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“The hues of the opal, the light of the diamond, are not to be seen if the eye is too near.”

Ralph Waldo Emerson
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CAPER – noun – definition: An illegal or questionable act or escapade
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ELENA
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​Thursday noon 

“Here’s to Elena!” A fashionably dressed woman in her late fifties raised the toast. Champagne glasses clinked, the liquid threatening to spill when the stretch limo rounded a bend. “Buries her husband less than a month ago and takes her best friends on a spa weekend.”

Elena Mattas raised her glass — her eyes filled with tears. There’d been a lot of those since Nico’s death — her rock, her soulmate. Despite the last five years when, instead of retirement, her darling Nico invested more deeply in questionable business ventures. In her mind, she’d been robbed of promised golden years with her husband.

“A simple token of my deep gratitude to you for being so supportive of me during these past weeks. Nic’s death and those irritating RCMP investigators poking around have stressed me beyond words.” Elena closed her eyes and leaned her head back against the leather upholstery. Her friends took the hint and spoke in subdued tones amongst themselves. Good, because she needed to think.

Over a year ago, her husband of nearly forty years confided he’d become heavily involved in an illegal, but profitable, side business. Under the guise of his legitimate import and export business, no less. She still didn’t understand all the details, but he’d become the middleman between arms dealers and their customers. Her hand stroked the heavy black opal and diamond necklace around her neck. The last gift Nic gave her. Before the authorities closed in, he’d liquidated most of his assets, put the house in her name, and sunk heaven only knew how much money into the gems she wore. She was rarely seen without them — the necklace and its matching earrings and ring. Her way of keeping him close. But, the fool had gone and died before severing ties with the criminals he dallied with. The feds had backed off, for now.

This was the reason Elena found herself in the limo, with four other women, heading to the boonies. Who’d ever heard of Mechanic Falls? However, it must mean something to Nic’s contacts who she was to meet instead of Nic. Anyway, they chose the meeting venue and, for now, she’d play by their rules.

The limo slowed. Elena cracked one eye and caught sight of the road sign — Diamant Hills Conference Centre — 5 kms. Her destination lay only a few minutes away. Thank goodness. She needed a long hot bath, and quiet time away from the nattering of her friends, to prepare for the meeting tomorrow afternoon. Covering the expenses for this weekend had been tight, but it provided a perfect cover for Elena. She’d seen more than enough movies and television series depicting interactions between the sort of people she was scheduled to meet. 

During his rambling monologues, Nic provided background and information she’d need to convince his — now, her — contacts that his end of the business was viable. Unless, of course, they made her a buy-out offer and she started up her own operation. Her mind took a practical turn. She’d need business cards. Oh, something clever. She’d come up with ideas later.

“Elena? Are you awake?”

Elena fluttered her eyes open. The botoxed face of her best friend, Samantha Lewis, hovered inches from her own. “Just resting, Sam.” She gave a small stretch and pretended to stifle a yawn.

Sam patted her arm. “We’ve almost arrived. The sun is shining and the weather for the area is supposed to be gorgeous. A perfect May weekend.”

Elena looked away from Sam towards a much older woman sitting quietly with a notebook and pencil on her lap. “Are you sure bringing your mother was a good idea?”

Sam’s face clouded. “I understand your concerns, sorry. I’ll keep a close watch on her. I’m hoping she’ll have a couple of good days while we’re here. A change of scenery and a little pampering. This is the last chance to spend time with her before a care placement comes through.”

Elena briefly thought of her own ageing mother back in Greece. Living well in the best retirement facility Elena was able to afford. But still a nursing home. A fate worse than death. All the more reason to ensure a financial benefit came her way this weekend. She promised herself money would keep her away from an old age home. Especially, since she and Nic had been childless. In this country, she only had herself to depend on.

Elena was about to comment but, suddenly, she and her friends were violently shoved forward as the brakes locked and the limo skidded sideways across the highway. Before she drew another breath, they were buffeted by another impact at the back of the vehicle.

She glanced at the driver. Her bodyguard, Dorian Bianchi, pushed the airbag away from his face. He shouted, “Everybody okay back there?”

​
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​AMBER
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​Thursday noon

Amber Thwackbottom shrieked at his brother, “Shields up!” He scrunched his eyes tight before the oncoming view of the white stretch limousine came any closer. His brother, Willow, sat behind the wheel and let out a high-pitched scream at the inevitable crash.

The passenger side of their commercial cube van lacked an airbag, and Amber’s head bounced against the side window. His vision blurred, but he reached across the seat to find Willow’s shoulder. “Willow? Are you okay? They turned directly in front of us — no turn signal!”

“I mmph y s oken.” The muffled response was gibberish to Amber, but at least Willow was conscious. He blinked hard and managed to clear his vision. Willow’s face emerged from behind the deflating airbag. The force of the impact sent Willow’s hand flying up into his face, and rivulets of blood trickled from his nose.

“You think your nose is broken. Is that what you said?” Willow nodded and grimaced. Figures raced toward their van. Amber’s door flew open.

Hands reached for him, but he brushed them off. “I’m fine. Willow needs help — has someone called for help? We need help!” He heard his voice rise with anxiety, but he couldn’t stop it. He reached into his jacket pocket for his cell. His hands shook and he nearly dropped the phone as he hit the icon for a saved number.

“Erik Gerard.”

“Errrrikkk! Come quick.”

“Amber? What’s happened!”

“Accident. Outside the ...” Amber’s vision tunnelled into darkness.

When his eyes opened again, he saw the face of a paramedic. She removed the blood pressure cuff. “You blacked out there for a bit, Mr. Thwackbottom. You have a possible concussion. I highly recommend you let us transport you to the hospital.”

“Willow... where is Willow?”

The paramedic stepped aside as a welcome face came into view. “It’s okay, Amber. Willow is fine. A bloody nose, but it’s not broken. You got the worst of it.” Erik Gerard, Head of Security for the Diamant Hills Conference Centre, laid a strong, comforting hand on Amber’s shoulder.

Willow appeared behind Erik, holding a bloody tissue to his nose. He managed a weak joke. “Brother, dear, if we’d been in the TARDIS, this would never have happened. We had the right of way, turn signal on and everything, and he still ran into us.”

Tori Marsh stroked one of Amber’s hands. “You had us so worried.” Tori was one of his best friends and the manager of the Centre. Amber saw the look of concern on her face and his lip trembled. He bit down hard to stop it. “Oh Tori, I’m so sorry, but I think some of the supplies we picked up in town may have been damaged.”

“Supplies can be replaced. You can’t.”

Amber looked around at the scene. The nose of their van lay crumpled against the limo, broken glass strewn across the highway. Two police cruisers sat nearby; officers talking with women Amber assumed had been on board the limousine. “Oh, the other people. Are they okay?”

“It could have been a lot worse,” said Erik. “Bumps and bruises seem to be the worst of it. The police have spoken to Willow and the driver of the limo. From what I gathered, the limo driver should be held responsible.” He hesitated. “They’ll be wanting to talk to you as well.”

“Let’s not worry about that right now,” Tori said, a tinge of impatience in her voice. “Best thing, someone once told me, is a hot cup of tea with a drop of brandy in it. Am I right?”

Amber’s lips quirked at the memory of their first meeting with Tori. Over her shoulder, he noticed another couple talking with the police. Younger than the limo passengers. “They don’t seem to be part of the limo group.”

“You’re right, brother,” agreed Willow. “Their expensive convertible slammed into the back of the limo. At least both their airbags deployed.” He sniggered. “Insurance companies are going to be quite busy for a while sorting this out.”

Tori interrupted their chit-chat. “Listen, boys, a tow truck will take the van but, once you’ve spoken to the police, we’ll get you inside with that cup of tea. I need to get back to the front desk to help expedite the check-ins for these guests. Under the circumstances, I may need to offer some perks at my discretion. Unless you want to go to the hospital, Amber? I think you should.”

His head hurt when he shook it. “No, I’ll be okay, but thank you. I even signed something for the paramedic to waive responsibility. Where did Erik go?”

Tori put her arm through his. “He’s gone to get you some help. I don’t think either of you need the long walk from here to the building on your own.”

Amber didn’t argue and didn’t voice his thought that a transporter beam would be just the thing. The sun, high in the cloudless sky, might make for a warm walk and he didn’t fool himself — he felt shaky. “Willow and I will wait over there under the trees. You go on ahead.” He pointed to two of the stately pine trees at the entrance to the conference centre drive. “It’s cool and shady.”

Tori nodded. “He’ll be back for you both shortly. Don’t wander off. The police, remember?”

Amber took his brother’s arm, and they settled themselves in the shade. “Not exactly the way we planned for this day to go, is it?” Amber asked “Oh, is your nose still bleeding?”

Willow dabbed at his face. “I think it’s stopped now.”

Amber wiggled both eyebrows at his brother and saw Willow smile as he wiggled his own in return. They’d survived worse things and their silent way of communicating, unique to their relationship, reassured him.

They sat in silence for a while, waiting for the police, and enjoyed people watching.

“Do have a peek at the jewels those women aren’t shy about advertising,” noted Willow. Amber was already on it, and wished he had binoculars. One woman, he guessed to be in her sixties, appeared to oversee the limo group. Around her neck hung the heaviest and most ornate necklace he’d seen outside of Renaissance paintings. As she moved and gestured, sunlight danced off the gems, and she shimmered as if showered with pixie dust. A certified gemmologist, Amber recognized quality when he saw it, even if the setting appeared gaudy. He’d love to have a closer look sometime — the collection of black opals and diamonds had to be obscenely valuable — if authentic.

“Are they genuine, do you think?” asked Willow.

“From this distance, I can’t say for sure, but I’ll go with a yes for now. Her friends appear to be in competition with her for impressive bling.”

“Oh, look.” Willow nodded at the opal woman and her driver, now deep in conversation and walking toward them. “I’d say he made close contact with an airbag as well, judging by the scrape across his face. Some arnica cream would help.”

“My, don’t they look intense,” whispered Amber as the couple drew closer to them. They appeared too focused on their conversation to notice the brothers who sat beneath the branches of the old pine trees.

“It is them, Dorian. How totally irresponsible of them to be following so close. Why, if one of them had died, the deal ...” Opal woman stopped short when she finally noticed Amber and his brother.

She and her companion looked at the brothers, faced each other, and looked back at the boys again.

“Are you twins?” she asked.

Amber and Willow stood, and Amber let Willow explain. “Yes, dear lady. We are. Although right now our appearances are hardly mirror-worthy.” He gently touched his nose. “We are both terribly sorry your visit to our Diamant Hills Conference Centre has started with such, with such ...”

“... a bang?” finished Amber. He couldn’t resist. “I’m Amberly Thwackbottom and this is my brother, Willoughby. But you can call us Amber and Willow. We are part owners here and extend our deepest regrets for the start of your weekend.” He made himself shut up, He hadn’t given a statement yet and had no idea if anyone else would be held responsible for this dreadful mish-mash.

Opal woman extended her hand. “I’m Elena Mattas and this is my bod — my chauffeur, Dorian Bianchi.” She turned to look back at the small group of women now gathering their luggage and other items. “I’ve brought some of my closest friends here for a spa weekend.” She adjusted the necklace around her neck. “I’m a recent widow, you see, and ...”

“Ah, say no more, Mrs. Mattas.” Amber tried not to stare at the necklace. “However, as we have not yet given a statement to the police, I think it best we continue our conversation later.”

Dorian Bianchi, with sultry Italian looks to match his name, agreed. “Mrs. M. He’s right. We shouldn’t be talking to any of the others involved. Ah, and here is transportation for us.”

Two employees of the Centre approached on golf carts. They efficiently loaded luggage and guests and headed back to the main entrance.

“Yes, definitely real,” Amber said. “Ugly as sin but worth millions.”

Willow smirked at his brother. “What about the necklace?” 

“Ouch, brother dear. That might hurt as much as your nose if she heard you.” 

Willow affected a downcast expression. “You’re right; that was mean. But the entire jewellery set is so tacky. Don’t you agree? I mean, to flaunt it in such a way. The woman has obviously never learned the value of less is more.”

Amber nodded. “Willow, I believe the police have finished with the couple in the convertible. We should be next and, after, let’s hope we can get inside and freshen up.” He pointed at Willow’s blood-spattered chest. “I fear your Dr. Who tie may need to be discarded. Blood is so stubborn to remove from silk.”

Willow lifted his tie, made a tsking sound, and let it flop back. “I have a drawer full. About time this one retired anyway.”

They turned their attention back to the police. An officer leaned over the hood of his cruiser, making notes. He looked up in their direction and raised a one-minute forefinger.

The convertible couple had disappeared. Amber asked himself how he’d missed their departure. Suddenly, he heard harsh whispering from behind the stand of pine trees. He nudged Willow and put a finger to his lips.

“Your road-rage mentality will be the death of me,” said a man’s deep voice. “I’ll arrange for a rental, and I’ll be the one driving when we leave. Or, you can find your own way.”

“Calm down, Andrew. It’s a tiny fender bender. You’re in such a rush to get us a rental —you’d better tell me when it gets dropped off here. Our car’s not even a write-off.” She paused. “What’s wrong?”

“I need my pills,” his voice grew tight. “Angina.”

Amber exchanged glances with Willow at the sound of a pill bottle popping open. He prepared to make their presence known and offer help. Willow tapped his forearm and shook his head. They listened.

“It takes a few minutes. I should sit.”

Silence ensued, until the woman spoke again. “Can we go now? I have to get ready for this meeting that’s never going to happen. This place is larger than I anticipated. Lucky, we arrived a day early to scope it out. Tomorrow needs to look like an accident, don’t forget. Stupid woman and her bloody belief she can take over from Nicola Mattas. She’s a liability, and none of us need that. Especially Aramina.”

Amber and Willow exchanged glances and silent facial wiggles.

The woman asked impatiently, “Are you alright now? I need a drink. And you need to find a suitable location ...”

Amber sneezed.

“Who’s there?” The man’s voice sounded stronger.

Amber and Willow left their spot and hurried away, skidding on pine needles blanketing the ground. Ther were grateful the police officer was on his way to them. Amber risked a glance over his shoulder. They’d been seen. Erik needed to know about this.
​
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​ERIK
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Thursday afternoon

From across the lobby, Erik watched Tori herd the ladies from the limousine to the guest registration desk. A handful of casually-dressed men and women, with briefcases in addition to luggage, milled around, chatting, as they waited to check in. He pegged them as attendees for the weekend morticians’ convention. 

He thought back over the last two years or so, of the life-threatening and criminal events that eventually brought him, Tori, and the twins to this Conference Centre. He parked those memories and returned to the present.

The check-in area wasn’t normally this hectic, but the accident at the bottom of the driveway caused highway traffic to back up for an hour. As a result, an unusual number of guests arrived at the same time, vying for attention. Tori was learning to let her staff do their jobs, but this occasion called for all hands on deck.

He was about to turn away when Tori glanced up and caught his eye. She waved him over and pulled him to one side. “Glad I caught you.”

“What’s up?”

She pulled him closer. “I’m sure you’ve noticed the bling this group isn’t trying to hide?” She nodded her head in the direction of the women passengers from the ill-fated limousine.

“Hard not to notice,” he agreed. “Is there a problem?”

“I’ve suggested they might be better off taking advantage of the safe in your office rather than what’s offered in their rooms. Those safes are no deterrent to a determined thief. But they’re not listening to me. If you’re introduced as head of security, it might carry more weight.”

“It can’t hurt to try.”

Erik moved the few steps to the desk and group of women. “Excuse me, ladies. May I have a word?”

The chattering died down, and he waited for their full attention. When he got it, some of that attention he could do without. A woman, around his mother’s age, moved into his personal space and laid a hand, sparkling with rings and nails a hideous shade of purple, on his wrist. He tried not to react when her less than minty-fresh breath tickled his nostrils. She poked a finger at his badge. “Erik Gerard. Head of Security, are you? I’m feeling more secure by the minute now you’re here — Erik.”

Her giggle turned into hiccups. He backed away a step.

“Ladies. I can see you’re all ready for a weekend of fun.” Damn, he shouldn’t have used those words. “As Head of Security, it’s part of my job to ensure you and your valuables are safe while staying with us. I notice you all have exquisite tastes when it comes to your jewellery. You may want to consider storing your valuables in the safe in my office. It offers more security than your room safes.”

Purple Nails was all over his suggestion, purring. “I’m Shauna, and do you mean I can call on you, at any time, to open your safe for me?” 

Crap. He’d rather be back dealing with cut-throat gem thieves than this bunch.

The apparent leader of the pack, wearer of the garish opal and diamond pieces, adamantly refused. “Not necessary. I never take mine off.” She fondled the monstrosity around her neck. “I’d be lost without them since my darling, and recently departed, Nicola gave them to me. However, my friends may decide otherwise for their possessions. I’m Elena Mattas by the way. My friends are here this weekend as my guests. But we’ve certainly had a rough start with the awful accident.” 

He had no desire to rehash the collision details again so stayed focused. A challenge, since her comment about never taking the necklace off brought images of her showering and sleeping with it. Unpleasant.

“Of course, ma’am. Totally your choice, but I want to make sure you and your friends are aware of other safety options.” He contemplated what they all did with their precious gems while they enjoyed spa treatments elsewhere. He’d station a security team member close to the Centre’s spa area to keep an eye on them.

His experience with jewels and their spoiled, entitled owners had been honed over the years he’d spent as an investigator with the International Jewellers Guild. He’d dealt with Interpol and other international agencies. These women would be no exception, and he’d need to be on his toes during their stay. If they’d advertised their trip on social media, a dozen opportunistic thieves might be nearby. 

“Excuse me, sorry — I have a question. A quick one?” A woman extended her hand towards Erik. “Denise Matthews. Hi.” The attractive woman was one member of the group, that Erik thought might be halfway normal. She pointed to the information sign posted on the wall behind the check-in counter. “What does MRFS mean?”

The desk clerk jumped in with the answer. “Muskoka Regional Funeral Services. They’re having a convention here this weekend. On the second floor.”

Instantly, Shauna found another opening. “Ooooh. You mean morticians and people who do dead bodies?”

People who do dead bodies? The woman proved money couldn’t buy intelligence. Or were these the real housewives of somewhere far away? He wished they’d go back — far away.

He took his leave of the group as they completed their check-ins and returned to Tori’s side. 

She gave him an amused smirk. “You are definitely cougar material for at least one of the pack.”

He frowned. “I bet their husbands are happy to be clear of them for a weekend. I’m familiar with their type all too well. Trust me, if they can benefit from the accident or a minor theft this weekend, we’ll be dealing with negative fallout for weeks.”

He lowered his voice and directed Tori’s attention to an animated conversation a few feet away. “Mrs. Mattas seems quite engaged with her driver. They’ve moved away from the rest of the group.” 

Tori glanced behind her. “That’s Dorian Bianchi. Speaking of cougar material. Look how close they’re standing to each other. I’d say he’s more than her chauffeur. He’s a decent piece of real estate and at least twenty-five years younger than her.”

Erik looked at Tori, ready with a retort, but she beat him to it. “Unless he’s here as her bodyguard in addition to being her driver.” Erik gave her points for the assumption. “I believe they also have adjoining rooms. Kind of cosy for a mere driver.”

“You could be right. Maybe, he’s come along to guard her assets, so to speak.”

He was about to say more when the couple from the convertible crossed the foyer near Mattas and her companion. They stopped talking, but a current seemed to pass between all four, and Erik’s gut reacted. They were acquainted but didn’t let on. 

“Erik? What are you looking at?”

He waited until the couple walked out of earshot. “Did you notice? They drove the convertible, right? And, yet, when they passed Mattas and her companion, I’d swear they’d met before, but didn’t say anything. Something’s off about that couple.”

“You’re the investigative expert. I’ll leave you to it and get back to the desk. I’ll tell my staff to discreetly offer a free cocktail or spa discount to those involved with the mess outside. Catch you later?”

“Yes. Oh, and here come the twins. I’ll have a word with them to see how they are, then I need to get back to my office as well. Paperwork and cameras to monitor. Later.”

She left his side for the check-in area, affording him a pleasing view of her back and those impossibly long legs. Damn.

Erik tore his gaze away. He watched Amber and Willow approach, walking more slowly than normal. Amber should have been checked out at the hospital. 

“Erik, there you are,” exclaimed Willow, visibly out of breath. “We need to talk.”

“What do we have here, then? The walking wounded?” They didn’t respond to the usual banter, proving they weren’t 100 percent. Erik was only a few years older than the twins, but at times he felt like a protective father. “C’mon. Let’s go to my office and talk there.”

Willow’s bruised nose had stopped bleeding and both twins seemed relieved to be sitting down. “Mind closing the door, dear boy? We need to talk privately.” He sat with one hand holding onto his brother’s arm and smiled weakly at Erik.

“I can order in tea, or something stronger?” Erik couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen them this subdued and yet on edge at the same time. He waited for a reply but got their facial callisthenics instead. Twins, he’d never figure them out. He waited until their odd conversation wound up.

Amber nodded and Willow spoke. “No tea. We heard something and are unsettled, to say the least.”

“Go on,” prompted Erik. 

“It was them. The couple from the convertible — have they checked in? Are they staying here or is it a coincidence they ran into the limousine?” Willow leaned so far forward his chair nearly tipped. Erik gently pushed him back in place.

“If you mean Jenna Wozney and Andrew Hartmann, they’re here for a long weekend. The police officer taking statements gave me their names, and I checked their reservation. What did you hear?” Erik decided not to voice his own concern about the pair until he heard them out.

“Someone’s going to get murdered.” Amber squeaked.

“Back up a minute. Start over — slowly,” instructed Erik.

“We sat under the trees ...”

“... she said it needed to look like an accident.” Willow finished.

“I sneezed,” Amber added.

“Don’t you see, Erik? They knew they’d been overheard, and we, well, we ran towards the police, but they’re aware we heard them. You need to stop them. Call your friend Sanders, or someone.” Willow’s voice rose higher with each sentence. “They mentioned a woman connected to someone called Nicola?” Willow turned to Amber. “What an unusual name.”

Another connection to what he’d seen in the lobby took root in Erik’s mind.

“Guys. Calm down. Breathe. You could’ve misheard. I know you love your British murder mystery shows but this is real life.” He tried for a humorous tone, but the twins weren’t buying. The distraught look on Amber’s face turned him serious.

“Let me get this straight. You both overheard them talking about something which hasn’t happened yet, and should appear to be an accident? It’s not a fact I can call the police with. However, I think I have an idea who might be linked.”

“I told you Erik knows what to do,” declared Willow. “He’ll keep us safe. And a gun was mentioned. I’m sure of it.”

What exactly Erik needed to keep them safe from wasn’t clear, but the twins calmed down. Reinforcing their safety was his priority.

“Leave it with me, okay? I don’t have a huge security team, but how about I call Jung Woo to come and be your shadow for the weekend?”

They clapped their hands in unison. “Oh yes. We liked him a lot from last time. Thank you, Erik,” said Willow.

Their expressions lightened as they stood. “We will watch out for him but, in the meantime, we need to prepare for our first event of the morticians’ convention tomorrow. There’ve been some early check-ins, and we’d like to make the rounds. Even though we’re no longer active morticians, the organisers asked us to give a presentation about our custom-made casket liners and we’re hoping to cultivate new business leads.”

“I’ll get on to Jung right away. What’s the schedule for tomorrow?”

“There are two seminars tomorrow morning. The meet and greet starts at 4 and, next, there's dinner. We’ll be the primary guest presenters at 7 o’clock.”

“Right. If Jung’s not available, I’ll have your backs. In the meantime, stay close to each other. Feel any better?”

The twins’ cool hands clasped his. For a second, he feared he’d be kissed on both cheeks but thankfully, the moment passed.

“Dear boy,” began Amber. “You have alleviated our concerns. When the time comes, and hopefully not for eons yet, you can have a casket liner of your choosing. Special order; one of a kind. We promise.”

“Uh, okay, thanks. But, guys, it's not necessary.” It took a lot to make Erik uneasy, but they’d managed it quite well. “Now, off you go and relax. You’ve been looking forward to this convention. It’s your time in the spotlight.”

As they stood up, Erik offered a suggestion. “Willow? Tori might have some make-up to hide the bruising around your nose. Just a thought.”

“Brilliant! We shall talk to her now.” 

They left and Erik sat on the edge of his desk. He needed to make a phone call concerning Jung as soon as possible, before considering how to juggle the rest of the items on his overly long list. Someone else might brush off the twins’ concerns and, perhaps if he hadn’t seen the jewels and witnessed the interactions in the lobby, he’d have done the same. He needed to prepare. The game was certainly afoot. 

​​
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CHAPTER 4
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​TORI
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​Thursday afternoon

Tori checked the software program on her computer to confirm all registered guests for the day had arrived. With any luck, a few free drinks and spa discounts might soften any fallout from the privileged group involved in the accident.

Jenna Wozney had all the markings of a first-class bitch, though. She’d been driving the high-end convertible and didn’t seem fazed at the damage she’d caused. Bad enough, but Tori overheard the outright rude remarks she’d slung offhandedly at the oldest member of the limo group. The diminutive senior woman was the mother of one of Mrs. Mattas’ friends. She’d stood off to one side appearing overwhelmed with the imposing foyer and check-in ritual. As if she had no clue to her location, or reason for being here. Jenna acted like a school yard bully when she’d sidled up to the older woman, bumped into her and knocked the pencils and notebook she’d been clutching, to the floor. She’d walked away with a half-hearted apology, saying she hadn’t noticed her, “... because you’re so small, you’re almost invisible.”

Yes, first- class bitch, through and through. She better not give Tori more cause to deal with her this weekend.

Perfect time for a break. Tori headed out to the lobby, much quieter now. A few guests socialised in the Emerald Bar while the Top Hat restaurant prepped for the dinner rush. Tori allowed an unfamiliar sense of contentment to wash over her. Yes, it was controlled mayhem earlier, but the Centre appeared to be ticking along smoothly now. Her staff stepped up and handled the chaos better than she expected. And, with luck, the evening should be quiet. She and Erik could have a drink together and discuss the day’s events. Tomorrow would be busy with the start of the morticians’ convention that should keep Willow and Amber busy. 

She was about to grab a latte in the lobby coffee shop when she spotted a small figure sitting in one of the white leather chairs. The elderly senior she’d been thinking about. The tiny woman nearly disappeared into the oversized chair; her eyes closed. Napping? A pencil slipped from her hand. Tori reached for it and, when she looked up, the most brilliant blue eyes Tori had ever seen stared back at her. “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you, but you dropped your pencil.”

The woman sat up straighter and blinked at Tori, her brows knitted into a slight frown. “Aren’t you a dear? Thank you. I seem to nod off at the drop of a hat these days.” A quizzical smile pushed away the frown. “Have we met, dear? Is this your house?”

Tori’s heart softened. “I’m Tori. This is a conference centre and you’re here with your daughter, Samantha?”

“Oh, yes of course. Silly me. I’m still dozy from my nap. Tori. Such a
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