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“There are more things in Heaven and Earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.” 

― William Shakespeare, Hamlet
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Prologue
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Scugog Township, Ontario, Canada 1878

––––––––
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IN THE AFTERMATH OF the blinding flash, the darkness shimmered like liquid ebony. The wind ripped the leaves from the trees and tossed them aside. Rain slashed the windows of the cottage. At first glance the house appeared to be abandoned, but amid the torrential downpour, the wild lightening, thunder and chaos, a soft light exuded warmth and safety from the room to right of the front door.

Inside the dwelling, all was silent except for the ticking of the longcase clock in the hall. The parlour was aglow with a fire in the large fieldstone fireplace on the back wall. Two tall windows looked out on the thriving sapling the owner had planted on the front lawn for his wife and child. “See, Maddy, it’s growing big and strong and when it does, I’ll make you your very own swing, so you can ride to the stars and back,” he’d said, his eyes twinkling with laughter. Comfortable chairs he’d made, and his wife upholstered, flanked the fireside. A small table holding a glass oil lamp and a vase of wildflowers was beside one of the chairs. A sofa in the centre of the room sat facing the fire. An old dog lay asleep on the handmade throw rug covering the polished wooden floor in front of the hearth. With the shelves filled with books, the comfortable chairs, and the soft glimmer of the fire and lamp, the parlour was a warm and cozy oasis in the gloomy night.

Victoria Anne McBride, the solitary human occupant of the room, appeared to be asleep in one of the chairs. Tucked under a hand-made quilt, a book lay open on her lap. A sonic boom shook the house and ricocheted around the chamber breaking the spell of silence. Startled, she surged from the chair, the blanket and tome cascading to the floor. The last she remembered, she had been warm under the quilt, but now she was freezing even though she was wearing her best flannel nightgown and the shawl her mother had given her last Christmas. The fire was still burning in the grate and the lamp was half-full. “Odd.” She rubbed her eyes and cocked her head to listen as rain scratched the window like the long nails of a ghostly hand pleading to come in out of the cold. When did the rain start? She shuddered, as a deep, raw sensation of iciness entombed her body. She rubbed her arms while trying to get her legs to cooperate and move. Cold, so very cold. She couldn’t remember ever feeling this cold. She felt as if she were in a dream, with no sense of time. The darkness was eerie and menacing.  In her own home, surrounded by familiar things, dread undulated up and down her spine. Something wasn’t right but her foggy brain couldn’t quite place what was wrong.

At the sound of the book crashing to the floor, the dog had raised his head to look at her. She looked at him and smiled. Thor. Her faithful companion. The tightness in her chest eased. Some of the foreboding slithered back into the shadows. Another loud crack of thunder made her jump again. Awareness of how alone she was increased. Rooted to the spot, she glanced at the doorway as if expecting some monster to enter. She shook her head. “Silly me,” she giggled. “There’s no one there.” Stiffening her backbone, she pulled her shawl tighter across her shoulders and strode to the window.

“C’mon, Thor,” she said.  “Let’s go see if Will’s light is in the barn.”

Thor got up from his comfortable place and padded across to where the woman stood. He looked up at her, tail thumping on the floor. Licking her hand, he nudged his head against her leg. Victoria reached down and patted his ancient head. She pushed back the thin drapes and searched the front yard. The cacophony of the moaning wind and lashing rain concealed any signs of life outside the house. She could see nothing, except the murky fog. No light.  No Will. Surely, he should be home by now. Where are you? She twisted the wedding ring on her hand and gazed at the outline of the tree. A smile tugged at her lips as she thought about the swing Will would make. He, Maddy and Thor would play together while she stood here watching them, holding the new baby who was growing in her womb. She idly rubbed her stomach as she thought about her family. Maddy! A shock went through her. Then, relief flooded her mind. Thank goodness the storm didn’t wake her. She strained her senses to listen for her cry. Nothing. Victoria smiled. Good. Still asleep. Poor wee mite. She must be tired out after our busy day. Victoria frowned. There’s something I need to tell Will about our trip into town, but I can’t quite remember. Why can’t I? Her brain felt like mush, her body exhausted. She longed for her husband to come home and take her in his arms. He’d left home for work before, but this time something was different. Panic fluttered in her chest, like a bird’s wings trapped by the cage of her ribs. She leaned her head against the cold glass and raised her clenched fist to pound on the window. Taking deep breaths, she flattened her hands against the icy pane.

“He’s fine,” she said. “I know it. Oh, Will, where are you? Why are you taking so long? Please, please come home. Everything will be all right once you get here.”

Tears coursed down her cheeks. The old dog whined. She reached down and stroked his head. She would wait. Wait for as long as it took for him to come home.

Wait... wait... wait, her mind chanted to the ticking clock in the hall.

Tick...tock...tick...tock...tick...
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Chapter One
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Scugog Township, Ontario, Canada – present day

––––––––
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“GHOSTS DON’T EXIST!” Rebecca slammed her hands against the steering wheel. She laid her head on her hands and sobbed. “Oh, shit.” She sat up, reached for her travel mug and opened the top. After taking a deep swallow of water and letting it slide down her raw throat, she closed the lid and replaced the container in the side door. She crumpled into her car seat, leaned her head back against the headrest and let her hands fall to her sides. What was happening to her? Out for a pleasant drive in the country, she’d been searching for a small cottage. A place of sanctuary amidst the confusion and heartbreak of the past year and a half. Peace. All she wanted was peace. How had she arrived here, sitting and shaking in her car by the side of County Road Four? Rebecca picked up her cell and dialed Cissy’s number.  

“I was just thinking about you. How ya doing?”

“I... I... I...”

“Becca, what’s wrong? Where are you.”

“Highway Twelve, west on County Road Four. On the shoulder.”

“On my way.”

“Hurry.”

Rebecca hung up the phone. Her hands were still shaking.  Okay, breathe. Cissy’s on her way. She’ll understand.

Half an hour later, an old SUV screeched to a halt behind Rebecca’s car. A petite blonde jumped out and rushed over to her. She pulled open the passenger’s side door and slid in. She grabbed Rebecca’s hands and started to rub them.

“Oh, my god, your hands are like ice. What’s happened?”

“I’ve seen a ghost!” blurted Rebecca as she covered her face with her hands and burst into tears.

“What!”

“I must be going crazy.”

“Okay, breathe. Let’s start at the beginning. Start with this morning and what happened to bring you to this spot.”

Rebecca took a calming breath and grasped Cissy’s hands. “It all started when I awoke in a full-blown panic attack.”

[image: tiny swoosh grey]

REBECCA WAINWRIGHT Connacher jolted awake, every nerve ending screaming to run. Icy sweat poured down her. Her heart was pounding so fast it felt like it would explode. She tried to take a deep breath but couldn’t. Terror consumed her mind, while her body jerked in violent spasms. She stuffed her fist into her mouth to stifle the scream welling up in her throat. As she became aware of her surroundings, the palpitations slowed.  

“Breathe,” she told herself. Finally, she could take one lungful of air. Then another. Her breathing and heart settled into a normal rhythm.

Waking in a panic attack was the worst feeling in the world. When the attacks began over a year ago, she had been terrified of going to sleep. Fear she would wake up amid an episode, or that she wouldn’t wake at all, consumed her.

“Oh, God,” she muttered to herself, tears slipping from her eyes and following the familiar path down her cheeks. Hot, seething anger consumed her. “No, damn it. I’m not going there again.  I won’t, I won’t, I won’t,” she chanted while pounding her pillow.

She sat up and put her head in her hands. It had been months since her last attack. Her life was getting back on track. As a senior executive in the company her great-great grandfather founded, she was eager to make up for the time lost while ill.  Now she realized the darkness was always hovering in the shadows ready to pounce. This morning was a reminder of how debilitating and draining the episodes could be. Grunting with exertion, she pushed herself into a standing position. The room morphed into a topsy-turvy landscape throwing her completely off balance. She stumbled to the bedpost and grasped it with both hands while the room righted itself. 

What the hell? Oh, God, I’m going to be sick. 

Her mouth was bone dry. The ensuite appeared to be at the end of a long tunnel.

“I can do this. I can do this,” she recited over and over.

Her legs felt as if the hoofs of a Clydesdale horse had attached themselves to where her feet should be. She pushed away from the bed and shuffled forward. With fierce concentration, Rebecca made it to the bathroom and turned on the light. She rinsed her mouth with cold water and opened the medicine cabinet. Holding back the tears that threatened to overwhelm, she took out the Lorazepam and swallowed a tablet. Clutching the bottle to her chest she muttered, “Thank God for the meds. I’m fine. A minor setback is all.”

She replaced the pills in the cabinet and closed the door. Stripping off her soaked night gown, she turned on the shower and stepped in. Warm water cascaded down her body. Rebecca let the discouragement and fatigue flow down the drain with it. The fragrance of her shampoo enveloped her, bringing back memories of a time when she was full of life and looking forward to each day.  

After drying off, Rebecca slipped into her jeans, favourite T-shirt and a pair of low-heeled shoes. A soft spring breeze wafted into the bedroom. She breathed in a deep lung full of air, allowing it to caress her nostrils with a bouquet of spring flowers and new-mown grass. It was a beautiful day. A few clouds, like cotton batting, spread across an azure sky. The birds chattered to each other, busy with their early morning chores. Feeling the meds kick in, she thought about going for a drive. Before her illness, climbing behind the wheel of a car, pedal to the metal, and feeling the wind on her face, gave her such a rush. She loved to explore back country roads looking for treasures. Now, not so much. Driving had been one of the first things to go after the panic attacks began. The past few weeks, she’d been practising to get back into the swing of handling her Porsche Spyder and much of her confidence had returned. She thought back to the first car she loved. It was a sparkling red BMW Z3 convertible roadster with deep-leather white upholstery. Her father had given it to her when she went off to McGill for her MBA. She smiled as she thought of her Dad and their bond.

Ah, Daddy. I love you so much. You’ll never know how I miss you. I’ve always felt safe and loved with you in my life.

That car had been so much fun. Reminiscing about the times she and Cissy would take off on their own, Rebecca laughed. The two of them. No destination in mind. Cruising along, singing at the top of their lungs, and enjoying the freedom she’d always felt behind the wheel. She longed for that confident, carefree woman to return. Right now, everyone in her circle was so worried about her. She felt smothered under their concern. She craved space to heal and find herself. 

I can’t heal where the people I love are hovering, afraid I’ll splinter at the slightest provocation. 

Snapping out of her reverie, she knew what she had to do. For the last couple of months, she’d been toying with the idea of finding a cottage or cabin of her own where she could find solitude. Today, that search would begin. As she took another deep breath, her rib cage expanded relaxing its squeeze on her heart. Tiny waves of delight traveled throughout her body.

“Right. Here we go.”

She grabbed her purse and left the room. Humming, she skipped down the stairs to the kitchen.  “Mrs. Brown, it’s such a lovely day, I’m going for a drive.”

“That’s wonderful Ms. Wainwright. Some fresh air will do you good. Enjoy yourself. I’ll let Mr. Connacher know.”

“Thanks. Tell David I have my cell. I should be home for supper.”

Stopping in the front hallway to get her keys, she glanced in the mirror. The woman looking back was beginning to resemble her old self. Smiling, she headed out the front door. 
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Chapter Two
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Rebecca spent the morning driving around the countryside. Trees were sprouting new foliage and within days, would be in full leaf. Red winged blackbirds, robins and other migrators had returned from their winter home. All nature was coming alive. She was alive! For the first time in ages, she felt free and happy. This was the perfect medicine to shake off her previous hysteria.  Opening the windows, Rebecca cranked up the radio and be-bopped her way along the highway, singing at the top of her voice. She searched small towns and hamlets looking for the perfect hideaway.  Nothing caught her attention.  There were some lovely places for sale, but they didn’t tug at her heart strings.  After stopping for a lunch at a quaint cafe, she got back into her car and headed home. Pleased she had followed her instinct, she relaxed into the seat. Zipping along, she drove past County Road Four. She slowed and pulled over onto the shoulder.

Hmmm... that looks familiar, but I don’t remember being here before.

Following her gut feeling, she turned the car around and started down the road. At the crest of a hill, she spotted a dilapidated ‘For Sale’ sign hanging askew at the edge of a narrow lane hidden by trees. The sign was almost buried in the tall grass. Slowing down, she turned onto the path and crept along its overgrown track. Tall trees on either side arched over the road, casting it in dark shadows. Goosebumps stood up on Rebecca’s arms and made her shiver. The lane gave way to an old stone house with a circular driveway. The sun broke through the clouds as she stopped the car in front of the building and stepped out. The warm rays of the sun enveloped her and the house in a soft cocoon. It felt as if she was wrapped in loving arms welcoming her home. She had no name for the feeling it evoked. Premonition? Déjà vu?  Not quite. Something stronger. Deep in her gut, she knew this house. In her mind’s eye, she could picture every nook and cranny, from the dusty attic to the cold cellar. There was a feeling of security and family, a sense of laughter, giggles, sadness and tears. Here I am, her heart sang. I’m home. 

“Weird. I’ve never seen this place before, but somehow I know it.” Biting her lip, forehead wrinkling, she raised her hand to block out the sun. She studied the house. It looked like pictures she had seen of field stone houses built in Ontario in the 1800’s. It was two storeys, with two long windows on each side of a central door. Above each set of windows was a dormer that Rebecca sensed were windows to sleeping quarters. Recessed back from the main house on the left was an addition with a smaller entrance. In her gut, she knew it opened into a mudroom and beyond that, the kitchen. The dining room would be behind the windows to the left of the main door. The windows on the right hid the parlour, as it was called in its time. 

Her feet crunched on the gravel as she crept up to the kitchen side of the house and peeked in a window. The property appeared to be abandoned.

“Doesn’t look like anyone’s home but the room seems to clean, so I guess someone must live here. Wonder where they are.”  

Since the house appeared vacant, she decided to explore a little further. She walked around to the backyard. She saw a small herb and vegetable garden tucked behind the kitchen, but it was overgrown and desolate, weeds choking out any produce planted there. Looking up she could see three windows on the second floor. Circling the house, she spotted an old carriage house which was turned into a garage. Beyond it was a greenhouse. Thistles and other assorted weeds had grown right up to the structure. Shattered panes of glass lay on the ground catching the sun’s rays. An abandoned bird’s nest cascaded from the top ledge of the door. Loving flowers, she walked past the barn, to the greenhouse. She reached into her purse for a tissue and leaning on a windowsill rubbed the grime from one of the intact windows. Cupping her eyes with her hands she peered into the interior. 

Long tables that once held beautiful flowers were aligned in rows down the centre of the room. Flowerpots, covered with cobwebs, and stacked up on the trestle table at one end of the building appeared to be waiting for the gardener to come back and fill them with life.  A rusted assortment of gardening tools artfully arranged on the wall near the worktable, showed pride of ownership. Rebecca felt tears forming in her eyes.

“Oh, this is dreadful. What a waste.”

Removing her hands from the window and turning away, she saw a formal garden. Many of the perennials had long ago gone back to their wild state. Here had been a rose garden and over there the wildflowers.  She paused and knelt to touch the soil and caress the new shoots beginning to sprout.  

“Such a lovely spot.”

Gazing in the distance, she noticed a small hill. Climbing to its summit, the sunlight dappled the landscape as it sloped away from her. Shielding her eyes, she saw a large pond with a willow tree on its bank at the bottom of the hill. The edge of a wooden bench peeked from the other side of the tree. As she watched, a pair of geese with four goslings waddled through the tall reeds and set sail onto its glassy surface. A soft breeze slid like a silk caftan over her body. She took in a deep breath and released it, letting a calming sense of peace envelope her. 

“I love this place.”

She smiled, really smiled, for the first time in months. Relaxed and happy, she walked down the hill towards the tree. As she got nearer to the water, she gasped. A sensation of vertigo assailed her. Her stomach clenched, and she thought might throw up. She stopped. 

“Oh,” she cried as she put her arms around her belly and doubled over.

What was happening?  How could she switch from such joy as she’d felt a moment ago to this feeling of loss and heartache?  She continued down the slope She reached the far side of the willow and peered around it. 

“Oh, my God,” she gasped.  

There was an old tombstone tilting in the grass not far from the tree.  Here the atmosphere was thick with pain, grief and loss. Making her way to the grave, she knelt and cleaned the dirt from the headstone with her fingertips. The epitaph read:

––––––––
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In loving memory of

Madeleine Sarah McBride

Beloved daughter of William and Victoria Anne McBride

Born January 27th, 1872 – Died August 8th, 1875

Aged 3 yrs 7 months

Victoria Anne McBride (Smythe-Stratton)

Beloved wife and mother

Born January 11th, 1852 - Died August 13th, 1875

Aged 23 yrs 7 months

May they find happiness in the arms of the Lord

––––––––
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CLOUDS, WHICH HAD BEEN threatening rain, covered the earth and blanketed her spirit. Still feeling dizzy, Rebecca’s heart compressed in distress. So young. Madeleine was a baby, her mother only twenty-three. But why are the graves here? They must be connected to the house somehow.  

The ubiquitous tears, always near, formed in her eyes. She lay her forehead on the tombstone.

“Oh, God.” she said as she wiped away the tears. “I’m so sorry.”

When the tears stopped, she rose, walked over to the bench and sat down, the ache of loss and regret settling in the pit of her stomach.  What was happening? She’d never heard of these people. Why did she feel so heartbroken at two deaths over a hundred years ago and why did she apologize? 

The sun broke through the clouds and the world became quiet and still. With the warmth relaxing her body, Rebecca closed her eyes, cleared her mind and let herself go limp.  As she sat, a buzz began to grow in her ears like the sound of a hundred cicadas on a hot summer day. She slowly opened her eyes. The scene in front of her changed. She still faced the pond, but instead of Mama Goose and her goslings she saw a young woman accompanied by a dog and a small girl about two years old walking across the lawn. Dressed in vintage clothing of the latter part of the nineteenth century, they were gathering wildflowers. The child held a buttercup up to her Mother’s chin and they both laughed.

“Wook at the butterflies, Momma,” called the toddler as she threw down her flowers and raced after the insects, her little legs pumping up and down. The dog raced after her, jumping up and trying to catch them. The woman laughed at their antics and turned her head as a sound caught her ear. As Rebecca watched, an older man leading a small pony approached the trio.  

“Grampa,” squealed the child racing to him.

“Hello, my pet.  Look what I found wandering around the barn.  She looked lonely, so, I thought, I know a little girl who would love to play with you. What do you think? Would you like to be her friend?”

“Oh, yes. Momma, wook Grampa brought me my very own horsie. Oh, I wuv her,” she said clapping her small hands.

The woman approached the pair. “Papa, what have you done?”

“Like I told Maddy, I found this forlorn little pony wandering around the barnyard and she looked so sad. I knew a pretty, little girl who would love her and make her happy, so I brought her here. See, they’re friends already. I couldn’t very well leave her by herself, now could I?”

“No, Grampa, no. She’s needs me. I wuv her. Can I keep her, Momma? Pwease?”

“Wandering around the barnyard you say,” she said with a twinkle in her eye.  “Well, I imagine she would be disconsolate without a companion and that would never do. You promise to help take care of her?”

“Oh, yes, Momma. I wiw take the best care of her,” said the child, bouncing around in circles.

“Hmmm...I guess we can keep her for now, but we’ll have to check with your Papa later.”

“How about we get you up on her back and go for a walk,” said the man.

“Oh, yes, pwease.”

The man lifted the child onto the pony’s back, and they walked around the pond. The dog raced ahead and then ran back to join the group. It was a happy sight and Rebecca was so engrossed in the scene she felt her heart melt.

The man spoke. “One day, Maddy, I’m going to buy you your very own big horse. Then you and I will ride, like your mother and I did.”

“Grampa,” giggled Maddy. “Funny man. I haf my own horsie. See?”

“Yes, my sweet, Nelly is all yours, but she is a small pony. I’m talking about when you get to be a big girl. You will need a bigger horse and Grandpa will get you one. Okay?”

“Okay.  I wike horsies.  I wike doggies, too.  I wuv Thor.”

“Thor is a pretty special dog. Maybe we should ask your Momma if we could get you your very own puppy. What do you think?”

“Oh, yes, Grampa. Wet’s ask Momma. A new puppy. Yes,” cried Maddy clapping her hands.  “This is the bestest day ever.”

The man lifted the child from the pony’s back, and she ran to her mother, throwing her arms around her legs. Her mother picked her up and the little girl said.

“Momma, guess what?  Grampa told me we could get a puppy for my very own. Can we, Momma, pwease?”

The woman turned to the man.

“A pony and a dog? You know Will and I will be having more children. She’s not going to be lonely like I was, Papa.”

“I know my dear, but every child needs her own horse and dog, whether or not they have brothers and sisters. Besides, I can’t wait until we can ride together like we used to. I’m not getting any younger, you know, so I want to start her early. It will be like old times with you, me and Thor racing across the fields.”

“Ah yes. They were incredibly good times. Thor is old and not as spry as he was. It would be good for Maddy to have her own dog. How about we wait ‘til next summer for the puppy. Will this be from one of the litters at the stables?”

“Yes, my dear. Stella will be turning three and we’re going to breed her the next time she goes into heat. I’m thinking of Roman for the father.  He’s a grand fellow and I’m interested to see what they would produce together. You could come home when she has given birth so you and Maddy could pick the one you want. I can keep whichever one you choose until its ready to go home with you. How does that sound?”

“Perfect.” 

As the light faded, the scene in front of Rebecca dissipated, once again becoming the quiet pond with the goose and goslings floating on the water. Coming out of her reverie, shudders coursed through Rebecca’s body. She stood and paced in front of the bench, trying to come to terms with what she saw and felt. 

“A dream. Only a dream. The grave and warm sun sparked it. Time to go home.” 
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Chapter Three
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Straightening, she started walking back to her car. As she passed the abandoned greenhouse, she stopped, sniffing the air. Chocolate mint. She approached the ruins and peered into the dim interior. A shaft of sunlight broke through the clouds illuminating one small section of the room. Rebecca gasped unable to move. Hanging over a trestle table in the far corner was a single basket of Stanhopea Oculata, an orchid. One of her father’s favorites. From the bottom of the basket hung several inflorescences with their weirdly shaped, purple and white-spotted flowers.  Shock pulsated through her body. Heat formed in her throat, cascaded down her legs and out the bottoms of her feet. Weak and trembling, she raised her fist to her mouth. “Daddy!”

He so loved his orchids. She used to think he loved them more than her. She remembered seeing him in his own conservatory last Spring. He told her that he was purchasing a new orchid.

“It’s a Cattleya lueddemanniana, ‘Crownfox Goliath’.”  he said. “Cost me a fortune and you can only get them from the Florida owners, but it’s well worth the trouble, if it’s as good as they say. It’s supposed to have a spectacular fragrance. Wait ‘til O’Hara gets a load of it. His eyes will pop right out of their sockets.” He rubbed his hands with glee. The twinkle in his eyes spoke volumes. She knew he was looking forward to the next juried show where he was sure he would beat his old rival. 

Her heart broke a little more as she placed her forehead onto the glass and sobbed.  

“Oh, Daddy, I miss you so much.” She blinked a few times and rubbed her eyes. The sunlight faded and with it the strange vision. She leaned her back against the greenhouse and slumped down onto a large rock. Motionless, she sat with her head in her hands. Memories of her father and their tumultuous relationship surfaced in her mind. How she adored him. She’d always been his ‘Princess’, but she wanted him to be proud of her accomplishments as a competent businesswoman. Unfortunately, he was old school when it came to women and their place in society. They were adornments to be loved and pampered, but not equal to men. One of his most often used quotes came to mind... ‘Women should be happy with their homes and families and leave the real work to the men’. Unlike her older brother, James, Rebecca felt her executive title was nepotism instead of earned, but she missed those strong arms around her. “Life isn’t the same without you. I wish you were here.” 

The sun broke through the clouds. She sat for a little longer soaking up the warmth. Cissy said her father’s spirit didn’t die with his body. He would make his presence known to her one day. An orchid was the perfect message for her. Was it a sign as Cissy said? Is he telling me he’s still watching over me? That’s nuts. He’s been gone for over a year. Why now? Why here? What’s this place got to do with me? 
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Chapter Four
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Finally, she rose and walked to her car. She climbed in and sat for several minutes. When her emotions were under control, she started the car. She took one more look at the house.  It’s beautiful. Exactly what I’ve been looking for. The hallucinations are just my overwrought nerves. I won’t let them stop me from pursuing this dream.

As she manoeuvred her car around the circular drive, she heard another car approaching the house. She watched as a decrepit mini minor came into view and stopped. The driver, a middle-aged woman dressed in blue jeans and tank top, with long brown hair tied up in a scarf, exited her vehicle. Rebecca turned off the engine as the woman approached. She opened the door and climbed out.

“Hi,” said the woman. “My name is Doris Barkley. I’m the caretaker of this place. Can I help you?”

Steadying herself Rebecca replied. “Hi, my name’s Rebecca Wainwright. I’d like to know more about the house and grounds.”  

“Well, the owners moved away awhile ago. They tried to start a gardening business, but the wife was from the States and she wanted to go home. He finally gave in and packed up. They’re eager to sell and have it off their hands. What else do ya wanna know?”

“Do you know any of the history of the house?”

“I’ve lived around here all my life, but I only know the gossip about what went on. I heard tell it was built by a William McBride way back in the 1800’s. Supposed to be a stone mason. He, his wife and little girl lived here for a while. The story is he went to Toronto for work. While he was gone, the Mrs. and baby got sick or something and died.  Anyway, I’ve been told they’re buried down the hill, by the pond but I don’t know for sure. This place is spooky enough without me traipsing down there to see a grave. Imagine burying folks in your backyard. Gives me the chills. I don’t know much else, but maybe the Real Estate Agent could help you, if ya wanna know more.”

All the while Doris was speaking, iciness ran up and down Rebecca’s spine and the hairs on the nape of her neck were standing as rigid as soldiers being inspected by the Queen.  Strange.  I’ve never heard of these people. Were they the ones I imagined down by the pond? The man seemed quite a bit older and the wee one called him Grandpa, so I don’t think he was her husband. 

“What happened after their deaths?  Was the house sold?”

“Don’t know much more. I did hear that William came home to find his whole family, even the dog, gone.  He didn’t have much heart after that but continued to live here awhile. He died a few years later in an accident and is buried with the McBride family in the old graveyard at the four corners. It’s a sad story all around. It’s said that one of their ghosts haunts this place, but I’ve never seen it.”

“Really?”  

“Yup. If they do, I wish they’d clean up some. I still hafta come out every two weeks to give it a scrub. Easy money. Since nobody lives here it don’t get very dirty, but like I said, it gives me the creeps. I wish somebody would buy it, so I don’t have to come here no more. Such a sad place. Well, I need to get started on my cleaning. You wanna come and see inside?”

Rebecca’s heart jumped at the suggestion. 

Would I like to go in? You bet I would. Should I chance it? Suck it up, Princess. The old Rebecca would have jumped at the chance to see inside. What could happen anyway with Doris here? Besides, ghosts DO NOT exist.  

“Yes, I would like that.”

Doris got her cleaning supplies out of the car. Walking up to the door, she set down her utensils, got out her keys and opened it. Stepping back to pick up her equipment, she allowed Rebecca to enter the house first.

A blast of cold air assailed her nose as Rebecca stepped into the foyer. She shivered in the iciness that blanketed the front entrance and stomped her feet to keep warm. Her teeth chattered, and she rubbed her arms up and down as she walked further into the entranceway. The vestibule was large and square with a staircase leading to the second floor directly across from where she was standing. On either side of the foyer she spotted doors leading to other rooms on the ground floor. The hall appeared empty, but as she turned to face the door on her left, she saw an old grandfather clock shimmering in a grey mist. Her heart slammed against her ribs and started to hammer so loudly she was sure Doris could hear it outside on the porch. She shut her eyes and when she opened them again, the mist and clock were gone. 

Oh shit. 

Doris bustled past, not even noticing Rebecca rooted in place. She opened the door on the right.

“This here’s the living room and that door over there leads to the dining room. I’ll be in here, vacuuming for a while, so take your time and look around. Oh, yeah, the house was wired for electricity sometime awhile back and it’s been kept up. We do have wifi out here, so you can hook up your computer and TV and stuff if you want to. Some people who have rented the place over the years have wanted to experience what it was like in the ‘old days’, so they haven’t wanted a TV or anything. Nuts if you ask me, but then, it’s none of my business.” 

Rebecca mumbled
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