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      That afternoon I went into Glade Springs to visit the Cornered Reader before my jiu jitsu class. The Cornered Reader was the little bookstore in the township that the resort I manage is nominally a part of. I say nominally because it’s a drive over to town, a small and secluded place about thirty minutes or so from the larger town of Boone in the mountains of North Carolina.

      The bookstore sits on a corner, which is probably where the name came from when Bill Richmond founded it. Bill has long since passed on and his nephew Clay now runs the place. It’s a fun shop and draws tourists who come to the resort for rest and relaxation. The wood floors creak and groan, which my guests love. I mean I advertise as a haunted hotel, so creaks and groans are a big seller, though the hotel doesn’t have many of those. Even better, the Cornered Reader is also haunted.

      Clay’s creaking floorboards and the slight squeal of the door offer spookiness the relative modernity of the hotel doesn’t. The dim lighting in the loft where the used books reside is also a draw. Not to mention the skeleton that Clay has sitting up there in a corner reading a book on a rather dusty old brown and green overstuffed chair that might have existed nicely in my grandmother’s house.

      The place smells of books and dust and that indefinable something that starts to inhabit wood that’s grown old and cranky with age. While the shelves were modern and bright with white paint covering the wood, and the aisles wide, the building itself did everything it could to show its age no matter what Clay did.

      The fact that his Uncle Bill, now deceased, was often seen watching people from the front window in one of the pale blue club chairs suggested that Clay wasn’t going to ever manage to make the place completely ordinary. Not so long as it was a bookstore at least, though Clay had no desire to change that.

      He kept as much stock as he did because he often sold hard to find books online, along with the more popular titles. The old-fashioned signage out front and the talks that took place were very popular, which kept the place in the black. Around Halloween, Clay had various historical experts talk about the haunted history of this part of Appalachia.

      He also had the occasional author come in and chat. Back in January my hotel had a cozy mystery writer’s conference at the hotel, which had ended up being a disaster. We’d gotten snowed in and someone had been murdered. Clay had planned to come out and talk to them to see who could speak at the bookstore but, unfortunately, he’d been unable to get to us. By the time the roads were clear, the authors were more than ready to head home, most to warmer climates.

      Today, he was attempting to get me to speak there. Or at least sign books. I’m not a writer, however, Olive, the former manager, was. Suzanne, one of my desk workers, was her editor and typist. Olive doesn’t type. She’s a ghost. She’s also one of my best friends, even if she does take liberties, like insisting I be the public face of her author persona, as she called it. She avoided the term ghost writer because of the puns.

      “I think Suzanne should be there as well,” I said. Clay was behind the white desk that held a handful of books and a variety of small craft items that were made locally by a lovely woman named Shelly. She had asked if we could carry them in our little shop that catered to guests who had forgotten something or got a craving for snack foods but there wasn’t much room. We did have a single rack of earrings near the cash register and, considering I thought they were over-priced, they were reasonable sellers. Paige, down in the spa, also carried a few of her earrings.

      “She’s just the editor,” Clay pressed. “You came up with this stuff.”

      While everyone could see Olive—it’s not like I have some gift that allows me to see ghosts—not everyone accepted that she was still there. It was hard to believe that a woman who managed a hotel would come back to haunt said hotel and continue to attempt to micro-manage everyone under her. But that was Olive. Dedicated to her job even in the ever after.

      That would not be me. I hoped. I mean, how horrible would that be to feel as if one had to work even after death? I planned on resting, but hopefully not until after retirement with my cats and a few good police procedurals.

      I had read Olive’s books, which were cozy mysteries, but they weren’t quite my cup of tea. I could talk about what happened but not why it was there. I might have the face of the author— Olive had had Suzanne take a photo and put on the author page on the various websites that sold books—but I was not the imagination behind the tales. I just wasn’t up to it.

      “Stop being shy. I’ve never known you to be shy,” Clay said.

      I wasn’t. I often came into the bookstore and picked up something for myself or as a gift for someone. I’d been in a lot more lately as I’d worked on becoming more friendly rather than keeping to myself with my cats. While I could chat with anyone about light things, I was unfortunately rather poor at friendships and keeping up closer relationships.

      “I’m not being shy. I just think that Suzanne had so much input, doing so much typing and editing that she’d be a good person to speak as well,” I said. “I suppose I could sign the books for you.”

      Olive had asked me to do that when books needed autographing. I hated it. Hated signing Olive’s name, which was not mine. In fact, once I’d nearly slipped and signed my own name. The story she’d given me to memorize was that I was using her name as a pen name as a sort of a tribute to her.

      Clay agreed and pulled out a rather large stack of paperbound books. I knew that Suzanne sold them to bookstores and I figured that Clay would order a couple but this was more than a few. This could take me a bit to sign. I looked up at the clock. I’d come in to do a bit of shopping and perhaps chat with Bill if he were around, which he appreciated as so many people ignored him, but now I’d be signing books before my martial arts class.

      I was nearly through the books when a woman came in heading towards the counter where I stood. Her graying hair was pulled up on her head with tendrils falling around her rather round face. Large sunglasses kept me from seeing her eyes. She wore a green cardigan over a white turtleneck sweater, though the seasons hadn’t changed that far into winter. Her dark green slacks were nicely pressed.

      Closing the second to the last book, I pulled the next one to me and signed Olive’s name in the flourish I’d decided to use.

      The woman’s heels clicked on the creaky floors as she walked over to me. I thought I heard Bill say uh oh.

      “Can I help you?” Clay asked. He was gathering up the signed books and putting them on a cart so he could take them back out to the display table. He had a sign that advertised autographed copies.

      The woman looked at the book and at my signature.

      “How dare you steal my cousin’s name!” she shouted at me.

      My jaw must have dropped far enough that if Olive had been here, she’d accuse me of catching flies.

      “Olive was my beloved cousin! How dare you use her name to sell books! I read about you. You work where she used to work so you can’t say it’s just coincidence. Do you have no care for the people who loved her that she left behind?”

      Taken aback, I stepped away, not certain what to say. Lots of things crossed my mind such as the fact that Olive was my best friend and she’d never mentioned family. She certainly hadn’t mentioned a cousin that would think of her as beloved. I’d also been at her funeral which had been mostly people who were local to the area. Of course, that had been nearly thirty years ago so it wasn’t impossible I had missed someone.

      Of course, I and Ari Bowman, one of the owners, had taken the seats reserved for primary mourners. It seemed poor form to bring that up when this woman was obviously distraught about something.

      “I’ll be suing!” she cried. “You’ll not make a fortune off my poor, dear cousin’s memory!”

      And with that she walked back out, leaving Clay and I staring after her.

      Bill snorted in his chair. “Idiot,” he muttered loud enough for us to hear.

      I hoped he was talking about the stranger and not me.
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      Clay ran a hand through his hair and then shook his head. An upbeat song, a pop song popular in the 80s, played in the background. It was the sort of song that made you want to dance, or perhaps that was just me having spent my dancing days listening to such music. Still, it was a jarring contrast to the recent encounter, though it played on low volume.

      I cleared my throat and handed him back the last book in the pile I’d signed.

      “I don’t quite know what to say,” he began. His hands shook a bit as he placed it on the pile and then he shook himself. You’d think the stranger had accused him of a crime rather than me.

      “I suppose if she does actually try and sue, I’ll have to get an attorney. I’m not sure what grounds she has, though,” I said. This was particularly true since she hadn’t been at the funeral. “I don’t recall her from Olive’s memorial service, though that was years ago. Still, it was left up to Ari to plan things.”

      “I was a bit young to know Olive,” Clay said. “She came in sometimes when my uncle was here.”

      “Ayup,” Bill said from the chair. I had a feeling he was dying to interject his opinion on things.

      Clay ignored him. I wanted to ask if he didn’t see Bill, but I knew he did. Sometimes when no one else was around, Clay would be sitting in a chair and talking to him. And, as I said, there’s nothing special about my ability to see ghosts, but perhaps there is something special about the fact that I was willing to listen to them.

      “I think my uncle said she would sometimes be half drunk and he worried about her driving all the way out to the Neary-Ten.”

      The resort was called the Neary-Ten because we were nearly to the Tennessee border. At one time it had been the Quiet Glade Hotel but when the Bowmans purchased it, they hadn’t liked the name. Or so I was told. I came in long after they’d purchased it. The generation Olive and I worked with had inherited the thing as a sort of white elephant in their portfolio. But they liked it enough to keep it, which was a relief, usually.

      “I do recall hearing about that,” I said. In fact, it had been something I’d looked into a few months ago when we’d finally solved the mystery of the ghost in room 785. It seemed he only showed up on the day he died. Fortunately, the guest in the room this time had called down immediately when he’d appeared. I suspect, given that she’d been married to the man in life, that his spirit had stuck around a little longer than usual.

      But at any rate, Olive had been worried she’d killed him. Later we found out he had probably run off the road avoiding a deer in a single car accident. On the one hand, Olive was relieved that she hadn’t accidentally killed someone in a car wreck. On the other, she was disappointed that she wasn’t what she termed a “badass murderer” who had gotten away with it.

      There are pluses and minuses to everything, I suppose.

      “It’s too bad that her family didn’t bother to be there for her. I didn’t think they were from around here,” Clay went on.

      “I haven’t ever heard her talk about anyone,” I said. I hoped that if Clay heard the present tense, he knew that Olive still wandered around the resort.

      He just nodded.

      “Well, I need to get going.” I picked up my purse and waved at him. I gave Bill a nod. He grinned at me and went back to watching the people walking around the downtown area.

      The day was getting on, the sun just barely peeking over the mountains leaving the sky streaked in purples and pinks. A car honked down the way. I turned but didn’t notice who it was. Three women passed me going the other direction, laughing. They all carried bags of items. I figured they were heading down to Carmichael’s, which was one of the family restaurants in town. It was a popular place for people to celebrate birthdays and anniversaries if they didn’t want to drive out to the Neary-Ten or all the way over to Boone.

      While I could have wished for the town’s patronage as far as keeping my workers busy, I had to admit, if they were going to be drinking, it was probably safer in town than out by us. While you could always call for a car, that still required a certain amount of planning, not to mention the fact that calling for a car would incur a further cost.

      I knew that not everyone was willing to pay the extra. And that people had a tendency to overestimate their abilities when impaired. It was a training all our bar staff went through at least once a year and I’d sat in on more than one occasion. I firmly believed I ought to know the ins and outs of all hotel positions.

      I walked around the corner. Behind the bookstore was a large parking lot with the local grocer at the far end. Across the street was the dojo. It was a low building of painted black brick and black wood trim. The door itself was bright red. The colors gave the simple square box more of an Asian feel but it looked a bit out of place in the hodge-podge of Glade Springs.

      My car was in the lot along with three other cars, including one that belonged to Dori, one of the cooks at the Neary-Ten’s steak house. Dori was a martial arts student and teacher. She taught the class after mine. Hers was a more advanced class than the beginner jiu jitsu I practiced.

      Brett, the owner, and Alyssa, his receptionist, parked down the hill around the back. The building was on a slope and the downstairs walked out to the back parking area. Brett was actively working to remodel the building so he could make more use of the space downstairs. Right now, it was just storage and staff rooms which never got used because classes were upstairs.

      I walked in and waved at Alyssa. She gave me a big smile. She sat behind a reception desk that was the same black as the outside of the building, though the desk’s paint had endured quite a few more scratches. It was in sharp contrast to the pale wood floor and the stark white walls that had the sort of sheen one gets in a bathroom.

      Overhead, the old florescent lights gave off a low hum that could be heard over the tinkle of the fountain that sat in the corner of the entry area. To my right were the women’s locker rooms and to the left were the men’s. Next to the desk was the door back into the main gym area where we met.

      “Brett will announce this in class, but he wants me to tell everyone as well,” she said, leaning forward eager to impart information.

      I paused on my way to the women’s locker room to put away my stuff and change clothes for the class.

      “Today will be the last class. They’re going to start demolition on this building tomorrow,” She paused, waiting to see how I took that information.

      “I had heard it wouldn’t happen until after the first of the year,” I said. It didn’t bother me. I liked my jiu jitsu classes, but I wasn’t married to them. I’d started with self-defense and worked into jiu jitsu. They got me out of the house at least one night a week and I’d begun to meet people in town. They forced me to get out of my rut in the hotel with my cats and my apartment and be more friendly. It had hit home to me this past year that I needed to get out more and make human connections.

      While I wasn’t likely ever to be the most popular person, nor did I want to be, I was learning to share nice chats and find people that I felt I could count on. Vulnerability and the sort of intimate friendships some people had still eluded me, but I could no longer say my only real friends were my cats, my sister, who lived across the country, and a ghost.

      “The inspector came in to get a sense of what was going to be done and what could be salvaged but there are tons of structural issues. I guess the plumbing is bad and has been leaking downstairs and causing problems with some of the weight bearing walls. He really wanted us to close today, but Brett ignored him. He wants to be here so he can tell everyone. No need to change because there’s no class. Just the announcement and he’ll have more details.”

      “That’s terrible,” I said. It was also terrible that Brett was making Alyssa sit at a desk in a building that the building inspector wanted to close. I walked a bit more softly across the wood floor.

      I started towards the locker room.

      “You can’t go in there!” Alyssa called. “Plumbing issue, remember?”

      “Shoes?” I asked. I knew we weren’t supposed to talk on the gym floor in street shoes. The mats that were usually down were missing. In fact, the items that normally hung on the walls were all gone.

      “Take them off and leave them by the door,” Alyssa told me. I saw a couple of other pairs.

      Inside the gym, the shiny floor was unfamiliar to me considering it had always been covered in thick black mats. I saw two large men carrying out a couple of mats that had been moved to the side of the gym. They headed through a back door I didn’t know existed.

      “Maggie,” Brett said, coming over. “Have a seat on the floor. Sorry about not having mats but we’re hurrying to get things out. I’ll be pulling everything else that we can get out overnight. They start demolition tomorrow.”

      A couple of other women sat on the floor and two men. They were all sitting and waiting as if we were actually going to have class rather than just waiting on an announcement.

      As other people arrived, Brett went through the same speech he’d given to me. When everyone regularly in class had arrived, he sighed.

      “I have no idea how long we’ll be out for. All payments for next month will be stopped. You won’t have to do anything. I’ll be taking care of any issues that pop up around that. Next month I hope to have a better idea of how long the new building will take. I guess that there was a huge plumbing issue that ruined a lot of the wood on the lower level. The estimates I got earlier today suggest that tearing the place down and starting again is the way to go.”

      “How will you get on?” someone asked.

      “I have online courses for people to do at home,” Brett said. “I’m looking into a couple of rental places, which is why I’m only planning on closing for a month.”

      “Oh good,” one of the students said. “I’d hate to miss class for a long time. I’d get out of shape.”

      “We’ll all be getting back into shape when we return,” Brett said. He gave us a list of things he wanted us to do at home. I couldn’t imagine how my two Siamese cats would take to me going through all those motions when I was in our living room. It wasn’t a large space by any means.

      He talked for a bit longer. Others had questions, some about how often to do our home exercises. Brett had always given us things to practice, which I tried to run through at least once, but these exercises were more intense than usual. He was clearly torn about wanting to show us but being mindful of the fact that the building had to come down. Of course, if it had been going to fall apart, one would have thought it would have done so while we were all jumping around in the gym doing our work and not that evening when one person demonstrated the moves.

      Finally, the questions subsided. We all got up and went out to the front to gather our shoes. Dori, my cook, was at the reception desk with Alyssa. She waved at me when she noticed I was there.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow?” I asked. Dori worked on Wednesdays and I usually went down to check in to see how things were going. As manager, I checked in with everyone at least once a week in person and was always available by email. I tried not to micromanage too much but I had no doubt there were times when I failed at that miserably.

      “Hope so!” Dori said smiling.

      I headed back to my car to go back to the resort. I completely forgot the extra clothing I stashed in my locker until I got back to my apartment. I had fed the cats and myself and was thinking about starting a load of laundry when I remembered. I worried for a few minutes thinking that I’d not be able to get it, but, surely, I could head back and grab something, especially if I got there before they’d removed everything.
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      The drive back to town after dinner, when it was dark, was less enchanting than it had been in the afternoon. During the afternoon, in the fall, the colorful leaves kept me company. There was always a new rainbow of oranges, golds, and greens to see and enjoy.  Because even on the main highway there wasn’t a lot of traffic, I was able to enjoy the colors and feel part of something. The other cars around me reminded me I was part of civilization all the way into town.

      Once in Glade Springs, while there might not be many cars, someone was always parked along the street. People strolled from shop to shop, sometimes browsing. I was never quite alone.

      At night, the streets felt more deserted and the lights too dim. I didn’t mind driving back home, knowing that I’d settle into the apartment I had at the hotel. But going into town, the emptiness bothered me, as if I feared I’d get there and the place would be destroyed. My imagination was a bit wild.

      I rarely went into town after about six. I’d share the road with other cars whose owners had been out seeing the sights and returning to civilization. In the other direction cars heading out to the hotel for dinner or perhaps to check into a room would zoom by.

      But tonight, my drive took place later. It wasn’t that there wasn’t any traffic, just that there was less than usual. Add to that a new moon and the night seemed particularly dark.

      In town, the shops were either closing or had already done so. Bright lights from the bar a few blocks up shone, along with some lights from Carmichael’s further down. Other than that, there were merely evening lights, the bright signs gone dark and I saw only one person on the street. Even Bill didn’t appear to be in the front window of the bookstore, having faded out to wherever ghosts faded out to, or perhaps watching out the upper window on the side of the building.

      I parked around the corner at the dojo. I smelled something like burnt tires. I would have liked to check to see if there was something on mine, but it was far too dark. There were a handful of emergency lights around the dojo but it didn’t appear that any of the workers who were supposed to be removing stuff were around.

      Looking around the corner before heading to the door, I spotted a truck. Perhaps Brett had gotten only a few men or perhaps the others had gone out to eat dinner. It was a bit late, but if they’d been working, perhaps they were eating just now.

      Heart sinking that I’d lost the sweats that I had left, I tried the door. It was unlocked. The lights inside were low, giving the dark wood desk an eerie feel. I crossed to the locker room, the one Alyssa wouldn’t let me go into earlier. I should have thought to ask about my clothing then.

      The door opened to a short hall to my right and I went down that to get to the large room where the lockers had been lined in neat rows with benches across for changing. Now, the lockers and benches were gone. The room was just a huge empty space except for a bundle of clothing in the far corner. The light was too dim to make it out.

      I walked over there, intending to pick out the stuff that was mine, grateful that I wasn’t the only one that had forgotten to remove clothing. When I got there, I bent to pick through the pile, only to realize that it was a body.

      “Are you okay?” I called out loudly, remembering something about talking to someone in my first aid training. I shook them a little but their arm just flopped over to the front from where it lay on their side. Bringing my phone around for more light, I saw that the person was a man, someone I didn’t recognize. He had to have been a worker.

      He was curled on his side. His hand had been resting on his hip but now it lay awkwardly on the floor. Reaching out to check and see if I could find a pulse in his neck, I had a feeling I wasn’t going
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