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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
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