

“Hello? Who’s the one with attention problems now?”

“Look, I know you don’t want anything to do with me,” Morton said. “At your own house, you got a right. But this is public property.” He stopped, put his hands in the pockets of his khaki shorts, and studied his black high-tops again. His chubby cheeks flushed in two bright red spots, his nostrils flared, and his breath snorted in short, asthmatic gulps as if drowning. 

Abby picked at a scabbed-over zit on her forehead, under her bangs. “Sorry. Really.”

“I get it.” Morton nodded. “You got issues, your dad and moving and stuff.” 

“Where’d you get that idea?”

Morton considered the question. “Who doesn’t have issues?”

“Yeah, okay.” Abby took a step, wincing as she moved.

“Hey, you’re hurt.” Morton reached to steady her. “Sit down.” 

“I’ll live.” Abby pulled away from him, but she limped to a tree stump and rested on the uneven surface. She rubbed the back of her head. “Just a little lump.” Flinching, she touched her cheek then brushed gritty limestone dust from her legs. 

Morton examined her knees. “Road rash. And you
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