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With every passing second, the ferry’s throbbing diesel engines drew Alicia Highmere closer to her childhood home, Highmere House. Possibly, for the last time.  

In the gathering twilight, she caught only meagre glimpses of the three-story sandstone monstrosity among the trees. As the vessel traveled down the coastline, the slate roof, darkened to black by the misty rain, was only partially visible.  

The ten-acre property had grown even more wild and uncontrolled over the past weeks. Logically, something should be done about the over-growth, but her mother never allowed it. Was it Olivia Frost-Highmere’s intention to obliterate their old home from current memory? The thought wasn’t a shock if it were true. 

Alicia wasn’t exactly sure how she felt about going back, especially now. There would always be a thread that tied her to the old place, no matter what happened in the next few days. 

Past images of her life in the house surfaced. Some were not pleasant and those she pushed aside.  

“Alicia, are you cold?” Bryce’s words pierced the steady noise of the boat engines and the churning water.  

He woke her out of the light trance she’d fallen into while staring across the open expanse of Sansum Narrows, the body of water that separated Salt Spring Island from Vancouver Island. 

She blinked, and only then did Alicia feel the slice of the November wind against her cheeks. She turned to face her driver. “Yes, a bit,” she said and opened stiff fingers to let go of the metal railing. It didn't matter her hands were encased in soft leather gloves. The cold was generated from within, not by the elements. 

Bryce's dark brown eyes held hers as he stood by the driver’s side door. The silver-grey Bentley, its surface beaded with cold rain, would be warm inside. So too, was his gaze. 

As always, in this typical Pacific Northwest weather, Bryce wore a sensible black trench coat. And yet his head was bare. Moisture frosted the tight black curls of Bryce’s short-cropped hair. 

The design and colour of Bryce’s overcoat made his large shoulders appear broader and there was something about the man’s bearing which inspired confidence and security, literally. His sheer presence made Alicia feel safe. She was glad he would be with her through the difficult days to come. 

“We’ll be disembarking in about ten minutes. It might be best to return to the car now.” To prod her further, he opened the rear passenger door. 

“Thank you,” Alicia gave him a small smile. She stepped away from the railing and climbed stiffly into the car. As she passed by him, she noted black stubble coated the dark skin of his firm jaw and found it not unattractive. Bryce wouldn't have found time to shave. It had been a long day of travelling. 

Alicia firmly shifted her focus away from the handsome man who was also her bodyguard. She kept the ‘mother hen’ remark she was tempted to use, to herself. He was only trying to look after her and do his job. Do not make this personal she reminded herself as she settled into the back seat. 

Bryce Graham had been in his position for mere weeks. Had he really been with her so short a time? It felt like he’d always been there, he fit so easily into her life. 

With her door firmly closed, he opened his, and slid behind the wheel. Their eyes met briefly in the rear-view mirror. She knew he was checking her position, ensuring he could see her while he drove. 

Bryce’s specialized security training was showing again, but she wouldn't tease the man about this either. She was glad he took his job so seriously and now was not the right time to joke...about anything.  

He was the silver lining in all of this. Last month, an incident with a would-be mugger in the parking garage at her water-front condo reinforced her reliance on the man. Even though he assured her that event was unrelated to the previous ‘accident’, the foiled robbery had still been disturbing for her.  

The previous accident had spurred her to hire a bodyguard in the first place, and once Bryce was on the job, the number of threatening messages had decreased, which was an improvement, even if the emails hadn’t stopped all together. 

At least she no longer had to deal with any of the messages since she hired Bryce. As head of security, he handled all those duties. With his ongoing investigation into the source, she trusted he would soon put an end to all the threats. In the meantime, his steady presence made her breathe easier. 

Alicia looked down as she stripped off the autumn-brown gloves. She must attempt to get a handle on her black mood. Wallowing wouldn’t help. 

The gloves she laid next to her matching purse on the tan leather upholstery. As always, the briefcase which contained her computer was her constant companion. It too, lay on the seat beside her. 

Offers and contracts were sitting in her email from legal. She should review the documents from Wu Abernathy and his team but couldn’t summon the energy. Best to get the reason for this last ferry ride of the day out of the way first. There would be plenty of time in the evening for paperwork. It wasn’t like she slept anyway. 

Alicia flipped down the mirror in the back of the driver’s headrest and took a quick look at her short hair. The brown shot with silver strands curled smoothly around and behind her ears. Damp, but not terribly wind-blown and passible as tidy. But there was nothing she could do about the white tension around her dark eyes. 

In another twenty minutes they would be arriving at the tiny funeral home where Alicia’s mother would be laid out. She took a steadying breath. 

As the most responsible in the family, Alicia needed to confirm all the arrangements were as her mother requested, this being her chief priority at the moment. Later, she would get through the funeral, the will reading, and endure it all while dealing with her siblings. Vaguely she hoped none of their extended family, particularly her uncle, would attend. Better for all concerned if Hugo Highmere stayed away. 

Her eyes met Bryce’s again in the rear-view mirror. At his pointed look and gesture, she buckled her seat belt. 

“Am I correct in thinking neither my brother, nor my sister, are on the ferry?” There were only a handful of other vehicles on the vessel besides the Bentley, and the chances of missing them were slim. 

Bryce glanced up to meet her eyes in the mirror again. “I did a walk around, and I’m sorry, no, they are not on board.” He shifted his eyes forward, to the bow of the boat as he spoke. The crew members were moving forward to the ramp as the vessel neared the wharf. 

“Maybe James and Sylvia are taking a commercial floatplane flight.” She settled back in her seat. “Or possibly they travelled over on an earlier ferry.” But this was unlikely and sounded lame even to her. There were only two ways to arrive at the island village of Musgrave Landing. Well, unless one owned a boat of some kind. 

“Possibly,” Bryce said with a nod. He didn’t sound as though he found those options likely either. 

“We’ll have to check on James and Sylvia's arrival, I suppose.” 

“I'll make some calls.” 

Alicia nodded her thanks. 

Daily flights to the west side of Salt Spring Island were new, only offered for the past six months. This was the method of travel her older brother, James, would likely choose. Flying was the faster option and more comfortable. No doubt he wouldn’t have thought through how he’d move around the village without a vehicle, which was odd since Bryce reported her brother owned a car dealership. Alicia had given up trying to communicate personally with her brother some years ago. Her efforts had turned into a one-way conversation after she’d taken over the company. She relied on others to keep her informed about him while sending only the usual updates the other shareholders received. “Do you know if Musgrave Landing has a taxi service?” “I don’t think so, but there is the old jeep in the garage.” “Yes, right.” Alicia nodded. 

She dreaded the inevitable confrontation with her brother. Negotiating a multimillion-dollar deal to expand the family business was much preferable than dealing with James’ jealous resentment of the position she held. When his help was needed, he’d walked away. 

Sylvia would likely choose the cheapest, most eco-friendly travel method available, which meant she would try to mooch a ride. Alicia half-expected to be contacted by her sister before they departed from Vancouver, but no call had come. She hoped her youngest sibling wasn’t hitch-hiking. 

Alicia frowned. Maybe Sylvia wasn’t even attending the funeral. The relationship between her sister and their mother was uncertain at best. Her sister blamed their mother for many things. Chief among them, her slide into drug addiction, hopefully now dealt with successfully after Sylvia’s stint in rehab. 

These disturbing thoughts caused Alicia to shift her gaze to look out of the window. The steady passing of the blue-grey water distracted her from family issues she couldn’t control and had a calming effect. She allowed her mind to drift.  

The ferry service was run by a crown corporation and owned by the province. This most popular method of travel on and off Salt Spring Island had been in place for approximately the past twenty years. The commercial service commenced after Highmere Holdings sold the wharf and the attached land to the government for the route. 

Before that, when the family company had simply been Highmere Lumber and Shipping, it owned the only organized transport to and from the west side of Salt Spring Island where Musgrave Landing was situated. The sale of the ferry was one of the last business decisions her father made before he disappeared. And like most of his choices, Alicia found them questionable. 

After a brief time of instability, control of the family business changed hands. Then the private company–now a private corporation–was no longer negatively affected by her father, Allister Highmere or his brother, Hugo's decisions and improved everyone's fortunes. 

The ferry turned left, to port, and Alicia shifted her gaze forward. 

Through the windshield, she could see the white building which housed a café. The business previously belonged to Ethel Crawly, an acquaintance of Olivia Frost-Highmere. She remembered her mother’s regret at not being well enough to go to Ms. Crawly’s funeral last spring. Well, now they were no doubt chummy again in the afterlife. Except for the possibility that Olivia’s situation might be a bit on the warm side. 

Alicia knew she should feel grief now that her mother was gone. Mostly, she felt a black numbness, like she couldn’t quite believe it. Grief would no doubt come later, when reality set in. 

Olivia’s death took away Alicia’s chief advisor. They were not so much mother and daughter as business partners, although affection had grown between the two women over the years. Her mother was not an easy woman to love. 

As children, the three Highmere siblings had been sent off to boarding school at a very early age. And this was possibly why Alicia along with her brother and their sister, viewed their mother as rather aloof and distant. One of the few fortunate things about her father’s disappearance was she came to know her mother somewhat better and with the knowing, came understanding. However, she couldn’t say the same for Sylvia and James. 

Alicia studied the white structure in the weak November sun. Flowers, huge ones, adorned the exterior walls. Colour exploded over a white background. Scarlet tulips, saffron yellow daffodils, and violet pansies drew the eye to the café snuggly situated in a cluster of trees beside the ferry wharf. 

The effect was cheery and welcoming. Definitely an improvement over the old faded and paint-chipped exterior, at least in Alicia’s mind. 

She would not have time to stop into the café. Mrs. Roque, the estate’s housekeeper, said the woman running the renovated business was an excellent baker. Alicia’s only weakness was good cooking and strong coffee, but not today. 

Bryce turned the ignition key and the engine purred to life. Several other cars followed suit on the small-sized ferry as the passengers anticipated the vessel docking. 

The boat engines throttled back, and the ferry gently coasted into its berth. In short order, the ramp was lowered, and the Bentley rolled off.  

Bryce smoothly accelerated up the hill which was High Street and took a left at the first cross street. The route took them down Shore Road, and right by the old house. Its over-grown trees, shrubs, and tall grass mostly obscured the wrought-iron fenced in yard property. The structure and out-buildings were completely lost in the jungle. 

Why her mother would not allow Alicia to maintain the old family home was a mystery to her. Maybe now that her mother had passed on, the house could be set right. While it was true the house never was much of a happy home, it wasn’t the building’s fault the family was a dismal wreck. Maybe it was time to sell this property too? 

The Bentley purred past the old place and continued for three more minutes, passing one or two homes and much forest. 

The death of Olivia Frost-Highmere wasn’t a surprise to her daughter. Her mother suffered from many ailments, chief among them a liver dysfunction. The term was a much more acceptable phrase to her mother. Alicia suspected for some time Olivia’s affliction was in truth, cirrhosis of the liver. Not that Doctor Malcom would disclose any negative facts, but Mrs. Frost-Highmere was known to have a problem with alcohol in the past. 

Alicia recalled a cloudy childhood memory of her mother flinging a full wine glass at her father during dinner. He’d said something awful to her, about her drinking. Alicia could still remember the sound of the glass shattering as it hit the corner of the stone mantel on the fireplace, and the spread of a red stain on the cream-coloured wallpaper beyond. 

Nanny Loretta came in under Mrs. Roque’s watchful eye and hustled her and James out of the dining room. Back up to the third-floor nursery, where baby Sylvia slept undisturbed. Dinner had been the only time all four of her family members were together, and a rare event when her father was home. Typically, that was how the dinners ended, with an unfortunate argument of some kind. 

No doubt it was fortunate for her and her siblings they attended boarding school as soon as they were old enough. Mrs. Roque couldn’t shield the children from their parent’s violent fights forever. The marriage of Olivia Frost and Allister Highmere had never been a union of love, merely a business transaction. 

Was it possible witnessing her parent’s marriage coloured Alicia’s view of relationships? 

Her eyes snagged on the back of Bryce’s head as he turned to check traffic before making a turn. His profile was a view she enjoyed, but today Alicia dropped her eyes. 

Bryce brought the car to a halt in the Moffatt Funeral Services parking lot. He climbed out and waited with his hand on the car door handle. As usual he scanned the parking lot before he opened the car door as she got her camel-coloured cashmere coat buttoned and gloves back in place. 

She wasn’t looking forward to visiting the funeral home, but some things were best done in person. 

“Would you please give Mrs. Roque a call, to warn her we've arrived in the village?” She asked him as she stepped out of the car. “I don’t want to catch her unawares.” 

“Forewarned is forearmed?” 

“Yes,” she said and allowed a ghost of a smile. “Because of the circumstances I'm sure she is expecting us, but just in case.” 

“Will do,” Bryce promised. He held her gaze for a moment and she saw the sympathy he offered. “Would you like me to come with you, inside?” 

Alicia turned to look at the white clapboard, black-trimmed building, with its somber black double doors. “No, it’s fine. I shouldn’t be long but thank you for the offer.” She placed one hand on his arm. “I appreciate it.” His large hand briefly closed over hers. 

As she crossed the paved lot, one of the building's black doors swung open and she was met by a beaming Kevin Moffatt, the funeral director on the top step. 

His expression caused Alicia to frown. Excitement wasn’t the reaction she expected from the man handling her mother’s funeral. 

“Ms. Highmere, please come in.” Kevin waved her into the building.  

They faced each other in the reception area. He was thin and spare with the palest skin she’d ever seen on a live person. His horseshoe fringe of mouse-brown hair matched his suit and continued a dull theme. “What can I do for you?” 

The words stuck in her throat, but after a hard swallow, she managed. “I wanted to ensure everything is prepared for my mother.” Alicia found it difficult to state the full meaning of the task at hand. 

Kevin looked back at her with some confusion. “What would that be, exactly?” 

“My mother’s funeral arrangements,” Alicia said patiently, finally getting the rest of the words out. 

“Um,” Kevin bit his lip and gestured for her to proceed down the hallway to his office. 

Alicia had an unsettling feeling about the puzzled look on the funeral director’s face and his apparent confusion. 

Along the wall, the past owners of the establishment flashed by her as they walked. The only other undertaker Alicia could remember was Earl Moffatt, Kevin’s father. He would be roughly Olivia’s age, but retired. He looked like an older, greyer version of Kevin. 

Since entering the building, Alicia tried to breathe shallowly. The chemical smell and scent of dying flowers made her stomach flutter unreliably. 

Kevin Moffatt moved behind his desk. “Mrs. Frost-Highmere made her arrangements some time ago. We do have her casket in stock. I can get the flowers delivered in plenty of time. The only outstanding item is choosing a venue for the gathering for the family and mourners following the service. A location will need to be secured. Oh, and a caterer. We can, of course, supply the grave excavation at the family cemetery on your property.” Kevin paused at Alicia’s tiny frown. “That is to say when her time comes, we will be ready,” he assured her. He waited for Alicia to sit down in the chrome and orange cloth seat before taking his black vinyl office chair. 

Alicia disliked her stiff movements, but they couldn’t be helped. There had been too much travelling and sitting today. Slowly, Alicia sat and gave Kevin a narrowed look. “And her time has come. She’s here, isn’t she?” 

“No, Ms. Highmere, she isn’t. The Seniors Care Home has not called us, yet.” 

“But she will be, shortly?” Absently she rubbed her left knee with a gloved hand. The damp weather was making her stiffen up. 

“Not...as far as I know.” He shook his head slowly, his blue eyes sincere. 

“Then why call me? A woman named Phyllis Wick, from the Care Home phoned to say my mother had passed on early this morning.” 

“I’m sorry.” Kevin shook his head. “Phyllis is an employee at the Home, I know. But, if Mrs. Frost-Highmere were deceased, we would know. We are the Home’s first call after a loved one passes on.” He looked steadily back at Alicia. “That is, after the family has been called.” Then he gave her a considering nod. “Barring the care home officially notifying us, the passing of Mrs. Frost-Highmere would be news which would travel quickly through the village. People would be commenting upon it and I’d hear about it from others.” 

Gossiping he meant. “I see.” Alicia gripped her purse and the leather creaked in protest. Abruptly, she stood, suppressing a wince as bone and muscle protested. “Thank you. Mr. Moffatt, I’ll be in touch.” 

Alicia strode briskly out of Kevin’s office, ignoring the discomfort and strong-armed the door out of the building. She was across the parking lot and at the passenger-side door before Bryce could climb out. 

“What’s happened?” Bryce asked, as he reached for her door handle. 

Alicia beat him to it and wrenched open the door with some force. “We need to go to the 

Seniors Care Home. Apparently, my mother isn’t dead yet.” 
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Alicia was seething by the time the Bentley pulled up into the paved visitor’s area of the Highmere Seniors Care Home some minutes later. 

The facility had been built with the sponsorship of her mother some years back, and continued to receive support from the corporation, thus ensuring Mrs. Frost-Highmere received the best care available. The woman was also spoiled beyond belief. The staff catered shamelessly to Olivia, and it wasn’t beyond her mother’s manipulative talents to convince an employee to do her bidding. This included telling her children she'd passed on. 

Once again, Bryce opened the car door for Alicia. As she climbed out, he touched her wrist. 

“I’m sure it's not what you think.” 

Alicia unclenched her teeth and breathed deeply through her nose, striving for calm. “Possibly, but her death isn’t something she should be using as a ruse to get family to visit her. I mean, really.” She shook her head at her mother’s audacity and swallowed. “But you’re right. I can’t go and shout at a dying old woman.” No matter how much she wanted to. “Thank you, Bryce.” Alicia acknowledged his stalling technique, and allowed her to calm down a bit. 

“No problem.” 

“That doesn’t mean she won’t get a piece of my mind and so too, the woman who called me.” Alicia gave him a firm nod and marched across the parking lot to the glass and chrome doors as fast as her wonky knee would allow. 

* * * 
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BRYCE WATCHED THE SWING of his employer’s hips as she crossed the parking lot on her mission. There was anger in her stride and she clutched her handbag like a club. 

Somebody was going to get an earful, and he couldn’t blame her. What thoughtless person would call family members to tell them their mother had died when it wasn’t true? But he could completely believe the older woman would happily do just that to get her way. Olivia Frost-Highmere was a piece of work for sure. 

He noted, as Alicia walked, she was favouring her knee again. A left-over from the accident. Neither he, nor Alicia thought the person who pushed his boss into the grill of an SUV had done it accidentally and his investigation would prove it. 

Shaking his head, he closed the rear car door and climbed back into the driver’s seat to make some calls. First, he dialed Mrs. Roque at the house. No answer, so he left a brief message for the unflappable housekeeper. He still needed someone to open the main gate. Bryce didn’t hold a key for the estate grounds entrance so he dialed the groundskeeper. 

“Hello,” the gruff voice mumbled when the call was picked up. 

“Mr. Willard, this is Bryce.” There was a long pause and Bryce frowned. “Ms. Highmere’s man,” he added. Seymour Willard was the caretaker and groundskeeper. Few estates employed a full complement of staff these days. The roles were related and Willard handled both.  

Bryce never called himself Alicia’s bodyguard or assistant even though the former was truer than most of the people around her knew.  

“Yeah.” The reply was more a grunt than a word. 

Bryce was never sure if the old man remembered who he was. Maybe it had to do with Willard’s habit of staring unblinking at whoever was speaking to him. And while Willard displayed some odd behaviour, it didn’t necessarily mean the old man was a nut bar. 

But still, Bryce kept a close eye on him. Someone continued to threaten Alicia, and so far, he’d been unable to discover who the perpetrator was. 

“Miss Alicia and I are in the village, currently at the seniors’ home. We'll be coming by the house in approximately twenty minutes I estimate. Will you be around to open the gate?” “Yeah,” Willard replied and hung up. 

Bryce twisted his lips as he ended his side of the call. Willard was a man of few words.  

Next, he scrolled through his contacts and found the number for the car dealership James Highmere owned. He put through a call there first, to see if Alicia’s older brother was still at work or on his way to Musgrave Landing. 

Bryce kept tabs on both of Alicia’s siblings, yet two more possible sources for the emails and letters telling her to sell out or step down before another ‘accident’ befell her. Those two, however, were less likely suspects. Alicia was their golden goose and he doubted either wanted to cripple the company’s leadership. Doing so would affect the flow of profits to their bank accounts. 

After Bryce came on board, the worst incidents stopped. This was partly due to his planning precautions, things any bodyguard worth his salt would put in place. In addition to his preventative actions, he didn’t allow Alicia to put herself at risk, and she followed his instructions faithfully. However, the near miss from last month reminded him not to become complacent. 

He was also familiar with who owned what chunk of the family corporation. When Olivia Frost-Highmere passed on, there would be a shift in power when her forty-eight percent stake was divvied up. Bryce hoped Alicia would come out okay after the will was read. He doubted Olivia would hamstring her daughter, her hand-picked replacement over James, the eldest. But one never quite knew what the older woman was up to. She had her contacts in Vancouver still. One thing he did know for sure, Alicia’s brother harboured negative feelings because Alicia was head of the family corporation. The emails she’d received from her brother before he cut himself off said it all.  

James managed to keep the profits from his car dealership flowing slightly faster than the pace with which he spent money to support his lifestyle. The eldest child of Olivia Frost-Highmere carried lines of credit, business loans, credit cards, and the mortgage on his waterfront home. If it wasn’t for the allowance Alicia paid him and his two percent ownership dividends, he’d be much worse off. James’ debts made him a security risk and opened him up to manipulation. Possibly by the party who threatened Alicia. 

The receptionist came on the line. “High Life Motors, how may I direct your call?” Her tone was brisk, but professional. 

Bryce tapped his fingers against the steering wheel. “James Highmere, please. Bryce 

Graham, calling for Alicia Highmere.” 

“I’m sorry, Mr. Highmere has gone for the weekend.” 

Inspiration made one black eyebrow arch. “May I ask if James remembered to pick up his sister?” Bryce asked. 

“Sylvia Highmere met her brother here at the dealership some time ago. I believe around one o’clock. Is there some message I may pass on when Mr. Highmere returns?” 

This information was at least something. Alicia’s wayward brother and sister were together. “No, thank you, I'll call back.” Bryce said carefully and ended the call. 

Next, he dialled the airline which ran the floatplanes route to the Musgrave Landing side of Salt Spring Island. There was no James or Sylvia Highmere in their departure lounge, and the last fully booked flight of the day was leaving in twenty minutes. He ended the call and drummed his fingers against the steering wheel.  

He and Alicia had come over on the five-twenty ferry. The schedule was shorter in the fall so Bryce had made a reservation for them to ensure they had a place on the boat. The last crossing was at nine o’clock in the evening. Hopefully, the two errant Highmeres were on it. If they missed the final boat, how would James and his sister make it to the village? The answer was simple, the two would probably not arrive until the following day, and Alicia would not be happy, even if their mother hasn't passed on yet. 

If their intent was merely to come to Musgrave Landing at the end, after the necessary preparations were complete, the other Highmere children were in for a bit of a surprise. That being the case, it was still hardly fair to leave everything to Alicia. Not that he had a say in anything. 

Delay or procrastination would be in keeping with James’s character, but with his younger sister now with him, maybe not. 

As far as Bryce had investigated, Sylvia Highmere didn’t have a fixed address or regular employment. She was less of a concern than James. Surprisingly, the youngest was in better financial shape than her brother, as she moved through life like a butterfly in a field of flowers. Fluttering along and pausing here and there along the way. Open to all experiences and never concerned with where she’d sleep that night. No doubt hostels and friends in the performing arts helped her stretch her generous income.  

The youngest Highmere child was edging up to thirty-five, four years younger than Alicia and seven years younger than James. She too, was not known for her punctuality or reliability. 

Alicia’s remaining family appeared to be too self-absorbed to worry about anyone beside themselves. Bryce had little use for either of them. He saw how hard Alicia worked to keep the corporation afloat among labour negotiations, misinformed protestors, and industrial competitors, all of whom were trying to increase their slice of the market, undermine the business or take over Highmere Holding. Transportation and shipping were a tough game but his boss could handle it, she was tougher than she looked. 

No matter. Bryce would ensure Alicia wasn’t alone when her mother did pass away. She would have him to lean on. He would take care of everything. 

* * * 
[image: ]







ALICIA PUSHED THE GLASS and steel door open and stalked down the hall to the private wing. 

The scent of carnations flooded her nose as she passed reception and again, she swallowed hard. The smell of this particular flower made her think of funerals. 

Alicia ignored the call out by the woman who manned the desk as she strode past it. She didn’t recognize the person, and it wasn’t a friendly wave. The gesture was a ‘halt who goes there’ sort of gesture. Good luck with that. 

Her high heels clicked loudly on the waxed floor as she strode swiftly down the corridor. She gripped her purse as tightly as she compressed her lips and attempted to keep a lid on her anger. When she swung the heavy wood and stainless-steel door open, Alicia took four steps into the room and came to an abrupt halt. 

Olivia Frost-Highmere lay in the hospital bed surrounded by monitors which beeped and hummed. Her snow-white hair was flattened and uncombed. The normally sharp cornflower-blue eyes were closed. Olivia's skin, always sallow, now held a jaundiced hue. Her mother looked a sickly yellow next to the white sheets. 

An oxygen tube rested against the older woman’s nostrils. Her daughter noted the shallow rise and fall of her mother’s chest. None of the equipment had been in evidence when she’d last visited. 

Alicia’s anger drained away as she slowly stepped forward and approached the bed. This was the first time it hit home her mother was dying. Olivia looked deathly ill. 

The door opened again behind her, but she was focused on the shrunken form in the large bed. Shock was the only thing she felt as she reached her mother’s side and touched her thin, frail hand. 

“Miss, you can’t be in here.” A man’s voice sounded behind Alicia. 

She turned and raised one dark eyebrow at the nurse. “I’m her daughter,” she said firmly. 

“Oh, I didn’t realize it was you, Ms. Highmere.” The short-statured man dressed in blue scrubs said. He turned away from her gaze and began checking the equipment. 

Alicia didn’t say anything more as she turned back to her
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