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​Hazel






First impressions absolutely count. Hazel watched the van maneuver its way into the small parking space. She lifted an eyebrow when she saw the word Smuggs’ written on the side in red. That branding will be the first thing to go, she decided. It was an unfortunate surname. 

A young man made a beeline for her and held out his hand to shake. Light blue eyes locked onto hers.

“Ms. Redferne? Sorry I’m late. I really hope I haven’t wasted your time.”

“Just Hazel, please.” She shook the surprisingly soft hand, firmly. “That’s completely fine. I love coming out to Port Chalmers every once in a while. It’s a cool place.”

He nodded. 

“How are you, Shawn? Work going well?” 

She looked him over with a critical eye. What story was he telling with his appearance? His clothes seemed to be two sizes too big for him. Grease smudges covered his pants and the cap he wore was a filthy brown that could have once been cream. It was marked with the same red logo that was painted on the van.

She sighed. The business name was in blocky letters above a cartoon face twisted into an expression that looked decidedly self-satisfied. It wasn’t like his actual face at all. This guy was a branding nightmare. He needed help. Stat.

“Well, that’s why I’m here, isn’t it?” he asked. “To get more customers. It’s not the actual work that’s the problem. I can pick any lock you give me.”

Hazel raised her eyebrows. “I’m sure I can help you with the customers. Shall we grab a coffee? I’ll get it.” 

He hesitated. “I’ve been out at this big house all morning. Thought the job would be quick as anything. Back in time for lunch. Normally I’m in and out like that.” With a snap of his fingers, he showed how quick he was.

Hazel bit her lip, as she bravely refrained from saying the immature joke that was on her mind. She looked away towards the counter, where a pile of large scones beckoned to her. There was nobody to be seen behind the bar though, and she remembered seeing a woman in an apron smoking around the side of the building when she walked in.

He shook his head. “No coffee for me.” 

Great. Her first face-to-face client meeting as a business owner and he seemed to want to back out. 

“What I’m trying to say is, I’ve actually got to get back to the house I’m working on,” he said. “Maybe you can come with me? Oh, and I’ve got tea in my flask.” He stepped back out the door onto the street and hooked a thumb at his vehicle.

Hazel stood there for a moment, looking at the van. Was it a good idea to go with him? She didn’t know him, after all, and that was how horror movies started. She had watched enough of them.

“We can chat on the way,” he said. 

Almost before she’d realized, Hazel had reached out, into his thoughts, to check his intent. She didn’t like to intrude into people’s inner sanctums. But she had to keep herself safe. 

It was too easy. His thoughts came to her, one rushing after the other.

I’m in such a hurry. Come on, make up your mind, lady. Don’t just stand there staring at me. Wish I’d never asked to meet with a Brand Consultant. Now I’ve got bigger fish to fry. Never had a house like this one.

Hazel relaxed her shoulders, seeing that he was pretty benign. It would be good to see him at work to help her understand his business, too. 

“Yes, sure, I’ll come,” she said. “Is it not too far?”

He pointed up the hill. “Just round the corner.”

“Alright. Let me get my coffee to take away.” She stepped up to the counter and called out. “Hello?”

A man stuck his head out from the back. White whiskers stood out all around his face, giving it the appearance of a mane. 

“Is Will not there?” he asked gruffly.

“Yes, I am.” A young lady pushed past the man and headed for the coffee machine. She had a long, dark pink braid that hung down almost to her waist. It was the one Hazel had seen smoking outside. “I’m always here,” she said, with a sigh. “It’s Wilhelmina, really. And old grumps here is called Jeff. What can I get for you?”

A half smile appeared on the whiskery face. “Does everything, this one. Coffee, beer, cocktails. She makes a nice little whiskey sour. I just cook the food.”

“Get out there and do it, then,” Will said, flicking a tea towel at him. She looked at Hazel and winked. “What can I get you?”

“Latté, please.”

When she came out of the pub, blinking in the sunlight, Hazel opened the van door on the passenger side. 

“Let me... just get rid of this rubbish.” Shawn was frantically throwing chocolate bar wrappers and greasy fries boxes into the back seat. 

Hazel looked down the hill towards the port, where the mismatched buildings lined either side of the street, from the town hall to the old bank. When she’d arrived, her sixth sense made the hairs on the back of her neck stand up. Voices from the past called to her, as they sometimes did in places filled with historic buildings — too quiet to hear but definitely there.

“Okay, it’s safe.” Shawn grinned at her, before reaching to turn the key. “Tell me about yourself.”

“About me, hm.” She had a flashback to the team building days at her previous job at the council and the anxiety that ran through her when the boss would say, ‘Let’s get to know each other a bit better’. Inappropriate snippets ran through her head. 

I’m a witch from a magical family and I have a dog familiar. I can hear your thoughts. My grannie is a ghost who lives in the attic. Nope, none of those would do. 

“I’ve got a partner at home, and we have a beautiful Husky dog called Bonnie. I’m originally from Oamaru. I have a degree in Marketing from the university here, and worked with the council events team for a few years.” He nodded, but she wanted to keep the conversation going, so she wouldn’t think about how she was sitting on grease. “So how long have you been in business?”

“Thirteen years. I learnt locksmithing from my dad. Basically inherited the business.”

“Did you always want to get into that?”

“No, I didn’t, actually,” he said. “Wanted to be an electrician as a lad. But once you start, it becomes like a challenge. I quickly found out that I’m good at this, really good. Then you have to keep going and there’s always another, harder lock. It’s like, I don’t know, boxing or something, where you go up against stronger, faster opponents. Ah, you probably don’t know what I mean.”

Hazel smiled to herself. She was an empath witch, whose psychic abilities had grown over time. She was now the Secret Keeper for their family coven, which meant she could commune with their ancestors. Sometimes. When the ancestors wanted to talk to her. 

Most of the time, she didn’t reach out to read people’s minds, but every now and then, someone remained inscrutable. Then it would play on her, like a crossword puzzle clue that she had to think over until she found a solution. She understood exactly what he meant. 

“I get that,” she said.

“Today’s got me scratching my head, though,” he said. “It’s a big, beautiful door. Normal deadbolt. You want to know the weird thing, Mi— Hazel?” 

“What?” 

He pulled up at the intersection. The indicator in the van ticked.

“I’m not tooting my own horn when I say this, it’s just the facts. I’ve been doing this a fair while, right? So this is frustrating. This is the first lock ever that I haven’t been able to pick.”
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​Hazel

Hazel grabbed onto the handle above the door as Shawn pulled off the road and stopped the van with a jolt that almost spilled her coffee. They were at the beginning of a driveway lined with trees whose branches criss-crossed over like a dense net, blotting out the light.

"It's a pain, this. Not sure why they are keeping the gates shut. I figure there must be a sheep somewhere on the property." 

Shawn got out to open the gate. Hazel saw a flicker of movement in the rear view mirror, but when she looked behind, it was gone. Must have been a bird, she thought.

“Right, here we are.” 

The van came to a stop on the gravel driveway. A huge two storey house loomed over them. The trees stopped abruptly in front of the house, providing a wide clearing, as if some poor gardener was only just winning the battle to keep nature from taking over the hillside completely.

The house looked to be an early 20th century brick house. It was immaculately kept, with freshly painted white trims on the windows, a weathervane, and twin chimneys, as cute and perfect as if drawn by a child. The front door was a shiny, black aluminium. Very strong. Very solid.

“Who are the owners of this place?” she asked, sitting down on a low brick bin that looked like it used to be a coal store, but Shawn looked to be absorbed in his craft, laying out his tools on the ground with care. “It looks really well maintained.”

“Mm?” he said, hand held above the tools, considering. “Oh, the owner? I’ve only spoken to a lady called Renée. She’s the property manager. You don’t want to get on the wrong side of her. She’s one tough nut, but she’s my biggest client now. Apparently, the last tenants took the keys with them, like they were holding up a big middle finger. She was not happy.”

He picked up two long tools and stepped in close to the door, head tilted, almost as if listening.

“Right, gently, gently, Schlage,” he murmured and inserted the thin end of the tool into the lock. “Come on, you little beauty.”

“Is that the type of lock?” she called.

Shawn wasn’t listening, so Hazel pulled out her phone, opened her notes app and wrote some ideas about what Shawn’s new brand might be: gentle, trustworthy, friendly. 

A clatter, like something shaking a fence, reached her from around the side of the house.

“Did you hear that?”

“What?”

Once Hazel passed the block garage, the property was lovely and overgrown. She walked past logs stacked neatly in a woodshed, and opened the side gate which led into a walled garden. There was a huge tree in one corner and bricked beds nestled up against the walls, bushy mint and parsley that had gone to seed, spilling over the side. Hazel sat on the edge of the
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