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Chapter One


Eastman Springs was deserted. Paths were
overrun with weeds, and the wooden benches and signs were rotting.
Only the trees and the sparkling streams remained untouched by
time, providing a cool haven from the summer heat.

Still stunned by the recent death of her
mother, Sara had wandered into the springs this evening seeking a
solitary place to sort out her feelings.

She had hiked down into the center of the
springs. Now she left the path and made her way through the weeds
to the trunk of a fallen tree at the edge of a stream. She sat down
and watched the water bubble over the rocks and wind its way
through the trees.

“Oh, Mom, I miss you so much,” Sara
whispered. The tears she had been suppressing all day, stung her
eyes.

The first shadows of evening fell across the
water as Sara longed for the happy home that had been abruptly
shattered. Her mother's death had been so sudden. One day, she had
been standing at the door waving Sara off to school, the next day
she was gone. A brain embolism. Her father had explained it, using
terms he hoped Sara could understand. But she didn't understand,
and she never would. It wasn't fair. It wasn't right.

Sara was in Michigan to spend the summer with
her Aunt Kate. She hadn't wanted to come, but her father had
insisted. “Your Aunt will keep you busy, and I'll be up every
weekend that I can get away.”

Considering her father's large medical
practice in Chicago, Sara doubted if she'd see him more than once
or twice in the next two months.

Sara wiped her eyes and looked around.
Eastman Springs was once a famous resort. People came from all over
the world to drink from the springs of crystal clear water that
promised to cure everything from arthritis to a baby's colic. Sara
was next to Queen Anne, one of the larger streams. Aunt Kate said
Queen Anne's waters were good for stomach aches.

Sara leaned over and scooped up some water
with her hand. It tasted cold and fresh. Perhaps if she drank the
stream dry, the burning pain inside of her would go away.

“Come to me, Sara. Help me.”

The whispered command caused Sara to bolt
into an upright position. She spun around as the voice called out
again. It seemed to float through Eastman Springs as if it were
part of the soft summer wind.

Sara stood up. She saw no one, yet like the
wind, she could feel a presence. Her legs felt weak, but she willed
them to move.

It's just the wind and your imagination, Sara
told herself firmly. How many times had she thought she heard her
mother's voice the last few months? That was impossible, and so was
this.

“I'm here, Sara, by the water. Please,
help me,” the voice cried again.

Icy fingers of fear curled themselves around
Sara's heart making it beat faster. The ground was wet and
slippery. Sara reached out for the trunk of a tree to steady
herself. Slowly she turned around again and stared into the water.
Only her own frightened looking face was reflected in the slowly
moving stream.

“Sara! Sara, where are you?” Tom's deep
voice jarred Sara back to reality.

“I'm here,” she called back. “By Queen
Anne.”

Sara moved away from the spring as Tom
approached, aware that whatever she had heard or felt, now seemed
to be gone.

“Hey, what are you doing down in the
weeds?” Tom asked, holding out his hand to help her onto the path.
“The mosquitoes will eat you alive.”

Sara took the hand he offered and scrambled
up the slight incline. She was trembling. Tom noticed, and looked
at her with concern in the eyes that seemed too dark for his sun
streaked blond hair.

“Your aunt said I'd probably find you
here. I hope you don't mind my coming after you.”

“No, of course not,” Sara said. So far,
meeting Tom had been the only bright spot of the summer.

“Come on, I'll walk you home. It'll be
dark soon.”

The path was narrow and Tom walked ahead
stamping down the weeds. Sara followed him, still pondering the
voice and the presence she had felt.

“Tom?”

“Yes.”

“Did you hear something
before?”

“Like what?”

“A voice, a girl's voice calling out
for help?”

Tom stopped and turned around to face her.
His eyes now squinted in a curious stare. Obviously Tom hadn't
heard the voice and Sara was sorry she had asked him.

“Forget it,” she said quickly. “I was
just teasing.”

They were almost back to the dirt road that
led from the springs to Aunt Kate's house. They continued their
walk in silence. Sara wanted desperately to say something cute or
witty, but as usual, when a boy was around, especially one as good
looking as Tom, she couldn't think of a thing.

Sara looked around her at the houses
scattered here and there. In the distance, she could just see Aunt
Kate's neat white cottage set back from the road.

Benton Corners was a small farming community,
and on this quiet July evening, the fields were nearly bursting
with their crops. Sara remembered the times when she and her
parents used to come to help Aunt Kate and Uncle Bill with the
harvest.

Those had been wonderful times, but now Uncle
Bill was dead, and the largest part of their land had been sold off
along with the rambling two story house they had once lived in.

Aunt Kate, her dad's older sister, kept only
the portion of the land that contained the cottage, and a garden
plot just large enough to keep herself in fresh vegetables.

Kate's sons were both off leading their own
lives, Jim in California, and Bill Jr. in the Air Force.

“Sara,” Tom said softly. Sara looked up
at him. His expression was one of sadness as if he had been reading
her thoughts, and feeling her loss for the lovely days that could
never be recaptured. “I just wanted to tell you...well..,” he
stammered. “I want you to know how sorry I am about your mother and
all. I know that's why you came here.”

“I didn't want to come,” Sara told him.
“I felt just awful leaving my dad all alone, but he said it would
be the best thing for me. I guess he was right, because meeting you
has helped a lot.”

“Honest?” Tom brightened at her
compliment.

“Honest.” Sara couldn't believe it. For
once, she had said the right thing. For once, she hadn't gotten all
tongue-tied and embarrassed herself and the boy. Then another
miracle occurred.

“Maybe we could go into town tomorrow
night, catch a movie or something,” Tom said. “Do you think your
aunt would let you go with me?”

“We could ask her,” Sara replied.
“She's sitting out on the porch waiting for us.” Sara motioned
towards the cottage, where Aunt Kate sat on the screened-in porch
patiently rocking back and forth in the old wooden
rocker.

“I see you found her,” Aunt Kate called
out to Tom.

“Yes, ma'm, just where you said she'd
be.”

“And not a moment too soon, my apple
pie is just cool enough to eat.”

Sara laughed and whispered to Tom. “My mother
always said that whenever you get to Kate's house, no matter what
time of the day or night, the first thing she does is feed
you.”

“What's that?” Aunt Kate wanted to
know.

“Sara was just saying how good your pie
is. We'd love some,” Tom answered as they banged through the screen
door onto the porch.

“Well, come on inside.” Aunt Kate stood
up and opened the door that led into the house. “This isn’t a
restaurant. You want some pie, you have to come and get
it.”

They followed Aunt Kate's stout figure
through the living room with its old fashioned furnishings into the
kitchen. The round wooden table was already set for three. Tom sat
down while Sara helped her aunt serve the pie and fill their
glasses with cold milk.

The kitchen was surprisingly modern compared
to the rest of the house. The oak cabinets and gleaming white
appliances had been part of the remodeling Sara's mother had
supervised before Kate moved into the cottage.

“If you insist on living in that old
house, then I insist on some modern conveniences,” John Barkley had
told his sister when she announced that the tenants were moving out
of the cottage and she was moving in.

“Just the necessities,” Kate had
replied. “None of those new kitchen gadgets that beep and flash
like something from outer space. And no crazy colors in my
bathroom, simple white fixtures will suit me just fine.”

There were just two bedrooms in the house, a
large one off the living room and the smaller one next to the
kitchen where Sara slept. The bathrooms had also been updated like
the kitchen. With fresh paint and new floor coverings in all the
rooms, the cottage was pleasant and comfortable, and Sara had
always felt at home there.

Warm apple pie and cold milk tasted
delicious, and more memories stirred within Sara. It seemed that
everything she did since she came to the farm reminded her of
happier times, and suddenly the remembering was good. She was
feeling calm and sure of herself. That didn't happen very often and
it was especially surprising with a guy like Tom watching her every
move.

Tom and Aunt Kate discussed the weather and
the good harvest they were sure to have this year. Tom, a year
older than Sara, would be starting his senior year of high school
this fall.

Tom's grandpa owned the property on the other
side of Eastman Springs. Tom and his family had moved from
California six months ago to help him run the huge old farm.

“Miss Kate,” Tom began hesitantly. “I
was just wondering if it would be all right if I took Sara into
town to a movie tomorrow night?”

“If Sara wants to go, it's fine with
me.” Aunt Kate smiled her approval.

“Okay,” Tom said to Sara. “Then I'll
pick you up about six-thirty.”

Sara nodded.

A few minutes later, she walked Tom outside
to the road. She stood at the edge of Aunt Kate's yard watching his
tall, lean figure disappear into the darkness.

“Nice young man, that Tom,” Aunt Kate
remarked as Sara returned to the porch. "You could do a whole lot
worse than him.”

Sara blushed at her insinuation. “Aunt Kate,
I just met him a few days ago.”

“So what? Your mother only knew your
dad for a month, and they ran off and got married.”

“Really? I didn't know that, although
mom always said it was love at first sight.”

“That it was. Your father was engaged
to another girl, you know, but when he met your mother he broke off
his engagement. Shocked the whole town with the suddenness of it.
People gossiped about it for months.”

“I didn't know that either.” Sara tried
to imagine her father, a conservative family physician, as a
heart-breaker. “How exciting. Who was the other girl?”

“Her name was Lacey
Matthews.”

“Tell me about it, please,” Sara urged.
“What did she look like?”

“Heavens, child, I haven't even thought
about the girl in years. Let's see. She was a blond like you with
sparkling blue eyes, only her hair was long, real long. She was a
pretty girl, but as wild as the wind.”

“And my dad was engaged to
her?”

“Well, not officially, Lacey was a few
years younger than John, but they'd known each other since
childhood, and it was always expected, by both families, that
they'd get married. Anyway, your dad went off to Ann Arbor to
college, met your mother, and that was that.”

“What happened to Lacey Matthews? Did
she marry someone else?”

“Nope. She was a beauty, but like I
said, a real wild one. The boys flocked around her all the time.
She ran around with every other guy in town, always making a
spectacle of herself. Then, one night, she was gone. Just seemed to
disappear into thin air. Everybody went out looking for her.
Searched Eastman Springs from top to bottom.”

“Eastman Springs? You mean they thought
she got lost in the springs?”

“Yep. Sure did.”

“Why?” Sara was remembering her
experience in the springs just an hour or so ago.

“Because she spent so much time there.
Always said it made her feel like she was in her own special world
to sit down there by Queen Anne dangling her feet in the
water.”

“Queen Anne.” Sara repeated the words
slowly. The icy fingers returned making her chest feel tight. Sara
took a slow, deep breath trying to loosen their grip. “And they
never found her?”

“No, they never did. Of course, I
always figured she ran off with one of those sailors that started
hanging around town about that time.”

“What about her family? What happened
to them?”

“They left town the week after Lacey
disappeared. Moved to Chicago, I believe. As far as I know, Lacey
never turned up again.”

Or she might still be there in the springs by
Queen Anne, Sara thought frantically. Not wanting to be found,
until today, when she called out to me. Sara's body felt numb as
she realized something that had not occurred to her earlier. The
voice had known her name. It had called her by name.

“Yes, sir,” Aunt Kate rambled on. “That
Lacey Matthews was a crazy girl....Sara? Sara, are you listening to
me?”

“I'm sorry. What did you say?” Sara
asked, trying to swallow down the lump of terror in her
throat.

“I was just thinking that maybe we
should call your daddy, and see how he's doing."

“Oh, no, not tonight. I'll do it
tomorrow.”

“What's wrong, child? I hope I didn't
upset you talking about your mother.”

“Oh, no, Aunt Kate,” Sara protested.
“I'm glad you told me. I never heard that story before, and well,
I'm just glad you told me. I think I'll go to bed now. I'm really
tired.”

Sara got up and reached for the door grateful
for the darkness that covered the flush of her cheeks.

“All right. Pleasant dreams,
honey.”

Sara undressed and slipped into bed, but
hours later, long after she heard Aunt Kate come in and go to her
room, Sara was awake. She was reliving her experience in Eastman
Springs and thinking about what Aunt Kate told her about the girl
named Lacey Matthews.

“It was her,” Sara whispered into the
still night air. “I know it was her, but what does she
want?”

Sara's initial fear was dissolving and being
replaced by a strong desire to know more about Lacey Matthews. The
more Sara thought about it, the more certain she became that
something awful had happened to Lacey Matthews in Eastman Springs.
Why else would Lacey be calling out for help.

When Sara finally drifted into sleep, her
dreams were filled with images of a laughing young girl running
through Eastman Springs and then disappearing into the
darkness.

 


 


Chapter Two

 Slivers of
sunlight cut through the tree branches dropping patches of light on
the weed covered path. Sara walked slowly towards Queen Anne. The
silence of the springs enveloped her, making her feel calm and
strong for the first time today.

Sara had spent the entire morning arguing
with herself. One minute she told herself that the voice she heard
last night existed only in her imagination. Aunt Kate's story about
Lacey Matthews had just been a crazy coincidence prompting her to
fantasize even more. She should forget about this nonsense and
concentrate on something real, something important, like what she
was going to wear on her date tonight. Then, the next minute, she
would feel cold and uneasy as if someone was watching her sort
through her wardrobe trying to find the perfect outfit.

She would stand frozen as her mind repeated
the words of the voice from the springs. “Come to me, Sara. Help
me.” Over and over the words replayed themselves like a carefully
recorded message.

Finally, Aunt Kate knocked on the door and
insisted that Sara come out and have some lunch. “Whatever you're
doing in there can be done better on a full stomach. Skipping meals
never solved anyone's problems.”

Sara smiled as she remembered the plate full
of food her aunt had waiting on the table for her. Sara had refused
breakfast which had obviously worried Kate. After all, one of her
duties towards her niece was to fatten her up a little. Sara didn't
want to be fattened up, being tall like her dad was bad enough.
Until this year, she had towered over everyone in her class, then
miraculously, some of the boys began to pass her up.

Her mother used to tell her to straighten up
and be proud of her height. “You're a beautiful girl, Sara Jane
Barkley. Act like it.”

Thinking about her mother's words caused a
sudden jolt of pain to shoot through her. Maybe that's what this
was all about. The voice in the springs was simply a device Sara
was using to forget about her mother. But she didn't want to forget
the lovely face with the laughing brown eyes that looked at Sara as
if she really were beautiful.

“It's not that I'm ugly,” Sara conceded
aloud. “I'm just too average.”

The sound of her own voice broke the silence
of the springs and Sara looked around quickly feeling apologetic
for intruding on the peacefulness of this place. She was just a few
feet from Queen Anne. The sign to her right said that this was the
perfect table water. It was the deepest of the springs and that
made its waters cooler and purer than any of the others.

Sara stood perfectly still, waiting and
listening, but the only thing she heard was the sound of her own
breathing. Last night must have been my imagination, she told
herself. To reaffirm it, she stepped carefully down to the edge of
the spring and peered into the water.

The clear, slow-moving spring picked up the
reflections of the leaves overhead. Sara held on to the giant tree
that stood next to Queen Anne and leaned across the stream. The
reflection she saw was blurred, but it was a face surrounded by
long flowing hair. Instinctively, Sara reached up and felt the
shortness of her own hair cut above her shoulders just a few weeks
ago.

“Help me, Sara. Help me.” Today the
voice was sweet, almost childlike.

Trembling, Sara jumped back and leaned on the
trunk of the old tree. Its bark felt hard and cold against her, and
she shuddered. I'm going to get out of here, she thought, taking
deep breaths to still the panic. I was crazy to come back here
alone.

She turned slowly away from the spring and it
was then that she noticed the crudely drawn heart etched into the
tree in a place where the bark had been pulled away. Inside the
heart were two sets of initials, L.M. and J.B. Names to fit the
initials flashed through her mind, Lacey Matthews and John
Barkley.

Sara reached out and traced the initials with
her index finger. The carving felt deep, as if it had been put
there recently. But that wasn't possible. How could it have
survived the elements of wind and rain? As Sara pondered the
question, a soft breeze touched her cheek and a quiet laughter
filled her ears.

The fear began to leave her again. If the
spirit of Lacey Matthews did indeed live in Eastman Springs, she
was there for a reason. Perhaps she was waiting for someone to
solve the mystery surrounding her disappearance. Perhaps she was
drawn to Sara because of the love she once had for her father.

“I'll help you, Lacey,” Sara whispered.
“I'll find
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