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Chapter	1
Christa	 watched	 Sam,	 mesmerized

by	the	sight	and	smell	of	his	naked	chest

as	 he	 squeezed	 past	 her,	 clad	 only	 in

shorts	 and	 work	 boots.	 His	 shoulders

were	 broader	 than	 she	 remembered,	 his

chest	 and	 stomach	 finely	 sculpted.	 A

narrow	line	of	dark	hair	arrowed	from	his

navel	and	disappeared	into	the	top	of	his

shorts.	She	kept	her	hands	trapped	to	her



sides,	 only	 an	 effort	 of	 will	 preventing

her	 from	 touching	 the	glistening	 skin	on

display.	 The	muscles	 in	 his	 back	 shifted

as	he	rummaged	through	the	depths	of	the

fridge.	 A	 sheen	 of	 sweat	 from	 the	 hard

physical	 exercise	 on	 a	 hot	 day	made	his

tanned	skin	glisten	like	bronze.	The	smell

of	sweat	brought	on	by	his	hard	physical

labor	 that	 day	 drifted	 to	 her	 nose.	 Her

breath	came	faster	and	her	heart	thumped

loudly	 in	 her	 chest	 at	 the	 look,	 the	 feel,



the	 smell	 of	 him.	 Her	 nipples	 tightened

and	heat	began	to	spiral	deep	at	her	core.

He	 stopped	 and	gazed	 into	 her	 eyes	 and

she	felt	lost	in	their	warm	brown	depths.

Christa	 woke	 suddenly	 from	 her

light	 doze,	 her	 thoughts	 dazed	 by	 her

dream	 of	 Sam.	 She	 felt	 the	 lingering

traces	 of	 arousal,	 and	 blushed	 in

confusion.	 He	 was	 her	 friend	 for

goodness’	 sake!	 Yes	 it	 was	 true	 he’d

taken	 his	 shirt	 off	 earlier	 in	 the	 day	 and



she	 had	 stopped	 to	 admire	 him.	 She’d

have	 to	 be	 dead	 not	 to	 appreciate	 the

view.	It	certainly	didn’t	mean	anything.

She	was	exhausted	and	had	nodded

off	on	 the	couch.	 Izzy	was	settled	 in	her

newly	made	bed,	with	her	moth	eaten	but

much	loved	Bertie	Bear	tucked	in	beside

her.	 Habit	 had	 taken	 Christa	 first	 to	 the

front	 door	 to	 check	 it	 was	 locked,	 and

then	 on	 a	 circuit	 around	 the	 house	 to

make	 sure	 everything	was	 secure	 before



she	went	to	sleep.	In	the	long	bleak	nights

after	Tony	had	died,	she	had	found	some

small	 comfort	 from	 performing	 the

nightly	rituals	that	had	been	his.

Caressing	 the	 once	 beautiful	wood

of	 a	 door	 frame,	 her	 thoughts	 drifted	 to

the	 plans	 she	 had	 for	 renovating	 the

graceful	 old	 house.	 Once	 their	 purchase

had	 been	 finalized	 she	 and	 Sam	 had

inspected	 it	 from	 top	 to	 bottom,	 using	 a

set	of	old	plans	she	had	managed	to	track



down	 from	 the	 local	 Historical	 Society.

From	 them	 they	 could	 tell	 where	 the

house	 had	 been	 changed	 over	 the	 years.

Surprisingly,	most	 of	 the	 original	 layout

was	 still	 intact	 and	 the	 underlying

structure	sound,	so	most	of	the	renovation

would	 be	 surface	 improvements,

including	the	redecorating	of	course.	The

sweeping	wraparound	verandas	with	their

ornate	 wood	 lace	 needed	 a	 few	 posts

replaced	 due	 to	 dry	 rot	 but	 were



otherwise	 in	 good	 shape.	 All	 the	 sash

windows	 needed	 to	 be	 rehung	 to	 stop

their	 rattling	 whenever	 the	 wind	 rose	 to

more	 than	 a	 slight	 breeze.	 Minor	 fixes

really,	given	the	age	of	the	house.

Sadly	 the	 kitchen	 area	 had	 been

‘modernized’,	 more	 than	 a	 couple	 of

times	 by	 the	 look	 of	 it.	 The	 old	 range

with	its	brick	surround	was	still	there,	but

someone	 had	 painted	 the	 brickwork

chocolate	 brown	 with	 bright	 orange



swirls,	circa	1970,	and	judging	by	the	dirt

and	grime	clinging	its	surfaces,	the	range

had	obviously	not	been	used	for	years.

Christa	couldn’t	wait	to	track	down

the	 old	 cellar	 on	 the	 plans.	 More	 than

likely	 the	 cellar	 door	 had	 been	 boarded

over	 and	 its	 location	 forgotten	 by

subsequent	tenants	of	the	house.	Sam	was

very	 keen	 to	 see	 if	 it	 would	 be	 a	 good

space	 for	 storing	 his	 extensive	 wine

collection,	 but	 so	 far,	 they	 hadn’t	 been



able	 to	 discover	 the	 entrance.	 The	 age

and	grubby	state	of	the	plans	made	them

difficult	 to	 decipher,	 but	 Christa	 was

pretty	sure	 the	original	access	must	have

been	from	somewhere	in	the	kitchen.

She	was	confident	that	if	the	cellar

entrance	 were	 there,	 they	 would	 find	 it

eventually.	In	the	meantime	Sam’s	bottles

of	 wine	would	 just	 have	 to	 be	 stored	 in

the	 big	 cupboard	 under	 the	 stairs.	 She

was	 looking	 forward	 to	 restoring	 the



place	 to	 make	 a	 showcase	 for	 her

growing	home	renovation	business.

She	 shook	 her	 head	 tiredly	 as	 she

thought	 of	 how	 late	 it	was.	 Satisfied	 the

house	 was	 secure,	 she	 trudged	 upstairs.

Instead	 of	 the	 luxury	 bath	 she	 had	 been

promising	 herself	 in	 the	 newly	 cleaned

and	 gleaming	 claw	 footed	 bathtub,	 she

made	do	with	a	tepid	shower	of	brownish

water	 then	 crawled	 into	 bed.	As	 she	 lay

there,	 listening	 to	 the	 sounds	 of	 the	 old



house	 settling	 around	 her,	 her	 thoughts

drifted	 again	 to	 Sam.	 Her	 longtime	 best

friend.	A	man	who’d	been	 there	 through

the	worst	days	of	her	life,	and	now,	some

of	 the	 best.	 They’d	 bought	 this	 house

together,	 moved	 in	 and	 now	 he	 was

taking	a	well-earned	break	from	teaching

and	 novel	writing	 by	 going	 skiing.	With

thoughts	 of	 him	 warming	 her,	 she

plunged	 into	 a	 deep	 sleep,	 despite	 the

sounds	 of	 the	 storm	 outside	 and	 the



unfamiliar	noises	of	a	strange	house.

Izzy	 was	 dreaming	 that	 she	 was

very	cold	and	trapped	in	a	dark	place.	She

was	 very	 scared	 and	 that	 made	 her	 cry.

She	 opened	 her	 eyes	 and	 was	 awake	 in

her	own	bed,	warm	and	cozy	with	Bertie

snuggled	up	next	to	her.	She	missed	Fidel

being	curled	up	at	the	end	of	her	bed,	but

she	hadn’t	been	able	to	coax	him	inside	at

bedtime.	 He	 had	 just	 looked	 at	 her	 and

meowed	to	let	her	know	he	was	sorry	but



he	was	staying	where	he	was.

The	 thunderstorm	 must	 have

stopped	 while	 she	 was	 asleep	 because

now	 it	 was	 very	 quiet	 and	 through	 the

gap	in	the	curtains	the	moon	was	shining

in,	 the	best	 night-light	 in	 the	world.	Her

own	 nightlight,	 plugged	 in	 next	 to	 her

bed	 wasn’t	 half	 as	 bright	 as	 the

moonlight.	 But	 somebody	 was	 crying,

just	 like	 she	 and	 Mummy	 cried	 when

Daddy	 died,	 because	 they	 were	 so	 sad



and	 lonely	 for	 him.	 She	 had	 been	 very

little	 when	 it	 happened	 but	 she

remembered	 lots	 about	 him.	 One	 of	 her

favorites	was	 the	way	he	had	 swung	her

high	in	the	air	every	night	when	he	came

home.	 Another	 was	 a	 cuddle	 before

bedtime	when	he	would	read	her	“Where

the	Wild	Things	Are”,	 her	 favorite	 book

at	the	time.

The	 crying	 was	 coming	 from	 the

wardrobe.	Now	Izzy	thought	about	it,	she



knew	 the	 room	 didn’t	 feel	 cold	 at	 all,	 it

was	 the	crying	which	was	so	sad	 it	gave

her	goose	bumps.	She	climbed	out	of	bed,

clutching	Bertie.

“Hello?”	 she	 whispered,	 “who’s

there?”

The	 crying	 stopped,	 but	 nobody

answered.	 Izzy	 crept	 over	 to	 the

wardrobe,	opened	the	door	and	peered	in.

At	 first	 she	 couldn’t	 see	 anything

inside,	but	as	her	eyes	adjusted	she	could



see	someone	crouched	in	one	of	the	back

corners.	 It	 was	 a	 girl,	 wearing	 a	 white

nightgown.	 She	 looked	 very	 cold	 and

scared.	 She	 stared	 at	 Izzy	 without

speaking.

“What	are	you	doing	in	here?”	Izzy

asked	softly,	so	sorry	for	the	little	girl	she

felt	like	crying	too.	“Why	are	you	crying?

What’s	your	name?”

The	 girl	 took	 a	 hiccuping	 breath.

“My	name	is	Elizabeth	Arabella	Victoria



Eugenia	Wellsford.	I	am	waiting	for	Papa

to	 let	 me	 out	 when	 he	 has	 finished	 his

‘speriments.”	 Her	 voice	 shook,	 then	 she

continued,	 “But	 the	 storm	 was	 so	 scary

and	 I	have	been	waiting	 for	 so	 long	and

Papa	 doesn’t	 come	 and	 I	 am	 cold	 and

thirsty	 and	 hungry!”	 The	 girl	 started	 to

cry	again.

Leaving	 Bertie	 to	 watch	 the	 girl,

Izzy	 ran	 to	 the	bedside	 table	 for	her	box

of	 tissues.	 She	 took	 it	 back	 to	 the



wardrobe	and	climbed	in,	passing	the	box

to	the	girl,	who	looked	at	them,	puzzled.

“To	 blow	 your	 nose,”	 explained	 Izzy

patiently.	 Lizzy	 nodded	 and	 took	 one,

wiping	 her	 eyes	 and	 then	 blowing	 her

nose	 thoroughly.	 While	 she	 did,	 Izzy

went	back	to	the	table	for	her	water	glass,

which	 she	 took	 back	 to	 the	 wardrobe.

With	a	grave	thank	you,	the	girl	drank	the

water	 thirstily,	 using	 another	 tissue	 to

wipe	her	mouth	after.



“Aren’t	 you	 cold	 in	 here?”	 asked

Izzy,	“you	can	come	and	sleep	in	my	bed

if	you	want.”

“No	 thank	 you,”	 replied	 the	 girl.

“Papa	will	tell	me	when	it	is	safe	to	come

out.	He	will	 get	 very	 angry	 if	 I	 disobey

him.”

Izzy	didn’t	remember	if	Daddy	had

ever	got	angry	with	her	but	she	knew	she

wouldn’t	 have	 liked	 it.	 But	 the	 girl

looked	so	pale	and	cold…



“I’ve	 got	 an	 idea!	 I’ll	 get	 my

blanket	and	pillow	and	we	can	both	sleep

in	here!”

She	quickly	got	them	from	the	bed

and	 climbed	 back	 into	 the	 wardrobe.

They	 snuggled	 down	 together	 under	 the

warm	 blanket,	 heads	 together	 on	 the

pillow	 and	 toys	 between	 them.	 Sleepily

the	girl	asked,	“What’s	your	name?”

“Isabel	 Maureen	 McKee,”	 replied

Izzy,	equally	 sleepy,	“But	everyone	calls



me	Izzy.”	The	girl	smiled.	“That’s	funny,

everyone	calls	me	Lizzy.	Sort	of	the	same

as	you.”

Izzy	 had	 lots	 of	 questions	 to	 ask

Lizzy,	 but	 now	 she	 was	 too	 sleepy	 and

warm	 to	 ask	 them.	 Besides,	 Lizzy	 was

asleep.	She	would	ask	her	tomorrow.



Christa	 was	 dreaming	 again,	 this

time	 of	 a	 man	 in	 the	 house,	 an	 injured

man	desperately	 struggling	up	 the	 stairs.

She	could	feel	his	panic	and	fear	and	hear

him	gasping	for	breath	as	his	limbs	failed

him.

She	woke	with	 a	 start,	 tears	 in	her

eyes	 at	 the	 tremendous	 sense	 of	 sadness

in	 the	 dream.	 Outside	 the	 rain	 had

resumed	its	incessant	drumming.	With	an

effort	 she	 pushed	 the	 dream	 away	 and



snuggled	 down	 under	 the	 covers,	 warm

and	 safe	 in	 her	 cocoon	 of	 blankets.	 She

was	just	drifting	pleasantly	back	to	sleep

when	she	heard	the	noise.

Eyes	 wide,	 she	 listened	 in	 the

darkness,	straining	to	hear	above	the	rain.

Had	 she	 imagined	 it?	 Was	 it	 just	 the

house	settling?	Maybe	Fidel	had	given	in

and	decided	to	come	inside	–	but	no,	they

hadn’t	installed	the	cat	door	yet.	Perhaps

it	 was	 just	 a	 leftover	 from	 her	 dream,



because	 she	 imagined	 she	 had	 heard

some	 movement	 on	 the	 stairs.	 It	 had

sounded	 like	 a	 thump,	 then	 a	 dragging

sound.	Did	a	voice	cry	out	or	was	 it	 just

the	wind?

It	 was	 no	 use,	 she	 would	 have	 to

get	up	and	have	a	look.	Grabbing	her	cell

phone	 and	 the	 flashlight	 she	 had	 put	 by

the	bed	in	case	the	storm	caused	a	power

failure,	she	swung	her	legs	out	of	bed	and

started	across	the	room.	The	rain	stopped



suddenly,	 leaving	 an	 eerie	 humming

silence	 in	 her	 ears,	 broken	 only	 by	 the

distant	 sound	 of	 rushing	 water	 as	 it

emptied	into	the	drains.

Hardly	 daring	 to	 breathe,	 Christa

crept	 towards	 the	 stairs.	 What	 if	 there

was	 an	 intruder?	Maybe	 she	 should	 just

call	 the	 police	 and	 lock	 herself	 in	 the

nursery	with	 Izzy	until	 they	arrived.	She

was	 pretty	 sure	 it	 had	 just	 been	 her

imagination	–	all	 the	windows	and	doors



had	been	firmly	locked	when	she	went	to

bed,	but	she	would	not	be	able	to	go	back

to	sleep	until	she	had	double	checked.

No	one	on	the	stairs,	but	somehow

the	unsettling	dream	made	her	see	shapes

in	 the	 shadows	 that	 she	 knew	 weren’t

really	 there.	Was	 that	 a	 slumped	 figure?

No,	 of	 course,	 in	 daytime	 it	 was	 the

vacuum	cleaner.	She	had	forgotten	to	put

it	 away	 when	 Verity	 had	 called	 in	 the

afternoon.



Creeping	 downstairs	 she	 saw	 the

moon	 break	 free	 of	 ragged	 clouds	 and

shine	 weakly	 through	 the	 glass	 of	 the

front	 door.	 No	 movements,	 no

unexplained	 noises,	 all	 the	 doors	 and

windows	still	closed	and	locked.	Still,	as

she	was	going	back	up	the	stairs,	Christa

couldn’t	 shake	 the	 feeling	 that	 there	was

something	 out	 of	 place.	 She	 shivered	 as

tingles	 crawled	 up	 her	 spine	 and	 she

could	 feel	 eyes	 on	 her,	 although	 as	 she



turned	 quickly,	 there	 was	 no-one	 to	 be

seen..	 She	 felt	 it	 as	 she	 hurried	 to	 the

landing	and	down	the	hall	to	Izzy’s	room.

With	 a	 mental	 shake,	 and	 a	 stern	 “get

real,	 you	 know	 there’s	 nothing	 there

Christa!”	 she	 shook	 off	 the	 feeling	with

practiced	 ease.	 The	 nursery	 door	 still

stood	 ajar,	 the	 dim	 nightlight	 casting	 a

faint	light	out	onto	the	carpet.

She	 stole	 into	 the	 room	 and	 her

heart	 nearly	 stopped.	 Izzy’s	 bed	 was



empty,	 the	 sheets	 rumpled,	 her	 extra

blanket	on	the	floor.

“Izzy?”	 she	 asked,	 forcing	 her

voice	 around	 the	 lump	 of	 ice	 in	 her

throat.	“Izzy?”

She	gazed	wildly	around	the	room,

trying	 to	 slow	 her	 pulse.	 Where	 was

Izzy?

Frantically	she	peered	under	the	

bed,	in	the	toy	box,	and	then	in	

desperation,		thought,	the	wardrobe!	It	



hung	slightly	open	and	when	she	looked	

inside,	she	saw	a	lump	of	blanket	with	a	

tousled	head	emerging	from	one	end.	

Izzy	was	fast	asleep,	inside	the	wardrobe,	

clutching	Bertie	firmly	in	one	small	hand.

Her	 heartbeat	 returning	 to	 normal,

Christa	 felt	her	 legs	go	weak	with	relief.

Poor	little	love	must	have	been	disturbed

by	 the	 storm,	 but	 odd	 she	 didn’t	 come

and	 get	 into	 bed	 with	 me,	 she	 thought.

Should	 she	 move	 her	 back	 to	 the	 bed?



Christa	 looked	 down	 in	 the	 wardrobe

again	and	decided	that	Izzy	would	be	fine

where	she	was.	Shakily	she	picked	up	the

blanket	 and	 curled	 up	 on	 the	 bed,	 still

clutching	 the	 flashlight	 and	 phone.	How

silly	 she	was	 being,	 spooked	by	 a	 storm

and	 a	 dream.	 The	 room	 was	 very	 cold,

but	 felt	 safer	 somehow	 than	 the	 rest	 of

the	house.	Snuggled	in	the	warm	blanket

the	quiet	 no	 longer	 seemed	 so	menacing

as	 Christa	 felt	 herself	 drifting	 back	 to



sleep.

***

What	 was	 with	 this	 weather?

Christa	thought	to	herself	as	she	put	some

bread	 in	 the	 toaster.	 Her	 eyes	 felt	 gritty

with	 lack	of	 sleep	and	 the	plumbing	had

only	 released	 tepid	brown	water	–	again

—	from	the	shower	this	morning.	She	felt

grumpy	 and	 unwashed	 and	 the	 weather

was	not	helping	her	mood.

At	eight	 in	 the	morning	it	was	still



nearly	 dark	 outside,	 the	 rain	 lashing

down.	 She	 had	 got	 soaked	 making	 the

short	 trip	 from	 the	 house	 to	 the	 utility

room	 with	 Fidel’s	 breakfast.	 The

ungrateful	 beast	 wasn’t	 even	 there.	 She

hoped	 he	 was	 all	 right;	 he	 didn’t	 like

storms	any	more	 than	she	did.	Lightning

flashed,	illuminating	the	back	yard	with	a

painful	 intensity.	 Counting	 the	 seconds,

she	got	 to	 three	before	 there	was	 a	deep

rumble	 of	 thunder	 that	 went	 on	 and	 on,



reverberating	through	the	house.

Blinking	to	clear	her	eyes	from	the

dazzling	 after	 images,	 she	 saw	 a	 man’s

reflection	 in	 the	 window	 as	 he	 walked

along	 the	 hallway,	 past	 the	 kitchen	 door

behind	her.

She	 hadn’t	 realised	 Sam	 had	 got

back	already	–	it	must	have	been	at	least

3am	before	she	had	drifted	off	to	sleep	in

Izzy’s	room.	But	surely	he	was	supposed

to	be	away	for	a	week,	not	just	the	night?



The	 aroma	 of	 brewing	 coffee	 was

filtering	 through	 her	 senses,	 rich	 and

homely	—	 almost	 a	 dose	 of	 caffeine	 in

itself.	 She	 inhaled	 it	 deeply	 in

anticipation	of	her	first	cup	of	the	day.

“You’re	 back	 early,	 is	 everything

OK?	Want	 some	 toast	 and	 coffee?”	 she

called,	slathering	jam	on	the	toast.

No	 answer.	 She	 poked	 her	 head

into	the	hallway.	There	was	no	one	there.

The	 back	 door	 was	 closed	 and	 anyway,



she	would	have	heard	the	screeching	of	it

being	opened	if	he	had	gone	out	that	way.

“Sam?	Sam	is	that	you?”

A	shuffling	coming	down	the	stairs

caught	 her	 attention	 over	 the	 steady

drumming	of	the	rain.	“Sam?”

“No,	just	me	and	Bertie,	Mummy.”

Izzy	came	around	the	corner	in	her

pajamas,	Bertie	dangling	from	one	hand.

“I’m	 starving,	 Mum.	 What’s	 for

breakfast?”



Christa’s	reply	was	drowned	out	by

another	 huge	 rumble	 of	 thunder.	 Two

seconds	this	time	after	the	lightning	flash.

The	 lights	 flickered,	 dimmed,	 and	 then

thankfully,	 came	 back	 to	 normal.	 She

shook	 her	 head.	 Must	 have	 been	 the

storm	 playing	 tricks	 on	 her	 sleep-

deprived	brain.

“Toast	 and	 jam?”	 she	 handed	 the

plate	and	a	glass	of	milk	to	her	daughter,

who	took	them	and	sat	down	at	the	table,



Bertie	 in	 the	 chair	 beside	 her.	 Chewing

thoughtfully,	 Izzy	 said,	 “I	 like	 storms

Mummy.	Lizzy	doesn’t	like	them	though,

she	gets	scared.”

“Lizzy?”	 asked	 Christa	 absently.

“Is	she	a	friend	from	school?”

“No,	she’s	the	girl	who	was	crying

in	 my	 wardrobe.	 Bertie	 and	 I	 kept	 her

company	‘cos	she	was	scared	in	there	all

alone.”

“Lizzy	 eh?”	Christa	 smiled.	 It	 had



been	a	while	since	Izzy	had	an	imaginary

friend.	The	last	one	had	been	Peter	Pickle

Pop,	 who	 had	 been	 her	 and	 Bertie’s

constant	 companion	 for	 several	 months

after	Tony	died.

“Just	 Lizzy?”	 Izzy’s	 ‘friends’

usually	 had	 longer	 names.	 Before	 Peter

Pickle	 Pop	 there	 had	 been	 Zinzan

Tummybutton	Potts.

“No,	her	real	name	is	Elizabeth	but

her	 Papa	 calls	 her	 Lizzy.	 She	 likes	 that



better.”

Christa	felt	a	shiver	go	through	her

as	 her	 attention	 fully	 snapped	 back	 to

Izzy.	Wasn’t	that	the	name	of	a	child	who

died	here	many	years	ago?	The	Wellsford

family	 had	 owned	 this	 house	 at	 the	 turn

of	the	century	before	the	last	of	them	had

died	 in	 mysterious	 circumstances.	 She

shook	 herself	mentally.	Maybe	 Izzy	 had

spoken	 to	 Miss	 Taylor,	 their	 new

neighbor,	 at	 some	 stage	 yesterday.



Goodness	 knows,	 the	 old	 lady	 had	 been

chatty	 enough	 when	 she’d	 chirped	 a

‘welcome	 to	 the	 neighborhood’	 greeting

over	the	fence.

“Where	 did	 you	 hear	 that	 name

darling?”

“Mu-um,”	 long	 suffering,	 Izzy

rolled	 her	 eyes,	 “Lizzy	 told	 me!	 I’ve

finished	my	breakfast	now,	 I’m	going	 to

get	dressed	for	school.”

“OK	sweetheart	and	don’t	forget	to



put	on	your	jumper,	it’ll	be	cold	today.

“And	make	 sure	you	wash	off	 that

milk	moustache!”	 she	 called	 out	 as	 Izzy

stomped	up	the	stairs.

“Well	 B,	 what	 do	 you	 think	 of

that?”	 she	 asked,	 pouring	 herself	 a	mug

of	 coffee	 and	 sitting	 down	 opposite	 the

bear.	 “A	 new	 imaginary	 friend	 called

Elizabeth,	Lizzy	for	short.	How	on	earth

did	 she	 come	 up	 with	 that?	 I	 wonder	 if

she	talked	to	Miss	Taylor	yesterday?	But



at	 least	 that	 answers	 the	 mystery	 of	 her

sleeping	in	the	wardrobe	though."

Unsurprisingly,	 Bertie	 remained

silent.	 “Just	 as	 well,”	 muttered	 Christa,

taking	 a	 last	 gulp	 of	 the	 cooling	 coffee.

“A	talking	bear	would	really	freak	me	out

this	morning…”

“I	 can’t	 sit	 around	 all	 day	 chatting

to	 you,”	 she	 continued,	 standing	 up	 and

brushing	 toast	 crumbs	 off	 her	 bathrobe,

“We	can’t	have	Izzy	late	for	her	first	day



at	her	new	school!”

She	 left	 the	 room,	 as	 yet	 another

bolt	 of	 lightning	 lit	 the	 sky.	 Christa

managed	to	get	up	the	stairs	almost	to	the

landing	 before	 the	 thunder	 growled

around	the	house	once	again.



Chapter	2
The	most	 popular	 bar	 in	 the	 small

town	 of	Ohakune,	 near	 the	Mt	Ruapehu

ski	slopes	in	the	central	North	Island,	was

noisy	and	crowded	so	Sam	and	Noah	had

to	wait	 for	a	pool	 table.	They’d	been	up

the	 mountain	 snowboarding,	 but	 the

weather	had	turned	nasty	the	ski	runs	had

been	 closed	 down	 early.	 They	 had

decided	 to	 stay	 in	 town,	 have	 some



dinner	 and	 play	 a	 few	 games	 of	 pool	 in

their	 normal	 Thursday	 night	 ritual.	 Sam

felt	 bad	 about	 going	 away	 so	 soon	 after

moving	 in	 to	 the	 new	 house,	 but	 the

accommodation	 had	 been	 booked	 and	 it

was	 the	 only	 break	 Noah	 had	 between

contracts	 all	 year,	 so	 at	Christa’s	 urging,

they’d	kept	the	booking.

Ever	since	they	had	arrived	and	

Sam	had	bought	the	first	round	of	drinks,	

Noah	had	become	grumpier	and	



grumpier.	He	clearly	had	something	on	

his	mind.	The	way	he	stared	into	his	beer	

and	grunted	in	response	to	the	joke	Sam	

was	telling	was	a	dead	giveaway.		Sam	

hoped	he’d	get	round	to	getting	it	off	his	

chest	quickly	–	he	was	not	good	company	

like	this	and	it	was	a	waste	of	an	evening	

if	he	was	going	to	sulk	through	it.

Finally,	Noah	drained	his	beer,	put

it	down	carefully	on	a	coaster	and	cleared

his	 throat.	 “So,”	 he	 said,	 staring	 hard	 at



his	empty	glass,	“How	do	you	think	you

and	Christa	are	going	to	get	along	living

in	the	same	house?”

Sam	 rolled	 his	 eyes.	 He	 should

have	 been	 expecting	 Big	 Brother	 taking

to	his	high	horse	again.	He	was	surprised

it	had	taken	this	long	for	Noah	to	bring	it

up.	 He	 had	 always	 been	 over-protective

of	 Christa,	 something	 she’d	 always

struggled	 with,	 particularly	 when	 they

were	 teenagers.	 Sam	 remembered	 that



Noah	had	only	backed	off	when	she	and

Tony	 got	 together	 after	 Christa	 had

threatened	 to	 punch	 his	 lights	 out.	 He

shrugged	and	tried	to	hide	his	irritation.

“Pretty	well,”	he	replied,	“You	saw

the	numbers.	With	the	property	market	so

crazy,	you	know	this	 is	 the	only	way	we

could	afford	to	buy	the	house.	Or	maybe

you’re	 just	 pissed	 off	 that	 she	 wouldn’t

take	your	money	when	you	offered	it?”

“No,”	grunted	Noah,	“I	mean,	have



you	 thought	 about	 what	 happens	 when

one	 of	 you	 meets	 someone?	 You	 can

hardly	bring	a	woman	home	with	Christa

and	Izzy	in	the	house.	And	man,	let’s	face

it;	 your	 track	 record	 speaks	 for	 itself.

Take	 that	 barmaid	 over	 there	 –	 all	 you

were	doing	was	buying	a	couple	of	drinks

and	 you’ve	 probably	 got	 her	 number

already.”

Blowing	 out	 a	 deep	 breath,	 Sam

tried	 to	 think	 before	 he	 said	 something



he’d	regret.	He	knew	that	Noah	was	just

looking	 out	 for	 his	 little	 sister,	 but	 they

had	 never	 discussed	 it	 because	 it	 had

never	been	an	issue.	And	Noah	did	have	a

point,	 although	 it	 had	 been	 a	 long	 time

since	he	had	been	the	love	‘em	and	leave

‘em	 type.	Maybe	he	was	getting	old	and

jaded	 but	 playing	 the	 field	 just	 didn’t

hold	 the	 appeal	 it	 used	 to.	 Anyway,	 the

barmaid	was	almost	young	enough	 to	be

one	 of	 his	 students;	 he	 was	 pretty	 sure



she	wasn’t	even	born	when	he,	Noah	and

Tony	 were	 sneaking	 into	 the	 cinema	 to

see	the	original	Total	Recall.

“Christa	 and	 I	 are	 friends.	 You

know	I’ve	always	seen	her	as	the	sister	I

never	had.	“	Briefly,	an	image	of	Christa

flashed	 through	his	mind.	That	gorgeous

hair,	her	beautiful	smile	and	those	endless

legs,	 wrapped	 around	 his	 waist	 as	 she...

What	 the	 fuck?	 Where	 did	 that	 come

from?	 He	 shook	 the	 picture	 out	 of	 his



head	 and	 clanged	 the	 gate	 shut	 in	 his

mind.

“We	 discussed	 it	 and	 made	 sure

there	 is	 provision	 in	 the	 contract	 if	 the

situation	changes	for	either	of	us.	Having

said	that,	we	trust	each	other	too.”

Noah	 thought	 this	 over	 then	 said,

“Well	 mate,	 I	 guess	 you’re	 both	 adults.

Just	 remember	 though,	 if	 you	 ever	 hurt

my	 sister,	 there’ll	 be	 hell	 to	 pay!”

Although	 Sam	 admired	 Noah’s



protectiveness	 toward	 his	 sister	 it	 was

annoying	 that	 he	didn’t	 have	 faith	 in	his

oldest	 friend.	 Finishing	 his	 beer	 in	 one

long	 swallow,	 all	 he	 said	 was,	 “Yep,fair

enough.”

The	 group	 they	 were	 waiting	 for

finished	their	game	and	returned	the	pool

cues	to	the	stand.	Sam	stood	up,	clapping

Noah	on	the	back,	relieved	to	change	the

subject.	“You	ready	to	shoot	some	pool?”

They	 took	 up	 their	 places	 at	 the	 pool



table	 and	 played	 in	 silence	 for	 a	 while.

Finally	Noah	broke	the	silence.

“Have	 you	 heard	 from	 Verity

lately?”

“What?”	Sam	was	confused.	As	far

as	 he	 was	 aware,	 Noah	 and	 Verity	 had

broken	 up,	 actually,	 that	 was	 too	 nice	 a

phrase,	more	like	exploded,	not	long	after

Tony	died	and	had	barely	spoken	since.

“I	 thought	 you	 and	Verity…”	Sam

trailed	off.	He	wasn’t	really	sure	what	he



thought	 about	 Noah	 and	 Verity.	 Verity,

unrepentant	New	Ager,	and	Noah,	down-

to-earth	pragmatist,	had	been	an	unlikely

couple	on	the	surface.

Then	 again,	 Verity	 and	 Christa

were	 polar	 opposites	 too,	 not	 just	 in

height	 but	 in	 temperament	 and	 outlook.

That	hadn’t	stopped	them	from	being	best

friends	 since	 primary	 school.	 Anyway,

even	now	Noah	and	Verity	still	had	some

weird	 sort	 of	 chemistry	 that	 drew	 them



together	whenever	they	were	in	the	same

room.	The	tension	between	them	was	like

waiting	for	a	bomb	to	go	off.	It	was	still

going	on	as	recently	as	Christa’s	parents’

New	 Year’s	 bash,	 even	 though	 it	 had

been	years	since	they	dated.

He	 didn’t	 know	 why	 it	 hadn’t

lasted	 and	 had	 never	 been	 game	 to	 ask,

but	he	knew	 the	break	up	had	been	hard

on	 both	 of	 them.	 One	 minute	 they	 had

been	hot	 and	heavy	and	 the	next	minute



Verity	had	jumped	on	a	plane	to	live	on	a

kibbutz	 in	 Israel.	Noah	had	gone	around

with	a	 face	 like	 thunder	 for	weeks,	 even

snapping	at	his	Mum.

Since	 then,	 it	 always	 seemed	 to

Sam,	 that	 Noah	 deliberately	 chose

women	he	was	in	no	danger	of	falling	for.

But	 then	hey,	what	did	Sam	know	about

serious	relationships	anyway?	The	couple

of	times	he	had	got	close	to	it	 in	the	last

few	years,	he	had	run	a	mile	when	things



had	 started	 to	 get	 too	 serious.	 Lovely

women	both	of	them,	but	he	still	thanked

his	 lucky	stars	for	his	escape	from	being

forced	 into	 the	 prison	 of	 marriage	 and

babies.

	“You	thought	what?”	asked	Noah,	

his	face	going	a	dull	red	that	gave	away	

his	discomfort.	Without	waiting	for	a	

response,	he	shrugged,	tyring	to	be	

nonchalant.	“I	just	wanted	to…at	least…I	

think	it’s	time…	time	to	let	it	go.	



Especially	with	you	and	Christa		living	in	

the	same	house,	we’re	bound	to	bump	

into	each	other	a	lot	more.	It’s	all	ancient	

history	now	anyway,	eh.”

Sam	made	a	non-committal	noise.	

Sure,	it	would	be	a	lot	easier	if		Noah	and	

Verity	got	along	again.	“Good	enough,”	

he	said,	“Christa	reckons	she’ll	be	back	

soon	–	I	can	get	her	number	for	you	if	

you	like.”

“No	need	bro’,	already	got	it,”	



replied	Noah	gruffly,	looking	a	little	

embarrassed.	He	paused,	cleared	his	

throat,	then	went	on,	“It’s	still	in	my	

phone.	I	never	got	around	to	deleting	it.		

It’ll	probably	be	awkward	at	first	but	

life’s	too	short	to	spend	it	fighting”

“You	 getting	 old	 mate?	 Never

thought	 I’d	 see	 the	 day,”	 replied	 Sam,	 “

but	good	for	you.”

“As	if!	Not	too	old	for	me	to	open	a

can	of	whup-ass	on	you!”



“Ah,	 in	 your	 dreams	 mate!”

retorted	 Sam	 snickering.	 The	 two	 men

resumed	 their	 game,	 bickering	 good-

naturedly	 whether	 the	 winner	 or	 loser

would	have	to	buy	the	next	round.

The	 first	 week	 in	 the	 new	 house

flew	by.	Christa	 took	advantage	of	every

free	moment	 to	 finish	 unpacking	 and	 to

assess	 which	 rooms	 in	 the	 house	 were

most	 in	 need	 of	 immediate	 attention.

Although	 she	 had	 inspected	 the	 house



carefully	 before	 deciding	 to	 buy	 it,

Christa	needed	to	fine-tune	the	details	on

what	 work	 needed	 to	 be	 done	 and	 draw

up	 a	 schedule.	 With	 a	 little	 help	 from

Sam	and	her	family	she	was	planning	on

completing	 some	 of	 the	 bigger	 jobs

during	 the	 slow	 holiday	 period	 during

summer.

By	 the	 time	 she	 was	 through	 she

had	an	extensive	list,	but	she	hoped	to	be

able	 to	 do	 a	 lot	 of	 the	 smaller	 tasks



herself	before	the	holidays.	She	spent	one

afternoon	 clambering	 over	 the	 old	 iron

roof,	 stopping	 up	 all	 the	 gaps	 she	 could

find,	to	keep	out	the	worst	of	the	constant

downpours	of	the	spring	weather.	The	re-

roofing	 would	 have	 to	 wait	 until	 late	 in

the	 summer,	 when	 her	 finances	 could

cope	with	 the	 strain,	 she	 decided.	 In	 the

meantime,	 it’d	 be	 a	 juggle	 finishing	 off

her	 other	 restoration	 projects	 and

completing	 this	 house	 as	 well.	 There



were	 a	 number	 of	 Victorian	 houses	 in

Fisherman’s	 Creek,	 and	 the	 current

tourist	 boom	meant	 an	 increase	 in	 work

for	 builders	 like	 herself	who	 specialized

in	historic	restoration.

She	 and	 Izzy	 explored	 the	 house

from	 top	 to	 bottom,	 discovering	 all	 the

nooks	and	crannies.	 In	 the	middle	of	 the

hallway	on	the	second	floor	was	a	narrow

flight	 of	 stairs	 leading	 up	 to	 the	 attic.	A

spacious	 area	 directly	 under	 the	 roof,	 it



had	been	divided	 into	 three	poky	 rooms,

a	 relic	 of	 days	 gone	 by	 when	 the	 area

would	 have	 been	 used	 as	 servants’

quarters.

Two	of	the	rooms	were	stuffed	full

of	 treasures	 from	 bygone	 residents.	 It

looked	 like	 they	 had	 just	 abandoned

items	they	no	longer	needed	and	they	had

all	 ended	 up	 crammed	 into	 this	 dusty,

unused	space.	Izzy	flitted	from	treasure	to

treasure,	collecting	and	inspecting	the	old



objects.	“Look	Mummy,	look!”	she	cried

at	 each	 discovery,	 holding	 up	 an	 old	 tin

lantern,	the	glass	cracked	and	discolored,

or	 an	 old	 pith	 helmet,	 dirty	 and	 green

with	 age.	 An	 old	 gadget	 that	 held	 two

almost	identical	faded	sepia	pictures	of	a

family;	 a	 father,	 mother	 and	 young	 girl,

all	 gazing	 gravely	 at	 the	 camera,

particularly	fascinated	her.	When	viewed

through	 the	 eyepieces,	 they	 showed	 a

three	dimensional	picture	of	the	scene.



“Oh,”	 breathed	 Izzy	 in	 wonder,

“It’s	Lizzy	with	her	Mummy	and	Papa.”

She	 held	 out	 the	 apparatus	 to	 Christa,

who	 squinted	 through	 the	 thick	 lenses.

Startlingly,	 the	 picture	 sprang	 into	 sharp

focus,	 the	 clarity	 and	 extra	 dimension

taking	her	 by	 surprise.	The	 small	 family

in	their	old-fashioned	clothes	stared	back

at	 her	 solemnly.	 She	 handed	 it	 back	 to

Izzy,	 who	 put	 it	 aside	 carefully,	 before

continuing	her	explorations.	She	decided



against	questioning	her	daughter	on	why

she	 thought	 the	 picture	 was	 of	 her

imaginary	 friend.	 In	 her	 experience,

Izzy’s	 imagination	could	be	a	 two-edged

sword.	The	last	 thing	she	needed	was	an

hysterical	child	afraid	of	going	 to	bed	at

night	 because	 there	 were	 ghosts	 waiting

to	get	her!

Anyway,	 Izzy	 seemed	 quite	 happy

pottering	around	for	the	moment.	Christa

left	 her	 to	 it	 and	 ventured	 into	 the	 third



room,	 just	 as	 dusty	 as	 the	 first	 two,	 but

empty	 of	 furniture	 and	 bric-a-brac.	 The

walls	and	ceiling	were	dirty	with	years	of

neglect,	 as	was	 the	window,	which	 only

let	 in	a	dull,	murky	light	through	the	old

glass.	As	 she	 checked	 the	 sashes	 on	 the

window,	 Christa	 glimpsed	 what	 looked

like	 writing	 under	 the	 grime	 on	 the

painted	 wall.	 She	 peered	 closer	 and	 it

looked	 like	 someone	 had	 scribbled	 there

in	pencil.



She	 could	 make	 out	 a	 word	 here

and	 there	 but	 the	 writing	 was	 smudged

and	 the	 room	 was	 too	 dark	 to	 decipher

the	whole	of	it.	She	struggled	to	open	the

window.	Eventually	the	swollen	wood	of

the	sash	screeched	up	with	a	loud	protest,

letting	in	gray	daylight	and	a	gust	of	fresh

air	 with	 a	 hint	 of	 rain.	 Christa	 looked

again	 at	 the	 wall	 and	 this	 time	 could

make	out	the	words.	Written	in	an	shaky,

old-fashioned	script	she	read,



“I	 do’nt	 like	 it	 here	 eny	 more.	 The

master	 is	 to	 sad	 and	 crys	 all	 day.	 Miss

Lizzie	crys	and	her	little	frend	miss	Aggy

to.	 We	 are	 all	 verry	 sad.	 We	 miss	 the

mistris.	 Daisy	 says	 we	 shuld	 go	 away

but…”

There	was	more	writing	but	 it	was

too	smudged	to	be	able	 to	read.	Reading

the	words	written	all	those	years	ago	gave

Christa	 a	 peculiar	 feeling.	 She	 made	 a

mental	note	to	ask	Miss	Taylor	about	the



servants	who	had	lived	in	the	house	in	the

time	 of	 the	 Wellsfords,	 it	 would	 be

interesting	 to	 find	 out	 more	 about	 the

writer,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 situation	 she	 had

written	 about.	 She	 would	 have	 to	 take

some	 photos	 too	 as	 in	 the	 future	 she

planned	 to	 renovate	 and	 redecorate	 the

whole	 attic	 space	 for	 Izzy	 to	 use.	 In	 the

meantime,	there	was	work	to	be	done,	so

she	left	the	room	and	went	to	find	Izzy.

She	found	Izzy	busy	trying	to	tug	a



small	 mattress	 out	 from	 underneath	 a

unstable	 pile	 of	 debris.	 “What	 are	 you

doing	 love?”	 she	 asked,	 rushing	 over	 to

stop	 an	 old	 rocking	 horse	 toppling	 onto

her	 daughter’s	 head.	 “I’m	 trying	 to	 get

this	 mattress	 out.	 The	 wardrobe	 floor	 is

too	 hard.”	 replied	 Izzy,	 patiently	 stating

the	obvious.

“OK	darling,	but	let	me	help	you.	I

don’t	want	all	this	stuff	to	fall	on	you	and

squish	 you!”	 replied	 Christa,	 starting	 to



move	 things	 from	 the	 teetering	pile	onto

the	 floor.	 When	 the	 mattress	 was	 clear

she	checked	it	over.	It	looked	like	an	old

cot	 mattress,	 aged	 but	 still	 in	 good

condition.	Christa	looked	at	it	for	a	while,

biting	 her	 lip	 as	 she	 thought.	 It	 would

certainly	 fit	 into	 the	 wardrobe,	 but	 she

was	unsure	if	she	should	be	encouraging

Izzy	 to	 sleep	 there.	 “Oh	 honey,	 I	 don’t

know	if	it’s	a	good	idea,”	she	began,	but

Izzy,	 correctly	 interpreting	 her	 mother’s



look	 of	 indecision,	 wheedled,	 “Please,

Mummy,	please!”

She	couldn’t	think	of	a	really	good

reason	 why	 Izzy	 shouldn’t	 sleep	 in	 her

wardrobe	 if	 she	 wanted	 to.	 Still,

somehow	 the	whole	 idea	 of	 it	made	 her

profoundly	 uneasy.	 She	 debated	 with

herself	 for	 a	 minute	 longer,	 failing	 to

pinpoint	 the	 cause	 of	 her	 discomfort.

Shrugging,	 she	 smiled	 at	 her	 daughter

and	said,	“OK	but	just	for	a	little	while,	I



don’t	 want	 you	 still	 sleeping	 in	 there

when	you’re	at	high	school!”

“Yay,	 thanks	 Mum!”	 Kissing

Christa	 on	 the	 cheek,	 Izzy	was	 gracious

in	 her	 victory.	 They	 manhandled	 the

small	mattress	to	the	top	of	the	stairs	and

then	let	it	slide	down	the	steep	incline	to

the	hallway	below.They	aired	it	outside	in

the	watery	 sunlight,	 then	Christa	 carried

it	 into	 the	 bedroom	 and	 wrestled	 it	 into

the	wardrobe.	 Almost	 a	 perfect	 fit,	 with



enough	 room	 to	 place	 a	 glass	 of	 water

and	a	snack	on	the	floor	at	 the	end.	Izzy

was	delighted.	She	flung	her	arms	around

Christa	 and	 exclaimed,	 “Thanks!	 You’re

the	 best	 Mummy	 in	 the	 whole	 wide

world!	 We’ll	 be	 so	 much	 more

comfortable	now!”

“Just	 ignore	 it,	 it’s	 just	 a	 phase,”

Christa	 told	herself	 as	 she	 left	 the	 room.

“She’ll	get	sick	of	it	in	a	few	days	and	be

back	in	her	bed	in	no	time.”	Not	entirely



reassured,	she	glanced	up	the	steep	stairs

to	 the	 attic	 as	 she	 walked	 down	 the

hallway.	 The	 shadows	 seemed	 to	 move

and	 shift	 as	 she	 stared	 into	 the	 gloom.

She	made	 a	mental	 note	 to	 put	 in	 some

new	light	bulbs	upstairs.	Each	attic	room

had	 an	 antiquated	 looking	 hanging	 light

socket,	 but	 none	 of	 them	 had	 a	 bulb

fitted.	Yet	another	thing	to	put	on	her	list

of	Things	To	Do!

She	was	 startled	out	of	her	 reverie



by	 a	 loud	 knock	 at	 the	 door.	 Framed	 in

the	 open	 doorway,	 was	 a	 tiny	 bent

woman,	 no	 more	 than	 five	 feet	 tall.	 A

stray	 shaft	 of	 sunlight	 lit	 up	 her	 bright

white	 hair,	 creating	 a	 halo	 effect	 around

the	soft	crumpled	face.

“Hello	again	dearie.	I’ve	brought	

some	chocolate	brownies.”	the	figure	

explained,	thrusting	the	plate	she	was	

carrying	into	Christa’s	hands.		Bright	

youthful	eyes	twinkled	out	of	the	wreath	



of	wrinkles.	“It’s	so	nice	to	see	some	new	

life	in	this	old	place	at	last!,”	she	

continued	without	a	breath,.	“They	go	

very	well	with	a	nice	cup	of	tea,	if	you	

have	any.”	She	looked	meaningfully	at	

Christa.

“Thank	you	Miss	Taylor,	they	look

lovely,”	 stammered	 Christa,	 slightly

taken	 aback	 but	 belatedly	 remembering

her	 manners.	 Picking	 up	 on	 the	 not-so-

subtle	 hint	 she	 smiled.	 “How	 have	 you



been?	 Would	 you	 like	 to	 come	 in	 and

have	a	cup	of	tea?”

“Oh	yes	please	my	dear.	But	please

remember	 to	 call	 me	 Miss	 Agnes	 –	 I

always	 think	 Miss	 Taylor	 sounds	 so

formal,	 don’t	 you?”	 Christa	 ushered	 her

guest	 into	 the	kitchen	and	started	 to	boil

water	for	the	tea.

“I	 haven’t	 set	 foot	 in	 here	 since	 I

was	 a	 child	 you	 know.	 ”	 The	 old	 lady’s

eyes	 crinkled	 as	 she	 prattled	 on,	 “That



was	 more	 years	 ago	 than	 I	 care	 to

remember	–	or	 admit	 to!”	She	chuckled.

“Lizzy	 Wellsford	 was	 my	 best	 friend

when	I	was	a	girl	you	know.”

“Lizzy…?”	 prompted	 Christa,	 a

chill	 rippling	 through	her	 at	 the	mention

of	 Izzy’s	 most	 recent	 imaginary	 friend.

“I’ve	 done	 some	 research	 on	 the	 history

of	the	house,	and	know	it	wasn’t	built	in

the	 1850’s	 by	 one	 of	 the	 local	 colonial

landowners,	 Ignatius	 Wellsford.	 It	 was



the	 early	 1900s	 when	 the	 last	 of	 the

Wellsfords	died,	wasn’t	it?.

Miss	Agnes	continued,	“Yes,	 that’s

right.	Elizabeth	Wellsford	and	her	father.

But	 I	 always	 called	 her	 Lizzy	 and	 she

called	me	 Aggie.”	 The	 old	 lady	 swayed

slightly	 and	 Christa,	 belatedly

remembering	her	manners,	hastily	pulled

out	a	chair	for	her	to	sit	down.

Miss	 Agnes	 smiled	 her	 thanks	 as

Izzy	bounded	into	the	kitchen.



“Miss	 Agnes!”	 she	 exclaimed

happily.	 “See	 what	 Mum	 and	 I	 found!”

She	waved	the	stereoscope	at	Miss	Agnes

who	took	it	and	looked	it	over	carefully.

“My	 goodness,	 I	 haven’t	 seen	 one

of	 these	 in	years.	 I	used	 to	 love	 the	way

the	 photographs	 appear	 in	 three

dimensions,	just	like	magic!”	She	peered

through	the	viewer.

“Oh	my	word,	that’s	Lizzy	–	Lizzy

Wellsford,	 with	 her	 mother	 and	 father.”



Christa’s	 cold	 feeling	 intensified.	 Why

had	Izzy	called	her	new	‘friend’	the	name

of	 the	 child	 in	 the	 picture?	 Her	 hands

shaking,	 she	 carefully	 poured	 boiling

water	into	the	teapot,	listening	intently	to

Miss	Agnes	and	Izzy	chattering.

Christa	 poured	 the	 tea	 and	 they

each	helped	 themselves	 to	 a	melt-in-the-

mouth	brownie.	Sensing	that	boring	adult

conversation	 was	 about	 to	 start,	 Izzy

excused	 herself	 to	 go	 outside	 to	 explore



the	 garden.	When	 she	was	 safely	 out	 of

earshot,	Miss	Agnes	leaned	forward.	“So

dear,	tell	me	all	about	yourself.”	She	took

a	sip	of	tea,	her	eyes	full	of	mischief.	“It’s

so	nice	to	see	a	young	family	move	back

in	here	again.	I	think	I	met	your	husband

last	 week	 –	 Sam?	 Such	 a	 fine	 looking

young	man!”

Christa	 choked	 on	 her	 tea.	 When

she	caught	her	breath	she	sputtered,	“You

mean	 Sam?	 Oh,	 no,	 he’s	 not,	 I	 mean,



we’re	not,	that	is	to	say…hang	on,	let	me

start	 again.”	 She	 laughed,	 surprised	 by

how	much	the	question	had	flustered	her.

“Sam	isn’t	my	husband.”

“Oh.	 Miss	 Agnes	 sat	 back	 in	 her

chair.	“So	are	you	just	living	in	sin	then?”

Her	eyes	 twinkled	at	 the	notion	of	 some

juicy	gossip.

“No,	no,	not	at	all!	There’s	nothing

like	 that	going	on	between	me	and	Sam,

we’re	 just	 friends.	 My	 husband,	 Izzy’s



dad,	he…”	Christa	 closed	her	 eyes	 for	 a

moment	 and	 fought	 the	 lump	 in	 her

throat.	 Somehow	 she	 couldn’t	 bring

herself	to	say	the	words	out	loud.	Instead

she	shook	her	head,	 swallowed	hard	and

said,	“Well	anyway,	that	would	have	been

Sam	 you	 met.	 He’s	 tall?	 Dark	 brown

hair?	Brown	eyes?”

“Yes,	so	dashing.	Just	like	a	young

Cary	Grant	 I	 thought.”	She	 took	another

delicate	 sip	 of	 tea.	 “Not	 so	 gay	 I	 expect



though.	Such	a	disappointment	that	was!”

“Yes,	so	dashing.	Just	like	a	young

Cary	Grant	 I	 thought.”	She	 took	another

delicate	 sip	 of	 tea.	 “Not	 so	 gay	 I	 expect

though.	Such	a	disappointment	 that	was!

Not	that	he	ever	publicly	admitted	it,	but

the	rumours	my	dear,	absolutely	rife!”

This	 sweet	 little	 old	 lady	 was

obviously	 a	 real	 firecracker,	 Christa

realized.	 Bringing	 the	 conversation	 back

on	 topic	 she	 said,	 “Well,	 Sam	 and	 I	 are



moving	 in	 here	 together	 yes,	 but	 he’s	 a

friend	of	my	brother’s	–	well,	 the	whole

family	really.	I’ve	known	him	since	I	was

small.”

“So	Sam	isn’t	your	husband?”	Miss

Agnes	confirmed.	Christa	 laughed	at	her

bemused	expression.

“No.	 I	 know	 it’s	 a	 bit	 confusing.”

Christa	stopped	again,	 then	made	herself

say	 the	words.	“My	husband,	Tony,	died

four	years	ago	in	a	car	crash.”



Miss	 Agnes	 gave	 a	 soft	 gasp	 and

putting	 a	 gentle	 wrinkled	 hand	 over

Christa’s,	 she	 said	 sympathetically,	 “Oh

my	dear,	how	awful.	That	must	have	been

so	hard	for	you.”

“Yes	 it	 was.	 For	 us	 all	 really.”

nodded	Christa,	blinking	hard	to	keep	the

tears	at	bay.	“Isabel,	Izzy,	was	only	two	at

the	time	and	she	really	missed	Tony.	She

kept	 asking	 when	 Daddy	 would	 be

coming	home.	I	think	that	was	the	hardest



part	in	some	ways.”

“I	can	only	imagine	my	dear.	What

a	terrible	shame.”

“I	 was	 luckier	 than	 some	 though.

My	parents	were	a	great	support	and	my

friend	Verity	moved	 back	 from	 overseas

to	 come	 and	 live	 with	 me	 for	 a	 while.”

She	gulped,	but	now	she	had	started,	 the

words	 kept	 tumbling	 out	 like	 a	 dam

unstopped.

“My	brother	and	sister	were	here	as



well	 and	Sam	 too.	Tony,	 Sam	 and	Noah

had	been	best	friends	since	high	school	so

they	 were	 grieving	 too	 .	 But	 then,	 one

day	I	just	realised	the	worst	was	over	and

life	could	still	be	worth	living.	At	least	I

still	had	Izzy	and	lots	of	great	memories.”

As	Christa	 spoke,	 she	 realised	 that,	 hard

as	it	was	to	speak	of	that	time,	it	was	now

more	 a	 bittersweet	 memory	 than	 the

crushing	 agony	 it	 had	 been	 in	 the	 first

couple	of	years.



Miss	 Agnes	 shook	 her	 head	 and

stirred	her	tea	absently.	“You	poor	girl.	It

takes	a	long	while	for	those	hurts	to	heal,

as	I	well	know.”	She	tapped	her	spoon	on

the	 side	 of	 her	 cup	 and	 placed	 it	 on	 the

saucer.	“	But	now	the	hurt	has	healed	and

because	I’m	a	nosy	old	woman,	I	have	to

ask,	 are	 you	 sure	 you	 and	 Sam	 are	 just

friends?”	Miss	Agnes	 glanced	 from	 side

to	side	as	 if	someone	might	be	 listening.

With	a	mischievous	gleam	in	her	eyes	she



lowered	her	voice	a	 little	 and	continued,

“You’re	 sure	 you’re	 not	 living	 in	 sin

together?	 That	 would	 really	 shake	 up

some	 of	 the	 old	 biddies	 in	 the

neighborhood!”	she	continued	with	some

considerable	glee.

Christa	 could	 feel	 the	 heat	 rushing

to	her	cheeks.	“No,	no,	there’s	never	been

anything	 like	 that	 between	 us.”	 she

replied	 hastily.	 Somehow,	 she	 wasn’t	 at

all	 offended	 by	 Miss	 Agnes’	 questions



and	 at	 a	 sudden	 recollection	 she	 giggled

and	 in	 a	 confessing	 mood	 now,	 “Well,

unless	you	count	 the	 terrible	crush	 I	had

on	 him	 when	 I	 was	 fourteen.	 Took	 me

ages	but	I	finally	threw	away	the	poetry	–

it	 was	 appalling!	 He	 never	 noticed	 me

and	I	was	convinced	my	heart	was	broken

–	 he	 only	 ever	 treated	 me	 like	 an

annoying	little	sister.”

Christa	 and	 Miss	 Agnes	 laughed

together	 at	 the	 thought	 of	 her	 younger



self,	writing	her	purple	prose	in	the	throes

of	painful,	adolescent	first	love.

“Fortunately,	 I	 didn’t	 do	 anything

too	 embarrassing	 except	 making	 cow

eyes	at	him,	poor	lad!”	She	heaved	a	sigh

of	 reminiscence	 and	 returned	 to	 the

present.	 “Anyway,	 Sam	 and	 I	 have	 both

always	 loved	 this	 house.	 When	 it	 came

on	 the	 market,	 we	 decided	 to	 buy	 it

together.	It’s	partly	a	business	venture	for

me.	 I’m	going	 to	 restore	 the	house	 to	as



close	 to	 the	 original	 as	 I	 can	 without

sacrificing	any	mod	cons.

“I’d	 love	 to	 hear	 everything	 you

can	 remember	 about	 the	 old	 décor	 or

layout.	 And,”	 she	 added,	 leaning	 in	 and

smiling	 conspiratorially,	 ”If	 you	 don’t

want	 to	 tell	 the	 old	 biddies	 in	 the

neighborhood	 any	 of	 that,	 it	 can	 be	 our

secret!”	 They	 exchanged	 a	 glance	 of

shared	 amusement	 then	 Miss	 Agnes

asked,	 with	 obvious	 interest	 “So	 what



sort	of	business	are	you	in,	dear?”

“I’m	 a	 builder	 by	 trade,”	 replied

Christa,	 “But	 in	 recent	 years	 I’ve

branched	out	 to	 the	 authentic	 restoration

of	period	homes.	I	have	contractors	for	a

lot	of	the	work	these	days	but	this	house,”

she	 paused	 and	 took	 a	 deep	 breath,

looking	around.	“This	house	is…special.”

“My	 goodness!”	 Miss	 Agnes

replied	 faintly,	 apparently	 somewhat

taken	 aback	 at	 the	 idea	 of	 a	 female



tradesperson.	 Christa	 laughed	 and

explained.

“I	 was	 never	 really	 into	 dolls	 and

all	 that	frilly	stuff,	much	to	my	mother’s

disappointment!	Luckily	my	sister	 Jaime

liked	all	that	sort	of	thing.”

“Is	your	sister	helping	you	move	in

too	dear?”

“No,	 she’s	 actually	 in	 London	 at

the	 moment.	 She’s	 an	 actor	 and	 got	 a

scholarship	at	RADA.	Stage	work	 is	her



passion	but	at	the	moment	she	has	a	part

in	 that	 soap,	 ‘Essex	 Girls’.	 You	 might

have	seen	her,	she	plays	Corinne?”

“My	word,	Corinne’s	your	sister?	I

watch	 ‘The	 Girls’	 every	 week,	 even

though	it’s	on	so	late	Friday	nights	these

days.	I	hope	she	 is	nicer	 in	real	 life	 than

her	character!”

“I	 know	 –	 the	 producers	 keep

threatening	 to	 kill	 her	 character	 off,	 but

the	viewers	love	her	–	so	she	says!	Jaime



can	be	a	bit	of	a	brat	actually	but	she	will

always	 be	 our	 baby	 sister	 –	 I	 know	 we

spoiled	 her	 when	 she	 was	 little	 but	 she

has	a	good	heart.!”

“Well,	 how	 exciting.	 And	 you’re

going	 to	 stay	here	once	you’ve	done	 the

house	 up?	 I	 might	 get	 to	 meet	 her	 one

day!”

“Yes,	 I’m	 hoping	 to	 make	 it	 a

showcase	 for	 my	 work.	 And	 Jaime

usually	comes	home	about	once	a	year,	so



I’ll	make	sure	she	comes	over	for	a	visit.”

Miss	 Agnes	 looked	 so	 excited	 at	 the

prospect	 it	 took	 her	 a	 few	 moments	 to

say,

“I’m	a	little	frightened	to	ask	what

it	is	that	your	young	man	–	Sam	–	does?

Is	he	an	actor	too?	Or	with	those	muscles,

perhaps	a	builder?”

“Oh	 no,	 he’s	 a	 stuffy	 academic,	 a

history	professor	if	you	can	believe	it!	He

works	at	 the	university	and	also	writes	 -



textbooks	so	far,	but	he’s	trying	his	hand

at	a	historical	novel.”

“My	 word!”	 stammered	 Miss

Agnes	quietly	“Who	would	have	thought

that	 a	 professor	 could	 be,	 so,	 well,

muscular!”

Christa	 grinned	 in	 agreement,

although	 she	 felt	 oddly	 uncomfortable

with	the	turn	the	discussion	was	taking.

Fortunately	Miss	Agnes	moved	 on

to	 telling	 Christa	 tales	 of	 the	 escapades



she	 and	 Lizzy	 Wellsford	 had	 got	 up	 to

when	they	were	young	and	the	house	had

been	buzzing	with	life.	Finally	 their	new

neighbor	got	up	to	go.

Later,	 as	Christa	walked	her	 to	 the

back	 door,	Miss	 Agnes	 turned	 and	 took

Christa’s	slim,	strong	young	hands	in	her

small	 gnarled	 ones.	 Looking	 up	 into

Christa’s	eyes,	her	grip	tightened,	almost

painfully.	Her	 face	went	 curiously	 blank

and	 she	 said,	 “Don’t	 be	 afraid	my	 dear,



many	things	are	changing	for	you,	but	all

will	be	right	in	the	end.”

She	 blinked	 rapidly	 and	 her

expression	 returned	 to	 normal.	 “What

was	 I	 saying	dear?”	She	 shook	her	head

as	 if	 to	clear	 it.	 “Thank	you	 for	a	 lovely

visit,	next	 time	you	and	 Izzy	must	 come

to	my	house.”	With	a	gentle	squeeze	she

released	Christa’s	hands.	Waving	over	her

shoulder	she	called	out	a	last	farewell	and

disappeared	 through	 the	 gate	 that



separated	the	two	back	yards.

Christa	 shook	 her	 head,	 shrugging

mentally	at	that	odd	last	remark.	Right	up

until	 the	 very	 end	 of	 their	 conversation,

she	could	have	sworn	Miss	Agnes	Taylor

was	sharp	as	a	tack.	Ah	well,	age	catches

up	 with	 all	 of	 us,	 she	 thought

philosophically,	hope	 I’m	as	 spry	as	 that

when	I’m	in	my	nineties!



Chapter	3
Sam	 dropped	 his	 bag	 and	 gear	 in

the	hallway,	with	a	“Hi,	I’m	home!”

“Dinner	 in	 five!”	 was	 the	 cheery

reply	 from	 the	depths	of	 the	kitchen.	He

gave	a	contented	sigh.	He	hadn’t	realised

how	nice	it	was	to	come	home	to	a	house

with	 its	 lights	 on,	 the	 smell	 of	 dinner

cooking	and	the	noises	of	other	people.	It

had	 been	 years	 since	 he	 had	 lived	 with



anyone	else	and	thinking	of	his	old	sterile

and	 empty	 apartment	 in	 the	 city,	 he

wondered	why	he	had	stayed	there	for	so

long.

He	 stopped	 for	 a	 moment	 at	 the

kitchen	 door,	 enjoying	 the	 sight	 of

Christa	bustling	about.	She	had	obviously

changed	into	clean	clothes	after	her	day’s

work,	 but	was	 oblivious	 to	 the	 smear	 of

paint	 on	 her	 cheek	 and	 the	 builder’s

pencil	stuck	in	the	twist	she	had	wound	in



her	hair.

He	 moved	 to	 the	 cupboard	 to	 get

plates	 and	 glasses	 out	 and	 when	 they

were	 both	 sitting	 at	 the	 table,	 asked,

“What	did	you	get	up	to	today?”

“It	 was	 really	 interesting	 actually.

After	I	picked	Izzy	up	we	had	a	 look	up

in	 the	 attic.	 There’s	 heaps	 of	 stuff	 in

there.	I’ll	show	you	the	stereoscope	after

dinner	 –	 it	was	 so	 cool	 I	 had	 to	 bring	 it

down	with	me	and	clean	it	up.	And	Izzy



found	 a	 mattress	 to	 go	 in	 her	 wardrobe

too.”

“What?	 Why	 does	 she	 need	 a

mattress	in	her	wardrobe?”

”Didn’t	I	tell	you	when	you	rang?”

Sam	 had	 called	 the	 morning	 after	 the

move,	 to	 let	 her	 know	he	 and	Noah	 had

arrived	 safely	 at	 Ohakune.	 Somehow

Christa	 hadn’t	 felt	 like	 mentioning	 her

weird	 first	 night	 in	 the	 house.	 She	went

on	to	explain,	“Izzy	has	taken	to	sleeping



in	her	wardrobe	with	her	new	 imaginary

friend.	The	 creepy	 thing	 about	 it	 though

is	that	when	we	looked	in	the	stereoscope

Miss	Agnes	 recognized	 the	 photo	 as	 the

Wellsford	 family	 –	 you	 know,	who	 built

the	 house.	 And	 Izzy	 said	 yes,	 it	 was	 a

picture	of	Lizzy	and	her	parents.”

“Yeah	 that	 is	a	bit	weird.	Probably

the	power	of	suggestion	though.	Are	you

OK	about	her	sleeping	in	the	wardrobe?	I

mean,	is	that	normal?”	Sam	queried.



“I	can’t	say	I’m	thrilled,	but	I	can’t

think	of	a	good	reason	why	she	shouldn’t

sleep	 in	 there.	Most	 kids	 do	 weird	 stuff

occasionally.	 But	 it’s	 creepy	 that	 she

seems	 to	 know	 things	 about	 the

Wellsfords.”	replied	Christa.

“Yeah	 but	 she’s	 been	 talking	 a	 lot

with	the	old	lady	next	door	–	Miss	Agnes

was	it?”	Sam	suggested	“Hasn’t	she	lived

here	for	about	a	million	years?	She	must

have	been	telling	her	stories.”



“Yeah,	 maybe,”	 agreed	 Christa,	 a

little	 relieved	 at	 the	 thought	 that	 Sam

agreed	with	her.	“But	anyway,	back	to	the

junk	 in	 the	 attic.	 I	 thought	 I’d	 call

Heritage	New	Zealand	to	see	if	they	want

to	 come	 have	 a	 look.	 A	 lot	 of	 it	 is	 just

junk,	 but	 there	 are	 some	 bits	 and	 pieces

that	might	be	worth	donating.

“Oh	 and	 there’s	 this	 neat	 bit	 of

writing	 on	 the	 wall.	 I	 think	 it’s	 from	 a

servant,	 it	 was	 pretty	 cool.	 It’s	 a	 shame



the	lights	up	there	aren’t	working	yet,	or	I

could	show	you	now.”

“I’ll	 go	 up	 and	 check	 it	 out

tomorrow.	 Heritage	 NZ	 is	 a	 good	 idea,

you	should	give	them	a	call.”

They	finished	eating	in	comfortable

silence	and	after	cleaning	up,	Sam	made

coffee,	 and	 they	moved	 into	 the	 lounge.

After	 making	 casual	 conversation

catching	up	with	 their	 activities	over	 the

last	 few	days,	Sam	gathered	his	 courage



together	 and	 said,	 “Uh,	 Chris,	 I	 need	 to

talk	 to	 you	 about	 something…”	 he

paused	 uncomfortably	 and	 Christa

motioned	him	to	go	on.

“Well,	it’s	something	Noah	brought

up	actually	and	we	probably	should	have

talked	 about	 it	 before	 we	 did	 the	 whole

house	buying	 thing	–	 talk	about	 shutting

the	stable	door!	It’s	just,	what	if	one	of	us

meets	 someone	 and	wants	 to	 bring	 them

home	 –	 you	 know,	 for	 the	 night.”	 The



idea	 of	 Sam	 bringing	 someone	 home

made	 her	 stomach	 clench.	 Christa

ignored	 the	 feeling	 and	 tried	 to	 be

reasonable.

“I	guess	I	wouldn’t	be	comfortable

if	you	did	that	when	Izzy	is	around.”	The

understatement	of	the	year	–	and	not	just

for	 Izzy!	 She	 dragged	 her	 focus	 back	 to

the	 topic.	 “We’re	 both	 grown	 ups,	 we

should	be	able	to	deal.	And	this	is	home	-

for	both	of	us.	But	I	know	I	wouldn’t	be



comfortable	 with	 some	 strange	 woman

wandering	 around	 the	 house	 with	 Izzy

here.	 You	 know	 I	 always	 try	 to	 be	 up-

front	 with	 her,	 but	 I’m	 just	 not	 up	 to	 a

birds	 and	 bees	 talk	 with	 a	 curious	 six-

year	old.

“Sorry,	 I	 don’t	 want	 be

unreasonable,	 or	 cramp	 your	 style	 …”

Christa	trailed	off.	Was	she	being	unfair?

The	whole	idea	of	Sam	bringing	someone

home	 made	 her	 feel	 sick.	 Was	 she



overreacting?	 She	 shrugged,	 reluctant	 to

identify	 why	 this	 conversation	 was

disturbing	her.

“I	 feel	a	bit	mean	feeling	 like	 this.

We’ve	 never	 interfered	 in	 each	 other’s

lives	 before.	 We	 rubbed	 along	 together

when	we	were	 flatting	didn’t	we?	And	 I

know	you’re	far	more	house	trained	now

than	you	were	 then,	 thanks	 to,	what	was

her	 name?	Attila?	 No,	 Annette.	 At	 least

she	got	you	to	wash	your	smelly	socks!”



Christa	sniggered.

Sam	 shuddered	 as	 he	 thought	 of

Annette.	 He’d	met	 her	 at	 a	 party	 in	 the

student	 flat	 he’d	 shared	 with	 Christa,

Tony	and	Noah.	Annette	was	a	perfectly

nice	woman,	but	she	had	been	dead	set	on

marriage,	 2.5	 kids	 and	 a	 house	 in	 the

suburbs	 before	 they	 were	 twenty-five.

Sam	had	wanted	all	those	things	too,	but

not	right	then	and	not	with	her	ever.	She

was	 happily	 married	 now	 with	 her	 kids



and	 her	 house	 and	 her	 husband,	 all	 no

doubt	immaculate	at	all	time,	just	like	she

was.	God,	he’d	had	a	narrow	escape.

He	 sighed.	 Christa	 was	 right.	 He

would	 feel	 uncomfortable	 bringing	 a

woman	 back	 here.	 It	 just	 seemed	wrong

somehow.	 Not	 that	 he	 was	 looking

anyway	-	if	it	came	up	in	the	future,	well,

they	could	deal	with	it	then.	He	shrugged

off	the	unease	that	spread	through	him	at

the	 thought	of	Christa	bringing	 someone



home.	Just	being	protective,	he	convinced

himself.

To	lighten	the	awkward	silence,	he

gave	 her	 a	 cheeky	 grin	 and	 joked,	 “So

we’re	agreed,	right?	If	I	get	lucky	I	go	to

her	place	and	the	same	goes	for	you!”

Christa	snorted,	“Yeah,	and	look	at

that	flying	pig!	Four	years	and	how	many

dates?”	 Sam	 quirked	 an	 eyebrow	 at	 that

but	let	it	go.	It	always	astounded	him	that

Christa	 seemed	 to	 have	 no	 idea	 of	 just



how	gorgeous	she	was.

“Um…”	Sam	drummed	his	 fingers

on	 the	arm	of	 the	couch.	 “Anything	else

we	need	to	talk	about?”	Sam	asked.

“Nah,	 don’t	 think	 so,”	 Christa

replied,	 relieved	 to	 get	 off	 the	 subject.

Something	 else	 occurred	 to	 Sam.	 “You

know,	 I	 can’t	 believe	 it’s	 nearly	 four

years	 since	 Tony	 died.”	 he	 watched

Christa	 carefully,	 to	 see	 if	 bringing	 this

up	 was	 too	 upsetting.	 They	 didn’t	 talk



about	 Tony	 often	 but	 every	 now	 and

again,	 it	was	good	 to	check	 in	with	how

she	was	feeling;	neither	of	them	was	able

to	talk	easily	about	their	grief.

But	 she	 only	 looked	 thoughtful,

then	 replied	 softly,	 “I	 know.	 Sometimes

it’s	 like	 it	 was	 a	 lifetime	 ago.	 Do	 you

know	what	I	mean?	But	in	some	ways,	it

was	like	it	all	happened	yesterday.”

“I	still	miss	him.”	Sam	said	sadly.

“Yeah,	me	too.”	Christa	sighed	and



confessed,	“But	not	as	much	as	I	used	to.

Oh,	I	still	think	about	him	and	I	tell	Izzy

lots	of	the	things	I	can	remember.	But	in

lots	 of	 ways,	 it’s	 all	 starting	 to	 blur

around	 the	 edges.	 Sometimes	 I	 panic

because	I	can’t	remember	what	he	looked

like,	 you	know?”	She	 bit	 her	 lip,	 sighed

again.	 “But	 I	 guess	 that’s	 how	 it’s

supposed	to	be	–	they	do	say	time	heals.

You	know?”

“Yeah.”	 Sam	 admitted	 quietly.



“Noah	 and	 I	 are	 good	 mates,	 but	 Tony

was	 special.	 He	 was	 the	 ‘responsible

one’.	 Especially	 when	 I	 was	 acting	 out

because	 of	Mum	 and	Dad.	 I	 really	miss

that.”	He	chuckled.	“He	was	a	damn	sight

more	 even-tempered	 than	 either	 me	 or

Noah!	But	we	made	a	good	team.”

He	snorted	in	amusement	as	a	vivid

mental	picture	of	 the	 first	 time	he’d	met

Tony	and	Noah	came	to	mind.	They	were

all	 in	 their	 first	 year	 of	 high	 school.	He



was	a	card-carrying	geek	-	member	of	the

chess	 club,	 top	 of	 his	 class,	 always	 had

his	homework	in	on	time.	He	was	small,

weedy,	and	not	interested	in	sports	of	any

kind.	 His	 first	 sight	 of	 Tony	 and	 Noah

had	been	their	huge	dusty	feet,	as	he	 lay

sprawled	 in	 the	 dirt,	 a	 much	 larger	 boy

who	had	shoved	him	over	and	stolen	his

lunch	money	looming	over	him.

Tony	and	Noah	both	 leaped	on	 the

bully,	 and	 delivered	 a	 few	 satisfying



punches	before	he	escaped	and	ran	away

as	fast	as	he	could.	They	had	helped	Sam

up,	 dusted	 him	 off	 and	 from	 then	 on,

they’d	been	 friends.	Their	 love	of	 sports

had	 rubbed	 off	 on	 him,	 and	 his	 love	 of

history	 and	 schoolwork	 had,	 to	 a	 lesser

extent,	 rubbed	 off	 on	 them.	 As	 Noah’s

sister,	 Christa	 was	 ever	 present

throughout	those	years,	her	freckled	nose,

wide	grin	and	the	wild	curly	mop	that	had

cost	 her	 countless	 tears,	 as	 familiar	 to



him	as	his	own	face.

He	chuckled	as	he	remembered	the

‘secret’	 crush	 she	 had	 on	 him	when	 she

was	a	 teenager.	He’d	 ignored	 it	 from	his

lofty	age	of	seventeen,	but	thinking	back,

he’d	 been	 flattered.	 He’d	 even	 been	 a

little	disappointed	when	she	had	returned

to	normal.

Christa’s	 crush	 on	 him	 had	 been	 a

balm	 to	 his	 hurt	 pride.	He	 recalled	with

some	 bitterness	 how	 his	 parents	 had



dumped	 him	 on	 the	 Randall’s	 doorstep

when	 he	 was	 14,	 so	 they	 could	 pursue

their	 careers	 in	 researching	 and	 locating

obscure	Egyptian	archaeological	sites.	As

an	 historian	 himself	 he	 understood	 how

compelling	 the	 hunt	 for	 clues	 could	 be.

But	he’d	found	their	willingness	to	leave

him	and	their	subsequent	 lack	of	 interest

in	him	and	his	life	devastating	for	a	long

time.

Thank	God	for	Maureen	and	Keith!



He	 thought.	 They	 had	 taken	 him	 and

treated	 him	 like	 another	 son.	 In	 the

beginning	 he	must	 have	 been	 a	 trial	 for

them,	acting	up	and	staying	out	all	hours,

being	 brought	 home	 in	 a	 police	 car

several	 weeks	 shy	 of	 his	 fifteenth

birthday,	too	drunk	to	stand.	He	grimaced

in	distaste	 at	 the	 spectacle	he	must	 have

made.	 But	 with	 good	 sense,	 firm

guidelines	 and	 unconditional	 love,

Maureen	 and	 Keith	 had	 sorted	 him	 out



and	with	the	help	of	Noah	and	Tony,	had

helped	 him	 get	 his	 life	 and	 his	 self-

esteem	back	on	track.

He	didn’t	know	how	 to	put	 any	of

this	 into	 words	 but,	 aware	 that	 he	 had

been	 silent	 for	 too	 long,	 he	 repeated,

“Yeah,	a	good	team.”	Christa	thought	she

understood.	The	three	of	them	had	always

been	 very	 close,	 standing	 by	 each	 other

through	good	times	and	bad.	She	nodded

and,	 sensing	 that	 the	 conversation	 was



over,	said	goodnight.	As	she	went	up	the

stairs,	 she	 thought	 how	 nice	 it	 was	 to

have	Sam	around.

Later	 that	 night,	 Christa	 was

humming	 tunelessly	 to	 herself	 as	 she

rinsed	 out	 her	 cocoa	mug.	 It	 had	 been	 a

long	day	and	both	Izzy	and	Sam	had	long

been	 in	 bed.	 For	 some	 reason	 she	 had

been	 restless	and	unable	 to	 sleep,	 so	 she

had	 come	 downstairs	 for	 a	 warm	 milky

drink.



Thump!	 The	 loud	 sound	 split	 the

quiet	night.	Christa	 jumped	and	dropped

the	 cup	 on	 the	 floor.	 Luckily	 the	 tough

ceramic	 bounced	 harmlessly	 on	 the

kitchen	 rug.	 Stooping	 to	 pick	 it	 up,

Christa	 listened	 hard,	 trying	 to	 locate

where	 the	 sound	 had	 come	 from.	 Yes,

definitely	 from	 up	 above.	 She	 grabbed

the	 large,	 heavy	 flashlight	 and	 began	 to

creep	up	 the	 stairs,	 listening	hard	 all	 the

while	 for	 the	 sound	 to	 be	 repeated.	 All



was	 tranquil.	But	 just	as	Christa	 reached

Sam’s	door,	she	nearly	jumped	out	of	her

skin	as	the	quiet	was	split	by	an	unearthly

howl.	 She	 cocked	 her	 head.	 It	 had

definitely	come	from	the	attic	space.

Christa	 sped	 into	 Sam’s	 room,

where	 he	 was	 half	 sitting	 up	 in	 bed,

looking	 around	 groggily	 as	 the	 wailing

continued.	 “Quick,”	 she	 whispered,

“There’s	something	up	in	the	attic.”	Sam

moved	 quickly,	 hitching	 his	 pyjamas	 up



with	 one	 hand	 and	 pushing	 her	 behind

him	with	 the	other	 as	 they	headed	along

the	hallway	to	the	attic	access	ladder.

Christa	found	herself	crowding	into

Sam’s	back	for	comfort	as	they	got	closer

and	 closer	 to	 the	 steep	 steps.	 She	 felt

reassured	by	 the	warmth	of	his	 skin,	 the

faint	 smell	 of	 aftershave	 mingling	 with

the	 aroma	 that	 was	 uniquely	 Sam.

Despite	 her	 fear,	 she	 was	 almost

overcome	by	 the	urge	 to	 slide	her	hands



up	 his	 back,	 feel	 the	 shift	 of	 muscles

beneath	 the	 skin,	 and	 plant	 a	 kiss	 in	 the

curve	where	the	back	of	his	neck	met	his

shoulders.	 She	 shook	 her	 head	 in

disbelief	 at	 the	 turn	 her	 wayward

thoughts	had	taken	and	pushed	the	crazy

images	 out	 of	 her	 mind.	 Slowly	 and

stealthily	 they	 climbed	 up,	 the

intermittent	 howling	making	 the	 hair	 on

the	back	of	their	necks	stand	up.

The	 shapes	 inside	 the	 attic	 were



intimidating	 in	 the	 dark.	 They	 loomed

above	 them,	 causing	 Christa’s	 heart	 to

beat	 even	 faster.	Sam	 took	 the	 flashlight

from	her	hand,	turning	it	on	and	flicking

it	into	and	around	each	of	the	attic	rooms

as	he	headed	for	 the	source	of	 the	noise.

He	 disappeared	 into	 the	 farthest	 room.

Christa	 stayed	 where	 she	 was,	 her	 heart

in	 her	mouth,	 reassuring	 herself	 that	 the

headless	 person	 standing	 in	 the	 corner

was	 in	 reality	 the	 dressmaker’s	 dummy



she	had	seen	earlier	that	afternoon.

“Be	 careful	 Sam,”	 she	 whispered.

There	 was	 silence.	 “Sam?	 Sam?”	 she

called,	 her	 voice	 growing	 progressively

louder	and	panic-stricken	when	he	didn’t

respond.	Her	knees	nearly	gave	way	with

relief	 when	 he	 called,	 “It’s	 OK	 Chris,

come	 and	 look.	 I’m	 going	 to	 need	 your

help.”	Christa	picked	her	way	across	 the

short	 hall	 and	 into	 the	 room.	 “Can	 you

hold	 the	 flashlight	 down	 towards	 this?”



As	 she	 came	 close	 enough	 to	 see,	 she

found	him	carefully	untangling	 a	 curtain

that	 contained	 one	 very	 irate	 cat.	 Fidel

was	growling	and	spitting,	doing	his	best

to	scratch	and	bite	his	would-be	rescuer.

Sam	 swore	 under	 his	 breath	 as	 a

particularly	 sharp	 claw	 pierced	 his	 skin,

but	at	last	Fidel	was	free.	He	bounded	off

towards	 a	 small,	 half-open	 window	 and

Christa	gasped	as	he	appeared	to	leap	out

into	the	night.	Then	she	recalled	the	large



walnut	 tree	 not	 far	 from	 the	 house	 and

realized	how	he’d	got	in.

As	 Sam	 straightened	 up,	 still

cursing	the	ungrateful	cat,	Christa	flicked

the	 beam	 of	 the	 flashlight	 around	 the

room	and	revealed	the	path	of	destruction

caused	 by	 Fidel’s	 rampage.	 She	 laughed

as	 the	 tension	 eased,	 still	 feeling	 shaky,

but	relieved	to	find	a	completely	rational

explanation	for	the	noises.

“How	 odd,”	 She	 said	 to	 Sam	 as	 a



thought	 occurred	 to	 her,	 “Fidel’s	 flatly

refused	 to	 come	 into	 the	 house	 at	 all.	 I

wonder	 why	 he	 came	 up	 here?	 Do	 you

think	 I	 should	 shut	 that	 window	 so	 he

can’t	 come	 in	 again?”	 Sam	 shook	 his

head.	“I’d	leave	it	open.	It’s	a	bit	warmer

up	 here	 than	 it	 is	 in	 the	 utility	 room	 on

these	cold	rainy	nights.	There’s	plenty	of

places	for	him	to	curl	up	in	and	now	that

he	 knows	 his	way	 around,	 hopefully	we

won’t	 get	 disturbed	 again.	 Or	 at	 least



we’ll	know	what	the	noise	is!”

Christa	 couldn’t	 help	 the	 shudder

that	 swept	 through	 her	 at	 the	 thought	 of

that	awful	racket.	“For	a	minute	I	thought

we	 had	 a	 burglar.	 I	 really	 must	 do

something	about	clearing	out	 these	attics

though.	I’ll	have	to	bump	them	up	my	list

of	things	to	do!”

Light-headed	with	relief,	they	made

their	 way	 back	 down	 the	 ladder.	 Sam

disappeared	 into	 his	 study	 to	 do	 some



writing,	saying	that	as	he	was	now	awake

he	may	as	well	do	something	useful	with

Chapter	 Nine.	 Christa	 returned	 to	 the

kitchen	to	finish	clearing	up.	It	really	was

time	for	bed.	As	she	was	about	 to	go	up

the	stairs,	Sam	popped	his	head	out	of	the

study.

“Oh,	 hey,	 Chris,	 I	 meant	 to	 ask	 if

you	 and	 Izzy	 were	 doing	 anything	 this

Saturday?”

“I	don’t	 think	so,	but	 let	me	check



the	calendar.	Why?”

“It’s	our	annual	work	spring	picnic.

You	 guys	 came	 with	 me	 last	 year,

remember?”

“Yeah,	I	do,	it	was	fun.	Sure,	I	can’t

think	 of	 any	 reason	 why	 we	 couldn’t

come.”

“Cool,	 I’ll	 organize	 some	 picnic

food.”

“Great!	OK,	‘night	then.”

Sam	 felt	 a	glow	of	 contentment	 as



he	watched	Christa	 through	 the	banisters

as	 she	 climbed	 the	 stairs.	 Then,	 still

smiling,	he	went	back	to	his	study,	firmly

pushing	 aside	 the	 image	 of	 her	 long,

tanned	 legs.	Those	 little	satin	boxers	she

wore	 to	 bed	 just	 emphasized	 their

endless,	 sleekly	 muscled	 length.	 But	 he

was	a	guy	after	all	and	guys	couldn’t	help

looking,	 right?	 It	 didn’t	 mean	 anything.

And	the	absurd	rush	of	happiness	that	had

gone	 through	 him	 when	 she	 said	 they



would	 come	 to	 the	 picnic?	 Well,	 aside

from	 Noah	 she	 was	 his	 closest	 friend,

almost	 like	 the	 sister	 he	 never	 had.	 She

deserved	some	good	times.	And	it	would

be	 nice	 to	 spend	 the	 day	 with	 her	 and

Izzy.

Having	 resolved	 everything	 to	 his

satisfaction,	 Sam	 hitched	 up	 his	 pajama

bottoms	again	and	turned	his	thoughts	to

inserting	 a	 little	 romance	 into	 the	 dry

historical	facts	of	Chapter	Nine.
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