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Prologue
April 12th, 1850
The fire had burned low in the fireplace, leaving embers glowing beneath weak flames. Outside, a storm raged.
With a loud crash, the heavy wooden door to the cabin flew open, swinging wide and fast from the force of the wind. Barely visible under a mantle of snow Jake Adams staggered into the shelter of his two-room cabin. Ice pellets clung to his beard and eyebrows. He could barely see. His eyelids had frozen into shape as he had squinted into the driving snow.
The wind rushed against him as he struggled to shut the door. As soon as it latched, he fell against it. Coughs racked his body, draining what was left of his energy. After the spasm passed, he slowly made his way across the room to the fire. The warmth of the cabin was already at work, melting the snow that clung to his shoulders and boots. A puddle formed on the worn wooden floor beneath his feet.
Until today, it had been a beautiful spring. His fields were tilled, ready for planting and not two days ago, he had moved his livestock to the upper pasture for summer grazing. This morning, dark clouds gathered, sending him into a panic. The storm rivaled anything February had ever thrown at him. Jake fought hail, sleet and snow while he herded his livestock back down to the safety of his barn. Thankfully, he had been able to find most of his herd. Those left outside would die without shelter.
His hands, frozen stiff with cold, moved ineffectually over the buttons of his homespun woolen coat. He could not stop coughing. He swayed on his feet with fatigue, but his mind was racing. His farm was finally profitable, if he caught sick now and couldn‘t get his crops planted, he would be bankrupt by fall.
Standing in the middle of his cabin, Jake was tall. Like most farmers, his shoulders were broad and heavily muscled. His hands were rough and callused from hours of hard labour. He finally shrugged off his coat and let it fall to the floor. His hair was dark brown, almost black in the weak light from the fire. Over the winter, he’d let his hair and beard grow to provide that extra little bit of warmth and protection from the weather. Wet from the melting snow, his hair fell just below his shoulders and his full beard hid the lower half of his face, camouflaging the determined set of his jaw, and the laugh lines that constantly bracketed his mouth.
Wearily he sat down on his chair by the fire to remove his boots. As he leaned over to undo their ties, he was overcome with another bout of coughing. He lost his balance and dropped hard onto the floor’s unforgiving surface. His chest was tight, preventing him from catching his breath.
At first, he struggled to right himself, but after another round of coughing, he gave in to his exhaustion. His animals were safe. Nothing else was urgent. He allowed himself to lay his head on the floor and relax. Gradually his breathing eased as he drifted into unconsciousness. It was blessed relief for his worn out body.
Outside the howling wind changed direction. Gusts of air started to come down the chimney making the embers crackle and send a shower of sparks over the wooden floorboards. Fanned by the draught from outside, they fed on the dry timber, quickly turning into flames. The fire spread fast, engulfing the entire cabin.
Jake Adams did not wake up.
Chapter One
March 9th, 2009
“Kathryn? Kathryn, where are you going?”
Janice’s voice followed her as she strode across the lawn to where she had parked her car on the street. Kathryn felt a twinge of sorrow for the woman who did not know her status had just changed to ex soon-to-be-mother-in-law.
“Kathryn, where are you going?” Janice’s question came again, louder this time with an edge of concern.
Kathryn knew she must have looked a sight as she streaked across the lawn of the charming two-story Victorian bungalow at the end of the cozy little cul-de-sac. She paused just long enough to yank open her car door. In the instant before she climbed into the driver’s seat, a loud bang echoed from the front porch as Frank, her ex-fiancée, ran down the steps after her. She gestured in his direction. “Ask him.”
Relatives and friends rushed out from the tented area on the side lawn, where a buffet had been set up with a trio playing softly in the background. They came out to investigate after hearing her angry voice. For once, Kathryn, the peacekeeper, did not care about the chaos she was about to cause. Keys in the ignition, foot on the gas, she was at the entrance to the charming little cul-de-sac where his parents lived before Frank made it to the curb - his mom following close behind.
Her final look in her rear view mirror showed Frank, tie askew, shirt wrinkled, hair mussed, frantically trying to do up his pants before his mother, or anyone else, noticed.
Kathryn, ignored the stop sign at the end of the street, turned right and drove out of sight.
~~~
Jake leaned against the cement pier at the end of the old wharf at White’s Bluff. Dawn slowly crept over the sky in streaks of gold tinged with pink but he was not paying attention, instead his eyes focused on the cold, dark water flowing in front of him along the Saint John River. He was not depressed or angry over the hand he had been dealt but he was getting a bit bored with the whole scenario--and lonely. It had been a long time since he had participated in any sort of human interaction. Such was the life of a ghost. At least that is what he assumed he was. He remembered dying, and there was a grave with his name on it up in the churchyard. Even though, his existence barely resembled any ghost stories he had ever heard.
The pre-dawn calm broke as the sun crested the horizon. Almost instantly, the wind picked up its pace, creating ripples and whitecaps where minutes before, the surface had been a smooth, perfect reflection of house lights on the other side of the water.
This was farm country; the folks around here did not have the luxury of sleeping in until the sun was high. Already, headlights were moving, some to the fields, others starting their long commute to the city.
Still he waited, his back purposefully turned to the car parked at the upper end of the wharf, with its front wheels resting on the cement surface, just far enough to not block the well used dirt track leading down from Rural Route 845. He had been lying on top of the abutment aimlessly watching the stars when it arrived a few hours ago. Its headlights nearly blinded him when they swept over the wharf to the river beyond. The interior of the vehicle lit up for a few seconds after the driver switched off the engine. Even from his perch several yards away he recognized the woman behind the wheel.
“Kathryn!”
Images and memories flooded his mind. Emotions he thought buried came racing forward. Kathryn represented a torture he was not sure he could endure again.
~~~
The sun was rising, but Kathryn was too exhausted to watch the perfectly choreographed ballet of colours across the sky. Her mind was a whirlwind of angry chaos. Painful images tumbled through her brain. Vaguely, she remembered pulling onto the deserted wharf last night around four. She had been driving since she left Frank’s parents house. It was well after midnight when she had taken the turn-off to Fredericton at Sussex, eventually heading back toward Saint John via the Kingston Peninsula.
“Damn I’m such an idiot.” She said aloud to her empty car as she impatiently wiped the sleep from her eyes. She grimaced when she saw the gooey black smudge of mascara on her fingers. She reached into her glove compartment for a Kleenex. Her mood did not get any better when she looked in the mirror. “What a freakin’ mess.” Her blue eyes were bloodshot. Mascara mixed with eye shadow creased in the corner of her lids making her look much older than her twenty-nine years.
When she was done, her appearance was only marginally improved. Her eyes still felt gritty, scratching uncomfortably every time she blinked. She leaned her head against backrest of her Mazda, closed her eyes and gave in to self-pity. The humiliating events from the evening before played through her mind over and over like a broken record. Anger, pain and betrayal, they were all there in starring roles.
Reluctantly, Jake walked up the old cement wharf, to where Kathryn’s car was parked. He had seen movement and knew, despite his feelings, he needed to check to make sure she was all right. Even though her eyes had closed again, her frown and ruined make-up told him a lot. He knew Kathryn well. If she drove to White’s Bluff in the middle of the night, something horrible must have happened. She had never been the drama-queen type. He wondered about her parents and her brothers. He hoped there was nothing wrong. Over the years, he had grown to know them too. Even though he was powerless to ask and invisible to everyone but himself, he stood beside her car watching over her.
While he kept vigil, he let his mind drift back in time. Images of a younger, happier Kathryn filtered through his thoughts. He’d known her since she was thirteen. He met her whole family the year her father, Samuel Belding, bought an old lobster boat and converted it into a cabin cruiser. The Beldings spent every weekend and summer vacation on that boat, traveling along the Saint John River. White’s Bluff quickly became one of their regular stops along the way. This made Jake happy. Out of all the families who tied up alongside the retired wharf, the Beldings were his favourite.
White’s Bluff was a small rural village half way up Long Reach, a picturesque hour’s drive from the large coastal city of Saint John, New Brunswick. Anyone lucky enough to travel by boat had two hours to unwind and cast off the stress of everyday life before docking at the wharf. With its wide, vertical abutments, the wharf resembled a sandcastle rising up from the water. The old cement structure was a remainder from yesteryear when riverboats traveled the water, picking up and delivering passengers, goods, and the latest gossip between Saint John, the port city and Fredericton, the provincial capital. Over the years, the size and shapes of the boats changed, but the attraction of these riverfront Meccas remained strong.
When Jake first met Kathryn, she was a child. At the time he’d been impressed by her maturity and levelheadedness as she kept an eagle eye on her two little brothers, David and Stephen. Together they explored the wharf and the small farming community. The Belding kids usually had friends with them, providing him with never-ending entertainment. He watched their antics as they swam in the river, learned to dive off the abutments, walked along the winding country road and climbed trees in the apple orchards dotting the landscape. While he was with them, he felt connected. Their easy camaraderie and occasional sibling spats reminded him of how much fun he had growing up with his own brother. Other families came to White’s Bluff, but he had never felt the same affinity for them as he felt with the Beldings.
That first winter, after meeting Kathryn and her family, was by far the loneliest Jake could ever recall spending. He could not wait for June to arrive when they would return to White’s Bluff again.
Another movement, from the driver’s seat caught Jake’s attention. He had hoped she’d fallen back asleep. She looked exhausted. As he watched, her shoulders tensed and her brow furrowed. She was staring out toward the river. Never had he cursed the limits set on him in this half existence more than he did at this very moment.
Regaled to the sidelines, he watched the Belding kids grow up. Each summer he marveled at the changes the previous winter wrought. Dave’s voice deepened and Steve kept getting taller. As he looked again at Kathryn sitting in her car he remembered the exact moment, he stopped seeing her as a child.
It had been another long, lonely winter and he had been waiting for their return all spring. Finally, on the last weekend in June his patience was rewarded. He saw the Belding’s boat come around the curve in the river. Still over a kilometer away, the wait was excruciating. Would they stop at Crystal Beach instead, would they pass by and continue up the river to Gagetown? He paced back and forth along the cement as their cabin-cruiser leisurely made its way upstream. Finally, after what seemed an eternity even though it was less than half an hour, the boat turned so its bow pointed toward the wharf. Minutes later the engine slowed to began its approach to dock.
Jake slowed his pacing to stand still. He saw someone moving back and forth in the cabin and others sitting on the back deck, but from this angle, he could only see their backs. They were only a few metres away when an unfamiliar woman stepped out past the boat’s pilot onto the gunwale. She grabbed the coiled bowline from the cuddy roof in preparation to make the leap onto the wharf to tie up the houseboat. The Belding’s must have sold their boat, he thought to himself. He turned around and walked away. He was disappointed that his favorite family would no longer be around, and had no desire to meet the new owners.
“Hey Dad, how about pulling in a little closer, my legs aren’t that long.” The young woman teased the boat's pilot.
Jake whirled around at the sound of the familiar voice. “Kathryn?”
Open-mouthed, he stared in astonishment. Last fall when she had left, she wore braces to straighten her teeth. Her mother was constantly complaining about the way she slouched, walking around with her shoulders hunched, head down and hair shielding her face. Her entire wardrobe had consisted of long, baggy shorts and T-shirts over her swimsuit. In contrast, the young woman standing before him stood tall, slender and confident. She was wearing a pair of jean cut-offs a la Daisy Duke and a fitted tank top. Her new wardrobe clung in all the right places showing off, what she had spent all last summer hiding. Her hair hung straight past the middle of her back with rich auburn highlights glowing in the late summer sun. She expertly finished tying the boat to the wharf and turned towards Jake.
Gone were the braces on her teeth. Her smile was wide and reached all the way to her eyes. She flung her arms out and laughed. Doing her best horror movie impersonation, she said in a singsong voice, “We’re baa-ack.” Her outstretched arms pulled taut the knit fabric of her shirt revealing exactly how much his little Katie had grown up.
He stood there staring, taking in all the changes. The sudden feeling in the pit of his stomach reached his brain at warp speed. Gone were any fatherly or brotherly feelings. “Welcome back Kathryn.” he whispered as she unknowingly walked right through him.
I had taken him a while to get over the shock. At first, he had been horrified at the way Kathryn affected him. He had watched her grow up and felt like the worst type of pervert. Sure he had been married by the time he was her age, but that was over a century ago – things had been much different back then. The little girl whose protective spirit, loyalty and offbeat humor he’d admired was gone. In her place was this stunning young woman. In that instant, he had fallen in love with Kathryn and could not do a thing about it.
The next year, Kathryn stopped spending weekends on the boat with her family. He learned about her new job when her parents proudly explained her absence to some fellow boaters. Kathryn had been accepted into the summer management program for the Rosway chain of Clothing Stores. Her schedule was hectic, working most weekends until she started University in the fall.
Jake was proud of her accomplishment, but he missed being able to spend time with her. He wished he could hop on the boat and travel back to the city with the Beldings and never be alone again, but he had already tried that once. It hadn’t worked. He was tied to White’s Bluff. Whatever force or glitch it was that made him as he was, had played a cruel joke. It taunted him with her presence and then took it away.
Now, almost a decade later, here she was again. Jake’s heart ached for her as he watched through the window. Her eyes, usually alight with laughter, were dull. Wisps of chestnut hair surrounded her face where they had come free from her elegant chignon up-do. Smudges of make-up streaked across her cheekbones despite her attempt to wipe them off. He could see crystallized trails of salt from her angry tears.
Kathryn’s mind whirled as she looked around. She really should not be surprised about ending up here. She had always felt a sense of peace at White’s Bluff, and right now peace is what she desperately needed.
Adjusting to a more comfortable position, she let her gaze drift over the spectacular view before her. The Saint John River was just over a kilometre wide. Across the water was the village of Brown’s Flat. She could see cars drive along Route 102 which bordered the riverbank, linking villages and their inhabitants together like beads on a necklace. The early spring breeze had picked up considerably since the sun rose. She watched small twigs and old leaves blowing around in corners, trapped on the wharf by its raised edges. The wind tossed the water into frothy whitecaps. The rhythmic sound of the waves slapping the side of the wharf soothed her sore nerves.
She thought back to when her family used to spend weekends here on their boat. This used to be her favorite spot on the whole river. She spent hours weaving fantasies about this place and the people who lived in this rural community all year round. She imagined she had an invisible protector, one who would save her from danger. Ruefully she acknowledged that was probably why she ended up here in the early morning hours, she was seeking her protector. A gentle smile began to form on her lips as she remembered the incident that prompted that particular fantasy to be born.
It was the summer she turned 15. She had invited her best friend Shelby to spend yet another weekend on the boat with her family. Her parents had gone for a walk, leaving the two girls in charge of her David, Stephen and their friends. The six of them decided to play daredevil. She and Shelby were winning of course, because they were older and could be more creative in their exploits.
Kathryn remembered walking along the upper edge of the wharf. It was at least twelve feet above the stony shoreline below. She had been doing little leaps and jumps landing on the raised cement edge. She would teeter dramatically every once in a while for effect. She was in the lead, and well on her way to winning the contest.
Her coup-de-grace was going to be a spinning jump. She had just lifted off when Sam, her father, bellowed “Kathryn Marie get down from there this instant!”
Her back had been to the road and she had not seen her parents return. Her Dad’s voice threw her off balance. She lost her footing for real that time, plunging to the sharp rocks below. Everyone screamed.
Instead of landing on the sharp rocks, she felt a sensation of warmth, soft cloth and a pair of muscular arms. She and her rescuer collapsed on the rocky beach ground from the force of her fall. Heart pounding, she kept her eyes closed for a moment, mentally doing inventory for pain and broken body parts. Nothing seemed to be broken. She opened her eyes, eager to thank her hero. Instead of facing her rescuer, she found herself sitting alone on the hard rocky beach. Whoever had caught her had vanished.
She heard a loud rustling in the bushes behind her. Assuming it was her mysterious savior trying to leave, she twisted around to see who he was. She needed to thank him. Disappointed, she saw it was only her father skittering down the steep path through the trees.
“Dad, did you see where he went?” Bewildered she looked around again trying to figure out where the man who had caught her was hiding. The bushes grew low along the beach. There was nowhere to hide and no way to leave the beach except on the path her father had just used.
“Are you all right Katie? Did you break anything?” Her father bent over her checking for injury.
“Yes Daddy I’m fine.” she impatiently brushed away his fussing hands. “Did you see which way he went?”
Puzzled her father looked around, “Where who went? There is no one else here. Did you hit your head?” He started searching her scalp for blood and swelling. Without looking up, he called to her mother who was peering anxiously peering down from the wharf flanked by Shelby and the boys. “Nicole!” his voice tremoured with panic, “Send the boys to get Rick MacKenzie. Kathryn hit her head. We need to get her to the hospital. I saw his car in the yard.”
“Don’t bother Mom,” she had protested. “I’m fine.”
In fact, she had only received slight bruises and a couple of minor scrapes from the mishap. She should have been seriously hurt and she would have been, if not for her mysterious knight. Later that afternoon, she went back to the place where she had landed. She spent almost an hour looking for a soft spot on the ground, or an area without any splintered rocks that could possibly explain why she had not been hurt. She found nothing.
~~~
Her legs began to ache from their long confinement. She needed to stretch. Kathryn opened her car door and stepped out into the early spring morning. On stiff legs, she walked up to the highest point of the wharf, where she had fallen that day. Staying well away from the edge this time, she looked down to the beach. It looked just as hard and unforgiving, covered with jagged rocks. She shivered and moved back just a fraction. She looked upriver and watched the whitecaps crest and collapse on the water. Across the river, a hardy soul guided his sailboat from the sheltered waters behind Catin’s Island, heading out to the river’s rough surface. The colourful spinnaker was unfurled, quickly filling in the breeze. Boosted by the extra sail power, the boat picked up speed, tacking gracefully back and forth making the most of the brisk wind and headed downriver. She raised her face to feel the fresh air blow away the last traces of hurt and anger.
Jake was relieved to see her out of the car. He was not ready to say good-bye again just yet. He followed her up to the ledge of the wharf and stood in front of her. He remembered the last time she had stood in this spot and shuddered. He had almost missed her.
Kathryn opened her eyes in confusion. The wind had suddenly stopped blowing against her. She checked the water and saw the river still was still being whipped into frothy crests. “What the…?” Testing, she stretched her arms out from her sides and felt the wind rushing through her fingers. Yet, there was no wind on her face or body. Intrigued, she moved her hands back and forth in front. She tried to find some reason to explain why there was moving air everywhere but directly in front of her. Something seemed to be blocking the sharp spring breeze. Whatever it was, it was protecting her, giving her shelter.
Later, she would blame it on her state of exhaustion that gave her the courage, or foolishness, to put her teenage fantasy to the test and ask, “Did I ever thank you for catching me that day?”
Chapter Two
Jake was startled by the sound of her voice, it was just the two of them on the wharf and she did not know he existed. Who was she talking to? Then her words registered in his befuddled brain. He looked at her face and realized she was looking at him. She knows I am here? Impossible! He looked down at his hands, hoping to see his body solid again. The words, “You can see me!” died unuttered on his lips, nothing had changed. His skin still had the translucent quality he had grown to hate. He looked at her again. Although, she was looking in his direction, she was not looking directly at him. He was thoroughly perplexed, “If you can’t see me, then how do you know I’m here?”
“I always knew you were there,” she continued, unaware of his confusion, “I wanted to talk to you, but I was afraid you’d go away.” She paused and gave a self-depreciating laugh, “Who am I kidding. I was afraid that you would turn out not to be just my imagination after all. So I kept quiet. I don’t think I could have handled you back then...” She paused and ran her fingers over her already tousled hair. “Hell, I’m not sure I can handle you now.” Her laugh ended in a hiccup.
He watched as she caught her bottom lip between her teeth. Jake wanted to hold her, comfort her, but he had learned, no matter how hard he focused his effort, his arm would pass through her. The only explanation he had for being able to catch her that day was adrenaline. His surge of panic at seeing her fall allowed him to become corporeal enough to catch her before she hit the ground. He had tried to reach out again several times after that to Kathryn and to other people, but nothing ever happened.
“Sorry,” Kathryn said after a few minutes, “I’m usually not this maudlin. Last night was, the most horrible night of my life. She moved away from Jake and felt the sting of cool spring breeze again as it whipped her hair around her face. “Maybe I am nuts.” She muttered to herself as she tried in vain to brush her hair back out of the way. She walked over to the nearest abutment, and leaned against it, she let her head fall back against the stone pillar.
Watching her hair, Jake suddenly understood how Kathryn knew he had been standing there. Quite by accident, a few years after his death he noticed he could block the wind. He cast no shadow and water would not ripple when he walked through it. His only consistent physical ability was to block breeze. Truly, it was not a very impressive feat. In the century, he had been hanging around White’s Bluff, no one had ever noticed before. Heck, it had taken him almost a decade to catch on himself. Kathryn had been standing still, with no distractions. She had felt the wind go away. That’s how she had known he was there.
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