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1. Spring
Comes to Brine Lake

Millie McTwitter and her
aunt, Mia Morton, had just finished a quick
alfrescoi lunch
at Café Bouquet. It was the first warm spring day in the charming
Victorian village of Brine Lake, so the two were sitting on the
Café’s gallery overlooking the town’s picturesque pond and tiny
park with its old-fashioned gazebo and picnic tables.

“Look, Aunt Mia!” Millie
suddenly exclaimed in her high-pitched warble. “Have you ever seen
a more adorable puppy?” Aunt Mia turned to see a woman walking a
black-and-white ball of fluff. “Quick! Let’s find out where she got
it!”

Millie jumped up from the table
and ran over, followed sedately by her aunt. Millie knelt to stroke
the dog.

“He’s a rescue dog,” the owner
explained, as she tugged on the leash in a futile attempt to stop
him from jumping up to lick Millie’s face. “He looks like a puppy
but he’s actually nine months old. I just got him at Twin Borders
Canine Refuge in Stansville.” Brine Lake was the kind of friendly
town where people were happy to chat on the street to perfect
strangers. When she added, “He was part of a very large litter,”
Millie turned excitedly to her aunt.

“Let’s drive down right now and
see if there are any left?”

“Are you mad?” retorted Aunt
Mia. “I seem to recall your mother expressly forbidding you to even
think about getting a dog. Besides, I can’t close the shop
on a Saturday afternoon to go on a wild goose—I mean, wild dog
chase!”

When Millie had timidly broached
the subject of a dog two years earlier, soon after she and her
mother had arrived in Brine Lake, her mother, Penelope, had said,
“No! No! No! I’ve got all I can handle with the shop.”

“But it will be my dog,
Mumsie,” Millie had protested. “I’ll look after it, I promise.”

But her mother had refused to
budge. “You’re only nine years old, Millie. The responsibility will
inevitably fall to me. No dog, and that’s final!”

Millie had reluctantly
acquiesced at the time. But the sight of this mop of fur had
rekindled Millie’s yearning for a canine companion. Besides, her
mother was far away in California visiting McDougal, Millie’s older
brother.

“No more dawdling, Millie” said
Aunt Mia. “I have a business to run!”

They hurried back to Coin
Héritage—known unofficially as Heritage Corner—the gift shop where
Millie helped her aunt and mother on weekends and after school.
While her aunt was busy with a customer, Millie took the portable
phone into the stockroom at the back and quietly called Twin
Borders Canine Refuge, a shelter for unwanted and abandoned dogs,
an hour’s drive away.

“I’m so sorry,” said the
Refuge’s receptionist. “They were so cute that we quickly found
homes for all seven. Would you like to see our other dogs?”

“Perhaps … thank you,” Millie
replied.

Disappointed, she quickly
banished any thought of asking her aunt to drive her to Stansville.
Just as well, Millie mused. Mumsie would be absolutely furious if I
got a dog.

The shop’s bell chimed
incessantly all afternoon. A steady stream of shoppers, invigorated
by the lovely spring weather, kept Millie and her aunt busy ringing
up sales on the store’s antique cash register. By the end of the
day, Millie was so tired that she forgot all about dogs. She
trudged home with her aunt to the tiny lakeside cottage that Millie
shared with her mother—when her mother was there, that is.

 


 




2.
Porridge with Maple Syrup

The next morning, Millie
awoke late to leaden skies and the pitter-patter of spring showers.
Aunt Mia was staying with her while her mother was away, but the
house felt empty and gloomy.

Mumsie wasn’t due home for
another three weeks and Millie really missed her. She also missed
the enticing aroma of toasted English muffins, eggs and bacon
wafting up the stairs to her bedroom. Her mother was a wonderful
cook who always rose early to prepare a copious breakfast, Millie’s
favourite meal of the day.

“Hurry up, Millie, or we’ll be
late opening the shop,” Aunt Mia called from the bottom of the
stairs, coffee mug in hand.

Millie groaned and pulled the
covers over her head. She wished she could stay tucked in bed all
morning, reading books on local history, her favorite subject, or
maybe doodling in her sketchbook, a gift from her late father. It
was Sunday, after all, but her aunt refused to leave her alone in
the house. “I’m almost twelve and perfectly capable of looking
after myself!” Millie huffed to herself. Her mother often let her
sleep late on weekends and go to the shop after lunch. No such luck
with Aunt Mia in charge.

Millie dressed quickly in jeans
and a red shirt, and sat down at the kitchen table to a steaming
bowl of thick porridge, a McTwitter family tradition. The steel-cut
oats imported from Ireland had to be soaked overnight before
cooking. They were a top seller at the shop.

When Millie lived in California,
she had sweetened her porridge with brown sugar. Now that she lived
in Quebec, she trickled thick, dark-brown, local maple syrup into
the bowl, a treat she discovered as a young child when she used to
summer with her McTwitter grandparents in this same Brine Lake
cottage. Those happy times seemed so long ago, like golden years,
when her grandparents—and her father—were still alive.

* * *

Undeterred by the damp, grey
weather, shoppers began to troop into Coin Héritage the moment
Millie switched the hand-painted sign on the door to
“Ouvert.”

There is definitely something
special about this place, thought Millie, who loved the time she
spent there. Every time she crossed the threshold, she felt like
she was stepping back to a slower, more gracious era. Shoppers,
too, were drawn to the shop like butterflies to
buddleiaii.

It probably had something to do
with the soft glow from the old-fashioned lamps bouncing off the
white tin ceiling, the wide-planked hardwood floors, and the
gourmet foods, kilts and sweaters, lace, dishes, glassware, and
assorted giftware from the British Isles, Ireland and
France—countries that represented the heritage of the area’s
original settlers—all attractively displayed in antique pine
armoires or on rustic wooden shelves.

It might also have had something
to do with the owners themselves. Mia Morton and her sister,
Penelope, had a slightly old-fashioned air about them. In their
long dresses with high collars, they greeted customers warmly, as
if they had just arrived for High Tea.

Millie sighed. Could more than
two years have already gone by since she and her mother had packed
up their favorite belongings in California and started their new
life in Quebec? When Millie’s father died, Aunt Mia offered her
sister a partnership in Coin Héritage, the shop Mia had been
running on her own for many years. Penelope gratefully accepted.
Without her husband, Los Angeles, where she and her husband had
been transferred more than a decade earlier, seemed a lonely
prospect.

Millie’s brother, McDougal, had
other plans. He had just graduated from college and was about to
start his first job as a reporter with the Los Angeles
Gazette. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll visit whenever I can,”
he’d told them. But Penelope rarely waited for him to turn up and
flew down to check up on him at least once a year.

Millie slipped her arms into a
sleeveless, knee-length smock—one of several her aunt had sewn to
protect Millie’s clothes from shop grime—buttoned it up the back,
and got to work rearranging the displays with items she picked from
the stockroom. With her glossy chestnut curls and pretty
red-and-green tartan smock, she looked the very image of a
Victorian child. Customers couldn’t help but smile when they saw
her.

“Millie, dear, you’ve done a
splendid job.” Aunt Mia was constantly amazed by her niece’s
merchandising flair. “You’ve worked hard all morning. Why don’t you
take a break?”

Hidden behind the huge sales
counter left behind from the days when the building had housed the
village’s general store, Millie curled up on a deep, cushioned
wicker chair with her sketchbook.

She recalled her father’s words
as he presented her with the very last birthday gift he would ever
give her. “You’ve got a special talent, Millie. It might not make
sense to you now, but when you’re older you’ll find that this
sketchbook will let you relive the moments you’ve captured in your
drawings.”

Millie adored her father and
time had not dulled the ache of his incomprehensible loss. She
flipped her sketchbook open to a pencil sketch of her father
holding her hand. She’d drawn it just a month before he died, not
knowing how sick he was—that he was going to leave them so
soon.

As she looked down at her
sketch, her father sprouted large wings and enfolded her tiny
figure in them. She detected a whiff of her father’s trademark eau
de cologne, sensed lips lightly brush her forehead, and heard the
faint flapping of wings. For a few timeless moments, Millie was
infused with a warm, comforting glow.

Then, she blinked.

When she looked down at the page
again, the drawing was the same as always.

Am I dreaming? I must be
overtired. Next weekend, I’ll insist that Aunt Mia let me stay home
alone so I can catch up on my sleep.

Millie suddenly remembered the
cute puppy from the day before. She turned to a fresh page in her
sketchbook. With a few deft strokes of her charcoal pencil, she
captured its black-and-white patches, its dark button eyes peering
through a fringe of curly fur, its floppy ears and its long, fluffy
white-tipped tail.
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