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It had been a difficult day at the end of a difficult year. 
Maybe that was why Aurelia’s nerves were on edge that night when, awakened once again by noise from the flat next door, she threw back her covers and clambered out of bed.
“That’s it,” she muttered to herself as she fumbled around the room, trying to find something to wear for her march over there. “If they think they can party all night and keep the rest of the neighborhood awake, they can just…” Aurelia struggled to come up with what, exactly, they could do before finishing lamely, “Think again!”
Voices from next door echoed through the room in a steady drone, clearly oblivious to her half-hearted threats. The noise had woken her every night since she’d moved in a few days ago, and the lack of sleep had worn her usually cheerful demeanor to the breaking point. She’d never had the courage—or the need—to yell at a disrespectful neighbor before, but her mind was made up and she was determined to put an end to it.
If only she could find something to wear besides her pajamas, which Aurelia was fairly certain would undermine the authoritative look she was aiming for. With a final peek under one of her moving boxes, she sighed and gave up the search. The flat was her aunt’s old place and was in total disarray now that she’d moved in. She kept meaning to unpack, but she’d been busy running the bookshop downstairs, which, like the flat, had been her aunt’s and was now hers.
Aurelia stomped out of the bedroom, earning a scowl from Fezz, the tuxedo cat she’d also inherited.
“Sorry,” she whispered as she watched him stalk past her.
She moved more quietly as she followed him through the open kitchen and living area. He was headed for the sofa, while she went down the stairs to the door that led into the shop. She pulled a jacket off one of the pegs on the wall and then froze, one arm halfway through a sleeve. From where she was standing, she could now hear that the voices were coming from inside the shop, not the neighboring flat.
Aurelia’s anger drained out of her in an instant and her eyes widened. Could it be burglars? There wasn’t much to steal in the shop, apart from old books. But maybe they knew there was a flat upstairs? She put her ear to the door, though she could barely make out what the voices were saying over the sound of her heart slamming against her chest. Then it suddenly occurred to her—there were voices, plural, meaning more than one burglar was downstairs.
Time to call the police, she told herself. Just as soon as I can move my legs again.
Struggling to find her courage from moments ago, Aurelia stepped away from the door, ready to head back upstairs for her phone. That was when she spotted a strip of light coming through the gap at the threshold. Had she forgotten to turn out the lights when she’d closed up? Or were these people bold enough to turn on the lights while doing their burgling? Only… their voices didn’t seem all that rowdy or threatening. Aurelia hesitated, then leaned toward the door again. There was a woman’s voice mixed in with the deeper male voices—two or three, in fact. No one was whispering; it seemed like they were all just having a chat. Her eyebrows drew together, and she pushed her ear full against the door to listen.
“Oh, yes, I am sure you would find much to recommend Pemberley. What a pity we cannot find a way to bring you there.”
Aurelia jerked back. Pemberley?
Deciding she must have misheard, she felt her body relax for a moment before she stiffened again. Whoever these people were, the door was the only thing separating her from them. They might be harmlessly chatting now, but there was no telling how long it would be before they wondered what—or who—was on the other side of the door.
She pulled her other arm through the sleeve of her jacket as she climbed the stairs to the flat, then found her phone and quietly padded back down again. But as her fingers hovered over the buttons, ready to dial the police, she heard a chorus of ‘goodbyes’ and ‘farewells.’ Were they leaving, then? She leaned against the door and registered a sudden hush just as the light at the threshold faded away.
Aurelia dialed the police and then unlocked the door and slowly pushed it open. She stepped onto the shop’s mezzanine and swept her eyes past its bookshelves and down to the ground floor. For a split second, she thought she saw a small puff of smoke hovering above the round table near the front of the shop. Her breath caught in her throat at the possibility of a fire, but when she stepped forward and looked again, there wasn’t any smoke at all.
Though it was dark inside, the first light of dawn was just visible through the large window at the other end of the mezzanine, and she could see the shop was empty. Hearing a noise, it took Aurelia a moment to register that someone was speaking to her through the phone.
“Hello?” she asked, bringing it to her ear.
“Yes, what’s your emergency?”
“I’m sorry,” Aurelia said, shaking her head. In her confusion over walking in to find the shop deserted, she’d forgotten she’d dialed the police. “No—I… There’s no emergency, actually. Everything is fine.”
Then, remembering those voices, she wondered, But is it, really?






  
  2

[image: ]

Despite her exhaustion, Aurelia couldn’t fall asleep after going back up to the flat. Those voices had seemed incredibly real. And yet, the way they’d disappeared almost instantly… She would have heard the bell over the shop door if people had filed outside. But instead, they’d vanished within seconds. 
All evidence suggested that it was a very vivid dream. Or, Aurelia acknowledged, perhaps it was the emotional by-product of a tragic and terrible year. 
She made herself a cup of tea and sat in one of her aunt’s cozy armchairs. Fezz the cat, having apparently forgiven her for waking him up in the middle of the night, hopped up and created room for himself at her side. Aurelia petted him absentmindedly as she looked out over the square that bordered the front of the building. She’d grown up loving her visits to the bookshop and had worked there on and off over the years. True, she’d always imagined she would take over the shop one day, but it was all too soon. Her aunt was supposed to retire in a dozen or so years, giving Aurelia time to write a few novels of her own before she started selling other people’s books. The shop, once as beloved as one of her favorite novels, had become an anchor weighing her down, tying her to a future she wasn’t yet ready to face.
All the same, Aurelia hadn’t written so much as a haiku recently. Her aunt had died three months ago, and her mother nine months before that. One year ago, yesterday, in fact. It had been an unbearable year; each week brought a new high or low as first her mother and then her aunt worked their way through various treatments that seemed promising before, each time, they failed and cancer took its hold. 
Grief seemed to ooze out of her every pore these days, and she was afraid of the very real possibility that it might spill onto the page. She was sad enough living through it all without subjecting an audience to her misery. Part of her longed to write again, but another, stronger part of her felt almost repelled by the thought of opening her emotional floodgates any further.
A year’s worth of grief—maybe that’s what had brought on last night’s hallucination. She’d spent the day walking around the city and visiting her mum’s favorite spots: Chelsea Physic Garden and tea in the café; a walk down the hidden lanes tucked off ancient Fleet Street; then sitting alongside the Thames at dusk. Aurelia and her sister, Antonia, had debated whether to travel to Yorkshire to spend the day with their father or meet in Paris, where Antonia lived with her husband and three children. In the end, they’d decided to wait to see each other at Christmas as it was just over a month away. 
Trudging home yesterday in the chill air of late autumn, Aurelia thought maybe she should have spent the day with her father and sister after all. Now, after last night’s misadventure, she felt certain of it. Those voices, that light under the door—her mind returned to it all again and again. Could it have been real, as it had seemed to her then? But she’d heard them talking about Pemberley, which wasn’t a real place at all. 
Aurelia frowned and drew her knees up to her chin, chiding herself for thinking that last night could be anything other than the result of being overtired and overly sad. She felt a sudden need to talk to her sister and, almost as soon as she had the thought, her phone rang. 
“It really is amazing,” Aurelia said as she answered. She smiled and nestled deeper into her chair.
Antonia gave the slightest pause as she processed this. “Did we do it again?”
“We did. I was just about to call you.”
“I know you think it makes us special—” 
“And I know you think it makes us freaks,” Aurelia laughed. 
She could hear the faint sound of children’s voices raised in either a game or an argument; she couldn’t tell which. Her heart ached to hear how distant their voices sounded. 
“How are my darling niece and nephews?”
“Well, Julia’s been reading Little Women and is now making up her own plays.”
A shriek made Aurelia pull the phone from her ear.
“As you can no doubt hear, she and the boys are in the other room practicing one right now,” Antonia added. 
“Aw, Mum’s favorite book. I’m glad Julia likes it.” 
“Yeah, it felt like the right time to share it with her.” Antonia paused, her signal for a shift to serious talk. “How are you doing?”
“Fine? Fine, I suppose,” Aurelia said before adding the obvious. “Sad.”
“Me too.”
“It’s not like I haven’t missed her all year, it’s just hard having it be the end of the first year. ‘The first anniversary.’” Aurelia swallowed down a few threatening tears.
“I know,” Antonia said softly just as the children’s voices reared up through the phone again, punctuated by a high-pitched scream. “It helped having the kids to distract me. I talked to Dad—did you?”
“I did. He sounded okay, didn’t he?”
“I might have rung up a few of his friends to remind them to check in on him,” Antonia said without a hint of guilt. “What did you get up to after we talked yesterday?”
“Oh… I went on a sort of pilgrimage and walked around some of Mum’s favorite places.” 
“Did it help?”
“I don’t know.” Remembering last night’s events, Aurelia amended that, saying, “I don’t think so.”
“Are you alright?” 
“Yeah, it’s just… The strangest thing happened. I woke up convinced people had broken into the shop. But I checked and no one was there.”
“You checked?”
“I called the police,” Aurelia reassured her. “But the shop was empty—there was no sign of anyone breaking in.” She gave a mirthless laugh and added, “I thought I heard them talking about Pemberley.”
“What’s that?”
“You remember—Darcy’s place! From Pride and Prejudice.”
“Oh, right. Well, leave it to you to have literate burglars.”
“I know,” Aurelia said, rolling her eyes at herself. “Still, it did spook me a bit. I’m just getting used to Aunt Marigold’s flat, the different noises.”
She thought again of those voices. They weren’t exactly the hum and creak of an old building, but she was determined to move past it.
“I’ll bet after another week or two I won’t even notice.”
“How are you managing? I mean, it’s a great flat and all, but everything in there must remind you of her.”
“It does,” Aurelia admitted, looking around at the mess of her moving boxes mixed in with her aunt’s things. “But it’s free. My old lease was up anyway, and it doesn’t make sense to pay rent somewhere else when I’m here running the shop every day.”
There was an awkward silence. The shop had been in their family for generations, passed down from aunt to niece since the early 1900s. With Antonia’s life firmly rooted in Paris, Marigold had left the shop to Aurelia—giving her no choice but to keep the family business going. 
“I know I’ve said it before,” Antonia said sincerely, “but I wouldn’t blame you if you wanted to sell the place.” 
“I can’t let it go. And what if Julia wants to run it one day? I’ll make it work.” Aurelia tried her best to sound convincing.
“Are you at least keeping up with your writing?”
“No.” Quickly cutting her sister off, she added, “Not right now anyway. I’m not in a good place these days.”
“Exactly. You’re tucked away with all of Aunt Marigold’s old things.”
The children’s voices reached fever pitch; Antonia’s teasing tone was gone when she spoke again. 
“I’d better go. Try to think happy thoughts, Relia. Know I love you.”
Aurelia held her breath, trying not to let loose her tears. 
“I do. You too.”
She hung up and rested her head on the back of the chair as she closed her eyes. She and her sister had started saying ‘know I love you’ whenever they spoke. It had been their mother’s way of saying goodbye ever since they were little, her way of sending them off into the world safe in the knowledge that they were loved. A tear slid down her cheek and Aurelia swept it away before opening her eyes and sitting up in her chair. 
“Right, then.” 
Nodding decisively, she stood and walked toward the kitchen. As she passed a box filled with her old notebooks and journals, she paused, brushing a hand across their spines. Would she ever again feel that need to hold a pen in her hand and scribble down her ideas? Pursing her lips in frustration, she turned from the notebooks and resolved to start her day in earnest. 
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An hour later and Aurelia was standing in the stairwell at the door to the shop, willing herself to walk through it and go about the business of opening for the day. She felt a chill run up her spine at the thought of stepping into the shop again, but it was broad daylight and there were no voices coming from the other side of the door. Last night had to have been a dream, no matter how very real it might have seemed. Inhaling deeply as though the air could supply her with courage, Aurelia opened the door and walked onto the mezzanine. 
It was empty, just as it should be. 
She exhaled and looked around. Whenever she walked into the shop, she was always conscious of the hush that came from the dense books; the worn, sky-blue carpet underfoot; and the yellow curtains with their blue tasseled tiebacks. On her visits to the shop as a child, she’d been dazzled by its blue and yellow décor, so evocative of moonlit skies and magicians’ capes. She was less dazzled once she was old enough to vacuum and dust what to her had felt like miles of blue carpet and rows and rows of books.
There was a wrought iron railing overlooking the floor below, and Aurelia stepped over to it. Like the ground floor, bookshelves ran along the mezzanine, though there were gaps for artwork and built-in benches where customers could sit and read. Opposite the door to the flat stretched a wide cushioned window seat set below the oversized window at the front of the building, facing the street. The only sounds were her own breathing, the soft ticking of the clock downstairs, and the distant noises from the street outside. She reminded herself that a quiet shop was a good sign; it was further proof that what she’d experienced last night was all in her imagination. 
Satisfied that everything was as it should be, Aurelia walked down the spiral staircase that led from the mezzanine to the back of the shop, where she passed a large semicircular desk with a high ledge running across the top. The desk was home to a register and a small typewriter that had sat there for so long that it was practically a fixture. Heading toward the front of the shop, she surveyed the overstuffed yellow velvet armchair and the round table with its rotating stock of books marked as ‘Recommended Reads.’ She was nearly past the table when one of the books on display, Pride and Prejudice, caught her attention. 
Ah, she told herself, I must have spotted it yesterday and had it in the back of my mind. Relief washed over her until she realized that might explain why she thought she’d heard a reference to Darcy’s home, but not why she’d heard voices in the first place. 
Her anxious thoughts were displaced by the sound of the old mantel clock at the back of the shop chiming to let her know that it was ten o’clock and time to open for the day. 
Moving to the front windows, she raised the blinds and looked out across the street, which formed one side of a small and leafy square that had inspired the shop’s name—On the Square Books. The shop’s building was tucked in amongst others on the street like a slim book between heavier volumes on a bookshelf. Though it was in central London, somehow the square was an oasis from the general hubbub of city life, and this morning was no exception. 
Usually Aurelia appreciated the stillness, but now she wished for a bit more noise and activity to distract her from the thoughts that kept surfacing—strange noises in the shop, the odd light under the door. At least it was a Saturday, she told herself, which was sure to bring customers and, with them, something different to occupy her mind.

      [image: ]In spite of Aurelia’s hopes, not a single customer crossed the threshold until just before noon, when one of Aunt Marigold’s old regulars arrived. 
Just as she did now, Mrs. Smith always seemed to arrive and depart in a rush with her corgi, Alfie, trotting behind her as fast as his short little legs could carry him. Whenever Fezz saw Alfie, he slunk to the spiral staircase and let out a few non-threatening hisses as he affected to nonchalantly climb the stairs. Alfie would stand below, whimpering his desperation to follow Fezz, but too afraid to venture far from Mrs. Smith—likely afraid she’d race out of the shop without him. 
The two animals began their standoff as soon as Mrs. Smith breezed inside. Mrs. Smith—she was always ‘Mrs. Smith’ since she’d never invited Aurelia to call her by her first name—didn’t so much as look at Aurelia but headed straight for the shelves stocked with Agatha Christie’s works. 
“Good morning, Mrs. Smith,” Aurelia said somewhat feebly. “Can I help you find something?”
“Oh, it’s you.” 
It had been three months, but she still seemed surprised every time she found Aurelia in the shop instead of Marigold. 
“Where’s The Unexpected Guest?” Waving her hand at the shelves, Mrs. Smith continued, “Do you have it in stock?”
“Um, yes. The Unexpected Guest… I know we have the novelization.”
Mrs. Smith grunted her disapproval. 
“Let me just see—we also have the script if that’s what you’re after?”
“It is,” Mrs. Smith said, taking the book from Aurelia and giving it a glance before striding toward the register. 
“You know, we have some excellent mysteries by other authors. The Moonstone is just there, on the table, if you’d like to have a look.”
Mrs. Smith had her handbag open and was digging inside, which Aurelia took as her version of ‘No, thank you.’
“The Unexpected Guest it is, then.” 
Once Mrs. Smith had paid for the book, she smiled as she looked down at its cover. 
“I’ve never seen it performed, but since I’ve read all her other books at least once, I thought I might as well read the script.” 
Mrs. Smith looked up and startled when she saw Aurelia standing in front of her. Aurelia was certain that, for a moment, she had thought Marigold would be there in her place.
“Well, thank you.” 
“You’re very welcome.”
Aurelia felt she ought to say something more—comfort her in some way—but Mrs. Smith had already turned and walked to the door. Aurelia watched as Alfie ran to her side, barely managing to pass through the door alongside her. 
“Come again,” Aurelia called out, just as the door closed behind them. 
It wasn’t exactly the distraction she’d been hoping for, but at least instead of worrying about hearing voices, she was now back to wondering whether the shop would ever feel like her own. 
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It was four o’clock in the morning and Aurelia was standing in her pajamas at the door that led from the flat to the shop. She’d woken to the sound of voices again and had gotten to the bottom of the stairs only to hear them more distinctly and to see that same light coming from under the door. Once again, the voices didn’t seem angry or aggressive. It was all playing out just like last night, making it harder to believe she might be dreaming. 
This time, she’d brought her phone with her straight away and she clutched it in her hand, debating what to do. She was scared but also… curious. Were people actually in the shop, or was she just hearing things? Last night she’d seen for herself that no one was there; perhaps they would go away again if she opened the door? It was mad, but she made the snap decision to do it—to open the door and check. She had her phone, she reassured herself, so she could quickly call the police if she discovered that the voices were attached to bodies. 
Aurelia’s hand was shaking, but she managed to turn the door handle. Peeking through the smallest possible gap, she ran her eyes over the mezzanine but saw no sign of anyone. It seemed as though the voices were coming from the first floor of the shop; she’d have to get closer to be sure. She stepped through the door and took a few steps toward the mezzanine railing. Blinking in the soft light emanating all around her, she stood still as her eyes adjusted after the darkness of the stairwell.
Within the same instant, she registered two things: the voices had gone quiet, and people were standing downstairs looking up at her.
Feeling as though she’d opened the wrong door into the wrong room, Aurelia quickly stepped back into the stairwell and closed the door. For a moment she was embarrassed by her mistake before remembering it wasn’t a mistake at all—she’d definitely walked into the shop, and she’d certainly seen a group of people there. With that reality confirmed, she fumbled for the lock, then closed her eyes and tried to steady her erratic heartbeat. 
Well, she thought, not only did the voices not disappear, but they are now officially connected to bodies. She couldn’t decide whether that made her feel better, or worse. 
It took her several tries to dial the police, thanks to her shaking hands. Once they promised they were on their way, her tension eased, but only just. 
As she waited, she replayed her brief encounter with the people. They were all wearing suits and dresses that looked like costumes from a period drama, not exactly the sort of outfits you’d expect to see on a group of burglars. Was it some sort of fancy-dress party? The thought shifted her feelings from fear to anger—just who did these people think they were, making themselves at home in the wee hours? 
Curiosity and annoyance did battle with her fear. Maybe she ought to go back out and shout at them to leave? The police were already on their way, and the people she’d seen were all downstairs. If she went in again, she was certain she could get back to safety quickly if anyone made a move toward her. She was still trembling slightly, in spite of her resolve, but managed to open the door again. 
Taking a step toward the mezzanine railing, she leaned forward. There they were! A whole gathering of people looking up at her. She let out a mangled scream as she stumbled backward, falling to the ground as she tripped over Fezz, who had appeared underfoot. 
She heard gasps from below and someone saying, quite calmly:
“Oh, dear. She is not taking it well at all, is she?”
All thoughts of shouting at the people and telling them to leave were gone—Aurelia’s only instinct now was to escape. She scooped up the cat and got herself back into the flat’s stairwell, slamming the door behind her. After locking it, she held Fezz tight against her chest, breathing hard. She had the urge to scream again but couldn’t seem to find her voice through her shock—it seemed she’d used up her minute of pluck.
Aurelia’s knees practically gave way beneath her as she sat on a stair and counted the seconds until she heard a police siren signaling their arrival to rescue her.

      [image: ]The shop was a scene of chaos. Police were milling about, their badges catching the lights and their shoes crunching broken glass into the carpet. When they had arrived at the shop, they told her, there was no sign of forced entry. Having been informed that she was barricaded upstairs, they broke the glass door themselves in order to get in and look for intruders. They reported seeing what looked like smoke near the table at the front of the shop, but after they’d turned on the lights, it was gone and there was no sign of a fire or smell of smoke on the air. Nothing had been disturbed—the books were in order and the register hadn’t been tampered with. 
The police were kind, but it was clear they’d written it all off as a false alarm. One of them gave her the number for a twenty-four-hour glazier who could fix the glass panel on the door, and they left once the glazier had arrived and started his work. 
When Aurelia was by herself in the building again, dawn light was coming in through the blinds of the shop windows, reflecting off the glass shards on the floor. Another sleepless night, another baffling encounter, and now add to that—a mess to clean. 
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It was Sunday, the shop was closed, and the day seemed to stretch out before Aurelia in an unpleasant way. Even after vacuuming up broken glass and downing several bracingly strong cups of tea, she still had hours to fill. But she knew her mind would be stuck on repeat, playing over what had happened. 
She considered the evidence: she could see and hear people in the shop in the middle of the night, and they seemed to disappear quite suddenly. There was also that strange light that came and went along with them. Narrowing the possibilities, she thought she was either dealing with ghosts or hallucinations. While neither was particularly appealing, she was leaning toward ghosts since that option was preferable to losing the power of rational thinking. 
Aurelia thought of her sister and father, who’d known Aunt Marigold almost as well as she had. Maybe Marigold had mentioned something to them about the shop being haunted? If so, it would go a long way toward easing her mind. 
She decided to try calling her father first. He must have heard the tension in her voice because he soon asked if everything was alright. 
“Yes, everything’s fine.” 
She was determined not to tell him or Antonia about the police since they’d be guaranteed to worry about her. 
“It’s silly, really, but I was wondering… Do you remember if Aunt Marigold believed in things… like, supernatural things?”
“What, like ghosts and spirits?”
“Right, that sort of thing. Did she ever mention anything like that?”
“I’d have to think.” 
He paused, giving Aurelia time to appreciate that, as a retired philosophy professor, he was game to indulge her by carefully considering an entirely random question. 
“I suppose I’d say Marigold was a very practical person,” he reasoned. “She loved her books, same as you, but I think she left fiction to her novels.”
Aurelia sank back into her chair. She had to agree with him; Aunt Marigold had been a very practical, rational person. If she’d ever encountered something out of the ordinary in the shop, she likely felt as Aurelia did now—unsure if it were actually happening and unwilling to tell anyone and risk them thinking she was unstable. 
“Do you believe in those sorts of things, Dad?”
“Do I?” After another thoughtful pause, he replied, “I suppose I believe there are still a few unanswerable mysteries in the world—things that can’t be explained by modern theories. Don’t you?”
Aurelia had to admit that she did. Not only because of recent experience, but other incidents that, so far in her life, she couldn’t explain away with rational explanations. Like the calls to and from Antonia that one or the other usually anticipated before the phone rang. Since they never set a date for their calls, it seemed as if one sister could simply sense when the other was about to call. And how many times had Aurelia seen Marigold hand a customer a book right before they’d asked for it? 
“I do, yeah. I like answers, though.”
Her father laughed and said, “Well, mysteries make life a little more enjoyable and unexpected. Just think if your novels answered every question. It wouldn’t leave much room for the imagination, would it?”
“Hmm.” Aurelia smiled. “I see your point, but I still don’t like it.”
“We rarely like what’s good for us.”
“Like Brussels sprouts.”
“Or flossing,” her father added.
Aurelia’s smile widened at the smile she could hear in his voice. He reminded her that he’d be coming down to London later in the week and they made plans to meet for dinner. They soon rang off, leaving Aurelia to think about whether what she’d seen in the shop was one of those unanswerable mysteries he’d mentioned. 
When she still couldn’t come up with a good answer, she decided to sound out Antonia. She dialed her number and Antonia picked up after the first ring.
“I was just about to call. How’re you doing?” Antonia asked, unfazed by the apparent coincidence.
“Oh, good.” Aurelia tried for a casual tone but failed.
“What’s wrong?” 
“Nothing’s wrong,” Aurelia fibbed. “I was just thinking about Aunt Marigold this morning.” 
Antonia made a vague noise that suggested she was growing distracted, so Aurelia forged ahead. 
“Do you remember… Did she ever… I mean—” 
Aurelia couldn’t make up her mind how to casually ask her sister about ghosts. It had been easier with her father, somehow.
“Spit it out, Relia.” 
Aurelia closed her eyes—nothing for it now. 
“Did Aunt Marigold ever mention seeing or hearing anything strange in the shop?” 
That had got Antonia’s attention; Aurelia could hear her growing still.
“Strange like what?” 
“Just… strange. Unusual.”
“Like noises? Did you hear something again last night?” 
Antonia was a bloodhound for intrigue and seemed to sense there was more to Aurelia’s question. Of course, Aurelia had heard something again last night, but it was what she had seen that concerned her.
“I did, but it wasn’t like someone had broken in. It was more like there was… a presence.”
“What, like ghosts?”
“Something like that.”
“Um… I remember her saying she thought there were mice in the walls.”
“I can confirm—there are,” Aurelia groaned.
“Other than that, no. I don’t think she ever talked about feeling a ‘presence’ or seeing a ghost.” Antonia grew serious. “Is it too much, Aurelia? Living there and running the shop? You were out of sorts yesterday, and now—” 
“No, I’m fine. Really. I was just curious, that’s all.” 
“You’re sure?”
“The shop, the flat—everything’s fine.” Aurelia hoped she sounded convincing.
“The shop’s closed today, right? Can you get out for a bit? You said you went for a walk the other day—are you doing your ‘idea walks’ again?”
“No,” Aurelia said with a sigh. She hadn’t been writing, so she hadn’t needed to go out wandering the city in search of ideas and inspiration like she used to do. After her mum died, Aunt Marigold had joined her for a while, insisting that she keep up with her walks—and her writing. Now, with Marigold gone too, Aurelia had lost the habit of it. “But I could probably do with some fresh air.”
“Go. Maybe you’ll see something out in the world that’ll inspire you to start writing again. Or someone.” 
Trust Antonia to seamlessly shift from concern over Aurelia’s well-being to concern over her stagnant love life.
Like her writing, Aurelia’s romantic prospects had tapered off in the wake of her mother’s death. She’d been dating a nice-enough guy named Brendan for a few months when her mother had gotten sick, and he’d stuck by her through the difficult months that followed. Aurelia had liked him well enough but knew he wasn’t ‘the one.’ Still, she’d hung onto him—perhaps selfishly, she could admit now—as she’d needed to lean on someone who wasn’t torn up by grief the way her father, sister, and aunt had been. 
But when Marigold became sick soon after her mother died, Brendan had broken things off with Aurelia, declaring it all ‘too much.’ She’d been hurt by it, but another, deeper, part of her understood. She’d wanted to say, ‘Right there with you,’ and walk out on herself. It had all felt too much—she couldn’t blame him for wanting a relationship with someone who wasn’t wrung out from crying on a daily basis. Now, months after Aunt Marigold’s death, Aurelia was certain she was still too much for someone new to want to take her on. 
“I’m not looking for anyone inspiring just yet, Tonia.” 
“Well, keep your eyes open while you’re out, anyway.” 

      [image: ]Aurelia returned from a walk, clutching a nearly empty coffee cup as if it might still warm her hands. Standing in front of the shop door, she peered through the new glass panel, trying to decide whether it was safe to go in. She’d done the same thing on her way out of the flat as she left for her walk—opened the door a crack and peeked through to confirm the shop was deserted, as it always was on Sundays. Now, putting up a brave front, Aurelia opened the door and walked inside. A light gust of wind blew in behind her, sweeping her hair around her face. She closed the door and turned the lock, then looked around. There was no one there but her. 
Hearing a thump above her, she flinched in surprise only to realize it was Fezz hopping down from the window seat. Not a ghost, then. She sighed at her jumpiness, then climbed the spiral staircase to the mezzanine and waited as Fezz made his way toward her. Aurelia smiled and shook her head at his glacial, nonchalant pace, then bent down and rubbed his cheek.
“Desperately missed me as usual, hmm?” 
She stood and opened the door to the flat, then watched Fezz scramble up the stairs. Turning back, she looked across the shop, through the mezzanine window, and out to the trees in the small square. She used to love this view, but now—between taking over the shop and losing sleep over her mysterious nightly visitors—she felt trapped, as though she were looking through the bars of a well-appointed cage. 
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Lying in bed with a pillow over her head, Aurelia knew the voices were still coming from downstairs, even if she temporarily couldn’t hear them. She’d woken just after two in the morning to their steady prattling. At first, she tried to convince herself that they were simply a group of social ghosts meeting for a chat. Eventually, though, the voices became more distinct, making it harder to tune them out. Whether the product of her own delusions or the paranormal, she decided to get up rather than pretend she could possibly ignore them. She tossed the pillow back onto the bed and stood, pulling on the clothes she’d left on the floor a few hours earlier when she’d changed for bed. 
From the top of the stairs, she could hear the voices more clearly. She carried her phone down to the doorway, though she doubted the police would appreciate another call from her. She felt vexed and anxious to be standing here once again, but those feelings were tempered by her memory of the night before. Whoever they were, they hadn’t exactly seemed like the criminal element in their fancy dress. And, despite seeing her on the mezzanine, no one had come toward her or threatened her.
Determined to investigate, she crouched to the ground and slowly opened the door into the shop. She couldn’t see anyone, which meant they must be downstairs again. The lights were on—but were they? Looking up, she could see the bulbs were dark, but there was light coming from somewhere. She couldn’t get a good view of the shop floor from the doorway, so she crawled forward with her phone clutched in her hand. 
As she peered through the mezzanine railing, Aurelia could see people standing about and talking to one another. No one noticed her, giving her a chance to take it all in. There were about ten people there, men and women. Once again, they were wearing old-fashioned clothes, complete with cravats, full skirts, and long hemlines. Standing together, they looked like the cast of an Austen or Dickens adaptation and didn’t seem at all concerned about the fact that they were trespassing. Instead, they appeared to feel right at home, just as a group of ghosts might.
Her focus was drawn to a woman in a silk dress with a feather sticking out of her carefully coiffed hair. She was speaking with a man in a black suit who had large mutton-chop whiskers. He was pointing to a book on the Recommended Reads table and then moved his hand as if to pick it up. Only—his hand went right through it, turning into a white mist with what looked like black dots running across it… or were they letters? He pulled his arm back, shaking his head and chuckling as the mist reformed into his hand once again. 
Aurelia couldn’t contain her gasp of surprise, which was loud enough to turn several heads in her direction. The woman in silk gave her an inquisitive smile and Aurelia, panic-stricken at being spotted, crawled backward, bumped into the doorframe, then got behind the door and quickly locked it. 
Ghosts, she told herself, remembering the misty hand as though it were being projected right in front of her. Definitely ghosts.
She leaned against the door with her head thrown back and legs splayed out. It was then that she realized she’d left her phone on the floor of the shop, near the railing. She covered her face with her hands and then slowly lowered them. Even if she’d had it with her, what on earth would she say to the police this time? ‘I’m calling to report a haunting’? 
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When Aurelia woke the next morning, it was because of pain instead of her alarm. She was curled into a ball at the bottom of the stairwell and had to slowly unwind her limbs and stretch them out before she could stand up. 
She’d fallen asleep listening to the voices coming through from the other side of the door, fascinated by the bits of conversation she could make out as their volume rose and fell. There was a heated discussion about whether the Royal Navy could continue to outmaneuver Napoleon and excited theorizing about what type of sleeves would be popular in the coming season. It wasn’t exactly the stuff of current affairs. Still, once Aurelia had gotten over her initial panic, she’d almost enjoyed hearing the voices transition from the annoying noise that had kept her awake at night, to conversations between people with unique personalities and points of view. 
The vaporizing hand had dispelled Aurelia’s fear of intruders once and for all. She was now almost certain they were ghosts, but so many? In one shop? She’d heard of one ghost haunting a place before, but a whole crowd? She tried to think if there was anyone she could confide in but felt certain that everyone she knew would likely say the same thing—her imagination was running wild because of too much time spent alone, too much time reading books, too little time spent processing her recent losses… And maybe they’d be right. 

      [image: ]Aurelia focused on the routine of her morning to distract herself from thoughts of ghosts and hauntings. Moderately alert after breakfast and a shower, she headed down the stairs that led to the shop and stopped at the bottom to pull an oversized cardigan from a peg on the wall. Slipping her arms into the sleeves, she hesitated for a moment and then pushed open the door. All was quiet below. 
She picked up her phone from where she’d left it on the floor, then headed downstairs and went into the back room to make tea. Pulling a box from a shelf, she found a single teabag left inside, but she’d need two this morning since she was expecting a visitor. She poked around the shelf and countertop, then bent down to rummage through the cabinets. At last, she wrapped her hand around a likely box at the back of a cabinet and pulled it out. It was tea, but there was a small note attached to it, scrawled out in her aunt’s handwriting: Marigold’s tea! Consume at your own peril. 
Aurelia laughed, remembering their battles over whose turn it was to buy tea. She’d been convinced that Marigold had a secret stash somewhere, and she’d finally found it. But then her smile wavered, giving way to tears, and she was lost in missing her aunt. 
When she heard the click of the electric kettle switching off, the water now ready, Aurelia knew she had to pull herself together. She’d need to open the shop soon and couldn’t greet customers with tears streaming down her face, so she ran up to the flat to sort herself out. Once she was mostly back to normal, she grabbed a half-empty box of tea—one that wouldn’t make her cry—and slumped back down the stairs, willing herself to put on a brave face. 
Tea made, she left one mug at the desk and carried the other with her as she moved to the front of the shop. Pausing at the Recommended Reads table, she placed her hand on each stack of books, almost believing a mist might appear. But no—she was as solid as ever, as were the books. 
Sighing, she moved to the front windows and raised the blinds, then unlocked the door and opened it, taking in the morning. It was cool enough to see a few wisps of her breath as she exhaled. Aurelia felt her sadness ebb as the chilly air brushed her skin and she watched the square come to life. She waved to a neighbor passing on the other side of the street, then retreated inside with her shoulders hunched and her hands wrapped around her mug for warmth.
Her phone rang from where she’d tucked it in her pocket and she jumped, nearly spilling her tea. As she walked to the desk, Aurelia pulled her phone out and saw it was David, one of her oldest friends. She answered as she leaned against the desk to watch for customers. 
“Why aren’t you at school?” she asked, knowing his days usually started early since he taught history at a local secondary school. 
“Good morning to you too,” he said, his voice muffled. “And I am at school—I’m in between classes, so I can’t talk long, but I wanted to check on you.”
“Me? I’m fine.”
“That’s not what Antonia says.”
“What did she say?” Aurelia felt defensive even though she knew Antonia had plenty to report about her—like questions about ghosts and worries over burglars. 
“She said you’ve been weird and need to get out of the shop. So, you’re going on a date tonight.”
“No, I’m not,” Aurelia insisted before her curiosity took over and she added, “With who?” 
“With Oliver. He works with James at his publishing house.” 
Aurelia bit back a smile; David loved calling the publisher where his boyfriend worked a ‘publishing house,’ even though James insisted it was a tiny company that was more like a publishing closet than a house. 
“I’ve never heard James mention someone named Oliver—and I’m not going.”
“That’s because Oliver just started working there a few weeks ago. Listen, I can’t raise my voice right now because my students are filing in, but you’re going,” David informed her.
“Have you even met this man?”
“Of course I have.”
“How old is he?” Aurelia challenged.
“Mid-thirties?” David guessed. “He’s our age,” he added defensively.
“What’s his surname?”
“Just call him Oliver.”
“You don’t know it, do you?”
“Look, I’ve got to go,” he whispered urgently. “I’ll text you the details later.”
David hung up before she could keep arguing, leaving her to shake her head indignantly. 
“I’m not going,” she muttered to herself as she sipped her tea. 
A date was the last thing she needed after sleepless nights and strange happenings in the shop. Antonia was just meddling and, as one of Aurelia’s closest friends, David was only too happy to join in. His parents had moved to the outskirts of London from Kenya when he was in primary school and the two of them had bonded after an eventful school outing when they discovered that they both became carsick on buses. Their long friendship meant he knew her sister well since Antonia was only two years older than them, and they’d spent plenty of time together over the years. It was fun when they were all plotting something in tandem but far less fun when Aurelia was the one being plotted about. She would just have to ring him back during his afternoon break and tell him to call the date off. 
Aurelia was still grumbling to herself when she spotted an older man walking past the square and heading for the shop. The sight of him instantly
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