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      “When was the last time this place had a spruce up?”

      Izzy McIntosh asked the question with a sour expression.  Lips pursed, she surveyed the blank space in front of them.  It had taken them the better part of the day to uncover this one interior wall of the Sweet Read Bookstore.  With the help of some very industrious teenagers, this Sunday had been spent taking books off shelves, and then moving the bare shelving units aside.  The coffee station had been taken apart and moved to the opposite corner of the sales floor.  T-shirts and sweaters had been taken from their racks and then temporarily folded into cardboard boxes and stacked aside, and now the racks themselves vied for space with the reading tables, all of them pushed together and out of the way.

      The end result was this one side wall, completely exposed for the first time in years.  Decades.  Longer, possibly.  Honestly, neither Izzy nor Darcy Sweet knew how long it had been since the store had been “spruced up,” as Izzy put it.  They were partners in the Sweet Read Bookstore, and together they had realized something.  Their store…well, for lack of a better word, it looked a bit drab.  Time for a refresh.  Past time, in fact.

      The store had been passed down to Darcy by her Great Aunt Millie, and that was back when Darcy was still a twenty-something young woman with stars in her eyes.  Now she was edging up against fifty—she tried not to shudder at the very thought—and this was the first time she could remember seeing the entirety of this wall.  It was a blank canvas of dingy white.  Or, eggshell.  Maybe ecru?  Well, whatever its original color was supposed to be, the paint scheme had never changed in here, not even once.  Now that was about to change and Darcy was so excited about the whole project!  She was thinking of a warm, soft purple hue.  Something inviting and pleasing to look at.  Izzy was a full partner in the store, as well as being one of Darcy’s best friends, but the building belonged to Darcy.  So ultimately, the choice was hers.

      Unlike Izzy, who had her makeup in place and her curly hair held back with a butterfly stickpin, Darcy had dust in her graying black hair.  It was all over her sweatshirt and old, ripped jeans, too.  She was pretty sure there were streaks of dirt across her heart-shaped face.  The store was usually closed on Sundays, but Darcy had been hard at work all day, getting ready to paint.

      Izzy had ducked out hours ago to get ready for a date.  She might be in her forties, just a bit younger than Darcy, but her social life was as active as it had ever been.  Darcy’s date night usually involved staying in with her husband and kids and she wouldn’t have it any other way.  Izzy, ever the romantic, was still looking for Mister Right.  Darcy snuck a look at her with a wry grin.  If that green dress was any indication, sleeveless and low-cut, then Izzy’s latest beau might just be that guy…finally.

      “I mean, look at that wall,” Izzy asked now, one fist on a hip.  “It’s giving me serious flashbacks of high school.  I’m not talking about the good times behind the bleachers, either.”

      Darcy could only shake her head.  “My Great Aunt Millie owned this place for a long time before me, but she wasn’t the first owner.  Before this was a bookstore it was a shoe shop.  It didn’t last long.  I guess there wasn’t a lot of call for men’s dress shoes in a tourist town like Misty Hollow, even back then.  It does explain the paint job, though.”

      “Yeah, I guess.  You don’t think Millie ever painted?  Rearranged the furniture in here?  Anything?”

      Darcy smiled, remembering her very matter-of-fact Aunt Millie spending hours in this place.  This store meant the world to her.  To Darcy, too.  The two of them would spend hours here, day in and day out, back when Darcy was just a teenager.  Back before Millie died, God rest her soul.  They had both loved this place, so very much.  Loved books, loved matching customers with just the right work of fiction or historical novel, romance or self-help book.  Millie had passed the love of it on to Darcy, along with the store.

      Darcy still remembered the way Millie would smile whenever she was here, like the place itself made her feel happy.

      When you have something you love, Millie used to say, you don’t ask it to change for you.

      Darcy supposed that was true, because Millie had never changed much of anything in here except to update the inventory of books every year.  But, after the water pipe had burst two weeks ago, it had been necessary to replace several floorboards and ceiling tiles.  While they were at it, Darcy figured it was time to give some much-needed attention to this place that she loved so much.

      First and foremost, she wanted to get rid of this very dreary color.

      “I think I’ve got this from here,” she told Izzy with a sigh.  “Why don’t you head out on your date?  Jon is watching our kids tonight.  He knows I’m going to be a while yet.”

      “Are you sure?”  Izzy checked her slender bangle watch.  She was obviously eager to go, but she was a good friend.  She wouldn’t leave Darcy alone with all of this if she thought she was needed.  “After all, I wasn’t here to help for most of the day.”

      “Colby’s friends from the high school handled it nicely.  Did you see the size of some of those kids?  I’ve seen professional football players who weren’t that big!”

      “I’ll say.  I think some of them might have been held back a grade.  Or two,” she laughed, and checked her watch again.  “Lucky for you they were.  You got all that free labor and only had to pay them with pizza for lunch!”

      Giving her a quick hug, Darcy pushed her playfully toward the door.  “For Pete’s sake, go on, already!  You’ve got a man waiting for you and I’ve only got a few more things to do here.  Besides, you aren’t going to be much help in those high heels.  I want to give this wall a coat of primer so we can get ready to paint for real tomorrow.  I don’t want our store closed for more than a week.”

      “I agree!” Izzy laughed.  “You don’t pay me enough to take a forced vacation.  Oh, hey.  Don’t forget to tape off that weird bulge in the wall.  Tomorrow, I’ll help you cut that section out and replace it with drywall before we paint.”

      “It’s not just drywall,” Darcy pointed out.  “This building is older than I am and they really knew how to build things back then.  It’s drywall layered over plywood and God alone knows what else.  We’ll have our work cut out for us!  Get it?  Cut out?  Get it?”

      “Ha, ha.”  Izzy rolled her eyes, hard.  “Very funny.  All right, I’m off then.  I’ll see you tomorrow!”

      After Izzy was gone, Darcy stared at the offending section of wall.  For all these years, it had been invisible, hidden behind a free-standing shelf unit.  Before today, Darcy never had any reason to move those shelves because it was fine right where it was.  Now that it was out of the way, they had found that a section of the wall was bubbled out in a shallow oval.  It started just a foot above the floor and ended just above Darcy’s head.  It was only a few feet wide, and pushed out from the otherwise flat surface just an inch or so—easy enough to miss when it was hidden.  She supposed it was more of the water damage, but honestly, it reminded her of the surface of an egg.  She could easily imagine something inside, growing, gestating, waiting for when the time was right to burst its way out…

      Darcy shook that thought off with a chuckle.  October was next month, and their streaming services were already filling up with horror movies.  Everything from Paranorman to that dreadful remake of that one zombie classic.  She must have Halloween on her mind to be thinking crazy thoughts like that.  It was getting late, and she was in the shop by herself, and it shouldn’t be surprising that her mind would settle on something so spooky.  She looked at the wall again.  It was just a simple imperfection.  Old buildings got them all the time.  There was nothing for it but to go ahead with what Izzy had suggested, and tape this oval section off, and then cut it away tomorrow so they could⁠—

      Darcy reached out and pressed her fingertips to the middle of that imperfection.  When she did, she felt something like liquid electricity climbing up her arm, under her skin.  It stopped her cold.

      An image flashed through her mind and pushed those thoughts aside.

      Darkness surrounded her.  She wasn’t blind, and her eyes were open, it was just impossibly dark.  There was no light.  There was no air.  She was suffocating.  She had the impression of being stuffed into a cramped space that was hot and constricting.  Everything in her screamed that she had to get out.

      She couldn’t get out!

      Why couldn’t she get out?

      She clawed at the coffin-like space until her fingers were raw, until her fingernails broke.  Until her spirit broke, and the darkness wrapped itself around her and stole her away⁠—

      Darcy jerked back, breaking the physical contact she had endured with the wall.  The images that had been flooding her senses now faded away, and the room around her came into focus again.  She took a breath, reassuring herself that she was actually in the bookstore.  She wasn’t trapped, and there was plenty of air.  All of that had just been a vision.  That’s all it was.  It wasn’t real.

      Or was it?

      This wasn’t the first time something like this had happened to Darcy.  The family gift, passed down from mother to daughter, gave her certain paranormal abilities.  For instance, she could see ghosts.  Talk to them, too.

      Her sixth sense, for lack of a better term, had brought her a full but complicated life.  Ghosts popping up at odd moments, demanding her attention, asking for her help…not exactly the sort of skill you can list on a resumé.  That wasn’t all of it, though.

      She didn’t tell a lot of people about her abilities.  This was her secret to keep or share as she saw fit, and usually it was a secret she kept to herself.  Over her life she had learned the family gift allowed her to do lots of things most people couldn’t.  Then again, most people led normal, hum-drum lives.  Darcy Sweet’s life was anything but normal.

      For instance, the gift let her see certain things.  Visions.  Mental flashes.  Brief images from other people’s past lives.  Sometimes, even the future.  It let her know things that she couldn’t possibly know otherwise.  Usually, that sort of thing only happened when she touched a person, or when she held an object that held a particular importance to someone.

      But a wall?  This was the first time she had ever touched a wall and had that sort of strong reaction.  Apparently, you actually could teach an old dog new tricks.

      She shook her hand, trying to work feeling back into her tingling fingers.  That hurt!  For a moment, she stared at that space on the wall, wondering.  Her hand inched out, of its own accord, fingers twitching to touch that spot again…

      And she yanked it back.

      “Nope!  Not doing that again.  Fool me once, shame on me.  Fool me twice, and you might as well put a dunce cap on my head because no way am I letting that happen again!”

      Still, Darcy stared at the wall.  What was that all about?  That bulge…the vision she’d had…something more was going on here than just a little water damage.  Something was happening here.  Maybe something bad.  Something…mysterious.

      “Well,” she grumped.  “The mysterious is all around us, like I always say.  Usually, you have to look for it.  Today it’s staring me in the face!”

      There must be something inside of this wall.  That had to be what the vision meant.  Suddenly she knew exactly what she was going to have to do, if she wanted to find out what was going on.  She would have to cut into the wall, shine a flashlight into the space between the studs, and see what was there for herself.  Izzy had already promised to help her do exactly that tomorrow.  Darcy had been fine with leaving the hard work for later, but now…after what just happened?

      This couldn’t wait.

      The problem, of course, was that she didn’t keep cutting tools here in the bookstore.  Today was just supposed to be about clearing the space and putting up a coat of primer.  She had planned to bring a saw with her tomorrow.  A utility knife, too.  Maybe a few other things that had a sharp edge.  The point—ha, ha, pun intended—was that she couldn’t get into this wall herself.  To be honest, she didn’t want to do it alone.

      Thankfully, she wouldn’t have to.

      She kept her eye on the wall, as if something might actually jump out at her through that irregular blister, and backed her way across the room over to the sales counter.  She stumbled over a chair, and bumped up against one of the tables that had been pushed aside, and wondered why she was walking backward in the first place.  If someone did come into the shop at that moment, they would probably think she was being ridiculous.

      Maybe so, but she wasn’t taking her eyes off that wall again.

      On the counter, next to the shop computer and her bobblehead of Mark Twain, was her cellphone.  She’d never gotten into the habit of carrying it with her wherever she stood.  Having it in the room was good enough for her.  The further away, the better.  She and cellphones had a dubious history.  Ghosts could dial into cellphones, as it turned out, and they had a habit of calling her.  Whenever they did, it was rarely for a pleasant little chat.  More like haunting messages of gloom and doom.  She’d tried letting them all go to
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