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“Is this Scarlet Wilson?” said an unfamiliar voice on the phone.

“It is. How may I help you?”

“Do you own the Four Acorns Inn?”

“Yes, I do.”

“It’s located in Cheswick, Connecticut?”

“Yes, it is.” Were we playing some new version of Twenty Questions? I found my patience waning as the caller remained silent. “Is there something I can do for you?”

Click.

“I can’t believe it. He just hung up on me.”

“Who did?” my companion inquired.

“I have no idea, Larry. He wanted to know if I was Scarlet Wilson, owner of the Four Acorns Inn in Cheswick.”

Laurencia Rivera, crackerjack Connecticut state trooper and legendary homicide investigator, made a face at me. “What’s wrong with that?”

“He didn’t want to book a room or tell me why he was asking those questions.”

“I wouldn’t lose any sleep over it, Miz Scarlet.”

“But why did he even bother to call? He could have looked all that up online.”

“So, the guy’s a little weird. It doesn’t portend some sort of calamity,” she told me, dismissing my concerns. “Don’t make a big deal out of it. People will think you’re a drama queen.”

Little did Larry know how wrong she was on that front. In hindsight, I can see now how spot-on my instincts were the first time I heard that stranger’s voice. He was trouble. Pure, unadulterated trouble with a capital t.

But that’s the thing about being an armchair commentator after the game is over. You have the benefit of video replays and the accounts of people who witnessed all the action on the playing field. Everybody looks smart when they review the facts. But when you’re trying to figure out what the opponents have planned in real time, you can’t always see who’s got the ball and where it will land.

Just so you know, the Four Acorns Inn is not involved in sports in any way, other than the hiking, biking, and swimming that we offer to guests. No. We are a cozy bed and breakfast establishment, with nine charming accommodations housed in two Victorian mansions and a carriage house.

I have to admit to you that I wasn’t all that willing to let go of my concern about that phone call. There was just something about it. Like when the media interviews neighbors after a murder and someone says, “Oh, I remember this one time when I saw him threaten the victim. It chilled me to the bone to see so much fury. There was definitely something wrong with the guy. You just knew it from looking at him.” Sometimes you just know there’s someone out to get you. It’s not paranoia. It’s intuition. Your brain takes in the furtive signs that are worrisome and you just know you’ve got trouble coming your way. Trouble with a capital t.

“What should we do next?” Larry asked me as we exited the juniors department of Macy’s with two bags of gifts for her teenage daughter “I’ve got the three things Michaela wanted most. Maybe I should do a gift certificate for the rest of her list. She’s old enough to pick out her own clothes, especially with the big sales after the holiday.”

“Sure,” I nodded, still feeling uneasy, even though I had no legitimate reason to feel that way. I’m not a trained investigator, but I have solved more than a few cases in my time by inadvertently poking my nose where it doesn’t belong. My husband, Kenny, says I have a knack for recognizing trouble before the alarm bells go off. That’s what I did on this occasion, even though my friend insisted it was no big deal. I saw trouble headed my way.

“You’re not still hung up on that phone call, are you?” Larry gave me the stink eye. “We are here to shop for Christmas and Hanukkah gifts. Can you try concentrating on that? You said you wanted to get your mom that cashmere sweater that’s on sale. Should we hit the ladies department next?”

“No,” I shook my head. “Let’s get the gift certificate for Michaela. I need a bathroom break, so we can kill two birds with one stone.”

“Perfect. I’ll get these things wrapped at the same time, so it’s three birds we’re killing,” she announced. “How great is that? We might even have time to stop at the men’s department. Max could use some new sweaters.”

We took the escalator down to the ground floor, where we parted company. As I headed to the ladies room, I promised to meet her just outside the customer service area as soon as I was done.

“I might be a while,” she warned me, disappearing through the doorway with a wave of her hand.

I went in search of her a short time later. Sure enough, there was a long line of people at the customer service counter. I counted five women ahead of her, all with big bags of goodies to be wrapped and bowed.

“Shall we skip it for now?” I suggested.

“No,” she replied. “I have to get this done. Don’t you remember what happened last Christmas Eve?”

“Oh, right. You showed up at the inn at nine o’clock, wondering if I had any leftover boxes and wrapping paper.”

“I don’t want to repeat that debacle this year.”

“Well, there’s a simple solution. We could buy you some scotch tape, paper, boxes, gift tags, and a bag of bows. There’s a Christmas shop on this floor.”

“No way. No how. Nuh-uh. You know me. That task always ends up at the bottom of my to-do list, especially when the violence escalates during the holidays. I always get called out to handle one major crime or another. No, I’m getting it done here and now so that I know that it’s ready for my daughter on Christmas morning.”

Okay, so she exaggerated a bit. Yes, it’s true that murder never does take a holiday. But Larry was not a big believer in spending time and energy fumbling with wrapping paper, any more than she had the patience to cook a gourmet meal. She preferred to have experts with all the right supplies handle those chores. She didn’t mind waiting her turn. I accepted her excuse and resigned myself to the long wait.

“In that case, I am going to peruse the kitchen department. Jenny’s been hinting that she needs some things for her new kitchenette.”

“I won’t be long,” she promised me. “The line is moving.”

“Sure, it is,” I groaned, knowing full well that it would take at least five minutes to wrap each gift. None of those women were toting tiny little parcels to be dressed in holiday wrapping, were they? “Maybe they could summon another customer representative to speed things along. Shall I find the manager?”

“Not necessary. If you want, I can text you when I’m up next.”

“Fine. Do that,” I replied. I resigned myself to the task at hand.

What do you get for a college senior who just moved into a two-room apartment? It’s her first place as an adult. It has to feel like home.

When we expanded the inn property a few months earlier, we renovated Wallace’s mansion in anticipation of hosting weddings and social receptions there. Once the public spaces were redone on the first floor, four new guest suites were created on the second, and then we divided the third-floor attic into two new staff apartments. My brother Bur used the first-floor office to conduct his usual business by day, but at night he retreated to his own private hideaway that had a great view of the pond.

My able assistant, Jenny, soon to graduate from the University of Connecticut with a degree in nursing, moved into the other one. Her bare-bones kitchenette was tiny, with just a small fridge, a microwave, and a bar sink, but it was hers and she loved it. Whatever I got her had to fit into her pantry closet or on the minimal countertop. Nothing too big.

“I might as well browse for the time being,” I decided. “That way I don’t have to lug anything around. I can buy the items once Larry finishes what she’s doing.”

I stopped by the display of sales items, admiring the brightly colored cooking utensils. Given that she didn’t have a range in her apartment, Jenny didn’t really need those. “Too bad. They’re great eye candy. Maybe I can get her something she can use to whip up those shakes she likes so much.”

I found a good blender with a two-year warranty and a great sale price. I put it on the list of possibilities, still not ready to buy yet.

Next, I was on the hunt for small, inexpensive items that I could tuck into her Christmas stocking.

“A milk frother? This could be fun,” I decided, checking out the gizmo. I read the information on the box.

Make lattes, cappuccinos, and macchiatos. Have gourmet café coffee right in the comfort of your own home!

“This has great potential for a coffee aficionado studying for final exams. Maybe I can pair it with a coffeemaker, one that will accommodate her travel mug.”

It didn’t have to be something with all the bells and whistles. She took almost all of her meals in the inn’s dining room and had the run of its well-outfitted kitchen. “She just needs something compact and practical.”

I picked up a single-cup choice that came with its own travel mug and a great sale price. “This might work.”

You know that feeling you get when someone is staring at you with such intensity that your hair stands up on end? It started while I perused the coffeemakers and it stayed with me when I moved over to the toaster ovens. I tried to shake off the sense of foreboding, but it was no use. Someone was watching me.

“Surely it’s not a ghost of Christmas past,” I decided. I had tangled with a ruthless killer a few Christmases ago, but Del Robbins was still in prison on that murder charge. Larry would have been warned if he were about to be released. I felt jittery, just the same.

“Is that a good machine,” said a male voice just behind me. I whirled around, startled.

“Sorry?”

I was certain the moment that I laid eyes on him that he was my mysterious caller. He flashed me a charming smile and my confidence wavered. I tried to convince myself that I was overreacting, imagining something sinister without merit.

“I have no idea. I’m just browsing. You might ask the saleswoman over there.” I pointed to the middle-aged woman clutching a price scanner two aisles away. “I’m sure she can help you find something suitable.”

“Pity,” he replied suavely. “A pretty woman like you is so much more interesting than the alternative you offered me.”
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He was definitely interested in me. It was time to let him know it wasn’t mutual.

“Be that as it may, you will have to excuse me.”

For just one second, the handsome stranger’s eyes narrowed. As he watched me, that eerie feeling was back again. Then he forced himself to put on another cheery smile.

“Of course. How foolish of me not to realize you are unavailable. Forgive me.”

When he turned his back on me, I wasn’t fooled. I had seen something in that stare of his, something that alerted me to trouble. If I could just put my finger on what that something was.

He’s too interested in you. This is personal on some level.

I didn’t like that he was stalking me. It was stalking, wasn’t it? To call me while I was shopping and then just appear out of nowhere seemed so deliberate. But why me?

Maybe I should go find Larry. I could use some advice and some reassurance here.

She was next up in line when I found her. “I was just about to text you, Scarlet. Can you hold my bags? I want to get my wallet out.”

“Sure. I have to tell you something important.”

“Let me get this done and I’ll be all ears.”

“Who’s next?” the customer service representative called out. Larry quickly claimed the honor. She urged me to follow her.

One by one, she pulled items out of her bag to be wrapped. Fifteen minutes later, with the ribbon-tied gifts back in the bags, we exited the area.

“Now what was so important, Miz Scarlet?”

“My mystery caller came up to me in the kitchen department and tried to strike up a conversation with me.”

“So?”

“So, he was too interested in me.”

“Interested how?”

“He asked my advice on buying a coffee maker.”

“And he’s a problem because he tried to flirt with you?”

“It’s more than that, Larry. I don’t like the way he stared at me.”

“You live a sheltered life,” she told me. “In the real world, men look at women every single day of the year. You can’t take every passing glance as a threat.”

“That’s not what I’m doing!”

“Isn’t it? Guys flirt all the time, trying to test the waters. All you have to do is say no. Make it clear that you aren’t interested in him. Then, if he bothers you again, you nail his fanny to the floor.”

“I did tell him I wasn’t interested,” I growled.

“And how did he react?”

“He walked away.”

“So, it worked. Case closed.”

“Wait a minute. How did he get my cell phone number?”

“He probably looked you up online.”

“But I don’t have that posted on the Internet. I always use the inn’s landline for business.”

“Scarlet Wilson, you are making a mountain out of a mole hill. He didn’t threaten you in any way, shape, or form, and when you told him to bug off, he did. End of story.”

“But you didn’t see the way he looked at me, Larry. I know he’ll be back. I can feel it in my bones. The guy is trouble with a....”

“Capital t. Yes, I get it. Miz Scarlet has stumbled upon another mysterious case that needs solving.” She heaved a big sigh, to let me know she thought I was creating much ado about nothing. “Can’t you focus on the task at hand? We’re here to shop for gifts for our families, not to skulk around looking for intrigue.”

I stood my ground. “Mock me all you want, but I’m telling you that guy is trouble.”

“Look, would you feel better if we went back to the inn? There’s no way the guy would be dumb enough to follow you home, not with me in the car.”

“Yes,” I nodded, relieved. “I think that’s the best thing to do.”

“Okay, but can we stop for coffee on the way back? I’ll treat you to a caramel macchiato. I’ll even go in to get them, so you don’t have to worry about the possibility that your mystery man will follow you inside,” she teased.

“That’s fine,” I mumbled, “as long as I can stay in the car. I don’t want to risk running into him again.”

“Relax. Nobody is going to mess with you on my watch. You trust me, don’t you?”

“You’re not the problem. He is.”

“Well, he’s not going to get anywhere near you, okay?”

“Okay,” I shrugged even though I had my doubts.

I was still wary when I pulled into the parking lot and found an empty space by the front door of the coffee shop. She grabbed her wallet and hopped out.

“I won’t be long,” she fibbed, hanging onto the passenger door. Did she really think I couldn’t see the crowd inside? “Do you want a blueberry scone with that?”

“No thanks. I’m good.”

I sat back in the driver’s seat and prepared myself for the lengthy wait by focusing on what I had to accomplish over the next four hours. It was a slow weekend at the inn, with just six guests for dinner. I had the vegetables ready to roast in the oven. The baked potatoes were scrubbed and wrapped in foil. Once I tossed a salad, I would smear my pork chops with my spicy mustard crust and into the sauté pan they would go. Dessert would be triple chocolate mousse that I made earlier in the day.

What else did I have to attend to when I got home? The cocktail hour was scheduled to start at five. What did I have for the evening’s appetizers?

The rear passenger door opened suddenly. Whirling around, I came nose to nose with the mystery man and froze momentarily. And then, as my heart began to race, I threw both hands on the steering wheel and leaned on the horn, desperate to get Larry’s attention.

“Don’t do that!” he yelled at me over the din. “I just want to talk to you for a minute!”

“I told you to leave me alone!”

There was no way I was going to be trapped in my own car with this stranger. I opened my car door and bolted.

“Help!” I screamed. “Somebody, help me!”

“What’s wrong?” A man carrying a tray of coffees paused in the doorway of the coffee shop.

“A...a...man just climbed into my car!” I stuttered. “He...he’s in the back seat!”

Larry flew out of the door behind him and blew right past me, intent on apprehending my stalker. When he realized Larry was after him, he took off like a shot. He was lucky. When he got to the highway, the traffic was stopped for the red light. I watched him sprint to the other side. But as Larry reached the edge of the road, the light changed, and the vehicles began to move.

Stymied for only a second or two, she quickly whirled around and headed back. “Get in the car! I’ll drive!”

I returned to my Ford Focus and climbed into the passenger seat. The engine was still running.

“Call 911 and put me on speaker phone,” she commanded me. A moment later, she was spitting out instructions to the local police, describing the suspect and giving them her location. “I have a visual now. He’s gone behind the gas station, headed south.”

I heard the whine of the engine as she floored the accelerator with that lead foot of hers.

“This isn’t a cop car,” I warned her. “It doesn’t have all that horsepower your beast has.”

“It will do,” she informed me.

I cringed when I heard my tires squeal as they took a curve too fast. My stalker was just a couple hundred yards away. As she closed in on him, the police sirens grew louder.

“Alrighty,” she grinned, feeling triumphant. “Here come da fuzz!”

Two marked police vehicles converged on the scene at the same time that we did. Surrounded now, the man had nowhere to go, or at least we thought he did, but then he bolted again, this time through a narrow passageway between a couple of stores.

Both police cars raced to the other side of the plaza in the hope of cutting him off in the rear parking lot. Larry hung back just in case he changed direction again.

“I owe you an apology, my friend. You were right to be worried about this guy.”

“Why did he do that? You have to admit that it was weird.”

“It was beyond weird, Scarlet. It was Twilight Zone strange. Here come the cops. It doesn’t look like they caught the guy. Let me talk to them. I’ll be back in a moment,” she told me.

“Sure.”

But it took longer than a moment and I grew restless as I waited. Another police car arrived, and the law enforcement scrum of cops standing there grew larger. I sat in the passenger seat, ruminating on the incident. And then I had an awful thought.

“Crap! Did he steal my purse?”

I reached over the console to grab it, but it wasn’t where it should be. Now in a panic, I hopped out and opened the rear door. I couldn’t believe what I saw sitting on that back seat.

“Hey, Larry!” I hollered to her. “You need to see this!”

She and another female cop strode across the pavement. “Scarlet, this is Officer Penhurst.”

“Hi,” I greeted her.

“Hi. Did you find something?”

“I did. He left his cell phone behind.”

“Ho, ho, ho!” Larry laughed, holding a hand to her belly. “Merry Christmas! Santa came early this year. The guy called Scarlet on her cell phone, Gail. If you get a warrant, you should be able to pull up his phone records to confirm this was the case.”

“Great. I’ll be right back to bag and tag it.”

“So much for coffee,” Larry sighed. “But at least you’re safe and sound. Now we just have to figure out what the guy had in mind. Are you sure you never met him before?”

“Positive.”

“It’s weird that he was so persistent. Maybe he has a crush on you.”

“Why would he be interested in me if we never met before?”

“You’re a local celebrity, girl. How many times have you been mentioned in the Cheswick Crier for your sleuthing exploits? And don’t forget that interview you did with the local news when the Jordan family went missing.”

“And I did another when we had that little explosive situation with the Wilkies.”

“Right,” she nodded. “He was the dirty trickster who planted the dynamite at the front door of the inn and the bomb squad had to defuse it. It’s a miracle you still have guests visit.”

“Cheswick isn’t exactly a booming metropolis, is it? The only people who read the local rag are people who live here. Heck, you don’t even subscribe to it.”

“True.”

“And as for the local TV news, who remembers a thirty-second piece on a bed and breakfast inn? If you blink, you miss it.”

“I don’t know. Maybe he has some kind of connection to this little burg. Why else would he have your phone number? As you said, it’s not public information.”

“Maybe he knows someone who knows me,” I suggested.

“Maybe, but the big question is who would that be?”

“I don’t have a clue. Are you interested in staying for dinner tonight?”

“I can’t. Michaela and her girlfriends are supposed to go to a basketball game tonight. I promised to drive them.”

“I thought she was with her dad on the weekends.”

“She normally is, but he’s away on business. Can I have a raincheck?”

“Any time.”

We headed back to the inn so that Larry could retrieve her car for the trip back to her condo. She grabbed her packages from my trunk and deposited them into hers.

“Don’t worry about this guy, Scarlet. No doubt he’s worried because he left his phone behind.”

“You’re probably right,” I sighed. “I’m glad you were with me at the time.”

“Me too. Ta-ta.” She promised to call me as soon as she heard back from the police.

I let myself into the inn through the back door. Jenny was in the kitchen, having a cup of hot chocolate.

“Hey,” she greeted me. “How was the shopping?”

I smiled, trying to think of a safe answer. “Oh, it was the typical mall experience at this time of year. Big crowds, long waits in line, and I never did get that caramel macchiato Larry promised me because the coffee shop was packed. How was your afternoon with Shark Boy?”
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“Fun. We went ice skating down on the pond. He thinks I should learn how to play ice hockey.” That was no surprise. Her boyfriend, Michael Sharkey, grew up in New Hampshire and was at home on the ice.

“Oh, I’m trying to picture you in all that padding. What an image. Will you do it?”

“I don’t think so, Miz Scarlet. It was pretty cold out there this afternoon, and when the wind blew, my feet were so cold that I was sure I’d get frostbite. Maybe I’ve been away from New Hampshire too long. It’s not like skiing in a snowsuit,” she laughed. “I lasted less than an hour, even with my puffy down parka on.”

“Back when I was a kid, one of the neighbors used to build us a fire in the stone pit when we were skating on the pond. We’d bring Thermoses of hot chocolate with us and take breaks to warm up. And we wore our thermal underwear.”

“Thermal underwear! Why didn’t I think of that? In that case, I might give ice hockey a try.”

“Good for you, Xena, my brave warrior princess. Just be sure to wear a mouth guard. We don’t want you to lose any teeth, not with that gorgeous smile of yours. Have you seen Kenny?”

“Yes. He came through here a little while ago on his way upstairs. He said he had some phone calls to make.”

“Thanks, Jen. Are you in for dinner tonight?”

“I am. Mike’s working on his research paper. It’s due on Monday.”

“What’s he writing about?”

“He’s constructing a design for an automated rain gutter robot.”

“Oh, snap! If it works, he’ll make a fortune.”

“Ha, that’s what he said!”

On my way up to the third floor, I stopped in the living room to say hi to my mom. She sat in her favorite armchair in front of the fireplace, with a book in her hands. January, the inn’s resident Jack Russell terrier, was curled up beside her for a nap.

“There you are,” she smiled. “How did it go?”

“I should know better than to go shopping on the last Saturday in November.”

“Yes, you should. It’s not for the faint of heart,” she smiled. “Palmer called earlier. He and Carolina are coming up for New Year’s Eve. I still haven’t heard from Emory.”

“Well, I’m sure he’ll let us know as soon as he and Rebecca figure out who’s going to take care of their horses while they’re gone. Where’s the other Googins girl?” I asked.

“Lacey went off to her water aerobics class. She’s in for dinner tonight, so we’ll have twelve at the table.”

“Very good. I’m just going to pop upstairs to greet my beloved and then I’ll get started on my prep work.”

“The Munns said they might be a bit late. They got tied up in traffic on the way back from their visit with her sister.”

“That’s no problem, Mom. We’ll just keep the appetizers coming until they arrive.”

When I got to the top of the stairs, the door was open to the apartment I shared with my husband. I could hear Kenny’s side of the phone conversation. It sounded like he was talking to a client, so I ducked into our bedroom and put away my purse. That’s where he found me a few minutes later.

“I thought I heard you come in,” he said as he planted a warm kiss on my lips. “Larry told me you were pretty shaken by the incidents at the mall and the coffee shop.”

“She called you?”

“Of course, she did. She was worried about you. That guy is no one you want in your vicinity, Scarlet.”

“You found out who he is?”

“I did. His name is Paul Gregorski. He’s a con man.”

“Larry promised to call me as soon as the police gave her the information.”

“Well, in this case, she called me, honey. I am, after all, the one with law enforcement training,” he pointed out patiently. I let that one go.

“What kind of con man?”

“The kind that gets into your financial affairs and robs you blind.”

“Is that what Larry thinks he intended to do to me?”

“We haven’t figured that out yet. She just wanted to warn me that this wasn’t a minor incident you had. And she told me that you had a premonition about it.”

“It wasn’t a premonition,” I corrected him. “It was more of an intuition. He creeped me out.”

“Well, if he hadn’t climbed into your car, he might not have given the cops grounds to arrest him, but now they have his phone and he’s flashing on their radar screen.”

“Is there something special about him that I should know?”

I followed him into his home office across the hall. A photo of Paul Gregorski’s face was on the screen of his desktop computer.

“This guy has been convicted for identity theft. He’s been known to pretend he’s a woman, Scarlet.”

“Do you really think the guy is going to throw on a dress and prance around Cheswick posing as me?”

“Did I mention he’s a trained stage actor?”

“Be serious.”

“I am, love. He’s a Yale School of Drama graduate. He’s appeared in five Broadway plays in minor roles, as well as in several off-Broadway shows. I’m telling you that the guy is the real deal. He’s a great mimic. He even went into one little old lady’s bank in costume and wrote checks on her account that the bank honored.”

“So, he’s not just doing this online?”

“Apparently not. It seems that he gets his jollies from fooling people. Care to see his head shots?” Kenny turned his computer screen in my direction. “In the four cases where he was caught by police, he was made up to resemble the victims of his schemes.”

I stared at the photographs on the screen. There was an elderly man, two elderly women, and a middle-aged man.

“Okay, okay,” I nodded. “His makeup is good, and he’s clearly invested in some very pricey wigs. But I’d like to think that if I were in the same room with him, I could tell he was faking it.”

“He’s a character actor. He takes on the mannerisms of his victims.”

“Are you sure he doesn’t have an accomplice of some kind?”

“You mean a woman?”

“Not necessarily a woman. I just find it really hard to believe he’s able to get away with such a deception all by himself, honey. Don’t most actors have a makeup artist to help them with their appearance?” I thought back to my years as a high school teacher. I often volunteered to help the Drama Club with their annual productions. “And not just a makeup artist. Probably also a property master.”

“That would suggest that this is an organized ring, Scarlet. Larry didn’t mention that there were other people involved.”

“When he climbed into the back of the car, I beeped the horn because I was so scared. He yelled at me that all he wanted to do was talk to me.”

“Did he
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