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        Charlotte and her maid Trudy stalk the halls of Melsbury Manor, alone since the last tenants fled. But now new tenants are moving in, Andrew and his son Mark, and their presence threatens the careful equilibrium Charlotte has developed. Will she be able to escape them? Just who is haunting who?
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      I knew it was scandalous for a lady such as I to be walking alone in daylight but after the dreary winter months, the first golden light of spring brought a song to my heart and I knew I simply had to walk outside.

      I slipped away from Trudy, my maid who had stayed with me all this time. While her loyalty was admirable, sometimes it was stifling. It made sneaking away even more delicious as I stepped out through the grey stone wall of Melsbury Manor.

      Hurrying along the gravel path, I missed the cobblestone that used to lie here. A tenant years ago had dug them up and sold them, replacing them with this horrid gravel. That had been the last straw for me and I’d done all I could to get rid of them. Success had come but the price had been an empty house for far too long.

      If my footsteps still made sounds, I never would have escaped from Trudy’s ear as I rushed along the gravel. Although she might not hear me, I knew she’d be able to find me as long as I was close to the house. Only if I made it as far as the woods would I be able to avoid her reach.

      Finally, the dark trunks of the woods rose before me. Already small buds had opened to reveal new leaves. How I wished I could smell the rich life of them or even the damp sour decay of the rotting vegetation beneath my feet.

      But that was the problem with being dead. Most of my senses were cut off from life.

      I slipped through the first row of trees and turned to look back at Melsbury Manor. It wasn’t often that I saw it from this point of view. Father had imported the grey stone and fancied himself a British lord, insisting his three story house be as close to a castle as possible. Tall towers stood at the front of the house with spires stretching into the sky. When I was a child, he’d flown the family crest from those spires. Now they stuck straight up like a finger in the sky. Windows of thick paned glass were inset deep into the walls. The tops used to contain beautiful stained glass that sparkled in the sun and even cast colorful glows into the rooms when the sun hit it as just the right angle, usually as it set. But of course one of the tenants had pulled that glass out and sold it, leaving only plain regular glass. Now the sun was just its regular golden glow as it set.

      The single thick oak door at the back had been replaced by a silver steel one. Fortunately, the front double oak doors had remained. They were too heavy and frankly, too ugly to sell. Father had insisted on the extensive carving of a woodland scene on the outside and a scene of the front room of the house on the inside. My mother had been appalled at them but their look had guaranteed that no one would be able to sell them.

      Although I still found them ugly, I was grateful to have them as one unchanging thing in the house.

      Rows of windows on the second and third floors faced the woods and the wider double windows along the first floor faced into the kitchen and dining room. From my vantage, I couldn’t see the many internal changes that had taken place over the years. Walls knocked down. Carpeting that reached all the walls put down only to be torn up years later. Hideous colors painted. Garish paintings hung. Strange contraptions that did I knew not what but I soon found disturbed the peace of the house, spewing braying noise at all hours.

      The old wood stove and ice box torn from the kitchen and replaced with shining steel boxes. The dining room turned into what one tenant called the “wreck room” and wrecking the room they did with a green table with a tiny net down the center. They jumped around with small wooded paddles trying to hit a little ball, their shoes scraping at the lovely wood floor.

      Trudy had been so dismayed, she forced herself to partially materialize and stole the ball.

      Sometimes a ghost had to put her foot down.

      Those tenants didn’t last long after that display.

      I honestly believed we would be better off without tenants, to have just the old place to ourselves, Trudy and I. Once in a while we had visits from others who hadn’t quite passed all the way along, but those visits were becoming fewer and fewer over the years. Soon the stillness of the house, the dust and cobwebs, had become unbearably lonely.

      With the golden sun of spring, I thought maybe a walk outside could lift my mood and already it had. I rested my hand on the rough brown trunk but could not feel it scrap my palm. I could hardly make any noise or effect any thing in this world without extensive concentration.

      It did not seem worth it just to feel the rough texture of an old tree.

      The crunching of gravel from the front of the house caught my attention. It wasn’t footsteps, the crunching was too loud and too steady. It sounded like wheels. Was it one of those motor cars again?

      From habit, I picked up my skirts and hurried forward, cutting across the grass to reach the gravel that extended to the side of the house. I peaked around the corner for a look.

      A blue car and a much larger square, white car were parked in front of the house. No, the white one wasn’t a car. What was it Trudy had told me it was called? Oh yes, a truck. Two large men climbed out of the white truck and headed to the back of it. From the car, a man and a boy emerged and both looked up at the house.

      New tenants?

      A mix of elation and dread went through me. It had been so many years since the last tenants and it had been so quiet that I looked forward to the pulse of life once again in Melsbury Manor. But at the same time, I dreaded what they might do to the house. Would Trudy and I be forced to haunt them?

      Sure enough, the two large men began to unload boxes and boxes from the white truck. The other man unlocked each of the front doors and jammed something at the bottoms to keep them open. As he stood, he pushed back brown hair speckled with white. Wire framed glasses perched on a thing long nose. Wrinkles carved around his mouth and eyes, making him look older, or wearier. Besides him, the boy stood silent and still, not at all like normal boys. He had the same brown hair as the man and although he didn’t wear glasses, I could see the same curve of cheek and the same long, thing nose.
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