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“JANE’S EATS AND TREATS café,” Jane Westcott said the words aloud. 

The phrase still didn’t sound right, like fiction. The café used to belong to Aunt Ethel and always had, but now she was gone.

With a deep breath in, and out, Jane cleared the negative energy from her mind. Sad thoughts weren’t helpful. 

She squared her shoulders and once again went through her mantra. The work didn’t scare her, waiting on customers didn’t scare her, and filling orders didn’t scare her either. 

Failure, now that scared her. Well, and being homeless, penniless, and unemployed, that too. 

“Stop being dramatic,” she told herself. The café was her home now, and her job. And it was past time to work on the penniless thing.

Jane grasped the kitchen drawer’s wooden handle and pulled the heavy drawer open. Back in the day, the drawer had been a flour bin, and the one above, a sugar bin. The stainless-steel liners remained inside, but this drawer now held over thirty unique and colourful aprons. 

She reached in and drew out the one on top. The pinafores were remnants of Ethel Crawly, and touching the worn fabric made Jane smile. But it was time to get this show on the road.

Quickly, she flipped the dark blue strap over her head and pulled her braid out of the way. A snap of her wrists and the ties wrapped around her waist, and she fashioned the indigo material into a bow at the small of her back. After one last adjustment to the skirt material, she turned and crossed the wide board kitchen floor to the farm table.

Jane scooped up the basket of muffins. She took a steadying breath, and then briskly strode through the connecting door to slide the blueberry-oatmeal muffins into the main display case of Jane’s Eats & Treats. The muffins were still warm, and their fragrance filled the air and mingled with the comforting aroma of six other kinds of oven-fresh treats.

She glanced at the clock, ten minutes to six in the morning. How did I ever get here? 

The journey from her old life in Vancouver had been a bumpy one. No matter how many times she told herself coming back to Musgrave Landing was her only choice. Even though a sound decision, her return to the only real home she had ever known still felt awkward and ill fitting. Like a dress that was snug in the wrong places and ten years out of style, but she would adjust, she had to.

Jane took a firm grip on her uncertainty, grabbed the light blend coffee carafe, marched the container over to the self-serve counter on the north side of the coffee shop and placed it next to the medium and dark blend matching carafes. 

At least the tasks were familiar. Well, mostly, Jane consoled herself. “Cups, lids, spoons, cream, milk, brown sugar, white sugar, raw sugar, and sweetener.” Jane recited the memorized list. “What am I forgetting?” 

A quick glance out the north window showed her a line of cars and trucks. Commuters already queued up for the six-twenty Musgrave Landing ferry. These people would be her first customers. 

The anxiety which had nibbled at the edges of her confidence started taking hungry bites. The emotion made her swallow.

It will be fine once I get going. It’s like riding a bike. So, what if it had been fifteen years since she’d waited on any customers in the café? 

The early April sun shone a weak light through the east windows. The rays had yet to touch the west side of Salt Spring Island. As a result, the temperature hadn’t risen above a frosty level.

An antique-blue sky promised fairer spring weather to come as sunlight crept up the granite face of Stoney Hill and across the waters of the strait. Jane hoped the good weather meant she would be busy. 

She could make out a vessel currently powering its way across the Samsum Narrows to make berth at Musgrave Landing.

The sight of the ferry made Jane realize she had to hurry. She dug her right hand into today’s cotton apron pocket for the list. 

Of course, all the pockets were empty. 

She dashed back into the kitchen to gather her belongings. Each apron was unique and the garments were essential for running the café. Not only did an apron keep clothing from taking on stains, each one sported several pockets to hold personal items. Like the building’s keys, the coffee machine’s operations sheet, her cell phone, and the café’s daily opening to-do list. All of which, she deposited in various pockets then picked up the cheat sheet.

Jane scanned the list. “Crap, the honey.” She nipped quickly behind the counter and extracted the bottle, shaped like a happy bear. 

“Okay, now that’s got to be everything.” Jane checked the paper one more time, just to be sure, and then scanned the interior of the small café looking for issues or missing items. 

On impulse, she made a last dash to the far-left side of the building into the ladies’ washroom just to make sure the room was neat and tidy. Clean meant sales, grubby meant customers would question the café’s hygiene, which could be a death sentence to her new business. 

While she was at it, Jane popped into the men’s washroom, did a fast check, and then washed her hands for good measure.

Everything was as ready as it could be. “It’s only nerves. Settle down, Jane.” She needed to curb this talking-to-herself thing. A bad habit left over from her job on the mainland, but not something she had time to worry about right now. Jane swallowed her nerves and smoothed her hands down her apron. 

The time had come. She stepped over to the fire-engine-red door, paused with her hand on the deadbolt to get a grip, on it and her nerves. With her lips compressed into a determined, firm straight line, she turned the deadbolt and unlocked the door. 

The April wind retained a cool bite to its touch and crept under the threshold. This was a good thing, in Jane’s opinion. Hot drinks would sell well. 

A small black cat, with one orange ear, was outside as usual. No more than a kitten, the wee female feline had taken to hanging around the café door over the past weeks. Now she sat hunched on the old weathered planter by the parking lot entrance. The kitten was a slick little minx, Jane lost count of the times she’d evicted the little creature from the café. 

“If you don’t have a cat, one will find you,” Ann had laughed at Jane’s battle with the cat. She’d sipped herbal tea and watched, amused, as her sister gave chase.

It wasn’t that Jane didn’t like cats, but there were rules with regard to allowing animals around when someone was running a food centric business.

Jane opened a small cupboard by the door and extracted the bag of dry cat food. She stepped outside, filled the metal dish, and checked the water bowl. It was chilly but not close to freezing, the water was fresh and clear. Both dishes sat beside the post used to tie up customers’ dogs. Unless they were a service animal, pets were not allowed inside the cafe. 

The wee black creature lithely jumped down from her perch and sauntered over to the dishes. There was a definite question mark shape in her tail as she peered up at Jane with luminous yellow eyes.

“I’ll come see you later. I have to work right now,” Jane promised, and gave the kitten a cheek scratch then went back inside.

She flipped on the ‘Open’ sign and returned to her station behind the counter for a quick hand wash and waited for customers.

The morning commuters must have been watching for the sign to light. No sooner had Jane made it behind the counter, when her first customers left their cars and crossed the few yards to the café door. 

As the new owner-operator, Jane greeted each customer with a cheerful smile. She quickly doled out sandwiches, muffins, cupcakes, breakfast bars, and hot breakfast wraps. She sold coffee and bottles of water along with the food too. The more sales she made, the easier the task of waiting on customers became until all her nervousness was gone.

The feedback cheered Jane on too.

“So glad you’ve reopened,” said her first customer.

“Nice to have the café back,” came from the fifth.

“How is Ethel?” A tiny white-haired woman with a cane, and a very pronounced widow’s hunch asked. Jane’s eyebrows twitched in surprise at this question. Musgrave Landing was a small village and most people knew everything, about everyone. 

Then a younger woman appeared at the senior’s elbow. She gave Jane a commiserating smile and lifted her eyebrows. Maybe not everyone got the news. “Mrs. Vernon, Ethel passed away.”

“A month ago,” Jane said and added a napkin to the paper bag, which contained a chocolate chip muffin and pat of butter for the elderly woman. 

“I’m so sorry, I didn’t realize,” the senior said and patted Jane’s hand. “Was it the cancer?”

“Yes, at least she’s not in any pain now,” Jane said and swallowed her emotions. She was glad she could now hold it together when well-meaning people asked about her aunt. Each day, dealing with her grief got a bit easier.

“It’s nice you started up the café again, Ethel would have wanted this.”

Jane’s polite smile broadened. Her aunt made Jane promise to do exactly that. Aunt Ethel’s words echoed in her memory, I don’t have a lot to leave you, except the café and whatever is in it, is yours. Make it work. 

The coffee shop was a mad house for about eighteen minutes and Jane could not have been happier with the chaos. 

The only exception was one customer with a sour expression and pursed lips. His height required Jane to look up, to meet the disapproving gaze of a man in his late sixties. 

“What can I get for you?” Jane ignored his sour expression as a thin boney hand placed a to-go cup on the counter in front of her.

“Nothing,” he said stiffly. “Just, the coffee.”

Jane’s smile faded as she charged the man for the small beverage. 

He gave her exact change. “You didn’t wait long to take over, did you?”

“Excuse me?” Jane frowned as she dropped the change in the register drawer.

“Ethel’s barely cold in her grave and you took over her café.” He looked Jane up and down, as though he found her distasteful. “Tell me, did you and your sister fight much over the property? I’m surprised you didn’t sell it all and take off back to Vancouver.”

Jane looked directly into his hard eyes. Aunt Ethel’s customer service philosophy was still deeply ingrained in Jane’s memory. It can take a long time to gain a customer, and seconds to lose them. Her aunt always gave clear direction on how to handle customers such as this. She would have advised Jane not to say anything to the man, even though his words hurt her.

However, Jane was not Ethel. After the trouble back in her old life, Jane resolved to never ‘just take it’ from anyone. 

Instead, she smiled widely and held out her right hand. “I’m sorry, I don’t know you. I’m Jane Westcott, Ethel Crawly’s niece. I lived in Musgrave Landing for most of my life, until I left for university, then work. And you are?”

The older man blinked in surprise at her but took her right hand and shook it. “Earl Moffatt,” he said in a clipped tone.

“Did you know my aunt well?”

His eyes slid sideways, and his moustache twitched. “Not too well, no, but I liked her.”

“I loved her,” Jane said sincerely. “She was like a mother to me and my sister. We both miss her very much.”

There was an awkward pause. “I’m sorry for your loss,” the old guy muttered as he snatched his cup off the counter and made a fast exit out the door to the parking lot.

“Ignore him, Jane. Earl’s a curmudgeon,” said a woman with deep black skin, dark brown eyes, and scarlet fingernails which matched her suit. She placed a large coffee on the counter. 

“He certainly is something.” Jane watched through the side window as the old man disappeared from view behind a truck. Then she turned back to her new customer.

“I’m Celine Nickels. I’ve lived in the village for about three years, so I only knew Ethel slightly. She was a nice woman, and I’m sorry for your loss too.”

“Thank you, lovely to meet you, Celine. You work on the main Island?”

“Yep, I’m an accountant for MPG in Duncan.” She placed one fist on a curvy hip and smoothed her raven hair behind one ear. “I’m glad you’ve re-opened the café. I’m not big on making my own coffee in the morning, but God help the office if I don’t have one first thing.”

Jane laughed. “Can I get you anything else?”

“I’ll take a trail mix muffin for breakfast, please.” Celine’s eyes danced with mischief. “And a chocolate cupcake for later, thanks.”

Jane returned Celine’s infectious smile and put the woman’s order together.

The ferry arrived and neatly coasted into its berth at the end of the dock. Sometimes there was a vehicle or two on the first run of the day, but usually the deck was empty. There was not much reason to go to Musgrave Landing before the businesses opened. That is unless one lived in the village these days.

However, this morning was different. An RCMP police cruiser rolled off the ferry ramp and onto the concrete wharf. Everyone in the café paused to watch, including Jane. 

“That’s not a usual sight,” commented a man Jane thought was named Sam. He was a tall, muscular man in coveralls and a denim jacket. He drove the tow truck currently parked in the café’s tiny lot.

Crime rarely happened in Musgrave Landing. Here, early customers fell silent as the white car, with yellow, red, and blue stripes along the sides, drove past the line of cars and trucks waiting to leave. Some of Jane’s customers stared out the window and speculated out loud about the reason the police had travelled to the village.

“I wonder what that’s all about,” said Victor, a tall thin, algebra teacher who taught in Mill Bay.

“Probably nothing good,” Nancy said, a dental assistant who worked in Duncan.

When Jane spoke to her customers, she made the effort to discover something about each as she served them. She wanted to know who they were, their names, and what they did. She hoped some of these people would become more than an acquaintance and customer after a while, like Celine.

“I’m sure we will hear all about it before the day is over,” Kelly said, a teacher who taught chemistry and Celine’s carpooling partner. 

As the taillights of the police vehicle disappeared up the hill as the ferry signalled its readiness to accept passengers. 

In seconds, the building emptied. 

With the customers gone, Jane leaned heavily against the back counter. Wow is it going to be like this every morning? She certainly hoped so and straightened. With a lighter step, she went about the room, neatening the five tables. She replaced chairs and put stools back under the bar along the west window. Her next round of customers would be arriving when the ferry returned in roughly an hour.

Jane grabbed a cleaning cloth and moved to the self-serve counter when her mobile phone rang.

“Hey, Ann,” she greeted her sister as she tucked the phone between her shoulder and chin, not an easy maneuver to perform with a smartphone. 

“Hi Jane, how’s it going?”

“Busy, crazy busy,” Jane said cheerfully as she gathered up the carafes for refilling.

“Glad to hear it. Do you think you’ll have to hire someone to help out?” Ann asked.

“I don’t know yet, so far I’m handling the workload okay.”

“Do you need me to come and help you?”

“No, but thanks for the offer all the same.”

“All right, I’ll see you around lunchtime then.” Ann hung up and as usual, didn’t wait to see if Jane wanted to say more. But that was Ann.

Their aunt and Ann shared the exact same mannerism. Only one of the things they had in common. More than once, Jane had to call Ethel back to add some piece of information the hang- up had cut off.

Ethel had bequeathed her house, which included a studio, to Ann who was also an artist. As Jane loaded the used dishes into the dishwasher, she thought about the last conversation she’d shared with her aunt in the hospital on the main Island. Her aunt had said, I love you and Ann like my own daughters, Jane. Please know when I say you haven’t an artistic bone in your body, I don’t mean it as an insult. It’s merely a fact. That’s why Ann will get the house and studio. The older woman lay in her hospital bed, a thin, pale, half-image of her actual self as she explained her last wishes. Jane, I’m leaving you the café. You’re a hard worker and I know you’ll get it back on its feet. 

Ethel, ever blunt, always told people what she thought. And their aunt never pulled her punches. Over her career as a café owner, Ethel Crawly did not amass a huge fortune from her years running the business. But the three of them had lived a comfortable life.

Occasionally, Ethel rented out the apartment above the café for extra income. Now, Jane made the small apartment hers after moving in days after the funeral. Ann had done the same with the house three blocks away. 

Even though there were still many bills to worry about, no mortgage was a huge benefit to Jane’s financial situation.

“It’s all up to me,” Jane said as she replaced the coffee containers on the self-serve counter and glanced at the clock. Ten minutes and the madness would start again. But the short break did give her time to combine her prepped ingredients for the soup she planned to serve at noon. 

Four kinds of sandwiches, already made, sat in the refrigerated display case. Some had been sold already with the morning coffee and tea. There was only a small margin to be made on food, but every little bit helped.
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After the busy morning, Jane looked forward to a small break once the lunch crowd was served. A few ferry workers dropped in to check out the revamped business and bought something for their lunches. Jane’s pot of homemade chicken noodle soup was a popular choice.

Ethel used to run the café from six in the morning until one-thirty in the afternoon, Monday-to-Friday. If there were a Farmer’s Market running, Saturdays too. Jane saw no reason to change the hours for now. She would see what her revenue looked like after the first week.

“Hey, you,” Ann called as she breezed in at a quarter to one o’clock. “Got any soup left?”

“I do, would you like an egg salad sandwich to go along with it?”

“Absolutely.” Ann dropped her flowing emerald-green wrap and oversized bag on a chair. She plunked herself down next to it. 

“How’s did the morning go?”

“Good, busy.” Jane shared the same shade of chestnut-brown hair as her sister, but Ann wore hers short in a pixie cut. Jane’s long hair was usually bound in a braid and hung down the middle of her back. Both sisters possessed the same dark, chocolate brown eyes as their mother and aunt, but that was where the similarities ended.

“Good for you.”

Jane glanced at her sister as she assembled their lunch. Two years older, Ann was also four inches taller than Jane’s five foot three. Ann loved bright shades, and Ann’s clothing and makeup reflected this as did her paintings. Today was no different.

With her shape being a bit on the stockier side, Jane preferred earth tones and a more natural look. And she was fine with that, she acknowledged as she ladled soup into bowls. “My products are selling well and that’s all I can ask.” She had lots of bills to pay.

At forty-one-years old, Ann and never had to worry about money. She was divorced and received alimony payments from Andrew Kingsley, her ex-husband. The support cushioned her from real life. 

Probably, Jane theorized, Ann had never gotten over Jack Birch and that was the reason for her sister’s failed marriage. Now that both of them were back on the island, Jane wondered if her sister would seek out Jack. 

She compressed her lips with this thought as she laid items on the table for their lunch. It was best not to think about Jack. Then, her relationship with Aaron came to mind, and how she’d considered marrying him. Thankfully, Jane woke up to understand who Aaron really was before their relationship got that far.

Jane hand over the silverware, and Ann quickly arranged the place settings.

No, the idea of sharing her life with anyone was behind her now. She took her seat and slid the bowl of soup closer to her. Instead, she needed to work as much as she could. The situation did not change because she was back in Musgrave Landing. It would be wonderful if...no. Her old desire from her youth was unrealistic, especially when she looked at her beautiful sister. 

Jack wouldn’t know what hit him this time around. 

Focusing on her sister, she served them both from a pot of tiger blend tea. “How goes your beautification project? Did the mayor look at your plans?” 

“Sort of, I got a whole minute of Tim’s time. He listened but he said none of my ideas will fit into this year’s budget.” She sipped a spoonful of soup. “Mm.” Ann swallowed her first taste. “Lovely flavour, Jane.” 

“Thanks. But you’re not giving up, are you?”

“No, I’ll track down each village councillor if I have to. Everyone works, which means it will take me some time. Tim was easy, as the assistant postmaster, I cornered him Saturday and made him listen. I plan on speaking to all the council members before the meeting.” Ann sighed as she unwrapped her sandwich. “We have to get off our collective butts and figure out ways to bring people to Musgrave Landing or this place will continue to die a slow death. I thought using donated artist time and talent would be a no brainer.” 

“It is. Who doesn’t want nice things to look at? The murals in Chemainus are well known and draw tons people there every year.” Jane sipped her tea and frowned. “I thought there was grant money awarded for business stimulation?”

“There is, but apparently Musgrave Landing has been turned down repeatedly, according to Anita. The small amount of funding the village did receive, the council plans to put elsewhere, but she wouldn’t tell me where. She just said no, they can’t handle it, not in this year’s plan.”

“Maybe you can get more details at the monthly council meeting.”

“I hope so.”

As they ate, Jane noticed Ann looking around at the white walls of the café. “What are you going to do with all this empty space?”

Jane wiped her mouth with her napkin. “I was thinking of commissioning a mural for the top half, above the windows. A wall painting will give the customers and me something to look at on the not so nice days in winter.” 

Windows graced three sides of the café. Those facing east, with a view of the tiny parking lot, looked uphill along High Street to the village. A bank of four windows faced north, with a view of the ferry wharf, the road, and the trees from the haunted house. Three more windows faced west and overlooked the patio. The view beyond showed the calm waters of Samsum Narrows and the forbidding granite face of Stoney Hill. 

At the moment, the sun glittered brilliantly off the Narrows. The light turned the water to shimmering diamonds and shone warmly through the French door. The black cat was in a sunny patch on a broken concrete bench outside, eyes shut, enjoying the heat.

“Oh?” Ann looked expectantly at her sister. “Were you going to ask me?”

Playing for time, Jane refilled their cups from the brown-striped teapot, her favourite because it poured so nicely. She considered how to tell her sister what she wanted without hurting Ann’s feelings. Her sister’s art was bigger than life and would overpower the room’s small space. 

Finally, she looked up to explain and her gaze snagged on the bare patio, the undisciplined row of tulips poking up along the border. Their red, orange, and yellow heads nodded in the light breeze. With resignation, Jane realized she had one more thing on her to-do list. Clean up the flowerbeds.

Then inspiration struck.

“Come outside with me for a minute.” Jane stood and tipped her head toward the door.

“Okay,” Ann said giving her sister a nod, and grabbed her wrap to follow. 

The fresh air retained the spring chill even though it was past noon and the sun shone down on the paving stones. 

“Look at this.” Jane gestured to the side of the building facing the water. “The café is the first thing people see when they arrive on the ferry.”

She watched as Ann studied the peeling white clapboard with pursed lips. On the north side, the bracket, which should be holding the café sign, was still empty. Jane had ordered a new sign, but the delivery was late. She hoped to see it by the end of the week. 

“It’s dull and uninteresting.” Ann nodded and turned to Jane with an excited glint in her eyes. “What are you thinking?” 

Jane could see her sister was already bubbling with ideas.

“You are great with colour. Do you think you can, or would want to, tackle the exterior? I’d love a mural of flowers, tulips, daffodils, and maybe pansies?” 

As Jane looked at her sister, Ann’s eyes narrowed as she looked at the offered canvas again. With brisk steps, her artist sister marched around to the north side. “What about here?” She cut her gaze to Jane.

“Here too, and the west side as well,” Jane said as she folded her arms around herself. The chill penetrated her sweater and blouse, but she smiled through it as inspiration grabbed her sister with both hands.

“And the south side, what are your plans there?” Ann asked briskly.

“That side of the building still has the exposed red brick. I’d like to keep it.”

“Good idea.” Ann nodded. 

“Will you do it?” Jane asked.

“This will be fun.” With a dazzling smile, Ann abruptly turned and faced Jane. “I’ll work up some sketches this afternoon and bring them by for you to look at as soon as they’re ready. You can pick out what you like.”

“Sounds good.” Jane nodded. Her sister’s re-born enthusiasm made Jane happy. “We can start the Ethel Crawly Beautification Project, right here, at the café.” 

“It’s very fitting.” Ann scrutinized the wall one more time.

Jane glanced at the strait. The ferry was not too off in the distance. “Come on, we have to finish lunch, my next shift of customers are on the way.” She gestured at the white and blue vessel as it made determined progress across the churning water. 
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When Jane locked the café doors at two o’clock, she did so with deep satisfaction. Her first day went better than she’d ever imagined. True, she’d experienced a couple of hiccups. The ancient coffee machine hadn’t ground the beans fine enough in Jane’s opinion, and several customers requested espresso which she couldn’t supply. Things Jane needed to resolve.

One, she would read the manual again for grinding the coffee beans, and two, she would follow up on the delivery of her espresso machine from her supplier in Victoria. 

Even so, those issues could not dampen her mood. She’d greeted a few old acquaintances and met tons of lovely new people. She’d also given her sister a new challenge. Best of all, she had actual money to deposit into her bank account and could pay some bills. 

Jane hiked her purse strap higher onto her shoulder as she turned and came face-to-face with her neighbour, Arlington Birch. 

“You quitin’ already?” the elderly man asked his words sounded like an accusation. His wrinkled, seamed face scowled at her. Jane edged back from the tall, spare man. Several days’ growth of grey and white whiskers coated the lower half of his face and neck. Above his watery blue eyes, bushy eyebrows drew together in a frown. His navy coat and trousers hung slack on his lean frame. He looked like a good wind might knock him down, except there was steel in the old man’s spine. 

There were hints of Jack in his father’s face. His son was taller though, and Jack’s hazel eyes came from his mother. Jane wondered where the younger man she’d crushed on as a teenager was right now. Over the past weeks, she’d half-hoped to see him around the village.  

“Yes, sorry Mr. Birch. I close around one-thirty, after the ferry leaves. There’s no point in staying open. The next trip on the schedule is at four-thirty, with the commuters travelling home.” Hardly anyone stopped at the café at that time of the day when Aunt Ethel ran it. People just wanted to go home after work.

“Keeping Ethel’s hours?” His eyes examined Jane as though looking for flaws.

“Yes, that’s the idea.” She considered letting him inside and offer to serve him when he gave her a sharp nod.

“Makes sense.” He looked down at his feet for a moment. 

Was he disappointed?  

“Long day otherwise,” Mr. Birch said in a clipped tone as he glanced back up at Jane, his frown eased slightly. Then he turned his attention toward the tulips, grass, and weeds in the flower boxes and planter. 

“That’s true.” Jane waited for him to say something about the tangle of plants on the street side of the building. She really needed to get going on the landscaping. 

“I’ll stop by tomorrow, earlier.” He spun on his heel and strode briskly back up the hill. 

“See you then,” Jane called after him.

The Birch house was directly across the road from the café. Mr. Birch maintained the property meticulously. His cedar hedge was laser level with no protruding off shoots. The plants wouldn’t dare. Each of the shrubs and flowerbeds were clipped, sculpted, and weed free, with the black soil exposed. No wood chips as a short cut, using them would be cheating. Mr. Birch practiced what Aunt Ethel called aggressive gardening.

Jane crossed the road and strolled by his house. Mr. Birch was no longer in sight. She paused to study his property. It took a second, but she spotted what she was looking for. The garden gnomes Mrs. Birch placed about the yard decades ago when Jane was a child. The little concrete men wore faded red caps and assorted shades of jackets and pants. They peaked out from behind Sitka spruce trees, around hydrangeas, and other various places in the yard. Jane, along with Ann, and a few other village kids had raced against each other in a game that Jack had led to find and tag the gnomes. Simpler times.

Mrs. Birch had allowed the kids to play in the yard as long as they did not get too rambunctious. There would be juice and cookies around three-thirty, then she would shoo everyone home. Sometimes, Dirk Ipkiss got booted out of the yard early if he broke something or made the girls scream by tossing earthworms at them. Good times.

Across the street, kitty-corner from the café sat a huge Victorian-era stone house. The structure stood farther back from the shore, surrounded by ancient walnut and chestnut trees. When Jane and Ann were kids, they told each other the three-story monstrosity was haunted. Once, Jane thought she saw a man standing at the window, on the second floor. No one else ever saw the man. Jane knew she’d seen something and after that, believed the old house was truly inhabited by unsettled spirits. She still remembered the flutter she had experienced in her belly when walking by the house. 

Jane smiled at how odd she’d been as a child. The tree growth over the last couple of decades obscured the house completely now. Sad how no one had ever taken it over. When Jane had asked Aunt Ethel why no one lived there, she’d said the property remained tied up in some family legal battle after the owner passed away. It took Jane a moment to remember the family name but it came to her, Highmere, that was it. Someone in their family had disappeared too, if she remembered correctly.

Jane hiked her purse strap over her shoulder again and walked on by. No premonition triggered any creepy feelings and she found this somewhat disappointing. She still had a lot to do today, time to get going.

The village no longer housed any industry other than the ferry and a small marina down the rocky shore from Jane’s café. Musgrave Landing had become a bedroom community. The village survived on urban workers wanting to live in the country. The ferry terminal was the largest employer, what with some of the crew living in the village.

Empty storefronts lined the High Street and many houses were for sale, most for over a year or two. The once well-maintained street was now heavily pockmarked with potholes.

Get a move on Jane. She shook herself from her thoughts as she continued up the hill. The errands won’t do themselves.

Her first stop was the village office. A woman sauntered down the concrete steps, coming toward her. 

“I’m not sure you want to go in there.” The woman swung her designer handbag strap over her shoulder, making the gold bangles on her wrist clatter. Her platinum-blonde hair, pulled back from her round face, cascaded down her back in corkscrew waves. She tucked strands behind one ear, exposing large lobes and dangling gold drop earrings.

“Why not?” Jane stopped short of the concrete steps.

“The administrator is fighting with a councillor.” She rolled her eyes with their shocking blue lids in commentary as she strolled past Jane down the steps in a cloud of floral perfume.

Jane shifted aside as the woman moved on, hips swaying in her tight, black knit dress and matching jacket. 

She walked up the steps and frowned at the office door. Jane didn’t want to get caught up in some argument, but she needed
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