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      I woke up in a borrowed bed that was less than comfortable, fifteen hundred miles from my home in Boston. It was Christmas Eve and there wasn’t a snowflake to be found in Naples, Florida where I’d landed. The temperature had to be in the seventies, and I’d survived a harrowing plane ride less than a week earlier.

      Given all there was to complain about, why did I feel like dancing a jig? Why did I feel exactly like Scrooge after his visit from the three ghosts?

      I suppose it was because, like Scrooge, I had a new lease on life.

      The holiday season had started out grim this December with no one asking for our services to prevent a murder. I feared the Old Dames Protection Agency, of which I was the CEO, might go underground before Maude and I did. We were the founding members and in our eighties.

      Then  a miracle happened: two calls for help, both requiring our presence in Naples. Who knew so much could happen in a sleepy Florida town with twenty thousand people, most of them over seventy?

      Maude must have heard me humming. I thought she was still asleep, but she came out of her bedroom rubbing her eyes. “Goodness, Flo, what time is it?”

      “Five am. How did you rest?”

      “Fine,” she said. “I could have used a couple more hours of sleep, but I’m fine. I thought we weren’t leaving until nine or ten.”

      “Sorry, dear,” I said. “I always forget you’re a year older than I am and need your rest, but in this situation it can’t be helped. The early bird and all that. We have another life to save. Duty calls.”

      Maude sighed. “Please give me a moment, Flo, to catch up with your enthusiasm. Is there coffee somewhere?”

      Before we could search for it, someone knocked on the door to the condo. I opened it to find Kate looking as excited as I was, although for entirely different reasons. She was about to see her boyfriend, Max. He’d arrived at his grandmother’s while we were finishing up our last case, a genuine spy thriller.

      “I brought you coffee,” she said, “and I’m glad to see you both up.” She handed me a peppermint mocha and Maude a pumpkin spice latte.

      Kate looked lovely, her olive complexion glowing with anticipation. She was half our age and while it rarely made a difference I could see this morning it did.  She didn’t wear make-up and didn’t need to—that’s what youth and true love did for a person.

      “Maude, here, was complaining that I didn’t let her sleep in,” I said.

      “Maude never complains,” Kate said. “I’m sorry to barge in on you, Maude, at such an ungodly hour, but I got a call from Max. He asked if we could move into his grandmother’s condo building as soon as possible. It seems his grandmother is getting more and more worried about her neighbor.”

      “Has the neighbor been harmed in any way?” I asked.

      “No, but the threats are coming more frequently,” Kate said. “Max asked if we might head over early as soon as we’re dressed and packed.”

      “Absolutely,” I said. “His grandmother can’t live that far away from here; Naples isn’t that big a town.”

      “No, it’s not,” Kate said. “Should I go ahead and come back for you later?”

      “Not necessary,” I said. “We’ll be ready to go in half an hour, maybe less.”

      I gave Maude a quick glance meant to say we had to get a move on. She let out a tiny groan and then took a large sip of her pumpkin latte. “I’ll be ready.”

      “We should probably know what to call Max’s grandmother,” I said, “somehow Max’s grandmother sounds like a mouthful.”

      “Max calls her Gracie, so I assume that’s what she’ll want you to call her,” Kate said.

      “Gracie and not Granny or Grandma?” Maude asked. “Or Mrs. Somebody?”

      “Funny you should say that, Maude,” Kate said. “She’s known as Mrs. Claus around Naples and especially during Christmas.’

      “That’s not a joke?” I asked.

      Kate shook her head. “She seems to like the name. She never wanted to be called grandma. She’s older than both of you, in her nineties, but I think the three of you will have a lot in common. Nothing stops her according to Max. She has a walker for her neuropathy but she often refuses to use it.”

      “Has she fallen, broken anything?” Maude asked.

      “According to Max she has bones like an ox and enough padding to soften any fall. He told me not to worry about her and said you shouldn’t either. You’re going to love her! During the holidays, she invites people over to share some of the cookies she is always baking.”

      I saw Maude smile for the first time that morning. “This will be fun,” she said. “I had a granny just like her. Every time we went to her house the table was filled with goodies. I can’t wait, and I’m not even the one with a sweet tooth.”  She looked at me.

      “Yes,” I said. “Cookies will be an added perk, but you seem to forget we’re going there to save a life.”

      “And you seem to forget,” Kate said, “you’re going there to spend time with Max and his grandmother.”

      “I didn’t forget,” I said. “I never forget anything, or at least nothing important. Can’t I simply be excited about more than one thing at a time? I like Max, so I’m sure I’ll like his grandmother. From what you say she’s a lot like him. However . . . you must remember that we have a life to save. It’s a little selfish of you to put that poor neighbor’s safety on the back burner.”

      Kate harrumphed. “I’ll be back in half an hour and help put things in the car. I’m glad we can keep the car we rented since it’s bullet proof.”

      She only said that to get my attention and I didn’t rise to the bait, but Maude did.

      “What are you saying, Kate?” she asked. “Do we have reason to believe there may be guns or shooting involved? I don’t mind, but I want to be prepared.”

      “No, Maude,” Kate said. “Nothing violent has happened so far. I simply wanted to get Flo’s attention.”

      “It is Florida,” I said, “so anything is possible.”

      “Guns are everywhere in the U.S.,” Kate said, “you know that.”

      “My one wish for the New Year,” Maude said, “is to stop the madness and enact sensible gun laws including a ban on assault weapons.”

      “Amen to that,” Kate and I said almost in unison.

      Kate left us and we finished packing. We didn’t have much, so it didn’t take long. We made the decision before we left Boston to travel light.

      Maude’s spirits seemed to improve with her pumpkin latte. “Another adventure on top of our last one,” she said. “Life with you, Flo, certainly has improved the quality of my existence.”

      “Thanks,” I said, “you’ve done that for me as well.”

      It was rare for me to give Maude, or anyone else, a direct compliment, and she blushed. With her short white hair and porcelain complexion, she looked like a china doll, pink dots on her cheeks.

      What I said was true. Having something exciting and worthwhile to do had added meaning to my life. Our Old Dames Protection Agency was born a few years ago when Maude was the person who needed saving.

      Now ODPA was becoming a well-oiled machine with Kate as our honorary member. She was too young to belong officially, but she served as our bodyguard, internet guru and quick-action counterpart. I was the brains of the operation—after all I created the business—and Maude functioned as our compassionate counselor.

      We each had our role and together we were unstoppable. Apparently, really unstoppable. We were on our second case in a single holiday season. Unbelievable!

      I’m sure that’s why Kate found me grinning from ear to ear twenty minutes later when I stood by the door. “Do we need to say goodbye to Frances and Joanna before we go?” I asked. They were part of our last case, the one involving spies.

      “No,” Kate said. “They are like normal human beings who sleep in past six in the morning. We’ll call them later.’

      Kate grabbed our bags and headed for the elevator.

      Maude followed behind without saying a word. I’d found it best to leave non-morning people alone until they chose to participate in the day. Kate led us to our rented SUV, the same one we used for our wild ride from Saint Augustine, Florida to Naples.

      Ten minutes later we arrived at an elegant high rise with a parking attendant who offered to park our car. Normally, Kate wouldn’t allow it, but it seemed this morning she was eager to get upstairs. She handed him the keys and started to grab our luggage.

      “I can have the suitcases brought up,” the man said.

      “Great, fifth floor, 502,” Kate said.

      “If you need to run ahead to see your young man,” Maude said, “please do. We’ll be along shortly.”

      I suppose that was a perfect example of Maude’s considerate nature; it never occurred to me that Kate could be in such a hurry to see Max. After all she’d seen him a week or two ago.

      Maude and I made our way to the main desk. A man with a name tag that said George welcomed us and rang 502. He spoke briefly to someone and pointed us to an elevator that stood open. It automatically closed after we stepped inside.

      On the fifth floor, the elevator stopped and the doors parted to reveal a private foyer. At the end of the entrance hall a plump and smiling woman stood, her curly gray hair surrounding her head like a halo. She held out both her arms. “You must be Flo and you must be Maude.”

      She gave Maude a peck on the cheek and then looked up at me. I was a head taller than her, so I scrunched down to make it easier, and she kissed me with enthusiasm. Behind her I saw Kate in the arms of her very good-looking boyfriend, and beside them stood a tiny fretful woman apparently trying to keep it together as best she could. She reminded me of an unhappy hummingbird.

      “This is Lillian,” Grace said as she ushered us into her condo, “and you already know Max.”

      Lillian nodded in our direction while Max broke away from Kate long enough to give each of us a warm embrace.

      “You are here in the nick of time,” he whispered in my ear.
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      “Please call me Grace or Gracie,” Max’s grandmother said to us, “and make yourselves comfortable. I’ll get you all something to eat and drink.”

      The condo had an open floor plan, a great room that combined a living room, dining room and kitchen. Maude offered to help, but Kate put up her hand. “Gracie and I have it. You two relax. You too, Lillian, if you can.”

      I looked around the space. Every nook and cranny in the living room was filled with Christmas from festive candles and photographs of Christmases past to a giant tree in one corner.

      That was where Maude headed.

      “This is lovely,” she said. “Each ornament is different and many of them look homemade.”

      Max joined her at the tree. “Each Christmas, Gracie and I would make an ornament for the year. See the year on each of these? We’d also make fudge and cookies. It’s a wonder I’m not a butterball.”

      “You are definitely not a butterball,” Maude said.

      I could tell she had the same assessment of Max that I did. He was one cool drink of water, make that vodka. I was sure he was fun in bed. I blushed at that thought but no one seemed to notice.

      For a moment I simply enjoyed the view. Max was taller than I was and probably weighed a hundred and eighty pounds, not skinny but without an inch of fat. He had a fine straight nose, a Roman nose, something that ran in my family. A sign of aristocracy my father liked to say, but to be honest my father was a bit of a snob.

      Max also had a full head of curly brown hair that glistened as he stood near the Christmas tree lights, hair that might be lovely to touch. Oh dear, this was getting a little creepy. I was old enough to be his grandmother, great grandmother if truth be told, but in my older years I’d discovered it was still a pleasure to look at a handsome man.

      Lillian put her hand on me and I jumped. “He’s lovely, isn’t he?” she said. “The whole building is enraptured with him. Your Kate suits him perfectly.”

      I started to say she was not my Kate but I thought better of it. She had her own family but she was also part of mine. “Thank you,” I said. “They do make a handsome pair.”

      I turned to Lillian who seemed calmer than when we’d entered. “Shall we find a place to sit and talk about your troubles.”

      “Yes, let’s sit,” Lillian said, “but my troubles can wait a bit; I feel safe here surrounded by all of you.”

      We settled on a sofa in front of a gas fire.

      “I can see you’re disappointed it’s not wood burning,” Lillian said. “We’re not allowed to have those in this complex. We have too many old people who might set the whole building ablaze.”

      I smiled at that. “How could you tell I was disappointed?”

      “I’ve learned to read people,” she said. “It’s how I’ve survived all these years, but it’s taken its toll. I’m sure you think I’m older than I am. I’m sixty-seven.” She looked at me. “Yes, that’s what I thought—you’re shocked by that fact.”

      I was suddenly feeling very uncomfortable. Maude was the person who always knew what I was thinking and feeling, and that was all right. But to have a complete stranger reading my mind, that unnerved me.

      “I’m sorry,” Lillian said with a sigh. “I can see I’m making you uneasy. I wish my ability to understand what people were thinking had served me better. It left me trying to fix broken individuals and sometimes broken people don’t want to be mended.”

      I smiled at that. “Very true,” I said. “In our line of work we’ve discovered that more than once, but we don’t try to change people.”

      Lillian stared at me. “That isn’t true. I imagine you are always trying to change people, to bend them to your way of thinking. You clearly have very definite opinions of right and wrong.”

      Lillian was starting to annoy me. “When someone asks for our help,” I said, “our goal is to keep them from getting bumped off.”

      “Bumped off?” Lillian smiled. “You mean people like me. You’re going to try to keep me from getting bumped off?”

      Before I could respond, Grace and Kate returned from the kitchen. “I’ve brought out Gracie’s secret hot chocolate,” Kate said. “To taste her food, you’ll have to come to the dining room.”

      We could see from where we were seated that the dining table was full of Christmas platters of cakes, cookies and pastries.

      “I hope it’s not too early for all this sugar,” Grace said. “I can also make eggs and bacon for anyone who wants a real breakfast.”

      “This will do perfectly,” I said, accepting a mug of hot chocolate from Kate. I took a sip. “Does it have something in it?”

      “Oh, dear,” Grace said. “I forgot to ask. It has a touch of Kahlua. Is that a problem for anyone?”

      “Not at all,” I said as if I were the spokesman for the group.

      “Kate thought that as well,” Grace said. “She said that all of you enjoyed a bit of alcohol on occasion.”

      I wondered what other family secrets Kate had revealed. Then I wondered why I was feeling so paranoid. I didn’t particularly like it when people knew my business or what I was thinking, even though I usually said what I thought with no worries about who might be offended.

      “Delicious,” I said, “very delicious. Could you share the recipe with my cook?”

      “Sorry, dear, trade secret,” Grace said.

      “Trade secret?” I asked.

      She gave me a mischievous smile. “Sometimes during the holiday season I forget I’m not actually Mrs. Claus. Let’s call it a family secret instead.”

      “I’ll drink to that,” I said. “I have a few family secrets myself.”

      However, with Lillian at my side I wasn’t sure how long I could hang on to any of those.

      “Shall we talk before we eat?” Max asked. “You came here this morning seeming very upset and frightened, Lillian. Maybe you should tell us about that.”

      Lillian nodded. Her hands, which had finally stilled in her lap, took up their frantic motion again. The wrinkles in her face deepened. “I am afraid,” she said, “dreadfully afraid. Someone seems to think I harmed them in the past and they are out for vengeance. Out for blood is the way they put it.”

      She looked around.  “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to destroy your appetite or your joy on the day before Christmas. When I’m among you I feel safe. It’s only when I’m alone that I get frightened.”

      “Then you’ll stay here,” Grace said. “I have a spare bedroom. I’m quite sure Max will be happy to give it up for more privacy with Kate. I’ve reserved two guest apartments on the ground floor, and I hope that will work for all of you.”

      “That will work,” Kate said, “although I’m not sure I want to be that far way from you and Lillian.”

      “I have an idea,” Max said. “If it isn’t too big an imposition, Lillian, perhaps Kate and I could stay in your apartment until we get this trouble sorted. It’s right next door, I believe.”

      “Oh,” Lillian said.

      I didn’t know how to interpret that “oh.” Was her apartment in disarray or was she afraid Max and Kate might invade her space. I know that’s what I would be thinking.

      “I’m only worried for your safety,” Lillian said.

      “Kate has been keeping me safe for years,” I said, “and neither one of us has been harmed. Does your apartment have two bedrooms? If so, perhaps Maude and I could stay there as well.”

      Everyone was silent.

      “I’m worried that Maude and I will be too far away to be of much help if we stay on the ground floor,” I said.

      Again there was silence. I wondered if Kate and Max were afraid we’d rain on their parade. “It will be a temporary measure until we see what’s going on and find a way to stop it,” I said.

      Kate sighed. “It does make sense. ODPA works most effectively when we all stick together.” She squeezed Max’s hand. “Hopefully, it will only be for a little while.”

      Max rallied. “Sounds necessary to me. We’re here to solve a crime before it happens and celebrating has to come after we do that. It makes me wonder, however, if some of us should
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