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      “You’ve gone green, Flo,” Kate said. “Do you need some water?”

      “If you mean like a nice ocean voyage, then yes, that is exactly what I need. We could take a boat to Florida. Or we could drive for goodness sakes.”

      Kate shook her head. “We could have driven if you’d made the decision to leave several days ago. Now, it’s too late.”

      Maude took my hand. “We can’t drive if we want any time to visit with Kate’s boyfriend and his grandmother before Christmas. It won’t be a long flight.”

      “That’s precisely what I’m afraid of,” I said.

      I knew this was a battle I was going to lose, but I wasn’t ready to give up.

      “I’m over eighty years old in a fragile body—”

      They wouldn’t even let me finish.

      Maude went first. “I’ve never heard you use your age as a reason not to do something. Usually, you claim to be older than you are, so people can tell you how good you look.”

      “As to your fragile body,” Kate said, “I don’t think anyone could describe you as fragile.”

      Even I knew that one was not going to fly. I was almost six feet tall, hadn’t lost an inch in my eighty plus years of living. Sure, I could lose a few pounds but couldn’t we all?

      “You are in robust good health,” Kate continued.  “That’s what you always tell us, with bones as strong as an ox.”

      “We’re not talking about my bones,” I said. “We’re talking about my stomach. It’s tied up in knots. You think you can spring this airplane flight on me days before Christmas and expect me to grin and bear it?”

      “We didn’t spring it on you, dear,” Maude said. “It’s been in the works for weeks now. Kate’s boyfriend wanted us to meet his grandmother, and she’s in poor health. She can’t travel here, so we must go there. You agreed ages ago.”

      I stood, walked around the dining room, stared outside the window at a few left-over snowdrifts from a recent storm. I would miss this life.

      “Max is so looking forward to spending time with you,” Kate said, “and it’s really important to him that you meet his grandmother. She’s the one who raised him after his parents died. She’s the one who instilled the values you say you so admire in him.”

      “Yes, yes,” I said. “He’s a fine human being, and I do want to meet the person who raised him—just not in this particular way. I know I agreed to fly unless a case came up before Christmas. I was certain a case would save me from death by flying.”

      “But a case didn’t turn up, dear Flo,” Maude said.

      “No, it didn’t. No one has asked for our services. No one appears to need us to avoid being murdered during this holiday season. Do you think we’ve reached the end of the Old Dames Protection Agency?”

      “ODPA will survive one holiday season without a case,” Kate said. “You have to learn to play the long game, Flo.”

      “That’s easy for you to say. You’re forty something with a long game in front of you. I’m in my eighties, and while I plan to live forever, that might not be realistic. Especially if we’re going to fly to Florida.”

      “It’s not the end of the world, Flo,” Maude said.

      I glared at her. “Maybe it is. One is completely out of control in a tin can in the sky. As my father said, if we were meant to fly we’d have wings.”

      “I don’t believe your father ever said that,” Kate said. “I met him right before he died. He said he liked my adventuresome spirit—it was a lot like his. All he wanted was to know I would look out for his little girl. He was talking about you, Flo, his little girl—even though you were in your seventies at the time. He said I’d be a good influence on you. He wanted me to encourage you to take more risks as long as I was at your side.”

      I said nothing. The thought of my father always silenced me.

      Maude joined in the fray, something she often refrained from doing. “I remember at Radcliffe when your father flew back from Europe to make the first family weekend. He didn’t hate to fly.”

      “My father always did what needed doing. He said he had to be there since he was my only family. It didn’t mean he liked to fly, and every time he flew somewhere it petrified me.”

      “Oh,” Maude said. She got up from the dining room table and stood beside me at the window, looking at the dark world outside. She barely came up to my shoulder and was lucky if she weighed a hundred pounds. But that didn’t stop her from occasionally acting as if she were my older sister. She was, after all, a year my senior.

      “Now, I understand something I never understood before,” she said. “Each time he left to go on a trip, you must have been afraid he wouldn’t come back—and you’d be left all alone.”

      I looked at Maude. Sometimes, she unnerved me with her ability to understand what was going on inside my head. She was like that with everyone—a gentle, empathetic creature. Only this time I didn’t want to be psychoanalyzed.

      “Enough,” I said. “I agreed to go and I’ll go. I’ve put my affairs in order just in case.”

      “Really, Flo,” Kate said. “It’s a three-hour flight from Boston to Fort Meyers and then we’ll drive from there to Naples.”

      “People die every day in planes that are taking off or landing,” I said, “not to mention what can go wrong in the air.”

      “Not true,” Kate said. “I’m sure you know it’s safer to fly than drive. We offered to go by train, but you didn’t like the idea of being cooped up in a tiny compartment for more than a day. Life demands choices.”

      “Even if death might be one of those choices?” I asked.

      Maude intervened. “It’s very brave of you, Flo. You’ve encouraged me to be brave and it’s done wonders for me. Think what might happen if you got to like flying. We could travel the world saving lives. Wouldn’t that be something? We could revitalize our business.”

      That would be something. I kept that thought to myself. This was the first time since we created our agency that we had no case to solve during the holidays. We had no one to protect from murder, and it drove me mad enough to consider committing that heinous crime myself. So, yes, perhaps if I were willing to fly we could travel to those in need around the world.

      I nodded at Maude. “I’m ready to go.”

      “You sound as if we’re walking you to the guillotine,” Kate said. “Honestly, it will be all right. We’re going first class. You can have a drink or two. You might even find you enjoy the ride.”

      “Humph,” I said. “I’m going to bed.”
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      A limousine took us to the airport. We waited an hour to board and then settled into our seats. I had asked not to sit with Maude or Kate. I didn’t want either of them to see the terror that was probably written all over my face. I hoped I might have the two seats to myself, but that was not to be.

      A woman who looked a little older than Kate had the window seat beside me. She had short dark hair, nicely cut, a trim figure and intelligent brown eyes. But what I noticed most about her was that she seemed to be as nervous as I was, twisting around to see who might be on the flight, fidgeting with a handkerchief in her lap.

      I smiled at her.

      She nodded back at me and then opened and closed her purse as if she were searching for something.

      “I don’t mean to pry,” I said, “but I wonder if you’re as nervous about flying as I am.”

      The woman stilled her hands and placed her purse underneath the seat. “No, flying doesn’t bother me. I fly to Naples every Christmas to see my sister. There’s nothing to it. My name is Joanna.”

      “I’m Flo. We’re headed to Naples as well.” I motioned toward Kate and Maude across the aisle from us. “Kate has a serious boyfriend whose grandmother lives in Naples.”

      “My sister, Frances,” Joanna said, “used to be a snowbird but now she lives in Naples full time. She’s encouraged me to come and stay for a while. I might try it out this year for a number of reasons. We’re not getting any younger, are we?”

      “You don’t look old enough to be talking like that.”

      “I’m older than I look or so people tell me. I’m close to sixty. How old are you if you don’t mind my asking?”

      I did mind for some reason. “Close to 80,” I lied. Normally, I exaggerated my age in the opposite direction—so why was I pretending to be younger than I was. Somehow I didn’t want this woman to think I was a doddering fool.

      “You also don’t look your age,” she said. “I apologize if that’s an ageist remark.”

      “No need to apologize. I’m proud of my age. Truth be told I’m over eighty.”

      “I don’t think age matters much after one’s fifties,” Joanna said. “It’s more how nature has treated us and how we’ve treated ourselves. With luck we both have many more years ahead of us.”

      “I couldn’t agree more,” I said. “I only hope I’m not challenging my luck by taking this flight.”

      I stopped talking and took a deep breath. That was what my personal trainer always advised. If I was anxious, she told me, I should focus on my breathing.

      Joanna watched me for several seconds as I took some slow deep breaths.

      “I’m better now,” I said.

      “I love to fly,” Joanna said, “and I promise you’ll be fine, Flo. If you need anything the flight attendants will take care of you. That’s one reason I always fly first class.”

      I nodded. “Why are you nervous if it’s not about flying?”

      “I don’t want to bother you with my concerns,” Joanna said.

      “If you could distract me a little, that might help me a great deal. It seems you have some problem that’s upsetting you as much as this flight is worrying me.”

      “Yes,” Joanna sighed. “It’s a long story.”

      “Longer than a three-hour flight?” I asked.

      She smiled. “Perhaps not.”

      The flight attendant asked if we wanted something to drink.

      “Scotch on the rocks,” I said. “Do you have a Macallan Single Malt?”

      “I’ll have to check.”

      “If you have it, I’ll have the same,” Joanna said.

      The flight attendant returned with our drinks. “I had to get it out of our special reserve but here you go. It will cost you a little. I’m sorry.”

      He took my card.

      “My treat for your story,” I said as Joanna reached for her purse.

      “I’m not sure that’s a fair trade,” she said.

      “Believe me, it is.” I sipped my scotch. Perhaps this was going to be a more pleasant flight than I anticipated.
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      Joanna took another sip of her single malt. “Delicious,” she said. “Thank you.”

      The pilot came on over the intercom. “We apologize for a slight delay.”

      “Oh, God, engine trouble,” I said.

      Joanna patted my arm just the way Maude would have. “She’ll tell us if we have anything to worry about. Besides we’re still on solid ground.”

      “We have a few passengers who have arrived on a connecting flight,” the pilot said, “and we’re waiting for them. We’ll make up any delay easily as we fly south. It’s a beautiful day for flying, and it should be a smooth flight. Relax and enjoy the trip.”

      Easy for her to say.

      Joanna and I sat in companionable silence. The malt was working its magic. I almost felt relaxed.

      The people we’d apparently been waiting for came on board. I recognized an older gentleman in a wheelchair with two other men. I stared. “Isn’t he—”

      “Yes, he is,” Joanna said. She’d gone white. “What’s he doing here?”

      “You know him?” I asked. “What’s his name? I’ve seen him on TV. He’s some famous politician, isn’t he? Or he was.”

      “Yes,” Joanna said. “He ran for office at least six times—governor of Massachusetts, senator and even president. He never won, but some people say he’s not done yet. Sam Kennedy is his name.”

      “Related to the Kennedys?” I asked.

      She shook her head no.

      Joanna was a small woman, not much larger than Maude. But now she seemed intent on making herself disappear all together. She lowered herself in the seat, turned her face toward the window.

      As a tall person, I can make myself large and formidable when I put my mind to it. It was clear Joanna didn’t want to be seen. I sat up straight and opened a magazine. I doubted anyone could see past me.

      “What is it?” I asked after the man in the wheelchair was pushed past us. “You know him?”

      She didn’t respond until Sam Kennedy and his two keepers, if that’s what they were, got settled in the back of the first-class cabin several rows behind us.

      Then she nodded but didn’t speak.

      “Is she all right?” Kate asked, leaning across the aisle and pointing to the woman beside me. “I saw her slump toward the window.”

      “I’m fine,” Joanna whispered. “Please, no fuss.”

      I nodded at Kate and she sat back in her seat.

      “Flight attendants, prepare the cabin for takeoff.” This was the pilot once more.

      Our attendant picked up our empty glasses and advised us to watch a safety video. I was too busy watching Joanna.

      “What is it?” I asked quietly enough so only Joanna could hear me. “You know this man, Sam Kennedy?”

      “I know of him. He’s not the one I’m worried about—it’s one of his bodyguards.”

      She must have seen my head turn.

      “Don’t look around. He may not know I’m on this flight.” She began wringing her hands. “Or perhaps he does know. Why else would he be here?”

      I shrugged. “You need to tell me what’s going on.” I leaned in toward her.

      “I don’t know you,” Joanna said. “I realize you want to help, but this is something I need to handle on my own. You have no idea what trouble you could be getting into.”

      “I can handle trouble and you can trust me to be discreet.” I handed her one of my cards with the ‘Old Dames Protection Agency’ embossed in gold lettering.

      She read it, looked at me. “Is this for real?”

      “Yes,” I assured her. I pointed at Maude and Kate. “They are part of my organization. We save people who are in danger. We’ve never lost anyone yet. Tell me what’s going on.”

      Joanna seemed to gulp for air. “You won’t believe me anymore than I believe you. The Old Dames Protection Agency? What kind of an organization is that?”

      “ODPA, just what it says. We’re here to help. Kate, the young one, normally carries a gun—not allowed on the flight of course. But she can help protect you if it comes to a fight. She’s trained in all the martial arts.”

      “It mustn’t come to a fight. I’ll talk to you, but you must promise to do nothing unless I expressly ask for your help.”

      “Agreed,” I said. “Which man are you worried about? What’s his name? I won’t look now, but I need to tell Kate and Maude. You act as if he might want to hurt you!”

      “He’s the younger one, and his name doesn’t matter. He changes it as the need arises. You’re better off not knowing his name.”

      She paused for a moment.

      “Please, go on,” I said.

      “He wants to kill me, and he may succeed.” Joanna spoke matter-of-factly. “I’m not afraid of dying. What I’m frightened of is the idea he’ll kidnap me and torture me, make me tell him things I don’t want to tell him. If it were simply a question of murdering me, I could live with that.”

      She looked at me and a small hysterical laugh escaped her. I covered it with a coughing fit, enough so that a flight attendant approached me. “Do you need help?” he asked.

      “A glass of water, please.”

      He left and Joanna quieted. “I’m sorry. The man I’m talking about wants to get classified information out of me.”

      “You work for the FBI?” I asked.

      “I shouldn’t be telling you any of this, but I want someone to know . . . in case something should happen to me.”

      She stared at me for several seconds, and I waited.

      “You don’t seem very flappable,” she said.

      “Only about flying and you and the Scotch seem to have settled my nerves. If you mean something might happen to you like this man might actually try to  kill you, then it’s very lucky we’re seated beside each other. You saw our card. We keep people from being murdered.”

      I’m not sure if Joanna stifled a laugh. “That’s sweet,” she said—a comment I didn’t like at all, but I decided not to respond.

      “I’m not sure anyone can protect me at this point,” she said, “but I would like you to go to the authorities if I do disappear.” She took a sip of her scotch. “I shouldn’t tell you this, but nothing matters anymore. I’m retired CIA,  but you don’t really retire from the CIA, not if you’ve gathered secrets. That man wants to know what I know, and more than that he wants to know where he can find a certain person.”

      Now I was the one feeling skeptical. Did anyone expect me to believe what this woman was telling me? I looked over at Kate who appeared to be absorbed in a thriller she was watching on her iPad. All I could see were guns firing and bodies falling. She never looked up. Did she think she could  successfully play this kind of practical joke on me? Take my mind off flying with a made-up damsel in distress. CIA?  Please!

      I turned to the woman beside me. “You said I wouldn’t believe you any more than you’d believe in my ODPA organization. You’re right, I don’t. Did Kate put you up to this?”

      “Kate?”

      “The person sitting across the aisle from us. She has a warped sense of humor on occasion.”

      Joanna grew very still. “I wish this was a practical joke. It’s not. The man who is a threat to me is former CIA—now he’s gone rogue. He changes his appearance on an as-needed basis. He’s the one with the well-trimmed beard, dark hair, dark glasses—looks like an accountant or maybe someone in the Secret Service. He’s pretending to be a bodyguard, but he’s not that. He’s after one man—also CIA—and he thinks I know where that man is.”

      “Do you?”

      “No,” she said, a little too quickly for me to believe her.

      “If you are serious, and this is not a joke,” I said, “I need to tell Kate and Maude. Then we need to tell a flight attendant—see if there’s an air marshal on board. Do you think the man could be carrying a bomb?”

      My worst fears about flying were all coming to a head. Actually, this was worse than my worst fears. A bomb? A terrorist? I had been more concerned with mechanical failure than a murderer on board the plane. Now, my worries shifted.

      “This man cares too much about himself to do something like that. He’s a survivor, and he makes sure he always comes out on top. Besides, he’s on a mission to find someone.”

      “Do you think he knows you’re here?” I asked.

      “I’m sure he scheduled this flight to catch me on board.”

      “I see,” I said, “and you think he’ll do something on the flight to harm you?”

      “I suspect he’ll try to kidnap me when we deplane in Fort Meyers. It would attract too much attention to try something during the flight.”

      “Then that gives us time to come up with a plan,” I said.

      Joanna smiled at me. It wasn’t exactly a patronizing smile but close enough. It sent the message that Joanna was not convinced that I or anyone else could save her from a man like the one sitting across the aisle from Sam Kennedy.

      I pulled out a notepad from my pocket and wrote furiously. Then I ripped out the page and wrapped it over a candy bar. “Here’s something for your sweet tooth,” I said, handing Kate the note and the bar.

      “My sweet tooth?” Kate asked.

      I was the one always wanting candy.

      She saw the note and stopped questioning me. “Thanks,” she said and turned toward Maude. Together they read the note. She didn’t give me another look. Instead, she got up and went to the bathroom. On the way back I could see her glancing at the man in question.

      She tore open the candy bar and took a bite.
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