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Chapter One
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Christmas is supposed to be the most wonderful time of the year, but as I fight my way through Serenity Suites-related spreadsheets, calendars, and report deadlines, it certainly doesn’t feel like it.

“Cassie?”

And that’s without even considering the residents, who seem to have become even more demanding than usual. Never mind Santa Clause, this year it’s Cassie Clinton who’s supposed to make all their dreams come true. I sink down in my office chair and slyly reach for my headphones, thinking that just a few minutes of peace and goodwill with a few classic Christmas crooners to block out the calls on my time might make things just a bit more bearable. Unfortunately, Ophelia Roy has other ideas. She barges down the corridor straight towards my desk, her eyes laser-focused on me.

“Cassie Clinton, are you listening to a word I’m saying?”

“Ophelia! I didn’t know you were talking to me.” I smile cautiously at her and swallow the rest of my retort. I assume you were talking about me, as usual. Never let it be said that my residents don’t trust me enough to speak their mind. Even when they are halfway down the corridor, complaining loudly to their friends. My smile tightens. “What seems to be the problem?”

“It’s about the choir.”

The Lyrical Ladies of Serenity Suites is a new endeavour to bring harmony and social cohesion to the retirement community I both live and work in. Serenity Suites has opened up a new world of opportunity for my small hometown, and most of the time I love the fulfilment of my new career. It certainly gives me lots of opportunities to try new things. Like a choir, for our more musical residents. It started on a whim after a visit from a music therapist who extolled the virtues of group singing for health and wellbeing, and with Christmas on the horizon, it seemed like the perfect time to get everyone together singing some festive tunes. Unfortunately, there’s just one downside to the scheme. Very few of our would-be singing superstars can carry a tune.

“The choir.” Ophelia Roy grinds the words out from between clenched teeth. “Is in chaos. There has been a split. Several splits! And it’s all her fault.”

“Her?” I ask innocently. One look at Ophelia’s grim expression suggests I haven’t deceived her for a moment. I know exactly who she’s talking about, and what’s more, she knows I know. “Oh.” I smile. “You mean our newest resident.”

“Our newest resident guest.” Ophelia tosses her head, her white curls bouncing theatrically. “You said it yourself, she’s only going to be here with us for a short time.” Her voice drops to a whisper, but I still manage to catch it. “Not short enough, if you ask me.”

“Now, Ophelia...” 

“Yes?” The eyes that fix on me flash with challenge.

“You must remember how difficult you found it to settle into life here at Serenity Suites when you first arrived. Let’s be generous, shall we, and help other newcomers find their feet.” I recall the reason our newest short-term resident is here, and wonder if that was quite the best choice of phrase. “I mean, we ought to do our best to make her feel welcome.”

Ophelia sniffs, then turns and glides away from me, throwing her last words over her shoulder and leaving me to catch them as best I can.

“There’s welcome, Cassie, and then there’s welcome.”

I take a moment to recover, as I almost always do after any run-in with Ophelia Roy, the would-be Queen of Serenity Suites, but her absence doesn’t bring me any kind of peace today. There’s welcome and there’s welcome. Well, what do you suppose she means by that?

“You look like you could do with a coffee.”

As if by magic, my friend Mindy appears at my side, clutching two huge takeaway cups printed with the elegant swirly logo of her namesake cafe. Mindy’s is an institution here in our small town of Patterson, and ever since I started living and working at Serenity Suites, I have a lot less time to visit there than I might like.

“If you can’t make it to the café...”

“The café brings baked goods?” I wave to the young companion Mindy has brought with her, a skinny seventeen-year-old, staggering under the weight of several boxes branded with the same Mindy’s logo as the coffee cups. Connor, I think, trying to match the lanky youth to his name. No. Connor’s younger brother, Caden. Caden Spratt.

“You were expecting us, weren’t you? Tuesday is delivery day!” Mindy directs her assistant to take the boxes down to Serenity Suites’ kitchen for storage and passes one of the cups of coffee to me.

“Is it Tuesday today?” I ask weakly. “I hadn’t noticed.”

Mindy frowns at me, taking a noisy sip of her drink and urging me to do the same.

“I know why I’m a little frazzled at this time of year - busy for bakers, you know, and that’s without Patterson’s latest little crime wave. But what’s your excuse?”

“Crime wave?” My own worries fade slightly into the background as I latch onto my friend’s words with concern. “What crime wave?” And is it going to come and pay a visit to us here at Serenity Suites?

“Oh, nothing you need to worry about. Just your usual opportunistic sneak thieves and petty burglaries.” Mindy’s frown darkens. “And at Christmas too! I think some people will be getting coal in their stockings this year. Not that it’ll bother them, if they’ve pilfered from other people’s purses and porches.” She shakes her head and smiles at me, the sun coming out from behind a cloud. “Anyway, I didn’t come here to tell you all my troubles. And you needn’t worry about it. With Sheriff Cooper on the case, we’re bound to have the criminals caught before the elves venture out of the North Pole.” She pats me warmly on the arm. “What’s got you looking so glum?”

“What hasn’t?” I was stressed enough just managing relations between my old and new residents, but with talk of burglaries on the horizon, I soon wonder if keeping Ophelia Roy on the nice list is going to be the least of my concerns. “Come on, let’s take these back to my place.”

One of the perks of my job - and despite my complaints, there are a lot of things to like about my life at Serenity Suites - is that it comes with my very own bolt-hole. A paid-for, private suite of rooms that I have been able to make entirely my own. I push open the door and beckon Mindy inside, pausing for half a moment to relish the calm I always feel when I step over the threshold into my private apartment. I close the door behind us, avoiding the temptation to lock it, but feel a wave of relief as the ambient volume drops to a low murmur.

“You redecorated!” Mindy accuses me, as she surveys the space that has become my sitting room. “Where did the magnolia paint go?”

“I got tired of it,” I say, surveying the vibrant green that adorns my walls in its place. I’m still not too convinced this is the color for me, but it’s better than the bland nothingness I’d been living with since moving in here. “I decided I needed a change.”

“I like it.” Mindy tiptoes around the small Christmas tree I’ve had up and decorated since Thanksgiving and flops unceremoniously into a chair. I gravitate to another, placing my coffee cup down on the table between us. “Now.” Mindy looks at me. “What’s been going on that has you looking...like you do.” 

A self-conscious hand strays to my bobbed gray hair, and I adjust my glasses, wondering what it is Mindy can see that I can’t. I looked just fine when I last checked in the mirror. A little tired, perhaps, but not deserving of this level of concern from my oldest and best friend.

“I bet I know.” Mindy straightens, looking at me with a barely suppressed smile. “Ophelia Roy?”

“Ophelia Roy,” I groan, sinking back into my chair. “Actually, it isn’t just Ophelia. It’s the whole lot of them.”

“The residents? They can’t all be causing you a headache.”

“Oh, trust me, there are many different headaches vying to take me out right now.” I massage my temples and smile. “Fortunately, one of them is at this very moment enjoying a long visit out of town.”

“Ah. And when does Joe Price get back to Patterson?”

“Two days. Two glorious days of peace and -”

“I thought you said Ophelia was causing you grief.”

And just like that, I come back down to earth with a bump. It’s true, with Joe away, my roster of petty grievances has been less than usual. The trouble is, his petty grievances are at least amusing. Since first getting to know one another, Joe and I have settled into a cynical, sparring sort of relationship. He lives to plague me, and I give as good as I get. He’s almost, although I hesitate to use the word, a friend. I’ve sort of missed his sardonic sense of humour and the many mocking interchanges we have throughout the day. Not that I’m about to admit that to Mindy. My friend would entirely misunderstand such a comment. She’d be designing wedding invitations before I could ever make her understand that Joe is just Joe, and our funny friendship is just that - a friendship. One I’ve no doubt I will be ready to check right back out of as soon as he comes home again.

“So come on,” Mindy prompts when I’ve been quiet too long. “What’s put Ophelia’s aristocratic nose out of joint this week?”

“Our newest resident.” I sigh. “Or guest? To be honest, I’m not quite sure what to call her.”

“Oh.” Mindy nods, knowingly. She takes a long, slow sip of her coffee. “Well, you knew it was going to cause a bit of friction having such a high-profile guest staying at Serenity Suites. Especially over the holiday period. Even if she’s only here a short time.”

“Not short enough, as Ophelia just informed me.” I shake my head. “I don’t know. I thought having Dorothy Joyce Jenkins here would be something of a boost to the other residents. They’re always talking about how much they love her work. She was quite a famous actress back in the day, you know.”

“I know.” Mindy’s eyes sparkle with admiration. “And not just an actress. Dorothy Joyce Jenkins did it all. Acting, singing, dancing. She was the triple threat. Not to mention beautiful.”

“Well, she may have been all those things; she may still be all those things today, but that doesn’t make her any easier to handle. And she’s certainly succeeded in getting Ophelia well and truly offside. In fact, it sounds like she’s managed to alienate every single one of the ladies.”

“Not Belinda, surely! I don’t think anyone alive could make an enemy out of Belinda Harcourt.”

Serenity Suites’ resident volunteer librarian is sweeter than the sugared tarts Mindy makes just for her. The three of us have bonded over a shared love of literature, and I have to confess that out of everyone at Serenity, Belinda is probably the least likely to take up against our new arrival.

“Give it time.” I smile grimly. “No, I don’t mean all of the female residents. I just mean “The Ladies.” I raise my eyebrows, willing Mindy to understand, then am forced to give a little more context. “The choir.”

“Oh.” Mindy grimaces. “The Lyrical Ladies of Serenity Suites have all taken a dislike to your newest guest?” She shakes her head. “Well, maybe she attempted to give them a few pointers. You know she made her career in the arts. You’d think they’d value input from a professional singer.”

“You would think.” I wriggle in my chair, trying to get a little more comfortable. “I did, anyway.” I draw in a long breath. “I may have suggested she could offer her expertise in helping the ladies - and Serenity Suites as a whole - in putting together a Christmas show.”

“Oh, what a wonderful idea!” Mindy claps her hands. “And Dorothy made her name in Christmas movies. I’m sure she’d love to sprinkle a little of that pixie-dust around here.” She smiles at me. “And I know you must be happy to have someone else to help you get everyone here in the Christmas Spirit.”

It’s true: I do love Christmas. Part of my role here at Serenity has been making sure the residents learn to love it as much as I do. That means decorations, craft activities, festive food and drink, and more than a few seasonal events I have in store to really make the period pop. Encouraging everyone to get involved in Serenity’s own Christmas show was the star on top of my proverbial tree.

“Well, that was the plan...”

I catch a mischievous glint in Mindy’s eye and can’t help but smile, and soon the two of us are roaring with laughter. I’m still struggling to catch my breath when my phone buzzes, first once, then twice, then more and more insistently.

“Don’t you need to get that?” Mindy asks, breathlessly. I obediently turn my phone towards me, glancing at the caller display. My heart sinks. If it isn’t Ophelia Roy demanding my attention, then it’s this. And I have nobody to blame but myself.

“Speak of the devil,” I say, rejecting the call and getting awkwardly to my feet. “Stay right here,” I tell my friend. “I’ll be back as quick as I can.”
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Chapter Two


[image: ]


Dorothy Joyce Jenkins has only called Serenity “home” for a few days, and her room is in a wing that we only recently finished redecorating. I fancy I can still smell the faintest traces of paint in the air despite the spiced apple and cinnamon scents I have been strategically placing up and down the corridors around here.

“Ms. Clinton!”

When calling my phone didn’t bring me quickly enough, it seems Dorothy has resorted to simply screaming my name in hopes it will make me appear. Unfortunately, that’s exactly what happens, and I knock lightly on her door before pushing it open and venturing inside.

“Good morning, Dorothy! Is anything the matter?”

“Everything is the matter. Just look at this place.”

I obediently survey the room but can’t see what is bringing her so much distress. Admittedly, this is a little smaller than our residential suites and it lacks the personal touches most of our residents have given their rooms. But it’s certainly nicer than a hospital room, and I open my mouth to say as much before Dorothy jumps in first.

“I need to make some space for when the rest of my belongings arrive.”

My eyebrows shoot upwards. Dorothy has already filled every available inch of space with boxes and bags and overfilled crates. Every surface is littered with heavy framed photographs - mostly of herself - and other knick-knacks and tchotchkes. I see strings of huge glass beads woven around empty candlesticks, books
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