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      Chapter 1.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      “Guess what? I’ve been invited to a weekend retreat,” Bobbi told her sister the minute she answered the phone. “and I can take a plus one.”
    

    
      “What? Why? And when?” Jo fired back at her.
    

    
      “That’s the best bit. It’s when you’re back for Bayley and Sam’s grand opening.”
    

    
      Jo’s daughter Bayley was a chef and she and her partner Sam were starting up a food truck venture. Jo had plans to return to New Zealand for a few weeks for the occasion.
    

    
      “Will you come with me?” Bobbi pleaded. “It’s at Havenwood. I’ve always wanted to stay there.”
    

    
      “Oh me too.” A super luxurious resort, Havenwood featured in a lot of celebrity weddings and magazine photo shoots. “But why have you been invited? What for?”
    

    
      “I got an invite in the mail. Some conference thing. It’s all fancy. Says they look forward to me staying and that they’ll pick us up from the airport on arrival. It’s all paid for and everything.” 
    

    
      “Maybe it’s a scam. Was it addressed to you by name? Read it to me.” Jo sounded dubious.
    

    
      “It was. Well, to Bob, but my last name is on it too. How many Bob Percys can there be? It's a great big package with a brochure and a heap of info.  It looks amazing.  Super fancy. We’ll have to dress up for dinner and cocktails and there’s a spa that looks fabulous. The instagram photos are incredible ”
    

    
      
    

    
      It WAS amazing. The electric gates were wrought iron and opened onto a long shell driveway lined with blossoming cherry trees. A sprawling multi story mediterranean style building featuring schist pillars stood amongst beautifully manicured gardens,  a long glistening pool and hot tub sitting at the base of the mountain ranges framing the place like a postcard.
    

    
      They had been picked up by a driver at the airport, a young guy named Brett who looked uncomfortable in his suit and tie. He seemed surprised to see them, despite having a sign with Bob’s name on it.
    

    
      “You’re not what I expected,” he told them as they followed him to a sleek silver Bentley.
    

    
      “We get that a lot,” Bobbi told him, sliding into the back seat and grinning at Jo.”Nice wheels.”
    

    
      “Did you know that when they 
      build
       the Bentley interiors they use the same sheet of wood throughout?” Jo told her, running her hand along the centre console’s walnut finish.
    

    
      “I did not,” Bobbi replied, brushing down her hot pink blouse, where she’d only now realised she had a small pile of cracker crumbs from the flight resting on the shelf of her boobs. “I think leather pants were a mistake,” she declared, peeling a leg away from the seat. “I’m all tacky.”
    

    
      
    

    
      The foyer of the hotel bustled with people checking in. Brett carried in their bags where there had been an awkward moment as he held out his hand and Jo shook it instead of giving him a tip. Bobbi sorted him out and then crossed the spacious foyer, admiring the high ceilings and admiring the artwork adorning the walls.
    

    
      At the reception a young girl wearing a smart grey uniform with a chinese collar dealt with an elderly man in a pinstripe suit. “Thank you Doctor Ford, Enjoy the conference”.  She turned to smile warmly at Bobbi and Jo, looking  them up and down and then raising one eyebrow. “Welcome to Havewood, I’m Cherry. How can I help?”
    

    
      Bobbi gave her a large smile. “Hello, Bobbi Percy, checking in, “ 
    

    
      “Oh,” Cherry looked a little startled, “Hello. Sorry, I have to say, I expected a man.”
    

    
      “I get that a lot, but I never use Roberta, always Bob or Bobbi. This is my sister Jo,” Bobbi told her. She’s my plus one.”
    

    
      Cherry tapped away on her computer keyboard and then activated two key cards before sliding them into a grey sleeve.
    

    
      “You’re on the fourth floor,” she told them, sliding it over the counter with a map and indicating a spot on it with her pen. “Room 206. The elevators are behind you and to the right. When you come out, 
      you’re the
       room on the left.  Welcome drinks have started in the bar and go until six.  The  restaurant is open for dinner from 5pm to 9pm and again for breakfast between 7am and 10am. The bar closes at 11pm and the pool is open from 8am until 5pm.” She produced a brochure and placed it on top of the map. “Any spa treatments need to be pre booked. I suggest you do that as soon as possible if you plan to indulge as we’re fully booked this weekend and spaces are filling fast.” She gave them a sly grin. “And ask for Rogan if you get a massage. He has very firm hands.” 
    

    
      “Good to know,” Bobbi took the items off the counter. “Thanks Cherry.”
    

    
      “Anything else,  press 0 for reception,” she told them. “Do you need help with your bags?”
    

    
      “We can manage, thanks.” 
    

    
      “Okay, well I look forward to hearing you speak,” Cherry said before turning to welcome another couple behind them. Jo gave Bobbi a puzzled look.
    

    
      “What does that mean?” 
    

    
      “No idea,” Bobbi took her suitcase and set off for the lift. “Let's get onto booking the spa shall we and then maybe a drink?”
    

    
      
    

    
      The room was large and spacious with a separate bedroom and a lounge area. The bathroom featured a walk in shower and spa bath. Jo examined the tiny complimentary toiletries with excitement before going over to the window to look out over the beautiful landscape. She sighed with contentment.
    

    
      “This is gorgeous. It’s so nice to be back in New Zealand for a bit.”
    

    
      “It’s so good to have you back,” Bobbi said, flopping onto the bed with the spa menu. “It’s been way too long since I saw you. I think we might need to plan another catch up soon. “Oh, do you want a pedicure? Or a full body scrub?”
    

    
      “No to the pedicure. I hate people touching my feet.”
    

    
      “What about for my fiftieth?” Bobbi suggested.
    

    
      “What? A pedicure?” 
    

    
      “No, a trip. We could plan it for next year. Maybe Iceland? We could stay in one of those igloos and see the Northern lights?”
    

    
      Jo thought it over and nodded. 
    

    
      “I’d be keen on Iceland. It was the last place on Earth to be settled by humans, you know.” 
    

    
      “Fascinating,” Bobbi said, somewhat dryly.
    

    
      “It also has a penis museum in Reykjavik,” Jo added.
    

    
      “Now that I could get on board 
      with
      ,” Bobbi said with a cackle.
    

    
      
    

    
      They booked several spa treatments for the morning before heading down to the bar for a drink.  Sleek and dimly lit,  jazz played in the background. A shiny black baby grand piano created a focal point.  A large group of people, mainly men in dark suits, mingled around the bar, drinking and talking, the odd man doing that typical, loud, fake chuckle they all do. A tray of full champagne flutes and pink cocktails with garnishes sat on silver trays along the short side of the bar counter. 
    

    
      “Are you with the conference?” a willowy, anaemic looking woman carrying a clipboard asked them, doing an obvious up and down glance at them both and giving the distinct impression, via a wrinkle of her slender nose, that they had not passed muster.
    

    
      “We are,” Bobbi told her. “I’m Bobbi.”
    

    
      The woman looked at her blankly. 
    

    
      “I’m sorry? Who?”
    

    
      “Bobbi?  Bob Percy? “
    

    
      The woman made a scoffing sound.
    

    
      “I don’t think so,” she said. 
    

    
      “Pardon?” Bobbi was taken aback. The woman flipped a few pages on her board and looked Bobbi up and down again.
    

    
      “I find it hard to believe 
      you 
      are Bob Percy,” she said. 
    

    
      “Well I bloody well am,” Bobbi said, “and quite frankly, I don’t like your tone.”
    

    
      “Is there a problem?” Jo asked, trying to diffuse the situation. “We’re just here for a drink,”
    

    
      “The welcome drinks are for the conference goers only. If you actually are Doctor Bob Percy, that’s fine, but otherwise I’m afraid you’ll need to pay or find somewhere else to get your drinks. Are you even guests in our hotel?”
    

    
      “Well then, whoever you are, you need to move your skinny little arse, because I would like some of these,” Bobbi said, shoving past the woman and taking two cocktails off the tray and passing them both to Jo before reaching in and getting another two for herself.
    

    
      “I’m the hotel manager,” the woman said. “Rhona Blanford,” She looked uncertain. “Perhaps if I could  see some I.D…?”
    

    
      “Well I don’t carry my passport around with me do I?” Bobbi said. “So you’ll have to take my word for it.”
    

    
      She and Rhona had a silent stare down, neither willing to look away, mouths in a thin angry line. Rhona's right eye twitched and Bobbi gave her long red hair a flick over one shoulder. It seemed they might stay there for quite some time except they were interrupted by a flamboyant man in a deep emerald suit, his slim waist encircled by a sunflower dotted cumberband.
    

    
      “Ladies,” he said, “I had planned to offer to buy you a drink, but I see I’m late to the party,” he gave Bobbi a wink. “Benedict Franklin, at your service.” He extended a bangled laden hand to shake. 
    

    
      “Bobbi Percy. And this is my sister Jo.” Bobbi told him. “ You look fabulous by the way.”
    

    
      “Thank you darlin. I saw you having a little altercation with the gestapo woman and thought I’d ride to your rescue.”  Rhona, Bobbi realised, had scuttled off and could now be seen simpering over a grey haired woman in a gold sparkly sheath dress, showing her to a raised seated area to the left of the bar. “So, Dr Percy. What an unexpected pleasure to  meet you,”
    

    
      “Oh you too,” Bobbi raised her glass to him. “ We appreciate the help. I don’t know what was up her nose.”
    

    
      “I think the power of being in charge of the attendees has gone to her head a little.” Benedict finished his cocktail and reached for another. “I’m guessing she takes life - and death I assume - rather seriously.”
    

    
      “So what is it you do Benedict? Is it Benedict? Or do you prefer Benny?”
    

    
      “Oh I’m a florist, I have a shop  in Christchurch. Here, I’ll give you my card.” He pulled out a slim silver case from his jacket pocket and extracted a watercolour painted floral business card, handing it to Bobbi with a smile. 
    

    
      “Sorry to be rude, Mr Franklin,” Jo took hold of Bobbi’s arm, rather firmly. “But I need a quick word with my sister.” She pulled her away from the drinks table and into a booth.
    

    
      “What the hell Jo, “ Bobbi grumbled. “Benny seemed like the most interesting character here.”
    

    
      “Maybe, but something is weird Bob. Why is everyone calling you Doctor?”
    

    
      “We’re they?”
    

    
      “Yes they were. What is this conference thing anyway?” Bobbi shrugged. 
    

    
      “I’m not really sure, but these drinks are quite good aren’t they? I wonder what’s in them?”
    

    
      “Well what did the invitation pack actually say?” Jo grumbled. “Honestly Bobbi. This is like that time you didn’t read the fine print for that rental car in Fiji and we had to drive round in the minibus with the open windows and the woman in a coconut bra painted on the side.”
    

    
      “Oh my god, remember how fun that was?” Bobbi said fondly. “I’m still in touch with Ovini from the rugby team - remember him?”
    

    
      “Bobbi. Focus. Where’s the info pack?”
    

    
      “Ummm, in my bag upstairs I think?”
    

    
      Jo sighed and downed her cocktail.
    

    
      “I’m going to go 
      up in a
       bit to read it. “ She paused. “Although maybe  one more drink first.”
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 2
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Bobbi woke up feeling like she’d gone a round with John Cena. And not in a cool way. She struggled to roll over, then realised her leather pants were still clinging to her lower legs and she had the hotel dressing gown on one arm, the belt wrapped around the wooden bedhead, pulling her half undone bra up and over her head like a DD flag. She managed to untangle herself enough to sit up, her head throbbing, mouth like an old dry kitchen sponge. Jo was nowhere to be seen but she could hear a low droning noise from the bathroom. Needing water, she forced herself up and managed to wrestle her pants off her ankles. 
    

    
      Lying on the bathroom floor, her head resting on a plush charcoal grey bath mat, foamy toothbrush in one hand, lay Jo, snoring contentedly. Her other arm hung draped over the loo, her manicured fingers resting in the toilet bowl. 
    

    
      Bobbi ducked her head under the tap and gulped down some water before nudging her sister with her foot. Then she caught sight of herself in the mirror.
    

    
      She had obviously started to remove her make up at some point before bed. Her make up remover had been applied around her eyes, but not washed off. It looked like John Cena had won. Her hair had a glob of something sticky in it that looked suspiciously like chocolate mousse. Hopefully. An under eye gel patch stuck to her collarbone and one feather earring had hooked on her necklace. 
    

    
      “I need hash browns.” she announced. Jo had pulled herself up and now  sat slumped against the bathtub. She moaned loudly. 
    

    
      “Leave me here to die,” she croaked dramatically. 
    

    
      “Come on, you’re fine. Smells like you got most of the alcohol out of your system last night anyway. Let’s shower and eat and then we have our spa stuff booked for one o’clock. I bet there’s croissants. Or even danish. And those little glass pots of Bircher muesli you like so much.”
    

    
      Jo raised her head.
    

    
       “I do like them,” she said thoughtfully. “And they might have an omelette station here.”
    

    
      “There’s a high chance,” Bobbi agreed, gingerly sniffing a strand of hair and breathing a sigh of relief. “Come on, pull yourself together woman.The day is wasting.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Breakfast 
      impressed
      . The coffee was so good they had several, and a couple of bloody mary’s served as hair of the dog to put them back on track. Afterwards, they headed to the spa to meet Rogan and Lina who gave them both massages and facials, side by side.  
    

    
      Light and serene, with lots of bamboo, the spa smelt of essential oils and calming music played softly. Bobbi struggled to stay awake as Rogan apple a cucumber mask to her face. 
    

    
      “Did Doreen tell you about her plans for the cruise?” She asked Jo. 
    

    
      “What cruise?”
    

    
      “The one she’s doing with the ladies who lunch.”
    

    
      Their parents lived in a gated community where their mother Doreen belonged to several social groups that consisted of 90% women that Bobbi and Jo called the hens, and the odd single man in hot demand simply for their rarity over the age of seventy five. 
    

    
      “They’re all keen to do a holiday together but can’t come to a consensus on where to go. There’s a few wanting to do Alaska, some keen for Japan and the rest wanting to go to Acapulco.”
    

    
      “Is dad keen?”
    

    
      “Definitely not. He’s offered to stay home and look after the dog.”
    

    
      “They don’t have a dog?”
    

    
      “Exactly.” Bobbi laughed. “Anyway, Ervine from 67 is keen to go and all the ladies are in a flap, clucking over the appropriateness of sharing a cabin with him.”
    

    
      “What? Are they pro or con the idea?”
    

    
      “Well that’s just it. Beryl in number 54 has said she’s happy to share and now the other hens are clucking over the idea that something is up between them. A torrid affair.”
    

    
      “Isn’t Beryl like 90?” Jo said.”How old is Ervine?”
    

    
      “92 and he’s 79.” Bobbi laughed at the look on Jo’s face. 
    

    
      “I don’t even want to think about it,” Jo said. “It makes me think about mum and dad. You don’t think they’re still doing it do you?” 
    

    
      “Gross, I hope not,” Bobbi said. A whale made keening sounds in the background and Jo attempted to let out a small fart while the noise would cover it, and Rogan was out of the room fetching hot stones, but it turned out to be  louder than expected and Bobbi snorted in amusement, the massage tables creaking as they shook with laughter.
    

    
      When Rogan returned, he started to tell Bobbi all about his grandmother and how she had passed early in the year. It felt a bit awkward and quite frankly depressing but luckily Jo changed the subject and started talking about the merits of humidifiers to help alleviate snoring. 
    

    
       Bobbi, rather enjoying the firm hands of Rogan on her lower back, drifted contentedly until Jo shrieked.
    

    
      “
      I so sorry
      ,” Lina said in her stilted English. “I mix up eye cream and one for you warm - for hard muscles. I get water on 
      cloth
      .”
    

    
      
    

    
      Back in the room, Bobbi led Jo to the large armchair and helped her sit. One eye had been taped over with a makeshift patch using a sanitary pad. The other eye was bloodshot and irritated and Jo peered out of it with difficulty.
    

    
      “I need a drink.” she declared.
    

    
      “Room service?” Bobbi suggested.
    

    
      “Get me something to eat too will you? Oh, and we still need to read your invitation pack. Well - you do. Read it out to me.”
    

    
      Bobbi went 
      to ring
       reception and then found the large envelope in her suitcase. She sat back in the chair next to Jo and opened it up.
    

    
      “Okay, so the cover letter says;
    

    
      ‘Dear Doctor Percy.’ 
    

    
      Huh. I never noticed that before. Doctor. Reminds me of that time you booked our flights and put Reverend on mine and the check -in lady asked me to pray for her sick cat. That was a laugh. Anyway..
    

    
      ‘Dear Doctor Percy,
    

    
      We are thrilled to invite you to attend our conference to be held at the majestic Havenwood retreat this September from the 12th to 14th. Accommodation, food and welcome drinks will be provided for you and your designated plus one. We would appreciate you getting back to us asap to confirm your attendance. 
    

    
      Enclosed is an itinerary of the weekend's events, including the seminar and order of speakers. If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact our in-house liaison and hotel manager, Ms Rhona Blanford.’
    

    
      Then there’s a big sheet of stuff about what's happening when. Shit, wait, my name is on this. What the hell. Why am I speaking?”
    

    
      “What?” Jo peered through her one good eye at Bobbi. The doorbell rang.
    

    
      “That will be the drinks,” Bobbi got up to answer the door. She returned with a tray loaded with several food plates, an ice bucket, a large bottle of grey goose vodka, some tonic and a plate of sliced lemons.
    

    
      “Do you want regular or flavoured tonic?” she asked.
    

    
      “Never mind that,” Jo insisted.  “Get back to the part where you’re speaking at the conference.”
    

    
      “Oh shit, yeah.” Bobbi picked up the paper again and read out loud;
    

    
      ‘Doctor Percy talks about the concept of dying and how to master the art.’
    

    
      “The concept of dyeing?” Jo repeated.
    

    
      “That’s what it says,” Bobbi confirmed. “What the hell is going on? Why 
      are
       they 
      wanting
       me to talk about dying?”
    

    
      Jo sighed.
    

    
      “I think Bob, since you’re not actually a doctor, that you’ve been sent someone else’s pack. That the real Dr Percy might be more of an expert in the art of dyeing than you. For god sake, why didn’t you read all this when you got the bloody thing?”
    

    
      “We’re going to have to sneak out,” Bobbi said firmly, mixing two very strong vodkas and passing one to Jo while she chugged a large portion out of hers. “What the hell do I know about dying, let alone public speaking?” she took another glug of her drink. “My god, this is a disaster.”
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
       
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
       Chapter 3.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      “The food here is amazing,” Bobbi shovelled another mouthful of mushroom risotto into her mouth. They’d decided they may as well eat first before they considered their escape. “It does seem a shame to 
      miss the dinner
       tonight.”
    

    
      “And it’s quite tricky to sneak out when you’re in the middle of nowhere. We’d need to get a ride to the airport somehow?” Jo lay back on the lovely soft bed and spread out her arms contentedly.
    

    
      “The thing is,” Bobbi mixed another drink and passed it to Jo who rested it on her full stomach. “You know lots about lots. You could write me a speech.”
    

    
      “Yes, but not like degree level knowledge. This Bob Percy has a doctorate. And you’d  have to get up and speak to a crowd and make it sound like you knew what you were talking about.”
    

    
      “Maybe we should take our drinks down to the hot tub and have a think about it?”
    

    
      They put on the soft cotton dressing gowns over their swimsuits and Jo put on her glasses to cover her red eyes. Carrying their drinks, they headed out to the lift to head to the ground floor and the pool area. Jo reached out and tried to hit the G button with her elbow. The elevator was lined with mirrors, Bobbi looked critically at herself as they descended, giving her curly red hair a futile pat down. 
    

    
      “I miss my old hairdresser, he was brilliant. The new chick doesn't have his magic touch. Do you think I should get botox?”  She squinted her eyes and then inspected the wrinkles that formed around them. 
    

    
      “They’re laughter lines,” Jo said, sucking in her stomach and then letting it out again with a sigh. The doors opened on the basement level where a harried looking young man stood wearing white pants and a chequered chef's jacket uniform, pushing a large metal trolley carrying several huge jars of sauce. 
    

    
      “Sorry,” he said, the flush of his face making his acne pronounced. “I can wait for the next one,”
    

    
      “No, you're fine,” Jo waved him in. “I think I must have hit the wrong level.” He squeezed in. The doors closed again and Jo wiggled forward to push G again.
    

    
      “Thanks. I really need to get these 
      to chef
       urgently and the staff elevator is so slow at this time of day with all the rooms being serviced.”
    

    
      “You’re all good 
      buddy
      . Something smells yum?”
    

    
      “That’s the hoisin sauce for the duck
      , It's chef's
       specialty. These are the last four jars too. They're like gold.” 
    

    
      The doors opened onto the ground floor and he started to push the service trolley out. Except Jo’s dressing gown cord had somehow caught onto the wheel and as he went one way, towards the kitchen, she and Bobbi were headed in the other direction. There was a brief moment where it seemed things would be okay. The trolley tilted, then straightened, but then he reached out to catch it and Jo, still a little sight impaired, tried to pull her gown free.  Everything lurched too far the other way. In slow motion they all saw 
      it go
      . The jars of sauce slid, crashing into each other and then falling onto the tiled entryway, shattering and spewing the treacle brown contents up walls and onto the beige shoes of the woman standing waiting. Rhona Blanford’s shoes.
    

    
      There was a long beat of silence. Rhona eyeballed the group with disdain.
    

    
      “Mr Sinton, go and get a bucket and mop now. We will discuss later the issue of your incompetence and the use of the guest elevators as we sort your severance pay.”  She turned to Bobbi and Jo, who was trying to extract the cord of her dressing gown, flashing an elderly guest who’s wife shuffled him reluctantly away. “Please accept my apology on behalf of the hotel for the disturbance to your stay, but for future reference, we prefer our guests to be fully clothed in the main areas of the hotel.” 
    

    
      “Oh sorry, is there another way to the pool then?” Jo asked, stepping around the mess.
    

    
      “It wasn’t really his fault,” Bobbi added. “I don’t think it’s really a fireable offence, do you?”
    

    
      Rhona opened her mouth to speak but found herself pushed aside by a red faced, whirlwind of a man waving a tea towel and yelling in a foreign language. Bobbi could make out a few swear words from her limited recall of sixth form French. Chef seemed not happy. The young guy trailed behind him with a roll of paper towels, a bucket and mop and a look of terror on his face.
    

    
      “If you could perhaps move along,” Rhona gave them a vague, royal wave. “I think you’ve helped enough,
       Doctor 
      Percy.”
    

    
      Bobbi felt rather irritated by her tone. Was she implying Bobbi was imitating a doctor? The cheek of her. Even though she was. But Rhona didn’t know that. Not for sure anyway. She huffed off towards the pool area, sloshing her drink slightly over the chef, who   appeared to be getting louder and louder.
    

    
      “Marco, please, calm down and let’s take this back to the kitchen,” Rhona implored but Marco, clearly not one to be told to calm down, kicked things up a notch, along with the bucket of water that went flying down the hallway, water arcing up and spraying the lacquered wallpaper. Then he was off, throwing in the (tea) towel and storming out the front door, arms raised and clogs tapping against the shell drive as he left.
    

    
      Jo had been dawdling along behind Bobbi, but she did a little run and caught her as they opened the door to the pool and gym area.
    

    
      “Holy shit. Did you see that woman’s face? Like David Banner on crack.”
    

    
      “Poor kid. It was only an accident.”
    

    
      “She was giving 
      you
       the evil eye, not him.”
    

    
      “What? What did I do? It was your dressing gown.” Jo shrugged and finished off her drink.
    

    
      “You’d  better scull yours too, we’ll probably be eaten alive if you take glass into the hot tub.”
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 4 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The water they were in felt too hot, so they only lasted half an hour before they made their way back to the foyer where they found it full of kitchen staff and waiters all yelling at each other and at Rhona- who stood in the middle of them like a sinking ship, her snooty demeanour slowly crumbling under a barrage of complaints and resignations.
    

    
      “If everyone would just calm down,” she said on repeat until she caught sight of Bobbi and her face went from panicked to furious. “You…” she hissed, moving towards them. “This is all your fault.”
    

    
      Bobbi took a small step back, lifting her hands up, palms out in surrender.
    

    
      “Hey, wait a minute, I don’t know what you think I did, but this ain’t on me sister.”
    

    
      To their surprise, Rhona burst into tears.
    

    
      “Oh my goodness, I’m so sorry,” she blubbered. “I don’t know why I said that, I’m so stressed, and now the kitchen staff are all leaving and we have the dinner tonight and nothing to serve the guests and I  ..” she trailed off, moving to a nearby chaise lounge and collapsing onto it in a heap, sobbing into her hands.
    

    
      “Okay, look. It’s fine, I’m sure things can be sorted.” Bobbi perched on the sofa beside her and patted her bony back in what she hoped was a soothing manner. “We can help, right Jo?”
    

    
      Jo looked a little dubious, but when Rhona looked up, she gave her a warm smile. “Sure. let’s start with the biggest issue?” 
    

    
      “Kitchen staff. They’re all threatening to leave if I fire Liam. But Marco has gone already, and so has Lily, the sous chef. There's no way we can find a chef before dinner in…” she checked her watch. “Six hours.”
    

    
      “So let’s reassure everyone else that Liam’s job is safe shall we?” Bobbi gave the elevator guy a wave to come over and then looked at Jo. “How about Bayley and Sam? Could they get here in time?”
    

    
      Jo raised one eyebrow and picked up her phone.
    

    
      “I can ask, I guess?”
    

    
      Liam came over and Bobbi watched with some satisfaction as Rhona backtracked and sucked up to the commis chef, promising him his job was safe and then, after prompting by her, offered him a small raise. He went back to the other staff who all seemed pleased and patted him on the back before straggling back to work. 
    

    
      Meanwhile, Jo was on the phone to Bayley explaining the situation and she waved Liam back, passing the phone over to him.
    

    
      “Can you give my daughter a run down on the situation in the kitchen? What’s there, what’s prepped? What needs doing, that sort of thing? She’s a chef.”
    

    
      Rhona seemed to have gained some equilibrium as she brushed down imaginary lint from her skirt.
    

    
      “Is she a qualified chef? What are her credentials? Havenwood is renowned for its quality staffing after all.” Bobbi and Jo gave her incredulous looks and she gulped.  “Sorry, no you’re right. I’m sure she will be more than adequate.” She gave them an awkward attempt at a smile. “ I’m very grateful for your help.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Back in the room, Jo, efficient as ever, started writing out some cards for Bobbi’s speech the next day. Bayley and Sam were on their way, and Bobbi stood trying to work out which of her outfits made her look the most doctorly.
    

    
      “I should have saved my sequin top for tomorrow, but it’s got something brown on it now.” she lamented.
    

    
      “Probably a bit much for a day time event anyway,” Jo said. “And what was the brown from?” she paused in her writing. ‘Did you know that Henry the eighth had a guy to wipe his butt? He was known as the ‘groom of the stool’.”
    

    
      “It was 
      not
       
      poo
      .” Bobbi grumbled, holding up a black top and pants. “How about this?”
    

    
      Jo scrutinised it. “I think since you’re talking about dyeing, something more colourful would be better.” Bobbi gave her a sideways glance. 
    

    
      “Really? That’s why I was going with black,” she held up a hot pink top. “This one?” Jo nodded. Her phone dinged with a text. She peered at the screen.
    

    
      “Bayley says they’re about 40 mins away. Shall we go down for a drink and meet them?”
    

    
      “Maybe one,” Bobbi agreed.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 5.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      There were more people in the bar when they arrived than the previous night. Most of the guests wore black. And suits. Jo and Bobbi stood out in their dresses - Jo in a peach summer smock and Bobbi in a pale green wrap dress. Several servers held trays of champagne flutes and 
      hors
       d’oeuvres. They helped themselves and looked around the room. It featured mostly older men with grey, receding or barely there hair and some elegant slender wives with clutches and updos. 
    

    
      Across the room they saw Benedict, resplendent in lilac pants and a white pirate shirt with ruffles at the neck and sleeves. He had his arm slung over the shoulder of a bearded guy in a dark suit, sitting on a chaise lounge next to him, but he stood talking to a younger man with a full head of dark hair and a large smile, dressed in cream pants and a pale moss green shirt. They headed over to say hello.
    

    
      “Bobbi, Jo,” Benedict gave them both hugs and air kisses. “Just in time. I think you met my partner Ryan last night? He arrived late, and we were in full swing.” The guy on the couch gave them a lazy wave, sipping his drink. He looked a little hung over and Bobbi vaguely recognised his face. “You must meet Landon. I was just telling him what a fabulous night we had last night.”
    

    
      “It sounded like great fun, I’m regretting my decision to skip it now,” Landon, the good looking younger guy smiled at them both, but his gaze lingered on Bobbi. “Perhaps we can have some of our own fun tonight?”
    

    
      “Perhaps we can,” Bobbi downed her champagne and placed the empty glass on the tray of a passing waiter, picking up another full one. Was he flirting with her? He was very cute. He was also 
      quite 
      young. Bobbi would guess at least ten years her junior. Okay, fifteen, but only if he had guessed her age. And people often told her she looked much younger. Well, three people had. But still.
    

    
      “What do you do Landon?” Jo smiled at him and took a blini from an offered tray.
    

    
      “I’m a counsellor,” Landon smiled and waved vaguely at Jo’s bag. “I think your bag is buzzing?”
    

    
      “It is? Oh it is. It’s my phone, not anything else,” Jo said looking flustered. Bobbi snorted and Jo gave her the finger as she answered. 
    

    
      “It’s Bayley,” she told Bobbi when she’d hung up. “They’re pulling up now. I better go introduce them to Rhona.”
    

    
      “Shall I come with you?” Bobbi looked around for somewhere to put her glass, then gave up and drank the contents.
    

    
      “I  can manage,” Jo grinned leerily. “Why don’t you stay and
       socialise
      ?”
    

    
      “Yes, stay.”  Benedict insisted. “It’s like a morgue here with this lot.” he waved a bangled arm around at the demur crowd, then laughed loudly. Ryan slapped his arm fondly and Landon grinned.
    

    
      “Yes, Bobbi, stay. Save us from a fate worse than death.” He and Benedict laughed again and Jo gave Bobbi a very indiscreet wink and thumbs up in Landon’s direction.
    

    
      “See you later, and don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” she said in a loud whisper. Bobbi rolled her eyes.
    

    
      “You sound like dad.”
    

    
      “Well at least I don’t look like him.”
    

    
      “Neither do I!”
    

    
      Landon sipped his drink and gave her another smile. “So, Bobbi, have you been to the spa here?  I’m told the 
      massages
       are awesome”
    

    
      “They are. We went yesterday. They’re to die for.”
    

    
      “Ahh, Death at the Day Spa. sounds like a murder mystery. Unless it was a ‘little death’ - oui?” he winked and Bobbi laughed. 
    

    
      “Make sure you get Rogan though,  Jo had a small mishap with Lina and the deep heat. ”
    

    
      “Oh I did wonder, but didn’t want to point it out.”
    

    
      “Bobbi, you missed the opening speeches,” Benedict told her. “I’m so jealous. They were so 
      boring
      , Ryan fell asleep, didn’t you 
      hun
      ?”
    

    
      “I was just resting my eyes,” Ryan insisted.
    

    
      Bobbi shrugged. She probably should have gone but she’d forgotten to mention it to Jo who would have insisted they attend. Plus, it all sounded like it was dead boring, and she got bored easily.
    

    
      Just as they’d helped themselves to fresh drinks, Rhona entered the bar, her previously immaculate bun now looking more than a little wispy and with sweat patches under her armpits.
    

    
      “Ladies and gentlemen,” she began, twisting her hands together as she spoke. “There has been a small change to our dinner arrangements, and instead of our previously advertised sit down meal, we will now be serving a ..” she paused, licking her lips nervously. “.. a taco buffet.” This was said through gritted teeth.
    

    
      The crowd made murmuring noises and one man 
      grumbled
       loudly and uncharitably about ‘ethnic food’,  his disdain obvious.
    

    
      “Sounds fabulous!” Bobbi said loudly. She headed towards the dining room, hoping to encourage the others to follow. Landon followed, along with Benedict and Ryan and gradually the rest of the group filtered through and started to serve themselves from the platters adorning the serving tables.
    

    
      There were lots of murmurs about how to eat the tacos, with several old codgers attempting to cut them up with their knives and forks, but most following Bobbi’s lead and using their hands.
    

    
      “This is rather fun,” one lady commented with a giggle.
    

    
      “Bloody hell, it’s not bad,” another man said.
    

    
      “It’s delicious.”
    

    
      “Maybe we could have these at our work function?”
    

    
      “I might suggest them for Tinaka’s wedding,”
    

    
      Jo stuck her head nervously into the room and Bobbi waved her over.
    

    
      “They’re loving it,” she told Jo, who let out a sigh of relief. 
    

    
      “I’m going to go round and put their business cards on all the tables,” she told Bobbi, who gave her an awkward thumbs up and then dropped her half eaten taco when she felt a warm hand rest on her upper thigh.
    

    
      “Are you going to the rest of the conference opening night formalities?” Landon leant in to whisper in her ear. “Or shall we play 
      hookie
       and have a party for two in my room?”
    

    
       Bobbi tried not to look flustered and to remember if she’d had a bikini wax recently. She didn’t need to go to the 
      conference stuff
      , did she? It would be very dull, she imagined. Unlike a few hours with Landon. Was she really going to have a fling with a younger guy that she’d just met? But it had been a while, he was willing, and very very able by the look of him. She wiped her hands on her napkin and swallowed her mouthful, along with her nerves.
    

    
      “Let’s go.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      It was a very enjoyable party, if a little athletic for Bobbi’s liking. She had forgotten how much energy young men had for swapping positions and bouncing back for another round.
    

    
      When she crept back to her own room in the wee hours of the morning, even Jo’s snoring didn’t stop her collapsing into an exhausted sleep, feeling rather worn out and much satisfied, but also pretty sure she had an age limit, and Landon it transpired, was most definitely under it.
    

    
      “Go Cougars,” Jo mumbled to her, before rolling over and going back to sleep.
    

    
      
    

    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 6. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      “Do you think marriage might be on the cards?”
    

    
      Bobbi was putting on her mascara when Jo asked and she almost took out her eye.
    

    
      “What?
       No
      ! I only met the guy yesterday Jo, and he’s far too young and flexible.”
    

    
      “I was talking about Sam and Bayley,” Jo snorted. “Do you think they’ll get hitched soon?”
    

    
      Bobbi thought about it.
    

    
      “Hmmm, I doubt it. No offence but your marriage was hardly inspiring was it?”
    

    
      “Well no, but people still get married don’t they. Which is weird. It’s such an antiquated custom really.”
    

    
      “And a huge waste of money,” 
    

    
      “True. But did you know that people who get married between 28 and 32 are more likely to last?”
    

    
      “I did not. But Bayley’s not really a traditional kid is she? I can’t see her caring about the poofy wedding dress or taking someone else’s name.”
    

    
      “No, she’ll probably elope or something if she does decide to. Pity, I’d like to see her make Marcus pay for it all. The world’s most expensive wedding dress cost 12 and a half million you know.”
    

    
      “Bloody hell. What would you do with it after? Sell it or lock it in a vault?”
    

    
      There was a knock at the door and Bobbi opened it to find Bayley, dressed in chef’s whites and carrying a small box.
    

    
      “Morning guys, I wanted to see if I could give you these. We ran out last night.” She handed over more business cards. “Would you mind distributing them around the place in case this drums up some more business for us?”
    

    
      “Of course. Are you all sorted?” Jo asked. “Can we help with anything else? Dinner last night was wonderful by the way. You did a fantastic job.”
    

    
      “Thanks mum. No, we’re all good. When is your speech Bob?”
    

    
      Bobbi shrugged. Jo rolled her eyes.
    

    
      “It’s at nine,” she said, “So we better get moving. She handed Bobbi a sheet of paper. “Your speech ‘Doctor’ Percy.” She turned to Bayley. “Did you know that Las Vegas has over 100,000 weddings a year. And Valentine's day is the top pick of dates.”
    

    
      “Good to know,” Bayley said dryly. “See you later.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Down in the conference room, a podium had been set up in front of rows of red velvet upholstered seats. Despite the plush fabric they were still as uncomfortable as school chairs and Bobbi wished she had brought a cushion down from the room to perch on. 
    

    
      “I feel all nervous suddenly,” Bobbi said. “I keep thinking about that time I had to speak at Poppy Cox’ funeral and I couldn’t remember her real, non- drag queen name.”
    

    
      “You really should have practised your speech,” Jo said, looking around the room. “You’re up first and you haven’t even looked at it. I feel nervous for you. I think I need to go to the loo.”
    

    
      She scuttled off. Bobbi looked around and saw Landon, Ryan and Benedict seated in a middle row. Benedict gave her a wave and Landon winked. She tried for a grin but her stomach lurched. What on the earth was she thinking? She couldn’t get up on stage and make a speech. She was no Doctor.
    

    
      Just as she was planning on making her getaway, Rhona walked up to the podium and tapped the microphone.
    

    
      “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you again for your attendance,” she started. “It’s my pleasure to welcome you once again to our bi-annual conference. I hope you all enjoyed the drinks and dinner last night, and we hope you will enjoy the amazing lunch we have for you after the speeches. So without further ado, please welcome our first speaker, the eminent Doctor Bob Percy to the stage.”
    

    
      Bobbi stood up and moved towards the stage, Jo’s speech rustling in her hand. She pulled her glasses out of her bag and cleared her throat.
    

    
      “Morning everyone, ummm, I’m Bob. Thank you for having me.” she looked down at the paper. Frowning a little at Jo’s opening line, she shrugged and started to read.
    

    
       “What's the madder? You’re dyeing?” she started. That was weird. Jo had spelt dying wrong, she thought. Not like her at all. There was a bit of a gasp from several audience members. At the back of the room Jo came in and gave her a weird little wave. She ignored her and carried on. “
      Dyeing was an accidental invention - an 18 year old English chemist named William Perkin invented it while he was trying to find a cure for malaria.”
    

    
      Someone coughed and there were several loud murmurs. Jo was making weird slashing motions across her throat.  “Now, dyeing is everywhere, and pigment is the most important factor in that
      …”
    

    
      “Now hang on a minute,” someone said loudly and then Jo came up the aisle, pulling Bobbi to one side and apologising to the room. She tugged her out of earshot of the microphone.
    

    
      “I think I got the wrong end of the stick,” she whispered to Bobbi. “I thought it was about dyeing. As in dye.like tie - dye. But it’s about death! Bayley just set me straight.”
    

    
      “Oh for…” Bobbi glared at her. “Why on earth would you think it was about dye? Did you not pick up on all the bloody morticians and funeral directors that are here? We talked to several on Friday night!”
    

    
      “Well that’s all a bot of a blur to me actually,” Jo shrugged. “But in any case, you can’t use that speech!”
    

    
      “Well duh.” Bobbi looked around the room at all the confused faces. “Shit.”
    

    
      She moved back to the podium and gave the room an awkward smile.
    

    
      “My apologies everyone. There seems to have been a little mix up. If I could maybe start again?”  Only she wasn’t sure quite what to say. A sea of expectant and confused faces looked up at her. She felt sick. There was nothing else for it. She took a deep breath.
    

    
      “Here’s the thing,” she said, looking over at Rhona and feeling a little guilty. “My name really 
      is
       Bob Percy. But I’m not a doctor.”
    

    
      “I knew it.” Rhona hissed under her breath.
    

    
      “I’m not an expert on dying,” Bobbi continued. “Well, I’m not an expert on  anything really, except maybe getting eyelash glue out of nylon wigs.” The crowd looked lost, so she elaborated. “I actually run a drag club in Wellington,” she told them. “I only came here because someone literally mixed me up with someone else. And once I realised, I stayed. I should have come clean, I know. But, well - this place is amazing. The food, the rooms, the spa…that massage was so good…” she trailed off, looking at a sea of rather irritated looking faces.  “Anyway, I’m very sorry you won’t get to hear from the real Doctor Bob. I’m sure he’s a very wise man. But I will tell you what I do know about losing people you love.” She paused for a moment to collect her thoughts. “When I lost my partner, his death became a blur in my mind. I had so many things to take care of. Letting people know, funeral arrangements, business things to take care of, paperwork and lawyers and trying to find his favourite tie. It was hard to find the time to mourn.
    

    
      A lot of our cultures don’t allow a lot of time for that. We have a few days, we have a funeral and then we’re sort of expected to just get on with things, aren’t we?”  Several people nodded. “We worry about what flowers to have, what songs to play, what refreshments to serve. And perhaps that helps us to block out the real stuff. Like the fact that we no longer have that person in our life.
    

    
      When I lost my child before he was born, only I really felt the lack of his presence in the world. So it felt like only I really missed him. For others, life goes on, doesn’t it? Their world doesn’t have that gaping hole in it. That feeling when you wake 
      of everything
       being normal for a few seconds, and then not.  
    

    
      But everyone has, or will feel that. Everyone will lose someone. Will feel that grief.
    

    
      And yet we never know how to breach that wall to reach out and say ‘I know how you feel’. Because we always think that we don’t. That we don’t know how they feel. Only we do. We all know the feeling of loss. And the gap that people make when they are gone.
    

    
      So I would say that the best thing you can do, when someone loses someone, is simply to say this- ‘I wish I didn't know how you feel. But I do. And I’m sorry for your loss.’  And then talk about that person who has gone. Keep them here if only in memory, and don’t feel like bringing them up will make a person sad. They’re sad anyway.”
    

    
      Bobbi petered off, looking around the room.
    

    
      “I imagine most of you have dealt with a lot of death. More than most. I commend you for coming here to learn more about it, for caring enough to do that. I’m sorry I wasn’t what you came for.”
    

    
      She went to sit down, her head lowered, feeling ashamed of herself for taking the place of the real Bob Percy. She would have to pay back the cost of her stay, she thought. 
    

    
      She was surprised to hear the room break into applause. When she looked up, several people had tears in their eyes and most of the room were standing, smiling at her and clapping with enthusiasm.
    

    
      “That was perfect.” Jo told her with a smile.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 7.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The rest of the conference was rather uneventful. They sat through several speeches about coffins and hearses before slipping out on the pretence of helping Bayley with lunch but really to have a quick drink in the bar before they left for the airport.
    

    
      The food had been praised highly by the guests and Bayley and Sam got numerous new bookings from it so they were thrilled. They were staying until the morning to help with that night’s dinner and the few guests who were staying for breakfast the next morning.  Rhona was meanwhile busy trying to lure Marco back.
    

    
      Although not pleased, she had let Bobbi and Jo off paying for their stay, since things had turned out okay and they had saved the day by providing her with a chef.
    

    
      Eventually, the conference must have finished and Landon and Benedict joined them.
    

    
      “I don’t know why I was so surprised to find you weren't Bob Percy,” Benedict said as he joined them for a mojito. “I just remembered I’ve actually met him before. He’s about eighty five and was a bit of a dry-balls actually. You were a huge improvement Bobbi.”
    

    
      “I agree.” Landon kissed her on the cheek as he passed them a refill. “And much better in the sack too.”
    

    
      “You’d want to hope so,” Bobbi laughed.
    

    
      “I’m intrigued by this drag bar. Perhaps I’ll come and check it out next time I’m in Wellington?”
    

    
      “Oh you should, the girls would love you.” Jo’s phone dinged with a text. “That’s Brett with the car, we have to go Bob.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Well that turned out remarkably well I think” Bobbi declared as they drove down the driveway and pulled out onto the main road, “Not nearly as hard as I was expecting,”
    

    
      “Well some of it was, wasn’t it?” Jo waggled her eyebrows and grinned.  Bobbi laughed. 
    

    
      “Ah yes, the little death.”
    

    
      “Did you know that when a man is hung, he gets a death erection called 
      rigor
       erectus?”
    

    
      Bobbi laughed loudly. 
    

    
      “I did not. Ohhh - I wonder if  that's where the saying ‘well hung’ comes from?”
    

    
      “True. Maybe we should email Dr Bob Percy and ask?”
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      end.
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