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      “It’s December and we have no plans for Christmas,” I said. “No one has called our agency desperate for protection.” I picked up my fork and poked around the left-over beef stew that was supposed to be my supper. Then I put my fork down again.

      Kate paused between bites of what she apparently found delicious. "Flo, you say that every year, and someone in danger always turns up.

      “Are you our cheerleader now?” I asked. “That’s more Maude’s job.”

      I knew I was being snarky. I got that way when I was bored or hungry. Today, I was both. Marianne, our cook, had taken the evening off, so we were left to forage for ourselves and find whatever leftovers we wanted to eat.

      I didn’t care for leftovers.

      I also didn’t care for constant rain. Even inside my Boston brownstone with its thick walls, I could hear the rain pounding on the pavement outside. It sounded as if one of those therapy drumming groups had decided to set up camp on our doorstep.

      I sighed and looked out the dining room window.

      The street was dark. Lamps yielded small circles of light with limp garlands hanging from each one. Chronic rain made me irritable. Some people might say I didn’t need rain to make me grouchy. I preferred to think of myself as someone with discerning taste and a clear vision of what she liked and didn’t like.

      “So gloomy out there,” I said, “and wet. I’m ready for snow! Where can we go to find a dependable white Christmas?”

      “Switzerland?” Kate asked.

      This time Kate was being snarky. She knew my secret—that I hated to fly—but occasionally she couldn’t help herself.

      “How about Maine?” Maude asked.

      She was the one I could count on for good suggestions. She was a tad older than I was—maybe eighty-five—we didn’t discuss age much. She was sharp as a tack, and truth be told, she was gentler than either Kate or I tended to be.

      Kate and I weren’t family, but we could have been. We were both independent and forthright. People often accused me of being too direct. Honestly, how can you be too direct if you are simply telling the truth or stating the obvious? They never complained about Kate who was equally outspoken—probably because she was a strikingly beautiful woman in her early forties. She could get away with murder, so to speak.

      We’d met years ago after I saw her in an Olympics biathlon event—that weird event where people cross-country ski and shoot at targets. Kate needed a job, and I needed someone to protect me from harm. That’s what my father said shortly before he died. He told me he wanted to know someone would be looking out for me when he couldn’t be my bodyguard anymore.

      I almost laughed at that—I’d always looked out for myself. But I was too sad to laugh. Dad was failing, and I wasn’t sure how I’d cope without him. I honored his request. It turned out to be one of the best decisions I ever made—or perhaps to put it more accurately—one of the best decisions my father ever made.

      Kate understood me. She knew when to leave me to my own devices, but she also knew when I needed her. And she was good with numbers. I hated worrying about bills and estate issues. Kate seemed to thrive on those concerns. “It’s all about focus,” she told me, “and accuracy. It’s what I do when I’m shooting. It’s the same with financial matters—you keep your eye on the details and everything else falls into place.”

      Maude and I met years later when I rescued her from a person intent on murdering her. That, however, is another story.

      Kate, Maude and I had different talents. I liked to think of myself as the one who offered direction and often solutions to the problems we found. Maude supplied the sweetness and warmth when needed. People told her their life stories whenever she asked. She could open up a can of tuna and get it to reveal when it had last been swimming in the ocean. Kate kept us safe. She could shoot and ski with the best of them. In our line of work there wasn’t much call for cross-country skiing, but we sometimes needed quick action and accuracy when it came to using a gun.

      What we had in common was our love of adventure and our desire to rescue people who found themselves in danger—hence our highly successful “ODPA: Old Dames Protection Agency.”

      I suppose highly successful was dependent on how one measured things. We were close to breaking even this year in terms of money earned and money spent, not that that was my highest priority. As a Boston Brahmin, my father had left me enough money to do whatever I wanted with my life. But the IRS called my detective agency a “hobby,” and that I found extremely insulting. Only when we started turning a profit would we become a reputable business in its eyes.

      Kate was an honorary member of ODPA—too young to be official—but she was our official business manager. She liked to say we were inching toward solvency. People promised to pay us for protection, but once they were out of danger, they often forgot they owed us money. Kate made sure everyone signed a contract if they wanted her services, and that meant more money flowed into our bank account this year than last. She did a lot of smaller jobs for people who needed protection while I waited for a big assignment every Christmas. So far one had turned up on our doorstep each December since we’d formed our agency.

      Solvency had a nice ring to it, but I liked Maude’s definition of success better. “Think of the lives we’ve saved!” Kate always had to add her two cents to that discussion. “Most of them worth saving, I suppose.”

      I’d been floating in nostalgia, but I came back to the present.

      “What will we do this Christmas?” I asked.

      Maude took her plate to the kitchen and returned with her iPad. She smiled as she opened it. “Flo, I’ve just heard from a mutual friend of ours. Her daughter lives outside Portland, Maine, and the daughter has a neighbor who may be in serious trouble. Ida is afraid the neighbor will be harmed, possibly killed if we don’t intervene.”

      “Ida? A mutual friend?” I said. “The name is vaguely familiar.”

      “Should be,” Maude said. “She was a classmate at Radcliffe and she certainly remembers you after what you did.”

      “What I did?”

      “You wanted to show her that her boyfriend was no good, so you threw yourself at him, and he responded. Ida found him embracing you in the lobby of her dorm.”

      “Ah, yes, that Ida. I kept her from a life of misery.”

      “Yes,” Maude said, “and humiliated her in front of her friends.”

      “She wouldn’t take my word for it,” I said, “so I figured seeing is believing.”

      “Actually, she says she now appreciates what you did. She’s married to a wonderful man although it took her years to trust men again.”

      “She can’t blame me for that,” I said. “A lot of men aren’t trustworthy.”

      “Is that why you never married, Flo?” Kate asked.

      “No. Like you I love my freedom, and I’m not good at compromise.”

      “And you never regretted that decision?” Kate asked.

      I thought about that for a moment. “No. I had a lot of tumbles in the hay, enough anyway, so no, I don’t regret anything about my life.”

      Maude turned back to the email. “Ida said she read about our successes in the book you self-published, Flo.”

      “Must you call it my self-published book? Couldn’t you call it by its proper name—Flo and Maude Christmas Capers? Couldn’t you mention how well received it was?”

      Kate chuckled. “Two hundred copies sold—probably sold to friends who owed you favors.”

      Kate must have seen she’d hurt my feelings. She shook out her thick black hair and  twisted it back in a bun. “I have to say, Flo, you did a good job with that book. Very true to our adventures. I guess I’m as bored as you are, so let’s hear about the daughter’s neighbor who may be in trouble.”

      “Does the neighbor have a name?” I asked.

      “Bob Quellette,” Maude said.

      “What an unusual last name,” I said.

      “Not in Maine. I trained with a lot of skiers in Maine,” Kate said. “Many of them had French-Canadian names like Quellette.”

      “And the daughter’s name?” I asked.

      “Cora,” Maude said. “I saw a lot of Cora growing up, but I never met her husband, Charlie. She seemed to keep him under wraps for some reason, and there was no grand wedding. Ida and I lost touch over the last twenty years except for an occasional Christmas card.”

      “Cora and Charlie are eager for us to come?” I asked.

      “Ida doesn’t say. She simply says her daughter has room for the three of us and that it’s urgent we get there as soon as possible. Ida plans to visit her son, but she won’t feel happy about leaving until we arrive. She promises to pay all our expenses.”

      “Maybe you should read the email aloud,” Kate said.

      Kate and I pushed our dishes to one side and sat at the dining room table, leaning forward to hear Maude’s quiet voice over the pelting rain outside.

      “Hi dear Maude, I’m so sorry about the troubles in your life—divorcing your husband and losing your daughter. In your last Christmas card you sounded as if you were finding joy in life once more, and I am so happy to hear that. With Flo Wellington, no less.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked.

      “Perhaps if you let her read the whole email without interrupting,” Kate said, “we could hear what it means.”

      “Go on,” I said and popped a chocolate peppermint in my mouth to keep it closed for a while.

      Maude cleared her throat and ran a hand over her short white hair.

      “As to Flo, I know she did me a favor that kept me from marrying a terrible man, but she did it in such a harsh way. Then again, that’s who Flo has always been—direct and to the point. Now, I think she’s finally found her niche. You, too, it seems. I’ve read about the amazing success of your agency in preventing murders.

      “That’s why I’m writing. I’m terribly worried about my daughter’s neighbor, Bob Quellette. He doesn’t see the need for you, but I do. I’ve been staying with Cora for a few weeks. She and her husband, Charlie, have a small farm northeast of Portland outside the town of Menescotta.”

      This time it was Kate who interrupted. “Menescotta? I had an old boyfriend there. It’s a darling town.”

      “What is it, dear?” Maude asked. “You sound wistful.”

      Kate shook her head. “It’s nothing. He was a sweetie. I’ve wondered sometimes if I gave up on that relationship too soon.”

      Something clicked into place for me. Kate had asked me how satisfied I was with my life. Maybe it was because she wasn’t satisfied with her own. This wasn’t the time to discuss that, but we would. Later. It might also explain why Kate had seemed so out of sorts recently. Negative. That wasn’t like her. That was more like me.

      Maude looked at both of us. I nodded, and she continued to read.

      “Bob lives half a mile away from my daughter on his own small farm. He’s a dear man—to me anyway—and I see him every time I’m in town. My daughter claims I catch him on his good days, especially during the holiday season. Otherwise, she says he’s more of a recluse, but when he puts on his Santa suit he becomes a warm outgoing fellow. He’s been Menescotta’s Santa in the big Christmas parade for at least fifteen years, but this year he says he can’t be Santa.

      “It’s not what you might think. It’s not an age or health problem. Bob is in his mid-sixties. He’s a perfect chubby Santa complete with an authentic beard. He told me his decision had nothing to do with his general health. He said someone didn’t want him to play Santa Claus anymore. I think it’s more serious than that. I think Bob should be in fear of his life.”

      “In fear of his life?” I said. A peppermint patty could keep me silent only so long. “A Santa in fear of his life?”

      “Let me finish, Flo,” Maude said. “I’m almost done.”

      “Bob wouldn’t tell me more. He said he didn’t know more really. He said when he went to get his Santa costume out of moth balls, it was ripped to shreds. His Santa boots were covered in paint. The bag he used to bring presents to the village center was full of torn paper—newspaper. They were old articles from the Menescotta Press, and he couldn’t make sense of them. They were all from several years past.”

      “Couldn’t make sense of them or didn’t want to make sense of them?” I asked.

      Maude shook her head. “Ida doesn’t know but she wonders if there was something Bob wasn’t telling her. She finishes up the email by asking if we can stay with her daughter, Cora, and look into things. She’s very worried about Bob, and she wants the town’s Santa to remain safe and sound.”

      “Let’s get our bags packed,” I said. “Tell her we’re on our way.”

      Maude looked at me. I could read every expression on her face, and this time she gave me a sheepish grin. “I told her we’d be arriving in two days.”
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      “Two days?” I said. “Can we manage that?”

      Maude’s smile broadened. “I thought you’d be annoyed I hadn’t said tomorrow.”

      “It’s only three hours from here, maybe less,” Kate said. “We could go tomorrow. You can get Natalie to take care of things here.”

      “It would give her something to do,” I said, “other than dance around to Zumba music and pretend she’s cleaning the house.” Natalie was my housekeeper, probably a more accurate description would be my house-observer. She liked to know what was going on and only rarely felt the need to dust or keep things in order.

      I looked at Maude. “This will be perfect. I hope we don’t solve this problem too quickly and have to come back to dreary Boston before Christmas.”

      “Ida said we could stay as long as we wanted,” Maude said, “and that her daughter wouldn’t mind a bit. Being out in the countryside will do us all good.”

      “You don’t have a boyfriend, Kate, who wants to see you at Christmas?” I asked.

      “Menescotta is three hours away. Anyone who wants to see me can make the drive.”
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      We were ready to leave the next morning. We hadn’t put out any Christmas decorations yet, so we didn’t have to worry about that. Natalie was delighted with the prospect of a week or more without us.

      “No wild parties,” I told her. “My neighbors will keep me informed.”

      She gave me that nod that could mean almost anything. She’d probably invite the neighbors so they’d keep their mouths shut. And Marianne, our cook, would undoubtedly prepare a magnificent feast for anyone who wished to come. Honestly, that was fine with me. I wanted an adventure, and if others enjoyed themselves while I was gone, good for them.

      Maude called Ida who said it was a fine thing we were coming early. She needed to leave immediately, and she wasn’t sure Bob would make it through the next week without harm. The strangest things were happening at his farm. He’d tripped over a hoe that had been left outside and he’d suffered a black eye. According to Ida, Bob was fastidious. Nothing was left out of place, and everything was always in perfect working order. Yet, somehow he’d tripped over a hoe left in the middle of his front yard because his outside lights hadn’t come on.

      I secretly wondered if Bob was a drinker, but that could wait until we met him. We left  mid-morning. The drive to Portland, our first stop, was an easy one on four- and six-lane roads most of the way. Snow-covered pine trees lined the sides of the road and traffic was light.

      We stopped in Portland at a restaurant Kate had recommended, called Slab Sicilian Street Food. She said it had excellent craft beer and pizza. Those were two of my guilty pleasures and not something I would allow myself to be seen eating or drinking in Boston. There is no way to look refined with a beer in front of you and pizza in your mouth. But, oh, the food and beer were delicious.

      The roads were clear as we left Portland and headed northeast. Gently rolling hills were covered in fresh snow, and the area grew more and more rural, particularly as we neared Menescotta. Mixed forests lined the wide highway: beech, birch, white pine and spruce firs. I didn’t know any of the names but Maude did. “So many species,” she said with excitement. “Did you know, Flo, Maine has more forests than any other state in the Union?”

      I didn’t know that, but I did know the trees were gorgeous with the new snow on their branches. If I were one to wax poetic I’d say we’d entered a winter wonderland.

      Maude did it for me. “Look at all of this—blue sky, clean white snow everywhere. Did you see the red barn with its snow-covered roof? It looked just like a picture postcard. I wonder what cows do in weather like this?”

      “They hide,” Kate said, “and the snow won’t stay clean for long.”

      Maude was sitting in the back. She reached up and patted Kate’s arm. “It’s beautiful for now, dear, and isn’t this Barbara Ross country—where she sets her Maine Clambake Mystery series?”

      “It is,” Kate said.

      Kate and Maude kept up with all the cozy mystery writers in New England and beyond. I preferred to get my mysteries in the flesh, so to speak.

      “She sets her stories right on the coast,” Kate said. “Menescotta is on a river nearby. It feeds into the ocean near the harbor she writes about. Oysters are farmed from the river and once a year alewives run and spawn in that river. It’s amazing to witness!”

      “Alewives?” I asked. “Isn’t that something you’d see in a local pub?”

      “Fish,” Kate said, “used as lobster bait.”

      “How do you know so much about the area?” Maude asked.

      “I knew a fisherman once.” Kate stopped speaking as abruptly as she’d started.

      Maude didn’t press for more information, and I settled back to enjoy the view. We drove through the town of Menescotta—signaled by a small bridge over the river Kate had told us about. Main Street was lined with two dozen shops and restaurants.

      “Lovely,” Maude said.

      The house address we had for Cora took us back into the countryside on Route 1. The elevation increased, and at times it felt as if we were on a roller coaster. In the distance we could see hills covered in snow. Small farms dotted the landscape. Some houses stood off from the road with cleared land surrounding them. We occasionally saw a few animals outside a barn—a horse, some goats, a cow.

      The road was now two lanes instead of four. The farms were tucked in and surrounded by forest on either side. A small barn of weathering cedar often stood near the main house or occasionally attached to it. The barns were mostly small and functional. Some had cupolas on top and a mansard roof. All were practical, Kate told us. The cupolas kept air flowing inside the barn, and the mansard roofs kept the snow from sticking.

      Sometimes we saw open fields, but it was clear that land would revert to forest if left untouched by human hands. There was a wild feel to much of it. The farmers here had their work cut out for them—hearty New England farmers who had to cultivate the land simply to keep it from vanishing into forest.

      I smiled.

      We weren’t in Boston anymore. We were in another universe—one that was rugged and pristine. Best of all it held a mystery to solve and a life to save.

      I looked over at Kate to see if she was feeling the same way I was. She remained focused on the road ahead, her mouth in a thin line. I wondered again what might be bothering her.

      We arrived at Cora and Charlie’s around five in the afternoon. It was already getting dark. Their farm was set off from the road, and Kate drove us carefully up a long drive that led to the main house. The drive had been partially cleared but not snowplowed. A porch extended along the front and sides of the two-story white clapboard house. It was just the house I would have wanted if I ever thought I could live in the country—which I couldn’t.

      The porch railing was wrapped in garland, and a wreath decorated with red ribbon and pine cones hung over the door knocker. No Christmas lights covered the roof line as we’d seen on many of the farms we’d passed.

      Before we could knock, a woman opened the door. She looked to be in her fifties, but I was no longer a good judge of age. Everyone I saw looked young. This had to be Cora and she greeted us warmly. She had a softness about her that reminded me of Maude with a warm smile and large brown eyes that assured us we were welcome.

      She ushered us inside.

      “My mom had to leave this morning to make sure she could get to my brother’s—he lives in the Midwest, and a winter storm is brewing there. She’s so sorry to miss you. This is my husband, Charlie.”

      Charlie was affable but less talkative. He was a good-looking man in a rugged sort of way, wearing glasses, a cap, a work shirt, boots and a heavy coat. “I’ll bring in your bags and then I’ve got to check on the animals before it gets too dark. I’ll be back in time to help with dinner.”

      Cora gave him a funny look. Once he was gone, she turned to us. “Charlie never helps with dinner. I think he wanted to make a good impression on you. I don’t mind—I love to cook.”

      She helped us out of our winter coats and held the door open when Charlie returned with three small suitcases.

      “You travel light,” Cora said.

      “I didn’t think we’d be going out on the town,” I said. “Will we?”

      “Oh no,” Cora laughed. “We might go into town, but we are a small farming and fishing community. We don’t dress up even for church.”

      Kate offered to help Charlie with the bags.

      “No need, I got it.” He headed upstairs.

      “You’ll have the three rooms upstairs. There’s only one bathroom I’m afraid, but at least you’ll have the floor to yourselves. Charlie and I are downstairs, so you can make yourselves at home.”

      “You have a lovely house,” Maude said, “and it’s already decorated for Christmas.”

      “Mom and I love that sort of thing, so she helped me. Charlie hasn’t had time to put the lights up outside, but hopefully he’ll do that soon.”

      Did I hear a hint of annoyance in Cora’s voice? I couldn’t be sure.

      “We got the tree half decorated before Mom realized she had to leave early. If you like you can help me finish it.”

      “Love to,” Maude said.

      I smiled politely. Decorating a Christmas tree was not my thing. Kate didn’t
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