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      Crack! Thunk!

      The air changes, like there’s an electrical storm coming. Something is not quite right.

      I pad around the bookshop, checking every nook and cranny. My nails click loudly on the wooden floors, stopping only when I jump at every bang and clang sending vibrations through the very fabric of the building.

      Paul is behind the counter, and I worry about him. He does not appear to hear any of the noise or sense the danger coming from above. I sniff the air and growl softly. All Paul does is tap away on his computer.

      “Settle down, girl. Everything’s okay. It’s only the builders.”

      Everything is not okay. It is not just the noise and the new people upstairs. Something unnatural is filling the air. Why are Paul’s hackles not raised? Are his senses that dull? Honestly, I don’t know how he has stayed alive this long!

      Unable to do anything from here in the bookshop, I crawl under the table in the reading nook. It is getting to be a tight fit now, but I feel a little safer here. I do not relax but stay vigilant. What if the upstairs thing comes down here?

      “Smoko!” a familiar voice calls, and the noise stops.

      Footsteps thump down the stairs, and Joe, the man with the most gentle hands, appears in the doorway to the kitchen.

      “We’re popping next door. Do you want anything, Paul?”

      Paul glances up from what he is doing. “Yeah, a black coffee, thanks. Tell Charlotte it’s for me.”

      “Right you are.”

      Joe leaves, and Paul’s focus goes back to the thing he called his coding project. I have no idea what a coding project is, but it consumes his attention, and Maggie seemed pleased when he promised he could do it at the store, which meant he could let Joe and his team in for her.

      Maggie is with her physiotherapist today, and Clara has “business” to attend to, so Paul is covering the store for them. It’s fortunate they’re not here because they’d see me leave the room. Paul is engrossed in his coding project and doesn’t notice.

      On stealthy feet, I pad through the door to the back room and climb the stairs, making sure my nails do not click once. Following my nose, I sniff out the unearthly thing.

      Stepping around strange-looking tools and debris on the floor, I make my way to the fireplace. The unnatural thing lives around here.

      Sunlight streaming through the street-side windows reveals the skeleton of a wall. I sniff around the exposed framework. This is not the source of the bad.

      The source of the bad must be in the other side of the fireplace. I take a deep breath and tell my body to stop shaking. I am so little, but no one else knows this is here. If they did, they would not be knocking down walls. So, it is up to me.

      Forcing myself forward, I sit in front of the wall on the far side of the room. At about the height of a human male, there are a couple of holes, and the otherworld is streaming out.

      My limbs tremble. They should not have done that. The ghost was best left alone. Now it is too late. I must warn them all.

      I open my jaw and release all my worry and fear into the howl I let loose.

      Once I start, I can’t stop. Not even when Paul drops to a knee beside me and rubs my head.

      “Marple, what’s wrong, girl?”

      I howl again, telling him about the bad inside.

      His brown eyes are full of concern, and I lean into him, willing him to open his senses and feel what is around us. He rubs my neck, and I want nothing more than to curl up in his arms and allow him to protect me. But how can I when he has no idea what he’s protecting me from?

      If voicing my fears has not alerted him, how else can I warn him? I huff out a sigh. There is only one way.

      Wriggling free from his embrace, I close the gap between me and the wall. Steeling myself, I raise a paw and scratch at the already peeling wallpaper, then glance over my shoulder.

      Paul is watching me, a frown drawing his brows together. The unearthly feeling is almost overwhelming here, forcing a whimper from me and stirring Paul into action.

      “Is there something in there, girl?”

      He pushes himself back to his feet and joins me by the wall. My job done, I take a couple of steps back and watch as Paul tries to peer into the holes.

      “I can’t see anything.”

      He reaches out and tugs at the wallboard. Nothing moves. Glancing around, he finds something in a box of tools and bangs it against the wall. A crack appears. He raises his arm and⁠—

      “Hey, hard hat and goggles if you’re going to help,” Joe yells from the doorway.

      Paul’s arm drops, and he half turns. “Sorry, Joe. Marple was upset. She kept whining and scratching at the wall. I think there’s something behind here.”

      Joe passes the coffee tray to one of his workers, walks over, then stands on tiptoes to see inside the hole.

      “Can’t think anything would be. My brother Antonio told me he and Dad blocked in the alcoves by the fireplace when they renovated up here for Maggie’s father in the mid-70s—you know, when they moved the post office here. It looks like no one’s touched the walls since then.”

      How can humans be so stupid? There is something in there, and it is not alive.

      “Something has unsettled Marple all morning. She was walking around downstairs and sniffing like she was anxious about something. Then she snuck up here and howled at the wall. Can’t we just take a quick peek? If we don’t find anything, I’ll take her out for a walk and see if that’ll settle her down.”

      Yes, let’s check, then leave.

      “I guess there’s no harm.” Joe reaches down and picks up a hat with something inside. “But it’s safety first on my building sites. Out of the way, son.”

      “I can⁠—”

      “No steel toes in those trainers, I’m guessing. Let me.”

      Joe dons his hat and glasses and takes the tool from Paul.

      “Stand back, and take Marple with you.”

      Paul tugs at my collar, and I willingly head back to the doorway with him, hiding in behind his legs. Joe hits the wall twice, and the board crumbles inwards. He then stands on tiptoes and peers into the hole.

      Extending a hand behind him, he wiggles his fingers. “Torch?”

      Paul dashes forward, picks up something, then hands it to him.

      “Well, I’ll be buggered,” Joe says as a light illuminates the opening.

      “What is it?” Paul angles himself so he can see inside, “Wow, it’s a⁠—”

      “Everyone, grab your tools. There’ll be no more work here today.”

      Joe hands the torch to Paul as his crew file past me and start collecting their gear.

      “Will you call the police, or do you want me to?” Joe asks.

      “If you call them, I’ll call Maggie,” Paul says, eyes wide with disbelief. He shines the torch into the hole and stares inside, as if he’s confirming he’s not seeing things.

      He is so brave, being that close to the unnatural presence.

      Joe picks up a tool bag and chivvies the two men and one young woman in his crew through the door.

      “Carly, you drive the guys home, then take the van with you. When I’ve finished with the police, I’ll get one of them to run me back.”

      I stay in my spot by the door as Joe clomps down the stairs. Paul pulls out his phone and points it into the hole as he mutters, “Maggie’d kill me if I didn’t.”

      Another whine escapes my throat. We should not be here. They know about the threat, and I have done my job, but I can’t leave Paul here alone. I whine again, and Paul turns my way.

      “Okay, girl. I get the hint. Time to go.”

      I lead the way downstairs, feeling a little calmer when I hear the door to the room close as Paul joins me. The more barriers between us and the otherworldly being, the better.

      I do not relax, not even when we are back in the bookshop. The being cannot leave its body, but there is enough unnatural energy to keep me on edge.

      Paul takes a seat in the reading nook, and I sit by his feet. He is talking to someone on the phone, but I am too distracted to listen. The crackling energy I felt before going upstairs seems to be fading now, as if the spirit in the wall had put all its efforts into letting someone know it was there. Now that we have found it, it is leaving.

      As the uncanny electricity dissipates, I am overwhelmed with the sense of relief, but it is not mine.

      Finally, the presence sends, I am found.
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      Clara

      Scrolling through the document on the screen, I read the tenancy contract for the house Grams emailed through. My phone buzzes, and Grams’s number pops up on the screen—that woman must be psychic.

      “Good morning, darling. I sent you an email last night. It took me a while to figure out the scanner on my printer, so I hope it’s all there.”

      “It is, thank you, Grams. I can’t believe Tyrone signed it.”

      My initial instinct had been to chuck my cheating ex out on his butt and donate everything he owned to charity. Or better still, make a bonfire of it and watch it burn while drinking my way through his collection of red wines. The thought of him remaining in my family home after he slept with my friend makes my blood boil.

      “He wasn’t exactly happy about it, but he was less happy about you starting eviction proceedings against him.” Grams’s tone is sour.

      It was Grams who had suggested I tie him in to a rental contract, giving him the six months he claimed he needed to find a new place to live. It allowed me to put a lawyer between him and me, thwarting his real reason for wanting to stay—trying to win me back.

      “You really threatened him with eviction,” I say, unable to help the smile as I think of my diminutive grandmother fronting up to my belligerent ex. “I thought you were joking about that.”

      “I never joke about taking legal action—and I would have been more than happy to drag that man through the courts for what he did to you.”

      Gram’s strong support of me not only lifts a weight from my shoulders, but it also results in my last link to Tyrone being severed. It has taken a little courage and no small amount of arguing to force Tyrone to accept that there is no way I am coming back to him. He even tried to use the house we shared—the house my parents left me in their will—to get me to come home.

      First, he insisted I return to help him sort through our shared belongings. When I reminded him I was in New Zealand to support my great-aunt while she recovered from a broken ankle, he used the dire rental market in Sydney as a reason he could not leave immediately.

      His ploy was obvious. Tyrone believes I’m heading back to Sydney at the end of this month and that I will need a place to stay myself. In his mind, we’ll be sharing the house, and he’ll have an opportunity to win me back.

      What he doesn’t know is that my impatient aunt had a fall. I agreed to stay an extra month in Waiawa to help her out, meaning I won’t be returning to Sydney until after Christmas. He’s also unaware that I don’t know if I even want to move back into my old family home, given it was too large for the two of us and it now holds some unpleasant memories. His covering the bills for six months will give me time and emotional distance to make my decision about what to do with the house.

      And when I return to Sydney with my grandmother after celebrating a family Christmas in Waiawa, she is happy for me to live with her until I have my own place.

      “Clara? Clara, are you still there?”

      “Sorry, Grams, I was reading,” I tell her, somewhat reluctant to share my elation at finally being free of Tyrone. She would be disappointed by my gloating over how we’ve thwarted Tyrone, although she’s surprisingly pleased we’re no longer together, making me wonder if she had ever really liked my ex.

      “It all looks fine, Grams.”

      “Good. And I have organised to pick up your things at the end of the week. Tyrone will be away for work, which gives me a couple of days to go through things. Are you sure you want everything placed in storage? I could send you some more clothes.”

      “I’m only here a few more weeks. It seems such a waste of money to send anything over,” I tell her.

      Although that isn’t the full reason I’m happy to leave everything behind. Most of the clothes hanging in my wardrobe at home are from my corporate Clara phase. Tyrone approved those clothes, and in recent weeks, I’ve discovered they don’t represent who I really am.

      When Aunt Maggie arrived back in Waiawa from London, she’d brought back an amazing wardrobe of ’70s and ’80s designer clothes from her time working in the fashion industry in Soho. When I’d turned up on her doorstep with limited things to wear, she had gifted the lot to me.

      The past few weeks, I have been wearing cute designer dresses, pants, and shirts, combining them with the simple separates I’d added to my wardrobe, giving myself a real Audrey Hepburn vibe. Maggie has also been helping me alter some of the more flamboyant items so I don’t stand out too much in this conservative southern town.

      As I’ve expanded my wardrobe, I’ve learned that shy Clara—the Clara I’d become with Tyrone who was happy to be in the background—is not who I truly am, and the clothes I wear are now reflecting my new inner confidence.

      “How is Maggie doing now?” Grams asks, drawing me back to the conversation.

      I chuckle. “She finally listened to her physio and is taking it one step at a time.”

      “My darling sister must hate taking things slowly.”

      “She does. But after she fell because she refused to use her cane, the doctor warned her that if she ever wants to be fully mobile again, she must follow the physio’s instructions.”

      “I bet that hasn’t helped her mood at all.”

      I worry my bottom lip between my teeth as I consider telling my grandmother that Maggie hasn’t quite been herself.

      “Clara, what is it?”

      Damn. She knows me too well. Even that slight pause alerted her that something is wrong.

      “It’s just…. Well, Maggie has been quiet since the fall.”

      “Quiet?” Grams infuses that one word with a bucket-load of concern.

      “Yes, she’s not as feisty as she usually is. Things that would normally annoy her and have her complaining or calling for action, she ignores.”

      “Like?”

      “For instance, last week, Joe, the builder doing the shop renovations, said he wanted to delay starting on the bookshop until today because he had some extra work at the Hope Estate. We were all set up for him to come, and we’d organised to be there to open for him and get him started, and we’d also planned for the shop to be closed the following day for him to move the stairs. Normally Maggie would have blasted him and told him that Dominic’s work could wait, as she was running a business, and he’d made a commitment.”

      “Sounds like my sister.”

      “Instead, she said it was fine and that we’d work around him.”

      “Mmm, not like my sister at all!”

      Grams is clearly concerned, and I hadn’t meant to worry her. She has enough on her plate, what with running her giftshop and helping me sort out the mess with Tyrone.

      “I’m sure this is just a minor blip and she will be back to her old self soon,” I tell her, attempting to soothe her fears.

      “Well, if you’re sure…. You will let me know if you’re really worried? I appreciate your looking after Maggie for me, but if it’s too much, I can always pop onto a plane and come over.”

      My phone buzzes with a text, and I ignore it.

      “Everything is fine,” I tell Grams. “Besides, you’re coming for Christmas in a few weeks, and these two months are your busiest time of year.” I hope pointing that out will focus her thoughts elsewhere, but she isn’t so easily diverted.

      “Clara, I want you to promise to keep me posted. When we get to a certain age, falls like the one Maggie had can have a lasting psychological effect. I’m serious when I say I want you to let me know if Maggie doesn’t perk up soon. It may mean we need to think of organising some form of supported living arrangement.”

      I want to tell my grandmother not to be ridiculous. Maggie is fiercely independent and more than capable of looking after herself—she is only just into her seventies, after all. Then I think back over the past week, and I suddenly realise Maggie is a little more frail than she had been. Even Marple, her golden retriever puppy, has taken to following her around as if she can’t bear to leave her alone.

      “I will,” I promise as my phone buzzes again. Checking the screen, I see I have two missed calls from Paul.

      “Sorry, Grams, someone is trying to get hold of me. I have to go. I’ll talk to you in a couple of days.”

      “Okay, love. Take care. And give my love to Maggie.”

      “Will do. Bye.”

      In addition to the two missed calls, Paul’s also sent a text, which appears on my home screen.

      
        
          
            
              
        Pick up Maggie and get here quick.

      

      

      

      

      

      My heart pounds in my chest. Has something happened to Paul—or to Marple? I stuff my laptop and work folders into my bag, grab my keys, and rush for the door, expecting the sound of sirens to fill the air at any moment as the emergency services rush to deal with whatever has happened at the bookshop.
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      Maggie

      “That hip’s still a little tender, hey, Maggie,” Kyle the physiotherapist says, stating the obvious in his clipped South African accent.

      “If you didn’t poke and prod it so much, it would heal more quickly,” I grumble, but there isn’t much heat in my words.

      “Humph.” Kyle adjusts the bed, then helps me up. “Stand straight for me, Maggie. Good, now how does the ankle feel being out of the boot?”

      “It feels fine. Me? I’m not sure I trust it after… well, you know, the fall thing.”

      Kyle’s eyes narrow. “We won’t discuss your foolish move of removing the Moon Boot early and trying to walk unassisted. Your ankle is now ready to be walked on, but you must take it slowly. And use that stick.”

      In his no-nonsense tone, he walks me through my paces before outlining my exercises for the week.

      “Three times a day, I want you to stand unassisted on both feet for five seconds only. Make sure you have a chair close by that you can use for balance should anything go wrong.”

      “I understand,” I tell him.

      “Show me now so I can see you’re doing it right.”

      I let go of the chair I’m holding on to, count to five, then rest my weight back on the chair.

      “Good. Now, like I said, do that three times a day. Otherwise, I want you to use your walking stick or hold on to something when you move more than a couple of steps. I can’t stress this enough. You need to strengthen that ankle, and reteach it to hold your weight. If all is good when I see you on Friday, we might try some uneven surfaces with the cane.”

      “Okay.” I lower myself onto the chair and pull on my socks.

      “See you then.” Once Kyle has closed the treatment room door behind himself, I slump back into the chair and allow myself a brief pity party.

      How have I come to this? This slow grind back to full health has me doubting I’ll ever get back to where I was before I broke my ankle. And the bruised hip from the fall worries me that this is what my life will be—doctor’s visits and physiotherapy appointments. I’ve always prided myself on my independence. Now, I worry I will always need someone to help me, and I can’t even begin to imagine what that will look like.

      Clara has been a godsend. She drives me everywhere and helps around the bookshop when she’s not busy with her graphic design work. And Paul pops in most days. Today he even dropped me off at the physiotherapists before going in and opening the shop. He’s mostly finished school now and only has his final assessments to complete, which means he can fit his studying in around helping me—so long as his grandmother, my friend Penny, is satisfied that he’s keeping up with his schoolwork.

      Still, it’s difficult relying on others. Even though I know they don’t mind, I’m used to doing things myself.

      I suck in a breath, then lean down and put on my trainers. Yuck. I’m so sick of wearing trainers too. What I wouldn’t give for a stylish pair of sandals or even some funky boots.

      Before standing, I slip the shift-style tunic dress over my head. I’m happy to wear leggings in the privacy of the treatment room, but there’s no way I’d be seen dead wearing them on the street!

      I push myself to my feet and pull the blue-and-white geometric-patterned material down to almost my knees. The outfit would have been complete with my blue ballet flats. Instead, I have these clunky blue-and-white New Balance shoes on—all the better for my balance, ha ha ha.

      Inside my bag, my phone buzzes, dragging me out of my funk. It’s probably Paul telling me to get a wriggle on because he has something to do at school. The text is from Paul, but it’s telling me Clara will pick me up and take us to the store.

      Despite telling myself I will no longer let the little things get to me, I feel my brows tugging into a frown. Clara was supposed to relieve Paul at the bookstore, and he would take me home. I would then spend the afternoon doing paperwork, out of the way of the building works.

      I gather my walking stick and pull my messenger bag over my shoulder before taking deliberately slow steps out to the reception area. As I reach into my bag to get my purse to pay for my session, I glimpse my car pulling up by the door.

      Carrie, the receptionist, reminds me I have an appointment booked for Friday, and I thank her. I should ask her how her drinks went the previous Friday. She’d been excited about meeting up with a few friends from school at the pub, then going out for dinner.

      Asking about it would be the social thing to do. However, with my attention being on why Clara is picking me up instead of Paul and plotting a risk-free route to the door, I don’t have the mental capacity or the will to follow up.

      “Thanks, Carrie,” I say, slipping my purse back into my bag. “I’ll see you Friday,” I throw over my shoulder, and then I concentrate on each stilted step across the carpet before exiting through the automatic doors.

      Finally, I reach the car, and I lean against the vehicle, congratulating myself on having made it so far without that blasted Moon Boot and without falling. Kyle advised me that celebrating the small wins is the best way to keep my spirits up rather than concentrating on how far I still have to go.

      It’s all a little New Age for my tastes. I’m trying it, though, as my “push through it and get on with life” approach ended up with me on the floor, unable to get up. During the week and a bit since the fall, I’ve been following his advice to the letter.

      Okay, I have to admit, I’m also doing it because Dr Bajaj’s scolding put the fear of death into me. After he’d finished informing me that I was lucky I had not landed myself back in Dunedin hospital with a broken hip, he then continued to lecture me—his Indian accent intensifying as it always does when he is upset. “Ms Thompson, you can no longer go gallivanting about like a teenager. You are a lady of mature years and must respect your body.”

      I was so sore and so rattled, it hadn’t even occurred to me to take him to task for calling me old, which was what he had done, no matter how nicely he packaged the message.

      “Maggie, do you need a hand with the door?” Clara asks brightly.

      “What? No, thanks, Clara.”

      I sling my bag onto the floor before manoeuvring myself into the passenger’s seat. Pulling the seatbelt on, I half turn and ask, “How come you’ve been called to do taxi duty? And why are we heading to the bookshop?”

      “Just a minute.” Clara eases the car into the flow of traffic. “I’ve no idea. I got an SOS text from Paul, and here I am.”

      “I haven’t heard any sirens,” I say, and this brings a smile to her lips.

      “Funny you should say that. I was listening out for them, too, so it can’t be anything too bad, right?”

      Nodding, I’m about to agree with her when I spot the police car parked outside A Novel Story, my second-hand and antique bookstore. As we drive past before turning around the corner to make our way to the carpark behind the shop, I spot Paul standing outside the bakery next door, Marple snuggled in his arms.

      “I take that back,” Clara says as she brings the car to a halt.

      I turn in my seat to find myself face to face with crime scene tape crisscrossing the back door of my shop.

      “And my day was going so well,” I groan.
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      Clara

      Staring at the yellow crime scene tape across the back door of the bookshop, I’m frozen in place, my mind spinning. What in the heck happened in there? My second thought, after the initial shock, is how will I get Maggie back round to the front of the shop without incident? I can’t risk her stumbling on the uneven ground.

      Should I drive round the block and stop out front? Or should I get the dreaded crutches out of the back? She was so pleased to get rid of them. Will she snap at me if I suggest she use them again?

      A knock on the window makes me jump. I wind it down, and a familiar face appears.

      “Hi, Maggie, Clara. Would you mind moving over to the other side of the carpark? We need to get the forensic team’s van in here,” Police Sergeant Bevan Richardson says.

      It takes a moment for his words to register. Perhaps it’s because he’s not in uniform. Of course—they moved him to the Criminal Investigations Unit in Invercargill, and they probably wear plain clothes there. Or perhaps the momentary confusion is due to my brain processing the fact that a forensic team needs to get into Maggie’s shop.

      Has there been an accident? A burglary?

      “We’re not moving until you tell us what’s going on,” Maggie snaps, and I quirk a smile at the glimmer of excitement I hear mixed in with her familiar no-nonsense tone of voice. She almost sounds back to her normal self.

      “You’ll know when I do, Maggie. I’ve only just arrived myself. I was on my way to Invercargill when I got the call to turn around and meet the forensic team. My boss is on the way up, too, and once he’s here, we’ll all find out more.”

      Beside me, Maggie snorts. “Or I could just go into my store now and find out what’s going on.”

      Bevan’s brows draw together as they always do when Maggie voices her lack of respect for the local police. “Maggie, you know that if you did that, I’d be compelled to restrain you. How about Clara takes you home, and I’ll come and see you once I’m finished here.”

      Admiring Bevan’s optimism doesn’t stop me from tensing as I wait for Maggie to blow up and put him in his place. Instead, she sinks back in her seat, her fingers twisting in her lap.

      Defiance tugs at my gut at the defeated expression on Maggie’s face, the spark of excitement I just heard now gone. Behind us, a police van pulls into the small carpark, and Bevan motions for them to wait.

      “What’s it to be, Maggie?”

      Before she answers, the back door to the bakery opens, and a tall woman dressed in baker’s whites emerges, her grey hair pulled back under a cap. Her eyes flick from the car to the van, then back to Maggie, and she smiles. She moves swiftly to the car, opens Maggie’s door, and leans in.

      “Maggie, why don’t you come upstairs to Charlotte’s place? We can bring you up to speed, and Bevan can come see you when he’s done.”

      “I’ve just suggested Maggie go home, Penny,” Bevan says.

      I tense again. Why does he have to poke the bear just when a solution presents itself? “There’s no point her waiting round here for hours,” he adds.

      Surprisingly, given her behaviour over the past week, Maggie ignores Bevan’s suggestion to return home and allows her best friend and bakery owner to assist her from the car, pick up her bag, then escort her into the bakery.

      “Bevan, can’t you give me an idea of what’s going on?” I ask, hoping to wheedle something from him now Maggie’s gone. We’ve spent a bit of time together with his sister and her mates, and I feel like we’re becoming good friends. Every now and then, I sense maybe, given time and different circumstances, we could have become even more. I hate to play on our growing bond, but I also want to find out what happened inside the bookshop.

      “Clara, as I said, I only arrived a few minutes before you. All I was told is that someone found a skeleton in the bookshop, and that’s everything I know.”

      “Someone found a what now?”

      Bevan glances around and is suddenly all formal policeman when he spies a constable rounding the corner, carrying some more police tape. “If you could move your car over there, please, Ms Lei.”

      This version of Bevan is more severe than the cute guy I partner with to play pool down the pub. Then he winks. “I suggest once you’ve parked over there, you search out Paul. He should be able to tell you more.”

      I grin up at the tall, burly police officer, sending him a grateful smile. He may have to follow the rules, and he may be a little annoyed at Maggie, me, and the other members of our Mystery Book Club for investigating Lawrence Hope’s murder against his advice, but he still has compassion and a sense of fun. He’s likely also considered that things will be simpler if Maggie isn’t kept in the dark while the police investigate the incident in her bookshop.

      I park the car where he instructed and make my way to the front of the shop next door to the bookshop. I find Paul drinking a coffee, no doubt provided by his Aunt Charlotte, Penny’s youngest daughter and co-owner of the bakery. Marple is at his feet, head on her paws, watching the passing traffic. As I move to stand beside him, a young police officer steps between us and says, “Paul is not to talk to anyone until the
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