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​Chapter One
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Saturday, February 8, 2020

Robert Wilcox knows this meeting isn’t going to be pleasant, but he never imagined it will be fatal.

The retired Reverend, fondly known as Rev Robbie, arrives at the Edgemont Activity Centre with apprehension. As usual on a weekend, the parking lot is full but he has a reserved space in Staff Parking.

The weather is surprisingly mild for February in Alberta. Normally, a day like today with the clear blue sky, crisp air, and bright sunshine would have lifted the elderly man’s spirits. But now, as the early winter darkness rolls in, he can’t escape a strong feeling of foreboding.

He is facing up to a difficult task, an onerous duty, and the lighthearted greeting he receives from his visitor is disconcerting. It catches him off guard. Otherwise he might have survived because underneath his benign appearance Robert is an astute observer with no illusions about the darker side of human nature.

* * * * * *
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Lila Morelli checks her medical bag to ensure the first aid kit is fully stocked. Her movements are mechanical and her mind is miles away. She’s been wrapped up in her own unhappy thoughts for weeks now, and the misery she feels leaves her numb.

She has a problem but it isn’t actually her problem, just as she has a secret that isn’t her secret to keep or to tell. In every action she is simply going through the motions, her usual ebullience missing. She is in limbo.

However, she has schedules, deadlines, and obligations to meet. Like now, heading out to The Centre for a mixed league volleyball game. Lila isn’t playing, she’ll be on the bench in her capacity as volunteer nurse in case there is an injury on the court. 

She’s been attending the games for a few months and enjoys being involved except... well.. now she doesn’t enjoy much of anything anymore. Drowning in unhappiness Lila carries her gloomy mood everywhere she goes.

* * * * * *
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Last night had been special and so much fun. Judith Taylor and George Grant had driven out to the Banff townsite for what he’d called a non-Valentine’s February date.

Both had enjoyed mingling with the upbeat crowd of tourists and skiers, everyone celebrating the season. The chill mountain air was fresh and clean.

After a dinner of back-ribs at Tony Roma’s the two had wandered in and out of shops on the main drag. Stopping at a boutique confectioners Grant got chewy maple fudge and Judith had a gooey caramel chocolate for dessert. Then they drove to the Falls – which were half-frozen over – and followed the road to Surprise Corner where they admired the view of the Banff Springs Hotel all lit up like the castle it was styled after.

They were far enough away from Calgary’s light pollution to witness what seemed to be a million stars in the sky. Looking up, trying to find and identify constellations, Grant had slipped his arm around Judith’s shoulders and they both enjoyed the warmth that they felt inside and out.

Today, Judith is savouring the memory of a lovely night. Her friendship with Grant, which began so unexpectedly, is deepening in importance as well as intimacy.

They met when they'd been forced to work together because a flu bug decimated the administrative staff last year at Edgemont School for Girls while Grant was investigating the death of Holly Lezinsky, and the disappearance of Beth Penner, both students.

His unusual looks of very pale blond hair and ice-blue eyes made him a handsome man, but it was his gentle nature – despite his profession – that had attracted Judith the most. She feels scared, delighted, and intoxicated in anticipation of what the future will bring.

This evening she is joining Lila at The Centre to watch the volleyball tournament and have a final meeting with Rev Robbie. She’s decided to take on the volunteer job of bookkeeper to free up more of his time. As a CPA Judith knows she’ll have no difficulties with The Centre’s books. It is a good cause with a friendly group of people, and Judith is experiencing the pleasure of helping out.
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​Chapter Two
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Saturday, February 8, 2020

Eleanor and Basil Frampton were the driving force behind The Edgemont Activity Centre. They both spent a lot of time fundraising among their wealthy friends, and Basil served on the Board. When he passed away Eleanor took over his position.

Quite a large number of people call Edgemont Village home. Located in the foothills of the Canadian Rockies many types of people are attracted by its natural beauty.

The outer circle reside in a wide surrounding area on acreages, ranches, and hobby farms. The inner circle range from comfortably off  in the Executive Estates enclave to the folks getting by okay in the trailer park. In between are bungalows and semi-detacheds, apartments and basement suites, townhouses and penthouses, with residents in all the tax brackets but mostly the top tier. Edgemont Village is home to wealth.

The land acquisition and building of The Centre, as it is known locally, was 100% donation-funded. At lot of money had poured in and what wasn’t used in the building and hiring has been wisely invested.

Now that the Board includes an experienced grant-writer some government funding is coming in to promote specialty programmes. Originally geared towards sports The Centre now boasts Arts, Crafts, and Music classes.

A group of string musicians teach the Suzuki Method in bi-weekly lessons; there are drawing and painting classes for all ages; and visiting instructors give one-day demonstrations in activities such as painting on silk, researching your family tree, and photorealistic illustrating. There’s a Bridge Club; a Karate Club; several types of Yoga, Conversational French, Italian, German, and Chinese language classes; and lessons for all kinds of dance styles from tap to rap.

Patronage by the area’s elite has made The Centre a worthy cause for its rich donors, and the volunteers enjoy a certain cachet from the association.

The Reverend Robert Wilcox’s support increased after his retirement and when Peg, his beloved wife of almost fifty years died, his work at The Centre became the main focal point of his life. The short, and short-sighted, man with his fluff of white hair and cheerful smile is a familiar fixture.

As the little jobs he has taken on become big jobs he happily hands control over to younger volunteers, but he still oversees management of The Centre, and takes charge of the monies received each day.

Fees for the classes are usually processed online – which saves everyone a lot of time and bother – but earnings from the snack bar and donation boxes help build up the kitty. 

The refreshment area sells canned soft drinks, coffees, and snacks – donated by local stores – and most of the visiting patrons will stuff a twenty or even a fifty into the cash-box by the front door. Edgemont Village is a retreat for the well-heeled and they are a generous bunch.

* * * * * *
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Patricia and Mark Johnson are at The Centre attending an early Valentine’s get-together of the Horticultural Society. They are both friendly, sociable people. Overweight – but not in a worrying way – with Pat’s figure best described as stately. She’s slightly taller than Mark but only because she always wears heels.

Other than an evening walk they don’t exercise, but spend plenty of time outdoors happily working in their garden in the warm weather, and coaxing along their houseplants during the wintertime. 

Pat is especially devoted to her African Violet collection, while Mark’s interest lies mainly in the preservation of native plants. He is able to spend more time working with the Society now that he’s retired.

The Society occasionally hosts guest speakers who bring slides to illustrate their talks, often accompanied by samples and cuttings. Most of their meetings are luncheons, but today is an evening event. Now, the members gather to enjoy decaf coffee and sweet nibbles catered from a local doughnut shop.

Pat plans to drop in on the volleyball tournament to lend support to the players from her school. She is the principal of Edgemont School for Girls and knows that several of her students will be playing, while some of her staff will be cheering them on. As usual, Mark is quite happy to socialize with their friends for the short time she’ll be making an appearance in the auditorium.

* * * * * *
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Detective George Grant and his partner, Suzanne Mirteau, are also at The Centre on this Saturday night checking the safety of the location before the visit of a couple of VIPs.

Some local bigwigs have fundraised enough to build an indoor skating rink. The ribbon-cutting ceremony is being performed by two holidaying minor Royals travelling the Trans-Canada Highway to ski at all the resorts from Banff National Park to Whistler, BC. 

Their visit isn’t happening until next month, in time for the Spring ski season, but protocol demands that all the arrangements be made, and the venues vetted by security professionals, well in advance of the event.

The two detectives make an eye-catching couple with her dark beauty offsetting his pale Nordic colouring. And as usual, they are arguing because they aren’t a couple in the romantic sense and Suzanne is unable to accept that fact.

“Suzanne please, let’s just finish off our checklist so we can leave. This day has already gone on forever and it’s Saturday, I just want to go home and relax.”

“Oh right, like I’m supposed to believe you don’t have a hot date with your teacher or whatever she is.”

“If you mean Judith Taylor she’s the school bursar and, not that it’s any of your business, we don’t have a date tonight – hot or otherwise.”

“Then you and I can go for a couple of drinks and discuss what we’re going to have for breakfast,” she says, flashing him a wicked grin that lights up her lovely face. Sparkling dark eyes, a cascade of wavy hair, and an athletic build always attracts the attention of all the men in her vicinity... except Grant.

When Suzanne flicks her tongue over her lips he doesn’t see a sultry seductress but a narcissistic ego-driven control-freak. They’ve worked together for too long for Grant not to have encountered every aspect of Suzanne’s nature. He’s learned that beneath the beautiful looks she is bad-tempered, possessive, spiteful, and jealous.

With two divorces and quite a few bitterly ended romances all before the age of twenty-eight, Suzanne has grown more and more dissatisfied with her personal life. Grant, who had decided at the very start of his career not to get involved with coworkers, remains steadfastly immune to her charms – to her great annoyance.
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​Chapter Three
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Saturday, February 8, 2020

Judith’s pleasant thoughts of Grant end,  and now her mind is dismayed over the troubles her co-worker Lila is enduring. Unfortunately there is very little Judith can do because Lila has thrown up barricades and refuses to explain. 

Judith knows her friend’s unhappiness has something – everything – to do with Arnie Chalmers, Lila’s estranged husband. He’d flown out from Toronto at the New Year and Lila had been so excited that he was, finally, coming to see her, but whatever happened between the two of them wasn’t good.

That’s as much information as Lila is willing to give and Judith, afraid of damaging their new and valued friendship, doesn’t push too hard. She will wait for Lila to confide and hopes it will happen soon. 

The change in Lila is heartbreaking. Nothing seems to bring her out of her depression although Judith and Grant have tried, as have Beth Penner and her father Brian. Those two feel they owe a debt of gratitude to Lila for her support during Beth’s ordeal in December.

Not too long ago Judith and Lila would have travelled to The Centre together, either from the school where they both work, or meeting at one or the other’s home. After the game they’d have had a coffee and a gossip before returning to pick up whoever’s car had been left behind.

When Judith suggests she drive them both tonight Lila has hurriedly said:

“No, I’ll see you there,” with no explanation.

Judith thinks back to her last visit to The Centre when she met with Rev Robbie to discuss her taking on the bookkeeping duties that he was finding too time-consuming.

“It’s not that I mind the time I spend doing the work,” he’s told her, “but I sure resent the time I spend trying to find and fix my mistakes!”

He’s a quiet-spoken jolly old man and Judith is very fond of him. Everyone thinks the world of Rev Robbie. 

He isn’t shy about asking when he wants something as Judith discovers at their recent meeting. He’s come right out and asked her why she hasn’t made Lila confide, and relieve some of her burden by sharing it.

“Lila will tell me what’s going on when she’s ready, Rev Robbie,” admonishes Judith. “She knows I’m a willing listener, I’ve told her repeatedly, but she needs to come to me in her own time.”

“No, I think you’re wrong there, Judith,” he replies. “How long have you been waiting for Lila to come to you?”

Judith experiences a moment’s discomfort when she realizes it has been weeks. “Um, I guess it’s been about a month. A bit more than that actually,” she admits.

“Well then. It’s obvious that Lila has been deeply hurt and she needs some help, a push, to see her way clear.”

“Hey confession is your line, not mine, so why don’t you coax the truth out of her?”

“Oh I’ve tried. Unfortunately I don’t have the authority of a priest. Lila’s Catholic, or I might have been able to browbeat her into telling me.”

“That sounds a bit heavy-handed!” laughs Judith seeing the twinkle in the elderly man’s eyes.

“I do admit that back in the day I sometimes envied my Catholic counterparts for the rigid control they had over their parishioners.”

“I think Lila is what they call a lapsed Catholic.”

“I’m pretty sure the Catholic Church doesn’t even acknowledge such a state! But no, I tried several times and got no where. I think it would do her a world of good to share her secret with you and with God.”

“Doesn’t God already know?” teases Judith.

“Of course He does! but it’s still important that Lila tells Him herself.”

Judith retreats from a theological discussion about her friend, it makes her feel she is prying, and their talk returns to accountancy.

* * * * * *
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Lila spots Judith’s car pulling into The Centre’s parking lot just as she reaches the front doors. She doesn’t wait for her friend but enters the building on her own. The volleyball players are milling around the foyer, dressed to play and ready to get started, but complaining that the auditorium doors are locked.

The Centre itself is always open during the day and evening, but not the gym unless a game is scheduled. The hardwood floors need plenty of the TLC provided by Mr. Miller and his son, the custodians, to keep them in good shape. Outdoor shoes can only be worn for the walk from the door to the bleachers.

“Kyle’s got keys, is he here somewhere?” asks Lila.

“If he is he’s hiding—” says one of the players.

“Yeah, and we know why!” interrupts her team-mate. A few sniggers are heard followed by some loud whispering and giggles.

Lila announces she’ll go get Rev Robbie who must have lost track of the time. She heads to his office down the hall, her nurses’ shoes making no sound.

The team-mates wait until the silence is broken by a cry from Lila. They surge forward in a group, including Judith who has arrived at one end of the hall and Patricia who appears at the other end. With tears streaming down her face Lila waves everyone back and chokes out that someone needs to call 9-1-1 for an ambulance and the police.

“The police!” everyone starts questioning at once except Judith who makes the emergency call and then phones Grant as well. She has no idea he is already at work in the building.

Pat switches into her Principal Johnson role and instructs the young people to go to the change-rooms and get back into their regular clothes. They won’t be able to play tonight. They’ll have to wait until the police arrive but there is no point getting chilled in their uniforms of shorts and t-shirts.

Judith moves forward purposefully against the tide of teenagers. She joins Pat and Lila in the doorway of Rev Robbie’s office to see the man lying on the floor with his frail limbs contorted. They don’t go further inside the small, sparsely furnished room. Lila says she’d already checked him for vital signs and found none.

A whitish substance, like foam, dribbles over his lower lip and chin, and his teeth are bared in a grimace. It is the most horrible sight any of the women has ever seen.

“He’s had some sort of fit,” says Pat in a shocked whisper.

“No, he’s been poisoned,” replies Lila flatly.

Judith gasps and is about to ask if Lila is sure, but stops herself knowing that of course her friend, the nurse, is certain. She has to strain to hear Lila’s anguished muttering:

“What am I going to do now? I was counting on him to help me.”
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​Chapter Four
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Saturday, December 28, 2019

“Hey Judith,” says Lila answering her cellphone.

“Hi, it’s... oh, you know it’s me. Okay listen, Grant came by and gave me some tickets, it’s the strangest offer, but I said I’d ask you anyhow.”

“Oooh, that sounds intriguing! What’s it all about?”

“He was gifted, he said, dinner for two at that Indian casino on the edge of town – a buffet apparently – but he can’t go so he suggested you and I use the tickets. What do you think? would you want to do that?”

“Are you kidding? of course! The food there is really good. I don’t know about being gifted, though. Was it a comp? is Grant a player?”

“At the casino? I don’t think so. Why would you think that?”

“Well if you’re a regular and you spend enough money you get complimentary – comp – stuff.”

“Oh, I see what you mean. No, he got the tickets as his gift from the Secret Santa draw they had at their Christmas party at the police station. So, you do want to go?”

“For sure! it will be a blast. I’ll drive because I’ve been there before  and getting onto the grounds is a bit tricky because of construction.”

“Oh you’ve been before? Good, because I haven’t. What should I wear?”

“Casual clothes, something comfortable. Last time I was at a casino I saw a guy wearing a pyjama top tucked into his jeans. He obviously thought it was a regular shirt and no doubt figured he got a great price on it! You’ll see people in work coveralls, hooker gear, wedding parties, you name it.

Casinos are great equalizers. You get people of every colour and creed sitting at a table united against the dealer, or rather the House’ It’s all about playing together to beat the House.”

“I don’t want to gamble, I just want to have dinner and definitely take the opportunity to look around a little - if they allow that?”

“Sure. You don’t have to gamble, and there’s no cover charge or anything. It’ll be fun, you’ll see. Let me just finish up what I’m doing here and I can get you in about 45 minutes, is that okay?”

“Um, yeah sure. What time does the casino open?”

Lila laughs as she answers: “You’re better off asking what time does it close? which is only for about five or six hours out of every twenty-four, seven days a week, unless you play poker and that’s continuous. We aren’t Vegas yet, but we’re getting there.”

“I can see I’m in for an education going to a casino with you,” replies Judith.

“You can be sure of that and, seriously, the food will be fantastic so I hope you’re hungry. See you soon.”

* * * * * *
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Judith has driven by the big new hotel on the outskirts of Calgary but didn’t realize it houses a casino. There are a couple of buildings and a huge parking lot that is packed. 

Judith is surprised, she didn’t realize a night out at the casino would be so popular. She wonders if it is only busy at weekends. Lila has explained that there are five casinos in the city and another Indian casino halfway to Banff.

“What’s the difference?”

“Difference between...?”

“All the casinos. You said there’s five but then you specifically mention Indian casinos. Are they different?”

“Oh probably, but I couldn’t tell you why. It will have something to do with being on reservation land. Maybe the rules are different? I do know that the Province has authority over gambling but the reservation is Federal jurisdiction so that might have something to do with it.”

“Are there really enough gamblers in this city to support that many casinos?”

“Oh yeah. Of course some are busier than others – location does matter – and what kind of parking is available, stuff like that. Anyhow, we’re here so let’s have some fun.”

Lila spots a car pulling out and drives over to wait for the space. It is close to the main doors. The unseasonably warm temperatures have turned the lot slushy but neither woman complains. Wearing boots is a small price to pay to avoid the bitterly cold windy weather more common at this time of year. 

They enter the warm lobby and, smelling cigarette smoke, Lila says:

“I remember now, one of the differences is that customers can smoke in the Indian casinos.”

“I can smell it, remember when everywhere smelled like this?”

“Yeah, I have to confess that I never noticed the smell when I smoked. It's embarrassing to say now but back then I even smoked between courses at meals. And in restaurants, too!”

“You were a smoker? but you’re a nurse!”

“Well I wasn’t always a nurse, I used to be a kid! I started smoking in Grade Nine so at thirteen or fourteen years old ’cause all the cool kids smoked so naturally... but you’d be surprised how many nurses and doctors do smoke – even nowadays. Those minutes of camaraderie while you’re huddled outside to feed your addiction can be a great stress reliever from a demanding job.”

“I’ve never smoked.”

“I can’t say that surprises me, Judith. Do you want to check your jacket? I don’t think I’ll bother.”

“No, but do you want to eat first and then look around? I’m kinda hungry.”

“That’s a good idea, otherwise if we get stuck at a blackjack table or on a machine we might end up missing dinner!”

“Lila, that’s not going to happen. Believe me.”

Lila laughs with her friend and they head towards the restaurant with Judith’s head swivelling left to right taking in all the sights. She is surprised at the number of customers there, and notices the varying ages and races. 

A slot machine blares triumphant music and she stops to watch the flashing lights and colourful, swirling graphics.

“It’s a penny slot and all that hoo-hah is for about $50.00,” comments Lila.

“$50.00 is an excellent return for a penny!” exclaims Judith.

“True, but you probably have to bet about 25 pennies per spin to hit bonus payouts, and you can spin three or four times a minute - maybe more - I’ll show you later.”

“This is the ugliest carpet I’ve ever seen,” comments Judith looking down at the garishly coloured haphazard patterns of the floor covering.

“It’s supposed to be. The decor of a casino is very carefully thought-out and planned. They don’t want you looking down, you should be looking up at the slot machines, attracted by the bells and whistles and flashing lights. The loudest, and supposedly more frequently paying, machines are at the end of the rows to grab your attention as you walk by. The mirrored walls reflect back the lights and simultaneously make the rooms look larger and more crowded. Gamblers are turned on by the buzz, the noise, and the action.

An Indian casino probably doesn’t go in for Feng Shui but some casinos in town have hired professionals to do their cosmic energy thing, it’s something to do with harmonizing individuals with their surroundings. Obviously, I don’t know much about it but I did spot a golden dragon statue way up high
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