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A big thank you to Loraine for the editing, Lidia for producing another amazing cover and to those friends that have read the drafts and kept me on the straight and narrow.
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None more so than my beautiful wife Jen for her observations, support and just putting up with me.
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Part One
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Don’t fear the journey - It’s just a step, and then one more...

––––––––
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The cool southerly breeze swept in through the door, the plastic drop sheets littering the hallway rustling as it blew across them. One billowed spinnaker-like as the wind raised an unsecured edge, uncovering the restored carpet laid that morning. 

I grabbed some tape, resecuring it before continuing to the stairway, the ageing timbers of which were now returned to their former glory. Each dark timber step, smooth from 150 years of use, was now cleaned, preserved and treated, gleamed under the work lights scattered through the area. I wondered how many had walked these stairs before me. The timber creaked with each step, and even the first-floor landing groaned in complaint as I reached it. As I moved upwards the temperature grew unusually warm, strange for the lateness of the hour yet oddly familiar. 

I cursed Dave, who'd told me as I was about to lock up that he'd forgotten to secure the upstairs exit. Annoying, but not a real issue - a quick trip upstairs, secure the door, return downstairs, finish locking up and head back to my accommodation. I'd missed lunch and was looking forward to some warmth, food and a drink. A left turn at the landing then two steps to the door - easy. But as I turned, I saw her. A woman. Not just any woman, but the one from my dream. 

There she was - a striking young woman, her golden hair braided with vibrant blue silk ribbons into a single plait down her back. Dressed in a pristine white crinoline dress held in at the waist by a matching silk band, every crease perfect, not a button or hook out of place, apart from the tear above her left breast where a piece of cloth had been ripped and hung loosely, revealing a jagged hole. Her face petite - no one feature stood out; ears small and tucked under her hair, nose short thin with a small bump, mouth small with full lips. Her pale red lips and what little makeup she wore enhanced nothing. They didn't need to; she was beautiful. 

It was then I realised she wasn't real. I froze, unable to move, my eyes locked on the translucent form two metres from me with the hallway and exit behind her clearly visible. My brain screamed, 'Run', but I was transfixed, staring into her blue eyes, being drawn deeper into them, floating as if I was in the azure waters of the Mediterranean, unable to move.  

It wasn't fear, as some might expect when confronting a spectre in a deserted house. It was recognition, no, realisation that it hadn't been an alcohol-induced mirage. I had seen her before. I tried to speak but froze, and before I could recover she smiled and waved before walking out of sight, through the hallway wall. 

I sensed the temperature cool slightly and forced myself to walk to where she'd stood. Nothing - no footprints, no trace. I checked around to see if the IT team tasked with building the digital storyboards for the manor's reopening and renowned practical jokers were up to their old tricks again. Nothing - no hi-tech gimmickry - just solid 150-year-old brick walls, and work lamps connected to extension leads on the ground floor. 

Regaining my composure I locked the door, returned downstairs and secured the building. As I walked back to my car along the pristine gravel path, I stopped to look back, wondering if I would see her pass by a window, maybe a candle illuminating her - but nothing, just darkness. As I opened the car door a zephyr of warm air brushed my cheek. I could not help but wonder if it was her or just the trapped warmth of the car rushing out. 

****
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Driving back to my accommodation and still trying to make sense of what I had seen, I picked up some fish and chips and a fresh bottle. Pub grub hadn't appealed after my earlier experience, so I headed down to the guest lounge. Thankfully, it was empty. I had no wish to discuss the evening's events. I collapsed into a curved armchair next to a table by the window then poured a large glass of the deep amber fluid, most likely one of many before I'd sleep. After two years, the only thing that dulled the pain came in a glass. Now even more so after seeing her.

I was staying at the beautifully restored bed-and-breakfast that was formerly a Tasmanian pub that had served the locals from the 1800s until the 1960s. Several adjoining buildings had been purchased. The former billiard parlour, cool store and morgue next door had been converted into additional accommodation and a guest-only area. Its small, fenced patio was an inviting spot to sit and look out across the bay, while inside there were several spaces. The old poolroom was furnished with period furniture, including two spacious Chesterfield lounges and two separate tables, with their own inviting plush leather chairs. Antiquities from the area's history adorned the sideboards along with a courtesy decanter full of Madeira for those wanting an evening tipple. Two glass doors to the left led to the former morgue, now an alfresco area complete with microwave and coffee machine. It comprised a covered seating area, an outside patio with tables and chairs, and a large fishpond in front of a high curved rock feature wall. A small stairway at the rear of the main room led to a reading nook. This accessed the elevated rear gardens that ran to the back of a mammoth rock outcrop towering some 140 metres in the air. This – the remains of an ancient volcanic plug exposed by eons of weathering - dwarfed the surrounding area, a landmark visible for kilometres in all directions.

After I finished my food and one or three drinks I leaned back heavily in the chair, feeling the ageing leather hug the contours of my body. I closed my eyes, thoughts racing as my past came rolling back in waves of emotion. Mine had been a normal childhood, nothing special. I played in the streets with my friends, loved sport and did OK at school - well enough that I gained a scholarship and started a university degree, only to realise it wasn't for me. I dropped out and, much to my family’s disdain, found a building apprenticeship with a small firm specialising in colonial restorations. I was virtually disowned for many years until my father’s death brought about a reconciliation of sorts. It would never be the same, but we were at least speaking. 

At 'Sage Brothers Restorations' not only did I learn the skills required of a modern builder, but the old ways as well. The owners, two brothers, believed you can't renovate an old joint with new methods and tools. To them everything looked too straight or smooth, with no patina or age. They were not totally fixed in their ways though; if I could use a modern technique to recreate the old look I had their blessing. They were business owners after all, and time, although not critical, still meant money, and I learned fast, taking on more of the workload as my employers were no longer young.

Seven years later, the business had grown, but it all changed when the older brother passed away. By then I'd built a team of young men and women who genuinely wanted to learn the ‘old ways’. Some now trained others in their newly-acquired skills as the resurgence of period restorations took off, and Sage Brothers was the company everyone wanted. One evening, the remaining brother called me into his office, and I was preparing myself for him to say he was closing the business. He'd lost much of his drive since his brother had passed. The brothers had been tight, and with no other family, he'd struggled. But no ... instead he told me was stepping away from the business and wanted me to take control. He'd always be there if I needed advice, and he'd still be tinkering with the odd project, but his time on the tools was up. The men had never married, had outlived any relevant family members, and they had planned for me to take over at some point. 

As stunned as I was by the announcement I was floored by what came next. He handed me a large manila folder containing a copy of his will, in which I was named sole beneficiary of his estate. He explained that he and his brother had no children and they always considered me the son they never had. He continued to explain that without me the company would have closed years ago, as teaching me their skills had given them the incentive to continue. The lawyers confirmed there was no claim on the estate, simplifying the process when he died. 

Unsure what to make of it, I could do little else but thank him and promise to continue their legacy. I felt great affection for both brothers as I was not the easiest person to be around at times. I'd had my share of troubles with drink and drugs; if not for their support I probably would not be alive. But I never expected this.

And that brought me to Barb - Barbara Suzanne Cooke - my wife, lover, comic relief and soul mate.

Barb applied for the Office Manager job I advertised because, as good as I was with tools, administration was my downfall, and I desperately needed help. Truth be told she was the only applicant, as we couldn't offer big company wages, so she got the job. A divorcee restarting her life.

Barb fitted right in and soon had the office humming - something to do with her earlier career in project management. She always had an ear for me and the staff, especially the young women. She'd been there, done that, but always told it like it was and never held a grudge. 

We just clicked, but it still took six months to summon up the courage to ask her out. She said yes and asked what took so long with a smile that simply melted my heart. Six months later we married. Barb Cooke became Barb Mackay. 

****
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The honeymoon was brief, cut short by the news that the other brother had died. We returned, buried my friend and mentor next to his brother, and worked through the estate and probate. The company was always profitable, but I never knew the figures prior to my joining them. Both men had been very savvy investors with investments in several small tech startups in the 1960s and 70s. One, a small mob called Apple, was now worth several million dollars. Once the estate was finalised, Barb and Ryan Mackay became multi-millionaires with the stroke of a pen. 

The brothers had lived in a restored early 19th-century mansion, estimated to be worth six to eight million dollars, in an affluent Melbourne suburb, Barb and I moved into the old home, loving the old-world grandeur. Every wall had artwork from around the world; each carefully restored room was a tribute to the house's opulent past. Barb even joked one day about it being haunted, claiming to have seen something odd in the study one evening. She swore she'd seen a misty shape in the room before it disappeared into the wall behind the study desk. She had checked the adjoining room but found nothing. I joked that she should stop day drinking. Barb laughed it off, saying it was pretty cool living in a haunted house. 
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