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A Ghost of a Romance

Lee looked out the passenger side window and watched the houses go by, a blanket of snow covering them all. A man shoveled out his driveway while his kids played in the snow around him. 

They drove in silence into the white sheet, the two of them sitting side by side. They had very little in common, but Lee really didn't have too much in common with anyone. 

“The Russell House, eh?” Jake asked. Lee thought Jake was in his mid-thirties. The patchy looking beard made him think the man drank a lot, but he didn't know why. Jake wore a Cincinnati Reds baseball cap and a dark blue jacket with a stained Journey rock t-shirt underneath. 

Lee scrutinized things a bit further and saw the six-pack of beer on the floor in the back seat. One of the beers sat in the cup holder of the car. The ashtray was packed with cigarette butts. 

This dude is a mess, Lee thought. 

“Yep. The Russell House.”

“What will you be doing up there?”

Lee shivered, not used to the cold weather, as he was from sunny Los Angeles. He propped up his suitcase on his legs and adjusted his glasses. 

“The plan is to write,” Lee said. He paused, and Jake noticed that his face grew a bit sad. “And to get away from it all. Is it a nice place?”

Jake chuckled. “Well, it sure is a hell of a lot hotter than this car if that's what you're asking. Was the flight okay?”
“Well, let's see. Other than the baby in front of me that wouldn't stop crying and the big fat behemoth behind me that was snoring and kicking my seat. And to top that off, I was sitting next to some New Age crazy trying to convince me that the world was infested with lizard people trying to enslave the human race. But other than that...it was peachy!”
“Well, shit,” Jake chuckled again. “You're one funny little man. Your parents must be really proud of their writer comedian son. Am I right?”

Lee sat quiet for a second. No humor or joy was in his face. Just a sense of deep, dark pain.

“My mom died when I was born...and my dad died of a heart attack last May.”

“Oh shit, man, I'm sorry. I didn't know.”

“It's okay.”

Lee thought about how after Dad died, he went to live with his grandparents in Reno. His grandmother overfed him and his grandfather took him for long walks around the ice skating rink in town. Because there was nowhere else to go in Reno. He talked about life the way he saw it, and about death and religion. Maybe he thought he was helping Lee. 

He made him a die-cast red convertible Mustang. Said his dad used to drive one when he was a teen, and then he handed it to Lee with a tear in his eye. 

“Well, what about missus?”

“I used to have a girlfriend.” Lee seemed to go even deeper into a dark hole. “Until she decided to fuck her boss on our anniversary.”

Jake remained quiet for a while. He really didn't want to ask something dumb again. 

“Okay,” he finally said. “Time to get away from it all.”

“Yeah, everything is kinda messed up right now. So, tell me about the house.”

Jake waited a moment or two before he responded. “Well, before I tell you anything, I got to ask you one thing.”

“Sure, no problem.”

Jake waited a couple more seconds before he answered. “Are you afraid of ghosts?” Jake asked. 

CHAPTER TWO

The two drove up to an old mansion covered in snow. 

Lee looked up and saw that the mansion had two floors and an attic. The paint looked dull and faded. 

The truck pulled to a stop, and both Lee and Jake exited the vehicle. Lee gripped his small suitcase in his hand and waited for Jake to open the trunk. 

“I got it,” Jake said, taking out a bigger suitcase. 

The two walked to the front of the house, and then Jake dropped the suitcase on the floor.

“They say that a girl was brutally murdered right here about ten years ago,” Jake said with a cold stare. “The police never found her corpse, and they never found the killer either. Eventually people began to notice strange things going on at the house.”

“Strange things?”

“Well, nothing really dangerous, you know, just like lights turning on and off, and some people say they can hear the girl cry at night. I don't know, but personally, I wouldn't be staying here.”

Lee could not help but chuckle. 

“Thank you, Jake. I think I'll sleep like a baby tonight.”

Jake laughed and handed Lee his suitcase. 

“You're one funny guy, Lee. Just forget about everything, I'm sure it's just people being people, you know?”

“Yeah, I'm sure you're right.”

“Let me get the keys and what not and I'll show you around.”

“Sure.”

Jake turned and walked back to the car. Lee opened his smaller suitcase and pulled out a large envelope. From the corner of his eye, he thought he caught a glimpse of a shadowy figure staring at him through the side window. 

He looked up and saw nothing 

“You ready?” Jake asked. 

The question startled Lee.

Jake laughed again. “I really got you with the ghost thing, didn't I?”

“No, it wasn’t that. I was thinking of something else.”

“Well, enough thinking, let me show you around.”

Lee looked at the window again. This time, he saw the curtain move. Unmistakably. 

“There's no one here, right?”

“Only the ghosts,” Jake chuckled again.  

CHAPTER THREE

“Did I give you the key?” Jake looked to be in a hurry. 

“Yeah, I got it here.”

“Sorry I had to cut it short, I completely forgot to get to the lifts before dark.”

“Well, thanks for the brief tour. I think I can manage from here.”

“No problem. Got to run!”

Jake simply waved to Lee, just as the overweight man jumped into his car, started it and drove off. 

“Well, I guess it's just me then.” 

Lee walked through the front door and into the house and closed the door behind him. 

Lee spent most of the next hour pacing around the living room, drinking whiskey. Outside, the snow fell harder and harder, and he had to switch on the lights just to see. 

He started to read a little bit, but all that he had brought along were self-help books. Books from a time period where he still had hope, and he had no need for that anymore. He couldn't even get past the word preface. 

Finally, he knew he was just trying to avoid what he really came there to do. 

Write. The blank page awaited. 

The kitchen had a huge wooden table, which Lee now covered with writing materials: notes, a computer, steaming coffee and a cigarette lying in an ashtray. The walls were bleak, a pale white, and a light snow could be seen falling against the window. 

Lee typed away on his laptop. Then, he paused and listened to the soft Ottmar Liebert tune he had playing in the background. 

A noticeable creak sounded in the distance, like someone had taken a step. The noise caught Lee's attention, and he scanned the room with his eyes. 

All he saw were a couple of books on a cabinet at the far end of the kitchen. Most of them were cookbooks. There was one book that caught his eye with the word “Tragedy” written across the spine. 

A small puddle of water sat near the refrigerator. 

Lee got up and searched the room. The lights flickered for a moment and then returned to their original brightness. 

Freaked out, Lee walked over to the window and closed the blinds. The he went to resume his writing. 

“Okay, where was I?”

A big crash was heard from upstairs. Lee jumped at the sound. 

“The shit was that!”

He looked around the room again. Lee started to breathe heavily. He could not help but notice that the envelope sticking out of his suitcase was now in a different position. 

But how? It must be my imagination, he thought. 

Lee moved toward the steps. He began the climb with a deep breath. 

Ascending the stairs, he entered a dark hallway with numerous pictures on the wall. The first was that of a harlequin with a very sad face. The second was that of a woman standing under a dead tree with her back to the camera. 

There were several rooms in the hallway, and Lee didn't know which one to choose. At the end of the hallway, one of the doors stood ajar, rocking slightly back and forth. 

Lee walked toward the door with caution, looked around, and then entered. 

He saw no bed, no chairs, nothing except a small bedside table underneath an open window. Next to the table, he saw a broken lamp shattered on the floor. The open window's curtains were continually hitting the top of the table, revealing the source of the loud crash. 

Relieved, Lee walked over to the window, then closed it and the blinds. He leaned over and stepped on some glass. 

Suddenly, the lights flickered again, fast and violent. 

Then things went dim. 

“Whatever you are, I'm not afraid of you, okay!”

Lee heard a flurry of steps behind him. He turned around and saw her: a woman with a pale skin, shiny black hair and a small grin on her face. 

“Good!”

Lee yelped and stumbled back to the floor. His hand snagged on a piece of broken glass, and he knocked over the little table again while maintaining his gaze on the woman. 

“I thought I might have scared you away.”

Lee remained silent as he stared at the ghostly woman. All of the blood drained from his face. 

“My name is Jennifer,” she said. 

CHAPTER FOUR

Lee swept up the pieces of glass and threw them into the trashcan. He bandaged up his hand and threw more of the glass atop some other bloody bandages in the garbage. 

“I thought ghosts were invisible, you know? Like you couldn't see them or touch them, let alone talk to them.” He emptied the last of the glass into the trashcan while not taking his eyes off Jennifer. “Are all ghosts like you?”

“I wouldn't know, I never met one.” Jennifer smirked. 

“But why are you here?”

Jennifer looked at Lee's laptop. First, she smiled, and then her smile slowly faded away. 

“At first I was angry.” She paused for a long moment. “Are you a writer?”

“I attempt to be one.”

“Me too,” she said. “A poet, actually.”

Lee thought for a bit. “If I die, we can start a society. What do you think?”

Jennifer chuckled. “Are you serious? A Dead Poet's Society?”
“I know it's cheesy, but when I get nervous, I say silly things like that.”
“It’s okay. I haven't laughed for a long time now. Thank you.”

Lee nodded and smiled. Then he turned and walked to door. He walked down half of the hallway and then turned to look at the door, only to notice Jennifer standing there, frozen. 

“What are you doing?”

“I can't leave,” Jennifer said. “This is where I died.”

CHAPTER FIVE

Lee set up shop in the room with Jennifer. His new ghostly friend propped herself against a wall and leafed through Lee's manuscript. 

“Do you ever get hungry?” Lee said through a bite of a sandwich. 

“No,” Jennifer said. “But I do get real bored and lonely.” She turned another page of Lee's story. “What does your character need?”

“Huh?”

“I mean he's engaged in this epic journey through life. But what does he need?”

Lee put his sandwich down and readied himself to explain. “Well, what he wants is—”

“I know what he wants
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