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Chapter One
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One thing I’ve come to appreciate about living and working on-site at a fabulous new retirement community is that I’m suddenly one of the youngsters. Tech problems? Residents ask me. Fashion? I’m your girl. Pop culture? Suddenly, Cassie Clinton is Ms. Up-To-The-Moment. It’s quite a trip to be thought of as young and hip and with-it, even though most of my residents are still far too eager to point out when I make a mistake or try to organize them in a way they don’t like. Or when I come along to break up their fun.

It takes every single one of my people skills to persuade some of Serenity Suites’ most raucous members that their late-night poker game should have come to an end hours ago, and a healthy dose of bribery to persuade them to turn in for the night. After one last, slow circuit of the building, I’m only too relieved to find that my residents are all safely tucked away in their own rooms and I can finally close the door on my responsibilities, crawl into bed, and settle down for the evening. I suppose that’s one thing my busy new life has afforded me. I certainly don’t struggle to fall asleep when I get into bed at night.

Bzzt! BZZZT!

I bolt upright in bed, jerked rudely awake as I realize that part of my dream - the loud, screeching alarm part of it - isn’t a dream at all. Why is it never the doting prince or the million-dollar-winning lottery ticket part that comes true? At first I think it’s just my regular alarm, but something about the pitch and volume of the insistent ringing sounds different.

Fire? My brain is stuffy and slow with sleep, but gradually I sift the truth from the muddle of my own internal confusion. That’s not a normal alarm. It’s a fire alarm!

I scramble out of bed and hastily pull on a robe and a pair of house slippers before shuffling awkwardly towards the door. There are a lot of advantages to living on-site, and I’m endlessly grateful for the cute and cozy little apartment that working here has provided me with. It also means I’m right here on hand any time there’s an emergency.

Like right now, I think, as I fumble with the door handle. When the fire alarm inexplicably starts going off in the middle of the night. It’s not the first time this has happened. Even though I don’t really think there can be an actual fire, I know for a fact this isn’t a planned exercise, and a mixture of fear and adrenaline kicks my heart rate into high gear as I realize it’s my responsibility to make sure all of my residents get out of the property as swiftly and safely as possible. I grab my phone and my work tablet and am already logging into my online staff portal as I step out into the corridor and see other drowsy residents emerging from behind their own doors, blinking sleepily at me.

“Cassie, what’s that noise about?”

“Is it a practice?”

“Not a scheduled one.” I grimly run my finger over my current list of residents, counting up the total number of guests I can expect to join me out on the terrace, where our designated assembly point is. “Come on, everybody. Let’s clear the premises as quickly as we can.”

“Quick is a relative term when you get to my age.” Albert Hodgkins, one of this evening’s rogue poker players, staggers out of his room, clinging awkwardly to a walker as he shuffles into the corridor. He narrowly avoids a collision with Ophelia Roy, who emerges at exactly the same moment as he does, her hair and makeup done to perfection, wearing a suspiciously new-looking housecoat and every piece of jewellery she owns.

“Ophelia,” I say, patiently steering her aside to let her less-able neighbor precede us both down the corridor. “This is a fire alarm evacuation, not a night out on the town.”

“I know.” She runs a hand through her silver curls. “But it never hurts a lady to look like a lady.” She gives me a scathing glance up and down, then shrugs off my grip. “I suppose you want us all to congregate in that dreary little corner of the garden near that ugly-looking sign?”

“That’s the one.” I self-consciously comb my fingers through my grey bobbed hair and wonder if I should have looked in the mirror before venturing out into the corridor. “It’s our designated assembly point. Perhaps you can be kind enough to direct any other residents you see to join you over there?” I smile sweetly and hope that giving Ophelia a little bit of responsibility will smooth her ruffled feathers. She’s certainly pleased with the task and becomes an instant authoritarian, barking directions at her neighbors and friends as if I’ve made her Queen of the Residence. I wince, wondering how difficult it will be to put her back in her box, now that she has burst so spectacularly out of it.

“Is there a fire, Cassie?”

“I do hope nobody has been hurt!”

“When do you suppose the firefighters will get here?”

It seems like every elderly resident who passes me on their way out of the building has some kind of comment or question, and I try to keep my replies upbeat and cheerful. This isn’t the first time we’ve had an unexpected fire alarm go off at night, and it probably won’t be the last. Especially lately. I mentally add check the alarm system to my list for the next day’s work, and watch as the last, lagging residents make their way across the patio to join the assembled crowd. 

I have to hand it to Ophelia, she’s certainly good at keeping everyone organized, I think, as I see our assembled guests standing and sitting in two mostly straight lines. I hurry to join them as the first sound of a fire engine siren screams into the night.

“They’re here!”

I glance at the front of one of the lines and see Nancy Martin, one of Serenity Suites’ newer arrivals, and one who lives in open opposition to Ophelia’s would-be seniority. The pair is so alike that in another world they might have been friends. Unfortunately, that world is not this one, and Nancy takes great delight in competing with Ophelia over just about everything. Their bickering often divides the whole community, and I hope that this isn’t going to be the start of another knock-down, drag-out row between the two women.

Tonight, Nancy is surrounded by three of her friends, all of whom also appear suspiciously neat and tidy for so late at night. I wonder if this is yet another contest between her and Ophelia. The late-night style olympics. But that’s ridiculous. It’s not like either of them knew the fire alarm would go off in the middle of the night. And what good is elegance - or competition - if there’s nobody around to witness it? 

I frown and glance at my watch, trying to decide if it will even be worth going back to bed once all this is over. Fire or no fire, by the time we get everyone safely back inside again, it will almost be time for Serenity Suites to come back to life and begin its regular morning routine. 

The fire engine careens down our drive, and a dozen burly firefighters begin dismounting before the vehicle even comes to a complete stop. Their team leader, a tall, muscular young man called Edward Murray, spots me and jogs over to join us, his movements effortless in spite of the weighty gear he’s wearing over his heavy uniform.

“Good evening, Ms. Cassie! Or should that be good morning? Ladies.” He salutes the group standing nearest to me, and I hear a flutter of clucking and cooing from them in return. “Is everyone safely out? My team will check the whole building, of course, but I just want to be sure that all your residents are present and accounted for.”

“We’re all here, Mr. Murray!” A flirtatious voice calls from behind me. “But if you’d like to check for yourself...”

I shoot Eddie an apologetic look but he only grins at me. I suppose firefighters are used to being ogled by women of all ages, even those who are old enough to be their grandmothers.

“I’ll run through my list again,” I promise him, and turn to survey the crowd of residents, counting and marking off people as I go. Ophelia Roy, Julia Simms, Albert Hodgkins. Nancy Martin, Patricia Cox, and Sandra Jackson. Larry Richardson. Lorna Bell. Joe Price. I frown, coming to a pause as I see Joe Price - the longest resident of Serenity Suites, and one who lives to torment me - standing next to a handsome older gentleman I don’t recognize. I continue my headcount, then come back to the pair who are surveying the building with the easy authority of two seniors who’ve seen and done everything before. And between the two of them, they probably have.

“Cassie?” Eddie Murray has been watching me and misreads the confusion on my face. “Anyone still in there?”

“No.” I shake my head. “No, I don’t think so.” I frown and run a finger down my list for the third time, my lips coming together in a grim smile. “There are actually more people out here than I have on my list.” I turn to Joe, who meets my gaze with a smile. I open my mouth to address him, but before I can say a word, another member of Eddie’s team comes to reassure us that there’s no fire and the building is safe to return to.

“Before we go back inside,” I raise my voice so that all my residents can hear me. “I would just like to remind you all that whilst you are free to have guests staying with you - this is your home after all - their names must be logged so that we can know exactly who is in the building at all times.” I narrow my eyes and glare at Joe, who has the grace to look guilty for all of five seconds before his friend mutters something that makes him laugh and he turns his back on me. “I know these late-night fire alarms are becoming a bit too frequent lately, and I want to apologize for the disruption to your sleep and the inconvenience of having to evacuate so swiftly. But it certainly never hurts to have an extra practice now and then, and I’m sure when and if the time came that we were forced to evacuate for real, we’d manage to do so easily and efficiently.” I sense my hold on the crowd is shifting, and am not entirely surprised when they start to drift back towards the building. Eddie’s team of firefighters begin making their way back towards the fire truck, and I see two groups of women - Ophelia and her friends, and Nancy and hers - make a beeline for the handsome young men, gushing with compliments.

“I’m sorry about this,” I say to Eddie as he comes to debrief me. I’m referring to the behaviour of my residents, but Eddie seems entirely focused on his reason for being here to begin with.

“It’s not your fault, Ms. Cassie. But this is the third time we’ve been called out here lately when there hasn’t been any real cause. It might be worth getting your alarm system checked out.” He winks. “Sooner or later, we’re going to stop coming!”

He’s joking, but even that is enough of a threat to prompt me to panic.

“I’ll bring it up with the rest of the management team. I promise. We have a staff meeting in...” I glance at my watch and groan, feeling my last hope of returning to my bed for any amount of real sleep slipping away. “In about three hours.”
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“It sounds like you had an exciting start to the day, then, all things considered. I guess it’s a good job I brought these with me!”

I’ve been telling David Patterson - Serenity Suites’ biggest single investor, and the first to join me for our scheduled staff meeting - all about our early-morning fire alarm test, and whilst he commiserates with me over my lack of sleep, he also does just about the best thing he can to instantly improve the situation. He hands me a takeaway cup of perfectly made coffee.

“You are an angel,” I say, gratefully accepting it and taking a quick, soothing sip. “Just what the doctor ordered. There’s nothing like Mindy’s for coffee.” I drop my voice, looking around guiltily. “Only don’t tell George. He does a good job around here, but Mindy’s coffee is the best in town.”

I have only good things to say about our chef at Serenity Suites, but Mindy is my best friend, and her coffee shop has always been my favorite place to visit in all of Patterson. Moving here has made me realize just how much I miss my daily dose of seeing her, not to mention enjoying signature drinks and pastries.

“Well, this might be Mindy’s coffee, but Mindy didn’t make it.” David takes a sip of his own drink but lifts his eyebrows mysteriously. That’s the look that tells me he knows a secret and he’s just itching to share it. It’s the kind of look that reminds me of his father, but I know he and David were long estranged, and he probably wouldn’t thank me for noticing any kind of likeness between the two. David only arrived in Patterson, the town that shares his name, after his father’s death and so far he has made excellent use of the assets he inherited, from reinvesting his father’s considerable capital in various small-town improvements, to taking a personal, as well as a financial, interest in Serenity Suites. He’s also, apparently, taking a personal interest in town gossip, and I’m more than happy to indulge in a little of that while we wait for the rest of our colleagues to arrive.

“What have you found out?” 

Mindy is an old friend of mine, and David’s sort-of stepmother, although nobody has actually sat down to formally figure out their family tree. I know they’re fond of one another, and it shouldn’t surprise me that if she’s up to something, David is the first person to know about it.

“Only that Mindy has gone out of town for the day. A trip to the city to see a show, or so I heard.” He takes another sip of his coffee. “I can’t say I disapprove.”

“No more can I.” I sigh, glancing down at the long list of Any Other Business that is going to lengthen our meeting
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