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        MALICE AT THE PALACE

      

      

      

      “Never in this establishment, Miss Wellington. Our employees are loyal and law abiding!”

      I thought Elizabeth’s head might spin when I suggested perfidy at the Palace Hotel. She was the concierge on duty, and we’d known each other for years. A lovely Chinese-American woman, her alabaster complexion reddened as she responded. She looked a little like one of the bright red Christmas ornaments nestled in a bowl on the counter between us.

      “Perfidy?” she said.

      “No need to get indignant, Elizabeth,” I said. “I’m just telling you what I heard. You always say you like to be informed, so I’m informing you. Your daytime and nighttime assistant managers Joe Ryland and Mike Murch are up to no good. I overheard them scheming last night.”

      All this appeared to be too much for Elizabeth. “Perfidy?” she repeated softly.

      I could use a simpler word I assured her, like treachery or deceit, but I never like dumbing down the conversation. “The point is, my dear Elizabeth, your two managers are planning to commit grand larceny and murder.”

      “How did you know who they were?” Elizabeth asked.

      “That’s an interesting story. One called the other Joe, as in ‘Joe, are you sure about all this? And he responded, ‘Mike, you worry too much.’ They were both wearing those official jackets your management seems to think are attractive and professional.

      “I came down to the front desk. No one was there—I could hear your night deskman snoring in the back room. Behind the desk, a roster was pinned up with the names and designations of each of the management employees scheduled to work over the holidays. They were the only Mike and Joe listed.”

      An expression that I didn’t like passed across Elizabeth’s face, a look of patronizing disbelief.

      They knew me at the Palace the way everyone knew Eloise at the Plaza, perhaps precisely the same way—as an amusing trouble maker. I’d been coming nearly every Christmas since I was two.  First, my father brought me, and later I came on my own. On every visit, I groused about the decorations—there were too many of them or too few, they were garish or too understated. Occasionally, I pulled what I considered a hilarious prank, like when I painted Rudolph’s nose a disgusting chartreuse. I was little more than a child at the time.

      The hotel calls itself  “Boston lodging suitable for royalty,” and while I’m not royalty—exactly—I am a Boston Brahmin. Personally, I hate the term because it makes me feel like a prize cow, and my large stature does nothing to dispel that image. My beloved father, however, insisted I embrace my position and use it to do good in the world. He didn’t seem to care that people referred to him as Beef Wellington behind his back. I certainly hoped they weren’t calling me that.

      Elizabeth snapped me to attention. “Is this one of your practical jokes, Miss Wellington?”

      “I assure you it is not.”

      Elizabeth was starting to irritate me.

      “I’m simply telling you something is rotten in the state of Denmark.”

      The red spots on Elizabeth’s cheeks grew larger. “If you are not pleased with the service we provide, I will do everything I can to make your stay completely to your liking.”

      “Good grief, Elizabeth, you young people can be so literal. You cater to my every wish. I have far too much space in the Royal Suite, and I only stay there so I can play the piano at all hours.”

      She gave me a puzzled look.

      Perhaps I should text her. Maybe that would help her focus.

      “This is not about me. It’s about the fact that someone—a guest here—is in danger of losing her life.”

      Elizabeth leaned in close to me. “Let’s talk somewhere . . . more private,” she said. “Give me a moment.

      “I have all day. I’m not certain the same can be said for the intended victim.”

      Elizabeth spoke to the young woman beside her. The woman looked to be about twelve, but then everyone looked about twelve these days. It only mattered when they claimed to be one of my doctors.

      Elizabeth led me to a tiny room behind the concierge desk. It was smaller than the coat closet in the Royal Suite, but, of course, the space itself was not the issue. We sat scrunched together on the two small chairs available.

      “Is this room soundproofed?” I asked.

      Elizabeth stared at me. “I wouldn’t think so.”

      I moved my chair as far back from the door as it would go.“I’m not paranoid, just concerned about the traffic flow outside this door. Where is the assistant day manager?”

      Elizabeth glanced at her watch. “He is probably in the Flower Garden restaurant checking on the service. There have been a few complaints.”

      “I see. Perhaps if the assistant managers are busy planning a murder, a few things like customer service might get pushed aside.”

      “Really, Miss Wellington!” She stood, all five feet of her, trying to look indignant.

      “Please, sit back down. I believe we can handle this situation between us. We are two intelligent women, and I have my friend here.” I took my Remington Derringer out of my Kelly bag and thought Elizabeth might faint.

      Kate was forever urging me to buy something smaller like a tasteful Gucci handbag, but if the Kelly bag suited Grace, then it certainly suited me. It held everything I might possibly need, including my Derringer.

      “I haven’t fired this gun in fifty years,” I said, “but I still know how.”

      “Would you . .  .would you mind putting that away?” she asked.

      “Certainly, my dear.” I slipped it back into my bag. “I only wanted you to realize I’m prepared for anything that might happen, and you know my assistant, Kate Fitzhugh, the one who rescued you from impending disaster four years ago, wasn’t it? She’s staying with me in the hotel.”

      “I know I owe you and Kate my life and my career, Miss Wellington, and I know you won’t let me forget that.” Elizabeth looked younger than her thirty-five years, but as she spoke she aged before my eyes. I thought she might cry, something I always find distasteful.

      “I’m not rubbing it in, my dear. We’ve all had those dalliances that seem so important  until we realize the man in question is a scoundrel. Kate just happened to discover a few facts about your boyfriend and save you from a lifetime of misery. And I just happened to know that the former manager at this hotel was looking for a new concierge. It was your hard work that put you in charge.”

      Elizabeth smiled tentatively. She could read me almost as well as Kate. I rarely brought up old history unless I intended to use it for my benefit.

      “So, you must understand, dear Elizabeth, I may ask you to do a few things not strictly by the book. I hate to be crass, but, as you said, you do owe me.”

      Elizabeth sighed deeply.

      “This simply must be handled my way,” I said, “discreetly in order to save a life. Is that understood?”

      Elizabeth started to nod like a bobble head. I resisted the urge to grab her chin and make her stop.

      “Here’s what I overheard.”

      Elizabeth’s head miraculously stilled.

      “It was two a.m. I couldn’t sleep, so I thought I’d go to the Fitness Center for a brief workout. As you undoubtedly know they turn off overhead lights at ten and expect us to find our way with the lighting along the floorboards as if we are on some giant airplane about to crash. Ridiculous and inadequate. You’ll get sued if one of your old insomniacs like me breaks a hip in the dark—that much I can tell you.

      “Before I got to the Center on the fourth floor, I heard whispering near room 462. I remained in the shadows and saw two men standing very close together. They were so intent on their conversation, they never noticed I was there. Unfortunately, because the entire hallway was so dim, I couldn’t see them clearly.”

      Elizabeth started to do that bobbing thing again, and I wondered if she had developed a new-onset seizure disorder.

      “They were talking like schoolboys, and I would have dismissed the whole thing as some childish practical joke from men who’d had too much to drink. But then disturbing words crept in, like ‘an unfortunate death’ and ‘snatching jewelry like candy.’”

      “Did they mention the name of the intended victim?” Elizabeth asked.

      “It was a ‘she’—that much I got. ‘The old bird won’t know what hit her.’”

      As I said those words I had a most uncomfortable feeling, like the sensation Scrooge had when the ghost of Christmas Future pointed in the direction of a grave. “You do have other old birds staying in this hotel besides me, don’t you?”

      “Of course,” Elizabeth said and then caught herself. “You are not an old bird, Miss Wellington—I didn’t mean to imply that.”

      “Of course I am, but I’ve seen plenty of white heads around the place. Who else but young techies and old birds could afford these exorbitant prices?” I waved off Elizabeth’s protest. “They made reference to the fact that her jewels would disappear at the time of her death.”

      Once more I felt an unpleasant tingling and couldn’t help but finger the emerald and ruby necklace my father had given me on my sixteenth birthday.

      “Are you all right, Miss Wellington? Would you like a glass of water?” Elizabeth asked.

      “I’m fine. I simply don’t want to ignore the obvious. I’m of a certain age, clearly with jewelry worth stealing.”

      “I’ve always encouraged you to leave your jewelry in our manager’s safe.”

      “I like to have my things near me,” I said. “Are there others like me—wealthy women who are here alone at the Palace?”

      “I’d have to check,” Elizabeth said. “I really think we must get you a bodyguard while I investigate this matter.”

      “I have my bodyguard,” I said, motioning to the gun in my purse. “And I have Kate, a highly competent woman who is addicted to exercise and self-defense courses.”

      Elizabeth looked unhappy. “Did these two men say when the murder would take place?”

      “Christmas night, after everyone was exhausted and had had too much to drink. That gives us twenty-four hours to save a life, possibly my own.”

      I smiled, but Elizabeth did not.

      “You must realize this is not the first time I’ve been threatened with bodily harm, nor I fear will it be the last. Two men attempted to kidnap me a decade after the poor Lindberg child was taken. My father subverted that one, and the men were apprehended. Then, when I was off at Radcliffe, I was accosted by a drunk Harvard lad who wouldn’t take no for an answer. I handled that one with my knee to the appropriate part of his anatomy.”

      Elizabeth was staring at me wide-eyed.

      “I could go on, but I won’t,” I said.

      In reality, going on would have meant inventing more stories, and we didn’t have time for that.

      “Suffice it to say that when you are a woman with money and prestige, men often want you for their own nefarious purposes. It’s one reason I’ve remained happily single all my life. Liaisons are quite enough for me—temporary and pleasurable.”

      “I really must take this to the general manager,” she said, “and the police.”

      “You’ll do no such thing. That will only drive our two would-be murderers underground.”

      Elizabeth looked stretched to her limit, and I took pity on her.

      “Perhaps I’ve exaggerated the situation, and it was nothing more than idle talk. See what you can find out, my dear, about these two men—Joe Ryland and Mike Murch—and come to my suite at five this afternoon.”

      I pulled off one of my clip-on emerald earrings and handed it to her. No pierced ears for me. No pierced anything—what a barbaric idea.

      “I’ll leave this with you, and you may spread the word I’ve lost a valuable piece of jewelry. That will give you an excuse to visit me in case anyone is watching our interactions.”

      Elizabeth took the earring, put it in an envelope and stuffed it in the pocket of her concierge jacket.

      “We’ll put our heads together over a glass of wine this afternoon and decide what to do next,” I said.

      That’s how we left it.

      I had a few hours to kill—an unfortunate choice of words. I sidled through the lobby, pretending to take an interest in the fussy decorations. Every available space was draped in greenery. I might as well have been on a cruise along the Amazon.

      I entered the Flower Garden in time for tea, and I had to admit this was one part of the Palace Hotel that was exquisitely decorated. Orchids were interspersed with poinsettias along the walls. Three Christmas trees were clustered in the center of the room.

      I was seated immediately.

      I looked around for Joe Ryland. Elizabeth had described him as a small, wiry man, always impeccably dressed. I saw such a man wandering near the periphery of the dining room and waved him over.

      “Excuse me,” I said,“but there seems to be a smudge on my water glass. Are you a waiter?”

      “Joseph Ryland at your service. I’m a manager, but I can take care of that for you.” He took the glass and motioned to my waiter to bring me another. “This is completely unacceptable,” he said to the waiter pointing to a spot that didn’t exist. “You could lose your job over such carelessness.”

      “It’s nothing,” I said to the waiter. “Probably something I did when I took a sip.”

      The poor man nodded at me and disappeared. If I’d had any doubts about Joe Ryland, they were now erased. He was not a good man.

      “Is there anything else I can do for you, Miss Wellington?” he asked.

      “Ah, you know my name.”

      “Of course,” he said. “You are one of our most distinguished guests.”

      “One of your oldest—is that what you meant?”

      “Of course not.”

      Now I had Ryland on the defensive, right where I wanted him.

      “Perhaps you can help me. It seems I’ve lost one of my earrings,” I said, patting my ear. “Do you have a hotel detective or someone who might look for it? I’d offer a generous reward.”

      “I’ll take care of it personally. Do you mind if I examine the other one?”

      I handed it to him. “You may hold onto it for now. One earring is of little value.”

      “Yes, of course.”

      He licked his lips. To keep from drooling over it? I saw his eyes stray to my necklace.

      “The necklace and earrings are part of a set, given to me by my father.”

      “Lovely,” he said.

      “People always say I should lock them away, but I say, what good is jewelry if you don’t wear it? I keep it by my bedside at night. It’s such a comfort to me, almost as if my father is still watching over me.”

      “Of course,” Joe said. “You are quite sure the missing earring is not in your suite?”

      “Quite sure.”

      “We’ll locate it, I promise. If you don’t mind I’ll keep this, so the staff will know what to look for.”

      “Excellent.” I was certain I wouldn’t see that earring again until Joe and his co-conspirator Mike were arrested for my attempted murder.

      I had that almost right.

      I spent the next hours eating sweets I didn’t want and drinking barely consumable tea. Tea bags, no less. I really should consider staying home next Christmas. I searched the dining room for single women like me—other wealthy old birds. I saw only two. One was considerably younger—in her late sixties I’d guess. And the other looked vaguely familiar. No harm in meeting them both.

      I walked to the first woman and greeted her like a long lost friend.

      “Oh, I apologize,” I said. “You look so like my dear friend Elma. I’m sorry for interrupting your tea.”

      “You needn’t apologize. It’s a lovely tea, don’t you think? Are you staying in the hotel?”

      This led to a brief conversation. It seemed the woman in question had a husband who was out doing some last minute Christmas shopping.

      The other woman was very much alone and someone I thought I knew from years past. She looked so old and drawn I thought perhaps I was mistaken. She, however, recognized me.

      “Florence, is that you? What a surprise. Are you with anyone? Please join me.”

      I sat down but declined more tea. “Maude Merriwether. I haven’t seen you, in what, ten years?”

      “More like twenty.”

      “Are you also alone in the hotel this Christmas?” I asked.

      “Very much so. My own decision. My granddaughter invited me to stay with her, but frankly I felt like a quiet holiday this year. And you?”

      “Same sentiment but no children or grandchildren.”

      “You never married, did you, Florence? I’ve often thought that was a wise decision. Connections so often bring heartache.”

      “I hope that’s not a personal statement.”

      “My daughter died three years ago of cancer. I’m a religious person, so I know she’s in a better place. My granddaughter, Leslie, is my last living relative. It was her new husband who insisted I come here. He’s a dear man always looking out for my welfare and Leslie’s. Leslie was left at the altar a year ago, and Jeffrey, her new husband, appeared as if by magic a few weeks later. They’ve been married six months. He’s done so much for my Leslie—whisking her around the world, building her a lovely home on Long Island.”

      “So he’s independently wealthy?” I asked.

      “No, dear. I’m the one with the money. But what’s the point of money except to bring happiness to others. All I had to do was supply the funds and he took care of the rest. I thought I was doing very well this year, but Jeffrey noticed I didn’t seem happy. He suggested I could celebrate Christmas on my own terms without the bother of too many people around.”

      “I remember from our Radcliffe years that you loved Christmas as much as I did. We used to get into all kinds of mischief around the holidays.”

      “Quite true, but Jeffrey seemed to pick up on a sadness even I didn’t recognize. He thought I wasn’t done grieving for my daughter.” Maude sighed. “I think perhaps he’s right.”

      I studied Maude. She seemed so different from the last time I’d seen her. It was at a Radcliffe reunion, our fortieth perhaps. She was the life of the party, recently divorced but forging a new life. That’s what she told me. She was surrounded by classmates, the way she’d always been in school. Everyone loved her, and everyone shared their secrets with her. Maude had this amazing ability to listen and never divulge what she heard.

      “Why are you looking at me like that, Flo? Is my hair askew?” She patted her short white hair, well cut, and the Chanel suit that hugged her slim figure.

      “No, you look just fine. I was thinking we should find some private time to catch up. If you don’t have plans for Christmas, perhaps we could share a meal.”

      “I’d love that. I’m staying in room 462, the only thing they had available, but it’s enough for one.”

      Room 462, the room where I heard the two men whispering. So Maude was their intended victim.

      “I’m in the Royal Suite. My assistant, Kate, is staying with me, but we have plenty of space. Why don’t you come Christmas Day and stay over?”

      I was feeling desperate to protect Maude from whatever these two men had planned for her.

      She looked at me oddly. “Dear Florence, you appear so intent on cheering me up. Has Leslie or Jeffrey been in touch with you?”

      “No. Why?”

      “They’ve seemed quite concerned about my mental state. Jeffrey suggested I see a psychiatrist he knew. He thought I might be depressed. Honestly, I felt worse after seeing the man, but the psychiatrist said that’s what happened when one got in touch with hidden despair.”

      “Hidden despair?” I asked.

      “Yes.  Dr. Bacon said sometimes people didn’t know how sad they really were. He gave me pills to sleep and podcasts to help me relax.”

      “You’ve always been the most relaxed and optimistic person I’ve ever known,” I said.

      “Hmm, I used to think that as well, but after a few sessions with him, I found myself feeling more and more hopeless. He used hypnosis on me and gave me sedatives for sleep, but nothing seemed to improve my mood. He agreed with my grandson’s suggestion I spend Christmas in a luxury hotel and made me a special recording to use Christmas night. He said it was a difficult time for many people.”

      “This man sounds like a charlatan. Did you check out his credentials?”

      “No. My grandson vouched for him, and I took his word on that. I think my family is genuinely concerned about me, afraid I might jump off a building or something. I’m not much fun these days, and I didn’t want to dampen their holiday celebration. So staying away by myself sounded like a good idea.”

      She looked at me with an expression I’d never seen on her when we were in school. It was a look of resignation. “Young people don’t understand that at some point life loses its luster. Has it done that for you, Flo?”

      “No, I assure you it has not. I find a new adventure every day. Perhaps over the next twenty-four hours, you and I might even save a life.”

      Maude smiled. “You always had such a flair for the dramatic. I remember that from Radcliffe.”

      “How did you choose the Palace for your holiday?” I asked.

      “Jeffrey knew one of the managers. He assured me the man would take good care of me—a Mike something.”

      I  kept my face in a fixed smile. “Ah. Well. I’ll expect to see you tomorrow afternoon around four. We’ll make merry.”

      “I may not be good company, Flo.”

      “I shall be good enough company for both of us. I promise we’ll have a lively time. By the way did you bring any jewelry on this trip?”

      “What a strange question! You haven’t become a jewel thief in your old age, have you? I really wouldn’t put anything past you.”  She laughed—a lovely youthful musical sound.

      “No. I just thought it might be fun to reminisce over old pieces. I know mine have stories to tell.”

      “You have become delightfully eccentric, Flo, but actually, I think you always were. I’ll bring them with me tomorrow afternoon, if that’s what you’re suggesting, and we’ll share our stories.”

      “Excellent.”
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        * * *

      

      I arrived at my suite, thoroughly content with myself. I might be old but my brain seemed to be firing on all six cylinders. Or was it four these days? Whatever.

      Kate met me at the door. “Where have you been? You said you’d be gone half an hour and it’s been five hours, at least.”

      “You worry too much, Kate. It’s not good for you at your age.”

      “I’m forty years old, half your age, so I think I can worry about you if I wish.”

      “People here believe I’m 90. I prefer the authority and maturity those extra years give me—not to mention the shock on people’s faces to see me mobile and alert.”

      “You’re incorrigible,” Kate said.

      “I need something to drink,” I said.

      “Tea?”

      “I’ve had enough bad tea to last me a lifetime. I want something stronger, and then we need to talk.”

      While Kate and I savored a lovely Speyside single malt, I told her what I was up to. She did not interrupt once. Kate remained in my employ because she knew never to interrupt me and rarely to give me advice.

      Elizabeth knocked on the door when I’d finished. Kate invited her in, and they exchanged a hug.

      “You look wonderful,” Kate said.

      “As do you,” Elizabeth responded.

      “Enough chitchat. You’re precisely on time,” I said. ”I like that. Scotch?”

      “Unfortunately, I’m still on duty.”

      “Are you working tomorrow?” I asked.

      “I am, a double shift, filling in for people who want to spend Christmas with their families. I’m Buddhist, so Christmas is just another day for me.” She looked at my expectant face. “I do have information about Mr. Ryland and Mr. Murch.”

      “That would be Joe and Mike—the men I told you about, Kate.”

      “They are both relatively new hires, within the last six months.”

      “I see. And have there been any robberies within that period of time?” I asked.

      “Yes. One older woman lost a brooch and another a ring. Management was quick to make amends, and neither woman filed a complaint. A member of the housekeeping staff was fired, but I knew the woman. She was an honest worker.”

      “No . . how shall I put it . . . no untimely deaths?”

      “Nothing of that sort, I’m glad to say, Miss Wellington. Are you certain you heard the conversation clearly?”

      “Despite my age, my hearing has remained acute. I heard what I told you.”

      “I meant no offense. I just thought we should be very certain about the current risk. If, as you say, your life is being threatened, I really must report this to the General Manager and notify the police.”

      I sighed heavily. “I have a far better plan.”

      Elizabeth and Kate were silent as I spoke.

      “I’m quite sure the real target is Maude Merriwether. She’s alone and far more vulnerable than I. She’ll be joining us tomorrow with her jewelry and staying over. It’s the only way I could think to protect her. Your job, Elizabeth, will be to let that information be known once I have Maude safely in the suite, say around five or so.”

      Elizabeth shook her head. “This is a terrible idea.”

      Kate put a hand on her arm. “Flo hired me fifteen years ago after she saw me in the Olympics biathlon. I’m an excellent shot obviously, and I’ve stayed in training since then. Both women will be safe here.”

      “I’ll be happy to have the police on speed dial,” I said, “once we catch our crooks. But they must not be involved before then. If you call them in, nothing will happen.”

      Elizabeth left without making eye contact.

      Kate and I slept soundly that night and celebrated Christmas the next morning with mimosas and eggs Benedict. We opened handmade Christmas stockings, something Kate had purchased at a Vienna Christmas fair years ago and something we filled for one another with trinkets each Christmas. She’d had our names embroidered on them. That touched me deeply although I didn’t let her know that. Too sentimental.

      How I got through Christmas day until Maude arrived I’m sure I don’t know. I went to the Fitness Center for an hour, took a long bath with bath salts Kate had ordered from France, wandered the lobby of the hotel which was bustling with families eager for brunch in the Flower Garden, and gave Maude a call to make sure she was still coming at four.

      “Of course, Florence, I’m looking forward to it.”

      I passed by the lobby on my way to the elevators and noticed Elizabeth chatting with Joe Ryland at the front desk. They looked a little too cozy for my liking. Elizabeth was not always the best judge of men—that’s where Kate had come in years ago. She and I got her away from a very unsavory sort before he could harm her in any lasting way.

      A long story and a long time ago, but I wondered now if Elizabeth was the woman I thought she was. She grinned and laughed with Joe Ryland, a greasy little character if ever there was one. What if she’d told Ryland about my suspicions?

      They stopped talking as I walked past—both smiled in my direction.

      I entered the apartment and headed straight for the piano. I started with Bach and moved on to Beethoven.

      “You sound like you’re pounding on that poor piano, not playing it,” Kate said.

      “I am disturbed if you must know. I saw Elizabeth chatting it up with Joe Ryland. They were laughing. If she told him what I suspected, then our plans are ruined.”

      “You don’t trust many people, do you Flo?” Kate said.

      “No. A secret is a secret only as long as it is told to no one.”

      “Well, I trust Elizabeth,” Kate said. “She learned her lesson about men.”

      “I hope you’re right, but you must admit she thinks I’m an eccentric, not to be fully believed.”

      “You are an eccentric, Flo,” Kate said.

      I continued playing the piano until Kate begged me to stop. Then I sat, twiddling my thumbs.

      “Can’t you read a book?” Kate asked. “I have an exceptionally good thriller I’ve just finished.”

      “I’m not into fiction,” I said,  “and don’t shake your head again—I’m quite tired of that behavior.”

      “Curmudgeon,” Kate said, but she held her head steady. She knew which side her bread was buttered on.

      The clock on the mantle chimed four. Maude arrived five minutes later with a lovely brocade overnight bag in one hand and a wrapped present in the other.

      “Oh, dear,” I said. “I didn’t think of getting you a present.”

      “Lifting my spirits is present enough,” Maude said pleasantly. “But the gift isn’t for you, it’s for Kate. I’m sure she didn’t bargain on a third person in this suite, so this is a thank-you gift.”

      “It’s a delight to have you, Mrs. Merriwether,” Kate said. “You’ll have the room next to Miss Wellington, and I will have the adjoining room on the other side of you. All very snug.”

      “Please, you must call me Maude.” With that she handed Kate an elegantly wrapped package. “I took the liberty of asking in the shop downstairs if they knew you and what size you might wear.”

      Kate opened the present. Inside was a light white jacket. “Perfect to wear to my workouts,” Kate said. “Thank you.”

      Did I feel a ping of jealousy? I’d never bought Kate clothes, nor had I the least idea what size she might be. They looked quite chummy standing there—Maude and Kate, and Maude could never be accused of being a curmudgeon.

      I clapped my hands. “Enough of this. Let’s get on with our plans.”

      We ordered room service and discussed what the evening might bring. Maude was silent until I reached the part about Mike Murch.

      “He came to my room earlier this afternoon,” she said. “He seemed like a charming young man, and he said he knew my grandson.”

      “Your grandson-in-law,” I corrected.

      “Yes, but really, Flo, I simply can’t believe Mr. Murch would mean to harm me. He seemed very interested in my well-being and my plans for tonight. He said he was delighted I would not be alone.”

      “I’m afraid, Maude, you have always been too trusting. Mike Murch was supposed to come on duty at eight pm, so what was he doing at your room this afternoon?”

      Maude looked miffed. “You’ve always been a suspicious person.”

      “And you were not suspicious of your husband’s secretary,” I said. “That led to your divorce, I believe.”

      Even I knew that was a low blow.

      Maude looked stricken.

      Suddenly, I felt another unpleasant feeling—shame perhaps.

      “Apologize,” Kate said under her breath. “Now.”

      I hesitated. Apologizing was not in my repertoire. But Maude did look upset, and she’d come to us hoping to be cheered up.

      “I’m sorry, Maude. I’m used to speaking my mind. I’ve lived alone too long.”

      Maude turned to me. “What you said is true. I am gullible. People sometimes take advantage of me.”

      “And I have always been too cynical,” I said. “People steer clear of me.”

      It was a fact, but I wasn’t sure I minded it.

      After dinner, Kate made quite a show of leaving to visit her family, proclaiming loudly in the lobby she wouldn’t be returning until the following night. She even asked someone to order her a cab. We waved goodbye to her as she headed out.

      Elizabeth had told Kate the best reentry route. She was to pass through the kitchen wearing a food service uniform. If anyone stopped her, she was to say she was hired for the holidays and provide the badge Elizabeth made for her. She was unlikely to encounter Joe or Mike as they never entered the kitchen, but just in case she would wear a wig and glasses.

      That part went smoothly. At nine pm Kate knocked on our door and offered us a Buche de Noël, which she said we’d ordered. If anyone had heard us talking in the hall, it would seem completely authentic. We ushered her inside and hoped no one would notice she never exited the suite.

      For an hour, we sat by the fire, ate our Buche de Noël, and drank the strongest coffee we could find. We gave Maude a glass of brandy instead and explained that if she went to sleep that would be all the better. She didn’t object to that idea, and she also didn’t seem particularly afraid of what might happen.

      “Don’t you remember, Flo, all those pranks you pulled at school? Don’t you recall how eager I was to go along with you?’

      I nodded slowly. I’d always thought I’d pulled off those escapades on my own. But in reality, I hadn’t. Maude had been at my side. She was an easy person to underestimate.

      “I’d forgotten that, Maude. You never said no to any of my schemes as long as they didn’t hurt another person. Of course, the worry here, is that you might be the person harmed.”

      “I doubt that. I have complete faith in you and Kate.”

      We dimmed the lights shortly after ten and went to our respective rooms. We locked our doors but not the ones that connected our bedrooms. It was obvious Mike and Joe would have master keys, and I didn’t want anything to seem amiss.

      For a long while everything was quiet. I found myself drifting off and shifted to a chair where I tried to read one of the books Kate had given me.

      What I never expected was that Maude might leave of her own accord, but that is precisely what happened at midnight.

      Kate and I both heard a door between us open and close. We charged into Maude’s room only to discover it empty. Her bathroom door was closed. We assumed that’s where she was.

      We waited a minute and then called out to her. No answer. Kate opened the bathroom door and found the room empty.

      By the time we made it to the foyer, she was gone, and the massive front door to the suite was closed.

      The hallway outside was quiet and there was no evidence of a struggle. The lights were low—no one ever took my complaints seriously—so it was hard to see anything beyond a few feet.

      “Does your friend sleepwalk?” Kate asked.

      “I wouldn’t know,” I said. “She’s really more of an acquaintance.”

      Kate gave me a look. “Whatever you wish to call her, she’s gone. You have your derringer?”

      “Of course,” I said.

      “And your cell phone?”

      “What do you take me for? I have my gun, my cell phone, and I’m wearing my workout shoes. Stop wasting time.”

      “We’ll split up, but text me your location every five minutes,” Kate said. “I’ll do the same.”

      I headed left. Kate went right.

      I  walked a few feet, listened, heard nothing, and moved on. I glanced back at Kate before we both turned down separate corridors.

      Nothing. No sounds. No movement. The dim lighting made me see shadows everywhere, but they were only that. Had Maude gone to the lobby for some reason?

      If so, she’d be safe. At least I hoped so. There was always someone at the desk or should be. Then, I remembered how easy it had been for me to snoop around the front desk with the clerk sleeping in the back. What if Mike Murch was the only person awake or perhaps the only one on duty?

      I texted Elizabeth to let her know that Maude had disappeared, but I got no reply. That worried me. Perhaps I was right about Elizabeth—maybe she didn’t believe me or even worse perhaps she was in cahoots with the two men. Why else would she fail to call me back?

      Then I texted Kate. “See anything?”

      “Nothing,” she wrote back.

      I’d come to the end of the corridor and approached the circular marble staircase that led down to the lobby. When Kate didn’t care to go to the Fitness Center, she loved to run up and down those stairs. She always wanted me to come with her, but running up and down stairs seemed ridiculous to me—an older woman in a tracksuit. What a complete lack of decorum.

      I peered over the banister of the spiral staircase into a void. Anyone who fell from this height would be killed instantly when they landed on the marbled mezzanine five floors beneath me. I felt a touch of vertigo as I peered over the edge and had to straighten up to get my bearings. With both hands on the mahogany bannister, I looked again. I thought I saw some movement one flight below me. I squinted. Was a person leaning over the banister?

      I texted Kate. Then, I ran down the flight of stairs and slowed as I saw Maude swaying slightly a few feet beneath me. She was standing on tiptoe, lifting one leg as if she meant to climb over the railing. It was likely she’d tumble head first to the mezzanine before she managed to get her leg over the bannister.

      I called softly to her, and she turned her head toward me. Her eyes were closed, and she had a sickeningly serene smile on her lips. Was she asleep? She seemed to be listening to something, nodding slightly. I saw her ear buds and heard a whisper, more like a hiss. One ear bud was in, the other out.

      There was no time to wait for Kate. I crept to her, grabbed her waist and yanked her safely back onto the staircase. We both fell with a thud onto the marble tread. Maude barely reacted, opening her eyes and smiling at me as if she were drunk.

      “Almost over,” she whispered. “You’ve come to join me? We could fly together to eternity.”

      I held her tight and shushed her. Then I listened to the recording on her iPhone. It was a man’s voice, soft, soothing.

      “Feel the euphoria, Maude. Deep sleep and weightlessness. Climb over to the other side. Look up. See the sky? Let go. Fly to the sky.”

      Kate appeared, and together we took the semiconscious Maude to our rooms. We sat her on the sofa, rubbed her hands, and used my smelling salts to rouse her. Nothing works quite as effectively as smelling salts to jolt a person into consciousness.

      Her eyes flew open. “What are you doing to me? Are you trying to kill me?”

      “Save you,” I said. As she came round, we settled her back on the couch and gathered pillows to support her.

      “Save me? From what? I was having the most delightful dream. Everything was going to be all right.”

      Kate brought her a cup of coffee. I sat with Maude as she drank it, while Kate checked the apartment.

      Very little had been disturbed except for the safe in the dining room which had been opened. So someone had been in our rooms, but we’d put none of our jewelry in the safe. They were in a false bottom of Kate’s suitcase tucked in the back of her closet.

      “Everything is fine,” Kate said.

      “Not fine at all, we didn’t catch our thieves,” I said.

      Someone  knocked on the outer door and then Elizabeth burst through it before we could answer. Two of Boston’s finest were with her. “Thank goodness,” she said when she found us together on the sofa. “You’re all right then?”

      We nodded.

      “Why didn’t you call me back?” I asked.

      “No time. I had to get the police—we ran upstairs and saw Joe and Mike leaving your suite. They said they’d come at your request and left when they saw the suite was empty.” Elizabeth paused to catch her breath. “Then when we couldn’t find you—well, I thought the worst might have happened. Thank God you’re all right. We’ve got Mr. Ryland and Mr. Murch in custody downstairs. Tell us what happened.”

      Bit by bit Maude told her story. Kate and I finished with the final details.

      “You found nothing on them?” I asked.

      “Joe had your necklace. He claimed you’d asked him to keep it in the downstairs safe when you’d called him to come to your room,” Elizabeth said. “But, of course, I knew you’d never called him.”

      “I left that necklace out where he couldn’t resist taking it. All the rest of the jewelry is safe in the bottom of Kate’s suitcase.”

      “Good,” Elizabeth said. “Mostly I’m simply relieved you’re safe. If anything had happened to you, I couldn’t have lived with myself. That’s why I contacted the police earlier today. Your scheme was too risky.”

      “Yes, yes,” I said. “Thank you, Elizabeth, for disobeying me about the police.”

      “My pleasure.”

      Once Maude started talking it didn’t seem she could stop. We’d heard some of it before, but the detective who came to interview us wrote copious notes.

      “I can’t believe Jeffrey is involved with this. He’s only expressed concern for me and Leslie.”

      “Who stands to inherit if anything happens to you?” I asked.

      “Leslie is my sole heir. If she were to die then Jeffrey would inherit everything. You’re suggesting he meant to get rid of me and then Leslie? That can’t be.”

      “Did you do a background check on him when Leslie decided to marry him?” Kate asked.

      “No. That seemed vulgar. I was simply glad Leslie had found happiness.” Maude put her face in her hands. “How can you be sure he was involved?”

      “He’s the one who suggested the psychiatrist Dr. Bacon,” I said, “if he even is a psychiatrist—which I doubt. And Bacon was the man who made the podcast, gave you sedatives, convinced you that you were depressed.”

      “The sedatives left me feeling groggy, in a fog,” Maude said. “I met with the doctor weekly and didn’t feel any better. He said that many people got depressed during the holidays.”

      “But you always loved Christmas,” I said.

      “You’re right, I couldn’t understand it myself. Dr. Bacon said feelings change as people get older—what they once loved they might come to hate. He suggested hypnosis and said he’d make a special recording for me, like a podcast, to be used Christmas night but not before. He and Jeffrey thought I should get away from the stress of the holiday season.

      “Jeffrey arranged everything. I came here, not because I wanted to but because I felt I would be a bother to the family at a time when they wanted a happy Christmas.”

      Maude stopped talking and looked miserable. “I’ve caused so much trouble. Maybe you should have let me go, Flo.”

      “Nonsense. You exposed Jeffrey for what he is and saved your granddaughter from a lifetime of misery. You should be very proud of yourself.”

      “It will break my Leslie’s heart,” Maude said.

      “Her heart will mend,” I said. “Saving her life is what matters.”

      “You’re right, Flo,” Maude said. “I’ve always been an optimistic person, even when my husband left me. I couldn’t understand what was happening to me. The more I saw the doctor, the worse I felt. Even Leslie seemed upset and concerned about me.”

      Kate took Maude’s hand. “You’ve been through a lot, but you’re safe now.”

      “I’m so grateful to both of you,” Maude said. “How lucky I was to find you here, Flo.”

      It was difficult for me to say what came next. “I’m glad you wandered back into my life. I could use a friend my own age, and perhaps your optimism will be contagious.”

      “Amen to that,” Kate said.

      I gave her a sharp look, but Kate met my gaze. “You did good,” she said and squeezed my hand.

      Maude, Kate, and I went downstairs with the police officers to sign a formal statement.

      On the way, I took a moment to talk with Elizabeth. “I doubted you, and I’m sorry about that. When I saw you talking to Joe Ryland, I didn’t know what to think.”

      “He’d seen me leave your room, so I had to come up with some explanation. I told him you were unhappy about the decorations in the suite because there weren’t any, and we laughed about that. I can see how you misinterpreted what you saw.”

      “And I can see why you are such a wonderful concierge—always calm and ever the diplomat.”

      “I couldn’t go along with your request for no police. That was too dangerous, but I kept them out of sight until I needed them.”

      We found Joe and Mike in the lobby handcuffed in a back office waiting to be removed to the city jail.

      I edged close to them as Maude and Kate stood near the front desk reviewing their statements.

      It didn’t take much to get the two men bickering. I spoke quietly and simply mentioned the number of years they would each get for attempted murder and robbery. My obsession with Law and Order reruns was helpful that night. I suggested they turn state’s evidence and identify the real culprit.

      Mike Murch started shouting. “It wasn’t my idea. I don’t kill people. It’s her grandson—Jeffrey Jones. He’s the one.”

      “Shut up,” Ryland said.

      The officer in charge came over. I tried to look innocent and stepped out of his way. He read them their rights and then asked if either of them wished to make a statement.

      “I do,” Mike said. “You shut up if you want. You wait for your lawyer, but I’m not involved in a charge of attempted murder. Ryland and Jones are cousins. Jones promised us Maude would kill herself, and all Ryland and I had to do was gather up her jewelry.”

      “You idiot,” Ryland yelled. “Look what you’ve done.”

      “He’s probably saved you from a charge of attempted murder,” I said.

      The officer shot me a look.

      “Sorry,” I said.

      Of course, I wasn’t.

      Mike wasn’t either. “I don't want anything to do with these creeps. Yeah, I was willing to fence some stolen jewelry. I admit that. But I’m not a violent man. Don’t own a gun. I’ll tell you everything you want to know about Ryland and Jones if you give me a break.”

      The officer waved over two other police to take the men away. We stayed in the lobby while our suite was being examined by crime scene experts. While we waited, Maude got a call from her granddaughter, Leslie. I was sitting next to her and I could hear how distraught Leslie sounded.

      “Are you all right? The police just picked up Jeffrey.”

      After Maude assured her she was fine, Leslie acknowledged she’d begun to suspect Jeffrey was more interested in her money than in her.

      She insisted on coming over. When she arrived hours later, we were back upstairs. We went over everything once more. Maude seemed to relish retelling her story. Leslie looked more and more upset.

      “I could have gotten you killed. All of you killed,” she said.

      “Nonsense,” Maude said. “I was well protected. Flo and Kate knew precisely what to do. Frankly, my dear, it was all rather exciting. I know for you it’s dreadful, but now it’s over, and we’re all safe.”

      I took a close look at Maude. Her blue eyes sparkled and she had color in her cheeks. She looked exactly like the young woman I knew from Radcliffe after we’d had a successful escapade together.

      She giggled. “Life hasn’t been nearly as much fun since we lost touch years ago, Flo.”

      I had to agree.

      All’s well that ends well.

      Actually, for Maude and me, it was more of a beginning. She was in need of adventures and I was in need of a friend. We had the money to do precisely what we wanted, whether that was travel, serve as undercover hotel critics, or solve crimes. Kate was happy to be our sidekick.

      As it turned out, murder—preventing it that is—proved to be our forte. After all, how much can you actually fear in your eighties? We’d already had a good run, and more was simply gravy.
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        A CURMUDGEON’S LAST CHRISTMAS

      

      

      
      “Hurry. Don’t just stand there like two door stoppers. Come in here!” I didn’t mean to yell, but sometimes one had to be more forceful than one might like. “Three days to Christmas, and we have a life to save. The Grim Reaper is standing at the poor man’s door.”

      Kate stared at me. “Most people mellow with age, Flo. You seem to be headed in the other direction—you wake us up at five in the morning, ask us to pack our bags, and expect us in your office at six.”

      “So? It’s literally one flight down from your bedrooms. What else are you doing? I can answer that. Nothing.”

      Kate rolled her eyes. She was forty years old and acting like a schoolgirl.

      “What, Kate, I didn’t give you time for your workout this morning?”

      “No, you didn’t as a matter of fact, but I’m more concerned about Maude. You promise her a relaxing Christmas vacation and then you haul her out of bed on her first morning here. It’s not the least bit gracious.”

      She had a point. I stared out the window at the dusting of snow over the Boston Public Garden. My neighboring brownstones glistened while the white flakes continued to fall. It was a lovely sight.

      But it wasn’t one we had time for.

      “When have you ever considered me a gracious person, Kate? And is Maude complaining?”

      Kate sighed heavily. “Maude never complains, and I suppose the answer to your first question is also never.”

      “Fine, then. That’s settled. Get in here. I’ve cleared off the desk, so you can see the map of where we’re headed.”

      Kate shook her head. “You cleared off your desk by dumping everything on the floor.”

      “So what? Natalie comes every day, whisks her little duster around the rooms. She can add this to her minimal duties.”

      “You are impossible,” Kate said.

      “Sometimes you act as if you haven’t known me for fifteen years,” I said. “I am entirely predictable.”

      “Yes. And unlikely to change.”

      “Quite. Now, Maude, I haven’t heard a peep from you. Are you awake?’

      “Almost. I’m not quite as young as you are, so it takes me a bit of time to get going.”

      “What, you’re six months older than me if that. Eighty one on your next birthday?”

      “Eighty-two.”

      “But we were in the same class at Radcliffe,” I said.

      “You skipped your last year in finishing school,” Maude said. “You can’t have forgotten that. It’s all you talked about when you arrived.”

      “You’re right. I had to get away from the stupidity of that so-called school. I still have to work on keeping my pinky down when I drink tea.”

      Maude smiled, but she did look tired, as if she might have benefited from another couple hours of sleep.

      “Very well, you’re a year older than I am. Take a chair if you like.”

      Kate pulled over a well-worn Gainsborough, but Maude declined.

      “I’m fine,” she said, “and I’d like to see clearly where we’re headed.”

      I smoothed out an Esso Road Map of Cape Cod across the top of my father’s partner desk—not that I’d ever allow a partner to sit there with me. The map covered most of the leather surface.

      “This map is ancient,” Kate said. “It’s probably older than you are.”

      “If it was good enough for my father’s chauffeur, it’s good enough for me.”

      “You can’t even read the town names in the creases,” she persisted.

      “That’s enough. There is only one difficult person allowed in this house, and as you have repeatedly said, that person is me.”

      I smiled.

      “Actually,” I said, “our mission is to save another curmudgeon from harm. A man who lives on Cape Cod . . . just there.” I pointed to a spot near Falmouth. As Kate had indicated, I could only read the letters FAL before the rest disappeared into a fold that would soon become a tear if I wasn’t careful.

      Kate and Maude leaned over to see where my finger rested.

      “I had a boyfriend in West Falmouth,” Kate said. “That looks to be where we’re headed.”

      “Yes. West Falmouth,” I said.

      “I haven’t been there in years,” Kate said. “This could be fun. I wonder if I should give Jimmy a call. No, maybe not. We didn’t part on the best of terms.”

      “We are not making a social visit, Kate. We’ll be working. I have an acquaintance in West Falmouth, and she seems especially concerned about a certain gentleman. He’s not a popular fellow according to Jayne, and lately, he’s had a series of ‘accidents’. She’s afraid that someone may wish to do him in.”

      “My, my,” Maude said, “we are needed.”

      “Precisely. I’m not sure how she knew to call me.”

      “You don’t think it had to do with the article in the Boston Globe that you made me share on your Facebook page?” Kate asked. “Or the business cards you want me to pass around like Christmas candy?”

      “Perhaps.”

      “I have to admit the reporter wrote a first-rate article,” Kate said. “‘Grand Dame from Boston’s Elite Saves Friend from Murder.’ It read like a short story. I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t been there.”

      “Nor would I,” Maude said. “I do love our business cards.” She took one out of her card case and rubbed her hand along the gold-embossed names at the top. “I never thought I’d see my name on a business card: Wellington and Merriwether. Your name should be here as well, Kate.”

      “I’m happy to fly under the radar,” Kate said, “the power behind the throne and all that.”

      It was a feeble attempt to get a rise out of me and it failed. Of course I knew Kate was the brawn behind our brains, and sometimes had a useful mind of her own. But there was no need to inflate her ego. She had quite enough self-confidence already.

      “The cards make a statement, don’t they,” I said, “that we are financially secure and that clients should expect to pay dearly for our priceless services.”

      “Unless, of course, they are people you know or people who really need our help,” Kate said. “How much money have you actually made on this venture?”

      “Some money from Maude,” I said, “She insisted on paying us, but she’s the only one. Still, you mustn’t forget we’re a start-up.”

      “ ‘ODPA: Old Dames Protection Agency’ is a nice touch,” Maude said, running her fingers along the bottom of the card. “I’m proud of that—it makes it clear we’re not apologizing for our age.”

      Kate couldn’t remain silent. “As I’ve already said, it might be more accurate to call yourselves ‘OODPA,’ Odd Old Dames Protection Agency. No offense, Maude.”

      “None taken, dear. Flo has always been eccentric, and I have always been too stuck in my ways. She’s showing me a whole new side of life, and I like it.”

      “Bravo,” I said. “Now, may we get back to work?” I didn’t wait for an answer. “We’ll stay in a summer home that my friend knows is available. It’s very near the water and the home of our potential murder victim.” I handed Kate the address. “I’m sure you can find this with your ESP.”

      “GPS,” Kate said.

      “Close enough. Just get us there. I said we’d meet Jayne at noon for lunch at a little restaurant she knows about—Dana’s Kitchen.”

      “Dana’s Kitchen! That’s where Jimmy and I would have lunch after we biked along the Shining Sea Path,” Kate said.

      “Please, Kate, focus. We are not taking a bicycle trip down memory lane. We’re trying to save a man’s life.”
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        * * *

      

      The trip to Cape Cod was quick. Kate had made me add another car—a BMW and my first SUV. She said if we were going to drive all over the country preventing crime, we should do it in comfort and style with The Ultimate Driving Machine. Not that I drove us anywhere—Kate was our designated driver.

      She got us to West Falmouth in under ninety minutes, hours before our lunch date. The house key lay under the doormat of a pleasant, unfussy home that had a lovely view of the water. We chose our bedrooms, dropped off our luggage, and then toured the village. Jayne had given us addresses for the curmudgeon’s house and his shoe repair shop located near the West Falmouth Market.

      We started with his house located on Blacksmith Shop Road near an old Quaker cemetery. From Jayne’s description of the man, I wondered if the dead Quakers were twitching in their graves at the thought of this nasty individual living among them. I found the idea so amusing I shared it with my entourage.

      Kate just shook her head, but Maude responded.

      “Quakers have a lot of their own stories to tell,” she said. “Not as picture perfect as you might believe. Although some are,” she added quickly.

      “Maude, it’s all right to speak ill of the dead,” I said. “We just don’t want to add one more to that list. Here’s the house on the left. Slow down, Kate. There he is!”

      In front of a house in need of care stood a sixty-year old man, looking only slightly less bedraggled than the house behind him. He was wearing worn-out overalls and had a scrappy dog beside him, doing his business. Both glared at us as we drove by.

      “Stop, Kate, and I’ll have a word.”

      She parked across the street a short distance up from the house.

      The man barely let me get out of the car before he began bellowing. “Who the hell are you? What are you doing driving along a private road in your fancy-schmancy car?”

      “Hello, sir. My name is Florence Wellington, and I’ve come to look at a house for sale on this road.”

      “Well, it sure as hell ain’t mine! Stay away.” He put his hand out as if he were a traffic guard telling me to stop. “I got my rifle inside the house. Get off my property.”

      Kate started to climb out of the car. I had no doubt she had her revolver close at hand, but the last thing I wanted was to escalate the situation. I motioned her back inside.

      I stopped near the edge of his property and pretended to look at his mailbox for a name. “Mr. Sanford, is it? That’s an old Quaker name. Have you lived here long? I came to Cape Cod with my parents every summer as a child, and I have such a longing to be back here.”

      I used every trick I could think of to warm this man’s heart. It worked only a little.

      “We don’t want interlopers of any kind,” he said. “The house you’re looking for is at the foot of the road—can’t see how you missed it with its big gaudy sign.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I said. Kate must have been proud—I actually sounded sorry. “We’re staying at a house near West Falmouth Harbor, but as a child we stayed in one of the houses on this road. I just can’t remember which one.”

      “That was a long time ago,” the man said, “from the look of you.”

      I smiled sweetly or as close as I could come to sweet. “Yes, eons ago.”

      “It was probably the big house up the hill,” the man said. “It’s the only house big enough for people like you—folks with too much money. But I don’t want you anywhere near that place.”

      “All I’d like to do is look at it. See if it is the one I visited as a child. We’ll just walk up the road and take a quick look around—if you don’t mind.”

      “I do mind. That house is privately owned. Stay off that property and mine as well. Ain’t nothing for sale up this way.“

      “As you wish. We’ll need to drive up this road in order to turn around—our car’s too big to maneuver it here.”

      Mr. Sanford grunted a reply and took his dog inside.

      Kate drove us to the top of the hill and around a half circle near what looked like an abandoned house. I asked her to stop.

      “Mr. Sanford seemed very anxious to keep us away from this place. I wonder why.”

      It was a lovely old home but one that had seen better days. It bordered on the Quaker graveyard and appeared to be deserted. I tried several doors, all locked. A sign near the front door ordered us to stay out, that anyone entering the house would be prosecuted. Kate looked at me, and I nodded.

      First, she casually knocked over the sign and covered it with a few remaining leaves from the fall. Then she jimmied the lock on the front door, and in moments we were inside. A few sticks of furniture were all that remained in the entrance hall and in the front and back parlor. It wasn’t as dusty as I expected, but it was colder than I might have hoped. Maude was shivering. She was a thin woman, and even I, with my substantial bulk, found it quite miserable.

      Kate ran to the car and brought us back scarves and mittens to add to our winter coats. We headed to the kitchen in the back with no real hope of salvation, but that’s where everything changed. The kitchen was warm. A large fireplace smelled of smoke. Next to it lay a neatly stacked pile of wood.

      Kate flicked a light switch, and the overhead light in the kitchen came on. “Electricity,” she said. “Why would there be electricity? Someone is obviously living here. Look.”

      Off to the side of the kitchen where there was space for a table lay a mattress, covered in quilts and big enough for two people. A space heater stood nearby.

      The kitchen itself had been swept clean.

      Kate called out, “Is anyone here?”

      There was no answer.

      “Upstairs,” Kate said. She took her revolver out of her coat pocket. “Squatters, I imagine, but that wouldn’t explain why the electricity was on. I wonder who’s paying that bill.”

      We followed Kate up the stairs to three empty bedrooms. The space got colder and colder as we moved farther from the kitchen. In the third bedroom, a rustling sound made us jump.

      “Rats,” Kate said. She turned on the light and we heard a scramble, then a sharp little cry. Someone scooted past us, down the stairs and out the front door.

      “What in the world was that?” Maude asked. “It was human, wasn’t it?”

      “Human, all right,” Kate said. “But I can’t say much more than that. Someone wearing a parka, hat and gloves, intent on staying warm I’d guess—or well-disguised. But I don’t know if it was man or woman, adult or child. Did you see anything else, Flo?”

      I so wanted to make some profound announcement. After all, I was head of ODPA, but actually I’d seen less than Kate. More like a flash. “Small, young, I would guess. Agile. He or she was gone before we knew it.”

      “Yes,” Kate said. “I think that creature could have outrun me.”

      That was a statement. Kate was a devotee of cross-training and running marathons. While she wasn’t at her peak the way she was in her Olympic biathlon days, she wasn’t far from it.

      Maude had been poking around the room as we talked. “Look,” she said, picking up a scrap of material. It was a red and green plaid flannel, a small triangle, neatly cut as if it was meant to be used for something.

      “It looks as if it’s a piece for a quilt,” Maude said.

      “A really curious clue,” I said. “Are there more of these little pieces lying around?”

      We searched the area carefully, and Maude found the prize tucked away at the back of the small closet: a man’s cotton shirt missing a sleeve, a pair of scissors beside it.

      “Whoa,” I said. “So was that munchkin we saw a woman working on a quilt of some sort in a freezing closet?”

      We found nothing more.

      “To the kitchen,” Kate said. “I’ll start a fire, and we’ll see where we are.”

      We followed her down the stairs. I flipped on the heater and stood beside it warming my hands as Kate built the fire.

      Maude shook her head when I motioned her over. “I’m fine. Look at all the food on the counter. Someone means to live here for a while.”

      I joined her and found mulling spices and apple cider. “Okay, this is strange,” I said. “Squatters with a sense of the finer things in life. A touch of Christmas.”

      I examined the stove. “It’s electric. Hot cider would warm us up nicely.”

      Maude looked at me aghast. “We can’t steal someone’s food,” she said. “We’ve already broken and entered.”

      “We won’t use much of it and we’ll leave money. You don’t see any rum lying around, do you Maude?”

      “No.”

      “Just as well, I suppose. We need to keep our wits about us.”

      The fire blazed. The mulled apple cider gave off its delectable scent, and for a moment even I thought all was
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