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Chapter 1
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Kate rented a room in a ‘character home’, which meant—in Kate’s opinion—it officially qualified as antique, in keeping with others on the street in Victoria’s James Bay neighbourhood. Call it what you will, she thought as she mounted the narrow stairs from the second floor to the attic, old is old. Were it possible, she’d swear the dark, creepy space looming above her predated the house itself, which at least had the advantage of being clean.

The situation didn’t call for such negativity. In fact, she had jumped at the offer of a month’s rent in exchange for clearing out the attic. But although she’d lived in this house since arriving in Victoria for autumn term at the University of Victoria, she’d put off the daunting task. Facing the dark, disorganized space in the overcast winter months was more than her spirits could bear.

But now it was April, for heaven’s sake. Seduced by visions of new adventure, mild winters, and doing a Master’s degree at UVic’s first-rate history department, when she made the decision to move west she’d ignored the possibility that ‘mild’ equated to ‘gray’. Nothing could have prepared her for this eternal layer of stratus.

To be strictly truthful with herself, being half a continent away from Clint was a factor in her decision to move west. But she was well over that.

Right?

Now, here she stood, one year into her Master’s program, staring into a dark, dusty attic festooned with cobwebs. Instead of living in a vibrant student community, the tight housing market had landed her in the single rental room in Mrs. Roberta Cummings’ house—only lady guests, if you please—from which she lumbered along on municipal buses to the campus and returned to be buried alive in a bedroom decorated in frilly pink and white.

She fumbled for the light switch, illogically placed at the top of the stairs rather than the bottom. 

This summer, as soon as she finished with the attic, she’d devote whatever time it took to finding new accommodation, somewhere to invite her few colleagues that didn’t involve a polite cup of tea with her fussy landlady. Mrs. Cummings was invariably gracious, and later offered a critique, in the kindest possible tones, of her visiting friend. 

Mrs. Cummings had owned the left half of the two-story house for twenty years, since it had been divided and remodelled into a duplex. To hear her tell it, it was high time the junk abandoned by the previous owner disappeared from her pristine domain. Kate was welcome to keep anything she found under the white sheets shrouding a hundred years of furniture that, supposedly, was too good to abandon, too shoddy to use. A quick perusal last autumn had engendered visions of letters tied with faded ribbon, old fashioned jewellery, dressmaker’s dummies and fabulous dresses a century old. The fantasy had tickled the back of her mind all winter—not an impossible dream, given the age of the house. 

Clint would sneer. Romantic idiocy had no role in the modern world. Got it? She’d learned early to keep her silliness to herself.

The bare bulb flickered. Forty watts, she estimated; she needed to deal with that. First, though, she treated herself to another quick survey of her assignment.

In the distance she could just make out a plywood wall separating Mrs. Cummings’ half from that of the adjoining house, which was full of rowdy students who couldn’t care less if the neighbours got a decent night’s sleep. Random shapes crowded the space, made mysterious by dust covers which appeared not to have been disturbed since the underlying items were banished from downstairs rooms. Like ghosts in the half light, the sheets dared her to whip them off. The dust alone could start a garden, Kate’s cynical mind speculated, something James Bay residents excelled at. Even now, spring bulbs flowered manically in every garden despite the chilly overcast.

First things first. Kate turned her back on her assignment, fled downstairs, grabbed her waterproof jacket from the coat rack by the front door, and set off for the hardware store to buy a light bulb. She’d beg a lamp or two from Mrs. Cummings later, assuming she found electrical outlets up there.

The tall, skinny guy from next door, the one with the glasses and that mass of unruly, blondish curls—didn’t he own a comb?—lounged on the shared porch with his ubiquitous mug of coffee, looking unkempt in faded jeans and a hoodie. She gave him a curt nod as she passed him.

***
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AS KATE THUMPED DOWN the stairs, one of the ghostly shapes shifted, just enough to keep her in its line of sight until the door closed behind her. The shape, which assumed an uncanny resemblance to an elderly man, nodded. “Yep,” it muttered. “Feisty. She’ll do him well.”

***
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GRIPPING HIS COFFEE and inhaling the damp April air, Jamie watched Kate’s precipitous departure. Something had set her off. Nothing new there. She stomped around as if she considered the bus she caught in the morning an affront to western civilization. He’d never seen her in anything but black. A cobwebby thing decorated her short, dark hair, a fact she obviously wasn’t aware of. The occasional day they’d shared a commute, he’d learned her first name, degree, and major but nothing more.

That hadn’t stopped him from keeping track of her. Not his usual type, perhaps, but something about her intrigued him. His sister would call it pheromones; he called it curiosity.

After she turned the corner, her petite, trim shape storming in the direction of the little shopping centre embedded in the heart of James Bay, he gulped the last of his coffee and went indoors, the screen door crashing closed behind him.

Note to self: fix the door. As the only living member of his family residing in what was left of his ancestral home, he kept the undergrads boarding under his roof in line, mostly. Not a bad gig; at least it meant free accommodation and rental income.

The little dynamo didn’t need to know that every year Mrs. Cummings—no one he knew had the nerve to use her first name, other than his Gramps—took in whatever lost waif turned up on her doorstep. If the girl was lucky, she’d escape before she was smothered in old-fashioned décor and equally outdated ideas about food, dress, and behaviour. If she wasn’t lucky... well, a couple of times over the years he’d found the waif-of-the-moment at his adjacent door, frantic for normal, and eager to detail all the horrors of life under Mrs. Cummings’ half of the shared roof, in exchange for a burger and a beer.

No doubt about it, this year’s resident tugged at something in him, but so far he hadn’t explored it, certain that with her attitude she was bound to brush him off. The whole non-situation had to come to a head soon, though, because Mrs. Cummings’ captives never lasted longer than a school year. Any day now she’d be gone.

All was still in the house. The undergrads were either studying or sleeping off an end-of-exams celebration. Jamie dropped his mug in the sink and jogged up the stairs to the attic. There was little to be seen other than a battered chest of drawers and the suitcases that had arrived with the undergrads.

He switched on the light. “Gramps?” he asked quietly. Touching bases with the old fellow had become a kind of Saturday morning routine.

A shape materialized through the plywood. “Damn wall,” it grumbled. “Gives me splinters.”

“It does not. Let’s stick to the laws of nature, shall we? You’re a ghost. No flesh, no bones, ergo no splinters.”

“Symbolic, Jamie. Your young lady’s into poetry. I’m practicing metaphors here.”

His lady? In his dreams. Jamie peered at the etheric figure sceptically. “How do you know?”

“All the stuff on her desk. Books, poems in a notebook...” The spectre put its hand up to its mouth. “Oops.”

So Kate was a closet romantic, despite the attitude and the short, spiky hair—although to be fair, it was growing out. Interesting. But... “You’ve been snooping again, haven’t you? Gramps, you’re going to get yourself into more trouble than you can get out of one of these days.”

The ghost rumbled a laugh. “My talents are myriad. Learned a thing or two in my time, yes sir.”

Jamie sighed. It would be easier to force a gallop out of those plodding horses that pulled carts full of tourists around downtown than to extract a straight answer from his Gramps. “Is that what’s got her riled up this morning? Does she know you’ve been poking in her room?”

“Nah.” The shape made a dismissive gesture. “Spunky, that one. She was just up in the attic. You wouldn’t believe how much stuff’s over there. Guess she didn’t like what she saw, but she promised Roberta she’d clean it out. Fine figure of a woman, that Roberta, back in the day.” He smacked his lips.

“Gramps!” Jamie hissed. “You’re too old to be thinking those kinds of thoughts.”

The ghost gave him the eye. “Not really. I am too dead, though. I concede that.”

“Please,” Jamie pleaded.

The ghost of his grandfather pulled his mind out of the gutter with a visible effort. “Artifacts. Bet you didn’t even know all that junk was over there. It was ours once, right back to your great-great grandparents. Next thing, she’ll be selling family heirlooms.”

Jamie wasn’t surprised to hear about the clutter on the other side of the plywood. Mrs. Cummings’ side held the original staircase, so any old possessions naturally had congregated over there.  “Any true heirlooms got carted off to pay my dad’s—and your son’s, I might add—debts.” Jamie hesitated. “So tell me... what do you think of Kate? Without innuendo, please, do you approve?”

“To carry on the family name? No brood mare, that one. Frisky filly, and liable to buck if you don’t give her her head.”

Jamie sighed again. Gramps had that effect on him. “She’s not a horse.”
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