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      I hugged the fluffy koala I’d snagged at the hospital gift shop as I made my way through the sterile halls of the patient wing. I disliked hospitals. I could count on one hand all the times I had ever set foot in one voluntarily. Nothing good ever came from having to come to a hospital.

      I was being silly, of course. I knew Brad was safe and sound. I was a little concerned he hadn’t returned my calls. He had only sent me a text sometime in the early hours of the morning, a text that read ‘Food poisoning!’ followed by several exclamation marks.

      I could only assume Brad was overreacting, given his tendency to do so. He was handsome, downright gorgeous. He was the manager at a local men’s clothing store and had modelled for the store’s clothing line on Instagram. The problem was, Brad could be overly dramatic. A simple cold needed bed rest. A lost football match was rigged by the umpire. He got himself uninvited to poker night with some of his male friends whom he deemed to be words I could not repeat.

      It was hard to believe someone like Brad would want to date a Plain Jane like I was. I wasn’t exactly a supermodel. Yet for some reason, he’d had eyes for me ever since we had met at a party. He had a charming smile and always seemed to know what he wanted.

      Brad had even encouraged me to learn to cook. I wasn’t much into cooking. I was always busy, so it was simpler to buy prepared food and heat it in the microwave. If the package didn’t have microwave instructions, then I didn’t buy it in the first place. It didn’t make sense to spend time over a stove, especially if I could make it in five minutes and not even have to stay in the kitchen. Besides, my attempts at cooking had proven fruitless at best. What’s more, I usually set something on fire.

      I frowned and squeezed the stuffed animal as I studied the room numbers. Home cooking couldn’t be all that great if it could land someone in the hospital, I figured. Even if it was just an upset stomach, it was hard to think of Brad in one of these places. Surely he didn’t get stuck in this place over last night’s nachos? Perhaps he ate something after he left my house? I know I hadn’t cooked the chicken for long, but I thought that was a good idea at the time to save the smoke alarms going off again. I’d been pleased it wasn’t another charcoal dinner.

      I shook my head and smiled to myself. The fact Brad had been considerate enough not to bother me at work was proof he knew he’d be fine. It was wonderfully kind of him not to insist on me staying at his side, given he knew how much I disliked hospitals.

      I sighed when I found Brad’s room number. Finally.  I politely knocked on the door and then made my way in. “Hi, Brad. How are you doing?” I beamed at him. My smile disappeared when he shot me a scathing look.

      “What are you doing here?” he demanded.

      I looked at his phone lying beside him. He was apparently keeping an eye on it, so he had, in fact, seen my messages. Why hadn’t he responded?

      His lips curled into a sneer. “I knew you were thick, but are you really stupid enough not to know when you aren’t wanted?”

      My jaw fell. I was perplexed. Where in the world had that come from? Was it his medication making him act this way?

      “You are really something, aren’t you?” Brad threw the fluffy koala onto the floor. “You almost killed me, you stupid cow!”

      I blinked, struck mute with shock. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I knew I needed to let him have it. I knew I should not let a man talk to me that way, but my mind was a complete blank. Tears welled in my eyes as I struggled to control myself.

      This only seemed to make him all the more agitated. “Oh, don’t act like you’re some innocent victim! You put me in a hospital. I knew you were never going to be a five star chef, but how hard is it to make a bowl of nachos without having to call an ambulance?”

      “Brad, I ate them too, and I’m not sick,” I pointed out in desperation. I had never seen this side of him. What in the world was going on?

      “Yeah, you didn’t get sick. Just get out of here,” he said, as he leant back against his pillow. “We’re done.”

      “Done?” I whispered.

      “Done. Over. Finito,” he said in a slow, mocking tone. “I only dated you because you’re so plain and desperate that I figured I wouldn’t have to worry about you getting picked up by other men. I don’t need an ugly woman who doesn’t know how to cook. What good are you?”

      My mind couldn’t begin to process what I had just heard. I blinked at him as I tried to find the words to say. I wanted to tell him off, call him names, say something witty, anything! Yet my mind was a complete blank.

      I couldn’t remember precisely how events unfolded after that. I had a dim memory of pouring a jug of water over his head. I had tried to stuff the koala down his throat, but a nurse rescued him before I got the second paw into his mouth.

      Looking back, I felt like an idiot. There were so many small warning signs, little signs so easy to ignore. I never once imagined I would have fallen for such an awful jerk. Why didn’t women have some sort of radar about that sort of thing?

      I wiped my eyes and took a deep breath. I had to get back to work. I simply wanted to get through the day and then spend the weekend hiding in my apartment with packets of Tim Tams, a huge amount of ice cream, and old movies. Was there a minimum age limit for becoming one of those crazy cat ladies? Cats seemed to be so much better company at the moment. The only problem was that my apartment building did not allow pets.

      I was a little relieved there was a big meeting that afternoon. I didn’t know the specifics, only that the higher-ups were making an announcement. That would take my mind off my upsetting break-up with Brad, and I was hopeful it was good news.

      Several employees had been pushing for a raise. They were petitioning for a pay rise across the board, to compensate for having to deal with the cursing, insults, threats and other ugly aspects of human behaviour. In the Complaints Department, my colleagues and I spent hours being blamed for customers’ misery.

      Perhaps my day would improve and I would get that pay rise. I still needed to pay for a new oven, repainted ceilings, and something to hide the lingering smell of charred fish in my apartment. Last week’s fried fish dinner had been a disaster. My landlord had been far from pleased, and my timing couldn’t have been worse. It happened right after I was three days late paying my rent.

      I hurried to take a seat at the back so I could finish composing myself while I was in the meeting. Hopefully, the big announcement today would put everybody in such a good mood that the afternoon of angry and inconvenienced callers would fly by. I needed a good distraction from Brad.

      As soon as the meeting began, my hopes for good news were quickly dashed. The management seemed awfully grim and the heads of the Complaints Department looked miserable, nothing at all like people who had just won pay raises for their department. And even stranger, the Head Office supervisors were observing as well. They never came to the Complaints Department.

      My stomach clenched with anxiety when one of the managers stepped forward and addressed the crowd. I wasn’t the only apprehensive one. Nervous whispers surrounded me.

      “I will keep this brief,” the man began. He was wearing a too-tight suit and a bland expression. His voice was a monotone. For a moment, I wondered if he had been replaced by a robot. “As you all know, there has been much discussion regarding the human resources of the Complaints Department. However, the ongoing debate over hours has been tabled due to a significant shift in structure.”

      The man paused, and we all looked at each other. He cleared his throat and looked around the room. “The Complaints Department is being outsourced to an offshore company, effective immediately. Please clear your desks this afternoon. Payments owed, including those in lieu of notice, will be paid into your accounts within twenty-eight business days.”

      Just like that, twenty people were without a job. He could have been commenting on the weather or the colour of someone’s shirt. The man continued speaking, but to me, his voice was nothing but a blur. I was fired?

      The other employees frantically argued and protested the announcement. I simply turned and went to my cubicle to decide what I needed to take home with me. I stared fixedly at my half-dead cactus. I had thought it was an artificial plant, but then it had wilted.

      I had lost my boyfriend and my job in the same day. What were the odds? At least things couldn’t get any worse.
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      I wiped my eyes once more and focused on putting one foot in front of the other. It had been a long time since I had made it home so early in the day. I had bought Tim Tams and calorie-laden, full-fat ice cream on my way home. I was going to take a long, hot bath, pop something in the microwave, and drown my sorrows in junk food and a collection of old black and white romantic comedies.

      Tomorrow I would talk to the landlord about an extension and fire up my résumé on every online job site known to humankind. If I was lucky, I would land something quickly. It didn’t have to be a great job; it just had to keep a roof over my head and the lights on.

      I reached my apartment with a sigh of relief, glad to be done with the awful day. I rummaged for my keys and thought with a laugh that with Brad gone, at least I could promise the landlord my cooking days were over.

      That was when I glanced down and saw the corner of an envelope sticking out from under the door. I bent over and carefully pried it out so I didn’t rip it. With the way my luck was running, I would have mangled it just by opening the door to get to it. My heart sank when I recognised the landlord’s handwriting.

      I unlocked my door with shaking hands, flung it open, and then rushed inside, eager to open the letter and see how bad it was. I threw my handbag onto the nearby coffee table and opened the envelope. It was no doubt the bill for painting the ceilings in the hallway outside my apartment after the smoke damage. I fervently hoped it wasn’t a large bill.

      I ripped open the envelope and read the letter. It was not a bill. I read it the second time, and then the third, but that didn’t change the contents of the letter, no matter how badly I willed it so.

      
        
        
        ‘You have fourteen days from this date to vacate the premises. The reasons include fire hazards, property damage, and repeated complaints by tenants about smoke emanating from your apartment.’

      

      

      

      I sank to the floor, the letter in my hands. I could no longer see the letter with the hot tears blurring my vision. I did my best to take a calming breath, but I didn’t have any more calm to spare. I crumpled the paper in my hands and threw it at the door with a cry of frustration.

      Why?

      Everything was gone, all in one day. I had no home. No job. Not even a boyfriend to lean on.

      Everything had been taken from me. Had I done something wrong? Was this some sort of punishment?

      As I sobbed, I tried in vain to find a silver lining. Usually, I was a super optimist and could always manage to find a silver lining in anything. But what did I have?

      I was alone. My parents had died when I was fourteen. I curled up until my forehead touched my knees and wept. As my wails grew louder, I planted my hands over my mouth so other residents wouldn’t hear me.

      I didn’t know how long I sat sobbing on the floor. I straightened myself up and wiped my eyes, sniffling and stretching out my sore joints. I didn’t have any time for a pity party. I needed to clean up and get ready to deal with these problems. I still had an hour or two before Centrelink, Australia’s insufferable and soul-crushing unemployment office, closed. I needed to register for benefits as soon as possible.

      I made a mental list of things I needed to do. I couldn’t afford removalists. And unless I found a job fast, I had no proof of income or the bond money for another apartment. The landlord sure wasn’t going to give me a reference or return my bond money.

      I was going to have to resign myself to the idea that I could only save the belongings that could fit into the back of my car. If only my old car was a minivan! As it was, I wouldn’t be able to fit much into it. I had been thinking of the environment when I’d bought it, not about moving my belongings in an emergency. Thank goodness I had paid off the car.

      I grimaced and started towards the door to reclaim the crumpled paper. There was probably a place I needed to sign and return it to the office. The landlord was compulsive with paperwork. I had better get that done before anything else.

      My eyes fell on a second, undamaged envelope on the floor just in front of the door. I cringed as a wave of nausea hit me. That was probably the massive repair bill, to add insult to injury. Tears sprang to my eyes once more as I bent down to pick it up.

      I at once saw that the letter was not addressed in the landlord’s harsh, blocky handwriting. I turned it over, and written in flowery handwriting was the name, ‘Ruprecht Foxtin-Flynn.’

      It must be someone suing me. Surely only a high paid lawyer would have a name like Ruprecht Foxtin-Flynn. I was exasperated. My hands shook as I ripped open the envelope. Who in the world would be suing me? One of the neighbours?

      I unfolded the paper. I didn’t have the energy to be surprised it started with the words, ‘I regret to inform you.’ No, that was pretty much in line with my whole day.

      I stopped reading to fetch the packet of Tim Tams. If I was going to get slammed with more bad news, I needed comfort food.

      I ate a Tim Tam and studied the return address on the back of the envelope. It looked official. Whoever was regretting to inform me of something appeared to be somebody important.

      I shoved another Tim Tam into my mouth and unfolded the letter once more. I decided to rip off the band-aid fast and deal with the pain all at once.

      
        
        
        Dear Ms Amelia Spelled,

        I regret to inform you that your aunt, Ms Angelica Spelled, has crossed over to the other side. I am the designated executor of her will. At your convenience, I require an audience with you to finalise your inheritance. Please see the included documents as to the details of your inheritance and my contact information.

        With very best wishes.

        Blessed be,

        Ruprecht Foxtin-Flynn.

      

      

      

      I reread the letter and tried to remember my aunt. I felt bad I couldn’t remember anything. My father had a sister, but I couldn’t remember her. Had I ever seen her? Angelica Spelled. Mum and Dad said something about me having an aunt who was highly eccentric, but I don’t remember them mentioning her name. They had told me they cut ties with her a long time ago, but they had never told me why they had done so.

      I wondered why an estranged relative was leaving me something in her will. I flipped the page. It looked fairly standard. Family photos were listed. Okay, that was good. I had always wanted to make an album. If I was lucky, there would be pictures of my parents when they were younger. Next on the list was bone china. That was going to be harder to deal with. I could hardly live in my car with bone china. Hopefully, it was antique, and I could sell it. Then I read the next item I had inherited.

      
        
        
        All remaining property, including house, contents, and store.

      

      

      

      I read it about five times, waiting for it to disappear and be something like a doll house and not a real house—but it was a real house. And a store? My aunt had left me a store: an income-producing store?

      I read everything carefully. Was I dreaming? There was no way. There was no way that I’d lost my home, job, and relationship, and then inherited a house and my own business, all in less than a day.

      I stared at the hand-written phone number on the corner of the envelope and rubbed my chin. Surely it couldn’t be real. This was the part where I called and Ruprecht Foxtin-Flynn would turn out to be a con man trying to get me to send money to Nigeria, or he’d ask for my credit card number for ‘processing fees.’ I, Amelia Spelled, was not somebody who received an inheritance from a mysterious relative.

      I chewed on my bottom lip thoughtfully and checked the time. I reached for my phone.
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      I was ready to get out of the car by the time I finally found myself in Bayberry Creek. The charming little town sprang up out of nowhere, various homes appearing first, and then some businesses and one small school lining the main road. As I continued to the centre of town, my GPS went haywire, the screen blinking nothing but green and black for a few moments. When it came back on, the streets were gone, but the blue line remained, and it showed me that I should be turning right.

      I did so at the next intersection, and I continued on for a while, away from the main hub that was the middle of town and towards more houses. One house in particular caught my attention, a pretty grey and white home surrounded by a lush green lawn and magnolia trees. The home was Victorian, with beautiful antique iron lacework along the front veranda and a black iron gate. I almost drove off the road due to looking at the home. Somehow it reminded me of something, but try as I might, I couldn’t get my brain to focus long enough to come up with what it was.

      Then I was past the house and the memory remained hidden, while I had to deal with my GPS malfunctioning one more time. It flashed green and black again, but now when it stopped, the streets were back along with the blue line. It was telling me that I had gone too far. I wondered how that could be. I slowed my car and made a U-turn as soon as there was a break in the light traffic.

      The GPS led me to a small shop near the corner of two streets with bird names, Crow Lane and Raven Street. The building was made of red bricks which had faded to a dusky pink after long years under the sun. The front of the store was mostly glass, which reflected the car as I parked alongside the footpath. Some antique pieces adorned the window. The sign hanging over the doorway on a small black chain swaying softly in the wind simply read, ‘Glinda’s.’

      I climbed out of my car and took some time to stretch my legs. I reached my arms over my head and bent backwards, groaning a little as I heard some cracks. I had never been one for long car trips.

      My car was crammed full of luggage, just about everything I owned, and it had been hard to see out of my back window since a stack of folded blankets obstructed most of the rear window.

      As I walked to the store, the front door swung open. A man appeared. He was slim and elderly, his head mostly bald apart from a few wisps of white hair curling wildly this way and that. His skin was pale and freckled. He looked like a wizard from Harry Potter or Lord of the Rings.

      He must have seen the startled expression on my face, because he smiled sheepishly and extended his hand. “Did I scare you?” he asked.

      “Oh no, no,” I lied. “I wasn’t paying attention.”

      The man chuckled and held the door open for me. “Come in, come in. You must be Amelia.”

      I nodded my thanks as I stepped into the shop. It seemed like the kind of place in which I could spend a lot of time, and I had only seen a fraction of it. There were rows and rows of books on shelves no more than a metre high. There were also numerous antiques. It dawned on me that this was both a bookstore and an antique store. I supposed this was common in a small country town like this one. “And you’re Mr Foxtin-Flynn?” I felt silly as soon as I said it. I mean, who else would he be? Dumbledore?

      “Please call me Ruprecht,” the man said with a kindly grin. His smiles were warm and freely given.

      I liked him already. “And Glinda’s, like the good witch,” I said.

      Ruprecht tilted his head to the side and raised one of his bushy grey eyebrows. “Pardon?”

      “Glinda, the good witch. From The Wizard of Oz?”

      “Oh, never seen it,” Ruprecht said, shaking his head. He lifted his hands and let them fall in a dismissive manner, as though he had more important things to do than watch one of the most popular and beloved films of all time.

      “Oh well, never mind then,” I said with a laugh. “I love your store.”

      “You’ve barely seen it,” he said. “Be sure to take a peek as we head into the back. I’ve just brewed some tea.”

      I was more of a coffee person, but I could sit through a cup of tea for the sake of being polite. Ruprecht turned and hurried towards the back of the store, leaving me to follow along behind. I tried to take in as much of the shop as I could. It was something of a labyrinth.

      The back room was cramped, with a small sink in the corner and a counter next to it. There was a tiny stove with only two burners, on one of which sat a blue kettle that looked to be made of tin and was maybe as old as Ruprecht, if not older. He picked up the kettle and poured tea into two small, thick white cups. When he handed me my cup, I was surprised to note the cup was made of bone. Surely I was wrong, but when I pulled the rim of the cup to my lips, I hesitated just a moment before I allowed my mouth to touch it.

      “I can take you to your aunt’s house tomorrow, after the funeral service I mentioned to you on the phone. I’m afraid the house isn’t quite ready for you, so I took the liberty of booking you into a hotel tonight. It’s a nice little place out on the edge of town,” Ruprecht said.

      “Oh, thank you,” I said, wondering what he meant about the house not being ready.

      Ruprecht must have read my mind, or else he simply knew I would be wondering such a thing, because he smiled and waved his hand through the air. “Not to worry, dear, just cleaning a few things up, making a few small repairs, things like that. Cleaning out the gutters, so to speak. I took care of it all. I didn’t want you to have a thing to worry about at this trying time. I know it must be hard to lose a family member.”

      I didn’t feel the need to mention that I didn’t know anything about my Aunt Angelica beyond the fact that my parents had told me that she was extremely odd. I don’t remember ever meeting her. Instead, I nodded sombrely and took another sip of tea. As I was trying to think of something to say, I heard a soft meowing. I turned towards the door which led to the store proper, and there was a cat, fat and orange with a white streak running down the centre of its face. It was joined by another cat, this one black, and much slimmer. Both cats sat in the doorway, their little heads tilted upwards as their eyes remained on me. It made me uncomfortable. It was as if they were staring right through me.

      “How long have you had this place?” I asked as I turned from the cats to look at Ruprecht once more.

      He took a moment to finish his tea before answering. “A lifetime,” he said, and then he set his cup down next to the sink. “I can give you the tour.”

      “Thanks, I’d love that,” I said. I finished my own cup and set it next to Ruprecht’s.

      He led me out into the shop. The cats ran in front of him and then disappeared beneath a heavy oak writing desk that looked as old as the hills.

      We spent half an hour or so going through the shop, Ruprecht pointing out his favourite pieces as we looked at the antique furniture and knick knacks. It was a strange sort of shop, with an almost arcane feel to it. The sky outside was growing dark when we paused by the front door.

      “I can give you directions to the hotel, and they have a key waiting for you at the front desk.”

      I smiled. “Thanks so much.”

      “Tomorrow, I’ll introduce you to Thyme, who was your aunt’s assistant at the shop,” Ruprecht said.

      “I don’t even know what kind of shop it is,” I said, shaking my head. “I hadn’t seen my aunt in a long time, if ever,” I finally admitted, “and this has all happened so fast.”

      Ruprecht nodded his head. “Well, dear, it’s one of my favourite places in town. It’s a cake shop, to be precise.”

      My mouth fell open. A cake shop? What did I know about baking? My terrible cooking had caused me to be evicted. It had cost me my boyfriend, a man I had thought I would marry. I couldn’t run a cake store, any more than the man in front of me could fly to the moon.

      I forced my face to twist into some sort of look which hopefully could be mistaken for delight, but inside I was worried, and frankly, crushed. I wanted to scream. Why couldn’t my aunt have owned this bookstore? Or just about any other business? Anything but a cake shop!

      I had, of course, wondered what sort of store it was from the time I had received the letter until I arrived in Bayberry Creek, but I hadn’t worried too much. I’d just counted my blessings that I owned a business, any business at all. It was better than being homeless and penniless.

      “Your aunt left all of her recipes with Thyme,” Ruprecht went on. He appeared to be oblivious to my distress. “So I’m sure you can step in, and we people here in town won’t have to go long without your aunt’s famous chocolate cream cupcakes.”

      I smiled to cover my feelings of horror and utter despair. “I’ll do my best,” I said. Of course, I knew my best wouldn’t be good enough.
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      The next morning I awoke with a stiff back, the price I paid for spending hours in the car the day before. I took a long, hot shower, letting the steaming water pound on my back and work out the kinks for me. As I was drying my hair using the hotel hair dryer that could not be unplugged from the wall, the small white phone in the other room rang.

      I was startled. On the one hand, I hadn’t anticipated any calls. I didn’t think anyone would know I was here, and on the other hand, I associated the sound of the landline ringing with people chasing me to pay overdue bills.

      I rushed from the bathroom after pulling on a robe, although of course, the other person on the phone wouldn’t be able to see me. I smiled when I heard Ruprecht’s voice.

      “Amelia, I wanted to ask you to come to a small get together this morning. It’s before the funeral proper, just some of your aunt’s best friends and most loved companions getting together.”

      I thought that sounded nice, so I jotted down directions on the small pad of paper that was kept next to the phone and told him I would be there. When I hung up, I finished drying my hair before dressing.

      I had left my car mostly packed the night before, only taking out one of the suitcases. It was a funeral, so black was in order, and I thought I looked pretty good in a black skirt which fell to my ankles and a modest black top. It felt strange to feel good about myself as I looked in the mirror, since I was going to a funeral after all, but I had been a mess since my break up. It was nice to feel as though I had some worth, if even only in such a shallow way as looking nice.

      I followed the directions I had written down as I slowly drove through town. There was a stretch of bushland that ran along the southern part of Bayberry Creek, and that was where the directions led. I parked in a small lot with a few other cars. I had been instructed to follow a dirt path there into the bushland.

      I had walked only a couple of hundred metres when I saw Ruprecht. He was wearing a suit, all black except for the white shirt, and his mostly yellow tie featured small red dots. He took my hand warmly and motioned for me to step off the path. “Walk right down there, to the edge of the creek,” he said. “You can’t miss it.”

      And indeed I wouldn’t have been able to miss it, because I was one of the last to arrive. There was a small group of people here, all of them women, most of them older. A massive iron pot sat near the water, and it appeared to be filled with dirt. Next to it, on a small table which seemed out of place in the bushland, was a bowl of seeds. To the left of that was a large circle made of flowers lying on the ground. The wind was strong here between the trees, and the flowers swayed this way and that, but surprisingly they didn’t scatter into the wind, which would have taken them right out to the clear water in the small stream.

      “Amelia, this is my granddaughter, Mint,” Ruprecht called from behind me.

      When I turned, I saw a young woman about my own age standing next to him. I smiled and shook her hand. Mint was wearing all black, and her hair was as black as night. Bracelets covered the length of her right arm. They appeared to be made of hemp rope with glossy crystals dotted at intervals. The heady scent of patchouli oil and ylang ylang emanated from her in waves.

      “It’s nice to meet you,” Mint said. “I’m so sorry about your aunt. We all loved her.”

      I nodded. I felt bad I wasn’t too distraught about my aunt’s death, simply because I hadn’t known her. I also felt bad as I didn’t know whether I should tell Mint this.

      “Camino is an ancient historian of sorts and a classical scholar,” Ruprecht said from behind me, making me jump. “In fact, she’s your next-door neighbour.”

      I swung around to see an elderly woman in a white, flowing floor-length dress. I smiled and shook her extended hand, keeping one eye on Ruprecht, who was heading for the centre of the flower ring, making sure to step over the flowers and not disturb them. He was opening his mouth to speak when he stopped and looked pointedly towards the tree line from the small clearing we stood in. I saw a woman, more or less my own age, hurrying into the clearing, wearing a bright yellow dress and an easy smile.

      “I’m Thyme,” she said to me. “I keep everything running at the shop,” she added with a laugh.

      “We’re going to begin now,” Ruprecht said. As Ruprecht began, I turned and looked at everyone in the clearing. There were only ten or so people here. I wondered if there would be more at the funeral proper in a couple of hours.

      Ruprecht spoke fondly of Angelica. He didn’t speak for long before he was stepping out of the flowers. “Would anyone like to say anything?” he asked.

      Thyme was the first one to go forward and take Ruprecht’s place within the circle.

      “Angelica was more than just an employer to me, and even more than just a friend. She was like a mother to me. It’s never easy to lose family, but we, more than anyone else, know that death is just the beginning of a great journey. We can take solace in knowing that Angelica’s spirit exists and carries on. She was many things. Most of all though, she was a friend.”

      I thought Thyme had finished speaking, but she pressed on. “I remember the first cake of Angelica’s I tried. My goodness. That’s all I have to say, right?” Laughter went up throughout the group. “What a talent the woman had. What a talent, and I’ll miss her.”

      More nodding, and then Thyme was done. A few other women spoke, and I realised Ruprecht was the only man there. After they had finished speaking, everyone looked at me as if they expected me to speak, but I had been moved to tears by the kind words everyone had been saying about the aunt I didn’t know. It was powerful, unlike anything I had ever felt. I managed to get out of speaking with some grace, probably due to my tears.

      Thyme came over to me and rubbed my back softly as Ruprecht went back to the circle. “Please, let’s gather by the basin and each plant a seed. Remember our friend as we do so.”

      A line formed at the iron pot, and I went as well. I had never seen anything like it, but one by one the women picked up a seed and pressed it into the earth sitting in the pot. When it was my turn, I took a seed and placed it on the dirt, pausing a moment before using the tip of my index finger to press it down. I found myself wishing once more that I had known my aunt.

      Everyone spent an hour or so mingling by the creek, and I was introduced to the other women, although I spent most of my time speaking to Ruprecht, his granddaughter, Mint, as well as Thyme.

      We all then headed for my aunt’s grave, and apparently, so did what looked like the rest of the town. There were so many mourners here that I thought there was a good chance the whole town had come. Angelica must have been a pretty good baker.

      Ruprecht presided over this as well. He gave another beautiful speech, after which Angelica’s casket was lowered into a hole in the ground. Everyone took a handful of dirt and tossed it onto the shining wood.

      Ruprecht introduced me to more people when the ceremony was over. They all hugged me and told me how sorry they were for my loss, and told me how nice it was to meet me.

      The only person I didn’t like was a man named Brant McCallum. He was slimy looking, wearing a cheap suit, and sporting a bad comb-over. When he shook my hand, he let it linger until I pointedly pulled my hand from his grasp. He had a ghastly shade of fake tan that made his skin look orange, and his teeth were impossibly white.

      “Brant owns the used car business you passed on your way into town yesterday,” Ruprecht said by way of introduction.

      How stereotypical, the slime ball was a used car salesman. I didn’t have anything against used car salesmen, but they usually were portrayed like Brant in movies. I smiled thinly instead of speaking, and thankfully, Brant was soon on his way.

      Ruprecht leant towards me. “Not a pleasant man.”

      I nodded.

      “Ah, here comes Craig,” he said.

      I followed his gaze. My heart felt as if it had stopped beating. Craig was my age, or maybe even slightly older. He was tall with an impressive build, evident even under his black suit. When he smiled, his teeth were white, but not freakishly so like Brant’s. He stopped in front of me and shook my hand.

      “Hi, I’m Craig,” he said. “I knew your aunt.”

      “Thanks for coming,” I said with a small smile. Craig laughed. I loved his laugh, and I was soon feeling bad for two reasons. I was making no effort to deny the fact that Craig was gorgeous, and I was already thinking about how great it would be to be romantically involved, right next to my aunt’s grave. Secondly, I had just been through a bad break up. I didn’t need to be worried about another man. I needed to spend time on myself.

      “You’re going to take over the cake store?” Craig asked.

      “It sure looks that way,” I said. I still hadn’t even seen the place.

      “Let me leave you two to it.” Ruprecht placed his hand on my shoulder before walking away.

      “He’s a good guy,” Craig said. “Your aunt was one of the cornerstones of this town.”

      “It sounds that way. I’m sorry to say I didn’t get a chance to see her much as I got older.” There was no need to tell him that I didn’t see her at all when I got older, and I hadn’t seen her at all when I was younger, either.

      “Life always gets in the way,” Craig said with a smile. “This is going to make me call my family a lot more.”

      I nodded.

      “So I bet you have a sweet tooth too, huh?” Craig asked. “I think your aunt had a cake shop just so she could eat cake all day. The woman loved what she did. She always made sure she had some mistakes, because that was what she got to snack on. It’s amazing she was as skinny as she was.”

      “That’s a tip, then,” I said. “I will make mistakes so I can eat cake.” I didn’t tell him that my baking was always one big mistake.

      Craig laughed. “I remember when I was younger, probably twelve I think, my friends and I went to the cake store. She always had those cupcakes, the chocolate cream ones. We always went outside to eat them. It’s so weird how I still remember this, seeing that it’s just a little sliver of my life. I remember one day when we were outside, our bikes lying all over the footpath, and we were eating the cupcakes. I turned around and there was your aunt, standing at the window, looking out at us. We had chocolate all over our faces. Your aunt was watching us, and I don’t know if I had ever seen a bigger smile on someone’s face. I don’t think I’ve seen one since. She loved making people happy. There aren’t many people like that, are there? All they want to do in life is to make people happy.”

      It touched my heart to hear someone speak so fondly of my aunt. I smiled and nodded as tears came to my eyes once more. Craig stepped forward and to my shock, he hugged me tightly. Gee, these country folks were friendly.

      “She was a good woman,” he said. He pulled away from me and smiled softly before walking off.

      As I watched him leave, I noticed a man by the nearby oak tree staring straight at me. He was tall and dark, dressed all in black. His eyes were appraising, narrowed, and cold.

      A chill ran up my spine.
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      I looked up at the bright blue sky. I was on my way to my new store after the funeral that afternoon. I thought about how ironic life could be at times. Of all of the types of shops I could have inherited, it just had to be one that sold food, and at that, food that had to be baked. As I got closer, I saw the cake store for the very first time.

      I studied the front of the building from afar as I made my way down the footpath towards it. For some reason, the shop’s exterior reminded me of the Victorian house that I had seen when I first arrived in Bayberry Creek. It wasn’t a physical likeness. Rather, it was a strange, yet inviting, presence.

      I was almost at the door when Thyme burst through it, her arms waving erratically in the air. “Well, there you are!”

      I clutched my throat, startled. “I hope I’m not late,” I said, checking the time on my phone.

      “No,” Thyme said, “but you’re pretty darn close.” She chuckled and motioned for me to follow her inside.

      “This place looks beautiful from the outside,” I said.

      Thyme raised her eyebrows. “This is the first time you’ve ever seen it? Please tell me you’ve at least seen your new home.”

      I shook my head. “Not yet, but Ruprecht’s taking me there after work today.”

      “Well, that’s great, at least. I’m sure you’ll be in for a pleasant surprise.”

      “I’ve already had plenty of surprises recently,” I said. “And don’t get me wrong, I’m happy to own a new home and a new store, but I don’t think you will understand how bad I am at cooking until you try something I attempt to make.”

      Thyme laughed. “You can’t be that bad. Baking is easy.” She turned the doorknob and pushed the door open, revealing the store to me for the first time.

      When I walked in and looked around, my mouth fell open. The shelves and counters of the storefront were lined with works of art. There were rows and rows of delicious looking cakes, cupcakes, and other various creations. “Wow, this isn’t what I expected at all,” I confessed.

      “And you’re only seeing it from the customer’s point of view,” Thyme said. “Wait until we go through everything and you get a better understanding of what goes on behind the scenes. Then you’ll really be amazed.”

      I wasn’t quite sure what Thyme meant, but I smiled. “I just hope you know how to teach a horrible cook not to burn a cake.” The last thing I wanted to do was bring down such a lovely looking store, all because cooking wasn’t my forte.

      “Don’t be so hard on yourself. There’s nothing to it, seriously.” Thyme spun around with a broad smile on her face. “Come this way.”

      “I don’t think you understand just how terrible my cooking actually is,” I said. No one ever did, and there were really no words to explain it. I had a mental block when it came to baking, and something always went wrong, no matter how diligent I tried to be.

      “You’ll be fine. I promise. Just come with me.”

      I followed her towards the back of the store and into a kitchen. A large island stood by itself in the centre of the room, with large drawers and cabinets lining its exterior. Three ovens sat next to each other, and on the opposite wall were refrigeration units.

      “So, these are the ovens,” Thyme said.

      I nodded. I was a bad cook, but that much I did know.

      Thyme pulled open one of the oven doors to give me a look inside. “When we have a lot of orders and customers coming in and out, you’ll learn to love these things. We can fit about four cakes at a time if need be.”

      My breath caught in my throat as the thought of trying to balance four cakes at once nearly caused me to faint. “Four? Can we just start with one at a time?” I said with horror.

      Thyme smiled. “I’m going to help you until you get the hang of it, but I think you’ll be fine. I understand that you’re apprehensive, but everything will be okay.” She walked over to a group of large, square containers. “See these things? This is where we keep the fondant.”

      I frowned. “What’s fondant?”

      Thyme laughed. “Well, think of it as an edible icing that allows you to sculpt cakes to look however you wish. The possibilities are endless, but only if your imagination is as well. Angelica created a special recipe for her fondant. Most people use sugar and water and work with just that, but she added something that brings her cakes to life in ways other stores just can’t.”

      Confused once again, I looked at Thyme and shrugged. A wave of nausea hit me as I came face to face with reality: I was going to have to live up to Aunt Angelica’s customers’ high expectations, despite the fact that I could not boil an egg without making it explode.

      “You seem to be stressing yourself out over trivial things,” Thyme said, oblivious to my distress. “Your aunt left this store to you for a reason, Amelia. There’s something about her that you should know. This store meant the world to her. It was everything to that woman. She wouldn’t have left something so precious to you if she didn’t have complete faith in you.” Thyme smiled widely.

      Aunt Angelica left the store to me because I was her only living relative, I thought, but aloud I said, “That’s easier said than done,” thinking about my ex-boyfriend and how my failure at baking had sent him to the hospital with food poisoning.

      “Nonsense. But anyway, let’s get back to business. These containers are where we store the fondant that we make for the day. It’s usually one of the first things we do in the morning. We have to make enough to last throughout the entire day. Oh, and never refrigerate it. I accidentally did that once and Aunt Angelica was not happy,” Thyme said with a laugh. “Anyway, always seal it tightly. Then, just toss it in these air-tight containers and it’ll be good for the day.”

      I took mental notes of each thing that Thyme explained to me, but trying to remember minor steps and details had always been a difficult task for me. “Okay, got it. Is there anything else I should know?”

      Thyme laughed. “How about actually learning to bake?”

      My face went blank as I realised what was about to happen. “Now?”

      “Duh. The most important part about running a cake store is making the cakes,” Thyme said with a chuckle. “Let’s see what we have on the itinerary today.” She walked over to the benchtop and pulled open one of the drawers. I peered over her shoulder and saw that it was actually a filing cabinet. “These are the orders that need to be made today,” Thyme said, as she pulled out a sheet of paper and handed it to me.

      I looked over the order and noticed the customer’s name at once. “We’re making a cake for that guy?”

      Thyme grinned. “Brant McCallum? Yes, he’s getting married soon, so we’re in charge of the wedding cake.”

      I wrinkled my forehead and sighed. “I’ve only met him at Aunt Angelica’s funeral, but he seems like a bit of a creep.”

      “Well, he’s not exactly the nicest guy in town, but he’s a customer so we have to pretend we like him even if we don’t. We won’t have to deal with him much longer, though, so don’t worry about that. Today we’re just going to make a sampler so he and his fiancée can pick out which cake they want for the big day.”

      “Oh,” I said, looking back down at the sheet of paper. The instructions were concise and the list of ingredients was carefully typed in bold print. “I already have a bad feeling about this,” I said.

      “No need,” Thyme insisted. “Just pay attention to what I do. I’ll do it all.”

      I nodded with relief and watched as Thyme sprang into action. She darted around the kitchen, choosing various ingredients from the shelves and spice racks. She pulled open one of the cabinets under the benchtop and selected a few baking utensils and a large mixing bowl. She plopped the items on the counter and smiled at me as she walked by. Thyme then pulled a few latex gloves from a dispenser near the sink and tossed a pair to me. “Now you can help.”

      I squeezed my hands into the gloves and tried to ready myself mentally for the cooking. I stood beside Thyme and looked over the recipe one more time. “What’s that ingredient?” I pointed to a strange word I’d never seen before. I looked again. “Is that written in a different language?”

      I received no response, so I looked over to see Thyme pouring flour into the large bowl. When she finished, she leant over towards me and looked at the word to which I was pointing. “Oh, that’s just an old term for one of Aunt Angelica’s special ingredients. She wrote in Latin for the ones she wanted to keep private.”

      I wasn’t sure what to make of Thyme’s remark, so I took her word for it and brushed it off. “Okay, can I help?”

      “I just threw the flour in. Could you get some eggs from the refrigerator, please?” Thyme said, pointing at the large units that I had noticed earlier.

      I took out a tray of eggs and headed back to the counter. I gently set down the eggs as Thyme began narrating her every step. “So, after the flour, we have to add the vanilla extract and the eggs,” she said, pouring a small amount of brown liquid over the flour and then breaking four eggs over the mixture.

      After the batter was prepared, I finally began to feel more confident that I wouldn’t be asked to do anything. Thyme laid out several cake pans on the benchtop, and then basted each of the pans.

      “Now this is the part where you’ll mess up, if at all,” she said to me. She then pointed to a small electronic device that sat on the wall next to the line of ovens. “Always add the exact time that Angelica put on the recipe. I’m sure you’ll have to create your own recipes someday, but for now she’s done all the hard work. All you have to do is follow her directions to the letter.”

      I nodded. I watched as Thyme poured the batter into the pans and placed them in the ovens.

      After the cakes had cooled, Thyme walked me through the basic icing process. “Since these are just samples, we don’t have to pull out the fondant and make them look amazing, but we still want them to look delicious and intriguing.”

      I nodded and watched as Thyme used an icing bag to decorate the samples.

      The rest of the morning was spent with me watching Thyme bake and serve customers. We had just gone into the little back room used as the staff kitchen when the bell sounded. Thyme sighed. “Typical. A customer, right when we want to have lunch. It’s probably our guy for the samples,” she said, grabbing the box before leaving the kitchen.

      I followed her back out to the storefront, and when I walked out, I saw Brant McCallum standing in front of the display case. “Good day, ladies,” he mumbled, looking us up and down.

      I wasn’t quite sure what it was about the man that gave me chills, but I didn’t feel right when I was around him.

      “Here are your samples,” Thyme said, indicating the sample box that she placed on the counter.

      Brant looked at the cakes. I could tell he didn’t seem impressed. “My fiancée, Melanie, seems to prefer the double chocolate and I see one or two of them in there, but I’d rather have the mocha any day of the week. I figured I’d let her choose the cake though, since it’ll be the last time she’ll be making any decisions at all.” He laughed nastily, showing a row of his large white teeth, before pulling out one of the samples. “See, you can always tell the difference between the mocha and the chocolate by the consistency.”

      I wanted nothing more than to be done with the man. I turned away, intending to leave, but I was stopped by the sound of a hacking cough.

      When I looked back, Brant was lying on his back on the floor. He twitched violently. Seconds later, he stopped moving.
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      I couldn’t bear to go out into the showroom, considering there was a dead body lying out there on the tiled floor. So instead, I stayed in the back, sitting on a brown stool and breathing into the brown paper bag Thyme had given me. Thyme was out in the showroom, past the swinging doors, waiting for the police to arrive.

      By the time they did arrive, I felt marginally better. At least I didn’t have to breathe into a paper bag anymore. My head was buried in my hands with my elbows on my knees when I heard the swinging doors open. I looked up and saw two cops, both in blue uniforms. A man and a woman. The man was in his forties and had bushy eyebrows as black as the hair on his head. His chest was large and barrel-like, and he looked strong. The woman had a wide smile, but her eyes were stern.

      “Are you Amelia Spelled?” she asked. “Mind if we ask you some questions?”

      I shook my head. Of course, I knew the police would need to ask me questions, and I knew there wouldn’t be much point in putting it off. I would rather get it over with, and then maybe they could work on getting the dead man out of my brand new business, a business, of course, that I didn’t know how to run.

      The cops stopped in front of me. The man introduced himself as Sergeant Greer and the female officer as Constable Stevens.

      “We talked to your employee,” Greer said, hitching a thick thumb over a broad shoulder. “She’s going to give us a few minutes.”

      It was odd to think of Thyme as my employee, and for a moment I thought they had the wrong person. I had never been someone’s boss before.

      “Oh,” I said. It was all my muddled brain could think of at the time.

      “You know the man out here?” Greer asked, flipping through a few pages of the small notebook he had produced from one of his pockets. He licked the tip of a pen and prepared to write my answer.

      “I met him yesterday, at the funeral,” I said.

      The woman cop nodded. “Your aunt died, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Constable Stevens said, again with the wide smile.

      “Your aunt left you this place?” Greer asked, his voice scratchy and gruff, matching his eyebrows perfectly.

      “Yes,” I said.

      “You bake cakes?”

      “I guess so,” I said.

      The male cop lifted one of those brows, an inquisitive look. “What’s that mean? ‘I guess so’?”

      I was irritated by the question. “I mean, I was left this business by my aunt. I have no idea how to bake cakes.”

      “So why not sell it?” Greer asked. “A nice little place like this! Why, you could sell it and go back to where you came from.”

      I shook my head. I did not want to tell them the whole sordid story of what led to me moving to town. I simply said, “It was my aunt’s wish that I stay and run the business.”

      “That’s good of you,” Constable Stevens said, smiling again.

      I wished she would stop smiling all the time. No one smiled that much, and her smile did not look genuine. It creeped me out.

      Greer went on with his questions. “You know the guy’s name? The deceased man in your store out there?”

      “Brant,” I said. “McMurphy?”

      “McCallum,” Greer corrected me.

      I nodded. “Right.”

      “He took a bite of your cake and keeled over, huh?”

      “Yes, he took a bite and looked at me oddly. His eyes widened, he clutched at his throat, and he fell,” I said, and suddenly I was reliving it all. For one wild moment, I was sure I would need that paper bag again. I reached for it but then stopped myself. I took a deep breath and tried to get myself back under control.

      “She must really not know what she’s doing,” Constable Stevens said under her breath to Greer, who shot her a warning look.

      “I did not bake the cake he ate!” I exclaimed, but then realised Thyme had.

      Greer towered over me. “Is any of the cake he ate left?”

      I nodded. “A little. He was testing samples.”

      “What was he sampling cakes for?” Stevens asked.

      “He was getting married,” I said, as tears welled up in my eyes. I hadn’t particularly liked Brant, but he was getting married. It was a terrible situation. I thought about his poor fiancée and wondered if she’d heard the terrible news yet.

      “Brant has some money,” Greer went on. “Well, he did, at least. A lot of people would have liked to get their hands on it. Do you think anyone was out to get him?”

      I was surprised the cop had asked me that. Was it a trick question? “How would I know?” I said. “I just arrived in town. I’ve only just met everyone.”

      Greer nodded and wrote something in his notebook. “Have you ever been to town before?”

      “No, it’s my first time,” I said.

      “But your aunt lived here her whole life?” Greer barked at me. “You never visited?”

      “No,” I said simply.

      “She left you her business?”

      “My father was Aunt Angelica’s brother, but they didn’t get along. I was surprised when I got the letter in the mail.”

      Neither of the police officers said anything for a moment. Both just nodded. Finally, Constable Stevens spoke. “I’m going to go bag that cake and speak to Thyme.”

      “Can I go now?” I asked her. For some reason, I thought everything would have taken longer.

      “I need your number,” Greer said.

      I gave it to him.

      “This place will need to stay closed for a while. A couple of days, I mean,” Greer said as Constable Stevens made her way back through the swinging doors.

      I nodded. “Oh, okay, that’s fine of course.”

      “There’s a forensics team on the way, so you’ll need to vacate the crime scene.”

      “Crime scene?” I heard my voice come out shrilly, and the room appeared to spin slowly. I felt like I was in a bad dream and couldn’t wake up. “It’s a crime scene?”

      Greer’s expression did not change. “It’s routine. You said he took a bite of cake and then fell down to the floor and died.”

      “But Thyme made that cake this morning. We were the only ones who touched it. So it wasn’t the cake; it had to be something else.”

      Greer nodded, as if he had heard a million excuses about a million different things. “You do know not to leave town?”

      “Do you think I did this?” I asked, reaching for the paper bag. I felt as if I were on the edge of breaking down into hysterics.

      “Routine,” he said again. “Don’t leave town. I’ll need to escort you out so you don’t contaminate the scene. Go get your things.”

      I waited for a few moments until I was sure that I wouldn’t faint, and then I took a deep breath and climbed to my feet.

      After I retrieved my handbag and coat from the back room, I slipped through the swinging doors and almost turned right back around when I saw Brant, dead, and still lying on the floor. Thyme was outside, her back pressed against the glass door of the cake store. I hurried to the door, averting my eyes from the corpse as I did so. I pulled the door slowly, so Thyme wouldn’t fall if the door was gone from her suddenly.

      She turned around. “Did they give you the third degree?”

      I nodded. “Pretty much. And they told me not to leave town.”

      “Me, too.”

      Just then, men in white suits wheeled the body out, right past us and into the back of the ambulance. Before they left, they fixed strips of thick yellow and black police tape across the store’s door. Passers-by stopped to stare, but Thyme simply waved to them cheerfully.

      I bit my lip. “Well, that certainly won’t help business. People won’t want to come into the store after someone died in there, and even if they did, the police said we’d need to be closed for a couple of days. Obviously, they want to collect…” my voice trailed away, “evidence, I suppose.”

      Thyme shook her head. “Don’t worry, all right? It will all be okay.”

      “I can’t see how. I’ve had enough shocks lately.” I fought the urge to cry.

      Thyme smiled. “Trust me.”

      “All right.” I couldn’t see how it would be okay.

      “You’re seeing your house for the first time this afternoon, aren’t you?” Thyme continued.

      “Yes, Ruprecht will be here any minute. I’m going to follow him there.” That thought cheered me up. I didn’t care what the house looked like. The main thing was that Aunt Angelica had owned it outright. I never thought I’d own my own house, not in a million years.
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      I couldn’t believe my eyes when Ruprecht slowed his car and pulled into a driveway. It was the same house I had seen the day before, the Victorian home on one floor, with the tin roof. There was the charming little porch on the side, and the front of the house was partially obscured by pretty blue wisterias in full flower.

      Ruprecht parked and got out. I pulled up alongside his car so he would be able to get out when the time came.

      “Here it is,” Ruprecht said with a smile, waving a hand towards the home. “What do you think?”

      “I love it.” I clasped my hands together. I was overcome with delight. “I saw it yesterday, and I loved it then. It had a pull with me.” I didn’t feel the need to tell Ruprecht about my GPS malfunctioning, and how it had brought me past my destination and right to this house.

      As I made my way to Ruprecht, past the heavenly scent of the lilac-flowered buddleia trees, he held out a key to me. “Do the honours,” he said.

      I took the key and laughed, momentarily forgetting that a man had died in my cake store that day, on the first day I had ever worked in it. I slid the key into the lock above the gold door handle and turned it to the left. There was a satisfying click as a thick deadbolt slid out of place. I turned the handle and went inside.

      I gasped. It was magnificent. The hallway was grand, the typical hallway of an Australian Victorian home that ran from the front to the back door in a straight line. The ceilings were twelve feet high, all pressed metal. The cornices were truly ornate. The floorboards appeared to be the original tallow wood boards. They were polished and covered in part by a long carpet runner in an arabesque pattern of blues and greens. The paint on the upper part of the hallway was salmon-pink: not to my taste, but hey, I was hardly going to complain. I was still pinching myself that I had a roof over my head, and a mortgage-free one at that.

      Ruprecht gave me the tour. The first door on the left opened onto the living room. A wide bay window overlooked the front lawn, and an open brick fireplace sat at a funny angle across the far corner. At the back of the room was a door leading into a dining room. This room was smaller but sufficiently large for the huge table in the centre. I was so lucky the whole place was furnished.

      Several bedrooms ran off the right side of the hallway. I think I counted four. Aunt Angelica’s old bedroom was on the left of the hallway at the back of the house, so I figured I would claim the bedroom at the front of the house as my own. It had a beautiful leadlight window and a small bay window overlooking the front garden. It didn’t have an en-suite bathroom, although the main bathroom was right next to it.

      The main bathroom had a delightful claw-foot bathtub and white tiles. It had clearly been renovated in recent times. The ceiling was again pressed metal, complete with a magnificent ceiling rose.

      “And this is the library,” Ruprecht said, opening a door off the hallway. He gasped. “My mistake. I must be thinking of a different house.” He shot me a funny look.

      “There’s a library?” I asked.

      Again the funny look. “Um, err, I don’t remember,” Ruprecht said, hurrying on down the long hall.

      I was pretty sure he was lying, but I had no idea why. It made no sense. Was he suffering from memory loss and not wanting to admit it?

      The kitchen was the second to last room on the left. It was somewhat dated, but again, I was the last one to complain. At least it didn’t have smoke damage all over the ceiling. Behind the kitchen was a cute little room. Every room in the house had a fireplace, so when Ruprecht showed me out the back, I was surprised to see a tiny wood box under the back veranda and no wood shed.

      “Where did Aunt Angelica keep her firewood?” I asked Ruprecht.

      He nodded to the wood box. “There.”

      I scratched my head. “That’s only big enough for two or three days. Didn’t she get a whole load delivered at once? I can’t see anywhere to put it.”

      Again, the same funny look crossed Ruprecht’s face. “I’ll explain it all before winter. There’s plenty of time to think of that. You have so much on your mind now.” He wrung his hands in a nervous gesture. “Well, I can leave you to it,” he said, one eyebrow twitching. “I’m sure you’d like to get a few things settled. I’ll check in on you in a day or two.”

      I smiled and nodded. “Thank you,” I said. “For everything.”

      Ruprecht waved his hand through the air. “Don’t mention it!”

      I walked him to the front and watched him drive off before I started unpacking my car.

      It didn’t have much, only my clothes, make-up, laptop, and a few boxes of various belongings. Still, the car was bursting at the seams. I figured you never really know just how much stuff you have until you move.

      By the time I had unpacked my belongings, such as they were, it was all beginning to sink in. I had moved from a big city on the coast to a small, inland country town in the middle of nowhere. I had gained a mortgage-free house and a business—even though that business did involve baking—and I was sure I had found new friends. I had even seen a hot guy. Who knew small country towns had them? It all more than made up for losing Brad, losing my job, and getting evicted. Still, a man had died today, and I was still shaken.

      When I’m upset, I usually have a glass of wine, a lot of ice cream and chocolate, or a long, hot bubble bath. I had no wine or ice cream, and I’d had no time to do any shopping. I’d packed a large supply of Tim Tams and my coffee machine, along with plenty of coffee. I figured a bath would be just the thing. I was keen to try out the old tub with the claw feet in the bathroom.

      I don’t know how long I stayed in the bath, but by the time I got out and pulled on my pyjamas, the sky outside was dark. I went into the living room and turned on the TV, and was delighted to see that Aunt Angelica had Netflix. Before I could decide what to watch, there was a knock on the door.

      I went to it slowly and opened the door a crack.

      “Camino,” I said.

      “Yes, you got it,” the elderly woman said. I had met her at my aunt’s funeral, and the strange but beautiful little ceremony beforehand. Tonight Camino was dressed in a similar fashion, though there was a splash of colour in all the white by way of a purple blouse. She held a cardboard box before her, open, with two cats sitting inside.

      “Would you like to come in?” I asked, wondering if everyone in these parts took their cats with them when visiting.

      “Certainly, dear,” Camino said. “Thank you. Ruprecht cautioned me not to wear one of my delightful onesies until you knew me better.” Her expression was pained.

      I wasn’t sure what she meant and was afraid to ask. “I’m sorry I don’t have much to eat,” I said. “I could find some coffee, I’m sure. There are Tim Tams, too.”

      “No, thank you,” Camino said as she set the box on the floor and deposited herself on the couch.

      I sat opposite her in a huge, old armchair upholstered wildly in primary colours.

      “You don’t already have a pet, do you?” Camino asked. “A dog?”

      I shook my head. “No, I couldn’t have them in my old apartment. Any pet. They were very strict about it.”

      Camino nodded hard and snorted. “I’ve been taking care of these cats since your aunt crossed over. They were your aunt’s, and I’m afraid they miss her terribly.”

      “I’m sure it must be hard,” I said, feeling sorry for the poor creatures.

      “Well, to cut to the chase, dear, I need you to have them. I take in a lot of animals. I live next door. You passed the house when you drove up. I like to take care of animals, but you can only have so many in your home before you have to start wondering if you’re living in a zoo. They were your aunt’s, and now they are yours.”

      I looked at the box. Both cats were large adults. One was fat, orange and white, and the other, slender and all black.

      “I’ve never really had a pet,” I said, “although I’ve always wanted pets.” I was delighted.

      “Cats are easy to care for,” Camino said.

      “What are their names?”

      Camino pointed to the orange cat. “Willow,” she said. She pointed to the black cat. “Hawthorn.”

      “My aunt must have liked trees?”

      “I guess so,” Camino said, “but she didn’t name them. It was somebody, um, much earlier.”

      “I hope the cats like me and don’t run away or anything.”

      Camino shook her head. “They’re your familiars now, dear.”

      “I’m not familiar with them at all, though, is what I’m saying,” I argued. I wanted to be a responsible pet owner. “I’m not familiar with them or with cats in general.”

      Camino laughed heartily. “No, they were your aunt’s familiars, and now they’re yours.”

      I shook my head. “I’m sure she was familiar with them, but I’m not. I’m sorry.”

      Camino stood up. She looked at me and tilted her head slightly. “You don’t know anything about this, do you?”

      “That’s what I’m trying to tell you. I don’t know anything about caring for cats.” I threw up my hands.

      This seemed to amuse Camino more. She laughed and went for the door. “Just feed them and keep water in their bowl, and they’ll do most everything else,” she said before she left.

      I shut the door behind her and then went back to the couch. I looked down into the box and the cats looked up at me. Willow meowed, and Hawthorn jumped into my lap.

      I needn’t have worried. The cats seemed delighted to see me. They purred loudly. “Want some dinner? Has Camino already fed you?”

      The big ginger cat meowed. “Okay, come with me,” I said. I found some cans of cat food in the tiny kitchen. I opened them and set them on the white linoleum tiles. I filled two bowls with water, and then I went to my bedroom.

      The cats followed me in. One, the big one, of course, sat on my stomach, and the other tried to lick my face. I tried to roll on my side, but that angered the one now sitting on my legs, and he swiped at me. And so I lay perfectly still in the darkness, staring up at the ceiling. I thought of my mother. I didn’t know why I did, and I wondered if it was something to do with wanting to think of my aunt but not knowing anything about her.

      So instead I thought of my mother. I thought of one time when I was nine, and my father had let me watch a scary movie. My mother had told him not to do it, but my father was stubborn and laughed it off. He said I was old enough not to be scared by a silly movie.

      Yet it had frightened me, and when I was put to bed that night, I called out within a minute of my light being turned off and my door shut. The shadows on the walls all at once had seemed menacing. I felt like I was being watched.
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