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JANE BIRCH GAZED DUBIOUSLY up at the stone exterior of Highmere House as she sat in the borrowed car. Looking through the rain-streaked windshield, her green eyes shifted to the second-floor windows, with relief she saw no one. 

It was silly really. Being haunted by the image of a man in the upstairs window from over twenty-five years ago. Back then, the place was shuttered, with the ground floor boarded up and looking for all the world as though the place were abandoned.

Except it wasn’t. 

As a preteen, Jane was paid by her aunt to clean the coffee shop after homework was done. Visible from across the street, the three-story sandstone house had looked back at Jane as she swept the outdoor patio where customers could sit. The huge stone blocks which made up the exterior walls were much different than any other building in Musgrave Landing and older than most. The house had been built in 1899 and the corner window on the second floor across the way drew the eye.

To this day, Jane swore she'd seen a man looking out the window on several different occasions, even though no one was supposed to live there anymore. 

Her Aunt Ethel said it was probably Mr. Willard, the groundskeeper. Jane's gut told her something different.

The mansion sat there waiting until it’s mistress, the now late Mrs. Olivia Frost-Highmere, decided it was time to reopen the house.

Maisy Wyatt said she thought the second floor really was haunted. “The hallway is always cold, and I get the weirdest feelings up there sometimes.”

Jane had automatically laughed, albeit nervously. The old story among Musgrave Landing villagers went that someone murdered the former millionaire, Mr. Allister Highmere, and now he haunted the place. The actual truth behind the story was even stranger.

Jane's lips flatlined as she grabbed the door handle. “Get over yourself,” she muttered and exited the late model Forrester station wagon. “There is no such thing as ghosts.” She closed the driver-side door. “You are a mature businesswoman, act like it.” She had a customer waiting and an order to fill. 

Her running shoes made little sound on the gravel as she walked around to the rear of the station wagon. 

At least the worst of the predicted bad weather had yet to arrive. The temperature hadn’t dropped like the app on her phone promised either. Still, the chilly December wind was up, trying it’s best to fling rain, and drips from overhead branches at her from the surrounding trees. Not the nicest of early winter mornings.

The now refurbished Highmere home was a business opportunity for Jane. That was where her thoughts turned. She was curious about the first party of guests booked into Highmere House Conference Centre. It wasn’t everyday her inherited business, Jane’s Eats and Treats, supplied three kinds of cheesecake for a business conference.

Jane hadn’t bother changing out of her work clothes to make this delivery. It was more important to be on time. She opened the borrowed vehicle’s heavy back door and slid the first tray to the tailgate. The red calf-length raincoat covered Jane’s jeans and long-sleeved white shirt protecting her from the worst of the moisture. She’d made sure her long dark brown hair was secured in its usual braid down her back. She was neat and clean and that was all that mattered. Well, besides the desserts of course. 

Maisy had told Jane the expected group was seven people. The thought made Jane nibble her bottom lip in doubt as she reached inside the car. She hoped she’d made the cheesecakes large enough to accommodate all the guests. It was better to have more than enough, rather than not enough in her mind. She wanted Mrs. Roque to come back to her for more food items for the next conference.

Lifting out the first creation, she was glad Arlie had taken over wrapping up the food while she’d put on her coat. There was no way the wind and rain could penetrate the cellophane wrap, not after her father-in-law was done constructing the barrier.

Leaving the car open, she carried the tray toward the back door of the house. Or as the housekeeper referred to the old Highmere mansion, the HHCC. She should have parked closer and certainly would next time.

It wouldn’t matter what the estate’s manager/housekeeper, Mrs. Roque, called the place. The residents of Musgrave Landing would always refer to the palatial mansion as ‘the big house’. These days the three-story sandstone edifice looked less abandoned and haunted, and more like the original photos Jane had seen in the village museum. 

The owners had set the place to rights almost two years ago. The furniture was back, the priceless artwork rehung, and the grounds were meticulously maintained. The place looked like it belonged to the owner of a big corporation, and they lived here. Although that fact was only true a couple of times during the year. 

None of the family lived in the village full-time now that their matriarch, Mrs. Frost-Highmere had passed on. 

Shifting her load to a more comfortable position on her hip, Jane turned the corner on the brick path to arrive at the kitchen door. She was thankful the wood and metal awning afforded some cover from the precipitation while she waited for the doorbell to be answered.

She glanced down at her burden. This tray contained the raspberry-topped decadent dessert. Whole cakes, not cut up, just as Mrs. Roque requested. The housekeeper would look after the final presentation of the desserts. Still, Jane had made a special effort with the three cheesecakes.

Two more waited in the back of Gladys Wyatt’s station wagon. One, a rich creamy chocolate confection with dark chocolate curls on top, and the other was the same as the first, except with blueberry topping.

The black glossy-painted portal swung open, and the blocky figure of Aggie Roque beamed a smile at Jane from across the threshold. Large square hands were folded over her middle, and her brown hair peppered with grey was in it’s usual tight roller curls. No makeup graced the housekeeper’s lined face or around her navy-blue eyes. The older woman’s regular day dress was enshrouded by a starched heavy-cotton white apron. The over garment was something Jane would have thought a butcher might use for cutting meat rather than someone working in a commercial kitchen. However, everyone knew Mrs. Roque made her own rules.

“Thank you, Jane. I’m so glad you are here early. Oh, and the raspberry cake looks perfect. Just as I knew it would be.” 

“I thought you might want everything delivered ahead of time.” Jane nodded. 

“Absolutely.” Mrs. Roque turned to call behind her. “Tiffany, come take this dessert and put it in the cooler, please. Maisy, you can help Jane unload.”

“Yes, Mrs. Roque.” A twin chorus of voices chimed. Tiffany, a tall slender red-haired young woman appeared to take the dessert from the café owner. 

Jane raised her eyebrows at the long black skirt and crisp white long-sleeved blouse Tiffany wore along with a ruffled white apron over top. She glanced up, but there was no maid’s cap on the girl’s head. Although Tiffany's wiry red hair was pinned to the back of her head and still gave the impression of a turn of the 19th century housemaid.

Tiffany Zach’s fresh face, liberally covered with freckles curved into a smile for Jane and a soft ‘ooh’ was emitted for the cheesecake. Jane decided right then Tiffany had good taste.

Maisy popped out of the kitchen pantry behind the tall red-head. She too was dressed in the same black and white uniform. Her mid-length blonde ponytail bounced as Maisy scooted past Mrs. Roque. 

Jane and Maisy exchanged a smile as the other young woman went by. The café owner followed and had to sharpen her pace to catch up to the taller Maisy. The twenty-one-year-old had a fit, athletic build and was at least an inch taller than even Tiffany. Jane moved her much shorter frame sharply and finally fell into step with the younger woman.

Maisy was on loan from Jane’s café to Highmere House for this conference. Partly as a favour to Mrs. Roque, and partly because Jane knew Maisy was saving up money for her own future. Winter was a slower time at the café and Jane couldn’t give Maisy as many hours as she would like. 

Highmere House had employed Maisy before to serve at several dinners for local groups, and they paid well. It helped that Maisy had been instrumental in bringing in Jane’s catering business for the elaborate extras Mrs. Roque felt were necessary for her guests. Jane hoped this trend would continue for some time. She had her own renovations to think of. The roof over the café wasn’t going to fix itself.

The relationship was beneficial for all since Highmere House only boasted a staff of two full-time people. When guests were expected, the housekeeper would call in part-time people, like Tiffany and Maisy. 

Seymour Willard was the only other full-time employee. His role as groundskeeper meant he was not expected to work inside and that was no doubt for the best. Jane had only ever seen Mr. Willard from a distance, and yet found his long stares unsettling.

“I left the tailgate down. We just have to grab the other two.” Jane said as she and Maisy headed to the back of the car. “How’s it going?” She said this in a lower tone as they arrived back at the station wagon. She carefully picked up the blueberry cheesecake.

“Not bad.” Maisy waggled her head. She balanced the chocolate dessert in one hand and closed the tailgate to the ancient Forrester station wagon with the other. “Mrs. Roque is very precise, and wants everything done a certain way, perfectly. Not that I blame her.”

“She does have a formidable reputation to uphold.” Jane and Maisy walked side-by-side again to the back door. 

It was good, Jane noted, Maisy was proficient with carrying large trays of food. The twenty-one-year-old had to use her other hand to pull up the hem of her long skirt to allow her feet freedom of movement, and to keep the muddy gravel from the hem.

By the time they got back to the kitchen entrance, Mrs. Roque had disappeared, so Jane followed Maisy to the pantry and the walk-in cooler. The first cake was on a shelf by itself. There was room for two more, side by each.

“Have any guests arrived yet?” Jane held the stack of trays from the café, used to transport the desserts. She watched Maisy close the heavy door to the cooler after they exited the enclosure. 

“Nope, we don’t expect them until the noon hour ferry.” Maisy smoothed a wrinkle out of her apron. “Almost everything is ready. We hope the guests will be here well before the rain begins.”

“I hope so too. Arlie thinks the ferry will be cancelled this afternoon because of the weather.”

“Did he feel the barometer change in his bones again?” Maisy wrinkled her nose as she grinned. “He always says that.” Arlington Birch had a fondness for Maisy and not merely because he dated her grandmother, Gladys. Jane’s father-in-law had trained Maisy in the running of the café, and she was the only other person he trusted to run his espresso machine. He hovered when Jane ran the thing.

“True, but he’s usually right.” Jane smiled as she looked at her young employee. “He was reciting something close to poetry this morning about the weather.”

“No?” Maisy’s amber eyes sparkled as she grinned. Arlie had a way of getting into people’s hearts.

Jane frowned slightly. “Let me see if I can remember what he said. Something like; ‘When the cat lies in the morning sun, she will creep behind the stove by noon. If she sleeps with all four paws tucked in, close the windows and bolt the doors, a blow from the southwest will be on our shores’.”

“Not the best poetry I’ve ever heard, but still sounds ominous.” Maisy lifted her eyebrows. “Was Ruby complying with Arlie’s words?” She named Jane’s adopted feline.

“Oh, yes.” Jane tipped her head again in a nod. “She was curled up in front of the heater with her feet tucked under her like a loaf of bread. Just like in the poem.” After the words passed her lips, Jane had the oddest feeling wash over her. Her smile faded as they left the pantry, and a frown puckered her brow.

Then Jane blinked and gave her head a shake to escape the disturbing feeling. She shifted her eyes to the high kitchen windows. 

Gloomy charcoal clouds were creeping across the sky above the treetops. Maybe the storm was the cause of her unease?

“Is something wrong, Jane?” Maisy followed her back into the kitchen proper. 

Jane tucked the trays under her arm and waved off her reaction. “I hope the weather system will blow through quickly and leave my roof shingles where they are.” She gave an awkward smile.

They found Mrs. Roque slowly stirring a large cast aluminium pot on the six-burner gas stove. The woman’s shorter stature forced her to be up on tiptoe to perform the task.

The room was a comfortable oasis of delicious aromas and warm light. All the counter surfaces were stainless-steel with light dove-grey painted cupboards. In contrast, the walls were a shade darker grey with bright white trim on the baseboards and ceiling. All the appliances installed around the perimeter of the room were commercial grade, oversized, and would be at home in any restaurant kitchen. 

Maisy walked briskly across the room and snagged a small step stool by the kitchen door. She brought it over to the housekeeper and placed it on the floor at the older woman’s feet. “You might find this helpful, Mrs. Roque.”

“Why thank you, Maisy. So thoughtful.” The housekeeper mounted the step and sighed. “It certainly removes the strain from my shoulders.”

Maisy glanced a Jane. “I have to finish dusting the library.” 

“Of course, you’ve got work to do.” And then the younger woman was gone.

“That girl is a gem. No wonder you won’t let her go. I’d hire her in a heartbeat to help me run this place full-time if I get my budget approved.”

Jane chuckled. “Maisy is free to decide where she wants to work.” She changed the subject to avoid a discussion on the topic, again. “Your soup smells amazing.”

“Mm, thank you. It’s my own recipe. It’s call Wild Mushroom Surprise. I picked the mushrooms yesterday. I thought it would be a good choice since two out of the seven people coming for the conference are vegetarians.” 

“Good idea.” Jane crooked an eyebrow. “What’s this conference about?” Jane watched the older woman sprinkle fresh green parsley onto the soup’s creamy surface.

“Dunn Wolf Publishing has booked six rooms for the weekend. The guests are writers and editors I was given to understand. The head editor’s assistant, Hazel Dell, booked the HHCC weeks ago. Some kind of writing retreat she said.”

“Sounds interesting.”

“I hope so. Sylvia Highmere said she was going to be here this weekend too. Ms. Dell and Miss Sylvia knew each other from school I’m given to understand. She was interested in meeting the senior editor, so I suggested she come and act as hostess this weekend.” Mrs. Roque put the large wooden spoon down on a ceramic spoon rest shape like a tomato slice. “Still, Miss Sylvia can become...distracted. Quite easily, actually.” There was resignation in her tone. 

Mrs. Roque spoke of all the Highmere children like they were her own, but then she had known the three of them from birth.

Jane nodded but kept her thoughts to herself. The youngest Highmere child was said to be flighty at best. If she actually showed up as announced, it would be a first. 

“Which reminds me, I must review the guest list with the girls.” Mrs. Roque patted her apron pockets as though she were looking for something.

“I’ll leave you to it then. I have to return Gladys' car to her and get your finger sandwiches ready for lunch. Gladys will be bringing them over along with the roast of beef she’s prepped. Oh, and Gladys said she’d compile the lunch dessert flans and cheese boards when she gets here.”

“Lovely, they will be fresh then. Thank you, Jane.” Mrs. Roque braced her right hand on the edge of the stove and climbed down from the stool. “Any word on your van?”

“Ben’s waiting for distributor parts, Arlie says.” Jane had been dubious about the vintage Ford Econoline when Arlie had taken her to look at the vehicle. At over forty years old, she worried the thing would be unreliable. However, once her father-in-law pointed out the age was a plus, as it could be licenced as an antique at a huge cost savings, she was sold. After two years of consecutive service, ‘Bluebell’ as Jane called the two-toned van, had earned her keep. The distributor malfunction was the only issue so far. “I’ll have it back on the road before Christmas.”

“Good news, thanks again.”

“No problem, we are all happy to help.” Jane felt like she’d been dismissed, which amused her as she moved to the back door. 

With her hand on the nob, Jane looked back at Mrs. Roque with a small frown. She wondered about her bad feeling and hoped the sensation had nothing to do with the mushrooms.
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MRS. ROQUE TURNED THE flame under the soup pot down to a low simmer. Then lifted the kettle next to the pot to check the water. Finding the level satisfactory, she put it on the back burner and turned it on to heat.

The housekeeper crossed to the two-way door which led to the dining room and turned left to open a second door which led to the rest of the house. “Tiffany, Maisy, come sit with me for a minute. I’m making us some tea.” Mrs. Roque called into the main part of the house. 

Minutes later when both young women arrived back in the kitchen, they found Mrs. Roque standing at the central island. The brown ceramic everyday teapot was in front of her, at the ready to receive the hot kettle water. 

The older woman looked over at them. “I’ve got the list of guests here.” Mrs. Roque dug in her dress pocket under the huge apron and extracted a handwritten list. “We should go over this so you know which room to put each guest in.” She unfolded the paper and flattened it on the island countertop. 

Tiffany picked up cups for tea from a side counter and followed Maisy. They each took a stool on either side of Mrs. Roque. 

The housekeeper slid the paper up so the two young women could read it. She then carried the teapot over to the stove just as the kettle whistled. “I can tell you a bit about each one.” She poured a small amount of water into the pot.

Maisy scanned the list and frowned. “I don’t recognize any of these authors.”

Tiffany squinted at the names. “Me, neither.” One strand of red hair had escaped from the clip on the back of her head and looked like a wayward spring.

“Well, you probably wouldn’t. These aren’t popular fiction writers. They are considered a bit more highbrow, or so I’m told, although I’m not sure that is strictly true.” Mrs. Roque took the warmed teapot and emptied it into the sink. 

“Which to me means ‘literary’.” Tiffany gave Maisy an eye-roll. “Another word for boring. Or at least that’s what I thought when I was at school.” 

The housekeeper lifted one eyebrow at Tiffany’s words but said nothing. She wiped the outside of the ceramic pot with a tea towel and then spooned loose tea into it before returning to the stove and adding the water.

For her part, Maisy bit her lip and then cleared her throat. “Ziola Nutt?” She prompted the housekeeper, determined to keep a straight face. “What does she write?”

“Ms. Nutt is a bit more than an author. She is the chief editor and one of the owners of Dunn Wolf Publishing. Mr. Bryce gave me some background on her and the others.” Mrs. Roque poured the brew into the cups.

“Mr. Bryce? Who’s that?” Maisy asked as she accepted a teacup balanced on a saucer from Mrs. Roque. 

The housekeeper blinked at her. “Mr. Bryce Graham is Mrs. Alicia’s husband.”

“Alicia Highmere?” 

“Thank you.” Tiffany accepted her cup.

“Yes, dear.” Mrs. Roque took her own teacup and joined them at the island placing the milk and sugar tray between the girls. 

“Alicia kept her maiden name?” Maisy sipped her tea.

“Yes, Mrs. Alicia built her business reputation with her family name.”

The older woman eyed the third stool and then took a kitchen chair with a straight back, this she placed opposite the girls before she sat.

“Is your back giving you trouble, Mrs. Roque?” Maisy asked.

“It's more my knees. I'd rather be lower to the ground. Now,” Mrs. Roque nodded at the list, “let’s begin.” Mrs. Roque said this as if it explained everything as she looked longingly at the sugar bowl.

Maisy slid the cut-glass container over to the older woman, but she shook her head. “I’m off sugar, it causes my joints to swell.” She then waved the statement away. “Anyway, as Highmere Holdings chief of security, Mr. Bryce has lots of contacts. Mrs. Alicia and I thought he should vet the guests before we allowed strangers to stay on the estate, and especially in Highmere House. We are not one of those Air B & Bs, you know. We have standards.”

Maisy winked at Tiffany, who’s mouth turned into a smirk, but she held in her mirth. Mrs. Roque could be a bit opinionated.

It was rapidly becoming apparent to Maisy the older woman was a bit of a snob. She was fairly sure some kind of check was done on Air B & B guests too, although it might only be a credit check or something. “Probably a good idea.” Maisy kept her voice neutral. “There are lots of valuable things in this house.”

“Exactly, so you can’t be too careful.” The housekeeper took a sip of tea. “As I was saying, Ziola Nutt, I know who she is. She wrote a sweeping series of books dealing with the discovery and settlement of British Columbia. The historical side sticks mostly to the true account of our provincial history. Except the novels are actually a romance of a sort and did take some historical liberties with how women and immigrants were perceived back then.” She waved this statement away too. 

“Artistic licence, I suppose.” Tiffany poured herself and Maisy a second cup of tea. 

The housekeeper declined as she continued. “Ms. Nutt wrote those books from the point of view of a young woman from England. She arrives with her family who settle outside of Victoria. They make and lose their fortune, a bunch of them die in various tragedies. The heroine goes through lots of trials and tribulations before conquering all and coming back out on top with the man of her dreams by the end of book nine.”

“Nine, how many books are there in the series?” Maisy ran an index finger over the name.

“Ms. Nutt is supposed to be working on book ten currently. She’s made her whole career with those novels.”

“Is the heroine a spunky red-head?” Tiffany’s eyes sparkled with mischief.

“Yes.” Mrs. Roque blinked, somewhat surprised.

“With flashing green eyes?” Maisy too, grinned joining in with Tiffany.

“How did you know?” The older woman’s expression became quizzical.

“I haven’t read these books, but that's the usual description of the heroine in a lot of other historical romances I’ve read.” Maisy shrugged. 

“It's a stereotype, for sure.” Tiffany nodded. “I could play her in the movie.” Her tone completely dead-panned and made Maisy laugh. 

Even Mrs. Roque chuckled. “You do have the hair for it and the complexion of an English rose.” Mrs. Roque agreed.

Tiffany rubbed at the freckles on her nose. “Maybe by January, once these freckles fade. Maisy looks dark and exotic in comparison.” She nudged Maisy’s shoulder with her own. Her tone a bit envious. “You can be my good-natured sidekick or best friend.”

“I credit my mother for my dusky features, and you can be my sidekick.” The pair wrinkled their noses at each other.

“All right, girls, we digress.” The housekeeper got them back on track. 

“You’ve read all her books?” Tiffany carefully placed her empty teacup back in the saucer.

“Oh, yes, and quite entertaining they are too. Mr. Bryce told me Ms. Nutt bought into the publishing company with the proceeds of her books. I understand she’s quite rich now.”

Maisy dug out her mobile phone. “Let’s see how rich.”

“Is that really necessary?” Mrs. Roque frowned and pursed her lips in disapproval.

Maisy’s coworker leaned over to shoulder surf. “Ziola Nutt’s net worth, at least publicly, is listed at a million.”

“Not too shabby.” Maisy put her phone away sensing Mrs. Roque was none too pleased with her. “Still no where near what Highmere Holdings is worth.”

“True.” The housekeeper seemed somewhat mollified.

Tiffany looked down at the list. “Bertram Nutt, is that her husband?”

“No, Bertram is her brother. Mr. Bryce said he drinks a bit so keep an eye on him. We wouldn’t want him falling down the stairs. He will have to behave himself while he’s here. We do not serve alcohol on the premises, but we have no way of stopping people from bringing it in.” Her lips tightened. “At least not without searching their luggage. Of course, that would mean an invasion of privacy and a possible lawsuit.”

This sounded like Mrs. Roque really wanted to search Bertram Nutt’s luggage to ensure he wasn’t smuggling in liquor. However, from the way the housekeeper compressed her lips as she thought about it. Maisy guessed there must have been a conversation along these lines with Mr. Bryce. He no doubt had to explain about people’s right to privacy. Maisy hoped the issue was now closed, because there was no way she was going to do anything like that. Time to change the subject. “So, what will we serve them at dinner if we don’t do wine?” Maisy asked.

“Oh, there will be wine. We have some lovely non-alcoholic or de-alcoholised vintages brought in. Tiffany can show you where we keep them.”

“Okay. Do we tell the guests about the wine, or do they already know?”

“All was explained to Ms. Dell before they booked.” Mrs. Roque extracted a set of wire frame glasses from her apron pocket and perched them on her nose. She leaned forward and turned the paper to scan the list. “Ms. Nutt is in the east wing, in the Cherry Blossom room. Her brother, is in the west wing, in the Sitka room.” 

“Do you mind if I make a note of that on here?” Tiffany asked the housekeeper.

“Not at all, good idea. We can post it on the bulletin board by the door so we can all refer to it as needed.” 

The girls nodded and Tiffany extracted a pen from her left skirt pocket and wrote the details in a neat hand in the margin of the list.

“Next, we have Maxwell Lintlaw, he’s a mystery novel writer. He’s made his name with a cunning detective named Windsor Falcon.”

“Good to know,” Maisy said. She loved a good whodunit. “I might have to look him up at the library after this weekend.”

“Yes, he’s actually not bad, I’ve read one or two. We have Mr. Lintlaw in the Arbutus room, again west wing. Kent Westham is also in the west wing, the Cedar room.”

Maisy was sensing a theme here. Boys on one side of the house, girls on the other. “What does Mr. Westham write?”

“Nonfiction, celebrity biographies and their self-destruction, drug overdose, relationship abuse, that sort of thing.” The older woman frowned. “I’m not sure if that’s an oxymoron. Celebrities are made-up people so to my mind a type of fiction. Regardless, it doesn’t matter. His writing is not my cup of tea it borders on real criminal events, and I find those true crime things abhorrent.”

“Not terribly literary either.” Tiffany wrote the room next to his name.

“Precisely.” Mrs. Roque gave a nod.

“Who’s next?” Maisy prompted. 

“Angela Oakla, she writes scandalously steamy romances.” Mrs. Roque looked up to catch Maisy grin. “Or so I’m told.” Her tone said she would not be caught dead reading anything so outrageous. “We have her in the east wing, the Geranium room.” She finished her tea and move the cup and saucer aside, then stood to point to the next name on the list. “Hazel Dell, as well as being Ziola Nutt’s assistant, she told me she writes contemporary romance although she hasn’t published any books under her own name yet. I’ve put her in the Lily room, also east wing. Lily of course, is next to Cherry Blossom. I wasn’t sure if Ms. Nutt would want her assistant close by but decided to err on the side of caution.” Mrs. Roque frowned at the list with purse lips. “Maisy, when you go up to finish with the west wing rooms, please ensure the door through the washroom is locked from the Maple room side, leaving the Cheery Blossom side, in the east, open. I don’t want anyone taking their own unguided tours about the place.”

Tiffany gave a small shiver. 

“Will do. What about the office up there, it should be out of bounds too?”

“Mr. Highmere’s old study is already locked. I made sure of that after I dusted in there yesterday.” 

Maisy gave the housekeeper a nod.

“Any sign of Mr. Highmere?” Tiffany asked in an innocent tone.

“None whatsoever.” Mrs. Roque said dryly. “I’m sure our ghost will keep a low profile while we have guests.” 

By her tone, it was clear the housekeeper didn’t actually agree with the younger women that there was some sort of spirit patrolling the second floor. However, Maisy thought, it might be she merely didn’t approve of him haunting the house. “Not that Mr. Highmere knew what good manners were.” This was said under her breath, but the younger women shared a smirk when they heard this.

“Oh, Tiffany, please add an asterisk beside Hazel Dell and Sylvia Highmere, to remind us they are both vegetarians.”

Tiffany bent her head to comply.

“Whenever she gets here, Miss Sylvia will be staying in the carriage house. She has her own room there.”

Maisy knew of Sylvia Highmere, Alicia’s younger sister, by reputation. If gossip was to be believed, Sylvia was a recovering drug addict and was now interested in becoming a writer. She had tried to get involved with the film industry in Vancouver as an actress and had only ever secured small background roles once or twice.

Considering all one had to do was sign up with one of the many agencies and show up on time when called, it was easy to get background work. Maisy herself had worked as a background cast member on two films in Ladysmith and three in Vancouver. Not that she’d bring this fact up. Her grandmother and parents were not on the need-to-know list, and neither was Mrs. Roque.

“What does Sylvia write?” Maisy glanced up at the housekeeper.

“Miss Sylvia.” Mrs. Roque put emphasis on the prefix, then she sighed. “Not much yet, as far as I know, but we hope for great things.” Mrs. Roque gave the younger woman a tight smile. 

“Sylvia doesn’t have a book deal with Dunn Wolf?” Tiffany asked. “I thought...” She shook her head.

“I remember she read one of her stories at one of the open mic events we had at the café this past summer.” Maisy glanced at the housekeeper.

“Did she?” Mrs. Roque sounded surprised. “Well, no, she doesn’t have a contract as far as I know. Miss Sylvia will be acting as a kind of hostess for this three-day event.” The older woman sounded uncertain about this statement.

Or was she worried Sylvia wouldn’t show up? Maisy didn’t know Mrs. Roque well enough to tell the difference. 

“Now, we should get on. Our guests will be here soon.” The older woman walked back to the stove.

“Yes, still lots to do before noon.” Maisy picked up the tea things and moved to the sink. Tiffany took the sugar and put the milk pitcher back in the cooler.

“Probably the twelve-twenty ferry.” The older woman picked up the wooden spoon and gave the soup a stir. “We will serve a late luncheon. I expect to seat them between one, and half one. Jane, or rather Gladys,” Mrs. Roque looked to Maisy as her grandmother was mentioned. “Will be bringing trays of finger sandwiches and I have wild mushroom soup in the making. The garden salad is already prepared.” Mrs. Roque replaced the soup pot lid and turned to her staff. “Tonight’s menu is on the bulletin board. Beef Wellington is the main entrée with spinach ravioli served in sundried tomato sauce as an alternative. There is also a list of the wines we will serve. The whites are already in the chiller and the red is in the sideboard in the pantry. As I said earlier, Tiffany can show you exactly where it’s kept when it’s time.”

“What about the veggie people?” Tiffany asked returning to the kitchen.

Mrs. Roque clicked her tongue at this term. And Tiffany’s freckled cheeks flushed.

“Try and keep up, dear. Hence the spinach ravioli, that is for the vegetarians.” 

“Right.” Tiffany nodded, shifting foot to foot, her cheeks flushed.

“We have sherry as an aperitif too. Wine comes from grapes, if Hazel does not want to partake, that’s up to her. Miss Sylvia will be served water, if she does not want the non-alcoholic wine.” The firmness of these words left Maisy no doubt as to Sylvia Highmere’s sobriety. 

Tiffany crossed to the cork board to post the guest list and their rooms with a red pushpin.

“Now, Maisy, if you could please finish making up the west wing rooms? You still have my keys?”

“I do, I’m on it.” Maisy moved to the back staircase.

“Keep an ear out for Gladys, she’ll be here soon with the luncheon items and may need help unloading.” 

“Will do.” Maisy gave her a nod before heading upstairs again via the back staircase. She could just make out Mrs. Roque’s words as she climbed the stone steps.

“Tiffany, when you’re finished with laying the dining room table...”

The other woman’s response was swallowed up by the wind howling through the trees and beating against the windows on the back side of the house, making the outer panes rattle.

Maisy shivered at the mournful tone of the wind bashing through the surrounding trees. Mounting the stairs, she grabbed a handful of black skirt to run up the treads to the second floor. The concrete steps were cushioned with rubberized material, making them less slippery. 

Maisy didn’t hesitate climbing the stairs from the kitchen to the floors above at her usual speed. She preferred these treads to the main foyer stairs. The plush carpeting and her smooth soled shoes made her slip if she didn’t slow down. 

As Maisy pushed the hallway door open, she looked first right and then left before entering the hallway. 

It was silly, really, no one was up here. Too prove it to herself, she strode down the carpeted hallway to the east wing and to the rooms of the master suite. The Cherry Blossom room was on the east side which connected through a luxurious bathroom to the Maple bedroom in the west wing. That particular room was not being used this weekend and Maisy thought that was for the best.

A quick check in Cherry Blossom assured her all was ready for the book publisher /author. She passed through to the bathroom with its claw-foot bathtub, gold fixtures, and ornate six-light mirror vanity. The bathroom dated back to the 1920’s with it’s small black and white marble tile, graceful and opulent with its matching extras. A separate shower, its taps like the rest were all tipped with gold leaf or a close faux facsimile. Every surface had been cleaned and sparkled in readiness. 

Exiting through the opposite door, Maisy came out into the Maple bedroom in the west wing, she closed the connecting access and turned the key in the lock. The mechanism gave a satisfying snick. 

She turned and abruptly stopped, sensing the change in temperature. The cold spot was back.

Maisy swallowed and took one long slow breath. She eased her way around the frigid area to the door. Using Mrs. Roque’s master keys, she locked the unused, though in her mind, not unoccupied room.

Now outside the ‘haunted’ bedroom as she thought of it, Maisy released the breath she’d held. Encountering the weird cold spots on the second floor did not exactly frighten her, though was unnerving. 

There was no telling where the phenomenon would show up next. Before this occasion, Maisy had experienced the cold spots twice before. Once, just outside of the office next door to the Maple bedroom. The last person to use the study and master bedroom in life was also the former owner of the mansion, Allister Highmere. Before that, it belonged to his father and grandfather, there was no telling who the ghost might actually be, but it made sense to Maisy it was the person who’d had the most notorious death.

The other time had been by the door to the back stairs. Tiffany, the lucky duck, hadn’t ever run across the places which felt icy cold one minute and back to normal room temperature the next. There had been weird goings-on in Highmere House in the past. It wasn't surprising there was a ghost haunting the second floor. Not that she spoke about it to anyone, except Jane.

Maisy moved on to the last room she had to finish, the Sitka room for Bertram Nutt. She entered the oak paneled bedroom and finished the job of making up the double sized mattress with crisp white sheets and a navy-blue down-filled duvet. The bed cover contrasted nicely with the lighter dove grey carpeting and wallpaper.

Maisy placed the last pillow on the bed, and looked around the room to ensure she hadn’t missed anything. All appear to be in order, merely a last dusting was needed.

The spirit couldn’t be Mrs. Olivia Frost-Highmere haunting the place, she’d only passed on a couple of years ago. Maisy took up a soft cloth from the caddy of supplies she'd left in the room before the tea break.

Jane had told her stories about all the Highmere clan, especially about Allister Highmere disappearing, allegations of murder, and then the body found on the property a couple of years ago. 

When Jane mentioned seeing the shape of a ghost looking out from the second-floor study’s corner window, Maisy had believed her. Even if it had been years ago, but hearing Jane tell the tale, it sounded like it had happened to her only yesterday.

As Maisy ran a soft cloth down the wood posts of the bed, she was glad she’d left the bedroom door open and could occasionally glance out to check she was actually still alone. 
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ARLIE BIRCH, JANE’S father-in-law, and master barista, ran a clean polishing cloth over the chrome of espresso machine. Through the window, he was keeping a watchful eye on a young man around ten years old. The boy was standing outside the café, off to the right of the red-painted wood and glass café door. The kid appeared to be counting his change. He must have been a walk-on on the ten-thirty ferry.

One side of Arlie’s mouth quirked up briefly. The kid’s build and hair colouring reminded him of his son Jack at that age. Although this boy's auburn hair was straight, and his eyes weren’t hazel. From this distance, possibly blue. 

Then too, Jack had never been shy. He would have come in and bargained for whatever it was he wanted at that age if he were short of money. When his son was a boy and Ethel Crawley ran the café, she'd agreed Jack could shovel her walkway in exchange for some treat or a buck or two.

This had led to the chores list his late wife put on the refrigerator at home. One-dollar chores and five-dollar chores were written in two columns. 

“That boy is always looking for money,” Sara had said matter-of-factly when she explained her plan to her husband. “We have lots of money, and Jack has lots of spare time.” 

Arlie had grinned but shook his head. “The shed doesn’t need another coat of paint.”

“True, but the garage could use a tidying, lawn mowed, whatever needs doing.”

“That’s true. I have some vehicle maintenance coming up, he could help. Maybe it’s time to show him how to change the oil, basic car care, and how to change a tire.”

“Life skills are good to know.”

“Always.” He nodded in agreement. “That doesn’t mean Jack can’t learn household chores too.”

“Of course, he can.” Sara taught Jack how to make a meal plan, buy groceries, and stick to a budget.

Later, when Jack was older, he would clear the small café parking lot of snow too. By then, Sara had suggested their son move on to a cash transaction with Ethel. Advanced education didn’t pay for itself.

Arlie sighed. He missed Sara, but the hurt of being left behind after she passed away had dulled over the years. Something to be thankful for, he supposed. And he was thankful for Gladys Wyatt’s companionship. 

Also, the job he had that gave him a reason to get up in the morning. It also warmed his heart to know Jane actually did truly need him at the café. She’d recognized his value and hired him long before she and Jack got together.

He made a sound halfway between a chuckle and a snort at the memory and moved on to wipe down the counter.

“What did you say?” Earl Moffatt asked glancing Arlie’s way. “Do you have an opinion on this latest political
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