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        (Movie Club Mysteries, Book 1)

      

      

      
        
        “My career in the San Francisco PD ended the day I arrested my husband.”

      

      

      
        
        Maggie Doyle gives her cheating ex and crumbling career in the San Francisco PD the proverbial middle finger, and moves to the Wild West…of Ireland.

      

        

      
        Lured by her aunt’s promise of a restful Irish vacation, Maggie agrees to help out at the Movie Theater Café in exchange for bed and board. Things are looking up—until the most hated woman on Whisper Island is poisoned at the café. With her aunt as the prime suspect, Maggie and her rock-hard muffins are hurled into the murder investigation.

      

        

      
        With the help of her UFO-enthusiast friend, a nun, and a feral puppy, Maggie is determined to clear her aunt’s name. Can she catch the murderer before they strike again? Or will her terrible baking skills burn down the cafe first?
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            A NOTE ON GAELIC TERMS

          

        

      

    

    
      Certain Gaelic terms appear in this book. I have tried to use them sparingly and in contexts that should make their meaning clear to international readers. However, a couple of words require clarification.

      The official name for the Irish police force is An Garda Síochána (“the Guardian of the Peace”). Police are Gardaí (plural) and Garda (singular). Irish police are commonly referred to as “the guards”.

      The official rank of a police officer such as Sergeant O’Shea is Garda Sergeant O’Shea. As the Irish frequently shorten this to Sergeant, I’ve chosen to use this version for all but the initial introduction to the character.

      The official name for the Whisper Island police station would be Whisper Island Garda Station, but Maggie, being American, rarely thinks of it as such.

      The Irish police do not, as a rule, carry firearms. Permission to carry a gun is reserved to detectives and specialist units, such as the Emergency Response Unit. The police on Whisper Island would not have been issued with firearms.

      Although this book follows American spelling conventions, I’ve chosen to use the common Irish spelling for proper names such as Carraig Harbour and the Whisper Island Medical Centre. An exception is the Movie Theater Café, which was named by Maggie’s American mother.
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          WHISPER ISLAND, IRELAND

        

      

    

    
      My career in the San Francisco PD ended the day I had to arrest my husband. Okay, so maybe I shouldn’t have punched him…twice. And kicked him in the groin. But seriously, what would you do if you’d discovered your husband was sleeping with his paralegal, and adding to your humiliation with a boozy post-screw drive down a busy freeway? He knew how I felt about fidelity, and he knew my thoughts on drunk driving. It was both our misfortune that I’d happened to be the cop who’d pulled him over.

      Thanks to my temper, four weeks after my marriage and my career had imploded, I found myself five thousand miles away from home, clinging to the side of a rocking boat and hurling the last of my dignity into the waves below.

      “I hate boats,” I muttered, pressing a napkin to my mouth. “And I hate storms.”

      A flash of lightning zigzagged across the sky as if to illuminate my point. Despite my nausea, I drew in a breath at the magnificence of the jagged coastline looming in the distance. The sheer cliffs towered over the rough sea, just as hauntingly beautiful as I remembered from childhood summers. I hadn’t been to Whisper Island in over ten years, but I recalled every tree, cave, and hill of the island where my father had been born.

      The ferry rocked into the harbor at midnight, an hour behind schedule. Shivering in the icy wind, I limped down the pedestrian gangplank, dragging my two rolling suitcases behind me. The suitcases contained the remains of my life. I’d sold all but two of my evening gowns to a friend’s used dress store and had listed most of my shoe collection on eBay. I’d have sold my jewelry, but it apparently belonged to Joe’s mother, courtesy of some fancy legal wheeling and dealing he’d done to ensure I couldn’t claim more than a pittance if we ever split up. My nostrils flared. Never trust a lawyer, especially one you marry.

      On the pier, I paused and scanned my surroundings. Several fishing boats bobbed in the water, straining at their moorings. No tourist yachts were in sight, but I’d never been to the island in winter. Apart from the bitter January wind, the pier was just as I remembered it: an old-fashioned wooden affair with a ferry terminal at one end and the red-and-white facade of the yacht club built into the side of the cliff. After the foot passengers had disembarked, the cars would exit the ferry and be transported up the cliff by means of a car elevator. I shuddered at the prospect of being enclosed in such a tight space and felt grateful I was on foot. I inhaled the sea air, relishing the salty taste on my tongue. It was good to be back.

      “Maggie? Is that you, love?” A woman’s voice boomed into my ear, making my heart leap in my chest. In the next instant, a small woman roughly the shape of a soccer ball tackled me in a bear hug.

      “Aunt Noreen? Have you been waiting all this time? We’re more than an hour late.”

      She waved her hand in a dismissive gesture. “The ferry is always late this time of year. I asked old Tom up in the ferry office to give me a call when he spotted the boat. My house is only a fifteen-minute drive away.” My aunt looked me up and down before squeezing me in another bear hug. “It’s lovely to see you, Maggie. It’s been too long.”

      Four years to be precise. My aunt had grown older and plumper since the last time I’d seen her, which had been at my wedding. She wrested my suitcases from my grasp, and I found myself hauled down the pier in her determined wake. She marched me past the ticket office and toward an ancient elevator, already packed with ferry passengers. Those who’d arrived in vehicles watched dubiously as they were loaded, one by one, into a special cage and hoisted up the cliff.

      “I prefer the harbor in Smuggler’s Cove,” my aunt said, following the direction of my gaze, “but Carraig is the one closest to the mainland, and it’s the only one the ferry stops at during the winter months.”

      “I guess there aren’t enough passengers to warrant making the trip all the way to the other side of the island.”

      “Exactly. As of May, it’s a whole different story.” My aunt gestured for me to step into the rickety elevator. “Let’s get you home. It’s freezing out here tonight.”

      I dug my frozen hands into my jacket’s pockets. “I, uh, think I’ll take the stairs.”

      My aunt frowned at me. “Are you sure? It’s a long way up.”

      “I could do with the exercise. Can you take my luggage?”

      “Sure. See you at the top.” Noreen dragged my suitcases into the elevator, oblivious to the wince of pain from the elderly man she rolled over. She gave me a cheery wave before the doors slid shut and the elevator began its shuddering ascent.

      I took a deep breath and contemplated the steps that led from the pier to the top of the cliff. It had to be several floors high, but a rickety metal staircase was preferable to an enclosed space. Or so I told myself until I reached the hundredth step, panting for breath. Man, I was out of shape. After a month spent at the bottom of a bag of Doritos, what could I expect? Groaning, I hauled myself up the steps and breathed a sigh of relief when I reached the top. Tomorrow, I’d go running. I might even go wild and eat a salad.

      Noreen and my suitcases were waiting for me in the parking lot near the elevator exit, standing beside a dilapidated Ford Fiesta that bore traces of its original green paint among the rust.

      “Well now,” my aunt said, giving me a critical once-over. “Would you look at the state of you? Sure, you’re nothing but skin and bones.”

      The skin-and-bones part was far from the truth. I didn’t need to stand on the scales to know I was the most out of shape I’d been my whole adult life. During my post-crisis slump, I’d comfort eaten my way up a dress size.

      Noreen beamed up at me, and I braced myself for another rib-crushing hug. She didn’t disappoint. When my aunt released me from her viselike clutches, she opened the trunk of the car and hurled my suitcase in among an array of fishing rods, hockey sticks, and golf clubs. Despite my aunt’s girth, she was a formidable sportswoman and a terror on the hockey pitch. “Let’s get you home and fed, love.”

      “Thanks,” I said as I slid into the passenger seat, gingerly removing a golf ball from under my backside, “but I have no appetite. I spent most of the trip over from the mainland being sick over the side of the boat.”

      Noreen gave a derisive snort. “Nonsense. You’ve been through a traumatic time. You need feeding.”

      “Trust me, I’ve been doing plenty of feeding,” I said with a wry smile. “Tomorrow, I promise I’ll finish all twenty-three meals you put in front of me. Right now, all I want is sleep.”

      “All right,” she grunted, clearly unhappy at my reluctance to chow down on an enormous meal served at midnight. “Now, how do you feel about cats?”

      The question came out of left field. “I…have no particular opinion about them.” In truth, I was ambivalent about animals. My only childhood pet had been a goldfish, and my contact with pets since had been fending off rabid dogs while arresting their owners.

      “Excellent,” Noreen said as though I’d just informed her she’d won the lottery. “I have eight.”

      “Eight…cats?” My eyebrows shot up in alarm. I hadn’t visited my aunt’s house on Whisper Island since I was a teenager, but I recalled her cottage as being on the snug side of small. “Where do they all sleep?”

      “Oh, you know.” She waved a hand vaguely as her car shot out of the parking lot at breakneck speed and turned onto a winding cliffside road. “Wherever they feel like it. I’m putting you in Roly and Poly’s room. Don’t worry, love,” she added, seeing my expression of horror. “Just shoo them off the bed if they’re bothering you.”

      Visions of a cat-infested house danced before my eyes. I peered out the window and saw how close we were to the edge of the cliff. Swallowing hard, I hunched back in my seat and let my aunt prattle on about islanders I’d never met. Had I made a massive mistake in accepting her offer of a home and a job? After all, what did I know about cafés? What did I know about living in Ireland?

      “All you’ll need to do while I’m in the hospital,” Noreen had said on the phone two weeks after I’d lost my job and filed for divorce, “is serve a few cups of coffee. The change of scene will do you good. Fresh air and exercise are what you need. There’s no point in moping. You’re better off without that buffoon, and if those eejits in the San Francisco Police Department don’t realize they’re losing a gem, you’re better off without them, too.”

      At the time, I’d been veering between drunken and tearful rants to my long-suffering best friend, Selena, and reliving the joy of shoving a handcuffed and bloody Joe into the ambulance after the crash. Had there been any true justice, Joe would have lost his attorney’s license along with his driver’s license, but money and connections rule, and Joe had an abundance of both. Instead, I’d found myself suspended, and I’d chosen to resign rather than allow my superiors to sentence me to a career as a pen pusher.

      The irony of snubbing an admin job in favor of a lowly position as a waitress on a remote Irish island wasn’t lost on me, but at least I was living life on my terms. As Noreen had said, the fresh air and distance from my life in San Francisco would do me good. It was only for a couple of months. Long enough for me to get my head together and give me a chance to decide what I wanted to do with the rest of my life.

      I regretted my complacency the moment we screeched to a halt outside my aunt’s ramshackle cottage. I got out of the car, clutching my neck as a whiplash victim would, and gaped in mounting horror at the sight before me. Inside a fenced enclosure, a large animal roamed. “Is that an alpaca?” I asked in a voice barely above a whisper.

      “Yes, that’s Horace.” Noreen beamed. “Didn’t I tell you about my side job? I run a petting zoo.”
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      When I dragged my groggy body out of bed at six o’clock the next morning, I was spared the indignity of feeding my aunt’s menagerie, but not her panic attack-inducing driving.

      “Sorry about the early start, love,” Noreen yelled over the roar of the engine as she accelerated past the alpaca and through the gate that separated her plot of land from the road. “I need to open the café in time to catch the breakfast trade.”

      “No problem.” I pulled my woolen hat over my red curls and clutched at my seat belt, braced for another hair-raising drive. Noreen kept the car just over the legal speed limit, but the combo of her jerky driving style and the lack of suspension in her ancient vehicle made for a bouncy ride. To add to my discomfort, I wasn’t used to driving on the left side of the road, and I kept trying to hit the brakes. After I’d assured myself that my aunt wasn’t about to drive us over the edge of a cliff, I began to relax and enjoy the view.

      In stark contrast to last night’s dark and stormy welcome, the sky was clear and the moon shone brightly. At this time of the year, the sun wouldn’t rise for another couple of hours, but the gentle glow of the moonlight illuminated the landscape. I soaked up the familiar sights of rolling hills and rugged coastline. My heart clenched when I spotted the woods where I’d played as a child during summer vacations spent with my aunt. Although I couldn’t see it, the memory of the lake on the far side of the woods loomed large.

      “What’s the island’s original name? I’ve forgotten the Gaelic term.”

      “Gaelic is called Irish around here, my girl. Your cousin, Julie, runs Irish language evening classes at the school. You should sign up for one.”

      “I won’t be here long enough to make it worthwhile.”

      My aunt grinned at me. “We’ll see about that. To answer your question, Whisper Island is Inis na Cogar.”

      “In-Ish-Na-Cougar?”

      Noreen laughed. “Not quite, but near enough.”

      “Where does the island get its name?”

      “The shape of the cliffs in certain parts of the island produces a sound like voices whispering when the wind blows.”

      “Very poetic.” To my ears, the sound I’d heard getting off the ferry last night had more in common with a plane engine, especially when the waves crashed against the rocks, but whatever.

      “Whisper Island hasn’t changed much since you were here last,” Noreen said as if reading my thoughts. “The young people come and go, of course, but old fogies like me stay on.”

      “Do you still get an influx of tourists in the summer?” I asked, staring out at the smattering of farms that dotted the landscape.

      “That we do. If it weren’t for the annual invasion, I’d be in dire financial straits.” She grimaced. “Okay, worse financial straits than I’m already in.”

      “That bad?” My forehead creased. “I had no idea. Mom said you were doing well.”

      “I am…in the summer.” Noreen shook her improbable black curls. “Like most of the businesses on the island, I rely on the tourist trade. This time of year is hard. I’m experimenting with ways to bring in a little extra during the winter months to take the pressure off.”

      I grinned. “Hence the petting zoo?”

      “Exactly. I also offer the café and the room at the back of the building to local clubs and societies that are too small to qualify for space in the town hall. In return for using my place free of charge, the clubs’ members agree to buy drinks and snacks from the café.”

      “That’s a brilliant idea.”

      “The downside is needing to work late, but it’s saved my bacon this winter.” She scowled. “I can only hope it lasts. Sandra Walker keeps petitioning the town council to revoke my Special Restaurant License. Without it, I won’t be allowed to serve alcohol on the premises.”

      I snorted. “Sandra hasn’t changed. Lemme guess: she’s seen you come up with a creative way to make some extra cash during the low season, and she wants to divert that business to her daughter’s restaurant.”

      “Exactly—a restaurant that no one wants to go to. It’s not a case of Sandra wanting a piece of the pie. She wants the whole cake. For months, I’ve had to deal with surprise visits from pest control, health and safety, and rumors about my café not being sanitary.”

      “Ugh. I’m sorry, Noreen. No one with a lick of sense will believe it.”

      “I hope not. I can’t afford to lose any more customers, especially this time of year.” Noreen’s lips twisted into a wry smile. “You know the most annoying part? I know Sandra is trying to get my license to serve alcohol revoked, but I can’t prove she’s behind the smear campaign. And because this is a small community, I have to grin and bear it when she swans into my place to attend a club meeting.”

      “All the while making snide remarks about you and your café?” I shook my head. “Like mother, like daughter. Melanie’s a pain, but she didn’t stand a chance with a mother like Sandra.”

      My aunt shot me a quick glance. “You’re bound to run into Melanie and Paul while you’re on Whisper Island. Are you okay with that?”

      To my disgust, the pain of Paul Greer’s betrayal still nagged at me. Not as deep or sharp as Joe’s, but the hurt—or the memory of that hurt—lingered. First loves left their mark.

      “I’m okay with seeing Paul again.” I hoped this was true. “I’m less thrilled with the idea of encountering Melanie, but I’ll deal.”

      Melanie had been my childhood nemesis. The fact that Paul had picked her to cheat on me with had made the situation worse, but we’d all been kids. Had Paul and I not had the added frisson of a long-distance relationship with three passionate summers spent together, we’d have fizzled out pretty quickly. Beyond his undeniable good looks and charm, Paul and I hadn’t had all that much in common. I was the American girl who’d spent summers on the island, and he was the handsome and wealthy local boy who’d swept me off my feet. I’d spent our long months apart pining for him and convinced we were destined to be together forever. He, apparently, had used my absences as an excuse to move on to the next available girl. Melanie just happened to be the one he’d gotten pregnant.

      “I didn’t think Paul and Melanie’s marriage would last,” my aunt mused, “but ten years and four kids later, they’re still together.”

      “Which is more than can be said for my marriage.” I fingered the dent left by the wedding and engagement rings I’d removed the night my marriage had ended.

      My aunt reached across and patted my arm. “Don’t worry, love. We’ll fatten you up and find you a good Irishman. I have a few candidates in mind.”

      “Oh, no.” I straightened in my seat, alarm bells sounding in my mind. “Please, no matchmaking. I am so not in the mood for a man right now.”

      “Maybe it’s a little soon,” Noreen conceded, “but give it a few months, and I’ll hook you up with a nice fella.”

      “I’m only staying on Whisper Island two months.”

      Noreen snorted and waved a hand in a dismissive gesture. “So you say. Let’s talk about that in a few weeks, eh?”

      I opened my mouth to protest the point but closed it again without saying a word. Arguing with Noreen was pointless. When she got an idea into her head, she clung to it with ferocious tenacity. Besides, after two months of having a houseguest, she’d be thrilled to be rid of me.

      “Oh, before I forget…open the glove compartment, will you? There’s an old mobile phone in there that you can use while you’re on the island.”

      I opened the glove compartment and slid out a battered cell phone that looked several years old. My heart swelled at my aunt’s thoughtfulness. “Thank you so much, Noreen.”

      “It’s a pay-as-you-go deal, so you’ll need to keep it topped up with credits. And it doesn’t have any of the bells and whistles of a modern phone.”

      “As long as it works, I’m happy. I’m reluctant to use my U.S. phone over here in case I rack up crazy charges.”

      My aunt swung the car to the left and took the road toward Smuggler’s Cove, the town that over half of the island’s five thousand residents called home.

      “Tell me about your café,” I prompted, keen to divert the course of the conversation away from my checkered love life. “You were vague on the phone.”

      Noreen laughed. “I wasn’t vague. You weren’t listening.”

      She was probably right. I’d been hung over the afternoon she’d called me with the job offer and surrounded by boxes that contained the remnants of my married life. “Yeah…I’m sorry about that.”

      “Don’t be. You were going through a tough time. We’ve all been there, love.”

      A lump formed in my throat. My immediate family—mother, father, and siblings—hadn’t understood why I’d quit the police department as well as my marriage. When Noreen had called and offered me the chance of a time-out from my life, the soothing lilt of her Irish accent had comforted me, and I’d agreed to come to Whisper Island on a whim.

      “The day you called, I’d just moved the last of my stuff out of our—out of Joe’s—house. I wasn’t in good shape.” I bit my lip and blinked back hot tears that I was determined not to shed. Joe Maitland wasn’t worth the loss of moisture.

      “You’re welcome to stay with me as long as you like. Who knows? Maybe you’ll grow to love the island so much that you’ll never leave.” She flashed me a sly grin. “I’ll even teach you to cook.”

      “I’ll happily take you up on the cooking lessons, but this is a temporary stop for me. I’m a city girl at heart.” Thanks to my Dad, I qualified for an Irish passport and didn’t need to worry about an employment permit.

      “Sure, what does a city have to offer that we don’t? Apart from pollution, traffic congestion, and crime? Any interest or hobby you have, the likelihood is that we’ve got a club for it. And if there isn’t one, start one. That’s what I did.”

      I suppressed a smile. While my father had left Whisper Island the instant he’d finished school, Noreen had never left. Their sister, Philomena, had lived on the mainland while getting her college degree, but she’d moved back a few years later with her young family in tow.

      “How are Aunt Philomena and Uncle John? And Julie and the boys?” I’d been close to my cousin when we were kids. To my regret, we hadn’t kept in touch. I’d invited her to my wedding, but she’d been backpacking in Australia and hadn’t been able to make it.

      “Philomena is the very same.” Noreen rolled her eyes. “Still bossing people around, both at the library and the various clubs she’s involved in. John’s construction business hasn’t done well since the property boom ended, but he’s hanging in there. Both Jack and Luke are living in Dublin. As for Julie, she’s back on the island, teaching at the primary school and, as I mentioned before, teaching Irish language evening classes. She said she’s looking forward to catching up with you.”

      “That’ll be nice.” My heart swelled at the thought of reconnecting with my cousin. I could do with a friend, assuming we still had as much in common as we’d had as kids.

      Through the car window, the rolling hills and winding road gave way to straight streets and a marked increase in buildings. We entered the town of Smuggler’s Cove a moment later and drove down the main street past a variety of shops, restaurants, and businesses, their signs bathed in the light of the streetlamps. Many of the names were familiar to me, but there had been changes over the years. I scanned the storefronts as we drove past. “Which one is your café?”

      “That’s it to your right,” Noreen said with a note of pride in her voice, “wedged between the news agency and the greengrocer’s.”

      I peered out the window and sucked in a breath. A hand-painted sign proclaimed The Movie Theater Café. “Oh my goodness,” I gasped. “You renovated the old cinema? I always loved that place.”

      My aunt pulled into the free parking space outside the café and killed the engine. “When I told your mother about my plans, she commissioned the sign.” She chuckled. “I didn’t have the heart to tell her we call movies ‘films’ in Ireland, but I don’t think my customers care. In fact, much of the summer crowd is American tourists. They find the name charming.”

      “It is charming. I remember thinking it was such a shame that the building was derelict.” I unbuckled my seat belt and got out of the car, taking in the sight of the old-fashioned billboard under the café’s sign. It read, Showing this week: The Breakfast Club 07:30 to 11:00.

      “Clever,” I said, nodding toward the billboard. “I guess breakfast includes a traditional Irish fry-up?”

      “Of course. We also cater to those with smaller appetites, though. We serve a variety of muffins, scones, croissants, and granola, as well as sweet treats galore.” My aunt extracted a key from her voluminous purse and opened the door of the café. We stepped inside.

      “Oh, wow.” I sucked in a breath and soaked in the details. The café was housed in the foyer of the movie theater. The accordion doors had been replaced with one door to the left and a row of floor-to-ceiling windows that stretched to the other wall. The concession stand now served as a bar, and sported an impressive Italian coffee machine as its centerpiece. Comfortable-looking leather chairs surrounded wooden tables that were each named after a vintage movie star. The box office appeared to be the place where people paid for their food and drinks, as well as collected information on upcoming island club events. I turned to my aunt. “You’ve done a fantastic job with the renovations.”

      “Thanks.” My aunt grinned at me. “You used to play make-believe in here with Paul when you were kids, remember?”

      My cheeks grew warm. I’d done a lot more than play in the movie theater with Paul Greer the last summer I’d been on Whisper Island. And look how that had ended… I shoved away the memory of my naive eighteen-year-old self and flexed my shoulders. “Will you give me the grand tour before you put me to work?”

      Noreen’s smile stretched wide. “With pleasure. As you can see, this is the café itself. The kitchen is back here.” She led me through a door behind the concession stand and into a small but well-equipped kitchen and gestured for me to take a look around. “I cook traditional Irish breakfasts all morning. My lunchtime menu is limited in the winter—just sandwiches, soup, and a hot meal of the day. You’ll be well able to handle the cooking when I’m getting my wisdom teeth out tomorrow.”

      I jerked up from the cabinet full of mysterious utensils I’d been examining, banging my head in the process. “Um, you know I was serious about burning water, right? Waiting tables, I can handle.”

      “I’ll soon teach you to cook, love,” Noreen said with a confidence that I didn’t share. “We have a whole day before I leave for the mainland.”

      Oh, boy. One day to transform me from Queen of the Microwaved Ready Meal to Baking Goddess? My aunt had no idea what she was up against. “Speaking of your trip to the hospital, who’s looking after the petting zoo while you’re gone? Because much as I love you, I draw the line at shoveling animal excrement.”

      Noreen’s crackle of laughter was infectious. “You’re off the hook. I’ve asked Paddy Driscoll to feed and water the pigs, the goats, and the alpaca. All you’ll need to do is open a few tins of cat food and feed the dog.”

      “The dog is no problem, but I’m not sure the cats like me.” Roly and Poly had made their disdain for me clear the moment I’d thrown them off the bed last night. I hadn’t met the rest of Noreen’s cats yet, but I anticipated a mutually lukewarm reaction.

      “Oh, they’ll get used to you.” My aunt beamed at me. “Poly is expecting, but you probably won’t need to deal with her kittens.”

      My jaw dropped. “Wait a sec…you’re leaving me in charge of a pregnant cat? Labor and delivery are not my areas of expertise.”

      “Don’t worry. Poly’s not due for another couple of weeks. Now, let’s look at the part of The Movie Theater Café that I know you’ll love.” My aunt took my arm and dragged me out of the kitchen, moving at a surprising speed for a woman of her size.

      Noreen stopped outside the door of the movie theater. When she threw open the door, I sighed with pleasure. The theater looked like a photo out of one of my aunt’s vintage movie magazines. The red velvet seats had been restored to their former glory, as had the curtains that framed the stage. A chandelier hung suspended from the ceiling, adding to the old-world vibe.

      “What a great place for clubs to meet.” I ran a hand over the plush red velvet upholstery. “They have seating, a stage, and a big screen. Which clubs use it?”

      “Now let me see…” A crease formed on my aunt’s forehead as she rattled off the clubs’ names. “There’s the Whisper Island Knitting Society on Mondays; the Quilting Queens on Tuesdays; the Historical Society on Wednesdays; their enemies, the Detectorists, share Thursdays with the Unplugged Gamers; and the Golden Age Movie Club and the Vintage Mystery Book Club share Fridays.” Noreen beamed. “No prizes for guessing that I’m the founder and president of the Movie Club, and Philomena is the president of the book club.”

      “Both the movie and the vintage mystery clubs sound amazing. Do you watch old movies together and discuss them after?”

      My aunt bobbed her head. “We watch a film once every month, but some of us choose to meet more often to chat, take care of club admin, and just have fun. When many of our film discussions touched on the books that the films were based on, Philomena suggested we add a mystery novel book club to complement the Movie Club. So now we watch a film on the second Friday of the month, and we hold a book discussion on the last Friday of the month.”

      I picked up a flyer from a table by the entrance. “What do the Unplugged Gamers do?”

      “They play board games. I guess the name is to differentiate them from video game fans.” My aunt tapped on a name at the head of the flyer I’d picked up. “Do you remember Lenny Logan? You might have met him with Julie.”

      I scrunched up my forehead. “The name sounds familiar.” A memory stirred. “Wait a sec…the stoned guy? The one with the mullet and the Star Trek T-shirts?”

      Noreen threw back her head and roared with laughter. “That’s him. Lenny’s lost the mullet, but he’s otherwise unchanged.”

      The bell over the entrance door chimed. I replaced the flyer where I’d found it. “Sounds like our first customer of the day has arrived.”

      “It’ll be someone looking for a take-out coffee or a full Irish breakfast.” My aunt raised an eyebrow and threw me a look of challenge. “Want your first cooking lesson?”

      “Want, no. Need, yes.” I gave her a mock salute. “I’m yours to command.”

      Laughing, my aunt bustled out of the movie theater and back into the café. Before I followed her, I cast another look around the gorgeous room, and my heart swelled. Maybe life on Whisper Island wouldn’t be boring after all.
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      My first day at the café passed in a haze of burned sausages (me) and freshly baked scones (Noreen). By six o’clock, my feet and my back ached, and I was looking forward to shooing my aunt’s cats out of her bathtub and enjoying a long soak. I loaded the latest pile of dirty dishes into the dishwasher, wiped my sweaty palms down the front of my red apron, and switched on the machine. Voices floated into the kitchen from the café, including my aunt’s hearty laugh.

      A pang of guilt gnawed at my stomach. A day to learn to cook was not going to cut it, and I didn’t want to let my aunt down. Noreen’s kindness in offering me a refuge to recharge and reassess my life had been a godsend. The least I could do was give her the reassurance that her café was in good hands while she was in the hospital. At the rate I was going, I’d have the local fire department on speed dial.

      When I rejoined my aunt behind the food and drinks counter, she was chatting to a dark-haired wiry guy in a hooded sweatshirt, who was chewing on a toothpick. He turned to face me, and his bony face split into a grin. “Hey, Maggie. What’s up?”

      “Maggie and I were just talking about you earlier,” Noreen said, although I didn’t need her hint to identify the man. The scraggly beard was new and the mullet was gone, but I’d have recognized Lenny Logan anywhere.

      “Hey, Lenny. Long time no see.” I stretched out my hand, and Lenny pumped it with more strength than I’d given him credit for.

      “Julie told me you were coming back to the island.” Lenny moved his toothpick from one side of his mouth to the other. “You planning on staying long?”

      “For as long as she likes,” my aunt said.

      “For a couple of months,” I corrected.

      “Awesome,” Lenny drawled. If Fillmore from the movie Cars had had an Irish accent, he’d have sounded just like Lenny. “You gotta come to one of our club meetings.”

      “For your Unplugged Gamers?” I grinned. “The last time I played Monopoly, I went bankrupt. And if I recall correctly, it was a game lost to you.”

      “Yeah, you were a terrible player,” Lenny said, matter-of-factly, “but you might prefer one of our strategy games. Ever tried The Settlers of Catan?”

      “Nope.”

      “That’s a good one for beginner gamers. Wanna join us next Thursday evening?”

      “I’d love to, but…” I glanced at my aunt. “Am I scheduled to work then?”

      Noreen shoved her glasses into place and consulted a printout next to the cash register. “Yes, but as long as you’re willing to serve Lenny and his friends food and drinks, I have no problem with you joining their game.”

      “In that case, I’ll see you then, Lenny. Thanks for the invitation.”

      “Hey, no problem. We meet here two Thursdays a month, and the other weeks we hunt aliens. You’re welcome to join us.”

      “I…” I stared at him open-mouthed. “Lenny, I don’t know what to do with that information. You hunt aliens?”

      “Well, kinda.” His pale blue eyes grew serious. “Me and Mack—do you remember Mack McConnell?—we take our stargazing equipment into the hills and look for UFOs or any sign of extraterrestrial life.”

      “Every found any?”

      “Just the odd UFO,” he said, his expression earnest, “but no landings.”

      “Lenny,” I said, struggling not to giggle. “When you guys go alien hunting, is there any smoking funny stuff going on in those hills?”

      His gaze shifted to Noreen, and then back to me. “Um…maybe?”

      “And you don’t see any connection between that and seeing UFOs?”

      Lenny stared at me balefully. “No. Hey, any time you want to come with us, lemme know. We can show you our equipment.”

      “If any other man said he and his friend would show me their equipment, I’d interpret it a whole different way.”

      “Eh?” Lenny looked genuinely baffled. “Well, maybe the game nights are more your thing.”

      My lips twitched. “Probably. I’ll see you next Thursday.”

      “I’ll see you before then.” Lenny indicated the coffee cup in his hand. “I buy a take-out decaf every evening after work, along with one of Noreen’s vegan scones.”

      “You’ll meet Maggie at the Movie Club as well,” Noreen
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