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Under Her Influence

Fraser Park, the award-winning Scottish nature
reserve and theme park, means everything to Beth Fraser. She’s more
than a little preoccupied saving her family’s legacy and struggling
against a board of directors who all seem to hate her. The last
person she wants to need is selfie-obsessed, filtered to
perfection, social media influencer Jemma Johnson. But she’s got to
protect Fraser Park from a corporate takeover, and according to her
brother, that means boosting their online presence. Jemma might be
necessary, but Beth doesn’t have to like her, or follow her, or
whatever it’s called.

Jemma Johnson, an Insta-success with hundreds of
thousands of followers, is proud of her perfectly curated life.
When she’s invited to stay at Fraser Park, the trip sounds like a
fun adventure for a good cause, until she meets Beth, the only
woman who sees beneath her sparkly facade and reminds her that not
everything is as easy or flawless as it seems.

On their path to #truelove, will Beth and Jemma
discover that reality is even better than illusion?
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Chapter One

Beth Fraser stalked towards the main entrance to
Fraser Park.

“Good morning, Miss Fraser,” the security guard
greeted as he opened up the gate to allow her past.

She mumbled a greeting in return, distracted by the
overflowing rubbish bin she saw just beyond one of the visitor
entrance turnstiles. Pausing, she turned to see who was on duty at
the front of the park. Thomas McCourt caught her eye and hurried to
approach her, obviously noticing his boss and her irritated
glare.

Beth didn’t say a word and simply pointed to the
bin.

“I’ll deal with it right away,” Thomas replied.

Beth slowly continued her walk through the entrance
plaza, checking other details as she went. She wasn’t afraid to
admit that her attention to detail was extraordinary. Her
well-trained staff did their best to keep up with her high
standards, but Beth was known for being able to see any manner of
minute issue at a hundred paces. Being the co-owner of a
multi-million-pound theme park and one of Scotland’s top tourist
destinations meant unrelenting standards and expectations.

She paused by the park dedication plaque and reached
over into the flower bed to prevent a stray plant leaf from
obscuring the text. One of the grounds team hurried over. “Let me
do that for you, Miss Fraser,” she offered.

Beth took a step back and watched the employee
gently encourage the leaf to stay underneath the signage rather
than continue its growth over it. It was unlikely that many guests
actively stopped to read the story of the park’s history, all too
eager to get into the theme park and enjoy the food, rides, and
sights.

Which was a shame as the story was a good one and
told of strong female entrepreneurs going back over a century.
Fraser Park had been established by Agnes Fraser, Beth’s
great-grandmother, in 1911. Agnes Fraser had been blessed with a
husband with a lot of land, a lot of money, and no idea what to do
with either. As a child, Agnes had experienced the growing
popularity of public gardens as places to visit, employment laws
making it possible for many people across social classes to
discover the concept of leisure time.

Fraser Park had been filled with all manner of
greenery, from woodland to rose gardens, all lined with neat paths
and wooden benches. When Beth’s grandmother, Lillian, had taken
over in 1946, she set about creating an environment not just of
relaxation but one of fun. She took inspiration from amusement
parks that had been popping up around the world and started to
introduce new elements such as a wooden roller coaster and a large
Ferris wheel. Lillian Fraser had a knack for the theme park
industry long before it truly existed.

Nowadays, Fraser Park was part of a resort which
included an award-winning theme park, a nature reserve, historic
gardens, two hotels, and the start of a water park.

It was a large venture that Beth felt the pressure
of running every single day. Never more so than when her brother
decided to, yet again, go off and do his own thing without asking
or even informing her.

Remembering the reason for her hurry, she abandoned
her spur of the moment inspection of the arrival plaza and headed
towards the first building on the left, seemingly a row of
brick-built farmers’ cottages. Beyond the facade of the homes lay
the offices of Fraser Park, where a small management team worked
away. And where she would no doubt find her brother.

Frustration welled up inside her. It wasn’t the
first time that Cameron had gone off on a whim and done something
without informing anyone, and it wasn’t the first time she had
asked him not to do such things.

She reminded herself that he wasn’t being
malevolent—he was just eager and forgetful, a disastrous
combination. She entered the building through the side door and
immediately slipped from the magical world of the theme park to the
cold reality of the office.

Beth nodded a greeting to Angela at reception before
going straight upstairs to the managerial offices. Cameron’s office
door was closed, and she could hear him laughing inside. She
narrowed her eyes; her brother was about to get a sharp reminder of
the chain of command at Fraser Park.

She pushed the door open and was shocked to see a
projectile flying straight for her face. The screwed-up piece of
paper landed on her chest before falling harmlessly to the
floor.

In front of her, Cameron and Fraser Park’s general
manager, Peter Wilkins, stared at her with wide eyes as they
wondered what her reaction would be.

She folded her arms.

“Sorry, sis,” Cameron said jovially. He stood up
from his crouched position and removed the small basketball hoop
that had been stuck to the back of the door.

Beth looked around the door to see a mountain of
balls of paper. They’d clearly been playing for a while.

“You’re forty-two,” she told him.

“So are you,” her twin brother replied.

“I’m not the one playing games,” she shot back,
already feeling the ever-present throbbing vein in her forehead
start to make itself known. Not for the first time, she wondered
how on earth she could be related to the man-child in front of
her.

At least Peter had the good sense to look concerned
at her arrival.

“Why is there a fifty percent off deal running in
the Herald this week?” Beth demanded, eager to get back on
track.

Cameron plucked an orange from the fruit bowl on the
edge of his desk, sat down, put his feet up, and started to peel
the fruit. “They offered me this great deal.”

“We talk about things like this,” Beth reminded
him.

Peter stood awkwardly in the room, and Beth turned
to him. “I’m sure you have something better to be doing?”

He took all of two seconds to make his escape. Beth
knew that her reputation preceded her. It wasn’t what she wanted,
but someone had to put Cameron in his place, and she was the only
person who could. If Cameron was left in charge, the park would be
bankrupt in a week. And the damn man would still be grinning.

“Honestly, Beth, it was a great deal.” Cameron sat
up straight and started sorting through the piles of paper on his
desk. “I have an invoice here. Somewhere.”

“I don’t care how good the deal was—you need to talk
to me. We have other promotions happening at the moment and no way
to track the success of what you’re doing. Not to mention the front
gate doesn’t know what to do with these new vouchers.”

Beth watched as Cameron stood and went to the pile
of scrunched-up paper that had been used as makeshift basketballs.
He unfolded a couple to read them. Beth shook her head in
despair.

“Cam? Are you listening to me?”

Cameron continued hunting through the pieces of
paper. “Wait a sec—it’s here somewhere.”

Beth rubbed her forehead to try to massage away the
pounding behind her eyes. Her brother didn’t mean to be a thorn in
her side, she knew that. It was just that he had always been
encouraged to be a dreamer while she had been the practical one. It
wasn’t done with any malice, just an amplification of their natural
personality traits. Which had been irritating but manageable when
they were kids.

Now they were adults and attempting to co-operate a
large business together. Cameron’s disorder and snap decisions
drove Beth to distraction on an almost daily basis.

Of course, it had gotten worse seven years ago.
After the death of his beloved wife that had rocked the family, Cam
had become even more…Cam. If such a thing was possible. The
steadying factor in his life was gone, and now Cam roamed from
thing to thing like a kitten chasing reflected lights across a
floor.

“Cam?” She tried again.

He unfolded a piece of paper and handed it to
her.

She took it and looked at the contents with a frown.
It wasn’t the invoice as she had been expecting.

“What’s this?”

Cameron returned to his orange. “It’s an email I
received from a company. We can increase our Twitter following by
ten thousand.”

“Tell me you didn’t,” she warned.

He popped a segment of orange in his mouth and shook
his head. “I was going to run it by you first.”

“Then how come it’s a makeshift basketball?”

“I must have gotten my piles of paper mixed up.” He
frowned at his messy desk.

Beth scrunched up the junk email and put it in the
bin where it belonged.

“Please, don’t sign off on anything promotional
without talking to me about it first, okay?” Beth stared at him,
hoping that this time would be the time when that message would
finally sink in.

He nodded. “I promise, sis.”


Chapter Two

Jemma Johnson walked into the hotel lobby and lifted
her magenta aviator sunglasses up to get a better look at the
space. The castle-like exterior gave way to a modern, airy lobby
with light and tasteful design touches that reminded the guest they
were in Scotland.

The high ceiling and large windows let in a lot of
natural light, which Jemma knew would help immensely when filming
the hotel tour she had planned for later that week. She adjusted
the large camera bag over her shoulder and pulled her pink
hard-shell suitcase over to the check-in desk.

“Morning, I’m checking in,” she greeted the
receptionist.

“Good morning, may I take your name?”

“Her name is Jemma Johnson,” a male voice replied
from behind her. She turned to see a cheerful man approaching her
with a lopsided grin. He held out his hand. “I’m Cameron Fraser—we
spoke on the phone.”

Ah, the owner, Jemma reminded herself. She shook his
hand. “Nice to meet you.”

“Likewise, my children love your YouTube channel,”
Cameron replied. “My youngest informed me yesterday that she wants
to be a YouTuber when she grows up.”

Jemma smiled. She’d heard that a thousand times
before. People watched her social media feeds and wanted to be a
part of the influencer industry. She couldn’t blame them but
suspected none of them knew the amount of work it entailed.

“I told her to wait and see,” Cameron continued.
“Between you and me, I think she just wants to eat ice cream all
day and tell other people how delicious it is.”

Jemma laughed. “It is delicious, but it can be hard
work when you have to taste every single flavour.”

“You’ll have your work cut out for you here, then,”
he said.

“I’m really looking forward to it,” she replied.

It was true. Fraser Park had been on Jemma’s to-do
list for years. She remembered seeing the advertisements on
television when she was a child and had begged her parents to
consider a trip to Scotland to visit the resort. Unfortunately,
they weren’t big fans of theme parks, or going out in general, and
Scotland was a long way from their London home. Still, it was the
overall reluctance to see and do things that had galvanised her
desire to travel and see the world.

Cameron walked behind the reception desk and started
tapping away at the keyboard. “I have you booked into our Cavendish
Room, great views of the resort. You can even see the evening
fireworks if you choose to stay in. We have you booked in for five
nights. Obviously, you’re welcome to stay longer. Just let me know,
and I’ll be happy to extend your stay, on the house, of
course.”

When Jemma had sat down to plan out her days, she’d
been surprised by how big the resort was and how much was on offer.
Five days sounded like a long time, but she needed to see and film
everything. Every ride, every restaurant, every menu, every show.
Having hundreds of thousands of followers meant enormous pressure
to experience everything. The Fraser Resort website was out of
date, and Jemma was sure that there was more to see and do than she
currently knew of.

“I think I have my schedule planned out,” she said.
“I should be able to get everything done in that time, but it might
depend on the weather.”

Cameron leant heavily on the reception counter. “The
Scottish weather can be problematic,” he admitted. “Why my family
couldn’t choose to build the park in Spain, I’ll never know.”

Jemma chuckled. She already liked Cameron Fraser. He
appeared to be charming and easy-going and not at all what she
expected the owner of a busy resort to be like. When she visited
places, she was often guided around by a person from marketing, the
upper levels of management being far too busy to deal with the
likes of a social media influencer. Most of them didn’t know who
she was or what she did, anyway.

“Let me show you to your room,” he offered. He came
back around the desk and picked up her suitcase. “Do you have any
questions for me?”

“What’s your favourite snack?” Jemma asked.

Cameron laughed. “I have to pick just one?”

“Yep.”

They walked towards the elevator, and Cameron
pressed the call button.

“I’d have to say the doughnut ice cream sundae,” he
said. “It’s pure gluttony, so I don’t have one too often, but if I
was visiting as a guest, then that’s what I’d have.”

Jemma recalled seeing the sundae appear on a few
Instagram posts. It was very pretty and definitely something she
could get some online traction from. “Sounds great—I’ll check it
out.”

In truth, it was probably already on her list. She’d
spent nearly three weeks preparing for her trip to Fraser Park.
She’d quickly learned that planning was key if she wanted to get
enough usable photographs and footage during a trip. Lighting,
weather, location, crowd levels, and more all had to be taken into
account.

“Do you have any filming restrictions, on the rides
for example?” she asked as they stepped into the elevator.

Cameron selected the top floor and shook his head.
“No, you’re free to film anywhere. On the thrill rides, we ask that
people wear a GoPro or something similar rather than hold their
phone.”

Jemma patted her equipment bag. “I brought my GoPro
and the harness.”

He looked at the bag and chuckled. “Did you bring
the kitchen sink?”

“Almost,” she confessed. “I have my main DSLR with
my primary lens, my fisheye lens, and my telescopic lens. I have my
old DSLR, which for some reason is much better in low light. I have
three replacement battery packs for each camera. I have my GoPro
too. Extra memory cards and chargers for all. I also have my tripod
and my monopod—”

“Monopod?”

“A camera support with a single leg,” she
explained.

“Then it would fall over.”

“Well, you still hold it. It steadies the camera.
Good for awkward spots where a tripod might not fit.”

Cameron grinned. “It’s a whole new world to me.
Sounds like you need a lot of equipment for this social media lark.
I’ll tell my daughter to save her pocket money.”

“She should! It doesn’t come cheap. And this is just
camera equipment—you also need a good quality phone, data package,
laptop, software…”

Cameron blinked. “So you’re a one-woman production
company?”

“That’s me.” Jemma smiled. “It’s worth it, though. I
get to travel around the world, see all kinds of things, and share
it with my followers.”

“Well, I’m just glad you could take time out of your
schedule to come and see us,” he said.

“I’m glad you asked. I’ve always wanted to come and
see this place but never got around to visiting.”

The elevator doors opened, and he led the way down
the hallway. The grey carpet complemented the white woodwork, and
the comfortable look was completed with a grey and blue tartan
wallpaper. Pictures hung on the walls between the doors to the
rooms. Some were artwork, and some were old photographs of Fraser
Park over the years.

Jemma had stayed in more hotels than she could ever
hope to count, but Fraser Hall, one of the two on-site hotels, was
already floating to the top of her all-time favourites. While it
was clearly a luxury resort, graded four stars by the Scottish
tourism board, it was also comfortable and unpretentious. Expensive
hotels easily fell into stuffy territory with guests feeling out of
their depth and almost unwelcome in the opulent surroundings.
Fraser Hall was effortlessly warm. Jemma felt she could kick off
her shoes and stroll through the corridors admiring the art without
hesitation.

Cameron stopped by room 4020 and swiped a key card
against a discreet black panel. A green light illuminated, and he
opened the door, standing aside for Jemma to enter. She walked into
the room and was pleased to see the comfy decor continued inside.
Everything looked clean and modern, spacious and inviting. And,
best of all, there were large windows and plenty of lights in the
room. Lighting was always at the forefront of Jemma’s mind; it was
the single most important element when it came to filming and
photography.

Cameron placed the suitcase on a luggage rack set up
by the window.

“Breakfast is between six and ten, and the park
opens at eight. The reserve opens at nine.” He placed a business
card by the phone. “You can call me or email me if you have any
questions, or obviously you can ring down to reception, and they’ll
be more than happy to help.”

“Could I grab some time with you at some point for
an interview?” Jemma asked. She rarely had such access to the
people at the top and knew it would be a unique opportunity to
bring such content to her channel and her followers.

“Absolutely.” Cameron sounded enthused by the idea.
“Drop me an email, and we’ll get something in the schedule. Is
there anything else you need?”

Jemma shook her head. “No, I think that’s
everything. Thank you so much.”

“Not a problem, I hope you have a great stay.” He
paused by the door. “And tell all your followers how wonderful it
is here, obviously.” He winked at her, a cheeky grin adorning his
boyish features.

“Obviously.” She laughed.

Cameron left, and Jemma let out a deep sigh. She was
exhausted. Her own bed was nothing but a distant memory. Before
arriving at Fraser Park, she had visited both Edinburgh and
Glasgow, before that she had returned from a spur-of-the-moment
trip to New York, and before that she had attended a series of
Pride festivals across the United Kingdom. She loved the Pride
festivals, even though they weren’t technically on brand for her
channel. Her channel was mainly about travel and food. Of course
Jemma added in the odd reference to her sexuality, but there were
other—far better—channels that focused on LGBTQ+ matters.

It was just the way it worked out sometimes. Trip
after trip sounded glamorous, but it was actually tiring. But
without endless travel, her travel channel wouldn’t be much of a
success. The algorithms of Instagram and YouTube were hard
mistresses to appease. They needed constant attention and an
endless supply of new content.

The algorithms were second only to her audience. She
loved her fans and knew she’d be nothing without them, but the
relentless schedule, lack of sleep, no real place to call home, and
never seeing her family were draining. On top of all that,
recording and posting every day meant she had to be camera-ready at
all times, and even when she was, there were still people who had a
negative comment or two to post about her looks that day. Some
people were never pleased and quite happy to post public messages
to that effect.

She unzipped her case and dug through her hastily
packed belongings for her make-up bag. After turning all the lights
on in the room, including all the lamps, she entered the bathroom
and did the same. She peered in the mirror at her reflection.

“Not too bad,” she mused to herself. She had
touched up her appearance once already at the train station on the
way over. She unfolded the make-up bag and set to work preparing
herself for filming. After fifteen minutes, she was as happy as she
was likely to get and closed the bag up again. She put it back in
her suitcase and placed the suitcase by the door.

Next, she opened her camera bag and picked up her
state of the art DSLR, attached her standard lens, and checked that
the memory card and battery were ready to go. She hid her bulky
camera bag under the bed—viewers didn’t need to know just how much
stuff she carted around on a daily basis.

She took one final look at herself in the mirror
before picking up the room key card and opening the door. She
pulled her case across the threshold and closed the door behind
her. She prepared the camera to begin filming herself before
hitting the record button.

“Hi, guys! It’s Jem, and we’re here at Fraser Park
in Scotland! I am so excited to show you around this place.
It’s somewhere I’ve wanted to visit my entire life, and now I’m
here. I’m honestly so excited.”

In the distance a door opened, and Jemma lowered the
camera and waited for the guest to disappear. She sucked in a deep
breath and reaffixed her smile before lifting the camera to eye
level again.

“We’re staying at Fraser Hall, one of the two hotels
on-site at this resort. Disclaimer—I’m being hosted by the lovely
people here, so I’m not paying for my room or my park entrance
fees, but I will be paying for my food and any other extras. I’ll
be sure to let you know what’s included and what I’m paying out of
pocket for. But, as always, you can rely on me to give you an
honest review. Speaking of which, let’s start with my room.”

Jemma swiped the card and opened the door. “Oh, wow,
this is gorgeous,” she said, pretending it was the first time she
had laid eyes on the room. She changed the camera settings away
from selfie mode and started to show off the room.

As with all of her hotel tours, she made her way
around the space showing the view, the bed, the television, and any
amenities. She showed the bathroom, pausing as she always did to
wave to the camera in the mirror. When she was done, she lay on the
bed and turned the camera to face her again.

“So, that’s the room tour—what do you think? Drop
any comments down below. I’d love to know your thoughts. Stay tuned
because I’ll be showing you everything Fraser Park has to offer—the
food, the rides, the shows! Everything. If you’ve been, and you
have some suggestions on what I absolutely have to see or eat, then
leave that in the comments below as well. And remember, have a
perfect day!”

She hit the pause button and took a deep breath.
After a few seconds she smiled brightly again and hit record on the
camera and filmed her outro a second time. She’d learned a long
time ago that it was always a good idea to film the end of the
video twice, just in case her tiredness was starting to show during
the first take.

Satisfied that she had what she needed, she switched
the camera off and heaved herself up from the bed. If she stayed on
the sinfully comfortable linens any longer, there was a good chance
that she’d fall asleep.

She pulled her camera bag out from underneath the
bed and started to unpack her equipment. The first thing she did
was unwrap her charging cables and plug them into an extension lead
that she then plugged into a power socket above the desk. One of
the things Jemma looked for in hotels was plug sockets—considering
she needed everything to be fully charged to do her job, they were
a requirement wherever she stayed. Fraser Hall did well with a
selection of plugs and USB sockets. Jemma didn’t think she’d need
to unplug a lamp, and that was rare.

Once her phone and all her cameras were on charge,
she opened her laptop and accessed the Wi-Fi. She opened her
metrics dashboard to see how her channels were getting along. She’d
been keeping up with comments and replies while on the train over
but knew there would be more by now.

Social media never stopped. Channel owners who
engaged with their audiences were rewarded with higher search
positions and more space in the highly coveted also watched
sections of platforms. While the technical algorithms that made all
the decisions were closely guarded secrets, it was obvious to all
that on all platforms, engagement was the number one way to get to
the top and stay there.

That meant not only garnering replies to her
content, but also replying to those replies. It was
time-consuming, but it was how Jemma had quickly grown her YouTube,
Instagram, and personal blog following from a handful of fans to
literally hundreds of thousands of people around the world in just
a few years.

It took forty minutes to catch up on all the
comments and perform the general maintenance that she needed to do
to keep her channels healthy.

She looked at her watch and calculated what time it
was globally. Her frequent trips to America had boosted her social
media numbers with users from that part of the world, which meant
posting in the mid-afternoon UK time was the best time to capture
the biggest percentage of her audience.

So she had a couple of hours before it would be time
to announce to her followers where she was. If she got some room
service for lunch, she could edit the hotel room tour and prepare
that for going live that evening. While it was uploading, she could
send an update to her Instagram account to announce she had arrived
at Fraser Park and then reply to the messages that came in
afterwards.

Plan in mind, she sought out a room service menu and
prepared to spend a few hours editing and preparing. If she was
lucky, she might get to see the park around dinnertime. Gone were
the days where she’d throw her suitcase down and head straight out
to have fun. Now it was room service and hours of editing and prep
work. The supposed glamourous life of an influencer, she thought.
If only they all knew.


Chapter Three

Beth hung up the phone and ran her fingers through
her hair. She then winced, realising that she’d been touching her
hair a lot, and it must now surely look a mess. It was just one of
those days. Everything that could go wrong had done so.

First there was the problem with one of the food
deliveries, which had meant the temporary closure of one of the
most popular restaurants in one of the themed lands. This meant
enormous queues had formed at the other two restaurants nearest.
Crowd management was everything in a theme park, and closures
inevitably meant lines. Lines were undesirable and always bad for
business.

After she’d dealt with that as best she could, she
was back to coping with the front gate and the flood of vouchers
that were coming in as a result of Cameron’s last-minute decision.
Annoyingly, the promotion had been a success, and plenty of guests
were turning up. It didn’t help that the vouchers were now stacking
up on her desk while she decided what to do with them and how to
process them in the computer system. Not to mention that every new
shift of staff in the ticket booths had to be advised of the new
policy.

In between there were the usual meetings, emails,
and phone calls that filled her days. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t
tried to lighten the load. As the business grew, Beth had
frequently hired more people to take on the work. It just seemed
that the work accumulated faster than the staff. And no matter how
many people she employed, there were some things that could only be
handled by the top. That meant by her or her brother, which
essentially meant her.

Beth’s thoughts were interrupted by the sound of
small but heavy footsteps clomping up the stairs. She checked her
watch and was surprised to find that it was already four
o’clock.

Abigail entered her office first, charging towards
Beth with open arms.

“Aunty Beth!” Abigail called out with glee as she
barrelled into the hug.

Beth pressed a kiss into her hair and pulled her
close. “Hello, darling, how was school?”

Luke walked into the office and offered a wave. At
fourteen he was too old to be hugging his aunt these days. Beth
would just have to make do with eleven-year-old Abigail’s
enthusiastic cuddles.

“It was good—I didn’t get any homework today,”
Abigail said, pulling away from the hug and flopping in her usual
place on the sofa.

“Was that the reason it was a good day?” Beth
asked.

Abigail shrugged. Luke sat beside her.

“I got maths, English, and history homework,”
he grumbled.

Beth winced in sympathy. As much as she complained
about being an adult sometimes, she wouldn’t ever want to go back
to the days of school homework. She was about to offer
commiserations when her phone rang.

The children sat quietly whispering to one another
while she was on the phone with facilities, organising the best
time to shut off the water to fix an aging pipe by the Glass House
Restaurant. It was a familiar scene—the kids would arrive at the
park after school and either call in on Beth or their father, more
often than not, Beth. They would patiently wait for her to finish
up her work, and if time permitted, she would spend an hour or so
with them before Cameron took them home. Sometimes they stayed
longer and ate dinner in the park as a treat.

It was a good arrangement. Cameron was up early to
get the kids ready for school, so he took the first shift at the
park. Beth arrived mid to late morning and started her own shift,
working into the evening until after the park closed.

Despite being focused on the call, she could tell
the children were up to something. The intense whispering and the
furtive glances in her direction could only mean that they wished
to ask her a question. Probably a question they assumed she’d say
no to.

When she was done with her call, she hung up and
turned her chair to face them.

“What’s with all the whispering?” she asked.

Luke elbowed Abigail to encourage her to go first.
Beth smothered a smile. She couldn’t help but remember when Abigail
was smaller and Luke would speak on her behalf when the surrounding
adults had no idea what her gibberish meant. Now that he was older,
he had developed the unfortunate social skill of embarrassment and
preferred to throw Abigail under any potentially humiliating buses
they might encounter.

“Will you go on the Runaway Express with us?”
Abigail blurted, practically bouncing with excitement.

Beth rolled her eyes. “I really don’t see the
fascination with that ride—it’s over fifty years old.”

“It’s so cool,” Luke piped up, unable to stop
himself.

“It’s the best ride in the park,” Abigail
announced.

“I thought you said that was the gliders?” Beth
queried.

“She changed her mind,” Luke replied.

Beth suspected her mind had been changed for her.
Abigail was still young and easily manipulated. And Luke was the
right age to take full advantage of that.

“Please?” Abigail begged.

It wasn’t that Beth didn’t like the Runaway
Express—she’d spent large portions of her childhood on the wooden
roller coaster. It was just that once she was out of the office, it
took her a few hours to get back, and she was swamped with things
to do. The more she thought about her workload, the more she
realised that any time off was absolutely impossible.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “You’ll have to ask your
father.”

Luke looked resigned, but Abigail merely turned her
pout up to full.

“Please, Aunty Beth! It’s always better with
you!”

Beth doubted that very much. Of the two of them,
Cameron was undoubtedly the more fun. But she enjoyed the
compliment for a couple of moments before sadly shaking her
head.

“I’m sorry, I’m just too busy. I have things that
are already late and simply have to be done today.”

Abigail opened her mouth to complain, but Luke
placed a warning hand on her forearm and shook his head. Beth
wondered when he had grown up so much. It seemed like just the
other month he was too short to ride the log flume.

“Will you call me before bed?” Abigail asked,
changing track.

Beth looked at her watch and calculated Abigail’s
usual bedtime, the time Cameron would actually remember to send her
to bed, and the meeting with the American architect she had
scheduled for that evening.

“I’ll try my best, but I am very busy and
sometimes—”

“Things overrun,” Abigail finished the sentence on
autopilot.

Cameron stepped into the room. “I know those
voices,” he cried playfully.

“Daddy!” Abigail jumped up and ran into her father’s
arms. “Daddy, will you come on the Runaway Express with us?”

“Only if I get to sit in the front row,” Cameron
replied. “Let’s leave Aunty Beth to her work.”

Beth waved them goodbye and watched them leave. Part
of her wanted to slam her pen down and go and spend some time with
her family, but she knew the work would still be waiting for her
when she got back.

A stabbing pain








cover.jpg





